
In recent years, you probably have noticed 
ads, green in color, that give an “environ-
mentally friendly” impression. When you 
see these ads, you probably asked yourself 
some questions on why the ad is designed 
like this, including if it is environmentally 
friendly. Usually it’s not because this type of 
ad is called greenwashing. 

Greenwashing is a form of public relations 
spin which is usually a form of deception 
used to promote a company, or product, 
with the perception that the company, or 
product, are environmentally friendly. Gre-
enwashing also attempts to increase profits, 
gain political support, and manipulate pop-
ular opinion in order to support otherwise 
questionable aims.
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Another factor is the visual rhetoric of gre-
enwashing ads. The visual rhetoric is actually 
misleading, as the ads use concepts such as 
super technology imagery, green colored vi-
suals, text, and pseudo-science jargon, which 
contain a lack of credibility, and no proof, as 
documented in the definitions visual at the 
bottom. So when someone reads a green-
washing ad, they can not truly understand 
what is being said when pseudo-science 
and other “technical” terms are expressed in 
the ads.

Blogger Michael Benton has studied the his-
tory of greenwashing, and its visual rhetoric, 
in his blog. In a Thursday, February 19, 2004 
posting, he states that it’s difficult to find the 
exact origins of when greenwashing and its 
advertising started; however, there has been 
a dramatic increase of these ads since Earth 
Day 1990.



“Unfortunately, from orange juice 
to wood products, consumers have 
been fooled by environmental 
product claims advertised by cor-
porations. The problem is aggra-
vated because shoppers cannot 
confirm whether a product is truly 
ozone-friendly or biodegradable 
in the same way they can check 
whether a laundry detergent re-
moves stains better or batteries 
last longer.” - Michael Benton

With the increased use of greenwashing in 
advertising, Benton notes that companies are 
using its misleading claims to capitalize on 
people wanting to buy environmentally friendly 
products. He goes on to say that there have 
been attempts to end greenwashing due to the 
misleading claims. 

First, there was the Campaign for Truth in 
Advertising which started in November 1990. 
Here, a task force of ten state attorney generals 
released “The Green Report” which reviewed 
greenwashing ads at the time, particularly for 
labels that said “degradable,” “recyclable,” and 
“recycled.”

The second attempt happened when the Fed-
eral Trade Commission (FTC) set up guidelines 
on businesses that had environmental claims 
on their products in 1992. These were known 
as the “Green Guides” which the FTC gradually 
worked to refine and completed in 1998. How-
ever, the FTC guidelines are not legally enforce-
able but they do set a standard. 

With these restrictions, Benton notes that the 
current guidelines are far less strict on corpora-
tions when it comes to greenwashing and its 
visual rhetoric, particularly for ads by food, oil, 
chemical, and paper companies.

Today, greenwashing, and its visual rhetoric, will 
unfortunately continue to mislead with super 
technology, green colored visuals, and pseu-
do-science visual rhetoric in ads. However, it is 
still up to the consumer to be able to tell what 
is in the ad and if it is really environmentally 
friendly. 
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