
T
here are two types of people in the world: 

those who divide people into groups and 

those who don’t.

But in the world of marketing, there’s only one 

sort of person, and they all believe in the practice 

of customer segmentation because it helps make 

sense of the complexity in the way decisions are 

made, especially in purchasing, because dividing 

people into four or fi ve groups often makes 

problems seem more manageable.

I personally like the fi ve point scale that 

TerraChoice has come up with to describe 

attitudes to buying green products. It ranges 

from Righteous And Willing Nature Unspoiling 

Total Zealots (RAW NUTZ) at one end through 

to the rather harshly named SCUM — Stubborn 

Comatose Undereducated Mainstream.

So, is there such a creature as a green 

consumer? Often the major criticism of market 

research on this topic is that what the consumer 

says about their interest in green purchasing, is not 

refl ected in their behaviour at the check-out.

One theory about this disconnect is that 

while interest in environmental aspects of goods 

and services is high, other factors such as price, 

convenience, quality and brand have a higher 

infl uence on the ultimate decision.

So what do people do at the 
check-out?

The Australian Food and Grocery Council (AFGC) 

wanted to test this theory, and commissioned Net 

Balance Foundation (report available at www.

netbalance.org) to undertake the research. The 

study, known as AFGC’s Green Shopper survey 

was conducted with 1000 Australian shoppers 

leaving four Woolworths supermarkets in Sydney 

and Melbourne.

The study found that despite 84 per cent of 

Australian shoppers saying they are concerned 

about the environmental impact of their purchasing 

decisions, only 13 per cent could actually point 

to a product they had purchased because of its 

environmental credentials.

“The results are surprising” says Ross Wyatt, 

General Manager of Net Balance Foundation. 

“There is a huge opportunity for Australian grocery 

producers, retailers, and government to work together 

to help consumers understand the environmental 

impact of the products they are purchasing. 

Consumers are confused and there is still more that 

can be done to help them buy better.”

The challenges for manufacturers include 

news that 27 per cent of respondents said to they 

would compromise on packaging to protect the 

environment, but only six per cent would give-up 

convenience.

Thirty-six per cent of Australian shoppers are 

prepared to pay more for “green” products, the 

survey found.

Closing the gap between 
“green intent” and actual 
“green action”

The survey also found an overwhelming 93 

per cent of people agreed that manufacturer and 

retailer efforts to reduce the environmental impact 

of products was “very important”. Net Balance’s 

Ross Wyatt says more work needs to be done to 

“close the widening gap” between “green intent” 

and “green action” by consumers. “Environmental 

and social externalities, beyond the law, are no 

one’s responsibility — it is collectively all of our 

responsibility. Otherwise, we risk destroying the 

systems that support us”, says Mr. Wyatt.

Link between brand and 
sustainability

A recent survey found that the average American 

could name around 10 species of plants, but over 

1000 brand names!

Certain brands have inextricably linked themselves 

to the product they produce, so that consumers often 

think of the brand when they want the product — do 

you fi nd yourself asking for a Kleenex when you want 

a tissue, or referring to a photocopy as a Xerox?

These everyday examples show the way brands 

can have a powerful association with the product and 

as such have a high intangible value association. The 

fi rst, most well published, brand valuation occurred 

in 1988 when Philip Morris purchased Kraft for $12.6 

billion — six times what the company was worth on 

paper. The price difference, reportedly, was the cost 

of the word “Kraft.” 

What then is the connection between brand 

and sustainability? It lies in how brand reputation 

can be a powerful marketing force, but can also 

be susceptible to consumer backlash. Examples 

where brands have suffered reputational loss 

have included Nike and Shell. On the positive 

side, brands such as The Body Shop have thrived 

on positioning as a green and ethical brand. In a 

world where competitive advantage and product 

differentiation is ever so important, greening the 

brand offers a unique opportunity.

Avoiding Greenwash in 
brand marketing

But, for legal and brand risk reasons, it is 

important to avoid any form of greenwash. 

Greenwashing can be seen as a symptom of the 

business community’s recognition that the public 

is demanding that they do better, and prepared to 

reward those that do.

The quickest response is simply to re-brand/

spin your company to make it look greener (hence 

‘greenwash’).

In investigating the extent of greenwashing, 

aforementioned Terrachoice surveyed six US 

‘big-box’ stores and identifi ed 1018 consumer 

products bearing 1753 environmental claims. 

Terrachoice concluded that of the 1018, all but one 

made claims that are demonstrably false or that 

risk misleading its intended audiences. This is an 

astounding result. 

Helping companies in Australia avoid these 

‘sins’ are the Australian Competition and Consumer 

Commission (ACCC) guidelines, which specify that 

generally a claim should:

1. Be honest and truthful;

2.  Detail the specifi c part of the product or process 

it is referring to;

3.  Use language which the average member of the 

public can understand;

4. Explain the signifi cance of the benefi t; and

5. Be substantiable.

Next time you consider an environmental claim 

to differentiate your product or service, consider 

the above defi nitions and guidance in ensuring that 

the claim is robust, not deceptive, and could be 

substantiated.

But, certainly do look to differentiate through 

environmental marketing. 

Terence Jeyaretnam is a Director of Net 

Balance (terence@netbalance.com), 

based in Melbourne.
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