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Research Methodology

The desk research for the “What Assures Consumers?” Australian update 2008 was 
undertaken in both the UK and Australia accompanied by opinion research conducted by 
GlobeScan on behalf of Net Balance Foundation, AccountAbility and LRQA.

Online Survey
In April 2008 a representative sample of over 1,000 members of the Australian general 
public aged 18+ were interviewed online with quotas set by age, gender and region. 
The aim of the questionnaire was to understand the importance that consumers place 
on issues of corporate behaviour when making their purchase decisions, key trust issues 
within particular sections, and look at the importance of different information channels.  
Additional questions for the Australian updates research were designed in collaboration 
with Foster’s Group Marketing and Insights team.

More information on this survey is available at www.accountability21.org/whatassures.

Interviews
Further research was undertaken in the form of qualitative interviews with small 
number of the Australian public by Globescan in May 2008. More information on these 
interviews are available online at www.accountability21.org/whatassures

Collaborative Learning Workshop and Expert Views
A collaborative learning workshop was held in Melbourne on 5th May 2008 facilitated by 
Net Balance Foundation and attended by available members of the project’s supporting 
organisations – LRQA, Foster’s Group and Transurban. Selected experts also provided 
comment on the results fi ndings and report drafts at key stages in its development.
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AccountAbility’s Assurance for Change program publicised within the What Assures? 
research and report series explores and advances innovative approaches to building credible 
assurance. While approaching this question from a range of different angles, “What Assures 
Consumers?” forms part of this series, exploring citizens’ potential as change-makers through 
their own consumption choices. The research series is rooted in our AA1000 Series and related 
standards work as well as our research and work on Materiality. 
For more information visit www.accountability21.net/WhatAssures?

“What Assures Consumers on Climate Change?” Business, governments and consumers are 
increasingly concerned about climate change. 54% of consumers in the US and UK are willing 
to make personal sacrifi ces to prevent global warming. But only 10% trust the guidance they 
receive from business and government on this issue. So, if 90% of US and UK consumers are 
unsure about business or government claims on climate change, then “What Assures Consumers 
on Climate Change?” This report seeks to answer this critical question. The research draws on the 
consumer opinion survey conducted in the US and UK, and relevant work of experts in different 
fi elds. Experts, who have concentrated on understanding the science of global warming, what 
infl uences consumer behavior, what is effective sustainability assurance, what is needed for 
rigorous greenhouse gas accounting, and the consumption pathways that have the greatest 
impacts. Our ambition has been to understand what role consumers can play in overcoming the 
global obstacles to averting catastrophic climate change.

Thereby the contribution of this report is to draw together these different elements into an overall 
framework for understanding and catalysing change. We hope this will feed into and enhance 
cross-cutting conversations amongst these and other disciplines. 

This fi rst phase of “What Assures Consumers?” undertaken by AccountAbility in partnership with 
the National Consumer Council during 2006 aimed to better understand what assures the public 
in their decision-making on purchases to build practices that both empower consumers but also 
strengthen corporate performance. 

“What Assures?”, written by AccountAbility and sponsored by PricewaterhouseCoopers LLP in 2006, 
makes the case that assuring stakeholders that your organisation is delivering on its commitments 
will be multi-faceted in the 21st century. It will involve continuous engagement with a range of 
stakeholders concerned both with past and future performance.

First conceived in 1999, AccountAbility standards, the AA1000 Series, are principles-based 
standards intended to provide the basis for improving the sustainability performance of 
organisations. They are applicable to organisations in any sector, including the public sector and 
civil society, of any size and in any region. 

Launched in 2003, the AA1000AS is the fi rst non-proprietary, open-source Assurance Standard 
that covers the full range of an organisation’s disclosure and performance. AccountAbility has 
begun the revisions process for the AA1000AS and will publish the second edition in July 2008.

Launched as an exposure draft in 2005, the AA1000SES offers a robust basis for designing, 
implementing, evaluating and assuring the quality of stakeholder engagement. AccountAbility has 
begun the revisions process for the AA1000SES and will publish the second edition in 
December 2007.

The Materiality Report: Aligning Strategy Performance and Reporting, prepared by AccountAbility 
in association with BT Group plc and LRQA in 2006, provides a toolkit for managers to work out 
which issues are material to their underlying performance, and encourages business to focus on 
these issues in their public reporting.
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Executive Summary

Australians have high per-capita 
greenhouse emissions, but a strong 
commitment to averting climate 
change. The impacts of climate change 
are increasingly visible to Australians, 
in this water stressed country. Climate 
change therefore became a high profi le 
issue in the most recent elections, and 
the country is now seeking to become a 
leader in addressing climate change.

Australians are committed to tackling climate change…

1. Consumer action could be a crucial asset in Australia’s efforts to tackle climate 
change. The country’s natural endowments and highly developed technical, fi nancial 
and institutional capacity are seen as key strengths in enabling the country to 
achieve low-carbon competitiveness.. Harnessing consumer action is not prominent 
as part of the country’s strategy.

2. This research shows that most Australian consumers demand a stronger role in 
delivering on climate action. They want to actively support the country’s bid to 
become an international leader on this issue. 

3. Climate change is an important consumer issue - even more so than in other 
countries. The majority of Australians recognize that a signifi cant change in their 
lifestyles is needed. Six out of ten accept this challenge, compared to just over half 
of US and UK consumers.  Opinion is particularly strong amongst young people. 

4. Australians are also well informed about how to tackle climate change. The vast 
majority of Australians have already made some easy, close-to-home changes such 
as switching off lights, installing energy saving bulbs and buying green products.  
Only 13% could not come up with an answer on what people like themselves could 
do about it. This compares with 24% of respondents in the UK and 58% in the US.

 …but can’t or won’t go much further until business and government treat them 
as grown ups

7.  Despite this concern and action, there remains a big gap between what people 
say, and what they will do. Most consumers have yet to embed the low carbon 
approach into their purchasing choices, let alone embrace more diffi cult lifestyle 
changes. Consumers are confused about how far they should go. Half say they are 
unable to judge how environmentally friendly their lifestyle is and nearly four in fi ve 
are sceptical about business and government claims on climate change. 

8. Consumers report practical and fi nancial obstacles to making lower-carbon 
choices. Expense and lack of information are the two major reasons cited. Other 
barriers to change are embedded in infrastructure and culture: namely low density 
suburban housing, lack of public transport, and the traditional meat-based diet.

“There are many organisations who are doing the 
right thing for the planet. Nevertheless, some 
organisations try to profi t from their green 
claims. Organisations can make whatever claim 
in the market place, but consumers will remain 
sceptical. Consumers want honest business 
practices and they need to be able to see the 
evidence behind these green claims. We need to 
work together to stop ‘green washing’ activities.”  

—Richard Gunawan, LRQA Australia
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9. Business and government are beginning to communicate more effectively with 
consumers on climate change. There have been encouraging innovations. They 
must now help consumers identify material and achievable actions, make low-
carbon options affordable, target messages to different groups of consumers and 
embed consumer-facing approaches within the broader business commitment to 
addressing climate change. 

10. The predominant messages received by consumers are still about small-scale 
incremental changes that fi t comfortably within current lifestyle models. 
The blatant disjunction between the gravity of the problem and the modesty of 
requested actions leaves consumers feeling disempowered.  

11. Consumer demand to act on climate change must be more effectively 
harnessed, or it will be lost in confusion and cynicism. High-visibility, low-impact 
actions are like patent shark repellents that provide little assurance.

12. Consumer action can help catalyse wider action. The most important role that 
individuals can play is not simply reducing their own environmental impacts, but 
in building a groundswell of support for climate leadership, from government and 
business, to deliver ambitious greenhouse gas emission reductions and radical 
public policy innovations. 

13. Australians are giving a strong call for business, government and citizens to 
work together on climate change. Four in fi ve say business must take climate 
change more seriously and call on government to do more to tackle it. Three 
quarters of Australians demand more information about how products contribute to 
global warming. More than two thirds say government should force companies to 
phase out products that contribute to global warming. 

Above all, Australians want assurance 

14. Consumers do not yet see businesses or government as trusted sources. 
Only one in seven Australian consumers trust business and only one in fi ve trust 
government sources. There is a clear need to develop better assurance processes, 
involving trusted sources such as scientists and environmental groups, to provide 
consumers with reliable signals which help them to target changes that matter. Only 
robust assurance can empower consumers, businesses and government bodies to 
hold each other accountable for climate action.  
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15. Effective assurance means smart labelling and more. Improving the quality of 
product information, such as the appliance labelling scheme and environmental 
advertising guidance, is vital. But consumers can overstate their ability to process 
such information.  Product claims should be vouched for by independent third 
parties. Building trust depends on a mix of formal and informal assurance, through 
advertising and public campaigns, word-of-mouth, nudging (‘choice editing’) by 
government and retailers, and the evolution of community norms. 

16. Consumers insist on their right to join the national debate on tackling climate 
change. Consumer messaging and individual action must be integrated into the 
national strategy, beyond simply compensating low- income consumers from the 
forthcoming carbon trading scheme. Creating a shared vision of the low-carbon 
economy means that business, government and civil society must stop second 
guessing and start actively engaging with consumers, showing individuals, families 
and communities how to meaningfully reduce carbon footprints, and establish 
Australia as a climate leader on the international stage. 
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Consumers and Climate Change

2008: Zero is the new black 
If 2007 was the year that the international scientifi c consensus on climate change 
became resoundingly clear, 2008 is the year when it has become a mainstream 
consumer issue. 

As well as ongoing public policy debates such as the Garnaut Review in Australia, and 
preparations for the international climate negations in Copenhagen in 2009, there has 
been an explosion of messages about climate change action in the consumer space:

» Public campaigns. Al Gore’s Alliance for Climate Protection launched the largest 
ever advertising campaign on a public policy issue. Its US$300 million advertising 
campaign sought to raise awareness in the US about the dangers posed by 
global warming through a barrage of television and press advertising, encouraging 
consumers to sign up to the campaign and make a direct link between trimming 
their own climate impacts and making their voice heard. 

» Product development and advertising. Mainstream retailers like Wal-Mart have 
begun to stock and promote products for their green credentials, and companies 
such as Toyota and AMP, that have so far been managing their environmental 
impacts as a defensive business strategy to reduce cost and risk, have come out 
with ambitious public claims and promises.  

» Corporate branding. An increasing number of organisations have committed to 
going ‘carbon neutral’ by reducing the amount of energy they use, and offsetting 
what they can’t reduce by paying for others to mitigate their impacts. They include 
companies like Barclays, HSBC, BskyB, Nike, and Yahoo!, the Australian Football 
League (AFL), EPA Victoria, Sydney Water, VicSuper, Bunnings and Insurance 
Australia Group (IAG) have either become carbon neutral or set a date by which to 
become carbon neutral. Some companies have attached carbon neutral claims to 
a particular product line, such as Channel Seven’s Sunrise breakfast TV program or 
Westpac’s Green Mortgage scheme and Foster’s Cascade Green beer.
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Box 1: Raising the public profi le of climate change in Australia

Black balloons
The State Government of Victoria’s television and website campaign represents 50g of 
carbon dioxide as a black balloon, enabling households to visualise the greenhouse 
emissions resulting from their actions. www.saveenergy.vic.gov.au 

Climate Clever
The Australian Federal government ran a multi-million dollar television and web-based 
campaign to encourage individuals to take simple actions to reduce their carbon footprint, 
such as hanging washing on the line and using energy effi cient light bulbs.    

1 degree of change
News Limited seeks to both explain its own actions and encourage individuals to take 
action to reduce their carbon emissions. www.1degree.com.au

Who on earth cares
The Australian Conservation Foundation’s  campaign fronted by Cate Blanchett, invites 
Australians to assess their own carbon footprint, take steps to reduce it, and tell their 
friends and political representatives. www.whoonearthcares.com 

Word of mouth
The Australian Conservation Foundation has trained 250 people as climate change 
presenters with material based on Al Gore’s ‘An Inconvenient Truth’ slide show. Their aim is 
for 1 in 100 Australians to have seen the presentation by August 2008. www.acfonline.
org.au 

Green Vehicle Guide  
The  Australian Government’s Green Vehicle Guide helps consumers rate new Australian 
vehicles based on greenhouse and air pollution emissions. The rating is calculated 
using data provided by manufacturers from testing the vehicle against Australian 
standards. www.greenvehicleguide.gov.au

Danger signs
But behind the fl urry of activity, alarm bells are beginning to ring, warning that, for all 
the talk of tipping points, 2009 might be the year in which climate is pushed to the 
back burner of public concern, with opportunities for realising radical reductions in our 
environmental impacts slipping out of grasp. 

Credit crunch and economic recession

The economic cycle is now in a recession, which has been predicted to last until 2010 in 
many economies. Oil prices are at historic highs and still rising. From an environmental 
perspective, higher prices will make low carbon choices such as public transport and 
home energy effi ciency more attractive. However, tighter household spending means that 
climate change as a priority for most people has been replaced by concern about rising 
food and fuel prices. 
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Public awareness can all too quickly turn to cynicism

Journalists in Australia and around the world are quick to pick up on signs of hypocrisy 
from those advocating environmental action: business leaders who advocate fuel 
effi ciency but drive gas guzzlers and celebrities supporting climate change campaigns 
but refusing to reduce their air travel. Citizens are unlikely to take on environmental 
commitments if they think that legislators, business leaders and celebrities are 
expounding a ‘do as I say, not as I do’ message. They also recognise that simplistic eco-
messages can be a cover for more self-interested concerns. The debate around ‘food-
miles’ for example jeopardizes the development gains from agricultural trade in favour of 
protectionist concerns (see box 2). The backlash against biofuels, on both environmental 
and food security grounds, has also led consumers and citizens to recognise that some 
policies advocated as ‘eco measures’ may have economic or geopolitical goals dressed 
up in green. 

Box 2: Food miles from anywhere?

Research by the Melbourne Centre for Education and Research in Environmental 
Strategies has found that the average Australian basket of food has travelled over 
70,000 kilometres from producer to consumer.

The growth of interest in ‘food miles’ has gathered pace in Europe in the past few years, 
and is now gaining traction in Australia, both as a consumer and a producer concern. 
Food miles advocates point out the high contribution of some air-freighted products to 
the overall greenhouse gas emissions burden of food transportation. They urge consumers 
to buy local and avoid out of season and air-freighted produce. 

In the UK, some supermarkets are labelling air-freighted food with a plane symbol. The 
Soil Association, which certifi es organic food, has decided to disqualify air-freighted foods 
from gaining the organic label. 

But the food miles movement has been strongly criticised by development experts, who 
say that such moves are no more than thinly disguised protectionism which confuses 
the issues of climate change, food transport and labour standards. “Food miles is a 
system deliberately designed to deceive”, says Australian Agriculture Minister Tony Burke. 

“It does not provide quality consumer information and preys on the fact that a lot of 
consumers, and good on them, want to make sure that they’re doing their bit in trying to 
reduce carbon emissions. The problem with food miles is it takes one tiny corner of a tiny 
equation and pretends it’s the entire answer.”

Many experts agree that the impact of food choices can only be considered by including 
the environmental impacts of food production and packaging as well as how far the food 
has travelled. Hugh Campbell, associate professor at the University of Otago, says that 
in some cases transport is only 20% of the total energy budget of a food’s production. 
Research in New Zealand found that due to the temperate climate and use of hydro-
electric power, a serving of New Zealand lamb consumed in the UK uses half as much 
non-renewable energy as the equivalent UK grown lamb. “We have to move from food 
miles to carbon footprinting that measures the embodied CO2 created in the whole life 
cycle of that product.” he says.
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High-visibility, low-impact actions distract from the need for real change.  

Senator Penny Wong, the Minister for Climate Change and Water admits that shifting to a 
lower emitting economy will mean Australians will have to change the way they live, “This 
is not going to be easy. I don’t think anyone from the Government has ever said that 
this would be easy…”. However, while the public responds most readily to environmental 
solutions when they see others like themselves engaging too, such high-visibility actions 
are not always well directed.  The problems associated with plastic bags have been 
elevated far above their real material impacts because they are so visible and because 
reusable alternatives have become a fashionable badge of eco-awareness. Climate 
change, on the other hand, is a ‘hard sell’ because the impacts have been disputed, are 
relatively slow and invisible, and also because the most signifi cant actions consumers 
can take do not encourage this type of self-expression. Much of the growth in low carbon 
marketing has been in home and personal care products, local and organic foods, and 
luxury goods such as clothing and gifts, rather than in the sectors that could make a 
major difference to carbon footprints (see box 3).

Box 3: What can one person do?

There are many variations on the theme of ‘50 simple things you can do to save the 
planet from global warming’. Guides, from government, business and environmental 
groups, have tended to focus more on ease of action than scale of impact, and have 
been dismissed by behavioural experts as frivolous. Scientist and environmental activist 
Tim Flannery has instead taken an impact-focused approach. He has identifi ed 11 
‘realistic ways’ that consumers can help reduce global warming, with a clear link providing 
guidance:

1. Change to accredited Green Power option = Eliminate household emissions from 
electricity 

2. Install energy-effi cient hot water system = Up to 30% reductions in household 
emissions 

3. Install solar panels = Eliminate household emissions from electricity 

4.  Use energy-effi cient whitegoods = Up to 50% reduction in household emissions 
from electricity 

5.  Use triple-A rated shower-head = Up to 12% reduction in household emissions 

6.  Use energy-effi cient light globes = Up to 10% reduction in household emissions 

7.  Check fuel effi ciency of next car = Up to 70% reduction in transport emissions 

8.  Walk, cycle or take public transport = Can reduce transport emissions 

9.  Calculate carbon footprint = Can reduce transport & household emissions 

10.  Suggest a workplace audit = Up to 30% reduction in emissions 

11.  Write to a politician about climate change = Can change the world
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Greenwash is back

Unsubstantiated or irrelevant environmental claims are a familiar problem from early 
days of the green consumer movement. Now that public awareness has become more 
mainstream, greenwash is also back in the 
public eye.

Reducing everything to ‘carbon’

Growing awareness of climate change and 
advances in environmental accounting and 
‘footprinting’ have enabled the greenhouse 
gas emissions associated with anything 
from a packet of crisps, to a sweatshirt to 
a bank account to be calculated, labelled and offset. In principle this kind of carbon 
transparency should help consumers identify and address their major climate impacts, 
but in practice this new transparency is often applied in a way that distracts from, rather 
than highlights the most important actions consumers can take. Some environmentalists 
are now warning  of ‘carbon blindness’ where climate change is seen as the only issue, 
trumping concerns about biodiversity, poverty and equity which can’t be so easily boiled 
down to a single number.  

More talk than action

The simple fact is that, despite the 
increasing ‘buzz’ of attention around 
consumer action on climate change, the 
stubborn gap between what people say, 
and what they do, refuses to shift. For 
example, following market research both 

Qantas and Transurban have begun to offer optional off-setting options, but uptake 
has been low. Many are wondering whether the new green consumer movement is a 
bubble that is about to burst. In fact they argue, all this talk could simply be the sound 
of the buck being passed. Tightened economic circumstances have exposed just how 
vulnerable the green commitments of both public and politicians are to short-term 
fi nancial considerations. There are already calls to roll-back environmental taxes in the 
UK, Australia and elsewhere in the face of energy price hikes.

Mind the gap
In 2007 AccountAbility, together with Consumers International, sought to understand 
what is needed to close this gap between consumer concern and action, through , 
research on ‘What Assures Consumers on Climate Change?’, including a survey 2734 
people in the UK and the US. We found that the majority of consumers are already 
taking some actions to trim their environmental impact and most are willing to embrace 
a carbon conscious lifestyle, but few feel empowered to take anything but the most 
easy and convenient changes.  People cited lack of information, expense, confusion, 
inconvenience and lack of trust in eco-claims as the key obstacles to taking 
greater action.

“Over the past 12 months, there have been 
greater claims about green and various carbon 
credentials.  We want to make sure industry 
doesn’t mislead consumers who will often pay 
a premium for these products.”  

—Lin Enright, Australian Competition and 
Consumer Commission 

“In spite of the over-hyped claims, there has 
been little variation in the behaviour of ethical 
consumers over the years… The truth is, the 
gap between green consciousness and green 
consumerism is huge.”  —Joel Makower, author 
of “The Green Consumer”
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In 2008 AccountAbility, LRQA and the Net Balance Foundation repeated the survey with 
over 1000 consumers in Australia. We found that Australian consumers are even more 
ready to act, but are held back by the same obstacles and dilemmas as those elsewhere 
in the world. 

Australian consumers are concerned about climate change

“It’s pretty much top of the list… about 10 years ago reports were coming out and it was 
quite controversial and a lot of people argued against it – but now a lot of people realize 
it’s serious, it affects everyone, our future and our children’s future.”

“I am extremely concerned. I guess one of the main reasons is that the part of Australia 
I’m living in we’re already experiencing that effect because we’ve had 10 years of 
drastically low rainfall. The main food bowl of Australia is in its death throes. The water 
reserve level is at 29 percent, even lower than last year. If this is going to be the normal 
pattern, then our lifestyle is going to change drastically. And across the world – rising sea 
levels will affect a lot of our pacifi c neighbours.”

“I am moderately concerned, I suppose.  I have to admit I’m not on the bandwagon, if you 
know what I mean.  The need to fi x it… I think something should be done, but I don’t think 
that in my lifetime anything will happen.”

Australians want to take action on climate change: 

» Four out of fi ve of Australian consumers agree everyone needs to take more 
responsibility for their personal contribution to global warming (81%)

» Nearly two out of three understand that there needs to be a signifi cant change in 
lifestyle including personal sacrifi ces to prevent global warming (63%) 

» Nearly three in fi ve consumers have actively sought out information about global 
warming in a book, fi lm or on the web (58%)

Consumers in Australia, as elsewhere say they are confused 
about what they can do

» Half of all Australians are unable to judge how environmentally friendly their lifestyle 
is (51%).

» Nearly 80% are sceptical about business and government claims on climate change.

» 78% want green claims to be backed up by proof from independent third parties.

“What can consumers do? I suppose using your car less, and things like that… turning 
your lights off… saving energy… We try to use our car less these days, but more because 
of the petrol.”

“I can’t say that anything springs to mind that I have to do, apart from fi tting a couple of 
low energy light bulbs. I think for individuals there’s not much more we can do, I can’t go 
out and buy an electric or hydrogen powered car.”
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Why does it matter? 
Is this imbalance between citizen concern and consumer action simply a question of 
marketing departments overeagerly jumping on the green marketing bandwagon, and 
people overstating their own climate change commitments to pollsters? Or is there more 
at stake?

Any assessment of the success or failure of consumer focused climate change 
communications must start from a clear view about what these approaches might 
achieve. Despite messages to consumers telling them that ‘you have the power’, the 
potential for consumers to reduce their own climate impact is limited by wider factors 
such as urban planning, the state of existing housing stocks, public transport provision 
and energy policy. Nor can citizens be expected to be ‘consumer regulators’ even of the 
direct impacts of their own purchases. They have neither the time, the information, the 
expertise nor the motivation to audit every shopping trip. 

Advocates of consumer action on climate change identify a number of distinct strategies 
for harnessing consumer action as part of a wider strategy of engagement and change:

Do your bit Enabling people to take visible and achievable action, however 
small, encourages them to think ‘this is my issue and I can do 
something about it’ and perhaps, to fi nd out more.

Making changes 
that add up

Information, encouragement, feedback and incentivisation can 
enable individuals and communities to signifi cantly reduce their 
carbon footprint through product and lifestyle choices, which 
also saves them money and delivers other direct benefi ts.

Driving the market Trendsetting consumers demonstrate to others that lower carbon 
lifestyles can be viable and desirable; they pioneer markets for 
innovative, new low-carbon products and services.

Greening 
reputations

Consumers take notice of companies that take a responsible 
approach to energy and climate, rewarding responsibility with 
trust and goodwill.

That won’t hurt too 
much

Voluntary, market based approaches can demystify climate 
change, and  provide consumers with fi rst hand experience of 
thinking about renewable energy and conservation.  Consumers 
who are already taking voluntary action are more likely to accept 
public policy measures such as road pricing, carbon trading, 
choice editing or carbon allowances.

A movement for 
change

Individual consumer action is one way of mobilising people to 
become part of a broader movement, actively infl uencing friends, 
neighbours, legislators and public debate.  

Consumer Climate Change strategies
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Some consumer climate change initiatives aim at just one of these levers of change, 
others take a combined approach. To date, the strongest emphasis has been on the ‘do 
your bit’ and the ‘changes that add up’ strategies. These strategies have been targeted by 
mass communication campaigns, pledge schemes, guidebooks and carbon 
footprint calculators. 

However, just as these approaches are gaining mainstream backing in the media and 
commercial space, some advocates of consumer environmental awareness are beginning 
to question their effectiveness. They fear that the increasingly widespread uptake of a 
market mediated ‘do your bit’ approach distracts from the need for more signifi cant 
changes and gives consumers false reassurance that simple actions are enough. 
WWF UK’s recent report “Weathercocks and Signposts” analyses the growing concern 
about whether small, easy changes really do add up. The report warns that unless 
people are strongly motivated and informed, energy savings in the home may simply 
mean that money saved is spent on another equally energy-hungry activity. They fear that 
current emphasis on ‘simple and painless steps’ may be a distraction from the deeper 
approaches that are needed to create more systemic change.   

Bright and breezy guides to saving the planet one small step at a time are widespread. 
But John Javna, the author of 50 Simple Things You Can Do to Save the Earth, one of the 
original best sellers in this genre, now believes that the approach is fatally fl awed; 

“It is not solving problems, and in some ways it’s even creating problems because people 
think that they’re addressing an issue in a deep way when they’re just skimming the 
surface”. This year he has rewritten his book, throwing out the focus on small changes 
and highlighting big changes, both practical and political, that he believes will enable 
individuals to make a signifi cant difference. 

While there are still gains to be made from 
energy effi ciency in existing products and 
processes, innovative businesses are already 
thinking beyond incremental changes to 
developing fundamental new ways to deliver 
products and services in a low-carbon 

economy. However, since few of these products and services are mainstream market 
ready, communicating to consumers about them risks charges of ‘greenwash’. So the 
predominant messages that consumers receive about climate change action continue to 
focus on small-scale incremental changes that fi t within current lifestyle models. 
The danger is that the disjunction between the scale and gravity of the problem and the 
small steps advocated to consumers leaves consumers feeling disempowered.  

“I think our sense of urgency as a whole has diminished somewhat, in so much as fi ve years 
ago there was a bit of a debate about whether global warming was in fact a reality, but now 
we’ve come to the conclusion that it is, people are saying “well, it’s nothing to panic about.” 
We’re becoming comfortable with the idea that this is how it is. This is running counter to 
being proactive about combating it.”

“You would think that companies would have more sense and be putting more R&D into making 
something that could make more money in the future. But I think they’re too busy now to think 
about what might make money in the future. They have short term attitudes. But I think that 
we all, as government, companies and individuals, think like that. Global warming requires 
long term thinking and I don’t think any society’s been particularly good at doing that.”

“The economy of the future will be low-carbon. 
That is clear. But it is not clear what will 
happen between now and that future”.

—Björn Stigson, World Business Council 
for Sustainable Development
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Consumer mobilisation towards a global deal?
The same range of strategies for change employed in consumer campaigns, can be seen 
in the development of international responses to the climate challenge, as countries and 
business sectors consider their strengths and weaknesses, opportunities and threats, 
and the contributions they might make, as producers and consumers of energy, to the 
global solution. 

Just like individual consumers, nations come from starting points of very different levels 
of current impacts, acceptance or responsibility and capacity for adaptation. As with 
consumers, most countries recognise the seriousness of the problem, but concerns 
about equity and incentives for free-riding work against collaborative outcomes.

The Bali Roadmap adopted in 2007 
by the conference of the parties 
to the UN’s Climate Secretariat 
(UNFCCC) charts the course for a 
negotiating process to be completed 
in Copenhagen in 2009. This process 
seeks to reconcile the individual 

actions and concerns of over 180 countries into a viable and accountable global 
movement for change. The majority of countries are still taking the ‘do your bit’ route, 
showing willing by talking about or actually embracing easy changes, but standing back 
from making greater strategic commitments. Some are compiling more detailed national 
emissions inventories and carbon accounts, the national version of personal carbon 
calculators, to identify the most important areas where they can cut emissions. 
A limited number of countries are actively seeking competitive advantage in specifi c 
areas, like Brazil’s desire to lead the market in bio-fuels, or Japan and Denmark’s efforts 
in renewable energy. Only a handful of smaller nations like New Zealand, Norway, Costa-
Rica and Iceland have pledged to become carbon neutral across their whole economy.  

Many climate advocates now believe that the most important role that individuals 
can play, is not simply in directly reducing consumer environmental impacts, but in 
building a groundswell of pressure on governments and business to support ambitious 
greenhouse gas emission reduction goals and radical public policy innovations. Al Gore 
sees consumer action as a way to prevent people making the leap from disbelief to 
understanding and then straight to despair. “Optimism will not be created by belief alone, 
we need to change behaviours as well… I’m a big advocate of changing light bulbs, 
buying hybrids, installing solar panels. But it’s more important to become involved as 
citizens. In order to solve the climate crisis, we need to solve the democracy crisis.” 

“Each country benefi ts from a national point of view 
if it does less of the mitigation itself, and others 
do more. If all countries act on this basis, without 
forethought and w, there will be no resolution of the 
dilemma.” —Ross Garnaut, 2008 Climate Change 
Review
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This perspective is echoed by Australia’s climate guru Tim Flannery. He believes that 
Australian consumers should do their bit, but that government action is more important: 

“government can make it so much easier for people to play their own part”. He believes 
it is critically important that individuals all ‘do something’ but in order to create real 
change, they need the right government policy and a national commitment to be a leader 
in global movement to prevent catastrophic climate change. The Rudd Government is 
seeking to establish this leadership. Climate Change and Water Minister Penny Wong 
recognises that “Clearly, all of us – governments, industries, individuals - will need to do 
more if we are going to tackle climate change and move to a cleaner future.”  The next 
section looks at the challenges Australia faces.

Australia’s climate change challenges
Australia as a country is not one of the biggest contributors to overall greenhouse gas 
emissions, though it falls just inside the top 20 countries globally. But Australians have 
the highest per capita climate footprint of anyone in the OECD. And overall emissions are 
growing fast, up 1.6 per cent from 2006 to 2007.  Emissions are growing twice as fast 
as the USA and Japan, and fi ve times as fast as Europe.

With per capita energy usage 4.5 times greater than the global average and a power 
supply dependent on fossil fuels, Australia emits around 530 million tonnes of CO2 
equivalent each year. On a per capita basis, Australia’s emissions of 26.5 tonnes CO2-e 
per person are the second highest of the rich developed (‘Annex I’) countries. The carbon 
intensity of the economy (fossil fuel burned per unit of value produced) is 20% higher 
than the world average, and nearly double that of either Europe or Japan. 

Citizens are directly implicated. Residential energy consumption accounts for about 40% 
of national energy use, with individual transportation also contributing signifi cantly. The 
greatest proportion of residential energy use in 1998 went into space heating, water 
heating and appliances.

The view from Australia 

Figure 1: GHG Emissions per unit of GDP (source UNFCCC, 2007)
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Australian consumers are concerned about climate change
Australia is in the group of countries where concern about climate change is rising, in 
contrast to others that have seen a recent drop off in concern (fi gure 2). Research 
by GlobeScan shows that climate change is a ‘front of mind’ issue for individuals in 
Australia (fi gure 3). However, overall levels of consumer concern are just as high or higher 
in developing countries such as Brazil, China and Mexico, where climate impacts are 
also likely to be severe and where the capacity for adaptation is lower (fi gure 4).

Figure 2: Seriousness of climate change [% rating climate change as ‘very serious’] 
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Figure 3: Most important national problem? 

Figure 4: Global levels of concern
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It is hardly surprising that climate change has become such a high priority issue for 
Australians. As one of the driest regions, the country faces the prospect of more intense 
storms and tropical cyclones, droughts, destruction of the Great Barrier Reef and parts of 
the east coastline due to rising sea levels and temperatures. 

Water stress is a collossal challenge. Of the water available for Australians to use, 
one quarter of the rivers and lakes are already used for household use, industry and 
agriculture, and one third of underground water is being pumped to the surface and 
used for the same purposes. The 2006 report “Without Water” from the CSIRO Land and 
Water, Policy and Economic Research Unit , claimed that without developments such as 
water trading, desalination and storm water usage, the price of water in Australia’s large 
cities could increase between fi ve and ten times.

Australian consumers are taking action
The majority of Australians agree that a signifi cant change in lifestyle is needed 
to prevent global warming. Six out of ten Australians accept this challenge (63%), 
compared to just over half of US and UK respondents . Opinion is particularly strong 
amongst young people: 73% of 18-24 year olds, and 68% of 25-34 year olds agree that 
‘we in this country will have to change our lifestyles signifi cantly if global warming is to be 
stopped’. 

Australians are also well informed about what to do to tackle climate change. Only 13% 
of Australian consumers could not come up with an answer on what consumers like 
themselves could do about it. This compares with 24% of respondents in the UK and 
58% in the US. 

The vast majority of consumers in Australia say that they have already made some easy, 
close-to-home changes such as switching off lights, buying energy saving bulbs and 
other green products.  But fewer have translated this into broader purchasing choices, or 
more diffi cult behavioural changes.  

“I am just as concerned about water as climate change, because 
it’s been very much highlighted in the newspapers for quite 
a long time now. Now and again I think we’re living in this 
big continent that could become so dry it could be quite 
frightening for there to be a lack of water.”

“Are we doing enough about water shortages? Probably, myself 
and a lot of other people think it’s too little, too late. If the 
same climatic conditions persist for another fi ve years then our 
main river system may be irretrievable.”
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A somewhat greater proportion of Australian consumers say that they are taking, or 
willing to take action, than expressed by consumers in the UK or US. For example 88% of 
Australians say they are trying to conserve energy at home, compared to 85% of UK and 
US consumers.

Unfortunately, there is some evidence that people are over-reporting their own actions, 
which is a well-documented tendency in opinion polls. For example, in this survey 22% 
of respondents said that they buy green energy, but according to the government’s green 
energy website, the actual fi gure nationally is around 10% of households. 

Figure 5: Actions taken
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But there are still some diffi culties and obstacles
In the fi rst studies of ‘What Assures Consumers on Climate Change’ in the USA and 
UK, respondents were segmented according to their levels of action and concern about 
climate change. Seventy fi ve percent of citizens were found in the group with high 
concern about global warming, but low levels of action, while only a minority showing up 
as classical ‘ethical consumers’: informed, motivated and enabled to take action. There 
were an equally signifi cant group of people who are not strongly concerned but who are 
nevertheless willing to take actions, perhaps because of social pressure, or government 
intervention and incentives. 

In Australia, the situation is signifi cantly different. There are more than double the 
proportions of consumers who are both concerned and active, and very few who are not 
concerned at all about climate change. 

Not strongly concerned about global 
warming, but willing to take actions 

where clearly signposted and 
supported by incentives and

 social norms. 

Concerned about global warming, 
willing to make an effort, 

empowered to take 
signifi cant action. 

Do not see global warming as an 
issue to be personally concerned 

about, or take any action.

 

Concerned about global warming 
but challenged to see how their 
actions could make a difference.

Figure 6: Consumer concern mapped against the level of consumer action in Australia
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Consumers are keen to reduce their own carbon footprints, but also clearly recognise the 
limits to personal action:

“In general I think I’m fairly conscientious in the way I do things and I try to save on things. 
I guess I could look into putting the heating down a bit. I live in a new apartment so there’s 
insulation, but there’s nothing I can change in that area because it’s a block. If I had a private 
home, I’d look into that but I don’t think I can. In general I’m a great advocate of using public 
transport, I don’t own a car, although I’m lucky because I live in the city. I’m willing to pay 
more in whatever way the government decides to fund the carbon emission trading .”

“The labels on appliances have been there for three or four years. I think they’re probably 
more important given the reality with global warming than they previously have been. But the 
biggest factor in making that decision is long term saving over short term expense. And given 
that we’re living in a period just at the minute with a credit squeeze, the economic solution is 
to buy the cheaper one and pay for it in the future.”

Although levels of concern are high in Australia, consumers report some serious practical 
and fi nancial obstacles:

» Product information. More than half of respondents are discouraged from further 
action in their daily life because they feel there is not enough information about 
which companies and products are better when it comes to global warming (56.2%, 
compared to  US 43.7%, UK 50.2%).

» Expense. Nearly half of respondents are discouraged from further action in their 
daily life because they think that products with the least impact on the climate are 
too expensive (48%, compared to US 37.0%, UK 42.4%).

» Availability. More than a quarter of respondents are discouraged from further action 
in their daily life because they think that energy effi cient choices are not available in 
their area (28%, compared to US 27.8%, UK 23.2%).

» Trust. More than a quarter of respondents are discouraged from further action in 
their daily life because they do not believe the claims made about energy effi cient 
products and services (28%, compared to US 23.4%, UK 26.5%).

What consumers are saying is that if the quality and performance of low carbon products 
and services is satisfactory, and the price differential is suffi ciently low, then they will 
chose products based on climate performance. 

Another important infl uence is the motivation of not acting in isolation. Consumers feel 
most assured when they believe that taking a particular course of action is the right thing 
to do, and that others are also acting. 

“My partner is a bit of a stickler for turning lights off and things like that, 
so we’re pretty good there.”

“[I feel encouraged when I] hear of international things happening, these will be just as 
important as what individuals do in their own country. Also I’m a great believer in ordinary 
people, even if they’re not involved in politics. You can just do something: some people from 
Victoria recently came and did a march. Just locally, people can join in marches and things to 
make an impact on government .”
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Some actions are easier to take than others. For example those that are low cost, 
low effort or the consequence of ‘forced choices’ (such as light bulbs that have to be 
changed) face fewer practical barriers.

The survey results highlight the different level of take-up of a range of common ‘green 
consumer actions’, and enables us to see which ones are most responsive to shifting 
levels of concern. 

Figure 7: Concern and individual actions
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The survey shows that actions that have achieved high levels of uptake to date 
(‘everybody’s doing it’) tend to be relatively frequent or forced choices, which are well 
signposted and where there are other benefi ts for consumers (such as money saving 
or product quality). ‘Badges of commitment’ for more strongly concerned consumers 
include green products and green energy. They involve consumers going out of their way, 
but are still clearly signposted and within the realms of individual choice.

Actions related to travel choices have been less responsive to concern, and refl ect the 
fact that these decisions are more often made on the basis of other factors (affordability, 
availability of public transport, necessary journeys) than on the basis of concern about 
climate change. Another example of embedded factors which are more diffi cult to 
address is the fact that around 40 per cent of Australian homes have no insulation, 
making them expensive both to heat and to cool.

This pattern of high uptake of voluntary actions, combined with high barriers to change 
on more embedded lifestyle factors is confi rmed by the fi ndings of GlobeScan’s 
international ‘Greendex’ survey which ranked Australian consumers as some of the most 
sustainable amongst developed countries, but found that while they scored highly on 
taking actions within their power (such as turning the air conditioning down, washing 
at lower temperatures and buying local produce), they also have a high environmental 
footprint due to prevailing cultural patterns: such as low density suburban housing, 
reliance on individual motor transport, and high meat intake. 

Everybody is doing it – these actions have achieved 
high levels of penetration, regardless of people’s level 
of concern or awareness about climate change. 

A badge of commitment – these actions are 
signifi cantly more likely to be carried out by people who 
profess strong levels of concern about climate change. 

Hard to do – these actions have shown less response 
to concern.

We can break the trends to action down into three broad categories:
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Rising to the challenge
Australian businesses and government bodies are beginning to rise to the challenge. 
From Foster’s to the Australian Conservation Foundation; from the Victoria Government 
to LRQA and Transurban Group, insights are emerging from diverse approaches to 
infl uencing consumer action on climate change (see boxes 4, 5 and 6 to follow).  
The key messages are:

» Help consumers identify material and achievable actions. Sometimes people 
don’t know where to start, or what steps to take next. There is a need for trusted 
information and reliable assurance processes to help people target changes that 
matter. 

“A key priority is fi guring out ways, sensible, affordable ways for everyday people to 
be able to change their lifestyles”; “I think it’s important that [claims are] proved 
through proper assessment.”

» Address cost and equity issues. Low carbon options are often unavailable due to 
upfront costs, limited transport options or the split incentives between tenants 
and landlords. These factors need interventions that go beyond marketing and 
awareness raising approaches. Government subsidies on products such as water 
tanks, solar panels, LPG cars and biofuels may be necessary to gain widespread 
adoption, and ensure that people on lower incomes are not disproportionately 
impacted by rising energy costs. Australian consumers are motivated by a sense of 
fairness as well as environmental concern that if addressed ultimately make people 
more willing to act. “I really think that people with lower income could be given a 
refund on electricity and gas costs, because the prices will have to go up.”

» Start from where people are. Engaging with consumers on climate change means 
going beyond a monolithic approach to ‘green consumers’. Baby Boomers and 
older generations may be motivated to tackling climate change for the sake of 
their grandchildren; they may be open to conservation approaches learnt through 
less affl uent times. Generation Y is especially keen on technological approaches, 
and defi nes itself through its attitudes and actions towards the environment.  
Communication about climate change needs to refl ect consumers’ attitudes and 
appetites for information. “I think that in general Australians are a pretty cynical lot… 
we want to see results. Like if you walk into a half empty building and all the lights 
are on you see that.” 

» Embed consumer facing approaches within a broader business commitment to 
addressing climate change. Consumers are saying ‘I will if you will’ – they are willing 
to take action if they see others around them, and governments and business also 
stepping up. From business they want to see not just ‘random acts of greeness’ 
but serious investments, aligned to corporate business models and philosophies. 
For consumers this builds the credibility and authenticity needed to achieve 
trustworthiness. “I think they should take a more proactive assessment of how 
much carbon they emit and any other processes or whatever, they should evaluate 
how much damage is done and then offer to compensate for it.”
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Box 4: Green Beer

In March 2008 Foster’s Group launched ‘Cascade Green’, their fi rst 100% carbon offset 
beer. With Australian Government certifi cation, approved under the Greenhouse Friendly 
Program (GFP), the low-carbon offering is supported with recycle-friendly packaging 
printed with vegetable based inks, with all claims underpinned by a proven sustainability 
record at Cascade Brewery. 

Priced in line with other products in their premium range, Foster’s undertook a series of 
market research programs ahead of launching the beer to establish different purchasing 
drivers for their potential market. They identifi ed three types of possible ‘green’ beer 
consumers: 

» Literal buyers who are aware of the general notion, have heard of the terms but do 
not know what they mean. These are likely to show low interest and be laggards in 
picking up green products.

» Interpretative buyers have some level of understanding, are keen to do their bit and 
become informed, and lead in the uptake of green products.

» Applied buyers have a more critical and analytical understanding and as opinion 
leaders, they actively integrate a green lifestyle.

Although buying ‘green beer’ might be seen as a frivolous approach to the climate 
challenge, the product is backed up by rigorous performance metrics and a commitment 
that is aligned with the organization. “The work completed to understand and reduce the 
carbon footprint of Cascade Green is an important input into continuing our group efforts 
to reduce our global greenhouse gas emissions,” says Sustainability Manager Scott 
Delzoppo. Measurable targets for the journey include a detailed monitoring plan that will 
be independently accredited. Net Balance Management Group carried out a life cycle 
analysis accounting for the impact of the product “from hop through to recycle bin” for 
Foster’s Group and estimated that production of the beer requires some $150,000 worth 
of offsets annually, which they have purchased via the Hobart Landfi ll Flare Facility.

Media played an important part in the successful uptake of the beer. Cascade Green’s 
media strategy not only targeted consumer segments, but also engaged consumers 
by bringing the green message to life in novel ways: such as bike squads and ambient 
garden pegs.
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Box 5: Victorian Government Black Balloons Campaign. 
‘You have the Power. Save Energy’

In 2006 the Victorian Government ran an awareness raising advertising and website 
campaign to quantify the emissions of the average Victorian household in an easy to 
understand format. Hundreds of black balloons were depicted with each one representing 
50 grams of greenhouse gas.

According to State Government fi gures, the number of Victorians using government-
accredited GreenPower suppliers surged from 80,000 households in December 2005 to 
157,000 by December 2006.

In addition to the television advertising campaign, a website providing factsheets, links 
and easy to digest information on why and how to save energy through better effi ciency 
choices was established. A series of ‘myth buster’ questions to inform consumers of how 
to make choices that are environmentally friendly and cost effective.

The awareness raising tool has now been adapted for Al Gore’s Climate Campaign, which 
is led by Cathy Zoi. 

Box 6: Australian Conservation Foundation – 
Online Consumption Atlas

The Australian Conservation Foundation’s Online Consumption Atlas Tool provides an 
interactive way for people to calculate their personal greenhouse pollution, water use 
and eco-footprint

They can then compare their impact with state and national averages and access tips 
and suggestions for reducing impact on their ‘Greenhome’ website.

The ACF Consumption Atlas approach encourages consumers to make ‘Smart 
Consumption’ choices, highlighting the fact that much of their impact comes from 
pollution created and water and land used in the production and distribution of the 
goods and services they purchase.

The report concludes that strong action to reduce the environmental impacts associated 
with the food they eat and clothes they wear is needed to complement reductions in 
direct personal water and energy use.



 What Assures Consumers on Climate Change – Australian Update 27

Learning from such initiatives, coupled with detailed opinion surveys and convenings 
of key players, suggests a fertile ground for consumer-facing climate change initiatives, 
by business, government, the voluntary sector, and by alliances of all three. There are 
opportunities for consumer climate change initiatives taking any of the  six strategies for 
change identifi ed:

Do your bit Visible and achievable actions such as using low energy light 
bulbs and buying greener appliances have already achieved high 
levels of mainstream adoption.

Making changes 
that add up

Nearly one fi fth of Australian consumers are motivated to take 
more targeted actions. 

Driving the market Active consumers are helping to create markets for products 
which have already become ‘badges of commitment’, such as 
green energy and other products promoted on their green merits. 

Greening 
reputations

Nearly two thirds of Australian consumers say that they would 
prefer to do business with a company that is working to reduce 
its impacts on the climate. Australian companies therefore 
face strong incentives both at home and abroad to green their 
reputations. 

That didn’t hurt Infl uencing the opinions and actions of the 23% of consumers 
not currently engaged with climate change will be crucial in 
gaining public acceptance of measures such as carbon trading 
and  road-pricing, and for the industrial restructuring that would 
come with a switch to greener energy sources. 

A movement for 
change

Australia’s active consumers suggest fertile grounds for a broader 
movement, actively infl uencing friends, neighbours, legislators 
and public debate.  

Consumer Climate Change strategies

At present the approaches being taken tend to cluster at the top end of this list, focusing 
on providing information to enable consumers to make incremental changes in their 
product choices. However, it is becoming clear that these approaches cannot alone 
create change at the scale and pace needed, given Australians’ oversized carbon 
footprints. At present, there is still a large gap between Australians’ high level of climate 
concern and expressed wish to take action, and the limited impact their actions 
are having.

This gap is a critical risk both for Australia’s strategy of becoming a global climate leader, 
and for specifi c low carbon marketing initiatives, however well conceived. One approach 
proposed to close the gap, and enable more ambitious action by consumers, is a robust 
assurance process to create greater credibility of claims and to enable consumers, 
businesses and government bodies to hold each other accountable for their impacts.  
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What assures?
The survey shows that consumers are asking for more information from business. 
They are also asking for assurance to help them to distinguish true and relevant claims 
from false or irrelevant ones, and to help them make sense of the many competing 
and confusing claims. Despite asking for more information, consumers do not see 
businesses or government as trusted sources. Our survey showed that only one in seven 
Australian consumers trust business (15%) and only one in fi ve trust government (20%) 
for information on climate change. Trust in religious leaders and the media is even lower 
(11% and 13% respectively). The most trusted sources of information are environmental 
groups (53%),scientists (68%), and academics (40%).

Energy labelling is one key way in which Australia has, through government and business 
action encouraged consumers to take energy effi ciency into account, and encourage 
manufacturers and importers to improve the energy effi ciency of the products. Australia 
has one of the oldest energy labelling programs in existence (see box 7), and the high 
level of consumer awareness of energy labels (63% said they used them in our survey), 
and of energy effi cient appliance use, are surely a testament to its credibility. 

Box 7: Labelling for energy and water

Energy effi ciency labelling for major appliances in Australia was fi rst proposed in the 
late 1970s, by the State governments in New South Wales and Victoria. At fi rst there was 
considerable resistance from the appliance industry on the grounds that a state level 
programme would not provide a uniform national approach and that labelling should be 
voluntary rather than mandatory.

However, several states saw local labelling schemes as a good fi rst step, and commenced 
mandatory labelling in the mid 1980s. It was in 1992 that a mandatory national labelling 
scheme was fi nally agreed, with legislation nationally fi nally agreed in 2000.

The Energy Rating label enables consumers to compare the energy effi ciency of domestic 
appliances on a fair and equitable basis. It also provides incentive for manufacturers to 
improve the energy performance of appliances.

The label is now mandatory in all states and territories for refrigerators, freezers, clothes 
washers, clothes dryers, dishwashers and air-conditioners (single phase only) to carry the 
label when they are offered for sale. Three phase air conditioners may carry an energy 
label if the suppliers choose to apply for one.

The Energy Rating Label uses a star rating to give a quick comparative assessment of the 
model’s energy effi ciency and provides details of the annual energy consumption of the 
appliance. 

These values are measured under Australian Standards, which defi ne test procedures for 
measuring energy consumption and minimum energy performance criteria. Appliances 
must meet these criteria before they can be granted an Energy Rating Label.

In 2000, following several years of negotiation between government and industry 
the familiar red and yellow Energy Rating Label was revised. Energy effi ciency is now 
measured against a tougher standard, refl ecting technological advances over the years. 

In 2006 Australia launched a similar scheme for water effi ciency labelling.  There is also 
a government accredited scheme for green power providers. 
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Whilst the appliance labelling scheme has been successful, we should not regard 
information-based approaches as the ‘magic bullet’ for promoting other climate change 
actions, particularly where they involve unforced decisions (i.e. not driven by the periodic 
replacement of a product), overcoming systemic obstacles or promoting broader cultural 
change and the setting of social norms. 

Consumers often overstate their appetite for information labels. In our survey 63% of 
people said that they look at labels with information about energy effi ciency. But 72% 
said that companies should give more information to consumers about how products 
contribute to global warming, and an even larger proportion call for any claims they 
make to be vouched for by independent third parties (78%).

As AccountAbility’s original “What Assures Consumers” report argued, consumer 
assurance and reassurance depends on a mix of formal and informal assurance, through 
advertising and public campaigns, word-of-mouth, choice editing by government and 
retailers, and the evolution of community norms. Examples of this include recent shifts 
away from acceptability of excessive water use in gardens, and of smoking indoors.   

Regulators around the world are aware of the problem of ‘green washing’ and many are 
tightening their oversight and guidance in this area The Advertising Standards Agency in 
the UK has upheld a number of complaints and the government is reviewing its ‘Green 
Claims Guidance’. In the US, the Federal Trade Commission is reviewing environmental 
marketing guidelines, while new guidelines have been released in France and in Australia 
(see Box 8 on the following page). 
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Box 8: Flushing out greenwash

Environmental claims in Australia are covered by the Trade Practices Act. Contravention 
of the Act can mean fi nes of up to $1.1 million for companies and up to $220 000 for 
individuals, as well as injunctions, adverse publicity orders, corrective advertising orders 
and community service orders. Following hundreds of complaints about unsubstantiated 
environmental claims, the Australian Competition and Consumer Commission (ACCC) has 
started to take a tough line on ‘greenwashing’. 

One of the fi rst companies to fall foul was Saab. The ACCC instituted  legal proceedings 
against its “Every Saab is Green” advertising campaign in which Saab offered to plant 17 
trees for every car they sold, enough they said, to offset the vehicle’s use for its fi rst year. 
The ACCC maintained that the ads mislead consumers, by not being clear enough that 
the offsets would only last for the car’s fi rst year. LG was another company found to be 
making misleading eco-claims. It had to pay $3.1m in rebates to consumers who bought 
air conditioners with inaccurate effi ciency rating labels.

The ACCC recognizes that many of the companies perceived to be in the wrong were 
possibly making honest mistakes and has released new guidance on carbon offsets 
under the Act. Their key recommendations to marketers are that:

» Claims must be accurate

» Claims should be able to be substantiated

» Claims should be specifi c, not unqualifi ed and/or general statements

» Claims should be in plain language

» Claims should only be made for a real benefi t

» Claims must not overstate a benefi t

» Pictures can also be representations

» Claims should make it clear whether claimed benefi ts refer to packaging or content

» Claims should consider the whole product life cycle

» Claims using endorsement or certifi cation should be used with caution

» Claims should not overstate the level of scientifi c acceptance.

However while this guidance is useful in preventing false or misleading claims being 
made about products, concerns about greenwashing can be broader than this. 
Greenpeace’s ‘Stop Greenwash’ campaign, for example, identifi es greenwash as “the 
cynical use of environmental themes to whitewash corporate misbehavior” and highlights 
examples where it says product eco-claims may be honest but they serve to distract from 
a corporation’s broader impacts, or lobbying positions. 

The Government has also taken steps which go beyond information provision and 
assurance. Through the system of state and federal subsidies there is support for 
Australian households to invest in clean energy technologies and solar power. However 
there does not appear to be a clear place for consumers in the national climate change 
strategy, or indication whether consumers should be viewed as burdens, liabilities or 
assets in the national quest to be a climate change leader.
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Can consumers contribute to 
Australia’s climate leadership?

Big feet, beginning to tread lightly
“Climate change is the great economic, environmental and moral challenge of our 
time. Yet Australian government policies have for too long been stuck in a bygone era, 
neglecting and downplaying the gravity of the climate crisis. That is now changing.  

—Prime Minister Kevin Rudd

Although Australia has a high level of per capita emissions, natural endowments and 
highly developed technical, fi nancial and institutional capacity put it in a strong position 
to pursue climate change mitigation. The Garnaut Climate Change Review says that 
Australia has an exceptional sensitivity to climate change and an exceptional opportunity 
to do well in a world of effective global mitigation.  

The new Australian Government recognises 
climate change as an urgent yet long-term 
priority. It has ratifi ed the Kyoto Protocol, 
and is committed to reducing emissions 
by 60% by 2050 (based on 2000 levels) 

and increasing renewable energy use to 20% by 2020. Kevin Rudd has recognised and 
welcomed the role of businesses in adopting effi ciency measures, mobilising capital, 
creating new markets, developing new technologies, driving innovation, deepening our 
skills base and developing partnerships. As he told a business roundtable meeting: 

”Government, the business community, scientifi c experts and community organisations 
must work together if we are to tackle the challenges of climate change and seize the 
long-term opportunities opening up for Australia in low carbon energy technologies & 
environmental services.”

The key priority for emissions reduction in Australia is tackling the high greenhouse gas 
intensity of the fossil fuel based primary energy supply, which is the key factor in the 
country’s high carbon footprint. The agriculture, mining, manufacturing, building and 
transportation industries will also need to reduce the energy intensity of their operations. 
The Garnaut Review lays out a road map for the necessary energy transformation based 
on carbon capture and storage and alternative energy sources, as well as adoption of 
energy effi cient technologies. 

Several factors put Australia in a good position for potential climate leadership. 
These include geopolitical relations with its near neighbours, expertise in engineering, 
management and fi nance, reserves of uranium and natural gas, an energy effi cient 
livestock industry, the natural potential for solar, geothermal, wind, tidal and wave power 
and fi nally for biofuel and carbon capture and storage development. 

What is the role of consumers in all this? Could the concern and action of Australian 
consumers also play a key role in enabling Australia to pick up the gauntlet of regional 
and global climate leadership? Can consumer action help to drive Australia’s response 
to climate change?

The Garnaut review outlines the problems of lack of credible and principal-agent issues 
(e.g. landlord/tenant relationships) which prevent uptake of energy effi cient and low-
emissions options for technologies, goods and services. The review also highlights the 
hardship that high energy costs will cause for low- income consumers unless these 
regressive effects are corrected by other measures. However, it does not set out a vision 

“Australia’s past profl igacy in energy use has 
left an exceptional legacy of opportunities 
for low-cost energy savings in business and 
amongst households.”—Ross Garnaut
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of an active role for consumers in helping to drive the transformation of the Australian 
economy. The pace of change, it suggests, will be set by the international price of fuel 
and the global and domestic policy response to mitigation of climate change.

However, consumers are clearly not bystanders, not only can all economic activity 
eventually be traced to a fi nal consumer, but as citizens, employees and shareholders, all 
have a stake in Australia’s response to climate change.

Concerned and active consumers are a national asset in 
climate change mitigation 
Our research highlights the opportunity for Australian consumers to play a stronger role 
in delivering on national climate change commitments and the country’s bid to become 
an international leader on this issue. 

The survey reveals that Australians are sending a strong message for business, 
government and citizens to work together on climate change: 

» 81% think businesses need to take global warming more seriously 
(US 59%, UK 68%)

» 78% think government should be doing more to tackle global warming 
(US 62%, UK 69%)

» 72% thought companies should give more information to consumers about how 
products contribute to global warming.

» 68% agree government should force companies to phase out products that 
contribute to global warming, so that they can make better choices as consumers. 
(US 45%, UK 58%)

» 63% say that they would rather do business with companies that are working to 
reduce their contribution to global warming than other companies compared with 
(US 48%, UK 52%)

The picture that emerges from 
this research is of a nation of 
conscientious but cautious 
consumers who are calling on 
business and government for 
more help to make greener 
choices. They are asking for 
timely and appropriate information from businesses, more leadership from 
companies and government, and recognised and rigorous standards from trusted 
sources of information. 

However, it also highlighted the danger that even with clear information, consumer 
focused approaches could fail to achieve signifi cant impact and instead lull people into 
a ‘culture of distraction’ by only focusing on small changes.

Australian consumers are motivated by the realisation that they have a larger and more 
immediate interest in a strong mitigation outcome than consumers in other developed 
countries. They increasingly feel themselves to be citizens of their region, facing climate 

“The most inappropriate response would be to delude ourselves, 
taking small actions that create an appearance of action, but 
which do not solve the problem. Such an approach would risk 
the integrity of our market economy and political processes to 
no good effect.” —Ross Garnaut
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challenges together with neighbouring countries, which are in a weaker position to 
adapt to climate change.  Young Australians are particularly concerned about climate 
change and keen to turn their backs on earlier attitudes, of national exceptionalism, 
protectionism, xenophobia and bureaucratic conservatism. 

All this suggests that Australia’s policy makers and progressive businesses should 
see consumers as the focus for policies and compensation, but also as allies in the 
collaborative effort to shift the economy onto a low carbon basis. In particular, policy 
makers and business leaders can be: 

» Optimistic about levels of consumer awareness, concern and action on climate 
change which are relatively high and rising. 

» Encouraged by the number of concerned consumers who are also taking action. 

However, they should also be;

» Realistic about the prospects for consumer action to have signifi cant direct 
impacts on the national climate footprint, given the built-in nature of high impact 
consumption choices over housing, transport and energy generation. 

» Cautious about the true level of consumer action and the stated appetite for more 
information and informed choice as a driver of change.

A role for consumers in the national climate 
change strategy

“Of course we should all implement climate-friendly actions to lessen our own impacts 
– making the right choices on light bulbs, appliances, and cars are important… However, I know 
that personal behavior changes alone will not stop global warming – for it is not households 
that decide if a new coal plant will be built or if automobiles must have higher fuel economy. 
These signifi cant economy-wide decisions are made by government and business leaders.”

—Cathy Zoi, CEO, Alliance for Climate Protection

Australian consumers are calling for business, government and the third sector to work 
together in providing leadership driving change. As with consumers in other countries 
they are calling for more information, and more third party assurance.

However, while assurance of information and avoidance of greenwash are crucial, they 
are not enough. Consumers are calling for reassurance from trusted sources fi rst, to 
tell them that they are doing the right things and second that their good intentions and 
actions will be taken to scale by coordinated action from government and business.

This requires a national conversation, joining the dots between individual company and 
product claims and national strategies and commitments and international negotiations 
and agreements. The ‘I will if you will’ message of consumer motivation must extend from 
consumers in Australia, to consumers in China, the US and around the world. 
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A national consumer strategy on climate change would bring these elements together in 
an overall approach focused on identifying and enabling consumers to make changes 
that signifi cantly contribute to national green house gas emission reductions targets, 
and linking consumers into the national and international debate on climate change. 
Ultimately the aim is to enable consumers, business and government to hold each 
other to account and to each help to accelerate the progress by other actors as well as 
themselves. Key steps would include:

» A consumer focused analysis of the pathway towards a carbon-free economy in 
Australia, mapping out the changes that consumers will need to make, the equity 
implications and how they will be addressed, and how individuals as consumers 
and citizens can help to drive the necessary developments.

» Development of practical demonstrations of what it will mean to implement these 
changes at the level of households, neighbourhoods and cities; and creating a new 
vision of a sustainable Australian lifestyle.

» Measures to make choice easy through a combination of 

  » labelling (voluntary or mandatory where necessary), 

  » choice-editing (removing poor choices from the market where case is strong  
   and short or medium turn net cost to consumers is minimal),

  » removing tax disincentives for effi cient choices,

  » overcoming distorted time preferences for long pay-off products through   
   loans, rebates and shifts from product to service pricing models.

» Clear demonstration of leadership by Australian government bodies, schools, 
hospitals and public leaders, showing sustainable consumption in practise.

» A multi-sector roadmap showing how business, government and community actions 
fi t together into the national strategy, helping people to shift from the small changes 
implied by ‘do your bit’ strategy, to ‘making changes that add up’, ‘driving the market’ 
‘greening Australia’s reputation’, and becoming a national movement for change. 

The Alliance for Climate Protection offers one useful model for such a strategy. Their 
mission, focused on the US, aims  to  persuade people of the importance, urgency and 
feasibility of adopting and implementing effective and comprehensive solutions for the 
climate crisis. Importantly, it integrates individual and political action to: 

1.  Move the country past  a ‘tipping point’, beyond which the majority of leaders 
in major political parties and civil society compete to offer genuinely effective 
proposals, policies, programs and laws that will sharply reduce greenhouse gas 
emissions.

2.  Create a critical mass of public opinion in support of active participation by the 
country in the international effort to enact a genuinely effective new treaty to reduce 
global greenhouse gas pollution.
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3.  Generate overwhelming support for the country to take leadership in the 
international efforts to solve the climate crisis.

4.  Persuade individuals, families, communities, states, corporations and other 
organizations to begin to quickly and meaningfully reduce their own global warming 
pollution — and to offset the remainder – in order to become ‘carbon neutral.’ 

Garnaut too, highlights the diffi cult decisions, which ultimately face consumers, although, 
as we have seen, he gives little further attention to consumer action.:

“We are led to think about how we value future against current generations. We are forced 
to decide what we would be prepared to pay in terms of consumption of goods and services 
foregone, to avoid uncertain prospects of thinly defi ned but possibly immensely unhappy 
outcomes. We are forced to decide what current and early material consumption we would 
be prepared to pay to avoid loss of things that we value, but are not accustomed to valuing in 
monetary equivalents.” 

What Garnaut terms ‘a wicked problem’ requires coordinated and concerted effort by all 
groups in society. When consumers vote with their feet government and businesses listen. 
Consumers therefore have to be a keystone in the bridge between our current economy 
and a low-carbon future. 

Creating products and services which will enable consumers to manage the balance 
between social, environmental, economic and physical wellbeing and convenience 
will require innovative assurance and communication approaches. Tools to assure 
consumers should focus on providing them with credible, actionable and understandable 
information to help them to express their concern about climate change in the market 
and to their elected leaders, that enable them to identify material choices and to 
reassure them that they are acting with others in their community, their country and 
ultimately at a global level. 
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Advice & Guidance
Carbon Label - www.carbon-label.co.uk

Government of Victoria – Black Balloons Campaign - www.saveenergy.vic.gov.au 

Greenhouse Friendly - www.greenhouse.gov.au/greenhousefriendly/

GreenPower – www.greenpower.gov.au 

The Equipment Energy Effi ciency Program – www.energyrating.gov.au

‘We Can Solve It’ – www.wecansolveit.org 

Water Effi ciency Labelling and Standards (WELS) Scheme – www.waterrating.gov.au.

Other Research
Australia’s Inconvenient Truth: An overview of climate trends and projected impacts
of climate change in Australia
The Australian Conservation Foundation and The Climate Project.org
www.acfonline.org.au

Climate Changes your Business
KPMG Report http://www.kpmg.nl/Docs/Corporate_Site/Publicaties/Climate_
Changes_Your_Business.pdf

Consumers Want Brands To Solve Climate Crisis
‘Environmental Leader’ 13th May 2008,
http://www.environmentalleader.com/2008/05/13/consumers-want-brands-to-
solveclimate-crisis/

Drought, Climate Change & Food Prices in Australia
John Quiggin, Presentation at the Climate Change and Social Justice Conference,
3rd April, Social Justice Initiative, Melbourne University. (May, 2008).

Food-Miles and the Relative Climate Impacts of Food Choices in the United States
Christopher L.Weber* and H. Scott Matthews, Environmental Science & Technology.
(May 2008)

Green marketing and the Trade Practices Act, Commonwealth of Australia
Australian Competition and Consumer Commission (2008)

Garnaut Climate Change Review, Draft Report to the Commonwealth, State and 
Territory Governments of Australia, State of Victoria 
Garnaut, R. (2008)

Scientifi c reticence and sea level rise
J E Hansen (2007) Environmental Research Letters, 2 024002

Without Water: The economics of supplying water to 5 million more Australians 
Centre for Policy Studies, Monash University, May. Young, M.D, Proctor, W and Ejaz 
Qureshi, M (2006)

Weathercocks and Signposts: The environmental movement at a crossroads 
Cromton, T. - WWF ‘Strategies for Change’ 
www.wwf.org.uk/fi lelibrary/pdf/weathercocks_report.pdf

Key Resources
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