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• Consumers increasingly want their purchases to help solve global problems. 

• Reducing consumption and making a profit do not have to conflict. 

• Web 2.0 networking has inspired new ways of thinking about business. 

• Green products have to compete based on traditional benefits to customers. 

• Market your company’s commitment to sustainability by creating policies from 
which new standards and ways of doing business flow. 

• Promote your company’s green commitments by partnering with a charity.

• Educate customers on how specific products fit into a more sustainable lifestyle.

• Use enduring quality, classic design, shared excitement for an offering and other 
attributes, as well as environmental benefits, to position your green product. 

• Sometimes creating “new cool” must-have fashions also can work for green ideas.

• Reshape cultural myths and assumptions to pave the way for big lifestyle changes.
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  Relevance

What You Will Learn
In this Abstract, you will learn: 1) Why knowing the differences between “green marketing” 
and traditional approaches is important; 2) How Web 2.0 networking technologies build 
value; and 3) How to use a green marketing matrix to analyze different approaches to 
marketing challenges.

Recommendation
Hype won’t do any longer; when people buy “green” they want to know they’re making 
a real contribution to solving global environmental problems. Although consumers 
no longer buy the message of unbridled consumption, the goals of marketing and 
sustainability don’t have to conflict. John Grant recreates the field of marketing for the 
new “green” era with ingenuity and verve. Through varied examples, he analyzes what 
works and why, and leaves readers with a meaningful set of tools for thinking about their 
own projects. getAbstract recommends this book as a provocative approach to the future 
of marketing in a society where sustainability matters. 

  Abstract

Marketing Sustainability
To meet sustainable goals for drastically reducing each person’s impact on climate 
change, individuals in industrial societies need to trim their personal “footprint” 
(measured by volume of carbon emissions) by a staggering 85%. The new challenge 
for marketing in this “green” environment is to promote a different lifestyle and 
mindset, and to pave the way for radical innovation and education. “Green marketing” 
internalizes the core values of sustainability, so it’s possible for people to do the right 
thing as consumers, businesses and human beings while still supporting a healthy, 
profitable economy. This approach contributes to tackling serious global challenges, 
and goes far beyond just “greenwashing” to sell a product. 

“New marketing” describes ways to craft a context for your product in conjunction 
with your customers. Built on Web 2.0 networking capabilities, this approach invites 
participation, engenders word of mouth and encourages brand loyalty. When you develop 
a marketing plan, consider profit goals, environmental impact and your product’s larger, 
longer-term impact.   

Using the “Green Marketing Grid”
A helpful way to understand “green marketing” is to separate it into three areas, “green,” 
“greener” and “greenest.” Green describes traditional approaches applied to an offering 
which is greener than its competition. This does not mean greenwashing, a dangerous 
trick to play that jeopardizes the public’s trust of your product. Done right, this marketing 
approach is an old-fashioned sales job based on facts. If green is part of your culture, the 
job is that much easier. Most people will find it easier to accept a green product from 
Toyota than from Ford. 

Greener marketing involves trying to get customers to integrate your product or 
service into everyday life. Your goal is to create a collaborative customer community, 

“The fi rst step 
toward sustainable 
green marketing is 
to grasp that green 
issues are pointing 
to the need for 
step change, 
not cosmetic 
and marginal 
improvements.”

“Many strong, 
iconic brands 
are born out of 
association with 
a particular type 
or tribe of users. 
The ability to 
recruit and support 
such core brand 
communities 
has been greatly 
enhanced by the 
Internet, using 
word of mouth and 
social networks.”
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feedback opportunities and engaging events. In your planning, consider both profit and 
social objectives. 

Greenest marketing lets you focus on culture-shaping goals and normalize green 
innovation. “Building communities” is a new aspect of marketing that is particularly 
important to implementing lifestyle changes. For business models, this means working 
with your client base to shape your offering: think of Amazon’s customer reviews.

These three marketing approaches require different activities in three areas of applied 
marketing: public, social and personal. These spheres can help you clarify your goals. 
Customers are wary of old-style image branding, but the story behind your brand is still 
important. This is your company’s public context. Identity is a concern in the social 
sphere. Consumers want to learn the truth about a company or a product without hype. 
Some offerings lend themselves more strongly to building a “tribe” following, that is, a 
fiercely loyal group of customers. The personal area of marketing deals with analyzing 
the benefits of your product to each individual consumer. Each broad marketing area 
has distinctive tactics and permutations, depending on the circumstances of your 
marketing challenge. 

Green Marketing: Set New Standards  
A company can “set new standards” if it follows a few guiding principles. First, respect 
your customers’ desire for information they can use. Avoid corporate spin. When genuine 
green values pervade a business’s operations, that sincerity shows. IKEA spent more 
than a decade developing green operating principles, yet it chose not to use this well-
known feature of its business in any advertising campaign. The result is a strong word-
of-mouth campaign and an unshakable perception that IKEA, one of the most trusted 
brands, walks the ethical walk. 

Emphasize these areas in green marketing:

 1. Setting an example – Tell consumers the corporate story behind your products, but be 
clear about the reasons for advertising your green selling points. You can “frame” the 
company as grounded in green policies or “point” to a particular product with perfect 
green attributes. Framing provides a context within which your company’s actions and 
commitments make good sense. General Electric’s “Ecoimagination” is a story about 
the company’s record of innovation. But GE also points to examples of its commitment 
to “clean tech,” for instance, its investment in trains that use cleaner fuel.

 2. Seek credible partners − Establish a relationship with another company that is 
already known for its green position. Or aspire to earn the “eco-labels” and achieve 
the standards devised by respected environmentally oriented entities. Let them assert 
your eco-worthiness. Pursue “organic” certification of your products. In a way, that is 
a brand in itself. Advertising campaigns can align with green charities several ways, 
including event sponsorship, educational outreach, advertising for the cause, donations 
linked to the sale of products and products that directly relate to the cause.

 3.  Market a benefit − The benefits of green products accrue to the planet, but being 
“green” in itself will not sell your widgets. Luckily, most green items or services also 
can  compete on efficiency and cost or, on the other hand, on superior quality or being 
better for your customer’s health. Analyze both the “economy” and “luxury” benefits. 

Greener Marketing: Share Responsibility
Sharing is the core of “new marketing” approaches. Share your excitement with customers 
and provide opportunities for them to co-create your marketing context. Amazon sets 

“There is 
something about 
commercial desire 
which makes green 
marketing bolder, 
just as there is 
something about 
green ethics that 
makes marketing 
more authentic.”

“Instead of 
tackling an 
existing market, 
it is possible to 
effectively create 
a new one, with a 
much better green 
footprint and also 
a different business 
model and 
operation.”  

“The best thing 
about labeling 
is it creates a 
decision where 
none previously 
existed; as they say 
in business, if you 
can’t measure it 
you can’t 
manage it.”

“There is another 
defi nition of luxury 
around quality of 
life; a beautiful 
view, playing with 
a child, watching a 
sunrise...the things 
that make us glow 
with contentment 
do not have to cost 
lots of money.”
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a stellar example with its customer reviews. These analyses help buyers choose which 
books to purchase and provide surfers with further suggestions. Amazon is not just 
customer-friendly; it’s positively customer-centric. Every customer’s click builds further 
useful connections in its model. Networking technologies allow consumers to post 
opinions, rate products and generate content that adds value to a product or service. 
Customers become a part of the company. 

Emphasize these areas in greener marketing:

 1.  Develop the market − Increasing the green sector of the market means educating 
citizens to be better, more-caring consumers. The more informed people are, the 
more they want to do. The challenge is to make extraordinary, sometimes radical, 
ideas seem mainstream. Political stances and calls for change in the status quo 
are bold policies. But they can be wildly successful like the Body Shop’s “Against 
Animal Testing” campaign, which helped establish a unique, virtuous brand known 
for high standards.

 2. Form tribal brands − “Tribal” groupings mimic human village organization, 
with small clusters of people gathered around a brand. Members of these groups 
exchange information anecdotally, so good ideas catch on and spread virally. eBay 
users form a tribe, for instance. Many brands entice desire for their products with 
an “aspirational” approach − the product is “cool,” and it will make you attractive 
or show off your good taste. This strategy relies on envy and stoking consumer 
desire. One typical way to create this “iconic” feel is to associate your product with 
a celebrity. In the case of the Toyota Prius, celebrity adoption has helped create 
its particular meaning in terms of status: smart, not necessarily plush, chosen by 
those who can afford the best. 

 3. Change usage − Many companies encourage their customers to change their behavior 
to reduce their environmental impact. There’s a conflict within the sustainability 
movement, regarding whether meeting society’s eco-challenges will require 
sacrifice. Many are loathe to make that leap, preferring to encourage switching to 
a few “greener” substitutes. But true change requires cutting car and airplane trips, 
and reducing water usage, for example. The trick is to make these steps seem normal 
and virtuous, not sacrificial. 

Take this example: in the United Kingdom, people use 10 billion plastic bags a year, 
typically shipped from China then shipped back there for recycling at a huge carbon 
cost. The UK food store Sainsbury’s decided to do something about this. As a starting 
measure, it increased the percentage of recycled plastic in its bags. Then it offered a 
stronger, reusable recycled-plastic “bag for life” for 10 pence. In April 2007, after a 
series of campaigns, Sainsbury’s stopped using regular plastic bags altogether, and 
handed out nearly seven million free “bags for life.” It effectively changed the habits 
of a huge group of customers.

Greenest Marketing: Support Innovation 
A Financial Times report projected that solar energy will be a $90-billion industry in 
2010, compared to a $20-billion industry in 2006. And that’s just one sector. Much-
needed breakthrough ideas will accommodate breathtaking growth and change. 
Marketing must repurpose green goods out of the specialized markets, away from 
exclusivity. It should support what works. Whether “low tech,” “clean tech” or “biotech,” 
marketing must smooth the way for mass acceptance. Bold new ideas will emerge by 

“A green world 
can still be fun; 
in many ways it 
should be more 
fun, with more 
time for people, 
relationships, to 
taste your food.”

 “Our challenge is 
to make radical, 
challenging green 
stuff that sets new 
standards [for] 
normal (it is not to 
make normal stuff 
seem greener).”

 “Less does not 
just have to mean 
cheap, stripped 
bare and funky, 
though. Less can 
also mean longer-
lasting and hence 
better value 
for money.”

“The next wave of 
empathic, inclusive 
brands with a 
conscience will 
probably grow out 
of communities. 
Because where the 
‘tribal thing’  has 
gone in Web 2.0 
is self-organizing, 
fl uid, co-created.”
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focusing on meeting today’s needs and forgetting about how those needs were met 
in the past. Insulation might well be a better solution for keeping homes warm than 
adding more nuclear power facilties. Favor choice over compulsion and try to foster a 
desire for change. 

Emphasize these areas in greenest marketing:

New Business Concepts
Web 2.0 technologies are contributing to a social shift from top-down hierarchies to 
a shared, networked model of doing business. More and more, economies are being 
built on the shared work of “professional amateurs.” The “wisdom of crowds” leads to 
high-quality decisions and products (for instance, the collaborative, open-source product 
Linux). Coherent networks emerge from the ability to assemble relevant links. 

Many successful informational and advocacy sites use Web 2.0 technologies and dedicated 
communities of volunteers. These valuable services are based on “social production” and 
the collaboration of users, and most do not generate a profit. 

For instance, Freecycle enables people to find others nearby who want items they are 
discarding. This reduces waste and encourages reuse. Freecycle is now nearly four 
million users strong, and operates on volunteer power in more than 4,000 areas. Each 
group relies on a Yahoo! Group application. Not all Web services can be monetized. 
Considering Freecycle’s mission and its dependence on Google, charging a fee would 
be inappropriate. However, Freecycle could lend its brand to other ventures with great 
success. Nonmonetary and for-profit business models have unlimited hybrid potential.   

Use Trojan Horse Ideas
Generally, you can choose basic “industrial” branding to create a familiar, dependable 
image for your product. Or you can go for “fashion” branding and establish ownership as 
a mark of status. The other option is “tradition” branding, which roots your offering in 
some aspect of familiar culture. Camouflaging a radical, new breakthrough idea within 
a familiar context helps accelerate its rate of acceptance. Counting carbs instead of 
calories takes the well-worn idea of a diet a step forward. The “100 mile diet” – in which 
you eat only food produced within 100 miles of your home – can create the same kind of 
practitioners’ community or “tribe” as a vegan or low-carb diet. Creating a “cool” choice 
is one way to harness the “fashion” approach to branding. 

Challenge Excess Consumption
One way to undermine the myth of status conferred by continuous upgrades is to build on 
the equally human characteristic of respect for items of quality, longevity and tradition. 
Reshaping cultural perception is the ultimate marketing challenge. Changing consumers’ 
lifestyles to meet society’s environmental crises will require a radical redefinition of 
everyday habits. “Sharing” seems deeply contrary to an ownership society, yet basic 
to communal human society. Creating a new context in which to view the way society 
consumes is a task for marketers.

  About the Author
John Grant is a marketing professional and the author of several marketing books, 
including After Image and Brand Innovation Manifesto.

“Overall, life (in 
our populous 
future super-cities) 
may become 
more village-like 
again…”

“Virtue is 
something 
that cannot be 
claimed, let alone 
proclaimed. Others 
can only deduce it 
from your actions. 
It’s like saying 
‘trust me.’”


