
It was probably a marketer who coined the phrase ‘time
poor’ and he was probably reflecting on his own situation.
Nobody wants another thing on the ‘to do’ list, so that’s why
this section has been created to show you how you can
integrate the principles of sustainable marketing into your
day job quickly and simply. 

The sustainable marketing checklists have been created to
arm you with the sorts of questions you need to ask yourself,
your business and your partners and suppliers. 

17

“The business schools reward

difficult complex behavior more

than simple behavior, but simple

behavior is more effective.”   
--- Warren Buffett, 

American billionaire investor,

businessman and philanthropist



Sustainable Marketing Audit 

The following is a basic audit tool for assessing the impacts of a product.  Although service
providers may not have a tangible ‘product’ as such, the checklist can be used to assess the
impacts of supporting materials and processes.  

Use the checklist simply by answering the questions and then thinking about how the 3 R’s –
Reduce, Re-use and Recycle-can be applied.  

Example:  What’s it made from?  If the answer is paper, then there is scope to reduce the
size, re-use post consumer waste in the stock of recycled paper and leave the paper uncoated
to ensure it’s easily recyclable.  Just keep in mind the need to reduce impacts all along the line
and you’ll be off to a good start.
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1. Product Answer 

What’s it made from?

Who makes it? 

How is it packaged? 

Is the packaging re-useable/recyclable 

What’s the product lifespan? 

Can it be repaired/re-used? 

What happens once it’s no longer useful? 

How will it be disposed of?
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2. Place/Distribution Answer 

Where is the product made? 

How is it transported? 

Is the transportation as efficient as possible? 

Is packaging for transportation re-useable 
or recyclable? 

Where/how is the product sold? 

How does the product reach the final 
customer?

The 4 Ps
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4. Promotion Answer 

Are the products attributes accurately and 
honestly communicated to the customer? 

Do distributors and re-sellers understand 
the sustainability credentials of the product 
and are they able to disseminate this to 
their own customers? 

What resources are being used to 
communicate the products attributes to 
customers? 

What does the product say about the 
values of the organisation? 

Is there an opportunity to use this product 
to enhance the reputation of the 
organisation? 

What aspirational hooks are being used 
in the advertising and promotion of the 
product? 

3. Price Answer 

Does the price include a warranty for repair 
or replacement? 

Does the price adequately reflect the 
sustainability values of the organisation?

Are pricing incentives being used to 
encourage over-consumption of the 
product? 
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Green Claims: Checklist 1 

In the UK, the DEFRA Green Claims Code sets out the standard of information that the public
can expect to be given about the environmental impacts of consumer products.   Visit the CSR
Europe website for further details of this and other European guidelines. www.csreurope.org 
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Truthful, accurate, and able to be substantiated. 

Although there is no requirement to have information independently verified,  it is
prudent to follow the guidelines set out under the ISO14021 standard if in doubt. 

Relevant to the product in question and the environmental issues connected with it.
For example, a fair claim could be that 'this paper comprises 75% post-consumer
waste'. But it  would be misleading to claim that it 'contains no tropical hardwood', 
as this is not a material used in making paper. 

Clear about what environmental issue or aspect of the product the claim refers to.
For example, environmental information about the packaging of a product - such as
its recycled content - can be relevant and helpful. But it would be misleading to give
the impression that the product as a whole was 'recycled', if that was not the case. 

Explicit about the meaning of any symbol used in the claim - unless
the symbol is required by law, or is backed up by regulations or standards, or is part of
an independent certification scheme.

In plain language and in line with standard definitions.
The international standard ISO 14021 provides detailed guidance on the use of several
terms which commonly appear in environmental claims e.g. compostable; recyclable;
reduced energy consumption, reusable and refillable. Businesses wishing to use these
terms are strongly recommended to follow that guidance.

A green claim should be…
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Vague or ambiguous  

Claims should always avoid the vague use of terms such as 'sustainable', 'green', 
'non-polluting' etc. 

Imply that it commands universal acceptance if there is actually
some significant doubt or division of scientific opinion over the issue in question.  

Imply more than it actually covers, if the claim is only about limited
aspects of a product or its production, or does not deal with a significant issue for
that type of product.  

Make comparisons, unless the comparison is relevant, clear and specific.
For example, it would be wrong to claim that a product is 'now even better for
the environment', or 'uses less energy', without further qualification. But it could
be fair to say that the product 'uses 20% less electricity in normal use than our
previous model'. 

Imply that a product or service is exceptional if the claim is
based on what is standard practice anyway.
For example, it is unhelpful to claim that a product is biodegradable, if all products
used for that purpose share that characteristic. 

Use language that exaggerates the advantages of the environmental
feature the claim refers to.
For example, it is misleading to say 'contains twice as much recycled content than
before', if the original amount of recycled material was very small. 

Imply that the product or service is endorsed or certified by
another organisation when it has not been.

A green claim should not be…

SO GREEN ?!



Sustainable Marketing: Checklist 2  

The best laid plans (and reputations) can fall apart through flaws in tactical planning.   
Use this checklist to make sure that the tactics match the strategic vision of sustainability. 
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1. What works?  

If you know your customers, you’ll know what works well and what doesn’t so
focus your efforts and don’t waste time and resources on the things you feel should
be done. E.g. launch events that are always poorly attended.  

2. Make the case

Make sure everyone involved including senior management accepts the business case
for sustainability; you don’t want to be arguing details at a later date.  If they’re not
convinced, share the information in the ‘market data and trends’ section.  

3. Waste not, want not 

Marketing’s reputation for waste is, on some levels justified.  Fluffy gnomes, throw-
away pens, promotional carrier bags, ’goody bags’ extravagant hospitality…. If you
must use promotional items, choose things people will actually find useful. Disposable
items are false economy –as your brand message gets disposed of with the item!    

4. Ask irritating questions 

Do we really need it poly wrapped?  Where’s that sourced from? Is there a recycled
version? How far has that printing travelled?  The good news is that you’ll probably
only need to ask these questions of your suppliers once.   

5. Smart briefing 

No marketer is an island so brief all parties involved in the campaign that they need
to be asking questions about the sustainability impacts of each element of the
campaign.   

6. Good printing

You don’t need to rule out printed collateral as part of your campaigns.  Paper, if
sourced from well managed forests is a sustainable industry.  Task your designer and
printer with minimising the impacts of any printed items, specify a  recycled/part
recycled FSC or PEFC certified stock. 

Let’s Talk Tactics! 
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7. Location, location, location   

Although air travel only accounts for 2% of the World’s total carbon emissions, it’s
the most carbon intensive way to travel. So before booking meetings, photo shoots
or events overseas, consider whether doing so will force people to fly to the
destination or whether alternatives can be considered e.g. train or substitute travel
for things like audio or video conferencing.    

8. Make it easy for customers

Make it easy for customers to do the right thing. Make collateral, packaging and
merchandise as recyclable as possible and then clearly state that on the item itself.
E.g. 100% Recyclable – please recycle after use.(See the Green Claims Code on
page 20).    

9. Across the miles  

Just like food miles, products, marketing collateral and merchandise can clock up
thousands of miles on its way from manufacturer to distributor and then on to the
final customer.  So, ask one of your irritating questions ‘Where does it come from?’
Assessing overall environmental impacts can be complex and it’s too simplistic to say
that all overseas sourcing is a bad thing, but make sure you ask the question and
then, if you don’t like the answer, ask for a more local alternative or a more efficient
mode of transportation.     

10. Plan ahead to save miles 

Our ‘want it yesterday’ culture often puts additional pressure on resources; the last
minute products air-freighted from the far east, the rush job on printing that means
it needs to be couriered across the country.  You’ll never avoid these situations
completely, but planning an activity in good time can often minimise the
environmental impacts – not to mention save your valuable budget.    

11. Play devil’s advocate 

Before the launch, put on your cynics’ hat and evaluate your campaign from the
point of view of a committed environmentalist.  What would they say about your
product and its impacts or claimed green credentials? Your method of distribution?
Your promotional tactics? Be honest and then, be willing to change anything that
doesn’t reflect your brand values or your commitment to sustainability. Testing the
concept or campaign with opinion formers before launch may also be helpful.     

12. Share the knowledge 

Finally, if you’ve found a novel way of minimising the impacts of your campaign,
then share it with marketing colleagues and others. 



The Next Step: Embedding Sustainable
Marketing: Checklist Three   

This checklist is for those marketers who feel that the basics have been covered and are now
ready to use their influencing skills within the organisation to further embed the principles 
of sustainability.  
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1. Is the business committed?  

How seriously does senior management take the sustainability agenda?  
The backing of the leadership team will be needed if significant, strategic changes
are to be made.  If the support isn’t 100%, then more will need to be done to
make the business case.   

2. Avoid ‘green’ offerings 

Sustainability isn’t a marketing tactic, it’s a business ethos.  So your reputation will
not be enhanced by presenting a ‘green offering’ to the market while the rest of the
portfolio remains unchanged.  If the business is committed, sustainability impacts will
need to be assessed and addressed across the board.  It may take time, but that’s
fine – as long as the commitment is genuine and backed with action.   

3. Does the business see the market opportunity?  

If the business is convinced of the benefit of sustainability to the bottom line, then
there’s more chance that it will embrace the opportunities that a market focus on
sustainability creates.      

4. Is the business willing and able to adapt?  

A hefty degree of honesty is needed here.  In order to take advantage of the
opportunities presented by the sustainability focus, the organisation must be willing
and able to adapt its business models, processes and systems.   

5. Where are the skeletons?  

No organisation is perfect, so before using sustainability overtly in messaging,
conduct a SWOT analysis to assess any areas of weakness which may potentially
undermine the message and damage the brand.  External assessors can often
provide a more objective view.  

4Ps for 3Ps: People, Planet, Profit 
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6. Sustainability as a USP

Using sustainability as a unique selling point in product messaging will invite scrutiny
from all quarters.  Unless the proposition is robust enough to withstand that level of
analysis, the sustainability issue should not be used overtly as a USP.    

7. Build bridges   

Marketing and CSR teams have historically been poles apart, but things are
changing. So take the time to build the bridges and make the contacts.  Many
organisations also build specialist cross-functional task forces to bring in the expertise
of CSR, Procurement, R&D and technical specialists to help develop and market new
products and solutions.      

8. Finger on the pulse

One thing your CSR team will undoubtedly be is well connected. Use those networks
and contacts to ensure that you stay up to date with the real debates and latest
thinking on social and environmental issues – don’t just rely on what’s reported in
the media.



Is this promotional item absolutely 
critical to the success of the 

campaign? 

If it is not critical, the budget is probably 
better spent on something that is. 

Is the item useful or desirable? 
Would you want and/or 

value this item?

This may be worth re-thinking as even 
free items have to have a value to 

the intended audience.  
It is durable? Will it last for a long time? 

Is it made from recycled materials or 
sourced from sustainable sources?  Why not? This may be a missed opportunity.  

Paper, plastic, and clothing items can all 
now are made with recycled materials which 

helps support the market for recycling.   

Have you included information on the item to tell the customer 
what it is made from or how to dispose of it aer use?

Communication is vital to 
help customers make 

decisions about how to 
use and dispose of items.   

Do you know where your product was 
made and how it was transported?   

Worth finding out   

Has packaging been minimized?   

Then ask your supplier 
for an alternative. 
Over packaging is 

a growing 
source of irritation 

for customers   Is the packaging reusable 
or easily recyclable?   

Then you’re 
asking your 
customer to 
landfill it on 
your behalf!

Is the item itself reusable, refillable or recyclable?    
Then worth thinking about the 

message this wills end to customers!

Excellent. That sends a strong message to your customer. You’ve obviously thought through 
the potential environmental impacts of your promotional item. Good luck with the Campaign! 

Yes. Great - that choice 
will help you enhance your brand

Yes. Good! Tip: Order 
items well in advance to 
avoid the need for air 
freighting things at 

short notice   

Yes

Yes. Great! The more 
durable the item, the longer 
your brand will be around

Yes

Yes

Yes No

No

No

No

No

No

No

No

No

Yes. Good but 
worth checking 

if it is easily 
recyclable

Yes. Great. Excess packaging e.g. 
'display' boxes are unneccessary. 

If they can't be reused will 
quickly end up in landfill.

Example Decision Tree: Promotional Items

Decision trees, line the example here, are a useful tool for tactical decision making. 
Visit CSR Europe’s website for more examples: www.csreurope.org
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