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“Greenwashing – Going Green”


With the high demand on natural resources, more companies and corporations are "going green."  New terminology emerges with the mainstreaming of putting the environment in the forefront of research and development.  One of those new terms is greenwashing.  Greenwashing may initially conjure up thoughts of going green in the laundry room, perhaps using a detergent that does not make suds or making a homemade detergent with white vinegar and baking soda.  This is not the case.  Greenwashing is what companies and corporations are presenting to the public to make them seem as though they are doing something for the people and the environment.  Even though they are out for cooperate profit, the companies are trying to pass off their ideas as essential to continue the survival on the planet.  Based on information being disseminated through the mainstream media, the message is clear: beware of greenwashing.

In an article by Scot Case, he is straight forward in his point: "beware of greenwashing."  Case notes that companies inflate the company itself or its products of being more environmentally friendly then they are.  In 1992, the Federal Trade Commission established rules and guidelines so that companies could not just label their products with their unbased, unestablished, environmental claims (Case).  The FTC's guidelines were reviewed and updated in 1998 (Case).  Case notes that terms such as "environmental preferability," "environmental friendly," and "Earth smart" cannot be used because the terms are so vague.  In addition, there is no way to experiment to see that the product fulfills the requirements (there are none) for these statements.  As Reynolds notes in his study that even chemicals like arsenic are within the environment and therefore, could be noted as "natural."  

Case spells out six sins of greenwashing.  Essentially, companies base their claims on being vague, irrelevant, and lying (although he calls this fibbing).  In addition, companies make claims and produce results in studies that were produced by their own scientist, rather than seeking out an independent council for the evaluation of their products.  

In the article, "Greenwash a guide to corporate eco-speak," the author notes that George Orwell stated that "vagueness is a characteristic of political language, used to defend the indefensible."  Corporations are putting out the message through the media that by accelerated the globalization of poor nations that the corporations will profit from the development.  By pushing this concept in part of South Africa, numerous people became ill from the water system becoming infected with cholera ("Greenwash a guide to corporate eco-speak).  Nobody would admit to knowing that open latrines spilled into the non-privatized water supply ("Greenwash a guide to corporate eco-speak).  Corporations are in the business of making money; apparently, no matter what the cost, even human lives.

Unlike Case and the article "Greenwash a guide to corporate eco-speak," Mike Reynolds actually conducted a study on the effects of one corporation's (Monsanto) attempt to greenwash their bio-food technology.  Reynolds dissected a seven week advertisement campaign in the UK to determine what effect if any the "ads" had.  Even though ads were being published, they were published as though they were articles stating facts rather than showing pictures with short slogans.  In one of the advertisements, Monsanto notes that "food biotechnology is a matter of opinions... Monsanto believes you should hear all of them" (Reynolds, 331).  An average reader needs to be able to dissect this statement and evaluate it within the context that it is presented, namely this, a corporate advertisement, not an article written by independent researcher or journalist.  Throughout Monsanto's advertisements, they make arguments, which according to how Reynolds coded each statement are "non-verifiable" (Reynolds, 335).  At the end of Reynolds' evaluation, the majority of subjects were keen to Monsanto's advertisement techniques and essentially scamming the consumer.  Although the subjects believed that Monsanto was "polite" in their ads, they also felt that Monsanto was "condescending" (Reynolds, 346).  

In Brad Benz's article, Benz states that the green revolution has been in development since the early 1970's with the establishment of Earth Day (Benz, 215).  Corporations have bombarded consumers with how "eco" their products or they are; yet, the corporations are out for profit, a most "un-eco" belief (Benz, 216).  A graph that is included with the article demonstrates the variations in the using the term eco over an eleven year time period (1988 to 1999) (Benz, 217).   Summing up what the line graph shows, Benz notes that "eco usage has blossomed in the English-language newspapers since the late 1980s and early 1990s and shows no sign of disappearing, at least for now" (Benz, 217).  Buzz words like eco, natural, and organic, even with no scientific data of evidence of that the product fulfills these promises, sell the product.  Websites for eco-diapers and eco-lobsters are popping up on the web without stating or reasoning why the company can make the claim that they products are environmental friendly (Benz, 219).  The use of buzz words eco, natural, and organic clearly are examples of greenwashing by the media.

Finally, Anne Marie Todd examines three companies, Tom's of Maine, Burt's, and The Body Shop, and how the marketing of being green influences individuals to purchase personal products (Todd, 93).  By putting forth an environmental aesthetic the companies pass off "...personal appearance to environmental beauty: by purchasing environmentally friendly cosmetics, consumers are supporting their own environmentally conscious lifestyle and are also promoting ecological sustainability" (Todd, 93).  Each individual company has developed a recognizable ad slogan that emphasizes their connection with the environment.  If Case was examining each slogan, he would note why each slogan would be an example of green washing.  By being seemingly honest and disarming about the companies' slogans, consumers are sucked into purchasing products that they may believe are doing something for the environment (at a higher price); yet details to back up the claims are nowhere to be found on the products.  Being beautiful is an individual weakness that companies can prey on, since everyone desires to be even more beautiful then they already are.  Companies have green washed consumers into believing that buying certain products will not only enhance their personal, body beauty, but purchasing those products will also enhance their natural, soul beauty because they are buying items with an (supposed) environmental cause.  Individuals have to start their own information-gathering quest, if they wish to truly be informed about their purchases.

Even though the public is just becoming aware of green washing, the practice of green washing has been around for decades.  Because the future is uncertain, companies are trying to play on those human fears.  Using vague terminology and unverifiable claims seem to be an easy way to make corporate profits increase.  Case used his article to inform readers about corporate tactics to be wary of that are seemingly innocent.  Both Benz and Todd identify specifics marketing techniques that companies use to reel in the customers for their products.  Benz notes the over use of the general term eco, and Todd identifies specific companies that promote eco products.  Reynolds studies how Monsanto specifically is attempting to fool its readership into believing their products' worthiness by committing Case's six sins (he does not tie Monsanto's marketing to Case specifically).  Finally, in "Greenwash a guide to corporate eco-speak," the author points to a specific example where greenwashing brought about serious health consequences to a small town in Africa.  Hopefully with all of the environmental alternatives, the true products will outshine the fake ones and help to incite a true environmental movement.
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