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Once there is something 
substantial to communicate 
in terms of a real, 
measurable corporate 
green campaign, only then 
it is important to craft an 
effective green narrative. 
But for those trying to fool 
people into believing a false 
green message, the results 
will eventually backfire.
Thomas Schueneman  
Founder GlobalWarmingisReal.com

This is the third issue of a bi-monthly bulletin 
sharing executive summaries of international 
research papers about design driven  
business strategy.

Researchers profiled in these Executive 
Summaries come from esteemed universities, 
research centres and businesses.

Their expertise in design and business-led 
innovation has been sought by leading 
businesses such as Coca-Cola, P&G, Turner 
Broadcasting, Unilever, General Motors, Kraft, 
Nielsen, Rio Tinto, BHP Billiton, Melbourne 
Airport, ANZ, Deloitte, Fuji Xerox, Vodafone, 
Bentley, Cadbury, Sydney and London 
Olympics, Nespresso, NFL, General Electric. 
IBM, Harley-Davidson, Nike, Converse, GAP, 
Caterpillar, British Airways, MasterCard,  
and many others.

This third issue presents 
‘Ethicalization’ and greenwashing: 
Business, sustainability and design  
by Dr Robert Crocker, Acting Director,  
Zero Waste SA Research Centre for 
Sustainable Design and Behaviour,  
University of South Australia

‘Greenwashing is the 
selective disclosure of 
positive information 
without full disclosure of 
negative information so 
as to create an overly 
positive corporate image’
Lyon & Maxwell, 2011
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A commitment to sustainability implies  
wanting to save the planet. As a result,  
‘going green ’is increasingly becoming a  
target for corporate spin. While there are 
genuinely green companies that are making 
important progress in reducing emissions, 
transforming their supply chains and their  
own behaviour, not all businesses follow  
these practices when claiming they  
are green. 

The rush by many corporations to appear 
environmentally friendly is more likely being 
shaped by demands from the broader 
public for more ethical business practices. 
‘Greenwashing’ is the unethical practice of 
responding to this increased social and  
cultural demand for ‘ethicalisation’. 

Greenwashing and the problems of the 
‘sunk-cost effects’ 

Greenwashing typically involves using 
specialist charities or NGOs to somehow 
‘verify’ a company’s progress towards  
greater sustainability. This means that some 
companies are often employing distraction  
to metaphorically offset a large-impact dirty 
(or ‘brown’) activity with a smaller green one.

The problem that is causing companies  
to resort to greenwashing, rather than to 
change their practices entirely, can be 
attributed to the ‘sunk-cost’ effect. This is a 
fear of the financial loss that might result from 
changing their practices, even if not changing 
may cause much greater loss. For some large 
businesses, their current practices may have 
been one hundred or more years in the  
making, and soaked up significant investment, 
so change is a major issue. For example, for a 
corporation that has always drilled, processed 
and sold oil to change its ways of working  
can be extremely difficult. 

The integration of public relations,  
marketing and advertising strategies  
has become more common among large, 
transnational corporations. This holistic 
approach to promoting corporate philosophy 
now involves presenting ethical claims within  
a cycle of regular sustainability reports. In 
a world that increasingly demands higher 
standards, these actions reflect a growing 
concern for corporate reputation. The aim is 
to ensure that the brand will not only appear 
viable in the eyes of stockholders but also 
ethical in the eyes of stakeholders.

The problem that is 
causing companies to 
resort to greenwashing, 
rather than to change 
their practices entirely, 
can be attributed to the 
‘sunk-cost’ effect.

‘Ethicalization’ and greenwashing:  
Business, sustainability and design
Dr Robert Crocker, University of South Australia
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The techniques that ‘brown’ companies 
use to create such a ‘green shine’ are well 
known and widely practised in industry. These 
include: purchasing green start-ups so they 
can be seen to be showing interest in ‘green’ 
practices; supporting or becoming directly 
involved in an environmental or developmental 
charity or NGO for the purpose of ‘borrowing’ 
their legitimacy; and developing and heavily 
advertising a green product or service, even  
if it represents a very small portion of what  
they do. 

In spite of this, as more and more consumers 
demand higher standards from the makers or 
distributors of the goods and services they use, 
such greenwashing practices are increasingly 
being questioned and exposed. On the other 
hand, companies that are recognised as  
being genuine leaders in sustainable green 
practices are regularly registering reductions  
in operational costs and increases in revenues. 

How can designers help?

The design of most branded products today 
can be seen as a directive practice aimed at 
boosting sales and intensifying consumption, 
regardless of the product’s environmental or 
social consequences. 

Nevertheless, designers are more and  
more interested in exploring different ways  
of designing, marketing and selling products 
to not only enhance their longevity but also our 
attachment to them. They might, for example, 
be looking at how they can ensure a product, 
while in use, is internally upgradeable and 
sufficiently robust to withstand the small 
accidents of life, and remain attractive  
enough to be something we can value  
for longer. 

With this aim, designers are increasingly trying 
to integrate sustainability criteria and practices 
into their work, from material reduction and 
substitution to lifecycle analysis. This new 
design initiative, coupled with the deepening 
ethicalisation of public life and consumption,  
is helping businesses to respond and assert 
themselves in this new area of responsibility. 

With the help of designers, implementation  
of sustainable practices can be not only  
good for the environment but also good  
for the business. 

Most branded products  
today can be seen as a 
directive practice aimed 
at boosting sales and 
intensifying consumption, 
regardless of the 
product’s environmental 
or social consequences. 

Purchase this full paper 
The full paper of this research is available as part of the Design for Business, Vol. 2 book at 
intellectbooks.co.uk 
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Design for Business 

The Design for Business program conducted 
in Melbourne is a key event at the annual 
Melbourne International Design Week.  
The program is presented by Ideas on Design 
in partnership with the State Government of 
Victoria. The program includes a Business 
Seminar and Research Program. 

Research Program 

Initiated in 2011, this trans disciplinary 
conference invites researchers and 
professionals from Australia and around  
the world to present their latest studies 
on the intersection of design and business.  
All submissions are subjected to rigorous  
peer review. Reviewers are drawn from a panel 
of over 100 internationally acclaimed experts. 

By encouraging discourse on design and its 
benefits to business, we help our stakeholders 
to further understand the role of design in 
creating value. Full papers presented at this 
conference are published globally via Intellect 
Books and their association with University of 
Chicago Press.

This research program is presented in 
partnership with Swinburne University of 
Technology with support from Auckland 
University of Technology and RMIT University 
School of Business. 

Business Seminar 

Another key event for business presented 
annually by Ideas on Design during Melbourne 
International Design Week, Business 
Advantage, presents business case studies 
about how design can make a difference to 
awareness, performance and profits. 

The selected speakers for Business Advantage 
are pivotal in applying the power of design  
to achieve highly effective solutions. Through 
their case studies, we show how design is 
essential for innovation. 

Design Matters 

The Victorian Government Department of 
State Development, Business and Innovation 
has partnered with the Design Foundation to 
establish Design Matters. We exist to highlight, 
celebrate and nurture all forms of design 
in the state of Victoria from an international 
perspective and present the Melbourne 
International Design Week. Our goal is to  
help raise awareness about the role of design 
as a catalyst for innovation to raise standards  
of living and increase economic prosperity. 

designmattersvictoria.com should be your 
first port of call when you’re looking for Design 
Matters events during the year. This online 
portal will promote design events across 
Victoria throughout the year for the Victorian 
public, and national and international visitors. 

Partnership Opportunities 

The program offers a number of key 
opportunities and benefits for brand awareness 
across a range of diverse marketing channels, 
including event publications, current 
partnerships and event tickets. 

Contact us for information about aligning  
your brand with a world class research  
program committed to sharing and developing 
design and design thinking for improved 
business outcomes. 

Additional Resources 

For video content from the business seminar 
and research conference and details about  
the next live event or to find research experts 
for your business needs, go to  
ideasondesign.net 
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Next Live Event

Design for Business: Research Conference 
12 — 13 May 2015, Melbourne, Australia

Business Advantage: Breakfast Seminar 
13 May 2015, Melbourne, Australia

Subscribe to  
Design for Business 

Design for Business is a free subscriber-only 
bulletin. To receive your bi-monthly issue, fill in 
your details at ideasondesign.net and click  
the join button.

The Design for Business bulletin is published 
by the Design Foundation, a not-for-profit 
organisation that manages the online design 
resource platform Ideas on Design, agIdeas 
events, Design Matters and Melbourne 
International Design Week.

We seek to encourage excellence in design 
and promote design-driven innovation.

Chairman  
Ken Cato AO  
Cato Brand Partners  
Manager and Director 

Contact  
Design Foundation 
T 03 9419 2966 
E contact@ideasondesign.net 
designmattersvictoria.com  
ideasondesign.net

This research conference is organised and 
presented by Ideas on Design under the 
guidance of an advisory board of  
eminent academics. 

Advisory Board Co-Chairmen 

Professor Gerda Gemser 
College of Business, School of Economics, 
Finance and Marketing 
Design Research Institute 
RMIT University

Professor Scott Thompson-Whiteside  
Dean: School of Design  
Swinburne University of Technology 

Advisory Board 

Professor Mark Armstrong  
Practice Professor: Industrial Design  
International Research Chair: Design  
Monash Art Design Architecture  
Monash University 

Professor Clive Barstow 
Head: School of Communications and Arts 
Edith Cowan University

Professor Mark Burry 
Director: Design Research Institute 
RMIT University

Associate Professor Arthur De Bono 
Head: Department of Design 
Associate Dean: Research 
Monash University

Professor Cees de Bont 
Dean: School of Design and 
Chair Professor: Industrial Design 
The Hong Kong Polytechnic University

Professor George Cairns  
International Research Fellow 
Center for Postnormal Policy  
and Futures Studies 
East-West University, Chicago 

Executive Group 

Conference Chairman  
Dr Gjoko Muratovski  
Auckland University of Technology 

Conference Deputy Chairman 
Dr Cara Wrigley 
Queensland University of Technology

Director and Manager  
Kristin McCourtie  
Design Foundation 

Program Manager  
Luke Farrugia  
Design Foundation 

Future bulletins 

Upcoming issues of the Design for Business 
bulletin will present abstracts from papers 
addressing the following topics: 

• Transforming consumerism by design: 
Reconsidering sustainability and  
behaviour change

• A new behavioural methodology:  
Measuring the effect of packaging design  
on shoppers memory

•  Design thinking and futures thinking,  
strategic business partners or  
competitors? Exploring commonalities,  
differences and opportunities 

•  Ambush Marketing: Learning for Nike

University Distinguished  
Professor Ken Friedman 
Faculty of Design 
Swinburne University of Technology

Professor Mads Gaardboe 
Head: School of Art, 
Architecture and Design 
University of South Australia

Professor Anne Gombault 
Professor of Management 
Head of Research: Creative Industries Cluster 
Kedge Business School

Professor Ross Harley 
Dean: Art and Design 
University of New South Wales

Professor Barbara de la Harpe 
Executive Dean: Faculty of Business, 
Education, Law and Arts 
University of Southern Queensland

Assoc Prof Kwanghui Lim 
Melbourne Business School 
University of Melbourne

Dr Swee Mak 
Director: Design Research Institute 
Research+Innovation 
RMIT

Research Professor Jenni Romaniuk 
Associate Director (International) 
Ehrenberg-Bass Marketing 
Science Institute

Dr Jochen Schweitzer 
Senior Lecturer: Strategy and Innovation 
Co-founder: U.lab Business School 
University of Technology Sydney

Design for Business: Research Program Advisory Board

http://swinburne.edu.au
http://vic.gov.au/
http://designmattersvictoria.com/
http://ideasondesign.net/
http://ideasondesign.net
http://www.intellectbooks.co.uk/books/view-Book,id=5103/
http://designmattersvictoria.com
http://agideas.net
http://intellectbooks.com/
http://rmit.edu.au
http://catobrandpartners.com/home/en
http://aut.ac.nz/
http://gunntaylor.com.au/
http://ideasondesign.net/

