
Do you want to learn how to make sustainability
claims in a non-deceptive manner, such as
recyclability or carbon offset claims?

This document discusses the most recent best
practices that have been identified within this field.

Here we elaborate on how blockchain can improve
supply chain traceability and transparency,
therefore enabling stronger sustainability claims
that can be supported by trustworthy data.

Guide

Avoid Greenwashing:
How to Make Reliable
Sustainability Claims
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01 The Growing Demand for
Sustainable and
Environmentally Friendly
Products
More than ever, consumers and companies want to
improve their environmental and social footprint. This is
not only good for the environment, but it's also good for
business.

According to 2015 research conducted by The Nielsen
Company¹, two-thirds of global consumers say that they
are willing to pay more for products and services that
come from companies that are committed to positive
social and environmental impact. Indeed, the decision to
adopt sustainable business practices is no longer driven
by one’s core values, but rather by the economic
imperative to remain relevant to buyers and customers.

At the same time, the US, the EU and Asia are expanding
their regulatory frameworks and targets to promote
sustainable procedures and practices among suppliers,
OEMs and brand owners. Executive orders recently
signed by President Biden put the environment squarely
at the heart of U.S. federal policy. The message is clear –
to survive and thrive in the net-zero future, now is the
time to scale up your climate change adaptation and
innovation actions.

The EU is also putting forward commitments to become
climate neutral in 2050 via the presentation of the
European Green Deal. Further, the EU Commission has
proposed a European Climate Law to turn this political
commitment into a legal obligation².
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55%

91%

85%

Cut in emissions as proposed

by the EU Commission by

2030.

Of companies take

sustainability criteria into

account in purchasing

decisions.

Of consumers are more

likely to buy from a

company with a reputation

for sustainability than from

a neutral company.

Source: EU Commission

Source: HEC Sustainable

Source: Sustainable Brands



In addition, the EU is discussing regulations with regards
to eco-design principles and the mandating of product
passports or data systems to provide sustainability
impact assessments and critical information for products,
components and materials to extend product lifetimes
and reuse potential. Many regions see the EU as leaders
in their regulatory approach towards supply chain
transparency – a discussion that extends beyond the EU's
reach.

Trends

1 Consumers demand insights in sustainability of their
products.

2 Governments put forward regulations to advance
sustainability and supply chain transparency.

3 Brand owners request product, material and
provenance information from their suppliers.

4 Suppliers struggle to provide product and material
information without sacrificing data confidentiality.
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02 What are Sustainability
Claims?
In today's world, brands and consumers want to know
where their products come from, what they are made of,
and how they might impact the environment. For this,
they rely on sustainability claims to make their purchasing
decisions.

Sustainability claims can appear on a product (i.e.
good or service) label, its packaging, in advertising
material, as well as in promotional material, and other
forms of marketing. Claims can take the form of
words, symbols, emblems, logos, graphics, color
coding systems and product brand names.
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Definition³

For the purposes of this

document a sustainability

claim is defined as an

umbrella term for

“environmental claims” and

“ethical claims”.

Environmental claims:

communicate how a product

or activity of a company has

a specific and quantifiable

environmental or

sustainability benefit; such

as CO2 emissions.

Ethical claims:

communicate that the

production of products or

activities of a company has

been done in accordance

with certain ethical

standards. For example with

respect to general working

conditions, animal welfare

and/or corporate social

responsibility (CSR�.
Figure 1� Sustainability Labels Landscape



03 The Problemwith
Sustainability Claims
Consumers increasingly want to buy sustainably – they
just don’t know how. More and more companies are
voluntarily adding sustainability claims to products,
promising everything from biodegradable plastic
packaging to carbon-neutral shoes and energy efficient
washing machines.

According to the Ecolabel Index there are more than 80
widely used reporting initiatives and methods for carbon
emissions only, more than 200 environmental labels
active in the EU, and more than 450 active worldwide⁴.
Given the array of promises, claims and language found
on products it can be difficult for any company, consumer
and other market actor to make sense of all the different
environmental labels, initiatives and know which ones to
trust.

Another potential problem is greenwashing – companies
misleading consumers about their environmental impact
or benefits. This can be done to directly mislead or
inadvertently by not having accurate information or
simply receiving incorrect information. Greenwashing
undermines consumers’ trust in sustainability claims. As a
result, they are less inclined to buy and use sustainable
products⁵.

Greenwashing also distorts the competition. It does not
correctly present the advantages to those companies
that are making the effort to increase the sustainability of
their products or services. Lastly, greenwashing is risky
and expensive for the ones doing it too. There are legal,
financial, reputational and revenue risks that can result
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from this practice⁶.

Greenwashing typically takes one or more of the following
forms:

• Making a claimwithout the proof
The use of sustainability claims that are not supported with

factual and correct proofs.

• Making an “incorrect and untrue” claim
The claim suggests a benefit that is simply false or distorts the

benefit that the product or service offers in reality.

• Making a “vague” claim
The use of subjective terms such as the ‘greenest’ or the

‘cleanest’. Subjective terms can give a misleading impression of

the product or service of the company.

• Confusing logos and labels
Using logos or labels that look like recognized sustainability

labels. Or using sustainability labels that have low requirements,

are not assessed independently or do not go beyond current

statutory requirements.

• Making amisleading “comparative” claim
Comparing products or services with other offerings that do not

satisfy similar needs or that are meant for different purposes.

• Confusing the sustainability aspects of a product,
service, and those of a company
The use of sustainability claims about the company to make a

product or service seem sustainable or the other way around.
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To tackle greenwashing, regulators have recently
accelerated efforts in boosting consumer and brand
owner confidence in sustainability claims.

In the US, the Federal Trade Commission (hereafter FTC�
leads the effort against companies who use deceptive
claims in the labeling, marketing or promotion of their
products or services, potentially resulting in cease and
desist orders and financial penalties.

In Europe, the Netherlands Authority for Consumers and
Markets (hereafter ACM� can now take enforcement
action on a national level. Recently, ACM has launched
investigations into misleading sustainability claims made
by 60 energy firms, 70 clothing firms, and 40 dairy
product companies, ordering revisions and threatening
hefty fines.

Further checks will be made and if companies are still
found to mislead the public they can be fined up to
€900,000 per violation or a percentage of their turnover.
At the same time, to help companies avoid making
sustainability claims that mislead consumers, the ACM
designed ‘guidelines regarding sustainability claims’
(hereafter the guidelines).
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Greenwashing
examples⁷:

LEI Eco Alkaline batteries -

Claiming batteries are carbon

neutral without providing

information on when emissions

reductions occurred or will occur.

�March 2016 NAD inquiry)

Kauai coffee pods -

Advertising coffee pods as 100%

compostable while noting in the

fine print that they’ve only been

certified to decompose at

“industrial facilities”. �May 2017

NAD inquiry)

GreenPan cookware -

Claiming cookware is good for

the environment when it is made

of metal that does not

biodegrade. �Sept. 2019 class-

action lawsuit)

Nest thermostats -

Claiming other programmable

thermostats waste energy (and

thus are less eco-friendly)

without sufficient evidence.

�June 2013 NAD inquiry)



04 How to Strengthen
Sustainability Claims?
The ACM is an independent regulator. They make sure
that businesses compete fairly with one another, and it
protects consumer interests.

With these guidelines, ACM explains, using five rules of
thumb, how businesses are able to prevent their
sustainability claims from being unclear, incorrect or
misleading for consumers. ACM uses these rules of
thumb in its enforcement of the rules:
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1 Make clear what
sustainability benefit
the product or service
offers

Sustainability claims are

only useful to consumers if

they are clear, easy-to-

understand and do not

contain any misleading

information.

2 Substantiate your
sustainability claims with
facts, and keep them up-to-
date

Any sustainability claims should be

sufficiently substantiated with data

and by reference to verifiable

sources. You should be able to

prove that your sustainability

claims are true.

3 Comparisons with other products, services, or
companies must be fair

Any comparisons with other products or companies must be fair and

shouldn’t lead to any misunderstandings among consumers. The

claims must explicitly mention what the products or services are

compared with.



With these definitive rules of thumb, ACM encourages
businesses to inform consumers correctly and completely
about the sustainability attributes of their goods and
services. This will help boost consumer confidence in
sustainable products and services. As a result, markets
for sustainable goods and services will be able to mature
properly.

Companies are themselves responsible for complying
with the rules to provide consumers with correct and
verifiable information about sustainability, thereby
enabling consumers to compare goods and services
properly, and businesses to compete fairly with one
another.
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4 Make sure that visual
claims and labels are useful
to consumers, not
confusing

Any symbols, pictograms or labels

should not give a false impression

about the sustainability of your

products and services. Only logos

or symbols that indicate the

sustainability standards for which

a product has been officially

certified can be used. It must be

clear what a label stands for, and

on the basis of what criteria the

label has been awarded.

5 Be honest and
specific about your
company’s efforts with
regard to sustainability

You need to distinguish

between general information

about your company’s efforts

regarding sustainability, and the

specific information about the

benefits of an individual product

or service. Any claim about your

company’s sustainability

ambitions must be in proportion

to your actual sustainability

efforts.



05 How Circularise Supports
Effective Sustainability
Claims
Verifying sustainability claims can be challenging. On the
one hand, suppliers are afraid of sharing sensitive data on
materials or product information. For suppliers material
composition information can be a trade secret, thus
transparency across materials, products and operations
presents risks. Yet, trusting suppliers’ self reporting also
represents a risk to brand owners and OEMs and their
ability to make sustainability claims.

This tension can lead to unintentionally misleading or
inaccurate claims regarding sustainability. This can
expose companies to legal actions, result in a loss of
market share, and irreversibly damage to one's brand
reputation.

Circularise helps all value chain actors to tackle these
issues through digital material traceability and secure
data sharing on blockchain.

Blockchain offers decentralised immutable and trustless
storage of data, including all types of data such as: the
mass balance, ownership, and any references to material,
component or product information or processing
conditions across the lifecycle.

Circularise has built a patent-pending ‘Smart Questioning’
technology to utilise public blockchains whilst
safeguarding the identity, business relations, production
processes and confidential information across all parties
throughout the value chain.
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How to start?

Supplier

1.

➔

➔

2.

3.

Digitise materials on

blockchain

Upload certificates and

audit reports

Transfer data across supply

chains

1.

2.

3.

Access reliable information

from suppliers

Track the CO2 footprint and

other sustainability metrics

of your products

Provide information and

make it useful for the

consumers and other actors

Brand & OEM



Moreover, Circularise’s technology allows actors to
integrate and make statements based upon the data.

Essentially, all parties involved can have confidence in
and trust the data knowing that it cannot be tampered
with. This leads to improved supply chain traceability and
transparency which enables stronger sustainability claims
to be made backed by trustworthy data.

Case study: How Porsche traces materials
using Circularise
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Working with automaker
Porsche, and its
pioneering suppliers
including Alvance, Asahi
Kasei, Covestro, Domo
Chemicals, Mitsubishi
Chemical Advanced
Materials, Novelis, PPG,
Sika, Stanley Black &
Decker, and the global
certification company
Underwriters Laboratories (UL� Circularise provided
necessary tools for accessing and sharing information
across supply chains (e.g. related to carbon neutrality,
ESG reporting, circularity, etc.) while guarding sensitive/
confidential data.

By digitising materials Circularise was able to create a
digital thread throughout the entire supply chain. Hereby
enabling material traceability, tracking the CO2footprint
and other sustainability metrics.

For more information on our projects and case studies
visit https://circularise.com/latest



06 Summary and Conclusion
As consumer awareness of sustainability grows,
businesses are spending more time and money claiming
that their products or services are more environmentally
friendly than similar products and services on the market.

However, making trustworthy sustainability claims is
complex, which can leave many companies open to
charges of greenwashing.

This document presents five rules of thumb to help
businesses make effective sustainability claims based on
the guidelines developed by the Netherlands Authority
for Consumers and Markets (ACM�.

It also discusses how Circularise uses blockchain to
improve supply chain traceability and transparency
enabling stronger sustainability claims supported by
trustworthy data.

For more information about Circularise’s supply chain
transparency and sustainability validation services,
contact our representatives at:

https://www.circularise.com/contact.
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Send us your feedback
Do you have any comments/feedback about this guide?
Be sure to connect with us on our social media - we’d love
to hear from you!



Contact Circularise today

Circularise can help you solve a variety of supply chain
traceability and transparency challenges. Our software
implements mass balance accounting principles and can
be used to:

• Verify material and product origin

• Verify certificates, carbon footprint and other material
data

• Digitise assets

• Showcase "good-stewardship" practices towards
customers and regulators

• Leverage public blockchain's decentralisation
capabilities without risking confidentiality.

All the information is backed by a public blockchain-
based chain of custody for trust.

To contact us, simply go to the link below!

https://circularise.com/contact
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Here’s what some of our

customers say about us:

With the help of Circularise, as

well as with the help of their

partners we were able to trace

for a number of specific cases

plastics from raw material

production to the final car.”

Antoon Versteeg -
Project Lead Innovation

Research, Porsche

Circularise helps us to maintain
this confidentiality and only

disclose the information needed
from raw material producer to
recycler. And with that, we can

close the loop.”

Uwe Peuker - Vice President
Regional Product Management

Polycarbonates, Covestro

Circularise Plastics is building a

data-exchange protocol with

privacy at its heart, which we

believe is a smart strategy as

privacy concern is what often

refrains companies from

becoming more transparent.”

Thomas Nuyts - Global
Product Manager, Domo
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Disclaimer
This document is provided without any representations, warranties, or conditions of any kind, express or

implied, including, without limitation, implied warranties or conditions concerning this document's fitness

for a particular purpose or use, its merchantability, or its non‑infringement of any third party's intellectual

property rights. Circularise does not warrant the accuracy, completeness, or currency of any of the

information published in this document. Circularise makes no representations or warranties regarding this

document's compliance with any applicable statute, rule, or regulation.

In no event shall Circularise, its members, subsidiaries, or affiliated companies, or their employees,

directors, or officers, be liable for any direct, indirect, or incidental damages, injury, loss, costs, or

expenses, howsoever caused, including but not limited to special or consequential damages, lost revenue,

business interruption, lost or damaged data, or any other commercial or economic loss, whether based in

contract, tort (including negligence), or any other theory of liability, arising out of or resulting from access

to or possession or use of this document, even if Circularise has been advised of the possibility of such

damages, injury, loss, costs, or expenses.

In publishing and making this document available, Circularise is not undertaking to render professional or

other services for or on behalf of any person or entity or to perform any duty owed by any person or entity

to another person or entity. The information in this document is directed to those who have the

appropriate degree of experience to use and apply its contents, and Circularise accepts no responsibility

whatsoever arising in any way from any and all use of or reliance on the information contained in this

document.



Traceable supply chains
for a circular economy

We help companies to trace materials and products to verify
the origins, certificates, CO2 footprint and other material data
on blockchain. Using Circularise, you can share insights into
your products without risking your sensitive data itself. With
this we want to enable a circular economy at global scale.


