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Kimberly: Let’s talk about the difference between misleading sustainability claims and aspirational ones. How do we encourage ambition without inviting distrust?

Joel: That’s a great question, Kim. But before I answer, it’s important to understand what is meant by “misleading sustainability claims” — a.k.a. “greenwash.” I have a different take than many of my colleagues and peers: I don’t believe greenwash is anywhere as big a problem it’s made out to be, even if we all agreed on what that word means, which we don’t.

So, let’s start with definitions. The European Union’s Green Claims Directive, which arguably was the most robust regulation to address misleading green claims. It defined greenwash as “the practice of giving a false impression of the environmental impact or benefits of a product, which can mislead consumers.”

Kimberly: Hmmm. “A false impression”? That feels highly subjective and open to interpretation. 

Joel: Begs several questions like: was the accused company outright lying? Did it oversimplify an environmental attribute while trying to make it easier for the average consumer to understand? Did consumers misinterpret the claim because they are ill-informed or were fed misinformation? Was the company stating an aspirational commitment, backed by incremental progress, toward an audacious goal it was on track to meet?

Also, the EU definition applied only to consumer products, not to services or to B2B transactions. So suppliers of the materials used in consumer products need not worry about the claims they make to their business customers (unless those claims might directly influence consumer purchasing decisions).

Another key question: Where does marketing stop and greenwashing start? After all, marketing is the art of making boastful claims. A few random examples: “All-natural” Kashi (it contains artificial ingredients). Vitaminwater reduces the risk of eye disease. (Unproven.) The Lumosity app can prevent Alzheimer’s. (Unproven.) Gorilla Glue can bond "virtually everything." (Maybe.) Red Bull “gives you wings." (Duh.)

Kimberly: But don’t most consumers view these audacious marketing claims and shrug their shoulders? “That’s just marketing,” they say.

Joel: Not so with environmental claims. They are closely scrutinized, questioned and criticized.

Yes, there’s been egregious fraud — BP’s “Beyond Petroleum” campaign or Volkswagen’s “Clean Diesel” claims come to mind. There’s no question they were greenwash, but such blatant mistruths are relatively rare. 

Overall, “greenwash” is so vaguely defined and inconsistently applied that the word can be applied to just about any environmental marketing claim that just doesn’t feel like it should be true, never mind the facts or context. As such, nearly anything companies say can be deemed greenwash.

I’ve been tilting at greenwashing for years. I’ve asked, “Is greenwashing really as bad a problem as some are making it out to be?” (in 2008); questioned the findings of a landmark report at the time called “The Seven Sins of Greenwashing” (2009); and made the case that the biggest greenwashers may actually be consumers (2010). More recently, I asked whether “greenwash” is the new “fake news” (2021) and even offered up a satirical set of tips on “how to greenwash like a pro” (2022).[LINK] https://trellis.net/article/how-greenwash-pro/

Kimberly: As a green business OG, you have been on this topic for a while.  So, what’s your take on the progress? 

Joel: Yes, I wish I’d seen more progress during that time, but I haven’t.

My topline conclusion: There’s a whole lotta corporate hyperbole going on, but an even greater amount of reticence by companies to talk about their sustainability commitments, goals and achievements for fears of being called out or canceled. Much of the hyperbole stems from companies’ genuine desire to be seen as engaged in addressing sustainability challenges, without necessarily giving ample thought about how they authentically communicate those messages.

That is, they’re more sloppy than sinister.

Kimberly: Interesting. So what do you think we should do about it? 

Joel:  To answer your question: The best thing we consumers can do to encourage ambition is to let companies know we care, to tell them we expect more from them — not just incremental or performative measures but significant reductions in negative impacts (waste, toxic emissions, greenhouse gases, resource consumption, ecosystem destruction) and increases in positive impacts (ecosystem and resource restoration, including sequestering atmospheric carbon).

Keep in mind that the reason companies are making these claims in the first place is because they want to be seen as taking action. We need to criticize them when they don’t live up to our expectations and — here's the radical part — express appreciation when they make a meaningful effort, however imperfect.

That is, we need to learn how to say, “Thank you, now do more.”

The market will take care of the rest: Advocacy groups, regulatory agencies, competitors and even employees will call out companies that are not walking their talk. 

The solution, then, isn’t to quash all environmental communications, which is what kneejerk charges of greenwash ultimately do. It’s to make sure that companies are backing their words with meaningful action.

Kimberly: Based on what you’re saying, greenhushing — where companies refrain from talking about their environmental commitments and achievements for fear of being criticized — is equally bad.

Yes, exactly. When companies feel that it’s unsafe to make sustainability claims, they clam up. 

Fortunately, most companies continue to do the work regardless. They just stop talking about it. That’s a disservice to all of us.

Green marketing has always been tough for companies, for three reasons:

1. Most environmental claims are about doing less bad. Reducing greenhouse gases, eliminating toxic ingredients, producing fewer disposable products and packaging — those are, in effect, about polluting less. Suffice to say, “We suck less than we used to” is a tough marketing claim. 

2. Most significant environmental improvements aren’t part of a product’s value proposition. For example, General Motors committed that its assembly plants would send zero waste to landfills, incinerators or energy recovery facilities — a highly laudable (and profitable) goal. As of 2023, the company achieved 94.6% diversion — an impressive achievement, but it has nothing to do with marketing Chevys. It’s unlikely the company would ever boast about its zero-waste ambitions in automobile showrooms.

3. Most environmental claims lack context or nuance. If GM ever did start touting its waste-reduction activities — which, by the way, diverted more than a million metric tons of waste from landfills in 2023 alone — they’d risk critics screaming, “How dare you talk about landfills when you make gas-powered cars!”

Criticizing companies for touting these things means that no green deed goes unpunished. No one gets credits for these feats, which sometimes take years of effort to accomplish. So, companies rightfully ask, “Why do we even bother doing these things? All we get is pushback.”

Kimberly: So, is there a happy medium, where companies’ claims can feel authentic?

There’s another vague word: “authentic.” What’s authentic to you may not feel authentic to me. Reminds me of that old quip: “Authenticity in business is everything. If you can fake that, you’ve got it made.”

But yes, authenticity in green marketing is possible. My favorite example was something called The Footprint Chronicles, a terrific website produced by Patagonia that told the story of several of its iconic products, sharing the good, the bad and the ugly — that is, what environmental improvements the company had made and what it was still working on. A great example of leveraging storytelling to promote transparency.

Unfortunately, the site was taken down. In its place is far more typical corporate environmental chest-beating: All the things the company has accomplished. Not to burst Patagonia’s balloon — it still is a sustainability leader, albeit one making pricey outdoor gear mostly from petroleum-based materials — but its authenticity (there’s that word) has dropped a couple of notches in my estimation.

I have long encouraged other companies to find ways to demonstrate the kind of authenticity Patagonia once modeled: to clearly state both their goals and achievements as well as the challenges they still face (getting suppliers to change, finding adequate supplies of sustainable inputs, getting customers to adapt to new ways of buying or using products, etc.). But I haven’t seen many great examples.

Kimberly: Finally, Joel, what’s the role of consumers in all this?

Ah, yes: consumers. Let’s not let them off the hook. Indeed, they’re part of the problem. And without going too deeply into another rant, let me say that I don’t give much credence to those survey findings that a large percentage of consumers prefer to buy the greener product or packaging.

That’s just bull. Consumers been telling pollsters the same thing since 1989 and shopping habits never really change.

That doesn’t necessarily mean consumers are, um, greenwashing. Like companies, they’re well-intended, want to do the right thing, etc. But changing — one’s products, brands, habits, preferences — is hard, for people and companies alike. 

Perhaps ironically, much of what we buy today is greener than it used to be despite consumers’ stubbornness because companies are systematically wringing out waste, energy, carbon intensity, toxics and more — not necessarily because of consumer demand, but because it saves money and reduces risk.

So, net-net, it’s a two-way street. Companies and consumers need to have a much more robust and honest conversation about green expectations and messaging than they’ve typically had. 

That means sharing and, of course, listening to each other. Short of that, companies are doomed to repeat green marketing failures of the past and consumers are doomed to not know how to make a difference when they shop.

Kimberly: So, showing gratitude to companies who do well, and giving them the incentive to do more, not just punishing them.  

Thank you, Joel, for taking time out to clarify these challenges from an industry insider’s POV.  I’m grateful and I believe our readers are too.
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