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The climate context

The current state of climate change – a reality check

• Human-induced global warming of 1.1 degrees C 

has spurred changes to the Earth’s climate that 

are unprecedented in recent human history.

• Adverse climate impacts on people and 

ecosystems are already more far-reaching and 

extreme than anticipated. 

• In 2023 alone, extreme weather events linked to 

climate change include:

o Deadly floods in Libya

o Severe heat across Europe, North America and Asia

o Numerous wildfires in California and Canada 

o Monsoon flooding in India 

o Flooding and landslides in Italy

Limiting global temperature rise to 1.5 degrees C is still 

possible, but only if we act immediately and 

collectively. 
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The climate context

Increasing consumer awareness of climate claims

49%
say they’ve paid a premium—an 

average of 59% more—for 

products branded as sustainable 

or socially responsible in the last 

12 months.

64%
say products branded 

environmentally sustainable or 

socially responsible made up at 

least half of their last purchase.

“Clearly communicating both the financial and environmental impact of a 

company’s sustainability initiatives—from how it participates in the circular 

economy across the value chain to the corporate sustainability metrics it chooses 

to share—may attract a new group of purpose-driven consumers, employees, 

and investors.”

51%
of consumers globally say 

environmental sustainability is 

more important to them today 

than it was 12 months ago, with 

action starting to match intent.

Source: Balancing sustainability and profitability, IBM Institute for Business Value, Feb 2022

https://www.ibm.com/downloads/cas/5NGR8ZW2
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The climate context

Increasing media scrutiny and backlash



7

The climate context

A complex regulatory landscape

EU Unfair Commercial 

Practices Directive (UCPD)

• Draft released in September 23
• Banning generic environmental 

claims and claims based on 

offsetting schemes, incl. ‘carbon 

neutral’ 

• Requiring information to be more 

visible to consumers

UK CMA’s Green Claims Code

• Focuses on:

o whether claims are supported by 

evidence

o whether claims influence peoples’ 

behaviour when purchasing such 

goods and services

o whether consumers are misled by 

an absence of information about 

the environmental impact of 

products and services

US FTC’s Green Guides

• Update pending (last updated 

in 2012)

• Will focus on:

o guidance on carbon offset and 

renewable energy claims

o unqualified recyclable/recycled 

content claims

o the need for additional 

guidance on various terms
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Why measure a carbon footprint?

Everything we buy, produce and 

use has an environmental impact.

A carbon footprint is measured 

as CO2e, the total carbon dioxide 

and other greenhouse gases

emitted during

the lifecycle.*

Communicating a carbon 

footprint is a way for 

companies to verify 

accurate measurements of 

the impact of a product or 

organisation.

It’s also key to communicate 

to consumers and key 

stakeholders the

actions you’re taking to 

reduce the impact of a 

product or your organisation.

1 2

34

* The supporting calculations include Carbon dioxide (CO2 ), Methane (CH4 ), Nitrous oxide (N2O), Hydrofluorocarbons (HFCs), Perfluorocarbons (PFCs), Sulfur hexafluoride (SF6 ), Nitrogen trifluoride 
(NF3 ).   

Grouping these gases under the unit CO2e enables these greenhouse gases to be reported using a single unit based on their equivalent global warming impact. 
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How to measure a carbon footprint

1

Measure Verify Communicate

5

• Review primary and 

secondary data sources 

& supporting evidence

• Check emissions factors

• Review footprint 

calculations and 

methodology in 

accordance to the 

relevant ISO Standard

• Collect primary and 

secondary data

• Build a product carbon 

footprint model

• Produce a Product 

Emissions Report (PER)

• Calculate uncertainty

• Identify product hotspots

• Communicate the 

footprint to your key 

stakeholders and the 

public, e.g. through 

product labels, 

webpage information

• Host PER/QES online 

for transparency
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How to measure a product carbon footprint

A life cycle product carbon footprint measures the total greenhouse gas emissions generated by a product, from 
extraction of raw materials, to end-of-life. It is measured in carbon dioxide equivalents (CO2e).

1

Measure

5

Product footprints should be associated with a scope or boundary, the most common being:
• Cradle-to-gate: mostly used for business-to-business (B2B) products. 
• Cradle-to-grave: mostly used for business-to-consumer (B2C) products. 
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How not to talk about carbon

Spot the misleading claim

Almost no product is 

ever “good” for the 

planet, just less bad
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How not to talk about carbon

Spot the misleading claim

Caption: “Our planet positive eco-range of t-

shirts uses the most efficient materials with 

the lowest carbon footprints”

Use of confusing terms Making a claim 

focusing on one 

element rather than full 

lifecycleUnclear comparison 

with no evidence to 

back it up



13

How not to talk about carbon

Spot the misleading claim

Unclear comparison 

with no evidence to 

back it up

Use of 

confusing/vague terms

Only focusing on one 

element of the lifecycle
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How not to talk about carbon

Spot the misleading claim

Could be technically accurate, 

but misleads by implying the 

environmental impact of a 

product can be cancelled out

No evidence, substantiation or 

reference to a standard 

Lack of information on 

offsetting project – e.g. 

geography
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How not to talk about carbon

Spot the misleading claim

Undefined/unclear terms

Exaggerated claim -

independent verification may 

only mean that the product 

footprint has been measured 

and verified

No evidence or substantiation 

to back up the claim

Label text: “this wine has been 

independently verified by X certifier, 

making it the greenest choice”



What terms have you seen 

being used to describe the 

carbon impact of a product or 

organisation?
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Use confusing or undefined terms

How not to talk about carbon

Carbon positive

Carbon negative

Climate positive
Climate friendly

Environmentally 

friendly

Sustainable

Carbon neutral GreenGreen

Eco
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Carbon Neutral

What is carbon neutral?

• Carbon neutral is defined by PAS 2060, the international standard for carbon neutrality 

developed by BSI.

• PAS 2060 defines carbon neutral as “not adding new greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions to the 

atmosphere. Where emissions continue, they must be offset by absorbing an equivalent 

amount from the atmosphere, for example through carbon capture and reforestation that is 

supported by carbon credit schemes.”

• Carbon neutrality involves four key steps:

1. Assessment of GHG emissions based on accurate measurement data

2. Reduction of emissions through a target-driven carbon management plan

3. Offsetting of excess emissions, often by purchasing carbon credits

4. Documentation and verification through qualifying explanatory statements and public 

disclosure
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Carbon Neutral

What is the problem with carbon neutral claims?

• Recent scrutiny of offsetting schemes (e.g. the Guardian's 

investigation into Verra) has led to a diminishing of trust in 

claims that rely on offsets, such as carbon neutral.

• Some critics say that a carbon neutral claim implies a product 

has zero impact on the environment, which can't be true.

• There is a lack of understanding among consumers around the 

term, and a need for greater clarity.

• There is also a need for more rapid climate action than ever 
before, and increased ambition for decarbonisation, rather than 
offsetting.

• As claims of action grow, consumers need transparency, and 
product claims they can trust to enable them to choose products 
that are more sustainable.
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Carbon Neutral

What is the reaction so far?

From the sustainability sector

• As of September 2023, the Carbon Trust is no 

longer offering carbon neutral verification or 

labelling

• As a leader and innovator in this area, we are 

making ambitious changes to our label offerings 

to help drive decarbonisation and transparency.

• We have launched a more streamlined, targeted 

portfolio of claims, with a greater focus on 

decarbonisation effort and increased 

transparency.
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Carbon Neutral

What is the reaction so far?

From companies

• Companies want to do the right thing, and recognise the issues 

with carbon neutrality

• However, they often struggle to navigate the changing landscape 

and communicate this to their clients

• Many companies have already made the decision to drop carbon 

neutral claims

From regulators

• EU Parliament has published a draft legislation – the Unfair 

Commercial Practices Directive (UCPD) – laying out plans to ban 

terms including carbon neutral

• Individual countries within the EU (e.g. France & Germany) are 

expected to take a quicker and stronger stance

• US may follow suit with the pending Green Guides from the FTC
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How not to talk about carbon

Imply that a product is good for the environment 

The ad

• A TV ad for a drinks company with animations 

and songs focusing on the need to ‘fix up the 

planet’ 

The challenge

• Complainants said the ad exaggerated the total 

environmental benefit of the products and was 

therefore misleading. 

• They said that many consumers would interpret 

the overall presentation of the ad to mean that 

purchasing these products would have a positive 

environmental impact

The solution

• Make sure ads making environmental claims 

make clear the basis of those claims. 

• Ensure ads don’t mislead as to the total 

environmental benefit of products
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How not to talk about carbon

Mislead through vague language or by omitting key details

The ads

• Several big oil companies recently had their ads 

banned by the ASA. Each ad focused on their 

green energy activity and featured imagery such 

as wind turbines and electric vehicles

The challenge

• Misleading language

• Omitting important information

The solution

• Be upfront about your company and industry’s 

impact on the environment.

• Be honest with consumers and don’t try to pull the 

wool over their eyes
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How not to talk about carbon

Use unfair comparisons

The ad

• A campaign by oat drink producer comparing the carbon 

footprint of alternative milk products and dairy milk 

products

The challenge

• Unfair comparison​: [Our product] generates 73% less 

CO2e vs. milk” ​

• However, the comparative footprint carried out only 

looked at one of the company’s products and one type 

of milk (whole milk).

The solution

• Always compare apples to apples: comparisons must be 

fair and meaningful, products being compared should 

meet the same needs or be intended for the same 

purpose​
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How not to talk about carbon

Don’t provide evidence

The ad

• A poster ad by a German airline with the 

tagline “Connecting the world. Protecting its future’

The challenge

• Omitting important information and lack of 

substantiation

• Vague/misleading language that gives a misleading 

impression of the advertiser’s environmental impact​

The solution

• Add qualifying information within the ad itself to substantiate 

the claim

• Avoid vague phrases

• Clarify the steps your business is already taking, as well 

as future plans and commitments

• Recognise the impact your industry has on the planet
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How to be clear and accurate

1

Make sure the claim is 

truthful and accurate

2 3

Make sure the 

claim is clear and 

unambiguous

Make sure your claims 

don’t omit or hide 

important information 

65

Make sure they consider 

the full lifecycle of a 

product

Make sure they are 

substantiated

4

Make sure they make fair 

and meaningful 

comparisons

CMA's Green Claims Code outlines six key considerations when making an environmental claim
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How to be engaging (while following best practice)

Acknowledge that this is the start of the journey, not a completed task

https://www.apple.com/lae/environment/mother-nature/
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How to be engaging (while following best practice)

Earn trust through radical transparency and honesty
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How to be engaging (while following best practice)

Be bold
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How to be engaging (while following best practice)

Think differently

A1 Telekom’s 

Urban Garden Oasis 

Campaign
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How to be engaging (while following best practice)

Keep it simple and accessible, while including all the necessary information

https://www.apple.com/lae/environment/mother-nature/
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How to be engaging (while following best practice)

Use compelling storytelling to engage and inspire action

Rainforest Alliance 

Follow the Frog 

campaign

https://www.apple.com/lae/environment/mother-nature/
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How to be engaging (while following best practice)

Always pair communication with action
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In summary

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

Communicating the carbon impact of products 

and organisations is more important than ever, 

as consumers increasingly want to be able to 

make more informed choices.

Misinformation is rife, with many 

brands falling foul of regulation and 

misleading customers.

Independent, third-party verification of 

carbon footprint calculations gives 

customers reassurance that claims are 

credible and robust.

Be clear, transparent, and avoid vague or 

misleading language when communicating 

your carbon impact.

Always provide evidence and don’t omit 

important information or parts of a 

product’s lifecycle.

Never imply a product or organisation has 

zero impact on the environment.

Sustainability requires collaboration. Share 

challenges as well as successes, so 

others in your industry can learn from 

you.

Be humble. We are miles away from 

where we need to be in terms of limiting 

global warming. Acknowledge that there 

is a lot of work still to be done.



Questions?



Join the transparency movement at provenance.org
hello@provenance.org


