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Impact Assessment of the Guidelines for Providing Product 
Sustainability Information 

 

This report presents information on how the Guidelines for Providing Product Sustainability 
Information (hereafter referred to as the Guidelines) improved users’ understanding of product 
sustainability information and helped organizations to make changes in practices. The respondents of 
the survey comprised 14 private sector organizations from all world regions, including 7 standard-
setters and 6 companies. These organizations were amongst the first to test the applicability of the 
Guidelines to their own real-life claims through a global road testing exercise. The road testing was 
held from January to June 2018, when organizations self-assessed their sustainability claims (the way 
they communicate with consumers about sustainability of their chosen product) against the 
Guidelines’ ten principles. The pilot exercise involved comparing the content and provenance of the 
claim with the steps and guidance prescribed in the Guidelines through an online questionnaire. The 
process allowed organizations to test their own claims and reflect on potential improvements, while 
giving feedback on the Guidelines’ utility.  

The objective of the impact assessment survey was to assess the potential impact that the Guidelines 
have in the provision of product sustainability information. The answers presented here were 
collected over a period of 3 months (from April to June 2020) through a dedicated Google forms 
survey.  
 
The survey assessed the immediate steps that participants took after applying the Guidelines, the 
main priorities that were identified, reasons for making (or not making) changes, and which type of 
changes were initiated or implemented.   
 
Immediate steps taken after testing the Guidelines  
 
As an immediate step after testing the Guidelines, only 8% of respondents decided to apply the 
Guidelines to other sustainability claims than the one analysed in the exercise. Conversely, instead of 
applying the tool to other claims, the majority of the respondents shared their knowledge and 
expertise acquired through the exercise with others. 54% shared their learnings with other members 
of their team (within their own organization), whereas 39% of respondents shared their learnings with 
external partners, such as corporate clients and partners.  
 

 

54%39%

8%

Did you take any immediate next steps after testing the Guidelines?

I shared my learnings with other members of the team

I shared my learnings with external partners of my organisation (e.g. corporate clients, consultancies,
government representatives, NGOs, etc.)

I applied the Guidelines to other sustainability claims than the one analysed in the exercise

https://www.oneplanetnetwork.org/resource/guidelines-providing-product-sustainability-information
https://www.oneplanetnetwork.org/resource/guidelines-providing-product-sustainability-information
https://www.oneplanetnetwork.org/resource/ready-drive-market-experiences-road-testing-guidelines-providing-product-sustainability
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As the chart below shows, 54% of respondents initiated a discussion on how to implement changes in 
their communication based on the insights acquired through the testing exercise, whereas 46% 
improved their understanding on the topic, but their organizations have not implemented any 
changes yet.  
 

 
 
The Guidelines’ Principles  

The Guidelines include a comprehensive set of high-level principles for users to follow, and guidance 
on how to apply them. The Guidelines’ structure reflects a dual objective: to establish minimum 
requirements that must be met when providing product sustainability information to consumers 
(Fundamental Principles); and to encourage ambition, improvement and sustainability leadership over 
time (Aspirational Principles). Amongst the organizations who started a discussion on how to 
implement changes in the way they communicate product sustainability information (54% of 
respondents), the Fundamental Principles of Reliability, Relevance, Accessibility, Transparency and 
Clarity were the most commonly addressed. More specifically, The Principles of Transparency and 
Clarity gained the most attention from the majority of the Guidelines’ users (50% and 40%, 
respectively). Satisfying the consumer’s appetite for information is at the heart of the Transparency 
Principle. In light of this, it is possible to assume that the road testers reflected on whether consumers 
could trace the information/data behind the claim, and whether a list of the bodies/ stakeholders 
involved in the claim development process was made available. The Clarity Principle states that 
information should be useful and clear for the consumer and therefore providers of information 
should avoid vague, ambiguous and broad “general environmental/social benefit” claims. It is 
plausible to suggest therefore that a closer inspection of the claim proposed by the Guidelines made 
organizations realise that their claims could be made even clearer to consumers.  

In general, the Aspirational Principles were addressed by a smaller proportion of organizations. This 
can be explained by the fact that these principles are for information providers to go beyond the 
fundamental principles and to continuously improve sustainability information over time. They are 
not compulsory to implement (when following the Guidelines), but all users should ultimately aspire 
to do so. Amongst the Aspirational Principles, the Three Dimensions of Sustainability was the most 
addressed (30% of respondents). This principle states that providers of information should aim to 
show the complete picture of product sustainability, including the environmental, social and economic 
aspects. The majority of the Guidelines’ users tend to concentrate on promoting environmental issues 
only and therefore do not assess and communicate aspects of more than one dimension, i.e. social 

54%

46%

After testing the Guidelines, which of the below statements would you relate to 
the most? 

I/my company started a discussion on how to implement changes in our communications based on the
findings from the Guidelines

I improved my understanding of how to best communicate product sustainability information, but my
company has not yet implemented any changes in practice nor has discussed it internally
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and economic. In general, all users recognize that this principle requires substantial time and 
investment, as well as strategic reorientation in all phases of development and communication 
processes, and is rather challenging to fully meet.  

The chart below shows the proportion of respondents that decided to address each of the Guidelines’ 
Principles (please note that each respondent was allowed to check as much options as they would 
like).  

 
 
When asked about the reasons for choosing the Principles to act upon, 50% of respondents explained 
these were the areas where they identified the greatest potential for improvements, as shown in the 
chart below. This confirms that the Guidelines can be successfully used as a guidance tool that 
supports users to improve the way they communicate. It can help pointing out gaps and needs and 
therefore identify areas of development. In addition, 30% reported that their changes were motivated 
by the possibility to encourage more sustainable consumer behaviour.  
 
 

10%

10%

0%

10%

20%

30%

30%

50%

40%

30%

30%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60%

All of them altogether

Principle 10: Comparability

Principle 9: Collaboration

Principle 8: Multi-channel and Innovative Approach

Principle 7: Behaviour Change and Longer Term Impacts

Principle 6: Three Dimensions of Sustainability (Social,…

Principle 5: Accessibility

Principle 4: Transparency

Principle 3: Clarity

Principle 2: Relevance

Principle 1: Reliability

Which of the following Principles of the Guidelines were addressed by the 
actions you took?
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Changes in practices 
 
Amongst respondents who started a discussion on how to implement changes in the way they 
communicate with consumers (54% of total respondents), 40% decided to partner with other 
organizations to improve the quality of sustainability information (such as NGOs, consultancies, and 
retailers). One road tester explained that by being part of the exercise the organization felt more 
qualified to collaborate with internal and external stakeholders on sustainability advocacy campaigns.  
 
20% decided to make changes to their marketing campaigns, more specifically by improving the visual 
identity and avoiding generic claims such as green products. As one road tester put it, “it was an 
interesting process that led us to rethink about our way to communicate with consumers, especially 
avoiding such strong claims such as green or eco-products.” 
 
Among the other cited changes, one road tester explained they added new criteria on the renovation 
of the website and launched a new certification scope covering the improvements pointed out thanks 
to the Guidelines. Another road tester mentioned they had the opportunity to systematically review 
the operation system of the ecolabelling scheme and upgrade the system according to the Guidelines.  
 

 

10%

30%

50%

10%

Why did you choose to address this/these Principle(s) in particular?

I/my company believed that these changes would bring the greatest benefits for our company

I/my company believed that these changes would be most impactful in encouraging more sustainable
consumer behaviour
These were the areas where we identified the biggest room for improvement in the way we communicate
information on sustainability
These principles were the easiest to address
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What is preventing more widespread changes? 
 
Amongst those who have not made practical changes yet (46% of respondents), the main reason is 
lack of interest from other work areas (e.g. communication area). This illustrates the importance of 
collaboration with colleagues across departments within the organization. 17% of respondents 
explained they did not find the need to make any changes, whereas 10% cited lack of resources as the 
main impediment to changes in practices. The remaining respondents (20%) mentioned other reasons 
preventing them from implementing changes at the moment, such as the need to re-evaluate their 
whole product sustainability process (prior to implementing any changes) and the fact that such 
changes are currently not seen as a strategic priority for the organization.  
 

20%

40%

10%

10%

20%

Which type of changes in practices did you implement? 

We changed our marketing campaigns

We decided to partner with other organisations to improve the provision of sustainability information
(e.g. NGOs, consultancies, retailers)
We decided to give further clarification on the comparative aspect of our claim (e.g. adjusting the claim
to make it comparable or making the methods in which the comparison is based more explicit)
We decided to communicate the performance in the three sustainability dimensions (Social, Economic,
Environmental)
Other changes
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Main takeaways 
 
Overall, the main takeaways from the application of the Guidelines can be summarised as follows:  
 

• The Guidelines emphasized to organizations that it is important to make their claims more 
accessible and easier to read/understand. It is important to provide clear and transparent 
information so that the consumer can make more conscious decisions.  

• Organizations made various changes in practices as a result of testing the Guidelines, 
particularly by partnering with other organizations to improve the provision of information, 
making changes to marketing campaigns and websites, and improving products’ visual 
identity.  

• The organizations still need to create better communication platforms to engage consumers 
more effectively. The majority of respondents did not consider the development of different 
communication approaches to interact with consumers, despite the relative ease of 
implementing these changes.  

• The Guidelines helped the organizations to communicate better with their customers, giving 
insights into how to communicate on other sustainability claims the company wants to 
develop.  

• The Guidelines helped highlight areas of improvement for organizations.  

• The learning acquired through the testing was used to build more awareness of product 
communication with partners, vendors and other stakeholder forums.  
 

 

10%

53%

17%

20%

If you haven’t made any changes yet, what was the main reason that 
prevented your company from taking action?

Lack of resources

Lack of interest from other work areas (e.g. communication)

During the exercise we did not find the need to make any changes

Other
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