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ABSTRACT

The impact of envirorunental degradation on people's quality of life and the physical
environment has been felt over the years. As a result, many consumers react hy r.h"nging their
~oniumption bch4ViuUl lo one that support "green" products purchase. "Green" or
environmentally friendly products are products usually labeled with attributes such as
phosphate free, asbestos free, etc. and are targeted for the growing number of environment­
conscious consumers. To consumers, purchasing a "green" product can help create a better
and safer environment (Le. using environmental friendly products can help slowing the
process of pollution). However, the question remains as to what and how much of the green
claims made on the package or advertisements of the green products such as "better for the
environment", "environmentally friendly', "eco-fresh", and "ozone safe" are true. This article
discusses a study on two green product advertisements that addressed the 'what' and 'how'
issue of environmental marketing claims. The study found that consumers do believe in
advertisements they are exposed to. Thus, green marketers must be really sincere about their
quest to conserve and protect the environment as sought in Agenda 21 to ensure that they
convey truthful claims instead of marketing gimmick to gain quick profit from trusting
consumers.

INTRODUCTION

In 1962, Rachel Carson through her book 'The Silent Spring' reminded the world how fragile
our environment really is - i.e. how it is threatened by our bad attitude and behaviour towards
nature. The book becomes the motivating factor for many environmental or green movements
that were initially formed in the west.

Today, the move towards 'Saving The Planet' seems to have a universal
appeal on many people. Many studies have found that more consumers today are more aware
of the environmental issues and areconcemed about them (e.g. Davies, 1991, 1994; Dunlap



and Scarce 1991; Ellen, Winer, and Cobb-Walgren 1991, Abdul Wahid, Abustan and Abu
Bakar 2000; Abdul Wahid and Abustan 2001). Really concerned consumers have also been
found to be willing to purchase green products in the market (e.g. Polonsky et a1. 1995;
Oyewole 2001). Such findings have been used by marketers to their advantage to promote sell
"better for the environment" products to these concerned consumers that want to help save the
planet and/or those who want to practice ethical consumption (e.g. ecologically concerned
consumers/'green consumers'). For example, since CFC has been acknowledged as the
chemical can cause the uprising of the green house gases to the atmosphere, many marketers
today have come up with products that no longer use CFC based products (e.g. refrigerators,
air conditioners) to sell to these green consumers.

Better For The Environment Claims - Genuine Or Just A Marketing Gimmick?

Today, the number of available green products in the market is on a steady rise. Green
products display labels claiming various environmental benefits like ~'better for the
environment", "environmentally friendly', "eco-fresh", "asbestos free", and "ozone safe". The
question is, how much of the green labels and claims are true? Do consumers believe in these
claims? How much do they believe? What. aspects of the claims do they believe? These
questions amongst many other questions like these are important to ensure that product claims
are not designed to confuse or mislead consumers at large. This is also to ensure that green
marketers are really sincere and play their part right to conserve and protect the environment
as sought in Agenda 21. As snch, environmental claims made on the so-called 'green'
products will not only be genuine but they will not be used as marketing gimmick to gain
quick profit.

ENVIRONMENTAL CLAIMS - WHAT IS IT?

Environmental claims refer to claims that are included in any labeling, advertising,
promotional materials and all other forms of marketing, whether asserted directly or by
implication, through words, symbols, emblems, logos, depictions, product brand names, or
through any other means, including marketing through digital or electronic means, such as the
Internet or electronic mail. The claims can be about the environmental attributes of a product,
package or service in connection with the sale, offering for sale, or marketing of such product,
package or· service for personal, family or household use, or for commercial, institutional or
industrial use.

In USA, Section 5 of the FTC Act (which addresses the issue of
environmental marketing) states that deceptive acts and practices in or affecting commerce
are considered unlawful. Thus, any party making an express or implied claim that presents an
objective assertion about the environmental attribute of a product, package or service must, at
the time the claim is made, possess and rely upon a reasonable basis substantiating the claim.
A reasonable basis is one that must consist of competent and reliable evidence. Thus, in the
context of environmental marketing claims, such substantiation will often require competent
and reliable scientific evidence, defined as tests, analyses, research, studies or other evidence
based on the expertise of professionals in the relevant area, conducted and evaluated in an
objective manner by persons qualified to do so, using procedures generally accepted in the
profession to yield accurate and reliable results.

Distinction between benefits of product, package and service



As stated earlier, an environmental claim must be able to make clear distinction about the
benefits of the product, package and service that it refers to, to potential customers in the
market. According to FTC Act, in general, if the environmental attribute or benefit applies to
aU but minor, incidental components of a product or package, the claim need not be qualified
to identify that fact. It means that a shopping bag can be labeled "recycled" without having to
substantiate the claim as although the bag may be made entirely of recycled material but with
a handle that can be easily detached, this handle is considered as an incidental component
only, not a major to the product. Thus, this claim is not deceptive. However, exception to this
general principle applies when an unqualified "recyclable" claim is made and the presence of
the incidental component significantly limits the ability to recycle the product. In this
instance, the claim would be deceptive. For example, when a box of aluminum foil is labeled
with the claim "recyclable," it must be further elaborated. This is because unless the type of
product, surrounding language, or other context of the phrase establishes whether the claim
refers to the foil or the box, the claim is deceptive if any part of either the box or the foil,
other than minor, incidental components, cannot be recycled.

Overstatement of environmental attribute

An environmental marketing claim- must not overstate the environmental attribute or benefit,
expressly or by implication. It means that marketers must not imply that their product has
significant environmental benefits when -in fact the benefit is negligible. For example, a
marketer may labeled his product package "50% more recycled content than before" as he has
increased recycled content of its package from 2% recycled material to 3% recycled material.
Although the claim is technically true, it is likely to convey the false impression that the
advertiser ha.~ inr.rf.~~p:d significantly tho U3C of l'ecycleu material. H6wever, III the case where
a marketer claims that his paper grocery sack is "reusable", this claim is not considered an
overstatement as the sack can actually be reused for carrying groceries or other articles
although it may break down after two or three usage.

Comparative claims

Some environmental marketing claims may include a comparative statement. In this case,
unless the marketer is able to sufficiently substantiate the comparison made, the claim is
considered deceptive to consumers at large. Although a marketer may claim that his shampoo
bottle contains "20% more recycled content", the claim made in its context is ambiguous.
Depending on contextual factors, it could be a comparison either to the marketer's
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clarify the claim to make the basis for comparison clear, for example, by saying "20% more
recycled content than our previous package." Otherwise, the advertiser should be prepared to
substantiate whatever comparison is conveyed to reasonable consumers. In a situation where
the marketer claims that ~'our plastic diaper liner has the most recycled content" and that the
advertised diaper does have more recycled content, calculated as a percentage of weight, than
any other on the market, although it is still well under 100% recycled; the claim is not
deceptive provided the recycled content and the comparative difference between the product
and those of competitors are significant and provided that the specific comparison can be
substantiated.

HITACHI - NATIONAL AD CLAIMS STUDY



As environmental claims also refer to direct or implied claims that are included in any
advertising through words, symbols, emblems, logos, depictions, product brand names, etc., it
was decided to use two Hitachi and National advertisements focusing on their air conditioner
products that appeared in a local newspaper for study.

Hitachi ad
"Hitachi Inspire the Next' was the theme for the Hitachi ad. It was placed at the upper right
end of the ad. On the upper left end of the ad, the title of the ad 'one touch, eco-fresh silent
cool' followed suit product. The word eco-fresh was written using different font type and size,
in light green colour. Placed underneath is a big display of the Hitachi air conditioner. Green .
leafs can be found displayed all over the ad - to symbolise that it is a green product and thus,
eco friendly. In this ad, two green attributes - eco-fresh and eco-durable were the main
attractions for consumers although the ad was more focused on its eco-fresh claim. Further
down the ad, consumers were given brief explanations (supported by syrnbols- washable and
green fm - that can be interpreted as connected to the environment) about both the eco-fresh
and eco-durable attributes. The ad was ended by putting in further claims "Quality and
Reliability. The Lasting Touch" and displays of other air conditioner products by the
company with addresses of its companies (see Appendix A).

National Ad
Similar strategy can be seen for the National ad. At the upper left end, readers was introduced
to 'National air conditioners' followed by the title 'National Milenia Gold Air Conditioners'
at the upper middle of the ad. The theme 'It's N - new life Live it up!' was placed at the
upper right end of the ad. The ad was then divided into two segments to focus on its two main
green attributes - catechin air purifying filter and solar refr~shing d~o(Jnri'lng filter. A big tou
leaf was pUt as a symbol for the introduction of the first attribute at the left end of the segment
and a display of the air conditioner was put at the right end. A statement - "National's unique
catechin air purifying filter traps and deactivates viruses and bacteria" was carefully placed at
the lower end of the segment. The background for this segment was rows of tea trees.

The second segment, similar to the first, used a big sunflower to symbolize
the secohd attribute at the left end. Sunflowers surrounded this segment all over. Then the
statement "National's unque solar refreshing deodorizing filter absorbs smoke and odour" was
placed at the lower end of the segment. Readers can see that National uses lots of tea leafs and
sunflowers to reflect its' closeness to nature.

The ad, after stating its' two main green attributes -, then proceed with a
statement "Malaysia's best-selling air-conditioner ensures you breathe healthier air". And
under this statement, the ad again reminded the reader about the two main features and other
additional features that the product has, complete with full detail about the features in
question. A bunch of tea leaves was put as symbol and support at the section where unique
catechin air purifying filter was explained. The advertisers cleverly put in Malaysia Good
Design symbol at the lower right end of the ad. To end the ad, a bold National air conditioners
was placed at the lower middle part followed by a sman font displaying the manufacturer of
the product i.e. Matsushita Industrial Corp. Sdn. Bhd. (see Appendix B)

Samples

Around 143 students compnsmg of both Engineering and Business students who were
exposed to environmental issues in their class lecture were asked to study the two
advertisements and provide their responses to a series of close and open ended questions.


















