
The Consumer & Carbon
óCutting through the Carbon Jargonô



Objectives & Methodology

ÅCore Objective: Bring clarity to the consumer view of the 

current and future path of Carbon messaging

ÅMulti-lens project encompassing:

ÅIn-depth policy & regulatory review 

ÅDesk discovery of 20+ published pieces of research 

ÅIn-depth interviews with four industry experts

ÅSemiotic analysis of the brand (comms/ packaging) 

landscape in key markets covering 100+ companies / 

brands and websites.

Å84 qualitative ethnographic diary studies & 12 

consumer focus groups across Ireland, UK & Germany

ÅN=3,000 consumer quantitative study conducted 

across the same markets

ÅFocusing on Ireland, UK and Germany but also with a view 

to other relevant EU/Global markets

ÅLed by Empathy and Futavista with expert input from 

Sustainability Works and Practical Semiotics 
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Section A: Carbon Insights

#1 The Carbon Landscape ïlabelling & communications 

#2 So, Whereôs the Consumer on Carbon?

#3 The Blame Gameé whoôs responsible?

#4 Consumer Cry for Help! 

#5 On the Horizon

Section B: The Implications

5 Key Implications for Brands & Business

Section C: Comms Principles

6 Core Communication Principles

** All statistics, quotes and insights called out have been generated from this study & refer to Irish, UK & 

German market studies unless specifically stated **



Section A:

Carbon Insights



#1: The Carbon landscape - labelling & communications



Environmental / Carbon 
Communications & Claims

Claims made on pack or communications 

around a brand / organisations positive 

environmental actions

Environmental / Carbon Labels 
& Marks (certifications)

Labels (on pack) that state (i) membership of a 

environmental / carbon reduction scheme (ii) a 

specific score vs. that scheme

This project will explore the world of both Carbon Labels and Carbon Communications

Carbon Claims / Comms & Carbon Label / Marks



1. The Race to Net Zero 

Regulators, NGOôs and Corporates are 
increasingly engaging with the Net Zero challenge

This creates a domino effect that facilitates participating in evidence 
based projects / schemes & then communication that support these 
activities élabels & claims

2. Environmental Claims Race

As consumers, customers & stakeholders becomes more engaged 
with sustainability there is benefit /requirement to make claims around 
a brands / organisations Carbon or broader environmental actions / 
footprint

In some cases these are 
unsubstantiated & misleading 
i.e. greenwashing 

Impacting both Labels and Communications

Two Drivers of Carbon Claims & Labels



Despite increased activity around Net Zero é
itôs been a slow start on Carbon labels 

While there has been a growth in claims / commitments ïat a corporate level ï

around Net Zero ambitions.

Overall there is a low presence of carbon messages by brands globally (with 

Europe doing better).

In terms of label ordering Carbon sits amongst other óEnvironmentally friendlyô 

claims (inc. pesticides), which sits under óEthical claimsô which would include 

Organic or other sustainability based claims : Definition from Passport reports.

The ñcarbon neutral/

reduced carbonò claim 

is seen on fewer than 

0.1% of global SKUs. 

PASSPORT: SUSTAINABLE LABELS AND 

THE ENVIRONMENTAL FOOTPRINT OF FOOD 

DEC 2021

Ethical
Labels

Clean
Labels

Dietary
& Health

Ethical
Labels

Organic

Clean Label Natural

Dietary & Health Vegan Vegetarian Dairy



ébut picking up pace

ÅHowever, we saw 75%more claims from Apr ó20 to Sept ô21 

(Source Euromonitor Sustainability Survey) 

ÅBig business / brands are now however entering the playing 

field

ÅNestle, Unilever, GM & Danone now have at least the same, 

and usually more, share of a digital shelf in ethical claims 

than total (Source Euromonitor óWhere to Play how to 

Winô report)

ÅFor different reasons: 

ÅPreparing for carbon regulation & taxes

ÅPositioning for consumers

ÅCommunicating against corporate targets e.g. Net 

Zero

Source: Canva



Number of independent 
Marks é often competing

More Common Euro/UK Marks

There are a wide variety of often competing industry marks in the 

marketplace ïranging from singular CO2 focus through to multi-issue 

óblendsô. 

Driven or convened by independent organisations, by industry / retailer 

groups or by some governments.



Different markets have different approaches / speeds

France & Denmark are taking the lead (ahead of the EU) while Germany appears to be 

waiting for EU guidance

Europe UK Other Intôl

Irelandôs National Standards 

Authority of Ireland (Carbon 

Footprint Labelling) Bill 2021 to 

be debated November 2022 ï

Debate has not yet taken place 

as of Jan 2023

Ireland

2021 Climate Law establishes 

standards for environmental & 

social labelling of certain goods & 

services sold on French market.

France

Federal government critical of 

introduction of mandatory climate 

labelling. Supportive of path EU 

is taking under F2F strategy.

Germany

Voluntary carbon labelling; 

prototype to be put 

forward end of 2022. No 

update as of Jan 2022.

Denmark

No policy framework.

UK Gov Food Strategy White 

Paper: seeks to create a more 

transparent food system. Industry 

is leading the way

UK

No federal or state regulatory 

agency has set standards. FTC 

issues Green Guides to avoid 

deceptive environmental claims.

USA

2009 carbon footprint labelling 

scheme: government-approved 

calculation and labelling system.

Japan



Behind the scenes data 
integrity & granularity is 
a key challenge é

ÅCurrently there is an unease amongst experts and 

industry practitioners around the integrity of the 

data

ÅToo many averages / typical values

ÅVarying ósourcesô or providers of source data

ÅEven definitions can be problematic

The challenge we've got at the 

moment, is that does the availability 

of data drive the labelling? Or does 

what customers want, drive the data 

that we collect so that we can create 

labels that are helpful?

Carbon Label Exerts



14

EcoScore vs Foundation Earth

Method follows the lifecycle analysis by Agribalyse (score/100)

Additional bonus /malus points where LCA lacks ( from -15 to +20)

Method follows the life cycle analysis by Oxford University 

& Mondara. The score weights 49% carbon, 17% water 

usage, 17% water pollution, 17% biodiversity

Farming Processing Packaging Transport

Certification
(organic, fairtrade)

Country

of origin

Recyclability of 

packaging

Endangered 

species

Farming Processing Packaging Transport



For this Semiotic Analysis 
Case Study Section Please 

contact 
thethinkinghouse@bordbia.ie



Current Comms causing 
Confusion

Overall the communications (on & off 

pack) are not helping consumers as they 

are confusing, cliched & vague (there are 

some ógoodô examples) 

This is also an area of opportunity for 

communications to cut through & solve 

this communications breakdown! 

(see Section C)

Our Semiotic Analysis 
showed that while there 

were some positives, overall 

the carbon communications 

/ packaging currently in the 

market are creating 

obstacles for consumers



1. Against a nascent but 

accelerating category écurrently 

the ócommsô is not where it needs 

to be é there is a window of 

opportunity for brands / business 

to cut through on Carbon 

labelling

2. Critical to understand the 

relevant óMarksô and how 

different markets are engaging

3. Getting ahead of the game on 

data robustness and 

transparency will create 

tomorrowôs winners 

#1: The Carbon landscape -

labelling & communications
Key Take-Aways

For this Semiotic Analysis 
Case Study Section Please 

contact 
thethinkinghouse@bordbia.ie



#2: So, Whereôs the Consumer on Carbon?



Carbon is not top of mind for consumers

From a consumer awareness and top of mind perspective, Carbon is lower than other 

sustainability topics (like food waste) and lower than other categories. In day-to-day life it 

is not always a conscious choice ïespecially when in óAuto Shopperô mode.

They donôt perceive there to be much around carbon óout thereô. 

Carbo

n ñIôll be honest itôs [Carbon] probably not 

what I look out for so i donôt really notice 

much/any.ò  UK Male 30-45

ñThere is very little information 

about carbon impact.ò ï

German Female 18-35

ñHonestly, I have to say when I go 

shopping, it usually has to go fast because 

I donôt think about every product I pick up, 

whether itôs particularly good or bad for the 

environment.ò



It is less important & less 
clearly understood than 
other topics

Reducing food waste

Using recyclable packaging on goods

Reducing deforestation

Having high animal welfare standards

Ensuring responsible water usage

Planting trees to offset carbon emissions impact

Supporting workers and food producers

Supporting the local communit

Improving biodiversity & eco-systems

Reducing carbon footprints

68%

62%

60%

59%

58%

58%

54%

52%

52%

51%

% 8-10 Personally Important

The incidence of 

measuring oneôs own 

carbon footprint is lowé.

Significant gap in the proportion who have a very 

clear understanding of what each is

65%

Carbon 

Footprint

33%

Food

Waste

20%

Total, 
62%

Total, 
38% Easy

Difficult

with almost two thirds 

who did so rating the 

process of measuring 

difficult

+4% in Ireland

Have a clear 

understanding of 

what this is

Males claim to be more aware 

than females (37% vs. 31%)



55% 
It's hard to know what the 

carbon scores on 

packaging means and how 

they are calculated

53% 
There are too many 

different messages relating 

to carbon footprint and 

carbon emissions

Consumers 
are also 

confused by 
what they are 

currently 
being 

presented 
with 



And they are 
not sure where 
they need to be 
in relation to 
their carbon 
footprint 

52%
ñI have no idea what my carbon 

footprint should beò

Agree 

-8% in Germany +7% in The UK

+7% for those aged 65+



O V E R V I E W  

Carbon is seen as a component part of being more 

environmentally friendly, and is perceived as an output 

from our own, community and organisation activities. 

So often other sustainability factors impact consumers 

perspective on Carbon also.

Carbon is seen as part of sustainability, but lack of 
understanding means the use of óproxiesô

T H E M E S  &  S U B - T H E M E S



(1) Eggs are a staple of my diet 

and these from Aldi I would 

consider environmentally carbon 

friendly. 

(2) There are also a number of 

other logos such as RSPCA 

assured, British Lion Quality and 

the 100% recyclable logo which all 

in turn are positive carbon and 

sustainable communications. 

(3) A large portion of the box is the 

British flag and so is very 

noticeable they are local produce 

with lower carbon footprints.

Male 35-50, Young Family

1. Sustainability / 

Environmental / Carbon 

positive are used 

interchangeably or as 

meaning the same thing

2. Other sustainability 

logos/initiatives (RSPCA 

& Recycling) are 

perceived as positive 

carbon / sustainability 

indicators

3. Localness means low 

carbon footprint

Consumer Case Study: 
The Carbon Interconnection 



In terms of 
behaviour ï

56% have made 
some effort to 
reduce their 

footprint
(vs. 78% for 
minimising
food waste)

+5% in Ireland -9% in Germany 78

78

68

65

61

56

56

55

Manage my spending

Minimise and prevent food waste

Eat more healthily

Reduce the amount of plastic packaging I buy

Be more aware of how my lifestyle choices impact the
environmenty

Reduce my carbon footprint

Purchase food produced locally

Exercise more

% Big Effort/Some Effort



Consumers are less likely 
to claim they will pay their 
way to reduce their carbon 
footprint, they are also less 

likely to claim they will 
reduce meat/dairy 

consumption

Pay more for food produced locally

Reduce my meat consumption

Reduce my dairy consumption

Buy organic food/drink

Pay more for products with low carbon emissions

Buy second hand clothes

Get an electric car

6%

4%

4%

3%

1%

1%

1%

-1%

-1%

-2%

-3%

-4%

-4%

-8%

Reduce home energy use

Reduce my food waste

Use home energy more efficiently

Get renewable energy into my home

Buy more local foods

Purchase less products overall

Buy food/drink with ʘ proven low carbon footprint

Actions most likely to be 

undertaken to reduce carbon 

footprint focus on reducing waste 

and being more efficient in how 

energy is used 

NET LIKELY BEHAVIOUR
(Action Most Likely to Undertake minus Action Least Likely to Undertake)



1. Overall Carbon is still in its growth 

phase as a topic ïwith some 

engagement / effort by consumers 

2. There is a huge job to be done in 

terms of educating consumers around 

carbon, where it sits in the eco 

system, and the ñinterconnectednessò 

between other topics

3. Consumers will only start to 

understand importance as they start to 

understand impact 

#2: So, Whereôs the 

Consumer on Carbon? Key Take-Aways



#3: The Blame Game é whoôs responsible?



'US MINDSETô 'THEM MINDSETô

Consumers group Responsibility into Us vs. Them

Impact of our individual actions and 

choices have on the environment

Impact of production and/or 

distribution of products and services

How our 

everyday actions 

affect the 

environment 

(Young Pre Family)

The impact 

my choices now will 

have on future 

generations 

(Older Family)

The impact of 

production of 

food/materials etc. 

have on the 

environment 

(Young Family)

The distance a 

product travels to get 

to consumer, and 

method of production 

(Older Family)

ÅLarge Manufacturers / Producers

ÅGovernment & Regulators

ÅMy personal actions

ÅOur actions as a Society



Slightly 
more 
weighting 
placed on 
óthemô

21% 
Government / 

Policy Makers

19% 
Big 

Manufacturers / 

Producers

18% 
Us as a 

Society / 

Community

15% 
Me as an 

Individual

Where the Greatest Responsibility Lies



Overall, greatest responsibility lies with governments 

/policy makers, big manufacturers and us as a society

(base: All Adults aged 18+ n=3,000)

Our government and policy makers

Big Manufacturers/producers

Us as a society/community

Me as an individual

World organisations/bodies

Grocery Retailers

Service Suppliers (i.e. travel services etc.)

Small manufacturers/producers

Farmers/fishermen

Other

No one/None of these

21%

19%

18%

15%

10%

4%

3%

2%

2%

2%

4%

Where the GREATEST responsibility for reducing carbon footprint lies 

overall

Higher in The UK

Higher in 

Germany



Consumers Distrust of Claims 

Leading on from a general sense of consumer confusion, 

there is a clear trust and clarity gap when it comes to the 

claims companies (in particular big companies) are making

66% 
Would like food 

companies to be more 

transparent in relation 

to their carbon footprint

54% 
Don't trust the claims 

big companies make 

when it comes to their 

carbon footprint

Skeptical & Unclear about Carbon claims

+7% in The UK

+7% in The UK



They have particular (intuitive) opinions that drive 
degree of responsibility & expectations they place 
on different actors 

Plant based

In Season Fruit & Veg

Small brands / operators

Environmental purpose

National sustainability ethos

Aviation / Fashion

Beef/ Palm Oil

Large Brands & multinationals

óCommercialô brands & businesses

Less known / recognised countries 

for sustainability

High Impact

Expect More

Low Impact

Assume ógoodô

CATEGORY

SCALE

PURPOSE

REGION 



Travelling by air

Travelling by car

The packaged consumer food people consume

Purchasing of products from Quick Service 

Restaurants

The clothes people wear

The beef products people consume

The running of data centres (Technology)

The pig meat products people consume

Home energy usage

The dairy products people 

consume

The poultry products people 

consume

Buying goods online

The plant based food products 

people consume

The seafood products people 

consume

The alcohol products people 

consume

Buying goods in-store

63%

59%

42%

39%

36%

36%

34%

33%

High Impact - is a significant contributor to carbon emissions (8-10) 

29%

29%

29%

28%

21%

21%

16%

14%

Packaged consumer food ranks highest of the different 
food types as a contributor to carbon emissions



Key Take-Aways

1. Consumers see responsibility falling 

between óUSô and óTHEMô 

2. They have an intuitive sense of what 

products / categories / brands are 

more or less óto blameô é 

understanding where your brand / 

business sits is key

3. They are often confused & distrusting 

of communications / claims (or the 

absence of them) é leading to the 

growth in greenwashing accusations

4. Greenwashing is also now firmly in 

the crosshairs for regulators é 

Caveat Subscriptor (seller beware!)

#3: The Blame Game é 

so, whoôs responsible?

#3: The Blame Game 

é whoôs responsible?



#4: A Cry for Help!


