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1 Introduction & Backgro und  

This project, undertaken by Brook Lyndhurst, Icaro Consulting and AAI+Friends on behalf of 

Defra , explored ógreenô claims in advertising from two different perspectives: first, from the 

perspective of statistical data to explore headline trends over t ime; second, from the perspective 

of the advertising and marketing community. The purpose of the research is to support the 

development of the Green Claims Code (GCC), by providing a robust evidence base that will help 

inform Defraôs forthcoming revisions to the Code and practical guidance.  

 

The Defra  Green Claims Code was developed in 2003 to give advice to business and consumers 

about using green claims on products and services. Green Claims are defined by Defra as 

ñinformation appearing on a product, its packaging, or in related literature or advertising 

material, which can be taken as saying something about its environmental aspects. It can be in 

the form of text, symbols, or graphicsò. The Code outlines current UK and EU legislative 

requirements, codes of good practice and provides guidance, including sector -specific guidance 1, 

on how to make self -declared environmental claims.  It provides principles for best practice that 

cover unambiguous terminology, accuracy and guidance around terms such as ósustainableô and 

óenvironmentally friendlyô. The Green Claims Code is also referenced in the Committee of 

Advertising Practice (CAP) Code which is enforced by the Advertising Standards Authorityôs (ASA) 

self - regulatory system.   

 

Given the sharp increase in the number of green claims since the publication of Defraôs Green 

Claims Code in 2003, and the fact that the nature of these claims is constantly changing, a review 

is both important and timely. The consumer landscape now looks very different with green claims  

evident across most sectors, from retailers through to banks and car manufacturers.  Both 

scientific and consumer understanding of environmental issues has evolved since 2003, with new 

terms, such as ócarbon neutralô and ócarbon positiveô, entering the lex icon.  

 

Alongside information in -store and on -product, green claims in advertising have the potential to 

encourage consumers to make sustainable consumption choices and, in doing so, reward 

progressive companies for their efforts. This would then in turn e ncourage business to make 

further environmental innovations, completing what Futerra refer to as the ñvirtuous cycleò2.  

 

According to figures from the Co -operative Bankôs Ethical Consumerism Index3, the average 

household spent £707 in 2007 in line with th eir ethical values, up 93% from 2002.  Average 

household spending in 2007, however, stood at £459 per week 4, so that ethical spending still 

accounted for only around 3% of household spending.  (By way of further context, aggregate  

household spending in the  UK exceeded £600bn in that year, while total advertising spend 

(excluding direct mail) was a little over £16bn 5.)  

 

Green claims also have the potential, intentionally or otherwise, to confuse and mislead 

consumers and, in doing so, erode trust in the prem ise of environmentally responsible purchases. 

The Advertising Standards Agency (ASA) has recorded complaints as follows: 117 complaints 

about 83 advertisements in 2006, with 8 upheld; 561 complaints about 410 ads in 2007, with 18 

upheld; and 369 complaints  about 264 advertisements in 2008 with 16 upheld 6. So far in 2009 a 

total of 99 advertisements have prompted a total of 206 complaints ï though 149 of these arose 

from just one ad.  

 

                                                      
1
 Sectors for which specific guidance is available are: aerosols; cleaning products (e.g. detergents); 
decorative coatings (e.g. paints); greeting cards; and growing media. 

2
 The Greenwash Guide, Futerra Sustainability Communications (2008) 

3
 The Ethical Consumerism Report 2008, The Co-operative Bank (2008) 

4
 Family Spending 2008 (Table A1), ONS (2008) 

5
 Source: AAI & Friends 

6
 Environmental claims in advertising. Is green a grey area? ASA (2008) 
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1.1 Objectives 

This project has 3 main objectives:  

 

1.  To get an overall picture  of the extent of green claims found in advertisements, including in 

the press, on TV, on the radio and, if possible, on websites.  This does not include claims 

made on product packaging or within company reports 7;   

 

2.  To identify in which sectors, services  and products such claims mostly appear, and to 

understand the context of the identified claims; and  

 

3.  To engage with advertisers and their agencies in order to gather their views on green claims; 

what claims and terminology they use and why, what evidence they use to make those 

claims and to raise awareness of the Green Claims Code.  

 

1.2 Methodology 

The research involved a multi -methodological approach, combining statistical interrogation of 

datasets alongside stakeholder engagement workshops. The specific meth odological approach for 

each Objective is outlined within the respective sections of the report.    

 

1.3 Structure of this report  

Reflecting the divide between the two main stages of work ï the statistical analysis (Objectives 1 

& 2) and the stakeholder engage ment workshops (Objective 3) -  this report is divided into two 

main chapters and deals with each phase of work in turn.  

 

Background research materials are outlined in the appendices. In addition, supplementary 

research materials ï additional insights from the statistical analysis alongside the full write ups 

from each of the workshops ï are provided under separate cover as reference documents.  

 

 

 

                                                      
7
 Guidance on company environmental reports is given through Defra KPIs for corporate reporting - 

http://www.defra.gov.uk/environment/business/reporting/  

http://www.defra.gov.uk/environment/business/reporting/
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2 Trends in green claims 2006-9  

Introduction  

The purpose of this element of the research was to establish a rob ust, headline picture of the 

extent of green claims in advertisements (excluding claims made on product packaging and in 

company reports). Key variables to capture, among others, were:  

 total number of green claims in UK ads , 2006 -2009 ;  

 the distribution of these ads in terms of the format in which they appear  (TV, print, radio, 

online)  

 

Methodology 

This element of the research involved three main phases:  

 

1)  A search of Xtreme Informationôs library of adverts to identify recorded green claims over the 

year per iod Jan 2006 ï March 2009. This entailed establishing a list of 40+ environmental 

search terms, including ógreenô, óenvironmentally friendlyô, ócarbonô, óclimate changeô, and 

óbiodegradableô (see Annex A for the full list). Using these terms, a total of 4,083 adverts 

carrying green claims was identified (from a total of 598,134 adverts held by Xtreme).  

 

2)  Converting the raw output from Xtreme into an analytically accessible spreadsheet, and 

undertaking basic analyses to elicit, for example, the distribution o f these 4,083 green claims 

over time and according to different media formats and different industry sectors.  

 
3)  The purchasing of a random sample of 1,000 ads carrying a green claim (drawn from the 

overall sample of 4,083 ads) -  chosen using a basic ó1 in nô selection approach with 

stratification to ensure a minimum number of claims from specific media sources. From this a 

second analytical spreadsheet was created in order to delve into more specific details of each 

ad, including the terminology and imagery deployed, the comparative frequency of green 

terms, the use of third party endorsements and/or a focus on particular environmental 

issues.  

 

This has led to the establishment of a large and robust data set. Nonetheless, it is important to 

note four methodo logical caveats:  

 

 Firstly, w hile the coverage of Xtreme ôs dataset is comprehensive ( cover ing 325+ publications 

at national and regional level as well as a host of niche publications  ï see Annex B) , it does 

not cover all sources of advertising in the UK. Th e publication ñThe Ecologistò, for example, is 

not included in the Xtreme dataset.  

 

 Second, and in terms of how adverts are categorised as ógreenô or not, each ad is tagged 

with key terms to reflect the main  content of the ad. It is possible that an ad is  classified as 

green because it carries one of the search terms (e.g. green curry sauce), when in fact no 

environmental theme was intended (this would tend towards over estimating the proportion 

of green claims).  Similarly, it is possible that an ad with a green claim may be excluded if 

the claim is not a prominent part of the ad, for example if it appears only as a footnote 

(which would tend towards under estimating the number of green claims).  It was not 

possible to quantify the scale of these effects, though it is estimated to be a minor 

consideration.  

 

 Third, while in the majority of instances we have simply analysed the dataset according to 

categories that have been pre -defined within the Xtreme dataset, in a couple of instances we 

have had to undert ake a level of additional judgements (e.g. taking a view on whether the 

green imagery contained with an advert is ósubtleô, ómoderateô or óstrongô). In the interest of 
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transparency we note in the text where such an approach has been taken by the research 

team, and acknowledge that such distinctions required a subjective assessment.  

 

 Fourth , and finally, the advertisements are collected as single examples of adverts according 

to their first recorded appearance, and therefore the analysis does not offer a mea sure of 

how widely seen the advertisement was (geographically or demographically), how often it 

was repeated, or over what period of time. Therefore , the percentage of ads containing green 

claims cannot be used to infer the share of advertising seen by con sumers that contains 

green claims, or the amount spent on such advertising.   

 
None of these caveats detracts significantly from the overall robustness of the analysis, but it 

does mean that it is not strictly true to refer to these as ñall green adsò in th e UK, but rather ñall 

green ads  recorded  by Xtreme ò. Finally, it is important to note that the analysis proceeds on the 

basis of ñnumbers of adsò, not other factors (e.g. the associated spend on the ads). 

  

2.1 Overall number of green ads 

Over the period Janua ry 2006 ï March 2009, Xtreme Information catalogued a total of 598,134 

adverts. Of these, 4,083 were classified as making some form of green claim (representing 

0.68% of all ads in the Xtreme database).  

 

2.2 Trends over time 

Looking over the period 2006 ï 200 9 ( Figure 1 ) it is evident that there was a notable and rapid 

growth in claims between 2006 and 2007/8. The number of claims made in Q1 of 2006 (132) had 

almost tripled by the same time the following year (365), and went on to peak in Q2 of 2007 

(485). This growth coincided with fairly major moves and announcements by a host of 

mainstream brands, including M&S, Tesco, Eurostar and HSBC. The growth in green claims was 

largely sustained until Q3 of 2008, when the number fell back abruptly to around 250 ï still 

above the starting point in 2006 but almost half the peak achieved in 2007. This fall coincided 

with the worsening economic climate. [Please note that we outline trends over time according to 

specific sectors in Section 2.4]  

 

Figure 1  Number of green ads per quarter 

 

Chart  by Brook Lyndhurst and Icaro Consulting, derived from Xtreme data  
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The analysis shows that this pattern (i.e. rapid growth followed by an abrupt falloff) is specific to 

green claims, not  adverts in general. As F igure 2 demonstrates, the total number of adverts in 

the UK ï as captured by Xtreme -  has remained relatively stable across the same period (though 

with a cyclical pattern showing peaks in Q4 of each year, shaped by the Christmas period). Again, 

as a remin der of the total share of green claims in advertising in relation to all claims, the 

proportion of green claims is indicated by the small green bar on top of the main grey bars. 

Figure 3 provides more clarity on the actual proportions and shows that, in Q1  of 2006 green 

claims accounted for 0.33% of all adverts, rising to 1.14% in Q3 of 2007, before falling back to 

0.62% in Q1 of 2009. (The dip in the percentage figure for 2007Q4 would appear to be a result of 

a surge in general, non -green advertising in th at quarter.)  

 

Figure 2  Number of Green Ads in Relation to Total Ads 

 

Chart  by Brook Lyndhurst and Icaro Consulting, derived from Xtreme data  

 

Figure 3  Percentage of Total Ads Making Green Claims per Quarter 

 

Chart  by Brook Lyndhurst and Icaro Consulting, derived from  Xtreme data  
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2.3 Media source of green ads 

Figure 4 demonstrates that ï on the basis of numbers of ads -  green claims in advertising have 

largely appeared in print media, which accounts for over two thirds (68%) of all green claims 

made. This is followed by T V (15%) and internet (8%).  

Figure 4  Source of Green Ads 

 

Chart  by Brook Lyndhurst and Icaro Consulting, derived from Xtreme data  

 

Delving further into the data, it is clear that green claims ï at least in relation to print media ï 

are clustered in specific pub lications, indicating that advertisers are targeting specific groups of 

consumers. Figure 5 shows that over one third (38%) of green claims in print form have been 

made in the broadsheet newspapers, compared to 10% via tabloid publications. A significant 

proportion of close to one in four (26%) have been sourced in magazines.  

 

Figure 5  Number of Green Ads in the Press by Location 

 

Chart  by Brook Lyndhurst and Icaro Consulting, derived from Xtreme data  
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2.4 Industry sectors making green claims 

There are several ways  of classifying industry sectors, and here we focus on two ï the first 

(Figure 6) looks at 39 categories (thus providing a high level of detail), while the second (Figure 

7) looks at a smaller number of ñmeta sectorsò where we have combined the 39 sectors into 10.  

 

Figure 6 demonstrates two key things. First, there is a high degree of clustering with three 

categories -  consumer utilities, public information and the automobile industry -  responsible for a 

significant share of all green claims (which may of c ourse reflect that the automotive sector is  

under a duty to provide basic emissions data in  their  promotional material ). However, and 

secondly, it also shows ï by virtue of the long ótailô on the graph ï that green claims are not 

restricted only to these s ectors. Indeed, it is evident that a large and diverse range of sectors are 

making green claims, even if the number of claims they are making is relatively few in number.  

 

 

  

Figure 7, looking at the 10 meta sectors, makes  clear the significance of ópublic informationô 

(driven largely by Government and Government agencies) which accounts for around one in five 

(21%) of all green claims (i.e. in the fo rm of public information campaigns such as óAct on CO2ô 

and óLove Food, Hate Wasteô). This is closely followed by the energy sector (20%) and automotive 

(15%) 8. Food and consumables account for one in ten (10%) green claims.  

                                                      
8
 As outlined in the methodology sector, Xtreme assign key words based on an ads main content. Ads which 

carry green information as a footnote may not, therefore, be captured by the keyword search ς unless there 
is a significant additional green feature in the ad. This is most likely to impact the automotive sector, given 
their requirement to state carbon emissions data in their promotional material. For this reason the 
contribution of this sector to the total share of green claims is very likely an underestimation. Only those 
automotive ads doing something beyond the minimum mandatory requirement are likely to have been 
captured by the analysis.  

Figure 6  Number of Green Ads per Sector 

 

Chart  by Brook Lyndhurst and Icaro Consulting, derived from Xtreme data  












































































































