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The problems and opportunities associated with the rise and rise of the green shopper do not look set to 
diminish. We have long been aware of the sizable gap between intent and green action on the part
of the consumer. This study has revealed that the “green intent” of shoppers has in no way diminished. 
In fact it is still on the rise.

However, also on the rise is green cynicism and in its wake, diminished action.

The short story is that 84% of 1,000 shoppers intercepted after shopping at Woolworths stores in 
Toorak, Dandenong, Marrickville and Plumpton expressed concern about the impact their shopping 
decisions were having on the environment. 80% claimed to know what a green or environmental 
product is. 80% report that they are actually thinking about environmental issues when shopping. 
50% even claimed to know something about the environmental reputation of the companies they 
were buying from.

With that level of knowledge and concern you would think shoppers would be able to readily point to 
products in their trolley which they bought because of environmental considerations. Right?

Wrong. A meagre 13% of shoppers reported that they had purchased a product “just now” because
of its environmental features.

What is going wrong? Why is all the effort to promote, range, and provide green products seemingly 
falling on deaf ears?

Rather than focus on dissecting demographic and psychographic data in search of the archetypal
“green shopper”, this study examines the actual “on-the-ground” attitudes and behaviours associated 
with green shopping.

The Australian Food and Grocery Council, in partnership with Woolworths Limited, Amcor and EPA 
Victoria, seek to shine a light on the knowledge, attitude and actual behaviour of those who buy green, 
and those who don’t. Who do they believe? How concerned are they? What environmental attributes
are important to them?

But most importantly, what green products are actually in their trolley as they leave the checkout.

1. What we were looking for...
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1.2 Background 
Australian Food and Grocery Council (AFGC) commissioned Net Balance to conduct research into 
consumer trends in ‘green shopping’ for presentation at their annual Highlands Conference in 
May, 2010.

The aim of the research was to:

 ¬ Draw on the ‘What Assures Consumers on Climate Change’ (WAC) research published by
Net Balance and co-sponsored by the AFGC in August 2008 

 ¬ Complete some complementary research to better understand the infl uences of sustainable or 
green considerations on shopping behaviour 

1.3 Methodology
The desk research for the ‘Green Shopper’ project was accompanied by fi eld research conducted by 
Australian Fieldwork Solutions on behalf of AFGC and Net Balance Foundation. 

1.3.1 Intercept Interviews

Between 1st and 22nd March 2010, a representative sample of 1,000 Australian supermarket shoppers 
were interviewed at the point of sale of Woolworths Supermarkets in four store locations, two in Sydney 
and two in Melbourne.

The aim of the questionnaire was to understand how far environmental considerations feature when 
consumers make purchasing decisions and whether this was evident in their purchases on that store visit. 
This would help identify key lessons in the area of sustainability consumer trends.

The survey looked at issues such as: 

 ¬ How much do shoppers know about sustainable purchasing?

 ¬ How do sustainability considerations infl uence the purchasing decision?

 ¬ Who does the consumer trust for information on sustainable products?

 ¬ How does the retail environment infl uence sustainability purchasing decisions?

In-line with industry guidelines an incentive payment of $5 was offered to all respondents who agreed
to take part.
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2. What we found...

2.1 There’s a green shopper somewhere in all of us. 
84% of shoppers interviewed are concerned about the impact of their purchasing decisions on
the world. In addition, 80% of people Net Balance surveyed agreed that they thought about 
environmental or green issues when shopping. 

50% of respondents ‘often’ or ‘sometimes’ knew the environmental reputation of the companies that 
produce their products. This is identical to the 50% in the 2008 ‘What Assures Consumers in Australia’ 
research fi ndings. This suggests that consumers remain concerned about the environmental performance 
of the companies producing their products. Despite this only 13% of shoppers interviewed on the day 
reported that they had just purchased a product because of its environmental features.

2.2 What do we mean by green?
The survey asked shoppers which environmental or green attribute was most important to them from
a selection of 9 options. 

Respondents identifi ed the most important attribute as being recyclable, 78%. Interestingly, this 
attribute, above all others is the one which empowers consumers to participate in green action. 

Following recyclability in importance are the attributes of locally grown/ produced, biodegradable, 
and reduced packaging which were all nominated as important to 59% of respondents.
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2.3 What this means for the green shopping experience.
Based on an apparently good level of understanding, shoppers demonstrated variable levels of concern 
about environmental and green issues.

In relation to their daily shopping experience this meant:

 ¬ 89% were concerned about wrong information on 
environmental or green credentials (“greenwash”). It is 
worth noting that people who had made a green purchase 
were more concerned by greenwashing (65%) than those 
who had not (47%); this does not support an argument 
that concerns about the validity of environmental claims 
necessarily acts as a deterrent, suggesting more that those 
who are buying ‘green’ products want more assurance 
around claims

 ¬ 84% were concerned about the impacts their purchasing 
decisions have on the world

 ¬ 80% were concerned about a lack of information or 
labelling of green/ environmental products. This refl ects 
the results found in What Assures Consumers (2008) that 
found 72% wanted more information at the point of sale 
and 78% wanted claims proven by independent parties)

 ¬ Perceived cost is (as always) a consideration for consumers. 78% were concerned about added 
costs of green/environmental products although 36% were prepared to pay more for a
greener alternative. (48% in WAC thought products with the least impact on climate were the 
most expensive)1 (Number of respondents who agreed they were ‘a little’, ‘quite a lot’ or 
‘a lot’ concerned.)
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Those who had made a green purchase were also more likely to pay more for a green or environmental 
product (57% compared to 33% of those who had not made a green purchase on the day).

The survey also explored concerns about the veracity of information from different sources. 

Respondents were most likely to believe environmental or green claims from a recognised environmental 
logo (87%). For those who made a green purchase on the day the fi gure was even higher (94%). 
The next most credible sources of information are environmental groups and on pack claims. The degree 
of certainty respondents have with on-pack claims is a little lower with most only “quite sure” they 
would believe claims. Once again we fi nd a signifi cant opportunity; customers are ready and willing to 
make a greener choice when they are given the added certainty of a trusted environmental certifi cation.

It seems there still sceptics. Those who had not made a green purchase were more likely to believe 
advertising (67%) and friends and relatives (81%) than those who had.

Overall respondents were least likely to believe religious and cultural leaders (28%) (11% in WAC) 
or the internet (51%).

Greenwash
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2.4 People are willing to compromise, sometimes…
The survey asked respondents what factors they would be willing to compromise on specifi cally 
when purchasing a more environmentally friendly or green product. Respondents were most likely to 
compromise packaging, 27% but least likely to compromise on convenience, 6%.

This presents a signifi cant dilemma for grocery manufacturers and retailers.

This refl ects consumer trends predicted by Shelton Group3 in December last year. ‘Six Green trends to 
watch for 2010’ anticipated that comfort and convenience will continue to be the major drivers for 
consumers making purchases.   

31% were likely to compromise on some features, four percent would compromise on none.

CASE STUDY:
 CARBON TRUST LABELS AND PAS 2050   

The Carbon Trust in the UK has introduced a product labelling scheme known as the ‘Carbon 
Reduction Label’. 

The label shows the amount of CO2 and other greenhouse gases emitted as part of a product’s 
manufacture, distribution, use and disposal - otherwise known as its carbon footprint. Those 
companies who label their products and services have measured their product’s carbon footprint 
and are committed to reducing it within two years.

Major retailer Tesco was a pilot partner for the scheme labelling items such as toilet paper, 
laundry detergent, and orange juice. Tesco Plc has committed to becoming a zero-carbon business 
by 2050. CEO Sir Terry Leahy highlighted that this type of information labelling scheme provides 
more information and verifi cation to empower the consumer to make better choices, without 
condemning consumption entirely. “With low-carbon consumption we can make the leap to a 
genuinely low-carbon economy”2. 

Carbon Trust uses the British Standard Agency’s ‘PAS 2050’ methodology, launched in 2008. It has 
also developed a ‘Code of Good Practice on GHG communication’ with other partners. Other well 
known companies include Boots, Innocent Smoothies, Walkers, HBOS and Continental Clothing.

For more information see www.carbon-label.com
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CASE STUDY:
 MILK PACKAGING UK

Two UK supermarkets have had polar responses to the introduction of milk sold in plastic bags,
for use in reusable jugs. 

Waitrose, who introduced the bags to reduce the amount of 
packaging, has announced it is going back to bottles as low 
demand led to large amounts of wasted milk. 

Sainsbury’s on the other hand is selling milk in plastic bags 
in all of its stores after an 18 month pilot in 50 stores. 

They will stock Dairy Crest’s bagged milk which uses 75 
percent less packaging than bottled milk and also costs six pence less. Sales have climbed to 
around 110,000 per week. Milk bags now account for one in every ten 2 pint semi-skimmed sold 
by the retailer, twice as many as the supermarket originally predicted.

The bags have been introduced as part of Sainsbury’s drive to reduce packaging by a third by 2015. 
Switching to bags could save up to 1,400,000 kg of packaging every year.4

Perhaps a factor in the relative success was Sainsbury’s decision to 
give free reusable ‘Jugit’ jugs to store colleagues. “…to make sure 
they understood how to use them. As a result, our colleagues have 
proven to be the best ambassadors for the product, as they are able 
to explain it to customers using their own personal experience.”  

For more information see http://www.jugit.co.uk/
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2.5 But what’s actually in their trolley?
The value of this research in comparison to many others exploring consumer behaviour was the 
opportunity to see where consumer concern and intent about environmental products had actually 
translated to green purchasing decision on the day. What was the conversion rate?

In summary – it was much diluted.  

Only 13% of shoppers claimed to have knowingly purchased a product because of its environmental or 
green factors. This is compared to 22% of those surveyed in the 2009 Deloitte Green Shopper survey. 

The most frequently nominated product categories were:

 ¬ Toilet paper – This was the most frequently cited category of green product nominated by 23% 
of those who knowingly purchased a green product. The Naturale and Safe brands were the most 
referred to; constituting 39% each of those who purchased a green toilet paper

 ¬ Dishwashing liquid – constituted 16% of the purchases of a green product with Earth Choice 
being cited by 65% of those buying a green dishwashing liquid

 ¬ Free range eggs – also at 16% was free range eggs. Pace and Manningvale (or Manning Valley) 
being cited for 40% of the free range egg purchases

 ¬ Laundry liquid and powder – Constituted 10% of green purchasers. Earth Choice was cited by 
36% of this group

 ¬ Fresh fruit and vegetables – Some consumers see fresh fruit and vegetables as a green purchase 
and 9% of those who stated they purchased a green product cited their fresh produce purchase

Other categories which registered more than 4% share of green purchases were, tuna/salmon (5%), 
milk (5%), paper towels (4%), chicken (4%), light bulbs (4%), and surface spray (4%).

Observations on these choices include: 

 ¬ Extensive use of recycled paper in toilet paper provides a good opportunity for communication of 
an easy-to-understand environmental benefi t. Manufacturers have made extensive use of 
this opportunity

 ¬ Detergent products have a relatively well understood environmental impact and have made 
progress in reducing that impact and communicating the benefi ts. While no comment is made on 
the veracity of the claims, a brief examination of the most often cited product reveals numerous 
claims and assurances including: plant based, natural, grey water safe, Australian made, cruelty 
free, phosphorous free recyclable, sourced from nature and no petrochemical surfactants

 ¬ There are recognisable logos associated with verifying claims on recycled toilet paper and free 
range eggs

 ¬ Substantial change has been made to the ranging and display of free-range eggs in the last 
18 months. It may be worth applying the lessons learnt here to other categories in how consumer 
demand was shaped to make free range eggs the new default purchase in the egg category

 ¬ The grocery aisle will always be something of a moral minefi eld due to the many trade offs in 
these products – For example, free range eggs have a larger carbon footprint than caged eggs 
and how does one trade off the relative merits of dietary needs, mixed environmental impacts 
(carbon, water, waste, biodiversity, animal cruelty etc), and ethical sourcing
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CASE STUDY:
  MARKS & SPENCER. PLAN A OBJECTIVES 2010-2015

Marks and Spencer have extended their highly successful 
‘Plan A Commitments’ towards 2015. They have based the new 
objectives on a learning that “Customers are aware of their 
personal impact on the world and ready to take action but most 
expect us to take a lead and make it relevant to their 
everyday lives.”

They have been working with business partners 
throughout their supply-chain to develop best practices 
through work in pilot eco-factories. These best practices 
have been turned into a set of factory and farm 

sustainability standards that will be driven across farms and factories in their supply chain. It is 
anticipated that these standards will make Plan A how suppliers do business too.

This set of standards will include:

 ¬ All food suppliers w scorecard that includes social and environmental issues as well as lean 
manufacturing, with a goal for 25% of them to achieve the very highest (Gold) performance 
standard by 2015

 ¬ All 10,000 farmers who supply fresh meat, dairy, produce and fl owers will be part of their 
Sustainable Agriculture Programme by 2012. By 2015 farmers that supply agricultural 
ingredients used to produce their food will also be engaged in the programme

 ¬ In partnership with our general merchandise suppliers they will focus on making social and 
environmental improvements in our top 100 clothing factories

 ¬ Finally, they will work to extend their traceability standards to include all aspects of the 
supply chain down to the source of the raw materials used in our general merchandise goods

Marks and Spencer also worked with the Carbon Trust and Trucost amongst others to estimate 
their carbon footprint and that of their supply-chain. They estimate this is around 7 million tonnes 
(mt) CO2e, consisting of around 4.3mt in their supply chain, 0.7mt for otheir own operations and 
around 2mt for customer use and disposal of their products. This helped them identify the key 
‘hotspots’ in their carbon footprint and focus new commitments on the areas of farming, 
food manufacture and refrigeration.

For more information see ‘Our Plan A Commitments’ Report 2010- 2015.
http://plana.marksandspencer.com/media/pdf/planA-2010.pdf
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2.6 If not government then who?
One area consumer sentiment was convincing is that 93% agreed a retailer’s efforts to reduce the 
environmental impacts of their stores are ‘ important’ or ‘very important’.

This refl ects fi ndings in WAC 2008 that 62.3% of respondents would rather do business with companies 
who are working to reduce global warming.  This is also a notable shift in the emphasis from WAC 2008 
where 78% of respondents felt governments should be doing more to solve the problem of 
global warming.

This could be a result of disappointing outcomes from the COP15 conference in Copenhagen or 
refl ecting disillusion with an apparent lag time on the delivery of the Rudd government’s commitments 
to tackling climate change through a CPRS. (The survey was carried out before Federal Government 
announcements in April 2010 that the CPRS would be delayed a further 3 years)

At the same time, as government regulation is slow to actualise, retailers around the globe are fi nding 
themselves in an increasingly powerful position to affect real changes in the contents and processes 
of the products they sell. Consumers are saying they will respond to retailers who make their green 
shopping easier, identifying a massive opportunity for retailers who fi ll this gap.

CASE STUDY:
  WALMART SUSTAINABILITY INDEX

In July 2009, Walmart in the US announced plans to develop a worldwide Sustainable Product 
Index.

Walmart provided each of its 100,000 global suppliers with a survey of 15 questions to evaluate 
their company’s sustainability in four areas:

 ¬ Energy and Climate

 ¬ Natural resources

 ¬ Material effi ciency

 ¬ People and community

Top tier U.S suppliers were asked to complete the survey by Oct.1. 2009. Outside the US timelines 
are being developed on a country-by-country basis for suppliers to complete and return.

In addition to building a Lifecycle Analysis Database, the fi nal step is to provide customers with a 
simple rating to make choices and consume in a more sustainable way. 

This builds on the supply-chain commitments made by Walmart at their Beijing Sustainability 
Summit in 2008.

For more information see http://walmartstores.com/Sustainability/9292.aspx
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3. Where to from here...

There is a green shopper in all of us

Let’s face it; nobody (well, nearly nobody) enjoys destroying the natural systems that sustain us. It’s just 
that other considerations like convenience, trust, cost, lack of knowledge or understanding often get 
in the way. Shoppers are concerned. In this study, only 6% of respondents were “not at all” concerned 
about the impact their purchasing decisions were having on the world. When the decision is (on the 
surface) easy – like buying free-range eggs, or toilet paper with high recycled content, or detergents 
which seemingly do less harm to our waterways – then consumers readily select the greener option.

Whose responsibility?

The bigger question is: whose responsibility is it to activate, steer, guide, cajole and generally help 
consumers make better decisions? Is it no one’s responsibility? Is it everyone’s? The answer is not a 
simple one, and some commentators suggest that this is exactly the kind of complex problem we have 
governments for. There is no question that manufacturers are faced with a massive opportunity to take 
a leadership position and many are trying. In the rush we are seeing too many “under supported over 
claims” which, instead of creating a wave of green support, are slowly building the level of cynicism to 
the point where 27% of respondents reported being “not at all likely” to believe on pack environmental 
claims and only 15% being “very likely” to believe them. Clearly the jury is out on that issue.

Gruen us green

Back in the 1940s, Victor Gruen pioneered the idea of the shopping mall and the associated intentional 
design features to help us shop “better”. The way we now shop by intuition rather than clearly defi ned 
need is often referred to as the “Gruen Effect” (or Gruen Transfer). The experience of retailers in relation 
to free range eggs is interesting in this context. A year or two ago, free range eggs may have been found 
in an organic or whole foods section. Slowly the volume and range in the main egg section has been 
increased. Putting aside the carbon v free range argument (or the more complex arguments associated 
with regulating supply or the actual experience of the chickens), it seems clear that retailers have 
effectively used the Gruen Effect to steer us to what might be described a greener option. Retailers like 
Woolworths have done a great deal to steer us towards fresher, more ethical and environmentally sound 
choices. Retailers in the UK have really made a name for themselves with their sustainability initiatives. 
But it’s not without its problems. In a competitive environment the approach of each retailer has not 
been well coordinated, resulting in what has been described as a mish-mash approach. What can we do 
in this country to overcome that?

A shared approach

There is only one answer to the dilemma of creating a more sustainable food and grocery industry. The 
time is upon us for manufacturers, retailers, industry bodies, government and NGOs to coordinate their 
efforts to harness the latent green potential in the vast majority of consumers. They are crying out for a 
standard they can believe in. But it’s not just a certifi cation standard that’s required, although that seems 
a likely place to start. The answer requires cross-sectoral participation, new levels of innovation and 
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ingenuity, more research and support for industry transformation. No individual retailer, manufacturer, 
industry body or NGO can do this on their own. Signifi cant resources and time commitment are required 
to help close the gap between the 84% of consumers who are concerned about the environmental 
impact of their purchasing decisions and the 13% who actually buy a green product each time they 
shop. Those companies that lead in this coordinated approach are set to become (or secure their existing 
positions as) the leaders of the future.

To quote Christopher Meyer and Julia Kirby in the April 2010 edition of Harvard Business Review:

“The key to becoming a contemporary corporate leader is to take on 
the responsibilities for externalities – what economists call the impacts 
you have on the world (like pollution) for which you are not called to 
account.”

This is the enormous challenge and unmatched opportunity for the Australian food and grocery industry.
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4. Who we worked with...

4.1 About Us
4.1.1 Net Balance Foundation

The Net Balance Foundation (www.netbalance.org) is a not-for-profi t entity which draws its resources 
(human capital, intellectual property, premises, networks, etc) from Net Balance Management Group 
(www.netbalance.com) sustainability advisory and assurance fi rm. The Foundation conducts research and 
provides sustainability advisory services to SMEs, not-for-profi t organisations and industry associations 
on a non-profi t basis, thereby giving these organisations access to sustainability research and advisory 
services which may otherwise be inaccessible to them. The results of the research conducted by Net 
Balance Foundation are made freely available for the public benefi t. 

Past Net Balance Foundation Research Publications include:

Net Balance Foundation Publications with AccountAbility and LRQA
What Assures Consumers in Australia on Climate Change? (2008)

Commended by Minister Gavin Jennings for its important contribution to the 
Climate Change debate, the 2008 report examined levels of consumer trust and 
found Australian consumers are informed, inspired and demanding to be part of 
the climate change debate. The survey reveals the public want government and 
businesses to remove obstacles which are preventing them taking more action to 
address climate change.

Consumers also want better assurance and proof of climate change product claims 
made by corporations.  

Net Balance Foundation publications with ACCA Australia and New Zealand Ltd
Reporting Trilogy – Research on Reporting Disclosures (2007-Present)

The Net Balance and ACCA Research examines the quality of sustainability reporting 
by the ASX Top 50. Topics include:

Part 2 Social Investment, Corporate Governance Anti-bribery & Corruption 
Reporting

Part 1 Human Capital Management, Climate Change, Stakeholder Engagement

Net Balance and ECO-Buy
Green Purchasing in Australia Report (2009)

Net Balance, commissioned by ECO-Buy, has undertaken an extensive investigation 
into green purchasing. The report summarises attitudes, drivers, and barriers faced 
by Australian business in green purchasing.

For more information see www.netbalance.org
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4.1.2 About AFGC

The Australian Food and Grocery Council (AFGC) is the national body representing the nation’s food 
and grocery products manufacturers. The food and grocery products industry is Australia’s largest 
manufacturing sector, employing more than 200,000 Australians and contributing 2.5 per cent to gross 
domestic product.

Our role is to help shape a business environment that encourages the food and grocery products industry 
to grow and remain profi table.

Our mandate is to ensure there is a cohesive and credible voice for the industry, advance policies and 
manage issues to help member companies to grow their businesses in a socially responsible manner.

We provide food and grocery products manufacturers with a platform from which they can voice their 
views on a range of issues.

For more information see www.afgc.org.au

4.1.3 About Australian Fieldwork Solutions

AFS is a leading client-responsive information services company, specialising in data collection across 
Australia and New Zealand. AFS provides comprehensive data collection services, national fi eldwork 
services focused on market and social research, packaging, mailing, data base management, data 
analysis, and dissemination of data.

Market Research companies, Corporations, and Government throughout Australia use AFS data collection 
services and systems. AFS is a market leader in data collection due to our well known and acknowledged 
superiority in capturing high stakes, mission critical data absolutely accurately and in a timely manner. 
Our core clients are advertising agencies and strategic and marketing consultants as well as commercial 
organisations such as manufacturers and service providers. Also Australian federal, state and local 
government agencies use market and social research.

For more information see www.afs-smart.com.au
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