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The Oxford Advanced Online dic-
tionary defines ‘greenwashing’ as 
‘activities by a company or an organ-
isation that are intended to make 
people think that it is concerned 
about the environment, even if its 
real business actually harms the 
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environment.’ Does that sound 
Machiavellian to you? It should  
because it is. At the very most, it is a 
dishonest practise and, at the very 
least, it is irresponsible. In the cor-
porate world, many companies are 
investing significant funds and 
money into marketing that presents 
them as being environmentally 

friendly when they are not. To add 
further insult to injury, after having 
spent so much money on their  
deceptive image, they are no longer 
able or willing to spend money on 
minimising their environmental  
impact. It’s a clear-cut case of not 
seeing the forest for the trees! The 
reason behind this dishonesty? To 
attract customers who prefer to buy 
products and services from environ-
mentally conscious brands.  

The term ‘greenwashing’ dates 
back to the 1980s, but has gained 
traction over the last 30 years. From 
massive oil and petrol companies who 
have launched advertising campaigns 
boasting environmental awareness 
to modest clothing brands, green-
washing is something that many 
businesses engage in, to some degree. 
Are they conscious of it? Some are, 
others may not be, but the result is 
the same – the public are not being 
kept up to date with the facts.  �
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Once you know what to look for, 
greenwashing tactics can be easily 
spotted. A common sign of green-
washing is the use of jargon and  
vocabulary that mean both every-
thing and nothing simultaneously. 
Sophisticated scientific terms that 
only specialists would understand are 
designed to impress without being 
challenged. 

Some companies make claims that 
are seemingly noble, but are actually 
irrelevant. For example, CFCs* have 
been banned since 2010. A company 
claiming their product to be CFC-free 
may be telling the truth, but stating 
the obvious does not guarantee that 
they are making an effort to be envi-

ronmentally responsible. In much the 
same way, a company can be trans-
parent about a legitimate effort to 
respect the environment in one area 
but continue anti-green behaviour in 
every other area of product creation 
and distribution. 

A picture is worth a thousand 
words – and advocates of green-
washing are well aware of this. 
Putting lipstick on a pig may make 
the pig prettier, but underneath the 
make-up, there’s still a pig! Advertis-
ing and marketing rely heavily on 
pictures of nature and young children 
to give the impression of health and 

happiness. Don’t be fooled by im-
agery that may please the eye but is 
hiding something you would never 
agree to buy if you could see it for 
what it really is. 

Greenwashing can also take the 
form of genuine organic products 
being produced by a company that 
makes them in an environmentally 
negative way. What use are green 
products if rivers and lakes are  
being polluted while making them? 
In addition, many companies claim 
to be greener than their competition, 
which simply doesn’t mean anything 
other than the fact that they are 
adept at finger-pointing. 

Lastly, while some companies may 
not set out to deceive their customers, 
there are other organi-
sations that have no 
such scruples. Claims 
that cannot be proven, 
labels that look like 
third-party endorsements 
but are fabricated, and 
outright lies are not 
unheard of. 
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*CFCs (chlorofluorocarbons) have been 
responsible for depleting the ozone layer 
as they destroy ozone molecules. They 
were used in aerosols, such as hairspray 
cans, fridges and in making foam plastics. 



(P�&OHMJTI�/P��������4FQUFNCFS�0DUPCFS�������

$�$�

While purposeful untruths are not 
the norm, there are many reliable 
companies telling their environ-
mental ‘truths’ to the world in ways 
they shouldn’t be. Today, it is widely 
accepted that all companies should 
invest in educating their marketing 
team on the rules of ‘green branding’. 
Failing that, it is up to the consumer 
to do their research and buy with in-
tention.
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Greenwashing is problematic because, 
aside from misinforming the public, 
it also undermines honest brands that 
genuinely strive to be sustainable 
and environmentally friendly. The 
‘organic’ label is not easy to earn, but 
many companies engage in hard, 
honest work to get it. The idea that a 
product is green encourages more 
people to purchase it. If tricked into 
purchasing an unethical product, cus-
tomers unwittingly endorse the com-
pany that produced it, which is unfair 
to those companies who are genuinely 
green. As consumers, we need to pay 
attention to products and services 
we consume on a regular basis. If 
enough people protest, companies 
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guilty of greenwashing may begin 
taking responsibility for their actions, 
which would, in turn, help minimise 
toxic environmental impact. 

The Advertising Standards Authori-
ty (ASA) in the UK launched a national 
ad campaign focusing on the notion 
that “you should be able to trust  
the ads you see”. It encouraged con-
sumers to report incongruencies in 
the words and images in corporate  
marketing. In its 2016 annual report, 
the ASA revealed that 88% of com-
plaints were about misleading ads! 
It’s safe to say that, as a group, con-
sumers have the power to notice, 
reveal and report incidents of green-
washing and make the market a 
safer place to shop. What about you: 
will you step up and speak out about 
greenwashing? 
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