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How to Spot a Questionable 
Environmental Claim a Mile Away



LEARNING 
OBJECTIVES

• Analyze what greenwashing
is and why it happens

• Distinguish between different 
types of greenwashing and 
what they mean

• Develop criteria for 
identifying questionable 
environmental claims



COURSE 
OUTLINE

What is Greenwashing?

What are some examples of 
Greenwashing?

How can I avoid 
Greenwashing?

- as a consumer
- as a manufacturer/rep

Who can I trust?
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Greenwashing:

1. “Whitewash” with an environmental spin.
2. A form of spin used to promote a product or 

organization as environmentally friendly
3. An outwardly environmentally conscientious act 

with a greater, underlying purpose of profit increase 

DEFINITION



• First used in a 1986 essay by Jay Westerveld
regarding the hotel industry's practice of placing 
placards in each room promoting reuse of towels 
ostensibly to "save the environment". 

HISTORY

Source: Wikipedia



• First used in a 1986 essay by Jay Westerveld
regarding the hotel industry's practice of placing 
placards in each room promoting reuse of towels 
ostensibly to "save the environment". 

• The essay noted that, in most cases, little or no 
effort toward reducing energy waste was being 
made by these institutions and that the actual 
objective of this "green campaign" on the part of 
many hoteliers was, in fact, increased profit. 

HISTORY

Source: Wikipedia



SO WHY HAS GREENWASHING
BECOME SO PREVALENT?



• Forty-two percent of Americans are willing to pay more 
for products labeled "environmentally friendly" or 
"organic.” (Source: Global Market Insite)
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a “somewhat important” or “very important” part of their 
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• Forty-two percent of Americans are willing to pay 
more for products labeled "environmentally friendly" 
or "organic,“ (Source: Global Market Insite)

• 55 percent of Americans rated a home’s green 
features a “somewhat important” or “very important” 
part of their home hunt. (Source: ziprealty.com)

• More than 75% of the public will switch to a brand 
associated with the environment when price and quality 
are equal. (source: Federal Trade Commission)

BACKGROUND



SO WHY IS GREENWASHING
A PROBLEM?



DANGERS
• Recent studies show that 90% of consumers are highly 

skeptical of any green claims by business and 
government (Source: Futerra Sustainability Communications)
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DANGERS
• Recent studies show that 90% of consumers are highly 

skeptical of any green claims by business and 
government (Source: Futerra Sustainability Communications)

• Seven in ten Americans either “strongly” or “somewhat” 
agree that when companies call a product green it’s 
usually just a “marketing tactic” and therefore to be 
mistrusted. (Source: Futerra Sustainability Communications)

• Ironically, greenwash may put green products out of 
business; by causing consumers to mistrust every 
green claim, no matter how justified.



WHAT ARE SOME EXAMPLES
OF GREENWASHING?



98% of Green claims are 
false or misleading.

Source: TerraChoice





PRODUCT IS INHERENTLY UNSUSTAINABLE





PROFIT IS THE LIKELY MOTIVATION





“GREEN” PRACTICE IS NO DIFFERENT





MEANINGLESS “MARKS”





VAGUE AND MEANINGLESS CLAIM





NO PROOF AND COMPANY CREDIBILITY





THIS IS JUST WRONG



WORD PLAY
• Environmentally Friendly

• Environmentally Safe

• Environmentally Sensible

• Earth Smart

• Earth Friendly

• Eco-Safe

• Non-toxic Ingredients

• Practically Non-Toxic

• Essentially Non-toxic

• Ozone Friendly

• Degradable

• Recyclable



ECO LABELS



There are over 350 “Eco” 
Labels in the United States 

alone.



ECO LABELS

Source: The Washington Post



HOW CAN I AVOID 
GREENWASHING?





THE SEVEN SINS OF 
GREENWASHING

Source: TerraChoice



THE HIDDEN 
TRADE-OFF

Source: TerraChoice
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THE HIDDEN 
TRADE-OFF

Source: TerraChoice

Focusing on only one environmental impact 
at the expense of, or while ignoring, others

Example: a “green” product with a not-so-
green manufacturing process.



NO PROOF

Source: TerraChoice



NO PROOF

Source: TerraChoice

A claim that cannot be easily substantiated 
or is not backed by a third-party certification



NO PROOF

Source: TerraChoice

A claim that cannot be easily substantiated 
or is not backed by a third-party certification

Example: a claim of recycled content with 
no backup.



VAGUENESS

Source: TerraChoice



VAGUENESS

Source: TerraChoice

A claim that is poorly defined, too broad or 
easily misunderstood.



VAGUENESS

Source: TerraChoice

A claim that is poorly defined, too broad or 
easily misunderstood.

Example: “natural” and “environmentally 
friendly”.



IRRELEVANCE

Source: TerraChoice



IRRELEVANCE

Source: TerraChoice

A claim that is truthful but unimportant.



IRRELEVANCE

Source: TerraChoice

A claim that is truthful but unimportant.

Example: “recyclable” and “CFC-free”.



LESSER OF 
TWO EVILS

Source: TerraChoice



LESSER OF 
TWO EVILS

Source: TerraChoice

A true claim that distracts from the 
environmental issues of the product 
category.



LESSER OF 
TWO EVILS

Source: TerraChoice

A true claim that distracts from the 
environmental issues of the product 
category.

Example: a fuel-efficient SUV.



FIBBING

Source: TerraChoice



FIBBING

Source: TerraChoice

A claim that is simply false.



FIBBING

Source: TerraChoice

A claim that is simply false.

Example: claiming a certification the 
product does not have.
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Source: TerraChoice
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WORSHIPING 
FALSE LABELS

Source: TerraChoice

The use of fake or meaningless labels that 
imply third-party certification when none 
exists.

Example: a label created by a 
company for their own products.



THE HIDDEN 
TRADE-OFF

Source: TerraChoice

NO PROOF

VAGUENESS

IRRELEVANCE

LESSER OF TWO 
EVILS

FIBBING

WORSHIPING 
FALSE LABELS





FEDERAL TRADE 
COMMISSION (FTC) 

GREEN GUIDES



FTC GREEN GUIDES:
GENERAL INFORMATION

• First created in 1992 and updated in 1996 and 1998. 
2010 revisions are still pending.
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FTC GREEN GUIDES:
GENERAL INFORMATION

• First created in 1992 and updated in 1996 and 1998. 
2010 revisions are still pending.

• Provide structure to help companies ensure their 
claims are accurate.

• FTC law enforcement actions penalize companies 
that do not adhere to the guidelines.



FTC GREEN GUIDES:
PRINCIPLES

Any qualifications or disclosures
must be clear, prominent and 
understandable.



FTC GREEN GUIDES:
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It must be clear if the 
environmental claim relates to 
the product, its package or a 
service.



FTC GREEN GUIDES:
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An environmental claim cannot 
be made in a manner that 
overstates the benefit or 
attribute.



FTC GREEN GUIDES:
PRINCIPLES

Claims that include comparisons 
must make the basis of 
comparison clear and 
substantiate the comparison.



FTC GREEN GUIDES:
REGULATED CLAIMS

General Environmental Benefit
• General benefit claims can be 

misleading and hard to interpret
• All claims must refer to a specific 

feature, attribute or benefit
• Claims must be substantiated or 

qualified



FTC GREEN GUIDES:
REGULATED CLAIMS

Degradable/Biodegradable
• Claims must be substantiated by 

reliable scientific evidence
• Must degrade completely in location 

of common disposal
• Must decompose in a relatively 

short period of time



FTC GREEN GUIDES:
REGULATED CLAIMS

Compostable
• Claims must be substantiated by 

reliable scientific evidence
• Must be able to break down into 

usable compost in common 
composting systems



FTC GREEN GUIDES:
REGULATED CLAIMS

Recyclable
• Must be able to be separated from 

the solid waste stream and recycled 
through an established recycling 
program

• Must not contain components or 
attributes that prevent recycling



FTC GREEN GUIDES:
REGULATED CLAIMS

Recycled Content
• All claims must be able to be 

substantiated
• Content claimed as “pre-consumer” 

must have been prevented from 
entering the waste stream



FTC GREEN GUIDES:
REGULATED CLAIMS

Source Reduction
• Claims must be quantified and the 

basis for comparison given



FTC GREEN GUIDES:
REGULATED CLAIMS

Refillable
• A system must be in place to 

facilitate refills
• It cannot be up to the consumer to 

find new ways to fill the container



FTC GREEN GUIDES:
REGULATED CLAIMS

Ozone Safe
• The product must not contain any 

ozone depleting substances



WHO CAN I TRUST?



RESOURCES

www.ul.com

www.ul.com/environment

www.terrachoice.com

www.ftc.gov



RESOURCES



NAME THAT SIN…



















SHP LEADING DESIGN
4805 Montgomery Road, Suite 400
Cincinnati, OH 45212
www.shp.com

QUESTIONS?

Allison McKenzie
amckenzie@shp.com
www.buildingmygreenlife.com



THE HIDDEN 
TRADE-OFF

Source: Adapted from TerraChoice’s
“The Sins of Greenwashing”

NO PROOF

VAGUENESS

IRRELEVANCE

LESSER OF TWO 
EVILS

FIBBING

WORSHIPING 
FALSE LABELS
The use of fake or meaningless labels 
that imply third-party certification 
when none exists.

A claim that is simply false.

A true claim that distracts from the 
environmental issues of the product 
category.

A claim that is truthful but unimportant.

A claim that is poorly defined, too 
broad or easily misunderstood.

A claim that cannot be easily 
substantiated or is not backed by a 
third-party certification.

Focusing on only one environmental 
impact at the expense of, or while 
ignoring, others.

THE 7 SINS OF GREENWASHING

Allison McKenzie
amckenzie@shp.com
www.shp.com



Source: Adapted from the Federal Trade 
Commission’s Green Guides

Any qualifications or 
disclosures must be clear, 
prominent and 
understandable.

PRINCIPLES OF GREEN MARKETING

It must be clear if the 
environmental claim relates to 
the product, its package or a 
service.

An environmental claim cannot 
be made in a manner that 
overstates the benefit or 
attribute.

Claims that include comparisons 
must make the basis of 
comparison clear and 
substantiate the comparison.

Allison McKenzie
amckenzie@shp.com
www.shp.com



Source: Adapted from the Federal Trade 
Commission’s Green Guides

RESOURCES

Allison McKenzie
amckenzie@shp.com
www.shp.com

www.carpet-rug.org www.energystar.gov www.greenseal.org www.green-e.org

www.epa.gov/watersense www.greenguard.org www.fairtradeusa.org www.fscus.org

www.ecologo.org www.mbdc.com www.rainforest-alliance.org www.usda.gov

www.terrachoice.com www.ul.com/environment


