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Quick Guide: How to avoid greenwashing in 10 Steps
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Global challenges and planetary crises are shaping our 

present and future. Climate change is often highlighted, 

however pollution and biodiversity loss (mainly caused 

by unsustainable consumption and production) are just 

as much severe global environmental issues. Consumer 

behaviour and particularly buying habits have a strong 

influence on our environment. The items we purchase 

make a long way from the producing moment until the 

potential recycling. This lifecycle and circularity 

approach are crucial aspects for not only producers and 

retailers, but consumers as well. The SDG 12 on 

Sustainable Consumption and Production (SCP) calls for 

responsible consumption and production as one of the 

targets by at least 2030. Although the power is not only 

in the hands of consumers, they can make a big 

difference first by reducing their consumption and 

second through conscious decisions for which adequate 

information is needed. 

ABOUT THE TOPIC

The spread of e-commerce companies and the 

convenient online shopping does not only make life 

easier and quicker but the value chain of the product 

has significantly changed, in terms of packaging and 

delivering, that puts increased pressure on the 

environment. Beside transforming production, packaging 

and shipping practices, web-shops can present/display 

an enlarged amount of product information that enhance 

a mindful decision of consumers. Yet, too much 

information can easily become overwhelming if not 

provided carefully. In addition, sustainability is often a 

confusing issue for the supply as well as the demand 

side, and the communication of it requires specific 

attributes and knowledge to avoid “greenwashing” and 

misuse of green claims. Here come the ten principles 

developed by UNEP and adelphi for e-commerce 

companies on how to communicate product 

sustainability information and encourage conscious 

decisions based on reliable claims. 

ABOUT THE REPORT

This report presents five fundamental and five 

aspirational principles in e-commerce regarding how to 

promote and support sustainable consumption. 

Furthermore, it gives an overview of the status quo and 

an outlook with explicit practical tips included. 

ABOUT THE PROJECT

The project under the Consumer Information Programme 

of the One Planet network aims to develop specific 

guidance for providers of product sustainability 

information in an e-commerce setting. The target 

audience are mainly e-commerce platforms and online 

sellers that run their marketplaces within a broader 

platform. Further addressees are policy makers, 

consumer organisations and NGOs dedicating their work 

to sustainability and e-commerce in particular. 

The materials are developed around the ten principles of 

the global “Guidelines for Providing Product 

Sustainability Information” published by UNEP and ITC 

(2017). Based on the Guidelines, the project addresses 

the five Fundamental Principles and five Aspirational 

Principles (see Figure 1) and develops ten guiding 

documents with common obstacles, recommendations, 

DOs & DONTs and practical examples on how to comply 

with each of the principles. 

The guidance documents were developed together with 

the Working Group 1 of the Consumer Information for 

SCP Programme (CI-SCP) of the One Planet network. 

The following steps led to the development of the 

guidance documents:

• Desk research

• Interviews with 9 international e-commerce platforms 

from 4 continents and bilateral calls

• Consultations with the members of the WG 1 of the 

One Planet network Consumer Information Programme 

and a global public consultation

• Presentation of intermediate guidance documents at an 

international conference and an internal working group 

of a Type 1 ecolabel

The results have been presented at two global public 

webinars. To support the dissemination and application 

of the e-commerce guidance training materials have 

been developed.

Introduction
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The world is in an unstable state. Global challenges 

such as the three planetary crises (climate change, 

biodiversity loss and pollution) plus the consequences of 

the COVID-19 pandemic, are shaping the present and 

future, making life on earth extremely difficult. To tackle 

those challenges, a transformation towards sustainable 

consumption patterns is urgently needed. A suitable 

framework are, internationally agreed 17 Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs). The SDG 12 on 

Sustainable Consumption and Production plays a major 

role in the transition to sustainability. This goal 

underscores the importance of considering not only the 

production and retail stage, but also the consumers in 

the transition to sustainability. Consumer behaviour, and 

in particular purchasing habits, have a strong impact on 

the environment. In this globalized world, products go 

through many stages and travel a long way. Therefore, 

life cycle and circularity are essential for all actors 

involved in the chain. The digitalization drives this 

mission by creating a space where both, retailers and 

consumers, can shape the environment (CODES). 

Therefore, consumers play a vital role in mitigating 

climate change by reducing their consumption and by 

making conscious product choices that require adequate 

information provided by retailers.With the global 

increase in accessibility of the internet, shopping 

patterns are changing from stationary retail to digital or 

hybrid forms. With the outbreak of the COVID-19 

pandemic, this trend was further reinforced by the 

resulting lockdowns and closed shops all over the world. 

The United Nations Conference on Trade and 

Development states that in some economies online retail 

sales increased by 22 percent in 2020 (UNCTAD, 2020). 

E-commerce, as opposed to traditional brick-and-mortar 

shopping, is slowly becoming the standard option for 

consumers all over the world. They are using the 

internet to conduct research on the product they are 

interested in. In doing so, consumers have the 

opportunity to check its characteristics, make 

comparisons between products and different retailers, 

and look up reviews from other customers. For this 

reason, online shopping allows consumers to selectively 

evaluate the product in order to make a conscious 

purchase decision (UBA, 2020).

This means that the whole customer journey is 

significantly digitalised, allowing more opportunities for 

engaging with customers and influencing purchase 

decisions. For instance, some e-commerce platforms 

enable consumers to become part of the production 

process through co-creating the design of their products 

(UBA, 2019). In other cases, e-commerce platforms 

support the collaboration between stakeholders, through 

sharing-concepts, second-hand offers, swapping and 

many other alternative shopping concepts (CODES). As 

sustainable development grows in popularity among 

consumers, not only buying products claiming to be 

sustainable, but also seeking information about their 

sustainability criteria is becoming an increasingly 

important part of consumers' shopping patterns. The 

provision of information includes a versatility of 

technological features, such as carbon footprint 

calculations, green filters and gamifications, which can 

shift the awareness and empower consumers to choose 

more sustainable products (CODES), thereby, making e-

commerce platforms a valuable channel by which to 

promote sustainable consumption behaviour.

However, putting this theory into practice, the current 

state of e-commerce shows that providing consumers 

with an adequate sustainability information of the 

products is quiet challenging. On the one hand, there is 

a lack of required efforts and sufficient data on 

information on eco-labels for environmentally friendly 

products (Dr. Lell et al., 2020). On the other hand, many 

businesses which use claims and environmental labels 

to communicate the sustainability aspects of their 

products struggle with reliability, transparency and other 

credibility issues (UN Environment Programme and 

Consumers International, 2020). They can be even 

overwhelmed by the variety of labels that might also 

lead to the confusion of consumers (Avocadostore). In 

addition, some retailers work with partners and 

intermediaries, which makes the publishing of product 

sustainability information even more difficult in terms of 

accuracy and timing (Farefetch). A report on plastic 

products shows that in most countries there is not yet a 

clear legislation on sustainability claims, so information 

can be misleading (ECOS, 2021).  Another challenge for 

retailers is the provision of the right definition of 

sustainability to consumers (Avocadostore, Amazon). 

Promoting Sustainable Consumption in E-Commerce
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While some consumers are already well informed about 

sustainability, others are completely new to the topic. 

Therefore, it becomes crucial to choose the right 

approach and to make the information for all target 

groups comprehensible. Moreover, the rapid dynamics 

in the e-commerce sector increase the pressure to 

constantly adapt to new circumstances. Criteria that 

were considered as sustainable two years ago may not 

be sustainable anymore (Avocadostore). 

In addition, the sustainability criteria are not always eye-

catching or easily accessible. In some cases, e-

commerce platforms do neither provide filters, nor a 

clear sustainability statement or communication in 

general, which makes it more difficult for consumers to 

access information (Adeo, Amazon). Finally, consumers 

are critical and might doubt the credibility of the 

sustainability information and the quality of the 

ecological product (Avocadostore, Rakuten). 

Unfortunately, revisions show that these doubts can turn 

out to be true. As usual, this wide range of possibilities 

also comes with trade-offs. Greenwashing, the provision 

of misleading information about a company’s or 

product’s sustainability attributes, becomes increasingly 

prevalent in the e-commerce sector. A screen of 

websites performed by the European Commission 

(2021) showed that the reality of online shopping is not 

as green as it pretends to be. Having checked a total of 

344 dubious claims made online, it was found that 50% 

of them lacked sufficient information to judge their 

accuracy, 37% included vague and general statements 

that do not really tell anything about product 

sustainability and for 60% of them easily accessible 

evidence to check whether claims are reliable was 

missing. Looking at all claims that were screened during 

the study, 42% of them were exaggerated, false or 

deceptive and qualified as unfair commercial practices. 

These alarming findings underline the importance of 

developing clear guidelines on how to effectively provide 

product sustainability information online and present a 

trustworthy and transparent picture to consumers. The 

spread of e-commerce companies and the convenient 

online shopping does not only make life easier and 

quicker but the value chain of the product has 

significantly changed, in terms of packaging and 

delivering, that puts increased pressure on the 

environment. Beside transforming production, packaging 

and shipping practices, web-shops changed the whole 

customer journey. Today, consumers can look up the 

products before they actually choose a supplier. They 

take their time to find the right product matching their 

preferences, as web-shops can display an enlarged 

amount of product information that enhance a mindful 

decision of consumers. In stationary retail, however, 

consumers have to choose a shop first and then decide 

between the products on offer in this shop. Usually, this 

shopping experiences goes with much faster buying 

decisions than online. On the internet, consumers can 

compare an uncountable amount of different e-

commerce platforms and offerings when searching for a 

specific product. A study conducted by the German 

Environment Agency (2020) found that 25% of 

consumers frequently use online comparison portals 

when they do their shopping. This shows that 

consumers are comparing product attributes first, before 

they decide on a shop to buy their products. The 

increasing importance of accurate product information, 

especially with regards to sustainability, is again 

highlighted in this example. 

There are promising developments where e-commerce 

platforms have embraced to provide reliable consumer 

information or are just starting to do so. To harmonize 

such approaches or even lead towards standardisation, 

the following guidance can play its part. Here come the 

ten guidelines, divided into five fundamental and five 

aspirational principles, developed by UNEP and adelphi 

for e-commerce companies on how to communicate 

product sustainability information and encourage 

conscious decisions based on reliable claims.
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The five fundamental principles of the Guidelines establish the minimum requirements that must be met when

providing product sustainability in formation to consumers. A claim must demonstrate all these principles, and must not

make any statement that contravenes any of these principles. These principles are the same for any form of retail o f

products and services. However, there are some particularities for consumption with an e-commerce component that

will be further described in the following chapters.

Fundamental Principles

9



Sustainability claims 

are widely made 

without provision 

of verification

Confusion over

which information 

can be trusted and 

who is responsible for 

their provision

Challenges for consumers 

to manage  information in 

various forms and from 

different sources

Reliability
Build your claims on a reliable basis

• Accurate and scientifically true

• Robust and consistent

• Substantiated data and assumptions

How to ensure Reliability in an e-commerce setting?

E-Commerce platforms must take responsibility for the information that is published on their

websites, including claims that are made by sellers. Many consumers do not distinguish

between the plat form and the sellers/marketplaces. To build trust with consumers the platforms

must ensure a certain quality level for all sustainability information that is published directly by

them or via third parties and therefore provide guidance to their sellers.

Ambitious, third-party verified labels can be useful tool in this regard. However, to ensure reliability, it is crucial

that plat forms regularly verify (e.g. monthly) that labelled products have valid certifications, and that the

provided information is up to date. Descriptive sustainabil ity information should either be substantiated or

follow a quality assurance process. Therefore, sellers must be obliged to follow widely accepted anti-

greenwashing guidance when providing sustainability information. Additionally, platforms must enable

customers and other third parties to validate provided information and ask for sources.

Website: https://www.oneplanetnetwork.org/consumer-information-scp

Contact: ciscp@un.org

Tom wants to purchase a

sustainably produced new

t-shirt. Several marketplaces

advertise their products as

“sustainable”. However, he cannot

find evidence for these claims…

what information can be trusted?

What are common obstacles for 

Reliability in an e-commerce setting?

Real-life example of 

a common 

obstacle

Minimum 

criteria for quality

of sustainability 

information are  missing

1
0
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…

Good Practice Example

• Apply the fundamental principles of the Guidelines1 as 

the minimum standard for sustainability information and 

provide them as guidance to suppliers/sellers

• Verify eco labelled products by comparing your product 

database with those of the certifying organizations

• Approach eco label license holders to submit 

common/standard product identification codes (e.g. 

GTIN) to you as well as to the certifying organizations

• Demand the license numbers (if existing) of database 

entries of the labelling body for displayed ecolabels

• Go beyond labelling and provide descriptive 

substantiated information

DO

• Do not display ecolabels without 

verifying that the respective 

product has a valid certification

• Do not let sellers decide what 

they want to publish without 

checking the evidence of their 

claims

DON’T

The Dos and Don’ts for Reliability in an 

E-Commerce Setting

Website: https://www.oneplanetnetwork.org/consumer-information-scp

Contact: ciscp@un.org

How do our products 

become certified?

See verification related 

information here

Only display 

credible third-party 

verified labels!

Provide a verification 

and background 

information via 

crosslinks to the source 

of information!

In case of the EU 

Ecolabel: 

check whether 

products can be 

identified in the EU 

Ecolabel Catalogue 

(ECAT)!

1 Guidelines for Providing Product Sustainability Information (UNEP and ITC 2017), link

1
1

https://www.oneplanetnetwork.org/resource/guidelines-providing-product-sustainability-information
https://www.oneplanetnetwork.org/consumer-information-scp
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Requirements for 

going beyond legal 

compliance vary 

among countries

Claims and 

labels are not 

connected to the 

selected product

Products marketed with 

general sustainability 

terms instead of 

addressing

true ‘hotspots’1

Relevance
Talk about major improvements, in 

areas that matter

• Significant aspects (‘hotspots’) covered

• No masking poor product performance, no 

burden shifting

• Genuine benefit which goes beyond legal 

compliance

How to ensure Relevance in an e-commerce setting?

E-commerce platforms must identify sustainability ‘hotspots’1 of their products or

ensure through third parties which aspects of sustainability information are most

relevant for a given product. To effectively influence more sustainable purchase

decisions, sustainability information must be aligned with product characteristics and

consumer preferences.

Platforms must further ensure that the filter options provided to consumers lead to the most

sustainable product choices. Filters often only look for keywords, a mechanism which might

mislead consumers willingly or unwillingly.

Platform owners must check whether sustainability claims go beyond the most advanced

regulations globally (or add a disclaimer).

Website: https://www.oneplanetnetwork.org/consumer-information-scp

Contact: ciscp@un.org

Hyacinth would like to buy a

new laptop. On an e-commerce

plat form she searches for

sustainability attributes by using

green/eco as keywords. The list of

results includes many models with

sustainable packaging. Hyac inth is

frust rated because she is aware that

packaging only plays a minor role in

the life cycle of a laptop …

What are common obstacles for 

Relevance in an e-commerce setting?
Real-life example of a 

common obstacle

Sustainability 

requirements in 

search filters are not 

restrictive enough

1 Sustainability hotspots are the most impactful or relevant stages, activities, material 

and energy flows and impacts within a  product’s  life  cycle.

1
2
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Low energy consumption

Thanks to the energy 
efficient design, this 

notebook runs at max. 50 W 
power that is equivalent to…

Repairability

You can easily buy spare 
parts or accessories for your 

notebook or check out our 
repair services…

Good Practice Examples

• Check whether highlighted claims are 

addressing hotspots of the product 

• Develop a scorecard system that classifies 

different levels of sustainability

• Consider the use phase and end-of-life as 

important parts of the product life cycle and 

address its relevance to consumers

• Develop and apply strong criteria for 

sustainability filters and product 

descriptions

DO

• Do not allow claims that do not provide 

genuine benefit or or describe benefits 

that cannot be verified

• Do not use claims that are just matching 

legal compliance and do not go 

beyond

• Do not forget to consider that relevance 

can be a question of local context (e.g. 

lack of recycling facilities)

DON’T

The Dos and Don’ts for Relevance in an 

E-Commerce Setting

Website: https://www.oneplanetnetwork.org/consumer-information-scp

Contact: ciscp@un.org

Different aspects of sustainability are 

important for different products. For high 

energy consuming products, efficiency is 

worth mentioning, whereas repairability is 

a crucial aspect for electronic products that 

are used on longer term.

1
3
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“It’s is important to ensure that 

sustainability hotspots are addressed 

when providing product sustainability 

information. This means that for energy 

consuming products, information on 
energy use is very important and for 

electrical products, repairability is a key 

issue, for example.”

Pauline Toulemonde, Adeo

1
4



Unclear linkages

between claims 

and products  

Broad claims that 

do not clarify what 

is meant

Messages must 

be understood by a 

very diverse

range of customers

Difficulties 

to clarify questions

with sellers

Clarity
Make the information useful for the 

consumer

• Exclusive and direct link between claim and 

product 

• Explicit and easy to understand

• Limits of claim clearly stated 

How to ensure Clarity in an e-commerce setting?

Sellers must make a clear distinction between mere claims and the use of third-party

verified ecolabels or scientifically backed-up information. Background information on the

scope of claims and ecolabels can further clar ify questions that customers might have.

To make sure that everyone can digest the conveyed message, information must be

summarized to the most important criteria.

This includes information on limits of a claim, meaning that it should be clearly stated if sustainability

information is only provided for certain product components. Consumers must be given a point of

contact to provide feedback or ask questions. To make the message visible and clear at a first glance,

visual elements and graphical emphasis on certain topics should be used. For consumers,

sustainability information as well as their own role in acting upon it to improve sustainability

performance, must be easily understood. Confusion can be avoided by formulating clear not

misleading catch phrases.

Website: https://www.oneplanetnetwork.org/consumer-information-scp

Contact: ciscp@un.org

Eva likes to shop for clothes 

on the platform of a global

online retailer. Everything is

presented in a natural look and

the online retailer describes itself

as “responsible” and “green”.

Can she be sure that the clothes

offered also adhere to these

claims?

What are common obstacles for 

Clarity in an e-commerce 

setting?
Real-life example of a 

common obstacle

1
5
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Website: https://www.oneplanetnetwork.org/consumer-information-scp

Contact: ciscp@un.org

Good Practice Example

• Be explicit and concise with the information and clearly 

state a claims limitations

• Display information where and when it is needed i.e. 

close to the product and at several steps of the 

customer journey including the point of sale

• Highlight relevant sustainability claims as opposed to 

“inspiring” phrases and pictures 

• Use graphical tools to guide consumers and let them 

explore their own role in achieving sustainability

Dos

• Do not overwhelm 

consumers with too 

much information, since 

this may cause confusion 

and ambiguity

• Avoid using general 

phrases and claims (e.g. 

eco-friendly without 

further substantiation)

Don’ts

The Dos and Don’ts for Clarity in an 

E-Commerce Setting

DETAILS

“This coat is produced with 100%  natural fibres derived from pre-

and post consumer textile waste...“

recyclable material

compostable buttons

produced from textile waste

The icons combined with clear attributes 

indicate to consumers which are important 

characteristics related to the product.

Detailed information is 

provided at the point of sale 

and close to the product

1
6
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“We need to tell more about our 

products than we did in the past, 

consumers become more demanding 

and ask critical questions. Providing the 

right information at the right point in 
time is key in this regard!”

Mimi Sewalski, Avocadostore

1
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Original information

provider and/or details

to substantiate claims 

are difficult to find

Missing, or 

inconsistent

information, especially if 

products are not labelled

Uncertainty about 

who is responsible for 

providing transparent 

information

National regulations 

for transparency 

requirements differ

among countries 

Transparency
Satisfy consumer’s appetite for 

information, and do not hide

• Developer of the claim and provider of the 

evidence published

• Traceability and generation of the claim 

(methods, sources, etc.) published 

• Confidential information open to competent 

bodies

How to ensure Transparency in an e-commerce setting?

Platform owners must make sure to provide sufficient information about relevant

sustainability aspects of a product. This includes supply chain details of how a

product was produced, information on materials and components used, as well as

data on logistics and emissions.

To cover the product use phase, clear information on product lifetime, repairability, recyclability

and disposal options must also be provided if relevant to the product. Transparency must be

ensured throughout the entire product life cycle.

Moreover, platforms must check the most advanced legal requirements with respect to

transparency in all countries in which they operate.

It is of fundamental importance to always indicate the provider and the source of information.

Website: https://www.oneplanetnetwork.org/consumer-information-scp

Contact: ciscp@un.org

Sam is looking for the proof and

evidence behind the sustainability

claims of his favorite cleaning

product. He finds a short descript ion

on the producer’s website, but

without further information or details

on the methods behind the process.

How can he be sure that the claim is

substantiated?

What are common obstacles for 

Transparency in an e-commerce 

setting? Real-life example 

of a common 

obstacle

1
8
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Good Practice Example

• Require transparent information from suppliers 

and sellers before a product is sold

• Publish the details of evidence and methods in 

various depths and on several levels

• Require transparency from ecolabeling bodies 

and make databases of relevant ecolabels

directly accessible

• Include all relevant information pertaining to a 

product (e.g. including expiry dates for perishable 

goods)

DO

• Do not refer to any claim without

sufficient and available 

documentation

• Do not miss to check national 

regulations regarding 

sustainability claims and publishing 

information

• Do not provide transparency only

on a very part of the supply chain

or product life cycle

DON’T

The Dos and Don’ts for Transparency in an 

E-Commerce Setting

Website: https://www.oneplanetnetwork.org/consumer-information-scp

Contact: ciscp@un.org

Providing links to allow 

consumers to further investigate 

the evidence and methodology of 

claims is a good way to increase 

transparency in e-commerce. 

There are several categories of 

impacts that all play a crucial role, 

consumers should see that e.g. 

water footprint is just one of those.

How do we set the standards 

and what is behind the 
criteria?

….
Find out more here

1
9
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Only informed

consumers look for 

and know where to find 

information; Knowledge

levels vary greatly

Website is not user-

friendly, making it 

difficult to find 

relevant information

Marketplaces with multiple 

providers of information, various 

customer touchpoints 

and inconsistent 

messaging

Differences in 

international 

regulations regarding 

data protection can lead to 

technical errors 

Accessibility
Let the information get to the consumer, 

not the other way around

• Clearly visible and easily findable claim

• Readily accessible claim close to the product, 

and at required time and location

How to ensure Accessibility in an e-commerce setting?

Sustainability information must be readily available, e.g., by being provided in product

previews and as part of general product information. Providing layered information and

interactive guidance and letting customers decide what kind of information they regard as

most important, helps to improve the user experience and accommodate different

information seeking habits.

When clicking on a product, detailed product profiles must provide all relevant sustainability information

– served in a digestible manner. Themed shops, filters and sorting tools, or prioritizing more

sustainable products in search and recommendation rankings can improve accessibility of

sustainability information online. These must be aligned with the sustainability 'hotspots’ identif ied for

different products. E-commerce platforms must also keep track of regulations and data restrictions that

influence the user experience in different countries and via different channels.

Website: https://www.oneplanetnetwork.org/consumer-information-scp

Contact: ciscp@un.org

Mwikali frequently shops

online at a global retailer for all

kinds of products from books to

clothes and groceries. He knows

that the platform also has

sustainable products on offer.

Unfortunately, there is no filter or

dedicated shop for such

products. How is he supposed to

find them?

What are common obstacles for 

Accessibility in an e-commerce setting?

Real-life example of a 

common obstacle

2
0
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Website: https://www.oneplanetnetwork.org/consumer-information-scp

Contact: ciscp@un.org

Good Practice Example

• Provide relevant information by just a simple click

• Guide customers by using dedicated sustainable 

product collections

• Have a designated landing page for sustainability 

information and use segmented entry points

• Use the same structure to provide sustainability 

information for all products to ensure consumers can 

easily compare between products

• Push sustainable options higher in rankings and 

search results

• Analyze the user experience by checking customer 

movements on websites and asking for feedback to 

further improve accessibility

Dos

• Do not make consumers search

the whole website to find 

sustainability information

• Do not let sustainability

information be the last thing to 

be presented (appearing as least 

important)

• Do not only provide sustainability 

information in one local 

language and avoid barriers for

people with disabilities

Don’ts

The Dos and Don’ts for Accessibility in an 

E-Commerce Setting

Generic e-commerce platform

ABOUT US FASHION HOME BEAUTY MULTIMEDIA BRANDS

Our vision & mission

Sustainability & certifications

Careers

Investors

Contact us

SHOP by VALUES

Low water footprint

Climate friendly

Fair & ethical

Vegan 

Sustainability information is 

readily accessible on the first 

page of the website

Customers can decide which 

areas of sustainability are most 

important to them and shop 

accordingly

2
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"Our Attitude-Behaviour Gap Report 

shows that some 60% of surveyed 

consumers say that transparency is 

important to them, but just 20% actively 

seek out information as part of the 
purchasing process. This means we 

need to communicate sustainability in a 

simple but credible way that provides 

customers with more information if they 

wish to dig deeper. By using this 
layered approach and a language that 

everyone can understand, we can help 

our customers bridge the gap between 

their values and their fashion choices„

Beth Greenaway, Zalando

2
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Beyond the fundamental principles, five aspirational principles are outlined in the Guidelines. These principles do not

always need to be met entirely but they help to further improve sustainability information and enable more sustainable

consumption on a longer-term basis. Use of these in sustainability-based claims and information provision can build

on the essential attributes for claims and provide a set of in formation that is highly comprehensive, useful and

engaging for the consumer. E-Commerce provides a plethora of opportunities to go the next step in consumer

information and an adequate lab to try things out, see what works and what does not, and continue ideating.

Aspirational Principles

2
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As story telling is 

easier with lower 

complexity, platforms 

risk leaving out 

important information

Huge variety of different 

products necessitates to 

cover diverse aspects of 

the 3 dimensions of  

sustainability

E-commerce hides 

the full story of a 

product’s impact; delivery 

and other lifecycle steps are

frequently missed

Very diverse group of 

customers with different 

priorities in terms of 

sustainability 

information

Three Dimensions of 

Sustainability
Show the complete picture of product 

sustainability

• Environmental, social, and economic

dimensions considered

• Burden shifting between the dimensions avoided

• Complementary certification schemes combined

How to ensure the Three Dimensions of Sustainability in 

an e-commerce setting?

E-commerce plat forms are a great medium to tel l stories about products. In this respect,

plat forms should ensure they tell the whole sustainability story. This includes explaining different

sustainability aspects by clarifying the three dimensions of sustainability – environmental,

social, and economic – as well as the plat form's approach to it. Sustainability reports can be a

good medium to convey such information.

Further, when presenting “sustainable” products on websites, all three dimens ions should be addressed, and a

lifecycle approach should be taken to verify claims made by sellers.

E-commerce plat forms should raise consumers’ awareness about the different aspects of sustainabil ity and

clearly indicate which aspects are covered by certain products and which aspects are not addressed. This

should also include supply chain stages like transport, delivery, product use and end-of-li fe, which are not

directly linked to product sales. Analyzing user data can provide important insights on informat ion gaps and

consumer preferences regarding the provision of sustainability information.

Website: https://www.oneplanetnetwork.org/consumer-information-scp

Contact: ciscp@un.org

Evita wants to buy a sustainable

bathing suit on the internet. She

only finds opt ions that declare they

use "recycled materials “. She

wonders whether there are also

other aspects of sustainabil ity that

she should consider?

Real-life example of 

a common 

obstacle

What are common obstacles for the

Three Dimensions of Sustainability

in an e-commerce setting?

2
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Good Practice Example

• Apply a methodology that shows how products 

perform on all sustainability dimensions

• Aim to make use of labels that use a lifecycle 

approach and cover all stages of the supply chain or 

combine different labels 

• Explain linkages and trade-offs between different 

sustainability dimensions

• Ask sellers to provide feedback on why their product 

is sustainable and not only show a label

DO

• Do not focus on one 

sustainability dimension 

only when telling stories in 

e-commerce

• Do not use "sustainability"

as a claim without

detailing the underlying 

dimensions

DON’T

The Dos and Don’ts for the Three Dimensions of 

Sustainability in an E-Commerce Setting

Website: https://www.oneplanetnetwork.org/consumer-information-scp

Contact: ciscp@un.org

Including 20 due diligence requirements 

and 26 product requirements, the Green 

Button aims to cover all the various 

aspects of sustainability.
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Information overload makes 

it difficult for relevant 

sustainability 

information to cut 

through all the

noise
Predefined 

consumer profiles, 

recommendations and 

“quick buy” options shorten 

customer journey

Ease of 

comparing prices

online largely influences 

decision processes

Algorithms are usually 

based on past purchase 

patterns, hindering 

behaviour changes

Behaviour Change and 

Longer-Term Impacts
Help move from information to action

• Insights from behavioural science applied 

• Consumers actively encouraged to play a role, 

where appropriate

• Longer-term relationship built with consumers

How to ensure Behaviour Change and Longer-Term 

Impacts in an e-commerce setting?

Through the different ways of presenting and promoting products online, e-commerce plat forms

can substantially influence consumer behaviour and purchase decisions. Therefore, plat forms

should engage in incentiviz ing more sustainable decisions. Loyalty programmes, including

rewards for sustainable shopping behaviour, or the suggestion of alternative products with

lower carbon impact when purchasing are good options to influence consumer decisions.

As social norms often influence shopping behaviours, e-commerce plat forms should try to attach personal

values to product advert isements, initiate peer pressure by communicating about other customers‘ shopping

behaviours or make use of live carbon footprint calculators, showing the environmental impact of a

customer‘s shopping basket. Allowing consumers to opt for recommendations not being based on their own

shopping history but values they select themselves enables search results for more sustainable products.

Lastly, to have a long-term impact and influence lifestyle changes, plat forms should provide information on

product use and lifetime-extension options, or establish take back schemes where applicable.

Website: https://www.oneplanetnetwork.org/consumer-information-scp

Contact: ciscp@un.org

Feng likes to shop conveniently on

the internet using his favourite

e-commerce platform which often

recommends him products that fit his

habits. However, he recently started

to care more about climate change

and would like to improve his

shopping behaviour to lower his

climate impact. How can he ensure

that this is reflected on his user profile

and in recommendations?

What are common obstacles for 

Behaviour Change and Longer-Term 

Impacts in an e-commerce setting?
Real-life example of 

a common obstacle

2
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Further Information & Tips:

• Standard cotton is usually 
heavily handled with pesticides, 
whereas organic cotton can be 
produced with crop rotation or 
other biological pest controls

• Look for these lower-impact 
material labels:

Good Practice Examples

• Allow customers to break free from 

recommendations solely based on their search 

history

• Provide links to explanations of how to use and 

extend the lifetime of products

• Make customers aware of their own 

(un)sustainable shopping behaviour and let them 

compare with others, e.g. by using gamification

• Make use of customer reward systems 

incentivizing sustainable shopping behaviour

• Provide tips or user stories and customer 

product reviews to inspire sustainable behaviour

DO

• Do not lock-in customers into 

their former (unsustainable) 

purchase behavior

• Avoid negative phrasing

regarding consumer behaviour, 

moralizing is not an effective 

way of communication

• Do not forget to include 

sustainability aspects in 

regular marketing 

communication

DON’T

The Dos and Don’ts for Behaviour Change and Longer-

Term Impacts in an E-Commerce Setting

Website: https://www.oneplanetnetwork.org/consumer-information-scp

Contact: ciscp@un.org

Clear and detailed explanations make it 

easier for customers to adapt their 

behaviour according to 

recommendations

Reduce your environmental impact by choosing 
long-lasting and  lower-impact materials

5,
6

0,
3

6

0
,4

C O 2  ( K G ) H 2 O  ( M ³ )

A V E R A G E  I M P A C T  O F  A  T - S H I R T:

Organic cotton Standard Cotton
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Users get easily distracted

by the information

overload on online 

surfaces

Difficulties in identifying 

the right channels, 

strategies and tools 

for different target 

groups

Identifying the right 

amount of information to 

share with consumers

Fast changing 

trends and preferences, 

especially on social media

Multi-Channel and 

Innovative Approach
Engage with consumers in diverse ways

• Various complementing communication 

channels used

• Different user groups addressed with different

channels

• Information complementary and not overloading 

the consumer 

How to ensure a multi-channel and innovative approach 

in an e-commerce setting?
It is crucial to understand the benefits of providing sustainability information in line with

recent consumer preferences. Since sustainability information tends to be extensive,

covering various dimensions, it is key to differentiate and adapt information to various

platforms to widen the possibility for consumers to come across these messages on their

preferred channels.

In order to reach as many consumers as possible, creative and even unexpected ways of information

provision and campaigns are recommended as well as making use of a variety of online communication

channels. One noteworthy example is gamification whereby the use of gaming elements engages people

and facilitates the process of changing behaviours to reach certain sustainability targets.

In the case of social media and its fast-changing environment, it is suggested to follow trends, experts

and statistics to identify which platforms and messaging should be utilized to reach different target

audiences.

Website: https://www.oneplanetnetwork.org/consumer-information-scp

Contact: ciscp@un.org

Dan has been using his

favourite e-commerce

platform regularly for many years.

One day a friend tells him about a

new project that the platform is

undertaking to reduce its CO2

emissions about which she had

read on social media. Why did Dan

not know about this? Was this not

communicated directly on the

e-commerce platform?

What are common obstacles for a 

multi-channel and innovative 

approach in an e-commerce setting? Real-life example of a 

common obstacle

2
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Good Practice Example

• Be present on trending channels in line with your 

target customers’ preferences

• Collect consumer data to identify preferred 

communication channels

• Always enable sharing settings and utilize crosslinks 

to related sources (e.g. reports, studies, news, etc.)

• Connect offline interaction to online sustainability 

campaigns (e.g. through QR codes) 

• Make use of search engine optimization to promote 

sustainable products

DO

• While exploiting online 

presence opportunities, do 

not overwhelm consumers 

with information

• Do not only focus on your 

platforms, keep an eye on 

peers’ actions as well

DON’T

The Dos and Don’ts for a Multi-Channel and Innovative  

Approach in an E-Commerce Setting

Website: https://www.oneplanetnetwork.org/consumer-information-scp

Contact: ciscp@un.org

A sustainability-integrated customer journey

Purchase

Sustainability 
impact made 

visible

Awareness

For example, created 

through sustainability 

blogs or green loyalty 

programs

Search

Ensure sustainability-proof 
search engine optimization

Reputation

Sparking discussions on 
sustainability attributes

Experience

Sustainability 
ratings facilitated

Moderators trained 

on sustainability 
topics

Use/Consumption

Repairing facilities or tutorials are 
provided

1

2

3

4

5

6

2
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Difficult to find credible 

and trustworthy

partners for

collaboration

Not communicating about 

collaboration or not 

even considering it 

as an option

Financial or 

human asset constraints

Reputational 

damage from decisions 

made by collaboration 

partners

Collaboration

How to ensure Collaboration in an e-commerce setting?

Collaboration is an effective way to increase visibility and credibility, yet only if the right

partner is chosen. Sustainability is a particularly sensitive issue when it comes to

collaboration due to the large amount of “greenwashed” information evolving in the

currently trending green market.

Therefore, a thorough background research on possible collaboration partners should be undertaken,

and a continuous monitoring should be set up when engaging in a collaboration online.

Possible types of partnerships are collaborations with standard-setters, ecolabels, peer companies,

influencers or independent organizations. Teaming-up is recommended to improve the provision of

product sustainability information and make it more pertinent and understandable.

Further, the dual use of shared space on common online and social media platforms can reach more

consumers and help spreading sustainability information more effectively.

Website: https://www.oneplanetnetwork.org/consumer-information-scp

Contact: ciscp@un.org

When searching for product

sustainability information on an

e-commerce platform, Amelia is

redirected to another organization

that she has never heard of and

that seems unprofessional to her.

Now she is confused about the

credibility of the information

provided. Could this be changed

by a better collaboration partner?

What are common obstacles for 

Collaboration in an e-commerce 

setting? Real-life example of a 

common obstacle

Work with others to increase acceptance 

and credibility

• Broad range of stakeholders included in claim 

development and communication

• Joint communication channels employed

• Inclusive language used to make consumers 

feel part of a movement

3
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Good Practice Examples

• Regularly map possible collaboration 

options and types on the market

• Stay authentic in partnerships

• Communicate about collaboration efforts

• Use trending but at the same time 

sustainable tools in collaborations

• Continuously grow collaborations with 

partners and engage in networks that 

benefit all their stakeholders

DO

• Avoid picking ambiguous collaboration 

partners

• Do not forget to explore and track

previous collaborations (they can 

become damaging in the future)

• Do not create monopolies

DON’T

The Dos and Don’ts for Collaboration in 

an E-Commerce Setting

Website: https://www.oneplanetnetwork.org/consumer-information-scp

Contact: ciscp@un.org

A global coalition can accelerate 

innovations and long-term progress 

in sustainability 

Popular sustainability apps 

can provide further product 

sustainability information for 

consumers

Green On You®

A company collaborates with the “Green On You” platform to support conscious decisions 
when buying fashion items. The ratings and certifications are based on open-access 
reports by brands and independent certifications.  
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Commonly agreed

methodology to 

compare sustainability 

across different products 

and platforms is missing

Product comparisons

are not offered at all or 

exclude sustain-

ability attributes 

Guidance for 

comparing products 

based on the available 

information and 

standards is lacking

Sheer amount of available 

product alternatives

makes comparisons 

challenging

Comparability

Help consumers choose between similar 

products

• Product comparisons substantiated and helpful 

for consumers

• Approaches initiated by government, or third 

parties followed

• Objective rules and specific guidance followed

How to ensure Comparability in an e-commerce setting?

Product comparison has always been a challenge and due to the lack of a standardized

methodology that covers all three sustainability pillars, there is no one size fits all

approach. However, certain product types have particular sustainability areas that play a

major role in their product lifecycle (e.g., energy consumption of electronic products).

E-commerce platforms should allow intra-product category comparison for relevant sustainability

attributes and provide an easy-to-handle tool for it. In line with the fundamental pr inciples of the

Guidelines, the information providers should give access to methodologies applied (i.e., used for

performance measurement) and highlight any value decisions taken (what kind of weighing took

place). The comparison tool should allow handling of large numbers of products and include rankings

based on sustainability performance indicators. Further, consumers should have the possibility to

compare products along categories such as average product lifetime or durability expectations.

Website: https://www.oneplanetnetwork.org/consumer-information-scp

Contact: ciscp@un.org

Olga wants to purchase a new

couch that has the best

sustainability performance in its

category. She is a bit lost since it

is not c lear to her on what basis

she should compare all the

available product alternat ives.

Where should she set priorities?

What are common obstacles for 

Comparability in an e-commerce 

setting?
Real-life example of 

a common 

obstacle
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Good Practice Example

• Allow users to set own preferences for rankings 

or comparison of products

• Display avoided emissions comparing new

and used or refurbished products

• Explain your methodology for comparison

• Always add a sustainable choice when 

proposing alternative products

• Allow customers to compare their individual

consumption profile to others

• Standardize information to make it comparable

DO

• Do not confuse consumers with too 

many settings

• Do not compare apples and 

oranges (e.g. non-equivalent 

information)

• Do not use arbitrary rules for 

comparisons

DON’T

The booking platform allows for a ranking of 

accommodations based on 

the “greencheckscore” methodology

The Dos and Don’ts for Comparability in an E-

Commerce Setting

Website: https://www.oneplanetnetwork.org/consumer-information-scp

Contact: ciscp@un.org

Book.Green.Enjoy! bookgreen.com

Type of accommodation
o Apartment
o Hotel
o Motel
o Hostel
o B&B
Show more

greencheckscore
o The green
o Almost perfect
o On the way
o Nice
o No green label
Show more view this accommodation

view this accommodation

Hotel XY
Lightning Point Drive, Memphis

Motel YX
Camp Road, Memphis

$ 65,50

$ 32,25

9.1 (364 reviews)

8.7 (95 reviews)

greencheckscore
o The green

greencheckscore
o Nice
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