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The Consumer Policy Research Centre (CPRC) is an independent, not-for-profit, consumer think-tank
established by the Victorian Government in 2016.

CPRC aims to create fairer, safer and inclusive markets by undertaking research and working with leading
regulators, policymakers, businesses, academics and community advocates.

ADM+S

The ARC Centre of Excellence for Automated Decision-Making and Society (ADM+S) brings together
universities, industry, government and the community to support the development of responsible, ethical and
inclusive automated decision-making. Funded by the Australian Research Council (ARC) (CE200100005) from
2020 to 2027, the ADM+S Centre is hosted at RMIT in Melbourne, Australia, with nodes located at eight other
Australian universities and partners around the world. This report is based on data collected and analysed

by researchers at the QUT and University of Melbourne nodes of the ADM+S working with the Australian Ad
Observatory.
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Striving towards improved environmental
outcomes is a worthy and common practice
among businesses today. It is an aspect that
consumers genuinely value as each of us aim to
play a role in reducing waste and our own impact
on the environment we live in. As a business pivots
towards more environmentally friendly outcomes,
it is natural that it would want to promote its
efforts. After all, delivering better environmental
outcomes through a product or service can be one
of the many unique value propositions that sets

a business apart from its competitors. However,
what is being said in the name of marketing, and
how easy is it for consumers to decipher between a
genuine environmental claim and greenwashing?

This report aims to highlight the plethora of
environmental claims that are made via social
media advertising - a common avenue for
consuming advertising of any form, including

on environmental products and services.! The
analysis in this report is based on data collected
by researchers working with the Australian Ad
Observatory, a project of the Australian Research
Council (ARC) Centre of Excellence for Automated
Decision-Making and Society (ADM+S). For the
purpose of this report we used the Ad Observatory
to collate a dataset of social media ads that
included environmental claims, consisting of 8,963
unique and separate ads which were observed
more than 30,000 times in participants’ Facebook
feeds (‘the Australian Ad Observatory green ads
collection’ or ‘green ads dataset’). This collection
of green ads highlights the diversity and frequency
of green claims that a consumer experiences.

The report does not intend to verify each of the
claims nor analyse the accuracy of the claims. It

is intended to highlight the volume and breadth of
green claims that consumers experience through
social media.

Through this analysis, it is clear that environmental
terminology has no common meaning. Similar
terms are used in a variety of ways. The same
environmental term is used differently by multiple
businesses with different meanings. Some social
media ads provide succinct details to support an
environmental claim, while in other ads it is difficult

Consumer Policy Research Centre | ADM+S

to ascertain the accuracy of the claim. Colour
appears to play an integral role when combined
with imagery through the use of green, blue and
beige hues, implying an environmental benefit that
may or may not exist.

The prevalence of emojis in social media advertising
can exaggerate an environmental claim that may
otherwise not exist. Emojis such as the Mobius loop
(#%) and nature symbols (leaves 2, earth®) were
frequently identified across this advertising dataset.
The Mdbius loop is often used in ads of products and
services that may or may not be recycled or made
from recyclable materials. While an emoji may seem
arbitrary in isolation, when used in conjunction with
specific colours, imagery and environmental claims,
it may imply an environmental outcome that may or
may not be accurate.

The analysis highlights that regulation and
guidance are needed to help achieve a shared
understanding of common environmental claims
that businesses are making. Other jurisdictions
such as the European Union (EU) are proposing
legislation to ban and define specific environmental
claims so that when businesses make such claims,
there is genuine weight and validity behind them.
Australia could go a step further and ensure
regulators have the power and tools to add to an
evolving ‘blacklist’ of terms, which will assist many
businesses that are legitimately transitioning
towards more environmental processes, products
and services.

Lastly, some high-polluting sectors and businesses
should be prohibited from advertising any form

of environmental claim since their business
models and practices arguably contradict positive
environmental contributions.

Australians deserve to see environmental claims
they can trust, which can help them make
meaningful choices towards better environmental
outcomes, and it starts with advertising that is
meaningful and evidence-based.

Seeing green | 4



Key insights

Up to 40 commercial sectors were identified as making environmental claims
via their social media ads.

Top 5 sectors making the most environmental . Top 10 most frequently observed terms:
claims in their social media advertising: :

4 )
over 3,800 cl :
impressions ean . Green
Sustainable :@ Bio
Household over 2,900 :
products impressions : Recycled / Recyclable
Pure : Ecofriendly
Fashion over 2,400 [ :
including garments, b egsions : Biodegradable : Eco
For the planet
Healthand  over 2,000 B
personal care impressions : l g
: The same terms are used across different
: sectors potentially meaning different levels of
T | over 1,300 : sustainability but implying the same message -
rave impressions amore environmentally-friendly choice.

An environmental claim in an ad can range Individual businesses are setting the
from being about the product to the product expectation of what an environmental term
packaging. But in some cases, it is neither. : means - it is not a shared understanding.

It can be just about the shipping box it arrives in!

Consumer Policy Research Centre | ADM+S Seeing green | 5



Key insights (cont)

Flora Greens Ocean Blues Earthy Beige

Colour appears to play
a significant role in ads

promoting an environmental
claim. Three most prominent
colour palettes include:

Five most prominent sets of emojis observed in
captions of ads making an environmental claim:

“ Y @ &

Green tick Leaf Earth

e : Mobius loop Sun
emojis : symbols :
/ :
' /‘ :  The Mobius loop emoji is often used
t :  without context on recyclability or recycled
:  materials in the caption or imagery.
A
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Methodology

This report is a collaboration between researchers from

the University of Melbourne and Queensland University of
Technology (QUT) nodes of the Australian Research Council
(ARC) Centre of Excellence for Automated Decision-Making and
Society (ADM+S) and the Consumer Policy Research Centre
(CPRC). The analysis in this report is based on data collected via
the Australian Ad Observatory - a project of the ADM+S. The
Australian Ad Observatory aims to improve the observability

of targeted online advertising in Australia.? To date it has
captured more than 300,000 advertisements (ads) donated

by approximately 2,000 ‘citizen scientists’ from their Facebook
feeds, via the installation of a browser plug-in since 2021.

The Australian Ad Observatory has created a unique
dataset that facilitates the observation of online advertising
that would otherwise be very difficult to monitor. Online
advertising is difficult to hold accountable because it is
ephemeral, meaning ads appear and disappear and are not
publicly archived. As online advertising is personalised, ads
can often only be observed by the individuals to whom they
are targeted.

Data collected via the Ad Observatory’s browser plug-in
include ad meta-data and Facebook’s interest codes for
targeting. Participants also provide some demographic
information when they sign-up to the Ad Observatory, but
otherwise remain completely anonymous. The content of
the Facebook ad such as static images and videos have
been analysed using techniques such as Optical Character
Recognition (OCR) and You Only Look Once (YOLO) Logo
detection, to produce additional text or metadata.

For the purpose of this report we used the Ad Observatory to
collate a dataset of Facebook ads of products and services
making a specific environmental claim. To achieve this, we
used a series of search terms designed to surface a diversity
of green claims in ads based on previous CPRC research. To
ensure the ads captured under the dataset did not contain
false positives, the dataset underwent significant manual
cleaning to flag and remove ads that contained keywords
but were not making an environmental claim (e.g. ads with
phrases such as ‘develop a sustainable career model’).

Analysis

This process identified 8,963 separate ads, that would be
otherwise publicly unobservable on participants’ Facebook
feeds (i.e. researchers cannot observe the automated model
that serves the ads, which means the ads are only visible

to the individual who was served the ad and only for a
moment in time). These 8,963 ads were observed 30,420
times by 832 of the Ad Observatory’s citizen scientists
between December 2021 and December 2022. Ads within the
dataset were also coded by industry and identified as either
commercial or non-commercial (e.g. Environmental NGOs or
Government departments). Approximately one-third of the
advertisements were classified as non-commercial and are
excluded from the subsequent analysis, leaving a dataset of
n=20,102 impressions of commercial ads with green claims
(‘the Australian Ad Observatory green ads collection’ or ‘green
ads dataset’).

Advertisers on social media have the option to publish a single
ad to a wide audience, publish several ads or minor variations
of an ad (which makes them unique ads) but target a smaller
audience set. Therefore, the analysis in this report refers to
the number of ad impressions (this includes same ads viewed
multiple times) as this relates to the number of times people
actually saw green claims in their feed. This is a more accurate
reflection of the consumer experience of green claims on social
media than the number of unique ads as such. Using number of
impressions as a unit of analysis can more effectively account
for the variance in social media advertising strategies.

Australian Ad Observatory demographics

The overall Ad Observatory dataset includes contributions
from over 2,000 citizen scientists. The Australian Ad
Observatory mirrors the demographics of the ABC Digital
News population - the project’s main referral point. The
Australian Ad Observatory’s user population is approximately
at par with the age and gender distribution of Facebook’s
Australian audience but under-represents females under 45
and over-represents males over 55. As a result, there is limited
analysis in the report that is specifically demographic-related.

The ADM+S researchers from the Digital Media Research Centre at QUT created the Australian Ad Observatory, collected
the data and created the uncleaned dataset in collaboration with the University of Melbourne researchers. The ADM+S
researchers from Melbourne Law School at the University of Melbourne cleaned the data and devised initial insights.
CPRC and the researchers from Melbourne Law School have collaborated on specific insights from the data analysis that
have been highlighted through this report. As part of developing this report, CPRC has analysed the insights through a
policy lens, building on its previous research into consumer attitudes towards green claims.

CPRC has used images and captions from the dataset in this report as examples to highlight the types of marketing
claims consumers see on social media. The analysis is regarding the quality of the information provided in the ads, not on

the environmental bona fides of the product or company making these claims.

Consumer Policy Research Centre | ADM+S
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ENVIRONMENTAL
CLAIMS BY SECTOR
AND FREQUENTLY
USEDTERMS
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Environmental claims by sector

When it comes to promoting environmental benefits of a product or service on social media, there are players across almost
every commercial sector. It is clear businesses are leaning into sustainability and see the value of stating their contribution
towards better environmental outcomes across media. For a consumer, however, it is difficult - if not impossible - to
differentiate between a genuine claim and a claim for marketing’s sake.

Up to 40 commercial sectors were identified across the dataset (Figure 1).

The top five sectors making the most environmental claims in their social media advertising are:

Fashion

including garments, textiles and shoes

Health and

personal care

Many of the above categories are in line with CPRC’s 2022 research, where consumers reported household and cleaning, energy
retailers and general groceries to be the top three sectors in which they recalled having seen the most green claims.?

Other sectors making environmental claims via social media include food and beverage, gardening and mining.

Consumer
Electronics
2%
Education 2% Other
11%

Pets
2% Figure 1:

Industry breakdown based on presence of green claims

on social media advertising (n=20,102 impressions)

Waste
management 3%

Financial 4% Note: Percentages shown are percentage of ad
impressions where the total number of impressions is
Household 20,102. The ‘Other’ category includes sectors such as
Media, Motor vehicle, Pest control, Home construction
& renovation, Jewellery, Packaging, Industrial products,
Deathcare, Zoos, Agriculture, Children’s products,
Commercial laundry services, Corporate services,
Infrastructure, Insurance, Mining, Music, Real Estate,
Stationery & Office, Technology products & services
(including video games) and Telecommunications

products
Gardening 6% 149

Food &
beverage 79

Travel
7% Health and

personal care
1%
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More than 3,800 impressions of social media ads were identified within the energy sector. Advertising claims on offsets and
forecasting future environmental goals were prominent, especially among energy retailers (Figure 2), implying businesses are
implementing pro-environmental strategies. However, at present, claims are not easily verifiable thereby making comparisons
between energy providers’ claims fraught. Consumers are forced to choose between accepting claims at face value or
committing to personal deep-dive research; neither option is helpful nor in the best interests of consumers. For example, some
energy ads make reference to carbon offsets in the absence of any specific detail. Other ads claim that the retailer is ‘greener’
but without providing any detail on comparisons, posing the question ‘greener than what?’.

LW

~ag
Creating a
strong future

The proposed demerger of AGL Energy will create a
future for both parts of our business, enabling the fu
of energy and Australia’s transition towards a decarbonised
future.

Learn more > home for no extra cost?
We're dOll’lg it. EnergyAustralia

&

100% carbon offset power
you can be proud of

Same energy.
Greener company. [sf Jo0

Figure 2:
Energy retailer social media advertising featuring green claims
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'Household products

From whitegoods to kitchen and bathroom cleaning products, the array of advertising in this category is varied and vast
(Figure 3). In particular, the use of green claims when advertising household products strongly imputes a sense of obligation
on individuals to make environmentally-friendly choices to ‘do their part’ in combating climate change. Many household
product ads aim to nudge consumers towards an alternative product choice by:

- suggesting that individuals are doing environmental harm by their existing product choices
- recommending a brand’s product as an alternative, sustainable swap
+ claiming the advertised product has a superior level of durability or longevity, and

- stating the advertised product’s biodegradability or recycling capacity.

References to terms such as ‘plastic’, and variations on the words ‘compost’, ‘eco’ and ‘sustainable’ were prominent throughout
the nearly 2,900 impressions of ads within this category.

to a better planet, they're also working
with some great cau ell.

Ready wherever il Just one of these little ba
life takes you. m is equivalent to three and a half pl

Panasonic Forever reusable “

bottle &§ compostable 3
refill packaging Meet the Australian made
s
4

R{[HE PL AN ET I = cling wrap that breaks down in

less than 180 days!

Antibacterial and
plant-based
formula with no
nasties.

$3-$4 per
refill!

Figure 3:
Examples of environmental claims in social media advertising for household products
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The term ‘plastic’ featured mainly in kitchen and cleaning products with many advertisers making green claims, not just about
the product, but about the product’s packaging (Figure 4). This included whether packaging:

.

could be recycled

was made from recyclable materials, or

could be compostable or biodegradable.

Laundry is a part of life.
Don't let it get in the way.

No-Fag

PNy
9 ©: @

“No mess, no measuring, the easiest way to do
laundry” - Nicky K Tru Earth Laundry Strips
are: ~ No heavy plastic jugs ~ Biodegradable
packaging .. See more

Figure 4:

WE PACK YOUR ORDERS PLASTIC FREE
That means zero plastic tape, bubble wrap,
or plastic fillers! § Instead we use water
activated tape, plastic free bubble wrap &
scrunchy paper that can be reused,
composted or recycled!

Examples of environmental claims related to packaging of household products

Meet Great Mate: a refillable dispenser made
from 33 recycled plastic bottles. It's been
architecturally designed to dispense and slice
our newly formulated home compostable cling
wrap, while helping you minimise your single
use packaging. Visit our website for more
www.greatwrap.co

Claims about packaging can conflate green claims and also cause consumer confusion, especially in terms of next steps
that a consumer may need to take to complete the sustainability journey. It can be unclear:

.

how or what part of a product can be recycled

whether it can be done simply by using the recycling bin at home provided by councils, or will need to be deposited at

a particular facility, and

whether a product or packaging made from recyclable products can be further recycled and if so, how.

In terms of compostability or biodegradability, with the exception of products that can simply be added to a garden bed,
there is often little to no clarity on how the claim can be achieved.

Consumer Policy Research Centre | ADM+S
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~ Fashion

More than 2,400 impressions of social media ads were specifically identified from businesses within the fashion sector.
Skewed mostly towards women, the focus of ads within this category is mostly on how products are made or sourced (Figure
5). Variations of the terms ‘sustainable’ and ‘recycle’ appear to be among the most frequently used. Businesses not only use
imagery for product placement but also for green-claim placement. This ensures the image alone suggests the more virtuous
option for the consumer to choose the seemingly more ‘sustainable’ product. These claims however, are often too broad or
would be impossible for the consumer to verify in the absence of more information.

Pretty
powerful
pants

| by Medibodi

y
today.

CEeLTIC &CO.

Figure 5:
Examples of claims made on the imagery of fashion social media ads

Designed for comfort, produced in a Green- It’s the softest, most sustainable way to be period
powered off-grid Australian studio, made with prepared.
ethics - certified by Ethical Clothing

Our one-of-a-kind bowls are made in Kenya

In fact, we've created the most comfortable 100% with fair wages, local sourcing and sustainable
completely compostable underwear that is carbon production.
positive and 100% Australian made.

Experience sustainable luxury.

Figure 6:
Example of claims made within the captions of the fashion ads

Consumer Policy Research Centre | ADM+S Seeing green | 13
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With more than 2,000 impressions of social media ads identified in this space, the focus, similarly to household products,

is on making green claims on both the product and its packaging (Figure 7). Observed ads were often related to refillable or
compostable packaging.

POUCHES
YOU'VE BEEN
WAITING FOR

ko,

(%)
()
&)
7%

e

Figure 7:
Examples of environmental claims made via images of refillable or reusable products and packaging

In some cases, the green claim is not even about the direct packaging of the product, but the package in which it is shipped.

For example, many of the ads from the beauty retailer MECCA note ‘sustainable packaging’, relating to MECCA'’s shipping boxes
and packaging materials used for online orders. The lack of clarity is further exacerbated as claims are accompanied by imagery
showcasing products, many of which would unlikely meet requirements for recycling via council-provided recycling bins at home
(Figure 8). When a brand fails to provide adequate detail on the scope of their environmental claim, such claims can create a
‘halo’ effect across the range of their products and services, that may lead to inflating consumer perceptions of the business’
environmental focus.

T
ak ol

'

H |

ad 1'E

® - —Fee
i e :

S —

% i} |se

l o8 -
I I

i .

pc=—t
—
il (L

Figure 8:
Example of products shown on MECCA's ads that claim ‘sustainable packaging’ but relate to postage packaging.
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Travel

More than 1,300 impressions of social media ads were identified in the travel sector. Businesses in this category rely heavily on
nature photography to emphasise the environmentally-friendly nature of choices available to consumers (Figure 9).

AUTUMN
LOOKS GREAT
N GREEN

ANTARCTICA ~ 2%
ALLINCLUSIVE

Antarctica & 19 DA

Falklands AUD$'|4 990

Figure 9:
Examples of travel-based green claims

Variations of the terms ‘sustainable’, ‘environment’, ‘green’, ‘nature’ and ‘planet’ appeared most frequently across the travel ads
dataset. The variety of circumstances in which these terms are used may contribute to ambiguity and varied levels of consumer
understanding of their meanings. For example, ‘sustainable travel’ could mean learning about sustainable initiatives, or provision of
a sustainable service that may be delivered as part of a broader package. The term is often used in such a vague manner that it is
difficult to pinpoint what aspect of the travel experience is being claimed as sustainable (Figure 10).

B HURTIGRUTEN
EXPEDITIONS

GAI.APAB&E-—"'
ALL: INGLUSIVE

cd

In Darwin’'s 11DAYS | FROM ONLY
Footsteps wr$12,990°

Park; Australia

d

Discover the magic of Australia on a Learn about wildlife conservation, biodiverse Take the hassle out of your next adventure
sustainable, experience-rich small group areas, and sustainable initiatives. Travel with an all-inclusive package with international
adventure. consciously and find The BC Effect. airfares ex AU/NZ. On board our sustainable,

premium, small-ship expedition cruises, you'll
enjoy meals and drinks, shore landings, daily
lectures and Citizen Science Programs.

Figure 10:
Examples of the varied use of the term sustainable across travel ads
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Frequently used green claim terms

When analysing the frequency of common terms, the top three terms identified were ‘clean; ‘green’ and ‘sustainable’ This was followed
by variations of the terms commencing with ‘recycl’ (i.e. recyclable or recycled), the terms ‘bio;, ‘pure’ and ‘eco-friendly’ (Figure 11).

clean

green

sustainable

reycel*

bio

pure

eco(-)friendly
biodegradable

for the planet

eco

renewable energy
environmentally(-)friendly
good for the planet
carbon(-)neutral
circular
earth(-)friendly
home compostable

better for the planet

804
773
655
440
396
356
250
223
222
162

105
88
79

2,482
2,282
2174

Figure 11: Most frequent environmental claims
found in Australian Ad Observatory (by number
of ad impressions - n = 20,102 impressions)

1,497
1,207

As an example, the term ‘clean’ is used across different sectors but often has the same inference - a more environmentally

friendly choice (Figure 12). An ad can show imagery of mining but if it includes ‘clean tech'’ in the caption, this can appear more
environmentally friendly to the consumer. Businesses appear to use green claims in creative ways based on varying definitions,
all the while aiming to capitalise on enhancing consumer perceptions of their environmental focus.

Sk

If we mine it here,
we can refine it here.

Join a movement shaping a cleaner future. Australia mines 9 of the 10 key minerals used for

electric vehicle batteries and other clean tech.

It’s time to start giving your skin the care it
deserves! With all of the essential products you
need for a simple yet effective skincare routine,
our range of clean skincare products

is one you can’t say no to.

Figure 12:
Examples of the varied use of the term clean across social media ads

The varying circumstances and ways in which environmentally suggestive terms are used can lead to consumer confusion.

It can be difficult to make meaningful comparisons when choosing one product or service over another. CPRC’s previous
research confirms that consumers are worried that many green claims they see are not true.* When there is such a high level of
variation and lack of standardisation for how the same term is used in different green claims, it is no surprise that consumers
are concerned about the truthfulness of such claims made by businesses.

Consumer Policy Research Centre | ADM+S Seeing green | 16
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The many shades of green claims -

use of colour

While language and imagery can play a key role in implying that
a product or service is better for the environment, a colour
palette with environmental connotations, in combination

with other messages, can also imply environmental benefits.
Referred to as ‘executional greenwashing’, use of particular
colours and imagery can imply an environmental impact that
may or may not exist or cannot be easily verified.®

The ACCC draft guidance on environmental and sustainability
claims also notes that colours such as blue and green can
have ‘environmental connotations’® There were three colour
palettes that were commonly identified in the ADM+S
advertising dataset: green (Figure 13), blue (Figure 14) and
beige earthy tones (Figure 15). These three colours are also
recognised as the most frequently used in “manipulative
advertisements regarding sustainability””

} 1‘l‘]0'::"aBiodEgradah|!: :
1 Individually Wrapped }
USDA Certified
e,

AUTUMN
LOOKS GREAT
IN GREEN

50% off sale
[ cherpayc> ]

eva

This bed frame
comes with a

365 day ial

Refresh & Reset

40% OFF

TO MINIMISE
OURIMPACT

Figure 13:
Examples of advertising using shades of green
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Flora greens

The colour green in the advertising dataset was often
depicting nature in some form, but was also used as the
backdrop, or was the colour of the advertised product.

The green colour palette predominantly appears to range
approximately from Pantone 317 to Pantone 378 and
Pantone 553 to PMS 583, covering the wide range of lighter
green hues to deep green ones. Research on the colour green
confirms that consumers often associate the colour with
better environmental outcomes.®

DOODY «~ Dr.Jone Goodall

R

Every store
and more
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Ocean blues

The colour blue is another prominent pigment used in many
of the ads within the analysed dataset. The blue colour
palette appears to range approximately from Pantone 629
to Pantone 662 (lighter blues to royal blue) and Pantone 277
to Pantone 311, ranging from lighter blues such as cerulean
to deep navy-based colours. However, similar to use of the
colour green, blue is also used as a backdrop, or is the colour
of the product being sold.

WENDERSPRAY
YOUR BUTT DESERVES BETTER

What Is The Actual
Cost Of Owning An
Electric Vehicle?

Over its lifetime. an Electric Vehicle
will cost less to own than its Internal
Combustion Engine counterpart.

Figure 14:
Examples of advertising using shades of blue
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Use of blue can have a two-tiered effect. The colour has been
shown to be linked to increased trust.® When overlayed with
representations of blue aspects in nature such as oceans and
skylines, it can enhance the narrative of a product or service
having an environmental benefit.

Seeing green | 19



Earthy beige

Various tones of beige frequently appeared across the
dataset. The beige colour palette ranged from approximately
Pantone 139 to Pantone 160 (golden earthy tones) and
Pantone 712 to Pantone 732 (light beige to deep browns).
Similarly to the colour green, the ads featured the colour

as either the background or the product itself. The imagery
can imply the product is ‘straight from nature’ and that it is
possibly less processed with natural dyes and absence of no
artificial materials.™

Research within food marketing has shown consumers’
perception of packaging with natural colours is often linked
to the product being more ‘healthy’ and a better choice for
consumption.” It can lead to consumers being willing to

pay more for the product. Applying the same insights into
environmental claims, the natural hues have the potential to
also imply a ‘better choice for the environment’.

Protection

for you
and the planet. -

Figure 15:
Examples of advertising using shades of beige
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100% Biodegradable

1 Individually Wrapped
USDA Certified

Seeing green | 20



2 € 7V W\ e @ »~0 X € €

—
)

246
192
190
165
111
67
65
63
60
52
45
43
38
38

Figure 16:
Frequency of emojis observed within green ads in the Australian Ad Observatory (by number of ad impressions with emojis)
(n =20,102 impressions)
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The use of the Mdbius loop emoji may enhance consumers’
perceptions of a product’s recyclability. This recycling symbol
is intended for when a product is recyclable or is made from
recycled materials.” Some advertising using the Mébius loop
confirms how the product meets that claim (Figure 17). However,
several examples using the Mébius loop emoji in the advertising
caption provided no context in the caption or imagery, leaving
out necessary detail about the product’s composition or
recyclability (Figure 18).

NEW ME

Welcoming ‘Euphoric’ Utilitarian and vintage
inspired designs consciously created with

4. sustainability front of mind ¢% Available online now.
“ Free Express Shipping Over $100
Ends Up In Landfills & 100% Recyclable
Oceans
4 Biodegradable
Toxic Pastic Packaging Packaging (Plastic-Free)
Cheap Bristles & Less Charcoal Infused Bristles
Effective & More Effective

100% RECYCLABLE BRUSH HEADS for Oral-B &

more ¢& Eco-Friendly Brush Heads for your Oral-B/ I CAN'T BELIEVE IT. -
Braun Electric Toothbrush. When you're done with IT ACTUALLY WORKS!
them, simply send them back to us for assured

recycling.

Affordable, natural, and sustainable cleaning
products. €& Our range of products keeps your
home sparkling clean without the toxic chemicals
hidden in store-bought products. Plus, your reusable
cleaning bottles and refill packets are shipped
directly to your door, so you never have to worry
about shopping for them again. Bundle products
and save! Shop now... See more

Figure 18: Use of the Mobius loop emoji without information on
how it meets the claim

We're doing our part to Untrash the Planet by

turning single-use plastic bottles into recycled Use of emojis, especially in advertising of hedonic products
sunglasses ¢e Frames 100% recycled from plastic has been shown to contribute to an increased intention
bottles ¢% Premium quality Carl Zeiss lenses to purchase.” Overlaying this with the use of emojis that

Made in Sydney... & denote an environmental claim could further nudge a

consumer towards a purchase that may or may not satisfy

Figure 17: Use of the Mbius loop emoji with information on the implied claim.
how it meets the claim
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THE CHANGE
WE NEED
TOSEE

With increased propensity of businesses transitioning to advertising
with environmental claims, it’s clear that adequate guardrails are
needed to ensure that consumer choice towards environmentally
friendly options is meaningful. This is imperative, as products and
services claiming better environmental outcomes are often more
expensive than those that are not.™

The Australian Government must consider specific interventions to
ensure advertising of environmental claims does not misrepresent
the environmental value to consumers, and therefore induce purchase
decisions that are not fit-for-purpose. These interventions will

also help increase the visibility of those businesses that are making
genuine efforts towards better environmental outcomes.
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Ban or
define generic
environmental
claims

Several jurisdictions are moving to ban or set clear definitions
for generic green claims, which are commonly used to

make products or services sound more environmentally
friendly than they are. By banning or defining these claims,
governments can help to ensure that consumers have access
to accurate information about the environmental impact of
products and services.

For example, a European Union proposal on empowering
consumers for the green transition will prohibit generic
environmental claims which are not based on recognised
excellence in environmental performance relevant to the
claim.” Similarly, the UK Competition and Markets Authority
has proposed legislating to create standardised definitions
of commonly used environmental terms, to which businesses
must adhere when marketing and labelling their products.®
These include terms like ‘biodegradable’, ‘compostable’ and
‘carbon neutral.

Based on the insights from the Ad Observatory collection
of green ads, the following terms when used in the context
of an environmental claim should be either banned or
required to provide adequate substantiation to support the
environmental claim:

« Green

+ Clean

+ Sustainable

+ Recyclable / Recycled
- Bio

¢ Pure

+  Eco-friendly

- Biodegradable

+ For the planet

+ Eco

+ Renewable energy

- Offset

+  Environmentally friendly
« Carbon neutral

« Circular

+ Earth-friendly

+ Home compostable.
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In addition, the list should also include the following terms,
identified via the European Union proposal:

- Nature’s friend

- Ecological

» Environmentally correct

» Climate friendly

+ Gentle on the environment
- Carbon friendly

= Carbon positive

» Climate neutral

- Energy efficient

- Biobased.

There should also be a general provision that prohibits the
use of broad and vague statements such as ‘conscious’

or ‘responsible’ that suggest or create the impression of
excellent environmental performance. Generic environmental
claims should be prohibited or defined wherever specification
of a claim is not provided in clear and prominent terms

on the same medium, such as the same advertising spot,
product’s packaging, or online selling interface. For example,
the claim ‘biodegradable’ when referring to a product would
be a generic claim, whilst claiming that ‘the packaging is
biodegradable through home composting in one month’ would
be a specific claim, which could remain. This way, the Federal
Government could incentivise the use of specific claims,
which are more meaningful during a consumer’s decision-
making process.
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Empower the
regulator to
ban and define
environmental
claims

Current case law demonstrates that non-specific
environmental claims can be found to be lawful, even where
they are confusing for consumers and contribute to poor
environmental outcomes. Regulators should be given the
power to ban and define environmental claims to ensure that
regulation is in-step with this evolving space.

The Australian Consumer Law does include provision to make
information standards for goods and services.” However,
the process is one that can take several years to develop

and implement. This is not a feasible strategy in the fast-
changing nature of marketing in the modern digital economy,
as well as the urgent need to transition our economy to
carbon zero. Australia requires a more dynamic regulatory
approach. As there are technical aspects to determining and
defining terms, the responsibility sits best with a regulator.
There are a range of other technical areas of regulation where
a specialist regulator is empowered to consult and determine
standards, such as prudential regulation and energy market
regulation. CPRC considers a similar approach should be
adopted, so that the ACCC is empowered to consult and
make rules with respect to banning and defining generic
environmental claims in line with legislated objectives
around accurate, relevant, and actionable information for
consumers to make effective market choices. There could be
requirements to review and update the rules regularly (e.g.,
annually) and ensure that rules are made in a structured,
non-partisan and consultative fashion. The Federal
Government should award a similar power to ASIC so that it
can ban or define generic green claims relating to financial
products and services. This would complement ASIC’s
existing regulatory guidance relating to advertising financial
products and services.”®

-‘
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Develop clear
guidelines on the
use of colour and
imagery that implies
environmental
outcomes

With visual elements playing such a critical role in social
media advertising, it is clear that guardrails must be
established to ensure use of colour and imagery do not
falsely imply environmental benefits or outcomes. The
regulator can play a critical role in providing detailed
guidance in this space.

There is already some evidence of this taking place via

the ACCC'’s draft guidance for business on environmental
and sustainability claims.” However, such guidance

can be expanded with examples of where the use can
mislead consumers to believe that a product or service is
environmentally friendly. Examples could come from real life
and through samples developed via UX testing, and other
qualitative and quantitative consumer research. Doing so
would ensure claims are backed with evidence of consumer
understanding, and would help identify the difference
between the intended message and the implied message.

In addition, guidance should encourage businesses to
conduct UX testing and broader consumer research on
claims to test consumer awareness and understanding of the
claims being made, and the best ways to communicate this
information. Businesses put extensive effort into UX testing
of design and marketing of products and services; the same
effort should be applied to the efficacy of environmental
claims for consumer decision-making. Guidance that is
detailed and clear can set a firm benchmark of community
and regulator expectations of environmental claims.
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Prohibit specific
high-polluting
industries from
using environmental
claims in their
advertising

Currently, any business in any industry can make an
environmental claim, big or small, current or forward-looking,
regardless of the sector they may be operating in. There must
be prohibitions within legislation to ensure high-pollutant
industries do not lean on or make environmental claims in
their advertising. The Climate Council, in its submission to
the Senate Inquiry on Greenwashing, specifically raised this
as a recommendation noting the need for “clear legislation

to unambiguously define and prevent greenwashing by

major corporates - including fossil fuel companies”° For the
development of such legislation, it is critical that the Federal
Government consult with a diverse group of stakeholders, in
particular, identifying industries that should be captured via
such legislation.

Next steps

This research report provides high-level insights into the
practice of promoting environmental claims on social
media and the potential for consumer harm in Australia.
More research will help to further understand the impact
on consumers when engaging with specific industry
sectors. As current guidance and laws are being reviewed
and reconsidered, there is an opportunity to test whether
greenwashing practices in Australia will be adequately
addressed. We welcome the opportunity to work on this
issue further with government, regulators, policy makers,
academia and the community sector.
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