GREENWASHING: A Challenge For Businesses Going Green
Plastic bans are now all the rage. Several countries, in the name of combating plastic pollution in the ocean, have begun banning various plastic products: utensils, bottles, and bags that often get thrown away after a single use. The European Parliament in early October voted to ban single-use plastics — including plastic cutlery and straws — by 2021. In the United States, these efforts have mainly centred on the humble plastic straw. (BBC News, 2018)
On July 26, the Walt Disney Company announced that it would eliminate single-use plastic straws and stirrers at all its locations by mid-2019 as part of its “journey of environmental stewardship”. Disney also has plans to reduce other plastic products in its numerous themed hotels and cruise ships as well as plastic shopping bags and styrofoam cups at its owned and operated parks. (Penning et al., 2018)
Early this year Starbucks, have made a similar announcement, saying that it would also jump on the green bandwagon by transitioning to a new lid for its cold drinks. Many have associated this move to having an “adult sippy cup” for all its 28,000 company-operated and licensed stores, which it estimates will eliminate more than 1 billion plastic straws per year from its operations. (Taylor, 2018)
Starbucks’ CEO Kevin Johnson heralded it as "a significant milestone to achieve our global aspiration of sustainable coffee, served to our customers in more sustainable ways." But what he failed to mention is that these sippy cup lids and some of the replacement alternatives are also made of plastic. While these new lids were claimed to be recyclable, they actually weigh more than the straws they're replacing. So in reality, Starbucks is introducing more plastic use in its businesses than ever before. (Duprey, 2018)
I have nothing against businesses trying to be more environmentally friendly. In fact, I applaud Starbucks (coincidentally Fortune magazine’s fifth most admired company in the world and where I regularly go for over-priced coffee) move and hope that more companies be encouraged to reduce the single-use of plastics. But when some companies rush to tout their sustainable actions, more often than not they're really engaging in "greenwashing" —  trying to gain benefit from actions that don't achieve what they claim, or that actually further the environmental harm they say they're trying to minimize.

The term “greenwashing,” coined in 1986 by environmentalist Jay Westervelt, and used by advertisers to describe initiatives taken by businesses to improve their public image by appearing to preserve the environment. The term ‘greenwashing’ has been used since the 1960s, but became more notorious in the 1990s when environmental awareness became a movement across the world. Businesses struggled to get public attention; and pretended to be or made unsubstantiated claims of being more environmental-friendly. (Watson, 2018)

For any business sustainability initiative to be successful, it has to balance its impact on three factors: people, planet, and profit. This concept, known as the triple bottom line, shapes the environmental efforts for many businesses or corporations worldwide. Sometimes for major businesses, sustainable practices do not seem particularly cost-effective. Most of the time, even the quest for profits may be at odds for the company’s drive to become greener. Therefore, through a positive spin of their so called “green” credentials, the company hopes to garner more sales from the environmental conscious public. (business.com, 2018)

Jane Hoffman, co-author of Green: Your Place in the New Revolution, a book about renewable energy, writes that greenwashing is “what happens when a hopeful public eager to behave responsibly about the environment is presented with ‘evidence’ that makes an industry seem friendly to the environment”. She postulates that Greenwashing, and the resulting problems, only exists because there is a demand from the public. This demand for superficial ‘green’ products is itself a product of our habits. As consumers, we don’t have the energy or inclination to investigate whether a product or service we buy is actually eco-friendly, we just want the immediate satisfaction of knowing we are contributing positively to a better world. (Jane Hoffman, 2018)

If greenwashing is a consequence to consumers’ demand for ‘greener’ products, and businesses’ supply to that, then should businesses aim to be more sustainable? No, this is evidently far from the truth because in many industries it is not even possible to combine sustainability and profit. One of the huge corporations, Royal Dutch Shell, has been frequently accused and penalised for its greenwashing campaigns. Its recent #MaketheFuture campaign claimed that it is promoting renewable energy and contributes in the adoption of clean technology such as helping a poor community in Brazil by bringing it “the world’s first football pitch powered by footsteps.” But sadly it was found to be misleading and was heavily criticized, Shell’s actual contribution in 2017 was 664 million tonnes of carbon dioxide, a significant increase from 570 million tonnes in 2011.” (DeSmog UK, 2018)

Greenwashing can also significantly damage the reputation of the business. Such is the case of Volkswagen when it was discovered in 2016 that they fitted cars with software designed to give false readings in vehicle emissions tests. Their advertisements sold their diesel cars as being clean and low in air pollution, but unfortunately their technology wasn’t as good as they say. The US Federal Trade Commission hit the carmaker with a $15 Billion lawsuit and it seriously damaged the company’s reputation. In terms of recovering from the scandal, they did not handle it very well either. Martin Winterkorn, their CEO at that time, accepted responsibility but denied any wrongdoing on his part, and then resigned a few days later. (Ft.com, 2018)

Not only can greenwashing have profound effects on the consumer market, likewise, it can negatively affect investors confidence, and eroding the socially responsible investing capital market. Recently, a study was done by Pascual Berrone, a professor at IESE Business School in Madrid, on 1000 publicly traded companies in the U.S. and Europe. It concluded that greenwashing made a significant impact on market capitalization. The results indicated that the greater the number of greenwash reporting lowered the market capitalization and that companies which took more substantive actions such as manufacturing environmental products and implementing responsible resource management had a higher market capitalization. (Geller, 2018)

But capitalism has proven remarkably able to adapt to the demands and behaviours of consumers, and activities due to greenwashing are no exception. Even initiatives that start out unauthentic may end up driving real sustainability and can even boost profits. As soon as a company starts hyping its environmental responsibility, legitimately or not, it invites greater scrutiny from the public. As a result, social pressure to do the right thing increases. An example is the Krombacher brewery, one of the largest privately owned breweries in Germany, where greenwashing has even incentivized it to become more sustainable, with positive results for the environment. (Sustainability Marketing and Consumption, 2018)

In 2002, Krombacher started a campaign in partnership with World Wildlife Fund (WWF). The idea was to donate for the protection of rainforests for every beer crate sold. What started out as a simple PR strategy ended up changing the whole business of the company. In the following months of running the campaign they received countless complaints and requests about how the company itself is contributing to environmental protection. In the beginning, the partnership with WWF was the only thing that was green. Then little by little, the company started to change aspects of its business in order to maintain this greenwash image. As a result, the pressure from the public led the brewery to be eco-friendlier than it ever was before 2002. (Sustainability Marketing and Consumption, 2018)

“Any green is good green” remarked Joel Makower, a renowned writer and speaker on sustainable business strategy, innovation, and clean technology. Makower argued that any green marketing, even though unsubstantiated, can be good since it showed that companies are at least starting along the sustainability path. While it is agreed that consumers must practice scrutiny when going for the companies’ green products, Makower sees the need to cut companies some slack and let them iron out the kinks of their sustainability initiatives. (Makower, 2018)

There is another problem that remains rampant. It’s what some would call “greenhushing,” and is defined as “limited or no information disseminated by an organization so as to understate or ignore its commitment to and actions on environmental responsibility.” Pretty much the extreme opposite of greenwashing, this is when a business does not want to promote its environmentally-conscious efforts for fear that they will be taken as greenwashing. (Font et al., 2017) 

These are commonly proactive, successful companies whom are “walking the walk,” but they are not confident to talk the talk. These organizations resort to being silent or greenhushing out of concern about having their motives questioned — for example, when energy efficiency efforts are helping them save on energy costs and improve their bottom line, then they worry about disclosing the self-serving benefits of such efforts. 

Businesses are right to be afraid to hype their good environmental initiatives because the fear being labelled greenwashers is valid. Sometimes claims made by some businesses regarding sustainability are perceived to be credible, whereas some are met with skepticism, suspicion or disbelief. The different reactions are likely related to attributes of the organisation making the claims — its size, its structure, its actions, or its motivations. Even big companies wary of promoting their successes, as such communications can open up to public criticism for other things that they aren’t doing.

Why does this phenomenon happen? Again this is due to consumer demand and behavior. Consumers will "reprimand" a company for unethical practices more than they will reward those for ethical practices. Perhaps this is due to fact that wrongdoings are more frequently being reported in the news. From price-fixing and fraud to emissions cheating, bribery, dire worker conditions, and corporate scandals across all sectors and regions are quick to grab news headlines, it is no wonder public confidence in businesses is eroding. The Edelman Trust Barometer, an annual index to record levels of trust in the institutions - government, business, media and NGOs, released its results for 2017 this January. It revealed that trust in business had dropped in 18 out of 28 countries surveyed and only 52% of respondents trusted business to do what is right or ethical. These statistics reflected a serious change towards how business is perceived nowadays. (AmCham Bulgaria, 2018)

Going forward, businesses that intend to do any sustainability marketing must know how to communicate their message credibly. This is critically important as most of the benefit of sustainability activities depend on whether the public believe the message to be truthful or not. Even with any sincere promotion of sustainable, socially responsible products and services, it necessarily may not reflect the efforts invested in their development. Even companies that are sincere, but perceived as insincere by the public and can lead to grave consequences. The damage done by even a hint of greenwash can be potentially irreversible, such is the case of Volkswagen. Businesses must work to overcome this challenge by better understanding how to measure, classify, and market sustainable products and services in ways that avoid greenwashing.

Back to the story of Starbucks, to some extent the move to the new sippy cup lids feels like a way to channel some quick and easy PR from the growing anti-straw movement, rather than a meaningful sustainability initiative. My honest opinion on where Starbucks can really make a difference, is by tackling its disposable cup problem. The coffee chain has been described as a “Cup Monster” by some environmental groups, and up to 6 billion of its disposable cups end up in landfills every year. They even announced it plans recently to work on this with McDonald’s by developing a global recyclable compostable cup solution, and states that it will “continue to push themselves and work with the industry on solutions to reduce waste”. But this isn’t the first time Starbucks has said it is working towards a better cup. One decade ago Starbucks said it would make 100% of its cups reusable or recyclable by 2015 and that so far hasn’t happened yet. (Levy, 2018)
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