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1. What is an Eco Smart Design Mini-Guide
The ESD Mini-Guides provide an introduction to several key tools and approaches that can help
companies maximise their environmental performance and credentials. The Guides are focused
on product oriented environmental strategies, however much of the content is relevant to
other areas of commercial and industrial activity.
The emphasis of the Mini-Guide’s is to highlight more proactive and business oriented
environmental approaches including Product Stewardship, Environmental Communications,
Life Cycle Thinking and Regulatory Tracking. While there are several other topics worthy of
coverage, there seems to be growing momentum across the EU and internationally, on
environment and sustainability measures that are product and consumer oriented.
Each ESD Mini-Guide offers reader-friendly definitions and explanations as well describing the
environmental and business benefits associated with the approach or tool. Where relevant
limitations are outlined and precautionary messages included. Most importantly each MiniGuide provides detailed information sources, web sites and additional references for those
readers wanting further information.
A knowledge transfer initiative from Eco Smart Design
The Mini-Guide’s are part of the broader ESD Programme - an industry support initiative
primarily for SMEs in the Cross Border Region of Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland.
The Programme has been developed by Environmental Systems & Solutions/CIDO, Co Armagh.
Monaghan County Enterprise Board, Co Monaghan and Product Ecology Pty Ltd, Australia.
The Eco Smart Design Programme is funded and supported by the EU INTERREG IIIA Programme
for Ireland/Northern Ireland and the International Fund for Ireland.
The ESD Mini-Guide series comprises four separate publications:
• A Business Guide to Product Stewardship
• A Business Guide to Environmental Communications
• A Business Guide to Life Cycle Thinking and Life Cycle Assessment
• A Business Guide to EU Directives
The Mini-Guide’s begin to show how companies can use environmental performance and
sustainability as commercial drivers and a catalyst for business development.
Such approaches to improving environmental quality in products and services are attracting
major investment and interest worldwide among leading producers, brands and entrepreneurs.
These approaches also recognise the opportunity to move beyond compliance and demonstrate
more proactive and innovative directions that can achieve more than just cost reduction. The
emphasis on building and maintaining competitive advantage is central.
We hope you find this ESD Mini-Guide useful and relevant to your environmental activities.
Most importantly we trust that it provides some practical insights and tips on how your company
can enhance its business opportunities through ‘eco smart’ approaches and tools.
A business guide to environmental communication
Stakeholder trust and respect are not the product of an investment in reputation
and image building. Rather, they are the reward for sustained good corporate
citizenship and a proactive internal and external consultation and communication
strategy.
1
Pauric O’Grady, Managing Director, Johnson & Johnson Medical, March 2003
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1. Quoted in Business in the Community (2002), The First Ever Survey of Consumer Attitudes in Ireland Towards
Corporate Responsibility,
http://www.csreurope.org/uploadstore/cms/docs/CSRE_Pub_BITC_Ireland_booklet.pdf

Environmental communication aims to promote your company, your brand and your products
as environmentally responsible, building on real commitment and achievements. It is ideally
a two-way engagement process with key stakeholders (Figure 1).
It can take many forms, depending on the intended audience, for example:
• Customers - developing a ‘greener’ brand of product which will appeal to a more
environmentally aware or concerned market, or providing information to consumers on the
environmental attributes of all your products; and
• Stakeholders - Consulting with interested groups about your environmental activities,
developing partnerships and collaborative projects, and reporting publicly on your
environmental performance.
Effective environmental communication can be distinguished from “greenwash” - a term for
superficial or misleading communication which aims to present a company or a product as
greener than it actually is. Greenwash is a risky and potentially damaging strategy and should
be avoided.
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2. What is environmental communications?

Figure 1: An integrated approach to environmental communication

2

Employees
Government
Environment
organisations
General Public

MiniGuide

3. How will it benefit my business?
The benefits of a proactive environmental program include competitive advantage in the
market place and a more positive company image. Market research confirms that good social
and environmental behaviour can differentiate
companies in the public eye, but this behaviour
2
needs to be effectively communicated .
Competitive advantage
An increasing number of consumers are making purchasing decisions based on the social and
environmental performance of companies. Many consumers also regularly consider the social
and environmental impacts of products when they go shopping. Environmental marketing
and communication can open up new markets for products that meet growing consumer
demands for environmentally responsible and healthy products.
Positive company image
Environmental communication can help to position your company as environmentally
responsible and proactive. In the longer term this can benefit your business through improved
staff satisfaction and morale, increased ability to attract good staff, stronger relationships with
key stakeholders and easier access to finance.
Whole Food Markets, a chain of retail stores selling healthy and organics foods, is
growing rapidly. It has 170 stores in the US and has recently moved to London. Its sales
rose by 23% to $3.9 billion in the latest financial year and it has become the world’s
largest whole food chain. Founder and CEO John Mackay has said that the “the
environment is a stakeholder in our business”, and each store is pursuing its own
environmental initiatives such as green building projects. Successes and failures are
shared via the Internet. It is probably no coincidence that Whole Food Markets is also
3
regularly cited by Fortune magazine as one of the top 100 places to work in America .
The bottom line
Environmental improvements to your products and services, combined with effective marketing
and communication strategies, can add to your bottom line by increasing sales, reducing costs,
or allowing you to charge a premium for environmentally improved products.

3

2. Business in the Community (2002), Ibid
3. ‘A Wal-Mart for the granola crowd’, Economist, 30/7/05
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4. Do consumers care about the
environmental impacts of products?
Public surveys consistently show a high level of concern about environmental issues and a
willingness to engage in environmentally beneficial activities such as recycling, refusing plastic
checkout bags or buying less damaging products. The social and environmental reputation of
companies is also starting to influence purchasing decisions. For example:
• A recent survey of 15000 on-line consumers in 17 countries found that one quarter of
consumers claimed to be ‘environmentally responsible’ or ‘socially responsible’ rather than
‘average’ shoppers. In the UK, 11.3% describe their purchasing
as environmentally
4
responsible, and another 11.6% as socially responsible .
• The same survey found that 50% of consumers aged between 18 and 29 would pay more for
organic, environmentally responsible or fair trade products (slightly less for older groups).
Forty-seven percent of all
survey respondents in the UK said that they were prepared to pay
5
more for these products .
In another survey of 1200 people undertaken in 2002, seven out of ten Irish consumers said
that a company’s commitment to social responsibility (including actions that protect the
environment) is important when buying a product or service. Fifty-three percent claim that 6
they would pay more for products and services that are socially and environmentally responsible .
There does appear to be a gap, however, between the stated attitudes and preferences of many
consumers and their actual purchasing behaviour. A recent Australian survey on consumer
demand for environmental packaging found virtually no connection between attitudes to
7
recycling, waste or the environment, and purchasing behaviour in relation to packaging .
Many companies launched ‘greener’ products in the late 1980s and early 1990s in an attempt
to capitalize on growing environmental awareness and gain market share. Some of these
products did not perform as well as their competitors, or were sold at a premium price, and
for these reasons were not successful. Worst still, some companies made misleading or inaccurate
claims of environmental benefits which resulted in consumer cynicism of any environmental
claims made by manufacturers.
While some of the market research data appears contradictory, there are a few clear conclusions
that can be drawn from consumer surveys and from the experience of companies in green
marketing over the past twenty years:
• Consumers are becoming more aware and concerned about environmental issues;
• Some consumers will actively look for environmentally improved products or will actively
avoid particular brands for environmental or social reasons;
• Surveys tend to exaggerate the size of the ‘green consumer market’ to a certain extent because
there is an apparent gap between what consumers say in surveys and what they actually do
at the checkout;
• Consumers will not necessarily pay a price premium for environmentally improved products;
• Consumers will only buy greener products if they perform as well or better than competing
products in terms of quality, functionality and price; and
• Any attempt to mislead consumers about environmental performance has potential to attract
a backlash from consumers if claims are found to be false.

4

4. GMI, http://www.gmi-mr.com/gmipoll/press_room_wppk_pr_08292005.phtml
5. GMI, http://www.gmi-mr.com/gmipoll/press_room_wppk_pr_09192005.phtml
6. Business in the Community (2002), Ibid
7. Taverner Research Company (2004), Consumer Demand for Environmental Packaging, Report to the
Jurisdictional Recycling Group, Sydney, http://www.jrgnsw.com.au/reports/report2.html
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5. What do I need to do?
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Environmental communication is not a one-off or stand-alone activity. It needs to be an integral
part of your company’s environmental policy and marketing strategies, for example:
• Make a commitment in your Environmental Policy to communicate openly and transparently
with business partners, consumers, employees, governments and the general community
about the environmental impacts of your business activities;
• Include environmental issues in your product development strategy, by undertaking market
research on the environmental preferences and purchasing behaviour of your customers,
by looking at what your competitors are doing on environmental marketing, by investigating
opportunities for product redesign to reduce environmental impact, and by identifying other
opportunities to improve sales and profitability through effective environmental
communication;
• Change your product development process to incorporate Design for Environment (DFE)
strategies and checklists, including guidelines for consumer information and labelling;
• Develop marketing strategies for environmentally improved products based on good,
well-research information about the environmental attributes of your products, as well as
market research. Environmentally improved products will not be commercially successful
unless their attributes are effectively communicated;
• Consult with stakeholders, particularly environment groups, neighbours and government
agencies, about any issues of concern in relation to your company’s operations. Discuss
any opportunities for partnerships or collaborative activities to address concerns;
• Provide environmental information to consumers through environmental claims on products
(see Section 5 below), point of sale marketing, advertising, your web site, telephone hotline
and media promotions; and
• Report regularly on your environmental performance through publication of environment
or sustainability reports.
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6. What is a good environmental claim?
The UK Department of Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (DEFRA) and the European
Commission have published some excellent guidelines on environmental claims (see resources
list at the end of this document).
According to DEFRA, a ‘good environmental claim’ has the following characteristics:
• The content of the claim should be accurate and truthful, relevant, and specific and
unambiguous, especially when making comparisons;
• The presentation of the claim should use plain language, all relevant information should
be presented together, and the meaning of any pictures or symbols should be clear and
relevant;
• The accuracy of the claims should be substantiated and verifiable, reassessed and updated
as necessary, based on best agreed standards available, and supported by information
8
required to verify its accuracy .
9

There is also an international recognised Standard on environmental claims and labels . This
requires:
• That an environmental claim which is vague or non-specific, such as ‘environmentally safe’
or ‘earth friendly’ that imply that the product is environmentally beneficial or benign should
not be used; and
• That self-declared environmental claims should be accompanied by an explanatory statement
if the claim on its own is likely to be misleading.
The Standard includes a long list of specific requirements, including that self-declared
environmental claims must be:
• Accurate and not misleading;
• Substantiated and verified; and
• Relevant to the particular product.
It also provides a list of definitions which can be extremely useful in guiding the language
used in environmental communication, including ‘compostable’, ‘degradable’, ‘designed for
disassembly’, ‘recyclable’ and ‘recycled content’.
For example, ‘recyclable’ is defined as:
‘A characteristic of a product, packaging or associated component that can be diverted from
the waste stream through available processes and programmes and can be collected,
processed and returned to use in the form of raw materials or products’.
‘If collection or drop-off facilities for the purpose of recycling the product or packaging are
not conveniently available to a reasonable proportion of purchasers, potential purchasers and
users of the product in the area where the product is sold, then... a qualified claim of
recyclability should be used’
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8. Department of Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (2003), Green Claims –'D0 Practical Guidance: How to Make a Good
Environmental Claim, p. 7
9. International Standards Organisation (1999). ISO 14021: 1999, Environmental labels and declarations - Self-declared environmental
claims (Type II environmental labelling), International Standards Organisation. http://www.iso.org/iso/en/ISOOnline.frontpage
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7. Are there any legal restrictions?
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Environmental claims must comply with relevant trade practices regulations, in particular with
requirements that companies not engage in activities, which are deceptive or misleading.
Within the UK, Trading Standards Officers have powers under the Trade Description Act to deal
with claims that are misleading and deceptive, and the Office of Fair Trading can take action
against companies under the Control of Misleading Advertisements Act 1988. Both organisations
will take account of the requirements in ISO 14021 when investigating complaints about
10
environmental claims .
The requirements of ISO 14021 have also been incorporated into the International Chamber
of Commerce’s Code of Environmental Advertising. This is primarily designed as an instrument
to support self-regulation by the industry, but the Code states that it ‘is also intended for use
11
by the Courts as a reference document’ .

10. Department of Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (2003), Green Claims –'D0 Practical Guidance: How to Make a Good
Environmental Claim, p. 6
11. International Chamber of Commerce (2001). ICC International Code of Environmental Advertising.
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8. Which signs or symbols should I use?
There is often confusion about which symbol should be used for a particular purpose, for
example to indicate recyclability or recycled content.
Once again, ISO 14021 can provide advice. First of all you need to make sure that the use of
symbols will not mislead consumers, for example by implying that a product is recyclable
when it is not. The Standard suggests that if a symbol is to be used for a recyclable claim, then
it should be the Mobius loop (see Table 1).
If a symbol is needed for recycled content, then the Mobius loop should be accompanied by
a percentage value stated as “X%”. If the percentage is variable, then it should be stated as “at
least X%” or “greater than X%”.
The Plastics Identification Code (PIC) was developed by the Society of the Plastics Industry (SPI)
in the US to identify the polymer type as an aid to recycling, and is now used worldwide. It
does cause some confusion amongst consumers, many of whom believe that the code indicates
recyclability or recycled content. While the Code is a valuable form of communication,
particularly for packaging, you should ensure that you use it correctly. Contact your local
plastics industry association for further information. The PIC is voluntary, and is normally only
used for packaging or other products made from commodity plastics (Codes 1-6). Other plastics
should be coded according to the international Standard, ISO 11469:1993, Plastics - generic
identification and marking of plastics products.
There are numerous symbols used to indicate recyclability or recycled content for specific
materials. These are often owned by the relevant industry association. Other symbols are used
to encourage consumers to dispose of packaging responsibly (e.g. the litter man’).
Table 1: Examples of environmental symbols

Recyclable symbol (Mobius loop: ISO 14021:1999)
Recyclable content symbol (Mobius loop: ISO 14021:1999)

90%

SPI Plastics Identification Code

5
PP

Example of the ISO Plastics identification symbol (ISO 11469: 1993)
International litter symbol

8
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9. What is an eco-label?
Consumers tend to be sceptical about environmental claims made by manufacturers. For this
reason a number of third-party certification schemes have been established around the world
to provide consumers with more confidence about claims (see Table 2). Products are assessed
against a standard which has been developed for a specific product group, and which sets out
the minimum requirements for certification. Most eco-labelling schemes are voluntary. While
each scheme has its own requirements, manufacturers normally have to pay a fee for the
evaluation of their product and for annual use of the eco-label.
Table 2: Eco-labelling schemes
The European Union has a voluntary eco-labelling scheme
with standards for appliances, cleaning products, paper
products, home and garden products, clothing, tourism and
lubricants.

The European Union has a voluntary Energy Star ecolabelling
program for office equipment, which only focuses on energy
consumption. This is coordinated with the US Energy Star
program, for example it shares the same
technical specifications.
The Forest Stewardship Council’s logo demonstrates that a
timber or paper product is sourced from a certified,
wellmanaged forest.

There are many other eco-labelling schemes, including the
German Blue Angel or the Nordic Swan. You can find
information via the Global Eco-labelling Network web site
(see the resource list).

9
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10. Are any environmental
labels mandatory?
In 1992 the Council of the European Union adopted the Framework Directive for mandatory
energy labelling of household products (92/75/EEC - see below), which is enforced through
regulations in member countries.
The European Union’s energy label must be displayed on all new household products
displayed for sale, hire or hire purchase:
• Refrigerators, freezers and fridgefreezer combinations;
• Washing machines;
• Electric tumble dryers;
• Combined washer-dryers;
• Dishwashers;
• Lamps;
• Electric ovens; and
• Air conditioners.

Source: http://www.est.org.uk/myhome/efficientproducts/energylabel/

10
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11. What about communicating with
other stakeholders?
Consumers are one of your most important stakeholder groups. Other stakeholders include
shareholders, business partners, employees, environmental organisations, government and
the community. There is increasing recognition in the business community that the operation
of any company is dependent on a number of different groups that have the ability to benefit
or inhibit its activities. Governments can impose unwelcome regulations; neighbours can
oppose expansion or redevelopment plans; environmental organisations can wage high profile
campaigns against companies or products which they regard as unethical or unsustainable
(think about the campaign against Shell over its involvement in Nigeria, or the union and
grassroots campaign against Nike over the labour practices if its suppliers in developing
countries).
For these reasons, you should include broader stakeholders in your environmental
communications strategy. Some companies consult with stakeholders on a regular basis to
find out about any issues of concern. Understanding the concerns and interests of each
stakeholder group will help you to develop your environmental program and to design
appropriate communication strategies.
Public reporting is becoming very important to enhance transparency and accountability of
environmental programs. The Global Reporting Initiative has become the most widely recognised
international standard for ‘triple bottom line’ or sustainability reporting.
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12. Where can I go for more information?
Consumer Surveys
Business in the Community (2002), The First Ever Survey of Consumer Attitudes in Ireland
Towards Corporate Responsibility,
http://www.csreurope.org/uploadstore/cms/docs/CSRE_Pub_BITC_Ireland_booklet.pdf
Environmental marketing
Ottman, J. (1993). Green Marketing. Lincolnwood, NTC Business Books. On-line at
www.greenmarketing.com/Green_Marketing_Book/Green_Marketing_Book.html
Charter, M. and M. Polonsky (1999). Greener Marketing. Sheffield, Greenleaf.
International Standards
International Standards Organisation (1999). ISO 14021: 1999, Environmental labels and
declarations - Self-declared environmental claims (Type II environmental labelling),
International Standards Organisation. http://www.iso.org/iso/en/ISOOnline.frontpage
International Chamber of Commerce (2001). ICC International Code of Environmental
advertising.
http://www.iccwbo.org/home/statements_rules/rules/2001/code_of_environmental_advertising.asp
Guidelines on environmental claims
Department of Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (2003), Green Claims - Practical
Guidance: How to Make a Good Environmental Claim,
http://www.defra.gov.uk/environment/consumerprod/pdf/genericguide.pdf
Department of Trade and Industry and Department of Environment, trade and Regions
(Revised 2000), Green Claims Guide,
http://www.defra.gov.uk/environment/consumerprod/gcc/pdf/gcc.pdf
European Commission (2000), Guidelines for Making and Assessing Environmental Claims,
http://www.europa.eu.int/comm/consumers/cons_safe/news/green/guidelines_en.pdf
Labelling
European Commission, European Union Eco-label,
http://europa.eu.int/comm/environment/ecolabel/index_en.htm
European Commission, Energy Star Labelling Scheme for Office Equipment, http://www.euenergystar.org/
Global Eco-labelling Network, www.gen.gr.jp
Department of Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (2005), Guidance Notes on the Various
Energy Information Labelling Relating to the Energy labelling of Household Products,
http://www.defra.gov.uk/environment/consumerprod/mtp/guidance-notes.pdf
Forest Stewardship Council, www.fscus.org
WRAP guide to labelling,
www.recycledproducts.org.uk/buyrecycled/labelling.asp#MobiusLoop
ISO, Background Information on Recycling Symbols,
http://anubis.dkuug.dk/JTC1/SC2/WG2/docs/n2342.pdf
Plastics Identification Code, http://www.bpf.co.uk/downloads/files/recycling_markings.pdf
Public reporting
Global Reporting Initiative (2002). Sustainability Reporting
Guidelines. http://www.globalreporting.org/guidelines/2002.asp
Green consumer guides / product catalogues
http://www.eco-label.com/default.htm
www.recycledproducts.org.uk
www.greenconsumerguide.com
www.thegreenguide.com
www.ehow.com/how_111340_buy-green.html
www.epa.gov/oppt/epp
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About the Eco Smart Design Programme
The Eco Smart Design Programme is an industry support initiative primarily for SMEs in the
Cross Border Region of Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland and has been developed
by ESS (Environmental Systems & Solutions), Co Armagh and Product Ecology, Australia. The
Programme grew out of the recognition of a need for manufacturing businesses and service
providers to improve their environmental performance in a time of increased environmental
legislation, market changes and pressure coming through the supply chain.
The ESD Programme aimed at help companies (mostly SMEs) to improve the environmental
performance and credentials of their products and/or services. It is a business-oriented initiative
that understands the needs and pressures that SMEs have to deal with on a daily basis. The
Programme provided advice and support through a team of specialist consultants led by The
Skillful Pass.
A broad range of advice was provided to companies through the Programme on how to increase
efficiencies, save costs and reduce risk. The Programme has focussed on environmental
improvements of businesses in various industry sectors including packaging, appliances,
electronics, pharmaceuticals, waste management, organics, building products, engineering
and food processing.
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Enquiries
Contact Environmental Systems and Solutions/CIDO Ltd for more information about the Eco
Smart Design Programme and the ESD Mini-Guides. Visit the Programme web site for useful
information:
www.ecosmartdesign.co.uk
Ms Ulrike Ebli - Project Manager, Environmental Systems and Solutions/CIDO Ltd
T +44 (0) 28 3833 5550 E ulrike.ebli@essni.co.uk
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