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Green Advertising: Friend Or Foe? 

In 1992 the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) passed a new regulation 

to try and control specific conduct of American advertising agencies. The bill was titled 

"Guides for the use of environmental marketing claims" and was aimed at stopping false 

advertising of corporate environmentalism (Federal communications commission [FCC] 

1992, 1996, 1998). This practice, later known as "Greenwashing", had become prevalent 

amongst a number of enterprises, ranging from toilet paper to clothing designers, and was 

proving to be a very successful advertising tactic. But why were "green" ad claims so 

successful? As a child in the early nineties, I found it impossible to escape marketing 

claims that every product was somehow saving the environment. From the happy koala 

on my shampoo bottle, to a Yoplait commercial set in a sunny meadow, everyone was 

apparently trying to help the planet. It seemed to me then, as it still seems today, that all 

of those companies couldn't possibly be living up to the broad claims of eco-saviourism 

they would have led us to believe. Even so, the tactic worked. I would like to believe that 

the average citizen of planet earth has no overt desire to harm the environment. After all, 

for as much damage as we've done as a species, we've also gone to great lengths 6f 

preservation. From establishing national parks, to the endangered species act, humans 

have always felt a need to lessen the negative impact of their actions. I feel it's this same 

instinct that has made environmental marketing such a 
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success. The dark side comes into play when our human instincts of idealism and 

altruism come up against an intentional obscuring of environmental facts by ad 

companies with a product to sell. I'm not condemning all environmental marketing. I'm 

just trying to decide if green media messages do more harm than good, w 

Let's look at an environmental advertising agency. Hugh Houghes is the founder 

and President of Green Team. Green Team has worked with a broad range of business', 

such as Johnson & Johnson, BP, World Wildlife Federation (WWF), and National 

Geographic. As well as creating positive environmental stances for various products, 

Green Team has also created commercials that advocate alternative energy sources (e.g. 

wind and solar). Green Team also marketed the incredibly popular Al Gore movie, "An 

Inconvenient Truth" (Houghes). Green Team has been in operation since 1993, operating 

with a core ideal Houghes refers to as "The Awakening Consumer" (Houghes). The idea 

is that consumers are beginning to influence environmental policy in corporations by only 

buying products that support environmental sustainability. What's more, consumers are 

becoming aware of their power (Houghes). You can see a pattern forming here, right? We 

live in a culture of consumption, consumers refuse to consume products they feel morally 

against, and corporations have to keep distributing to survive, so ultimately it's in their 

interest to fill the consumer demand. It's a natural flexing of supply and demand. Green 

Team, at least outwardly, promotes this development, and seeks to educate consumers to 

make the best decisions with their money. But the cynic in 
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me has to wonder, what happens when a business can't comply with the demand, but 

wants to remain competitive? The simple answer is greenwashing. 

An interesting study was done in 1995 to see how well the average American 

understood the environmental claims of "Recycling" and "Recyclable". These terms had 

become ad industry "buzz words" (a phrase that resonates with an audience). Although a 

majority of people surveyed could generally grasp the meaning of recyclable (being able 

to be transformed into another useful product) a much smaller percentage couldn't grasp 

the concept of recycled. Furthermore, a majority didn't understand the difference 

between post-consumer waste, and pre-consumer waste as it applies to recycling. A quick 

synopsis is that post consumer waste is where my glass Thomas Kemper bottle goes; pre-

consumer isn't really recycling at all. A majority of people surveyed agreed that they 

would buy the product that carried the "recyclable" label over a product that didn't, even 

if both products were recyclable (Morris & Hastak). So it works. I can see it on the faces 

of every shopper I've ever seen perusing the selections of "Earth friendly" peanut butter. 

Our society wants to do well, and that desire can easily be taken advantage of. When a 

company is spending more time thinking of ways to convince you they've "gone green" 

rather than going green, this is "Green Washing." The practice has become so universal 

the FCC created regulations to try and prevent it. Section 260.7 (a) of the "Guide for the 

use of environmental marketing claims" defines the Green Washing succinctly. "It is 

deceptive to misrepresent, directly or by implication, that a product, package or service 

offers a general environmental benefit. Unqualified general claims of environmental 
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benefit are difficult to interpret, and depending on their context, may convey a wide range 

of meanings to consumers" (FCC 1992,1996, 1998). Still the practice persists. The 

Terrachoice environmental marketing group did a study of common consumer products 

to see how many were guilty of greenwashing in one form or another. Of the 1,018 

products surveyed, some 99% were found to be making false statements in one form or 

another (Schaeffer). This led to the writing of a very popular text of modern market 

research, "The Six Sins Of Greenwashing." Outlining the multitude of ways in which 

advertisers were actively deceiving the consumer, the most prominent "sins" were; "The 

Hidden Trade Off' (like energy efficient electronics that contain hazardous materials), 

and "No Proof (like shampoos claiming to be certified organic with no verification of 

such claims) (Schaeffer). 

So I have to wonder what good, if any, can come of this green ad blitz? The 

answer may be a little less concrete than market research, but there is a bright side. An 

incredible one at that. It's true that advertising can prey on the "Awakening Consumer" 

(Houghes), but the existence of such a consumer is a product of media messages. Without 

knowledge of a problem, it's almost impossible to try and fix one. Wind energy, solar 

energy, and electric cars are not new. In fact these products have existed for far longer, 

and in different forms, than we might give them credit for. How many people were 

profoundly affected by "An Inconvenient Truth"? I can remember the first time I viewed 

that flick. Although my memory can be a little unreliable, I do remember a particular 

moment. It was right after my friend, Mr. Ed, had brought in the peanut butter. I turned to 
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the talking chimpanzee next to me, and he said, "That's it Duane. I'm giving up driving. 

I'm going to sell my car for a bike." That's how I got my first car, cheap too. The 

message was profound, and it made an impact. As much as green ads can be seen as the 

newest way to sell a car or shampoo, they also have the potential to inspire and change 

the lifestyle of millions of consumers. As they change the consumers, they also change 

the business. Even a business as classic as trash collection. 

Waste Management is a national trash collection company that operates in every 

state in America. In an effort to clean up their image the company has found ways to burn 

trash for energy, they've created wildlife habitats, and they've adopted a company wide 

paper recycling program. They've also invested millions in a marketing campaign to 

bring this information to their consumers (Deutsch). Why all this trouble? Waste 

Management doesn't want to be a trash collection service. Waste management wants to 

be an environmental services company (Deutsch). They're essentially doing the same job, 

but a shift in consumer opinion could mean an increase in client base. To make this 

happen, Waste Management is changing not only their advertisements, but the way they 

advertise. To reach the aware consumer, they've ran ads in National Geographic, and 

Scientific American. They've put TV spots on the Discovery Channel and the History 

Channel. They've redesigned their website to include visuals meant to change their 

audience's opinion on Waste Management (i.e. the word waste morphing into different 

words and shapes) (Deutsch). Waste Management is doing nothing short of a complete 

overhaul of their companies' image and habits. This is inspired by, and contributing to, 
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the consumer awareness grown from Green Advertising. Like a snake eating its tail, the 

relationship between consumer and company deepens like never before over the issue of 

conservation. Yes, and just like my snake from grade school, It's an inspiring and 

marvelous thing to behold. 

The Cannes film festival is a prestigious event for any independent film, or fan of 

independent cinema. Aside from just film, the festival also features an awards ceremony 

for clever television advertisements. In 2007 the German ad agency, Epuron, a subsidiary 

of Conergy AG won a "Golden Lion" for its advocacy ad for wind energy (Ecohuddle). 

The piece, entitled "Power of Wind" is a delightful story of the poor, misunderstood, 

anthropomorphized wind. Through the tale he comes to be accepted and appreciated by 

the scientists of Conergy AG. Advertisements as environmental advocacy have been 

becoming more prevalent, clever, and even controversial. For instance, an ad campaign in 

China features a giant, naked, human ass on a billboard over water drainage pipes to 

spread the message about water pollution. The drainage pipes actually appear to be 

emptying directly from the ass. Hilarious, and thought provoking. In Malaysia, Naga 

DDB painted a city underneath the water level of a public pool with the ad line, "Don't 

let this be our future." This chilling reminder of rising sea levels is cleverly placed to 

create a unique experience for the viewer. "Here are examples of companies spreading a 

sustainable message using the only message we hear: humor, wit, and sex. (Ecohuddle)" 

The idea has a certain visceral impact, doesn't it? The idea that the lesser aspects of our 

nature, those drawn to sex and violence, can be used to positively influence us. It's a 
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hopeful concept, and one that's impact is difficult to measure. Whereas units of sale can 

be weighed and analyzed, how do you measure the influence of an environmental 

message? 

That brings us back to the original question, doesn't it? I entered into this paper 

with an open mind. Trying to not let myself be influenced in either direction of this 

debate. Does positive awareness raised by green ads outweigh the negative influence of 

profiteers preying on people's environmental guilt? Throughout this we've looked at the 

very serious issue of Green Washing. Learning more about the tactics used by advertising 

agencies to sell products that may not have any positive environmental effect. If both 

peanut butter jars are recyclable, why would anyone buy the more expensive one that 

says it's recyclable on the label? In short, it's because the average consumer has a 

conscience. I'd consider myself a practical optimist. I like to hold out hope for the world 

and its citizens, while still not turning away from the very serious issues facing our 

planet. I'm a techno-futurist. I think the only way to save and advance the species is 

through our last visible line of evolution, our technology. Gene Roddenberry was a 

techno-futurist. He envisioned a future without tribal human war. A future of no 

pollution, no war, no prejudice. A future where all of mankind could explore space 

together, in peace, forever. The first step towards this is for all of humanity to share the 

responsibility of our habitat. We can't very well colonize any other planets if this one 

gives out on us first. So here is, after much reflection, where I finally stand. There will 

always be a certain number of 
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people who will always seek to capitalize. These people will make a profit from our 

tragedies, and our triumphs, in equal measure. Even in a techno-futurist society, the 

greedy and ambitious will never really leave. Greed and ambition are just a part of the 

human condition. But if, in the process, we can change industry and environmental 

awareness for the better, than it's absolutely worth it. Green advertising is a tool that will 

help us to achieve a healthier Earth. Praise be to Gene Roddenberry. 

8 



Roeder 9 

9 

Works Cited 

Hough, Hugh (2009) "The Sky May Not Be Falling, But The Ground Is Definitely 

Shifting." Marketing: green. Retrieved from <http://www.mediapost.com> 

Deutsch, Claudia H. (2008) "A Garbage Hauler Tidies Up It's Image." The New York 

Times: February 7, 2008. Retrieved From <http://www.nytimes.com> 

Federal Communications Commission [FCC]. "GUIDES FOR THE USE OF 

ENVIRONMENTAL MARKETING CLAIMS." (1992, 1996, 1998) Retrieved 

From <http://www.ftc.gov> 

Schaefer, Paul (2007) "The Six Sins Of Greenwashing - Misleading Claims Found In 

Many Products." Environmental News Network, December 3, 2007. Retrieved 

From <http://www.enn.com> 

Morris, Louis A. & Hastak, Manoj. "Consumer Comprehension Of Environmental 

Advertising And Labeling Claims. "Journal Of Consumer Affairs: Vol. 29 Issue 

2, p328, 23p, 4 Charts (1995) 

Ecohuddle. "The Best Green Ads. Who Said Global Warming Isn't A Laughing Matter?" 

Great Green Advertising. Retrieved from < http://www.ecohuddle.com> 

http://www.mediapost.com
http://www.nytimes.com
http://www.ftc.gov
http://www.enn.com
http://www.ecohuddle.com



