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It’s the summer issue of LBiQ and we’ve tried to take a break from digital marketing and 

technology in order to look at the wider business issue of sustainability. Only we haven’t 

strayed far from our normal subject matter – just enough to make it challenging.

There’s a theme going on here. Abandoning any hope of creating our own framework for 

the vast scale and scope of the issues involved, we’ve chosen instead to steal our structure 

and imagery wholesale from TS. Eliot’s The Waste Land. Somehow it manages to work.

We’re big believers in doing the right thing, and that means working from the ground up. We 

talk to Andy Hobsbawm of Green Thing and Bas Verhart of PICNIC Green Challenge about 

grassroots entrepreneurialism, while BT’s Suzi Williams and LBi’s Douglas Smith write about 

the importance of ensuring that green marketing is in sync with serious real world action.

Something’s happening, but you don’t know what it is, do you? Graham Monk of Green 

Strategies and Charles Burt of the Olive Consultancy talk going green for profit, as well as 

the pleasure of a clean conscience; we look at how microlending service Kiva can make 

angel investors of us all; and one-time UK Government social policy researcher John 

Pollock makes us a modest proposal: screw going ‘green’ and go ‘brown’ instead.

You can either do the right thing or you can choose to lie about it. We look at the 

lengths that some people will go to in order to misrepresent their truths online. More 

encouragingly, hear from two companies, British Gas and General Electric, who are 

putting their efforts into transparency and truth instead. 

A society obsessed with conspicuous consumption in an age of finite resources 

should be reconsidering the nature of the products and services it designs. But does 

sustainability limit innovation? Author Austin Williams, Director of the Future Cities 

Project, speaks up for the power of progress and Hugo Manassei of Participle looks to 

the next wave of people-powered public service design.

It’s our standard Wrap section, only this time with a Waste Land title. Reviews of the latest 

thinking from Charlie Leadbeater, George Monbiot and Jonathan Zittrain, a look at the future 

of data portability, and all the other bits and pieces that we just couldn’t fit in anywhere else.

© LBiQ 2008. LBi Ltd is registered in England and Wales, the registered number and 
address are 927173710, Truman Brewery, 146 Brick Lane, London, E1 6RU. Any 
unauthorised copying, disclosure or distribution of this material is strictly forbidden. 



EDITORIAL

5

                       We had 

big plans 
for this issue…

When the idea of LBiQ was first floated,  
we drafted a pompous discussion document 
containing the following statement: “LBiQ 
will explore the new paradigms currently 
being generated in response to the following 
paradox: how can we continue to grow 
economically in a system that simultaneously 
demands growth and depends on consumption 
of finite, increasingly rare resources?” Yeah, 
right, of course it will.

Actually, it was less a case of giving 
notice of a forthcoming leap on to the 
‘Green’ bandwagon, and more a simple 
acknowledgement of the inevitability and 
advisability of such a leap: either get on board 
or end up under its wheels. It’s picking up speed 
and there’s no getting out of its way – no matter 
what industry or sector you may work in.

We know there’s more to life than 
marketing and technology, and that if we want 
to contribute to and participate in this wider 
world then we need to expand our focus beyond 
the confines of the professional world we live 
in. This latest edition of LBiQ, our portentously 
titled Sustainability Issue, is an attempt to put 
our money where our mouths are. 

You’re entitled, of course, to ask what 
permission we think we have to comment 
on these issues. After all, we revel in printing 
our magazine on dead trees and in shipping 
it for distribution around the world with 
the power of carbon fuels. Doesn’t that 
make us as guilty as anyone else of crimes 
against the environment? Of course it does; 
but then again, as David Hepworth pointed 
out in our first issue, if you’re reading this 
in print format then, “You’re at the centre 
of the unsurpassable relationship between 
hand and eye that is the traditional reading 
experience...” We deliberately launched in 

this format in order to create something of 
substance that would provide mental stimulus 
and substance over the course of weeks and 
months rather than screen-based seconds 
and minutes; and we knew we’d pay a price 
in carbon, as well as in pounds, dollars and 
euros, for taking this approach. So it goes. 

If our normal focus on marketing and 
technology is your kind of thing, though, you 
shouldn’t worry. It’s not as if we’ve strayed too 
far from our usual beat. Marketing is critical 
to the creation and control of consumer 
demand and there are clearly issues to be 
addressed. To this end, Suzi Williams of BT 
rails against ‘greenwashing’ and Douglas 
Smith, Planning Director at LBi UK, delivers 
a detailed rationale and manifesto for the new 
marketing, providing actionable advice for 
brands moving into a more environmentally-
aware future. We also hear from companies 
including British Gas and GE that have 
already demonstrated they understand the 
need for tangible action over empty talk and 
green-washed advertising spots. 

We’ve also made sure, as ever, to involve 
external expertise and viewpoints. From the 
agency world, Media Republic’s Bas Verhart 
and Andy Hobsbawm, European Chairman 
of Agency.com, discuss their personal, 
entrepreneurial responses to these issues 
(PICNIC Green Challenge and Do the Green 
Thing, respectively); while Hugo Manassei of 
Participle looks at new design approaches for 
ensuring that the next generation of public 
services will be more enduring and effective 
than the last. 

Elsewhere, we’ve acknowledged other 
aspects of the debate. For those of you tired 
of the quite frankly pessimistic worldview 
held out by most prophets of the sustainable 
future, Austin Williams – Director of the 

Future Cities Project – takes aim at the 
conceits that fuel this attitude, and which 
could cost designers the opportunity to 
innovate, invent and properly progress. His 
polemic is joined by that of John Pollock, 
quondam government environmental adviser, 
who adds more of the same and then some, 
lambasting the eco-lobby for its wrong-
headed focus on protecting the interests of 
the rich minority while claiming fake bleeding 
hearted concern for the poor of the world. 

Finally, we managed to scare the hell out 
of ourselves in a conversation with two of the 
new breed of professional services organisations 
set up to help companies pick their way 
through the green minefield of these issues. 
A responsible, eco-friendly corporate strategy 
need not be developed and implemented at the 
expense of profitability and growth, but it will 
involve accepting some uncomfortable truths. 
You can read about our encounter with Graham 
Monk of Green Strategies and Charles Burt of 
the Olive Consultancy on pages 26-29, but be 
prepared for the vision of an unforgiving 
carbon-obsessed future. It’s as intimidating as  
it is inevitable. 

In the end, we’ve learned a lot while 
pulling together this issue, particularly in 
reaching out of our own comfort-zone 
and realising the need to constantly change 
and adapt in response to environment and 
circumstances. We won’t be going this way 
again for the foreseeable future, but the 
influence of the experience will, we suspect,  
be felt increasingly in the way we work over 
the next 18 months or so. Watch this space.

In the meantime, normal service will 
resumed shortly. Have a good summer and 
we’ll be back in the autumn with LBiQ 4. 

Dom Collier & Duncan Arbour

…

…
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Great things grow from the ground 
up. LBiQ talks to two internet 

pioneers shaping new ventures 
around the environment, hears 

from BT on the 
need for business 
transformation that 

lives in action not words, 
and presents a manifesto for 

the new marketing.

These are 
the roots

that clutch
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Bas Verhart is one of those digital marketing 
pioneers that you meet in this game from 
time to time. He was there in 1993 when the 
first web browser appeared, founded his first 
agency – “the McKinsey for the Internet” – in 
1996, and then rode the rising curl of the dot 
com wave all the way through the boom. He 
sold out in 2000, but joined the board of his 
purchaser LBi (LBiQ’s publisher) as Chief 
Commercial Officer, and stayed with them 
through the bust that followed. He left in 2002 
to start another business, cashed in some chips 
through the sale of his company Guerrilla 
Games, and is currently owner and CEO of the 
highly regarded agency Media Republic. 

It’s by no means a unique profile – 
the digital industry sees a lot of spectacular 
careers. But when you become aware of 
PICNIC, the creative network and annual 
festival/conference/gathering/party he 
founded, Bas starts to seem like a genuine 
one-off. And then there’s the PICNIC Green 
Challenge which paid out its inaugural prize 

last year: propose the best, most practical 
business idea for reducing carbon emissions 
and PICNIC will give you €500,000 from 
funds provided by the Dutch Postcode Lottery. 
This is not philanthropy and it’s not charity. 
It’s not even investment. It’s a straightforward, 
no-strings deal: you come up with the best 
idea, you win, and you get the cash to take 
your business idea to the next level. 

Following a chance introduction in 
London, not long after the launch of the 
Green Challenge ’08, LBiQ suggests a chat. 
We make a date and then duly check in with 
a man who’s apparently breeding lilacs out of 
the dead land while building strong brands, 
making good money and having a great deal 
of fun while he does it. We like his style, and 
we’re keen to know how he does it. 
LBiQ: So, it’s easy to read up on the basics of 
your career, but what your LinkedIn profile 
doesn’t give is a flavour of how you originally 
came to work in digital in the first place.
Bas: Well, when I was still at university, I started 
working for Heineken and my first assignment 

was to look at their internet strategy. It was 
around 1994, when browsers were just moving 
from text-only to graphics, and I thought the 
potential was fantastic. It was a train I felt  
I needed to jump on immediately. 
LBiQ: We remember the excitement of that 
time here in London, but how were things  
in Amsterdam? There’s a wonderful socially 
liberal chic mystique there that somehow 
seems to fit well with those early days. 
Bas: You can always rely on the open-minded 
Dutch to support new ideas! But seriously, 
they were great times. There were some really 
cool early stage initiatives going on. We had 
some of the first ever online communities, and 
a lot of mobile stuff was being prototyped. 
We’ve got a large hacker community, but 
we’ve also got large multinational companies 
like Philips and Heineken. Amsterdam’s 
a great place to do business and it has a 
great commercial heritage. This all helped 
immensely when we were working to get 
companies to invest in the potential of the 
web in the mid ‘90s. 
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LBiQ: It’s a great city to work in and to play 
in for sure, and we found that people get to do 
both when they come to PICNIC. How did it 
all come about? How much of the motivation 
for PICNIC was business opportunity, and 
how much was just the chance to put on 
a great event that people would enjoy and 
would let you have a blast with some of the 
most creative people in the world?
Bas: After I sold Guerilla Games to Sony 
Computer Entertainment I wanted to do 
something pro bono or social, both for the city 
of Amsterdam and for the industry as a whole. 
It all started with Cross Media Week, which was 
my take on a Fashion Week kind of event, only 
I wanted it to be business leaders in the creative 
industries coming together to celebrate digital 
media. We wanted to be the aggregator for the 
innovators and creators of the world. It’s still 
our mission now that we’ve become PICNIC. 
‘Cross Media’ sounds so general, so we changed 
it. We wanted to create a great brand and 
PICNIC sounded much more like it. It was 
an open invitation kind of thing – bring food, 
bring drink, we’ll talk about the future then 
start creating it together. Simple. 

PICNIC’s also a non-profit foundation. 
It stands on its own feet and we’ve gone from 
5,000 attendees in year one to 10,000 last year. 
The main thing, though, isn’t PICNIC’s size 
or its financial capability, it’s that some really 
interesting people come together. 
LBiQ: Let’s talk about the Picnic Green 
Challenge. We’re finding that issues around 
sustainability and the environment can start 
to seem very complicated, very scary and 
very ugly, very quickly. The Green Challenge, 
though, seems to have done a good job of 
making it appear simple, attractive and 
profitable. What’s the background?
Bas: I’d been curious about climate change 
and environmental issues since my school 
days. Those kinds of issues were maybe a little 
more mainstream in Holland than the UK. 
There were a lot of campaigns and one of 
these said “A better environment starts with 
yourself”. That stayed with me. 

Of course, I needed to do my own 
business stuff first, because in the end that’s 
what motivates me most, and motivates most 
people most, I think. The sense of wanting to 
succeed, and to create value, is fundamental. 

It was exactly the same when I came to think 
about environmental issues. I couldn’t see 
why people would want to participate and 
innovate and compete without some tangible, 
positive incentive. It’s not enough to do things 
for negative reasons; you need the carrot of 
achievement, not just the stick of punishment. 

Profitability is essential to all business, 
whatever its aims. That’s why we had Richard 
Branson chair the Green Challenge last year, 
along with having the MD of Greenpeace 
on the jury. And even Greenpeace now state 
openly that in most circumstances the focus 
is on reducing carbon emissions without 
compromising economic growth. You need 
people from both ends of the activity spectrum. 
It doesn’t matter where you’re from or what 
your background is, everybody needs to do 
something. You need business people and 
activists working together to attract all possible 
audiences. Consumers won’t stop consuming, 
so it’s up to governments and businesses to 
make their consumption better and smarter. 
It’s going to be difficult, of course, but if you 
do nothing then nothing will happen. So we 
decided to put up the Green Challenge.

We already had an audience that 
combined creativity with business ingenuity, 
so it kind of became a no-brainer – get these 
PICNIC people on the job, set them the task 
and incentivise them properly to do the best 
job they could.
LBiQ: What next for the Green Challenge? 
Is it something that will grow with PICNIC? 
Could it diversify, and become a kind of new 
‘corporation’ in its own right, a VC for a new 
kind of environmental entrepreneurialism?
Bas: Yes, I see more companies getting 
involved, more capital, bigger prizes. 
We’ve already had a lot of interest from big 
businesses who want to get involved with the 
finalists. We definitely see it as a magnet for 
entrepreneurs and those who want to guide 
and coach them.
LBiQ: OK, last question. One huge concern 
that we have after exploring the topic 
of sustainability for a while now is that 
environmental concerns have been over-
communicated to the public. Environmentally 
friendly brand messages and actions just seem 
like a vogue that’s already being seen as last 
year’s fashion. It’s a troubling thought.

Bas: This is the big issue. An Inconvenient 
Truth, Live Earth, stuff like that, that was the 
right way to kick off awareness, but we have 
to see if we can turn this into real action. 
You’ve got major polluters trying to position 
themselves as ‘green’ companies and it’s just 
not very credible, so consumers are losing 
interest. And I think that if consumers lose 
interest then we have a really serious problem. 
On the business side, it has to stop being 
about advertising and it has to be about 
greener products. 
LBiQ: Yes, but the actual communication 
piece is still important, and from an agency 
perspective it can be difficult. It’s often the 
agencies that spin the dream in the absence 
of real action, but it can be a very tough 
conversation to have if you want to suggest 
that it’s wrong. Should there be a moral 
aspect creeping into creative commercial 
communications – a business that isn’t 
traditionally really known for its ethics? 
Bas: Look, we’re in the business of making 
people consume more, and in that sense, all 
advertising is a big facilitator of pollution itself. 
We all struggle with this, but I think that we 
have to ask each other some hard questions 
and try to do something. Yes, it’s difficult. It’s a 
paradox for everyone on the planet. Everybody 
wants to have a decent life, which tends to 
mean material possessions, but we’re running 
out of the resources to produce them. 

I’m still optimistic though. In the last 
couple of hundred years, as a species, we’ve 
done so much so quickly. Creating clean water, 
distributed power and global transport and so 
on – and it’s all the result of global, collective 
knowledge development. People become 
smarter when they work together. You start to 
see catalysts for change through shared thinking, 
and hopefully we can use all that global creative 
knowledge and power to do something about 
our current issues. The Internet is going to be so 
important in this. That’s my hope.

In the end, we need to change the concept 
of what a decent life is. So we have to work hard 
for that change, but we have to do it profitably, 
and we have to enjoy ourselves too, because in the 
end that’s what people are all about.
LBiQ: We like. Thanks a lot Bas, we’ll see you 
at PICNIC
Bas: Cool, see you there.

The content of LBiQ’s launch issue was planned over 
three sleepless days and nights at the PICNIC Festival 
in Amsterdam last year. We tracked down its founder 
Bas Verhart to talk about PICNIC’s €500,000 Green 
Challenge, now in its second year. For him, the mission  
is simple – make it profitable and make it fun.

Making money, having fun, 

saving the planet...
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that’s too activist or complicated. Most of it’s 
also top down and preachy – it’s presented 
as ‘We in authority are telling you what you 
should do.’”

Green Thing’s concentration in this 
area is justified by the data. On the one hand, 
research from DEFRA and TGI suggests that 
nearly 40 million Britons have green tendencies 
(they’re ‘inclined to be green’ or consider 
themselves ‘occasionally green’). On the other 
hand, data from the COI tells us that, despite 
this, fewer than 20% actually want to cycle more, 
switch to public transport or turn off unused 
lights and appliances. It’s in this space between 
thought and expression that Green Thing 
positions itself, attempting to effect change in its 
audience without beating people over the head 
with the consequences of inaction. 

“For most people, all of this can be a little 
scary”, says Hobsbawm. “The fact is that ‘doom 
and gloom’ obviously has its place; but it’s an 
approach that just doesn’t seem to work on its 
own because, after a point, it paralyses rather 
than mobilises. People don’t know what to do 

with the information. Al Gore’s An Inconvenient 
Truth is a fantastic piece of work, but after 
scaring the life out of you it doesn’t really offer 
any compelling solutions to the question of ‘So, 
what next?’ It gives a dry list of things that we 
can do as individuals, but that just becomes a to-
do list that lives in the admin part of your brain 
and your life. Those possible actions become 
something that you feel an obligation towards 
rather than actually wanting to do. 

“So, when it came to the genesis of 
Green Thing, we thought, ‘what if we could 
create something that lived in the part of the 
brain that was about pleasure and leisure, 
fulfilment and passion?’ After all, why are 
people prepared to queue around the block 
for a new iPhone but can’t be bothered to turn 
off their lights when they’re not needed? The 
simple answer is that one is all about consumer 
desire, and the other is about a sense of citizen 
obligation. We wanted to play up to the 
desirability factor. We saw the whole challenge 
as creating a brand that could have the same 
sense about it as Apple has for technology, as 

Nike has for shoes or as Innocent has for 
drinks. We set out to create an environmental 
action brand that could entertain, inspire and 
delight as well as painting a clear and actionable 
picture of a smarter way to live. 

“What we’re out to achieve on a mass 
scale is exactly what that email told us; we 
want to make Doing the Green Thing cooler 
than not doing it. With ‘Stick with what 
you’ve got’, for example, we’d like conspicuous 
non-consumption to become as big a part 
of people’s sense of personal identity as 
consumption currently is. We’d like more 
people to be OK with building their identities 
around a way of living that’s not shaped by the 
things they buy, but rather by the things that 
they do and experience. 

“We’re also looking to avoid cognitive 
dissonance. There are a lot of people out 
there saying: ‘We’re all doomed, so be sure to 
change to energy saving light-bulbs’. You can’t 
talk to people like that, it just doesn’t compute 
for them. So our thinking is let’s actually 
make these behaviours appear sexy and 

“Someone sent us an email the other day”, says 
a visibly pleased Andy Hobsbawm – European 
Chairman of Agency.com and one of the 
founders and driving forces behind online 
initiative Green Thing (which you can find online 
at dothegreenthing.com). “It was from a guy 
who’d been thinking of buying a new MacBook 
Air until he went to our site and decided not to. 
He told us ‘You guys are making it cooler not 
to buy it than to buy it’ and we thought ‘that’s 
perfect, that’s exactly where we want to be.’” 

It’s to making this kind of impact 
on people’s lives that Green Thing aspires; 
and, based on the community’s success since 
its launch in October last year, this anonymous 
email correspondent isn’t alone: Green Thing 
content – both on site and distributed across 
platforms such as YouTube – has been seen more 
than 1.25 million times across 165 countries 
in its first 8 months. And the Green Thing 
community has saved over 3 million kg of CO

2
.

The concept of the dothegreenthing.com 
is simple. Each month a single ‘thing’ is proposed 

as an action to the site’s users. At the time that 
Andy sits down to talk to LBiQ, this thing is 
‘Stick With What You Got’ – presenting users 
with clearly and distinctively expressed ideas 
and inspiration to reduce their purchase of 
unnecessary new products (like that MacBook 
Air, for example…) 

In itself this might not seem like a 
particularly innovative approach, but what 
sets Green Thing apart from the new breed 
of green portals out there (see page 36 for 
more on these) is the nature of its brand 
and the creativity of its approach. Rather 
than taking a didactic tone, Green Thing 
manages to convey its message with a degree 
of wit and sophistication often missing in 
the environmental/activist sphere. It’s a great 
example of applying marketing psychology to 
social networking. 

For example, accompanying the ‘Stick 
With What You Got’ challenge is a stylised 
animation representing the changing faces  
of Michael Jackson over the last four decades. 
This is clearly not your average ‘green’ site. 

Likewise, the videos to be found on the 
brand’s YouTube channel use humour rather 
than polemic to get the message across. The 
thought underlying ‘Stick With What You Got’ 
is deeply serious; consumer upgrade cycles are 
leading people to fill the void of happiness in 
their lives through shopping. By eschewing 
apocalyptic visions, didacticism and imagery 
of a world on the brink in favour of a more 
personal tone, Green Thing is obviously 
striking a chord with users. 

“We looked at the market,” says 
Hobsbawm, “and all the research showed us 
that there’s a vast body of people who want 
to lead greener lives but they haven’t found 
a way to make it habitual. And then there 
are also those who just don’t care – the ones 
who are only going to get shamed into it by 
social mores. So there’s a majority of people 
who are ready to be tipped, if you like, into 
sustainable behaviour change and those who 
need to be pushed. But if you look at the 
communications mechanisms that are out 
there for those people now it’s either stuff 

10

Andy Hobsbawm played an active part in the commercialisation 
of the web. He now believes the current surge in activity and 
interest in sustainability has a similar sense of inevitability about 
it. His new venture, Green Thing, unites his passions for digital 
marketing and the environment in order to drive community 
involvement and action for change.

“�We’d like conspicuous non-
consumption to become as 
big a part of people’s sense 
of personal identity as 
consumption currently is.”

…
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“There are numerous other examples. 
Look at Picasso’s Guernica or, at the other 
extreme, Kubrick’s Dr. Strangelove. Creativity 
can make war seem like tragedy or farce; it can 
make people see things in a new light; galvanise 
and mobilise them. I’ve already mentioned An 
Inconvenient Truth. I thought it was a wonderful 
piece of original creativity, a new kind of 
documentary (based around a PowerPoint 
presentation of all things) that broke new 
ground. But we couldn’t help seeing it as just one 
creative example to address the problem. Where 
were all the others? We knew we didn’t have 
the resources to do something on that scale but 
thought that perhaps a thousand smaller pieces 
of creativity put out there could connect with 
people and tempt or inspire them to engage with 
environmental action as individuals in ways that 
otherwise they might have not.”

Hobsbawm is also well aware that 
many people take a view that their individual 
actions aren’t enough to drive the kind of 
change that environmental problems require: 
“In broad terms there are three actors at play 
here – consumers or citizens; the state; and 
the market. Personally I think that what’s 
happening these days is that government 
is weakening, the market is increasing in 
power and so consumers, as the engine of the 
market, are increasing in power alongside this. 

“There’s no one part of the equation 
that can solve the problem on its own and it just 

so happens that we can influence consumers 
more than we can government or industry. But 
individual consumers may be the crucial piece. 
Change on the scale needed is only going to 
happen with major policy and market shifts but 
the fact is that politicians listen to voters and 
businesses listen to consumers. So if we can help 
to drive a shift there then that can catalyse a shift 
elsewhere. It becomes a virtuous circle.

“In the UK for example, the average 
carbon footprint is around eleven tonnes and we 
really need to get down to one tonnes per person. 
Half of that, broadly speaking, is within our 
control – it’s the consumption choices we make as 
individuals; but half of it isn’t – it’s embedded in 
infrastructure and products that we have no direct 
influence over. So, our mission is twofold: if we 
can help as many people in as many countries as 
possible to do the Green Thing then we can use 
that people power to persuade Government and 
businesses to do their part as well.”

The real question is whether or not 
Green Thing can achieve its ambition and 
use creativity to make people think, act 
and want differently: for example, to think 
that it’s cooler not to fly or buy than it is 
to continue indulging in these behaviours. 
It’s a behavioural challenge. This is where 
Green Thing’s use of the web as its primary 
campaign vehicle is critical. 

The environmental issues the world 
is facing at the moment are perhaps the first 

truly global challenge for humanity and 
they require a properly global solution. The 
internet is, increasingly, our best view on 
social consciousness and the most potent 
agent for harnessing the shared passions and 
enthusiasms that are the building blocks of 
communities everywhere. Passionately engaged 
communities were responsible for originally 
building and populating the web and, as these 
communities grew, business followed. 

The Green Thing senior team includes 
online pioneers like Hobsbawm and James 
Alexander who co-founded the innovative 
social lending site Zopa.com. Along with 
the creative brilliance of Ramchandani, 
one of the UK’s most admired Creative 
Directors, they bridge the gap between 
opportunity and execution. If this new 
venture is able to recreate the unprecedented 
transformation that the first wave of internet 
entrepreneurship catalysed and exploited, 
then the future is looking brighter already. 
They’ve also demonstrated an astute 
understanding of the times we live in. After 
all, as recession starts to bite and society’s belt 
tightens, there’s every chance that the lifestyle 
choices being promoted by Green Thing will 
resonate still more deeply with their audience 
– an audience rapidly realising that its own 
resources and options, as well as those of the 
planet, are limited but that this still shouldn’t 
stop them enjoying life to the full. 

fashionable; make doing the Green Thing an 
aspirational lifestyle for people to gravitate 
towards and want to be a part of. So much 
of the language of environmentalism – the 
word ‘sustainability’ itself, for example – is 
borrowed from scientific terminology or is 
couched in technical terms such as ‘carbon 
footprint’ that it pushes people away from 
the issue rather than draws them in. There 
was a survey which reported that in some 
parts of the country people still think a 
carbon footprint is a dirty mark on their 
carpet. Taking language that’s already in 
common use like the phrase ‘do the green 
thing’ allows us to make it accessible and 
something people can more easily express 
themselves through.”

It’s no coincidence that Hobsbawm’s 
response to the challenge of sustainability 
is the development of a brand that lives 
predominantly online. 

Following a brief period as the guitarist 
and songwriter in ‘80s band Tin Gods (an 
act that, like many of the period, continues 
to live on in a strange YouTube half-life), 
Hobsbawm answered an advert in London’s 
Evening Standard newspaper bearing the 
simple statement ‘Entrepreneur Wanted’. For 
someone with no experience in the world 
of computing (“I thought a hard drive was 
a traffic jam on the M25”), this led to a 
successful career in the digital industry. 

After demonstrating that he was 
indeed the entrepreneur the advert wanted, 
by setting up PowerPC News (recognised as 
the first European e-zine) in 1993, Hobsbawm 
became a prime mover in London’s emerging 
interactive agency scene. As a co-founder of the 
massively influential Online Magic in 1995, he 
successfully rode the period’s inevitable train of 
mergers, acquisitions, booms and subsequent 
busts to become European Chairman of global 
uber-shop Agency.com in 2005. 

It was then that the seeds of Green 
Thing were sown. 

“Going into 2005 I was on a sabbatical and 
ended up stepping back slightly from things at 
the agency. It was a wonderful time for me – I was 
able to read, to meet people and just to absorb 
again. Then I was invited to the TED conference 
in Oxford and, well, it just blew my mind and 
helped crystallise a sense of ‘Christ, climate change 
is really happening. It’s terrifying! What the hell 
am I going to do about it?’ To be honest, it felt 
like the early days of the internet: you know that 
everything is going to change – it’s obvious – and 
it doesn’t matter to what degree other people are 
aware of it, because you just know it.

“It’s a very corny thing to say, but I 
found myself having an imaginary conversation 
with my kids 10 years down the line about what 
to say when they asked me what my generation 
was doing about the problem when the planet 
was burning in our lifetime. I found myself just 

wanting to be able to give a really good answer. 
In terms of what to do, the answer was obvious 
– you do whatever’s going to make as much of 
a difference as possible, and that’s going to be 
something where you’ve got unique skills and 
abilities. If you can do something that others 
can’t do to the same extent, then you’re making 
the best use of your abilities and hopefully 
contributing something more special that can 
make more of a difference. 

“The area that I and my Green Thing co-
founder, Creative Director Naresh Ramchandani, 
collectively have skills in is understanding digital 
interactivity and the development of creative 
communications, and that’s how we approached 
the concept. We weren’t technologists or engineers 
or financiers, but we were creative thinkers – so 
we wrote ourselves a brief. We wanted to bring 
creativity and imagination to an arena that’s 
stereotyped and ghettoised by worthy attitudes. 

“In terms of the power of great 
creativity to drive social change, just look 
at history – there are moments where great 
creativity can catalyse social change in a way 
that politics never can. Think of CND, where 
a piece of iconic design symbolised and 
simplified an incredibly complex issue to the 
point where it became a banner people could 
march under or wear as a badge. It’s about 
a creative truth that sharpens an issue and 
allows people to connect with it and to think 
and act differently. 

“�The fact is that politicians listen to voters; 
and that businesses listen to consumers.”

…
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Suzi Williams, BT’s Director of Group Marketing 

and Brand, helps set this issue’s agenda with her 

perspective on why companies looking to claim the 

‘green’ higher ground should be putting less energy 

into talking, and more into doing.

Green 
claims,

Are they all 
hokum?

marketing You can’t move for greenery these days – 
especially in branding and advertising circles. And 
greenwashing, the illegitimate child of marketing 
and corporate social responsibility, has grown 
from infancy to adulthood quicker than any other 
recent bandwagon of corporate reputation.

Companies’ greenwashing tactics fall 
into two camps: sleight of hand and rose-
tinted spectacles. Greenwashers either focus 
on a weak claim which is misleading in the 
wider environmental context or they tell 
us a feel-good story to distract us from the 
bad stuff running rampant elsewhere. Kevin 
Smith of the organisation Carbon Trade 
Watch talks about carbon offsetting as an 
illusion akin to the medieval practice of selling 
’indulgences’ for the remission of sins. In this 
way greenwash serves not only the guilt of the 
big companies, but the guilt of our customers 
too. Twenty-first century Britain knows it’s 
been ‘getting away with it’ – and greenwashing 
is the perfect cure.

Nowadays everyone’s very familiar 
with the term greenwashing; so much so that 
market research suggests people are deeply 
confused and cynical about the green claims 
made by businesses. I’ve even heard it referred 
to in some circles as ‘ambulance chasing’. 

But I’m an optimist. The majority of 
greenwash seems to me to be genuine over-
enthusiasm rather than some darker kind of 
commercial malice.

That said, a recent YouGov survey 
found that only three per cent of customers 
think businesses are honest about their actions 
regarding what they are doing to become more 
environmentally or socially responsible, with 
33 per cent believing they exaggerate what 
they are doing. The danger is that a generalised 
cynicism makes it difficult to hear the genuine 
messages in the ‘green noise’.

But the great news is that greenwash is 
dying out. NGOs are fending it off successfully 
and advertising watchdogs in the UK, US and 
Europe are becoming much more proactive.

So where does that leave green 
marketing and branding? 

It will work only by following a very, 
very basic tenet… don’t talk about how green 
you are unless you’re backing it up with action. 
It’s the age old ‘practice what you preach’ writ 
environmentally. And it’s also my old personal 
favourite – innovation. In a recent interview, 
John Grant, author and co-founder of agency 
St. Luke’s, said of his Green Marketing 
Manifesto: “In future we need to see more 
collaboration and a LOT more innovation. 
There is a barely a market that couldn’t be 
reinvented if you started again, thinking about 
planet, people and profit together. We don’t 
need sustainability communications, so much 
as an avalanche of inventions.” 

I’d say we shouldn’t throw away the 
communications entirely. Done right, they 
can build to a crescendo for change. But more 
focus should be put into genuine step-change 
innovation; into making those big changes 
modestly and sincerely.

Right now the oft-trumpeted ‘top ten 
tips’ are dangerously distracting. The smaller 
things in carbon cutting lists promoted by 
many companies often make people feel 
they’ve done something green. In fact they’ve 
just distracted themselves from the real issue.

And the problem with the ‘small steps’ 
approach is twofold. First of all, telling people 
that very small measures can resolve a huge 
problem is neither honest nor plausible. 
Second, these lists are misleading because they 
encourage people to think that different types 
of action carry equal importance.

The lesson is to keep things in 
perspective. There are strong and accurate 

objective measures of our brands’ climate 
impacts and it is these that should guide 
our actions. Our reasons for changing 
our approach to green marketing must be 
personal and measurable whether on an 
individual or corporate level. Think gain, not 
loss. We don’t need to force our customers to 
give anything up. Just do things differently. 
And we need to do this consistently.

To pull this off, advocates of this 
approach need to get the top people in a 
company into a state of mind where they 
realise there is no alternative but to innovate. 
Then branding and marketing energy can 
be channelled into convincing people they 
want a greener lifestyle, and ensuring that 
real green thinking, not greenwashing, 
permeates the system. It’s brands who make 
real green changes ahead of the market, 
and who rebuild themselves around truly 
green thinking, that will seize and win in the 
marketplaces of the future.

Jonathan Porritt, founder director 
of Forum for the Future, chairman of the 
UK sustainable development commission 
and a member of BT’s CSR leadership 
panel wrote recently: “Our enormously 
destructive economy demands that we make 
sustainable consumption our way of life, that 
we transform the buying and use of goods 
into rituals for a better world, that we seek 
our spiritual satisfaction, our aspirational 
status, in ethical, low-carbon, ever-smarter 
consumption. We need things conserved, 
shared, reused, recycled, slowed down and 
treasured at an ever deeper level.”

Marketing once sold the consumer 
lifestyle. Recent surveys into happiness and 
economics suggest that lifestyle isn’t just 
bad for the planet, but pretty bad for human 
beings too. Perhaps it’s time to sell the 
sustainable lifestyle.
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A black stallion mounting a white mare. 
Three identical human hearts, with stickers 
announcing their different ethnic origins 
– “white, black and yellow.” A white t-shirt 
stained with blood. A newborn baby, fresh 
from the womb. Throughout the past two 
decades, Italian fashion brand Benetton 
has been challenging the way marketers 
and advertising professionals, as well as 
consumers, see advertising. 

When Benetton launched these 
iconic campaigns, many thought that the 
company and the man behind the ads, 
Oliver Toscani, were completely off their 
rockers. Others admired their boldness. Yet 
despite outright ad bans, fierce consumer 
complaints and even law suits from the 
company’s own retail outlets, the company 
forged on – increasing the shock factor with 
each campaign. 

Unlike traditional adverts of the time, 
Benetton’s ads had no copy and no product. 
They didn’t show a fictitious reality to make 
their products more desirable and they didn’t 
tell people to buy clothes. They didn’t even 
imply it. The goal of Benetton’s ads was of a 
completely different nature. 

According to the company’s Founder 
and Chairman, Luciano Benetton, “The 
purpose of advertising is not to sell more. It’s 
to do with institutional publicity, whose aim is 
to communicate the company’s values (...) We 
need to convey a single strong image, which 
can be shared anywhere in the world.” 

The resulting strategy treated advertising 
as a communications medium to talk about real 
issues: subjects that mattered to young and old 
alike. Benetton stopped communicating with 
consumers and started to communicate with 
individuals. By doing so, they created a brand with 
a social conscience that people could relate to.

“By entering the universe of values, 
the brand frees the product from the world of 
merchandise and manufacturing and makes it 
a social being of its own,” explains Benetton. 
“By addressing an individual rather than a 
customer, the brand can identify its target on 
the basis not of age or income, but of a shared 
vision of what is important, starting from a set 
of common values.” 

In essence, here was a company that 
professed to believe in something larger 
than its own profit. Here was a company 
that said ‘our brand is more than just 
our products, it’s what we as a company 
think, feel and believe in.’ Although there 
were other brands with a declared social 
conscience at the time (Body Shop, for 
example), none of these had dared to 
put their conscience at the center of their 
communications strategy in such a public 
and evocative way.
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Adapt
or

Die

If it can ever hope to create and engage 

involved consumers, marketing needs  

to reinvent itself. LBi’s Douglas Smith 

looks at the evolution of ethically 

responsible advertising and presents three 

strategies for using digital technologies  

to develop partnerships that could mean  

the difference between success and failure  

in the near future.

“�Marketing’s role needs  
to shift and mutate to  
be a new entity for a world 
where consumers are 
calling the shots.”Benetton: “Our brand is more than just our products.”

…
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Combined with corporate watchdog 
organisations, which monitor every aspect 
of a company’s business, consumers are 
changing the rules. More importantly, as 
the internet is a communications medium 
above all else, consumers are using it to 
combine their collective knowledge and 
quickly organise themselves to bring about 
social change. Using blogs, podcasts, text 
messaging, MySpace and YouTube, they are 
aligning themselves with activist NGOs and 
advocacy groups to rate and comment on 
companies’ environmental practices and 
ethical behaviour. The angle of the playing 
field, once rigged in favour of the marketer, 
is now tilting rapidly towards the consumer.

Consumers today are essentially 
information omnivores. Their quest for 
information is intensive and holistic. And 
it’s not just a Western trend. Business leaders 
report that consumers in Brazil already have 
higher CSR expectations than those of the 
West, with China and India also gaining on 
the US. In fact, Brazil is currently the world 
leader when it comes to ethical consumption 
– TGI Global estimates that 47% of Brazil’s 
population are actively changing their lives 
to reduce climate change, and that 86% of 
the population feel that it’s important for a 
company to act ethically.

Enter the long-term CEO and the  
do-gooding founder
The rise of the ethical consumer is rapidly 
turning into big business. According to a 
2006 Co-operative Bank report on ethical 
consumerism, ethical products and services 
accounted for £32.3bn in the UK over the 
previous year, and the largest single green 
market sector turned out not to be Transport 
or Energy, but rather Consumer Goods. 
The combined value of ethical and green 
Consumer Goods (Food & Drink, Fashion, 
Personal Products and Local Shopping) is 
£8.9bn. Compared to Green Home & Energy 
at £6.2bn and Eco Transport and Travel at 
£1.7bn, green Consumer Goods are as big as 
the others combined. This should, of course, 
come as no real surprise – given the intense 
competition between brands in almost every 
category of consumer goods, there is no other 
market sector where consumers can have as 
much influence.

Consumers are essentially directing 
corporate behaviour with their wallets. Even 
the most profit-driven CEOs now need to 
rethink how they run their businesses; either 
that or they’ll oversee a slow process of 
devaluation throughout the coming decade. 
The successful CEOs are clearly those willing 
and able to make the difficult decisions needed 
to remake and remodel their businesses. 

In the British consumer space, 
Marks & Spencer provides a compelling 
example of what’s really at stake. The 
retailer’s pioneering ‘Look behind the Label’ 
campaign already appears to have been “The 
most effective marketing campaign in the 
company’s history.” In IBM’s global business 
report Attaining Sustainable Growth through 
Corporate Social Responsibility, Mike Barry, 
Head of Corporate Social Responsibility 
for Marks & Spencer, paints a gloomy 
picture for the entire British retail sector. 
He states that a series of debilitating food 
scandals in the early 1990s had left the 
British consumer so shaken that – by 2000 
– consumer scepticism had expanded to 
other products too; from the wood used in 
furniture, to the chemicals in clothing. “I 
think it’s safe to say that from 2000 to 2002 
retailers like Marks & Spencer were in crisis 
management mode,” says Barry.

In order to gain a better understanding 
of what was driving customer concerns and 
behaviours, M&S launched a study that 
revealed four distinct consumer groups:
• �25% weren’t interested in green or social 

issues at all. Most of these customers had low 
incomes and more pressing concerns;

• �38% were somewhat interested in green or 
social issues but didn’t know if they could 
make a difference themselves. These customers 
wanted to be sure if, for example, their 
individual recycling would make a difference;

• �25% were fully engaged in the issues but did 
not want to compromise on price and quality;

• �12% were crusaders – very passionate 
and looking to Marks & Spencer to be an 
advocate alongside them.

It was these insights that led to the 
creation of the ‘Behind the Label’ campaign, 
one designed to educate the brand’s 16 million 
customers about all the things the company 
was actively doing to address environmental 
and social issues. The campaign succeeded; 

but M&S’ competitors were also starting to 
focus on building consumer trust.

So in 2007 M&S launched ‘Plan A’, a 
highly visible £200 million ‘eco-plan’, designed 
to impact every part of the company’s 
operations; in other words, to rebuild M&S 
from the ground up as an ethical business. 
With 350 million items of clothing and 2.3 
billion items of food produced under its 
label, M&S needed to work with stakeholders 
in new ways. This required an open and 
innovative approach to information exchange.

On the supplier side, the focus was on 
collaboration and traceability. “If you don’t 
know who you are buying from, you can’t 
manage the issues,” said Barry. At M&S, meat 
used in sandwiches and recipes can be sourced 
back to the individual cow. Traceability for 
clothing reaches back deep into the value 
chain – as far as dye houses and spinning 
mills. While the complexity of the supply 
chain, especially when it comes to textiles, still 
poses major challenges, it has also brought 
opportunities for innovation.

As part of Plan A, M&S created a 
supplier exchange in order to share best 
practices and close the loop that keeps 
different parts of the business model from 
talking to each other. Farmers who learned 
how to use anaerobic digestion to create 
biogases from farm waste, for example, are 
now selling green electricity to M&S alongside 
their beef. A manufacturer in Taiwan that 
can turn bottles into polyester is talking to a 
polyester plant buyer who is, in turn, talking 
to M&S buyers. 

Another key objective for the 
company has been to engage customers. 
According to Barry, “You actually want 
consumers to buy into driving change 
rather than just being recipients of it.” 
In a Benetton style move, the company 
looked for opportunities to collaborate 
with NGOs including Oxfam. Together, 
the retailer and the NGO have created an 
alternative to dumping old clothing into 
landfill. Customers who take their used 
M&S clothing to an Oxfam charity shop get 
a discount when they purchase new clothing 
at M&S. Programmes like this give shoppers 
an opportunity to learn about sustainable 
consumption by taking action that also 
achieves a social benefit. 
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Although marketers applauded 
Benetton’s unique approach (later termed 
Cause Marketing), they were also critical 
of it. Ironically, in the realm of advertising 
– a world occupied by pretence – real life 
brought scandal. In a world obsessed with 
images of murder, war, environmental 
destruction, torture, disease and controversy, 
one of the most censured visuals in the 
history of Benetton ads was the depiction 
of a new life. The image of a newborn baby 
girl raised storms of protests in Italy, the UK, 
Ireland and France.

The problem was not the image of 
new life, but rather the fact that it was being 
used as advertising by a corporation. People 
who applauded Benetton’s effort to raise 
public awareness about real issues found 
it wholly unacceptable that such an effort 
was also a component of a profit-making 
venture. The profits, they said, turned 
protest into speculation; public message 
into cynicism. 

In essence, Benetton was accused of not 
being in a legitimate position to talk about ethics 
if wasn’t acting upon its own ethics around the 
environment and community in which it played 
a role. Today we call this behavior ‘greenwashing’, 
where companies claim to be green in clever 
branding and marketing exercises, but fail to 
back these up with concrete actions. 

Benetton has since legitimised its own 
campaigns by partnering with a number 
of non-profit and other international 
organisations. The United Nations; SOS 
Racisme; associations fighting AIDS and the 
death penalty; pacifist groups; the U.N. High 
Commission for Refugees (UNHCR); and 
many others now take advantage of the power 
and fame of the Benetton logo to communicate 
about issues they take to heart but for which 
they don’t have adequate budgets. 

The old charge that ‘Benetton exploits 
pain to sell sweaters’ has been turned on its 
head. Now, it is the U.N. and humanitarian 
groups that are taking advantage of the power 

and instant awareness of the Benetton logo 
and its sweaters to give voice to the ‘real world’.

The rise of the empowered and 
ethical consumer
As Benetton learned, in today’s increasingly 
consumer-controlled world, it’s not enough just 
to have a cause and to promote it. One actually 
has to commit to ethical and sustainable business 
practice and to prove this commitment through 
action each and every day. Subsequently, the 
role of marketing needs to shift and mutate (or 
perhaps even completely re-invent itself) in order 
to be a new entity for a world where consumers, 
not marketers, call the shots.

Back in the ‘80s and the early ‘90s, global 
marketers manipulated consumers with impunity. 
Those times are ending. Research is increasingly 
painting a picture of empowered consumers who 
are critical of brands and marketing, and who 
no longer want to be ‘sold to’. These consumers, 
of course, also have unprecedented access to 
information through the internet.

“�Marketers and CEOs need  
to stop thinking of CSR  
as a public relations function  
or as a new form of  
marketing opportunity.”

…
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The concept of ‘lifetime 
environmental and social cost of products 
and services’ needs to be part of every 
marketer’s toolkit. Individuals in these roles 
need to be able to think about softer – but 
still critical – issues such as ‘consumer 
confidence’ and ‘trust’ over profit margins. 
The current trend of overcharging for 
ethical and organic products on the premise 
that customers will be gladly pay extra for 
a clean conscience is happening because 
marketers still prioritise their commercial 
imperative to endlessly increase profit. The 
real cost of this bi-polar thinking is damage 
to brand reputation. For example, there is 

growing concern and resentment among 
consumers who buy high-priced organic 
products that they are being ripped off in a 
land grab by opportunistic supermarkets. 
So, as one hand of a supermarket brand is 
trying to create a sustainable and ethical 
reputation by committing to FairTrade, 
organic and local sourcing standards, their 
other hand is seen as being busy robbing 
customers blind. 

There is a way forward, of course, 
but it’s one which will be a bitter medicine 
to swallow for today’s profit obsessed 
marketers and CEOs. It’s a medicine called 

total transparency, and it requires great 
trust and faith between the corporation 
and the consumer. As for the best way to 
develop this trust and faith cost-effectively, 
that’s where the internet comes in. 

Strategies to reduce the  
pain of change
When leveraged properly, the internet is a 
tool that can empower a new generation 
of marketers by allowing them to develop 
and maintain constant dialogue with 
all stakeholders – from employees to 
shareholders, to customers to corporate 
watchdog organisations. The internet 

allows companies to maintain these core 
relationships in cost efficient ways, and to 
ensure that everybody works together to 
protect each other’s interests. There are, of 
course, different strategies for leveraging 
this power; but they are mutually inclusive 
rather than exclusive. 

Strategy 1: �Implement a policy  
of total transparency. 

As customers and watchdog groups demand 
ever greater access to information that was 
once considered proprietary, the internet 
can be used to publish this information 

proactively. Useful information to publish 
will depend on the nature of the product. 
For example, some will require detailed 
ingredients lists alongside explanations as 
to what each ingredient is, why it’s used, 
what its health risks may be and why it’s 
important to the end product. 

Cradle-to-grave environmental 
statistics and policies are also becoming 
important when it comes to the necessary 
level of transparency required to satisfy 
consumer demands. How much energy did 
it take to make the product? How much 
to ship and recycle it? What materials are 
used in packaging, construction etc. and 

how are they collected and recycled? When 
mistakes happen, ‘fess up and talk about 
them immediately; errors are forgiven. 
Customers are actually reassured to know 
that companies are human after all. But lies 
and obvious omissions won’t be forgiven. 
They will, however, make it look like you 
have something to hide, thus destroying 
customers trust.

US footwear company Timberland 
provides a useful benchmark for information 
transparency. Their product labels, which are 
designed after the style of nutritional advice 
stickers, indicate the name and location of 
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Barry was quick to caution that the 
nature of this approach to collaborating with 
customers, suppliers and NGOs requires 
patience. “This battle will be won and lost in 
three, four, five years’ time, not in the next six 
months,” he said. “And anybody who thinks 
this is about short-term positioning is in for 
a rude awakening. This is about long-term 
positioning of your brand.”

While companies operating under 
older business models that ignore everything 
other than the bottom line will clearly need to 
feel the pain of restructuring their businesses, 
companies founded on those principles are 
having a much easier time. Consider the 
example of condiment company Newman’s 
Own – it’s a consumer goods corporation with 
a remarkable difference, one that made it a 
runaway success. 

Launched in 1982 with just $40,000 
of seed money by actor Paul Newman and 
his sidekick, the writer A.E. Hotchner, 
Newman’s Own was supposed to be a tiny 
boutique operation selling Paul Newman’s 
salad dressings in elegant wine bottles of 
antique glass with parchment labels. At 
that time, almost all dressings – especially 
the mass-market ones – contained sugar, 
artificial colouring, chemical preservatives, 
gums, and who knows what else. Newman, 
however, wanted to make his own dressing 
not just a statement of taste preference, 
but also a landmark defence against the 
unnecessary use of artificial additives in 
the sector. Furthermore, he also set up the 
company to act as a non-profit business to 
fund his charitable giving activities. Despite 
every expert in the business telling them 
that they could expect to lose $900 million 
in their first year of business, Newman’s 
Own instead raked in $3,204,335 in sales 
with a profit of $397,000. Today, they are 
a major brand in supermarkets, with sales 
exceeding $100 million annually and profits 
of more than $12 million.

On the company’s website, Newman 
writes of their surprise success. “We expected 
train wrecks along the way and got, instead, 
one astonishment followed by another…How 
to account for this massive success? Pure luck? 
Transcendental meditation? Machiavellian 
manipulation? Aerodynamics? High colonics? 
We haven’t the slightest idea.” 

The secret to Newman’s success, 
however, was neither chance nor cynical 
business cunning. As with Benetton and 
Body Shop before him, he was riding a 
growing wave of consumer change. By 
putting ethics and charitable giving at the 
heart of the business, he created a company 
that not only made healthier and tastier 
products, but which also made you ‘feel 
good’ to do business with. Even though 
there are now many competitors offering 
‘all natural’ condiments, consumers still 
are choosing Newman’s Own, despite the 
company spending a pittance on marketing. 

Stop waging war on society and  
the customer’s mind 
In IBM’s report on sustainable business, 
there is a very worrying statistic: 76% 
of surveyed business leaders don’t know 
their customers’ CSR expectations. Read 
another way, one could almost say that these 
business leaders don’t really understand 
their customers at all. They may have 
insights into their consumers’ purchasing 
patterns, but they don’t really know what 
makes them choose one product over 
another – let alone what they really think 
around ethical behaviour. For marketers to 
really understand today’s consumer market, 
there are some fundamental marketing 
behaviours that need to change. 

First, marketers should no longer 
attempt to classify, pigeonhole and corral 
customers into artificial segmentation models. 
These are old-fashioned research methods 
that belong in a previous age and should 
be left behind. Marketers need to recognise 
and identify people as individuals, each with 
their own unique needs and desires. Against 
popular perception, powerful privacy-busting 
databases are not needed to do this. One 
simply has to be in a position to ask them 
to share the information or – better yet – to 
empower them with better ways to control 
and share their own data.

Second, marketers should stop 
thinking in terms of persuasion, selling and 
manipulation. Marketers have been waging 
psychological warfare against their customers for 
decades and many still continue to do so. Armed 
with the latest psychobabble supplied by their ad 
agencies, they rush out to attack the individual’s 

sense of purpose, family, confidence, self image 
and integrity and look to supplant it with a belief 
that shopping cures all ills. 

Not content with coercing adults, 
many marketers are even falling into 
the legal and ethical landmine that is 
marketing to children, all in the belief 
that brainwashing a future generation of 
consumers will ensure long-term growth. In 
truth, they are merely opening themselves 
up to an extremely litigious future when the 
parents of those children start class action 
suits against these companies for violating 
parental rights. The law may appear to 
insulate marketing organisations today, but 
laws change as quickly as the politicians 
who push them through. What is legal today 
won’t necessarily be legal tomorrow.

Third, marketers and CEOs both 
need to stop thinking of CSR as a public 
relations function or as a new form of 
marketing opportunity. As Benetton and 
Marks & Spencer have learned, there 
is massive business growth potential 
for companies who embrace CSR not 
as a new product division, or even as a 
communications platform, but rather as 
a core business practice which runs both 
horizontally and vertically throughout their 
organisations. One only needs to look at 
the runaway success of companies such as 
Cafédirect, Innocent Drinks, Body Shop, 
FairTrade and others in order to realise 
where consumers’ money is going to be 
spent in the future. It is these ethically 
focused companies that will dominate the 
21st century business landscape. 

In fact, even the term ‘marketing’ 
itself is out of date. A new term should be 
coined to more accurately describe what these 
departments need to do. Perhaps ‘Customer 
Partnership Manager’ (not ‘Director’, never 
‘Director’) would more accurately describe 
the key marketing role of the future. 

Fourth, marketers need to be 
empowered by CEOs to focus on delivering 
results annually, or even bi-annually, rather 
than quarterly. Their benchmarks, likewise, 
shouldn’t solely be focused on sales returns. 
By changing the measurements for marketers, 
CEOs can empower their front-line to think 
and act strategically over the long-term, rather 
than tactically over the short term. 

“�It’s a medicine called total 
transparency, and it requires 
great trust and faith between the 
corporation and the consumer.”

…

…
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as far as to let local customers define the 
community issues that are most relevant 
to them. It means letting customers voice 
their concerns about the way the company 
does business locally and globally; it means 
giving customers a conduit directly to 
the CEO or to Board management, rather 
than filtering their opinions through 
layers of corporate bureaucracy. Currently, 
companies’ board level decisions are just too 
far removed from the customers that keep 
their businesses running. 

Just as the NGO and watchdog 
organisations can be engaged in partnership 
to follow a company’s supply chain, so 

can customers be engaged in partnership 
to monitor a company’s reseller and 
sales network. Not all outlets will act in 
the best interest of the brands it sells. 
By encouraging customers to report 
overcharging or questionable service 
bundling practices, companies can rein 
in rogue sellers and protect their own 
customer base. 

In short, the more information, control 
and involvement one gives to customers, 
the more likely they are to remain loyal 
for life. Involved customers are committed 
customers. And committed customers are 
far less likely to quit on you when times 

get rough, or migrate to your competitors 
for a promotional gain. By involving and 
empowering customers in such a core, 
critical fashion, you generate a loyalty 
that far supersedes anything currently 
experienced by today’s loyalty programmes. 

Think about it. Write a memo, by 
all means, or call a meeting, or set up a 
committee to discuss it. But then do it. And 
do it soon. 

Douglas Smith is Planning Director at 
LBi UK. In the spirit of his article, he invites 
anyone interested in dialogue around any of 
the issues he’s raised to get in touch directly 
on douglas.smith@lbi.com 
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“�Involved customers are 
committed customers,  
and committed customers 
are far less likely to quit  
on you or migrate to  
your competitors when 
times get rough.”

…
the factory where the shoes were made, the 
amount of energy used in their production 
and the percentage of renewable energy used 
to do this. They even show the percentage 
of the brand’s factories that have been 
assessed against code of conduct standards 
and the number of hours employees have 
volunteered in the community. Bravo! When 
it comes to information transparency, it’s 
safest to err on the site of too much rather 
than too little. 

The most difficult component of 
transparency is transparency around price. 
In much the same way that M&S exposed 
what lay behind its labels in order to reveal 
its ethical supply chain, price transparency 
shows the real cost of delivering a product 
to the shelves. What percentage of the 
product’s total price is made up by sourcing, 
manufacturing, packaging and marketing 
costs? What are the margins for the seller and 
the manufacturer? For many marketers, this 
can be hard to adjust to, as few customers 
will support a 400% or more mark-up – 
especially on household necessities such as 
chicken and eggs. This is where having ethics 
at the core of the company’s business will 
really pay off. Customers are probably more 
willing to pay higher margins to companies 
that give a large percentage of their profits 
to charity than they are to pay the same 
premium to companies whose profits will go 
to finance the purchase of a superyacht for 
some board member or major shareholder. 

Of course, employing larger label 
sizes to communicate all of this information 
can be daunting for a consumer to read 
and even counter-productive for the 
manufacturer as it increases the amount 
of packaging a product requires. A more 
environmentally friendly solution is to 
use QR codes. Essentially square bar codes, 
QR codes can be read by mobile phones 
and link consumers instantly to websites. 
Larger codes can even convey the necessary 
information within the code itself (see LBiQ 
Issue 1). With Nokia starting to ship new 
phones with pre-installed QR code software, 
the technology is becoming a feasible 
alternative to labelling. In Japan, where 
QR reading software has been a fixture 
of handsets for a number of years, it’s an 
approach that’s already working well. 

Strategy 2: �Foster dialogue with 
stakeholders 

Business partners are typically considered to 
be critical stakeholders. However, a growing 
number of corporations are realising that they 
can’t monitor their long supply chains alone 
and are starting to partner with watchdog 
organisations and NGOs. As independent 
groups, watchdog organisations are often 
more effective than the companies themselves 
at finding out what is really happening in 
their own supply chain. By using the internet 
to provide open communications between 
NGOs, corporate managers and suppliers, 
companies can stay on top of any violations 
of their codes of practice and change suppliers 
who fail to live up to them. 

Partnering with employees seems 
obvious, but 69% of companies surveyed 
by IBM don’t partner with their employees. 
These companies view employees as, at 
best, resources that can be cut from the 
bottom line to suit quarterly profit returns. 
This short-sighted and dangerous thinking 
has completely eroded employee trust. 
Through their own behaviour, CEOs have 
taught employees to look after their own 
personal interest above the company’s. 
By creating internal web communities 
that connect employees and management 
around the company’s CSR objectives and 
initiatives, employees can be empowered to 
drive real corporate change and customer 
confidence. They can share best practice, 
discuss problems as they arise and create 
collaborative solutions to them. They can 
participate in the charity process or even 
help shape the way it functions. 

Strategy 3: Empower your customers. 
The final strategy is to view members of 
one’s customer base as partners rather than 
consumers. As partners, customers need 
to be empowered by companies with the 
ability to help define and drive forward the 
corporate agenda and ongoing business 
practices. This goes far beyond soliciting 
User Generated Content or the use of other 
participatory marketing techniques. As 
with the second strategy discussed above, 
customer empowerment requires using web 
2.0 tactics to involve customers in every 
aspect of the business. This means going 
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So what are you going to do?  
LBiQ looks at how companies  

can ‘go green’ and still take a 
profit, how ‘microlending’ can 

help individuals fund third-world 
entrepreneurship, and why ‘green’ itself 
might be less acceptable than ‘brown’.

Hurry up 
please, 
it’s time

del.icio.us/LBiQ/HurryUp
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Marketing needs to become more stringent about the quality 
and accuracy of its messaging around sustainability. Science 
needs to become more accessible and less intimidating 
to consumers and to businesses – particularly marketing 
businesses. LBiQ spoke to both sides about the lessons that 
marketing needs to learn.

Take an advertising industry CEO, a classic 
account man with twenty years experience 
of “telling clients what I think they want to 
hear”. Add an über-successful City type, with 
twenty years experience in the arcane world 
of reinsurance and a First Class Masters 
in Environmental Science. Expose both to 
climate change. Heat gently until simmering...

Actually, you’d be waiting a while 
for this combo to come to the boil, because 
both Graham Monk of Green Strategies and 
Charles Burt of the Olive Consultancy are 
very cool characters. But it’s probably going 
to happen, and in a good way, because the 
collaboration between their two businesses 
is an undoubtedly powerful reaction to a 
rapidly-changing business environment that 
has everything to do with global warming…

In the end, it wasn’t a difficult decision 
for Graham Monk to leave the advertising 
industry, where he’d spent twenty successful 
years. The impending, inevitable dominance 
of digital over traditional channels had already 
set him thinking about whether he wanted to 
ride the new wave.

“The traditional business model in 
the communications industry, especially 
advertising, which is my background, is not 
necessarily broken, but it’s quite flawed. For 
too long, agencies have effectively been giving 
away the most valuable thing they have: their 
ideas. That’s because it’s hard to put a value 
on those ideas. In traditional advertising it’s 
very difficult to put together proper ROI case 
studies and get real value measurements. And 
that’s how the business has always worked. 
That imprecision is part of the culture. 

However hard we try, marketing is not and 
never has been an exact science, and in a 
business concerned with creating idealised 
situations where the soap powder always 
washes whiter and the grass is always greener, 
that kind of fits the environment.

“But digital channels, even at the most 
basic level, have something as simple as, say, 
click-through rates. The digital model and the 
technology that enables it aren’t fully evolved 
yet, and certainly aren’t flawless; but digital 
is measurable and accountable in a way that 
other channels have never been. Money goes 
in one end and quantifiable results come 
out the other. It’s not bulletproof in terms of 
accountability and value but it’s a huge step 
beyond what display or even traditional DM 
can do. It wasn’t the world in which I learned 
my trade any more.

“There was another thing going on that 
also prompted me to reconsider my career. 
I had been seeing the questions in tender 
documents that asked ‘What’s the agency’s 
view or stance on sustainability?’ and these 
questions started getting more detailed very 
rapidly, over only a couple of years; from very 
simple questions to requests for a very precise 
level of detail around environmental policies.

“One of the last things I did at 
the agency I was running was attempt to 
implement a sustainability policy. This was 
because one of our largest clients had told us 
that they’d just made reducing their carbon 
impact a top three priority. I thought that it 
would be a very good idea to resonate with 
them by implementing something similar. I 
felt it was important and I put a team of my 
best, most senior people on it. Three months 
later, nothing meaningful had been achieved. 

“It simply wasn’t as easy as we had 
originally thought, partly because doing it 
properly requires proper time – it’s not just 
another part of the day job of an ad exec – but 
mainly because it’s not that easy. It was difficult 
to get consistent information. We wanted to 
work out the carbon footprint for our business, 
which can be quite complicated, and we’d put 
the same information into three or four different 
calculators, and get different answers from each 
of them, because they all use different factors. 
It’s not a minefield if you know what you’re 
doing, but we didn’t. And I don’t think many 
communications businesses do.

“The main problem is knowing what’s 
fact and what’s speculation or opinion. That’s 
not usually a problem in the advertising 
industry, that kind of blurring of what’s 
real and what’s imaginary is probably a 
requirement of creative thinking, but it’s 
terribly important to know what’s what when 
it comes to environmental science. And when 
I realised that, I made the decision to move on 
and do something new, something to do with 
sustainability. I spotted an opportunity.”

Meanwhile, Charles Burt had been 
taking a very different route through life, 
as a pioneer in the nascent, soon-to-boom 
reinsurance industry of the late ‘70s.

“It was a fantastic lesson in economics 
and geography – you travel the world and 
really begin to understand how governments 
and local economies evolve and shift risk. 

London was proving to be the big bucket into 
which a lot of this risk was being put and met. 
Because I was very willing to travel and spoke 
languages and couldn’t say no to anything, 
I was probably ahead of the majority of my 
peers in terms of taking responsibility for 
dealing with that risk, and getting to weird 
parts of the world and setting up deals that 
might not otherwise have been done.”

With his travelling done, Charles 
returned to The City of London and set up 
the Square Mile’s first specifically analytical 
insurance and reinsurance risk business. This 
was at the time of ‘the spiral’ – a massive 
reinsurance market problem that was all-
pervasive but invisible to many of the people 
and businesses it was affecting. 

“It was an enormous elephant in 
the corner of the room that nobody would 
speak about. Apart from us. We predicted 
where and when it would become critical, 
and who would get hit first, and then offered 
our services and expertise to those who were 
willing to pay to show them how to unwind it 
and ensure they didn’t have to pay any more 
than they absolutely had to.” This led to the 
foundation and supremely successful flotation 
of Premium Underwriting Ltd, a move out of 
mainstream reinsurance and into banking for 
Charles. “And then the Lloyds problem came 
up in 1992. I was asked to be part of the team 
that formed Equitas, the vehicle created to 
sort the mess out. My task was to merge 112 
existing businesses into one organisation, with 
the bizarre mandate to become as small as 
possible, as quickly as possible.”

This job done, and his top ranking 
commercial credibility now unassailably 
established, Charles moved on again.

“I’d always wanted to be a marine 
biologist and I’d also become aware of climate 
change. Insurance and reinsurance gives 
you that exposure, because you’re working 
out the risks involved in weather events. So I 
spotted an opportunity to carrying on using 
my knowledge of insurance and it gave me an 
excuse to go back to university to retrain.”

That wasn’t an option for Graham 
Monk, who had made the decision to get out 
of ad land and involved in environmental 
consultancy. He just wasn’t sure how to go 
about it. “I thought about doing a couple 
of courses, to get a handle on the lingo – 

‘how difficult can it be?’ was my theory. But 
I soon realised there was more to it than 
met the eye, and the brain. My advertising 
background was instructive here. Account 
men are traditionally jacks-of-all-trades; 
people who know a little about a lot and 
who really specialise in the general. Account 
management and client services roles are 
ultimately personality-based, and the ability 
to engage and listen and entertain is at least 
as important as any specific discipline. It’s 
a very valuable ability too, as I’d witnessed 
and benefited from personally, and I thought 
that it would serve me adequately as an 
environmental consultant too.

“But I was wrong. Or partly wrong 
anyway. Environmental science, at any 
meaningful, value-generative level, requires 
specialist knowledge. It’s not enough to mug 
up on the language, the shibboleths and 
jargon that press the right buttons for willing 
clients. Beyond the level of discussion and 
high-level business requirements capture, it’s 
not enough simply to know a few things about 
your subject. You need to know it in-depth.

“The marketing world is different. The 
marketing world loves new language, even if it’s 
basically meaningless. Buzzwords are part of the 
currency there, and that’s a natural part of the 
way marketing people behave. It’s a very fanciful 
world, a world in which the quest for The Big Idea 
rules and the quality and novelty of expression 
and presentation are at least as important as the 
content of the message. But fancy patter and Big 
Ideas aren’t enough when you’re talking about 
finite resources and rising temperatures.

“So I thought again. I needed an expert 
partner. There are many consultancies out 
there, and I spoke to a few. They all knew what 
they were doing, were all highly qualified and 
had, in many cases, been doing this kind of 
work for decades – it’s not a new industry, 
by the way. But I quickly realised I needed a 
proper high-level partner with board room 
experience and the ability to communicate 
with people at a very senior level. Now I knew 
I could do that, and manage the relationship 
there, but only as a front man. Even if I 
trained up, I was only ever going to know so 
much. I desperately needed a genuine expert.” 

While Graham started putting Green 
Strategies together, altogether elsewhere, 
Charles was graduating from the world-

           Marketing 
science
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renowned Southampton University Science 
Faculty with a First Class Masters in 
Environmental Science. He thought first to 
take his newfound know-how about climate 
change back to the insurance industry.

“One of the triggers that led me back 
to university was a particular graph which 
Swiss Re, produced in 2000, which showed 
the incremental growth of all the different 
types of natural catastrophe threats. It was a 
steeply rising, exponential curve, set against 
population growth, and it made me realise 
that we were beginning to build substantial 
amounts of real capital value in areas of the 
world which were actually very vulnerable to 
natural disasters – not so much earthquake 
and tsunami, which are less predictable – but 
wind, storm and flood type disasters. That 
concerned me. But the insurance industry 
attitude at the time was ‘Bring it on!’ They saw 
that it would drive lots more business, more 
claims, more fear, leading to more people 
buying more insurance, meaning they’d make 
more money – where’s the problem? That was 
as far as they could see. They’ve grown up a 
bit since then but when I graduated they still 
weren’t interested. So with my new partners 
we took our offering to anyone wanted it.”

That turned out to be quite a few major 
businesses and government departments. 
Much of the Olive Consultancy’s business is 
confidential but clients include major players 
in the construction, food, aerospace, defence, 
retail and transport sectors. For instance, it 
is because Olive did the proof of concept for 
them that Keystone Logistics, who supply all 
of McDonald’s restaurants’ needs in the UK, 
now run their substantial truck and lorry fleet 
entirely on biodiesel that comes from what 
was previously waste cooking oil. The result 
is carbon neutral transport, a huge waste 
stream turned to advantage, less demand 
on dwindling fossil fuel reserves and an 
increasing costs saving as Keystone are not at 
the mercy of rising fuel costs. 

The next big challenge for Olive is 
helping the Ministry of Defence to design and 
implement their Sustainable Procurement 
strategy, and drive it down through their 
substantial and complex supply chains. 
As the MoD is responsible for 60% of the 
Government’s carbon footprint and 1% of the 
UK’s, the benefits of success are obvious.

“They have enormous challenges, 
it’s true” agrees Burt sounding completely 
unperturbed, “but they also have 
opportunities, because they also drive and 
fund a lot of engineering innovation in the 
UK. And in the end, as everything must, it 
comes down to value. But value will no longer 
be just purchase cost. It now encompasses 
‘whole of life costs’, including operating and 
disposal costs. Environmental and social 
impacts and benefits also now have to be 
factored into purchasing decisions when tax-
payers’ money is being spent. As a pilot, to 
prove what could be done, we were awarded 
£100,000 of Government funding to work 
with 20 aerospace and defence companies 
in the South East last year. Not only did we 
return almost a 500% profit to the bottom 
line on average for the money spent, but 
we did so by identifying improvements 
in environmental performance as the 
main driver. This proves that achieving 
sustainability can also improve profitability. 
What is particularly satisfying is that most of 
the project’s participants were cynical to start 
with but are truly converted now”.

Graham Monk, a hidden persuader 
by training, agrees: “Green Strategies and 
the Olive Consultancy are ultimately trying 
to change the way that businesses operate, 
because we believe it’s the right thing for them 
to do, commercially as well as socially, morally, 
ethically, whatever. But don’t forget that we 
are running businesses too, aiming to make 
a profit, to make a living. We’re not doing 
what we do for a laugh. If we were to cast 
judgement on the kind of people that we deal 
with then it would be, well… first of all we 
wouldn’t have any business. But who are we 
to judge? Charlie works with businesses with 
the potential to make significant reductions in 
their environmental impacts. I work with the 
creative communications industry, which is in 
the business of generating consumer demand, 
which, in turn, drives the resource-depleting, 
carbon-emitting, planet-warming process of 
manufacture and supply. We dine with the 
devil, if you like. 

“There are probably some businesses 
I would have a problem working with, but 
I haven’t come across them yet. Business is 
business. And changing the way we consume 
resources is a big and growing business. And 

marketing, as a mediator and director of 
consumer demand, has a huge role to play in 
that. They have a need; I can supply it – that’s 
a business opportunity. Full stop.”

The hook up between Green Strategies 
and the Olive Consultancy was serendipitous, 
but an obvious fit when it happened. Charles 
had the science and the boardroom clout to be 
able to deliver into the commercial relationships 
that Graham specialises in initiating and 
nurturing. Graham could also provide an entry 
into the service industries that Charles had 
identified as the next market sector that would 
require consultancy. And it’s working well. 

“When I go into meetings I always 
explain very clearly who I am, where I’ve 
come from and what I’ve done,” says Graham. 
“I don’t pretend to deep expertise in any 
particular area. In the advertising world 
I came from that’s a defined role and it’s 
understood that you’re not an expert, you’re 
a generalist. You’re not a strategic planner or 
a creative director or a tech expert – but you 
know where to find them: they’re standing 
behind you. So you’re a front man. And that’s 
the same deal now with Green Strategies. I’m 
a front man, and Charlie’s behind me. I’m the 
monkey to Charlie’s organ grinder if you like.”

Charles is a little more complimentary 
to Graham, seeing it from the other side:

“To get into the marketing industry we 
needed an expert, a seasoned talent who could 
speak the language of service industries, and 
specifically marketing communications, and 
Graham’s been able to do that fantastically for us.”

Charles, with his background in 
risk and environmental science, has a calm, 
confident, authoritative certainty that is 
utterly compelling. We couldn’t resist asking 
him ‘What’s going to happen next?’

“Number one, the carbon agenda will 
move up the social and corporate list of priorities, 
until it reaches the top, because carbon and 
climate change are inextricably linked. The debate 
that rages in marginal circles about man-made 
versus natural climate change will fizzle out 
completely – it’s nonsense. The attitudinal change 
will become, is becoming, ‘OK, it’s real, we are 
facing it – now what the hell do we do about it?’ 
and there will be no possible case for not being 
involved. The ‘anti’ lobby will fizzle out.

“So we are all going to become carbon 
fixated. The FTSE will report and value 

businesses by carbon, not just money. This 
will mean that carbon efficiency will become 
a fundamental business advantage. Certain 
sectors will lag and remain in the red zone, 
in the denial and disinformation phase, and 
these sectors will be rapidly identified by 
the market as ‘not investment grade’. But if 
you are in that sector and can stand out as 
doing well, you’ll be able to make a big thing 
out of that, and say ‘Actually we’re all over it, 
we understand and we’re walking the walk, 
check us out’ These businesses will attract 
more capital because investors will assess 
them as a better risk, and so they’ll be able to 
borrow more easily, improving their access 
not only to market but also to capital. This is 
fundamentally important. Look at the profit 
to earning ratios for BP versus Exxon over the 
past few years. BP rated far higher because 
they repositioned to Beyond Petroleum. They 
did a lot of clever branding and made heavy 
and overt investment in alternative sources 
of energy, whereas Exxon was all about fossil 
fuels until very recently and they’ve paid for it. 

“So carbon, access to carbon, efficient 
use of carbon, is going to be massive. 
Management teams are going to have to 
position their businesses to deal with carbon 
consumption and the ones who move through 
denial and consideration to then actually 
doing something will have better credit ratings 
because they’re less risky. 

“The next thing is politics. Governments 
will rise and fall as much on their green 
credentials as on anything else. Read [EU 
Commission President] Barroso’s report, which 
you could super-summarise as ‘Europe has 
accepted climate change, we have to manage 

it, and if we don’t, what’s beyond borders will 
manage us. We have to have a policy.’ In other 
words, if we are profligate, and continue to be 
profligate, we will drive the dispossessed that 
are affected by our profligacy over our borders 
and they will overwhelm us.

“So you’re going to see very significant 
political upheaval, driven by different parties’ 
attitudes to climate change. And by the way, 
Bush did us all a favour by going ‘Denial’ for 
so long, because when the Americans go, or 
tip, they’ll snap like a rubber band.” 

Right. Any other shockers for us?
“Yes. Water scarcity. The way water is 

delivered by nature is going to become much 
less predictable and stormier, more torrential 
but less regular rain. It’s already happening 
in this country but its impact, like last year’s 
floods for example, is minimal at the moment. 
But places that are marginal for water will 
become unviable. Very few parts of the world 
will end up with more water than they need, 
but if they do, that water is likely to be because 
of sea level rise, and so salty.

“You want to end with a fact that people 
will take notice of? OK, I think this is quite 
interesting. 40% of the world’s population is 
reliant on glacial meltwater for subsistence 
farming: it’s coming from the big mountain 
ranges, for instance the Rockies, Himalayas 
and Andes. The glaciers in these ranges are the 
main supply for all the big rivers that feed the 
flood plains where the food gets grown. Now 
those glaciers are melting very fast, meaning 
that many subsistence farming areas are 
becoming much less productive.

“Forget the Arctic. If you want a 
tangible example, look at Lima, the capital of 

Peru. If you’ve ever had any ambition to go to 
Lima, I’d do it sooner rather than later. Lima 
is the world’s second largest desert city. It’s 
on the coast. It can’t afford desalination, and 
that’s fossil fuel intensive anyway. It depends 
for all its water on mountain glaciers. Those 
glaciers are now receding incredibly quickly. 
Lima will start being evacuated through lack 
of water for sanitation and food growing in its 
hinterland within a generation.”

You can see why the Olive Consultancy 
needs a front man to get it into marketing 
agencies. That kind of talk scares the horses. 
Does anyone reading this want to write the brief 
for communicating the project ‘Evacuate Lima’?

At the heart of both Graham’s Green 
Strategies and Charles’ the Olive Consultancy 
is a steely realism. The world’s climate is 
changing as a result of human behaviour. 
Its non-renewable resources are being over-
exploited and are running out fast. The 
political, social and economic systems we 
have espoused and enforced as a species 
are not capable of sustaining the current 
consumption progression and need to evolve. 
People need to be afraid, and they also need 
to profit: these are the two hardwired human 
responses. Humans evolve quite slowly, 
but they invent and innovate and respond 
very quickly. The challenge, then, is for 
communications professionals, to understand 
their own lack of expertise in this area; to find 
and work with people who have that expertise; 
and then use that collaboration to start getting 
messages of positive behavioural change out 
there. This may involve short-term top-line 
pain. It will definitely involve long-term 
bottom line gain.

“�The FTSE will report and value businesses 
by carbon, not just money. This will mean 
carbon efficiency will become a fundamental 
business advantage.”

…
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of PayPal. Just the very fact that Kiva exists 
seems dramatic. Simply browsing it feels 
exhilarating, empowering and somehow 
massively important. So excuse the cheap 
misleading melodrama of the opening 
paragraphs, they’re simply there to make sure 
you kept reading to this point. 

Kiva seems like one of the properly 
big ideas that some of us feel the internet 
owes us on a regular basis. It has the same 
sense of being new but still somehow 
immediately comfortable and intuitive that 
you’ll remember from a first visit to the likes 
of Google, iTunes, Wikipedia or eBay. This is 
Philanthropy 2.0. 

But Kiva’s story doesn’t start with the 
web at all. It starts in mid-70s Bangladesh with 
a guy called Muhammad Yunus, whose work 
in real world application of the principles of 
‘microcredit’ – essentially lending to poor 
entrepreneurs that the banks won’t touch – 
won him the Nobel Peace Prize in 2006. Not, 
of course, that this means his is anything 
resembling a household name…

…Which is a bit strange. After all, with 
an award as prestigious and well-recognised 
as the Nobel Peace Prize, you’d expect the 
winners to be celebrated by the mass media. 
Recent history, however, reveals that this is 
hardly ever the case. 

While a number of laureates have been 
figures with a high public recognition factor, 

(Mother Teresa for example, or Nelson Mandela, 
even 1994’s Israeli/Palestinian triumvirate of 
Yasser Arafat, Shimon Peres and Yitzhak Rabin), 
the reality is that many recipients remain obscure 
to the average person. Shirin Ebadi, Wangari 
Maathai or Norman Borlaug (see page 37 for 
elucidation) anyone? Didn’t think so. Whatever 
their contributions to the struggle for peace, 
democracy, human rights and the global body of 
quiz-winning trivia, they’re not exactly front of 
mind when it comes to individuals who’ve made 
a great impact on the collective consciousness. 

Much of this problem comes, of course, 
from the fact that – unlike the prizes awarded 
for science and literature, which take into 
account a body of work over a number of years 
– the Peace Prize is often awarded to those still 
in the process of working towards their end 
goal. It’s a process of summary judgment that 
has often led to criticism in hindsight, as has 
been the case with, for example, the awards for 
Theodore Roosevelt, Jimmy Carter, and the 
aforementioned triumvirate of ‘peacemakers’ 
Arafat, Peres and Rabin. 

From this perspective, it’s interesting to 
compare and contrast the winners in 2006 and 
2007 respectively. 2007’s award was shared 
between environmental activist and ex-US 
Vice President Al Gore and the International 
Panel on Climate Change. They were jointly 
recognised “for their efforts to build up 
and disseminate greater knowledge about 

man-made climate change, and to lay the 
foundations for the measures that are needed 
to counteract such change.” 

Coming off the back of his film An 
Inconvenient Truth and his involvement in the 
Live Earth concerts of July 2007, there was no 
doubt that Gore fitted into the rare ‘household 
name’ peace prize winners category. But it 
remains to be seen whether he – like many 
US politicians before him – may be seen over 
time to have not delivered on the changes that 
his efforts promised. After all, An Inconvenient 
Truth doesn’t offer many positive prompts 
towards change and the central premises of 
Gore’s thesis have been disputed by members 
of the wider scientific community. 

Ultimately, Gore and the IPCC are 
concerned with massive top-down initiatives 
to improve the future of humanity. They’re the 
type of initiatives that rely on collaboration 
between the governments of world powers, 
but don’t seem to have had an impact of the 
magnitude that Gore would have liked: “I 
don’t take policy advice from films”, was the 
typically bluff reaction of former Australian 
Prime Minister John Howard. 

Look back one year in the Nobel’s 
history to 2006, however, to another name 
that’s unlikely to mean anything to the man 
on the street, and you find recognition for a 
completely different approach. It’s one that 
the Nobel Awards Committee recognised 
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Clara’s a 43 year old Nigerian mother of four, 
and she’s looking for money to buy drugs. A 
lot of drugs. 

If she can sell the goods on for a profit, 
Clara’s going to be able to help her family out 
of poverty. She’s tried to tap official sources 
for the cash, but it’s not easy to get a loan 
when this is all you’ve been doing for the best 
part of 15 years and your business is barely 
washing its face. And Clara needs to expand 
her operation. 

There are loan sharks, of course, but 
that’s a mug’s game when it comes to the 
interest rates; especially if you’re looking to 
borrow a sum like this. But I’ve got good 
reason to trust Clara: I’m confident that she’ll 
pay it back. So I go ahead and spot her $50 – 
making up the full total of $1200 she needs to 
complete the big score. The deal’s all done in a 
matter of seconds. 

OK, so it’s one of the ways you should 
never start an article. Odds are you’ve already 
worked out that a cheap reveal waits only a 
sentence away: “…But this isn’t Baltimore,” 
for example, “its crack-strewn streets made 
famous by The Wire” or perhaps “…Only 
these are drugs that save lives, they’re not the 
ones that kill.” 

Well, you’d be right. Clara’s business 
is legitimate, she’s only in the market for the 
life-saving kind of pharmaceuticals and this 
certainly isn’t Baltimore. The streets that Clara 
sells on are those of Benin City, Nigeria – a 
country where 70% of the population lives 
below the poverty line. But I did just loan her 
$50, and it did only take a matter of seconds. 

I’m getting Clara her money through 
the web; specifically through Kiva.org. It’s 
a site that combines web 2.0 techniques, 
intelligent adoption of community behaviour 
and the universal internet payment glue 

It was inevitable that the very process of charitable 
‘giving’ would undergo its own web 2.0 moment – 
but is the new wave of online microlending all it’s 
cracked up to be? LBiQ can’t see how it can fail.

“�Kiva feels like one of the properly 
big ideas that the internet owes 
us on a regular basis.”

…
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seen not just as a communications device but 
a means of entering the formal economy. And 
it all stems from a belief that people should 
help each other. For Yunus, microfinance is 
about nothing less than the achievement of 
world peace: “94% of the world’s income 
goes to 40% of the population, while 60% of 
people live on only 6% of world income… 
This is no formula for peace.” 

And all of this finally brings us to Kiva. 
The service (its name means ‘unity’ in 

Swahili) was founded in 2005 by American 
husband and wife team Matt and Jessica 
Flannery after hearing Muhammad Yunus 
speak about his work at a Stanford University 
Event. As with all properly ‘Big Ideas’, Kiva’s 
concept can be simply expressed: it’s about 
one-to-one real-time lending to the poor 
via the internet. Microfinance Institutions 
across the globe (‘field partners’ in Kiva’s 
language, rather than the more clinical 
term ‘MFIs’) are able to go out into their 
local communities and identify prospective 

entrepreneurs looking for money to start or 
further their business initiatives. Details of 
these entrepreneurs, including name, photo, 
profile and a description of what the loan is to 
be put towards, are then posted online where 
they can be browsed by users willing to lend 
them money. 

In terms of the details: these 
microloans are over a fixed period of time; 
there’s no interest; and they’re parcelled 
up in amounts of $25 dollars. Transferring 
this money to Kiva’s field agents couldn’t 
be simpler – the service makes use of eBay’s 
universally popular PayPal service which, in 
Kiva’s case, waives its usual fees. Once the 
entrepreneurs start to make repayments to 
their field agents, the funds are sent back to 
Kiva and, after the loan period expires, Kiva 
then refunds the investor’s initial principal (if 
the investor doesn’t want to then fund another 
entrepreneur, as the majority currently do). 

What’s made Kiva’s big idea so 
successful is the way that it transforms what, 

for want of a better term, we think of as 
‘charitable giving’. Rather than simply sending 
money and assuming that the organisation 
you’re donating to is doing the right thing, 
Kiva goes for full transparency. All the 
entrepreneurs borrowing through the service 
have been vetted by Kiva’s field agents and a 
risk assessment is provided for each. Likewise, 
Kiva provides a risk assessment for the field 
agents themselves. 

There’s also a welcome level of 
feedback missing from traditional charities 
– regular information on the progress of 
borrowers’ activities is posted online and, 
similarly, investors are able to pass their 
comments and encouragement back to 
the field. Then there’s the main difference 
between traditional charitable donation and 
this new internet-enabled model. Through 
Kiva’s infrastructure, 100% of donations find 
their way to the intended recipient with no 
deductions for tax or overheads (Kiva itself 
is a not-for-profit organisation and relies 
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for its efforts to drive economic and social 
development not from the top down, but 
from below. 

And this is where we came in, with 
Muhammad Yunus, the Bangladeshi economist, 
academic and a pioneer of microcredit. 

Back in the mid-seventies, Yunus 
realised that by extending small loans to 
poor Bangladeshi villagers (the type of 
individuals who, without collateral or regular 
employment, were considered ‘unbankable’ 
within traditional financial systems) it 
was possible to create disproportionate 
difference in their lives. Building on initial 
loans – originally from his own pocket – 
Yunus conceived of a new type of financial 
institution which would extend this kind of 
credit on an ongoing basis; loans he believed 
would be safely guaranteed by the subsequent 
gratitude and hard work of the recipients. 

By 1982, based on loans secured from 
traditional banks, Yunus’ network had nearly 
30,000 members and had finally established 

itself as a standalone entity – named the 
Grameen (or ‘village’) Bank. It continues 
to provide loans based on its founder’s 
principles: credit is promoted as a human 
right; credit is extended to help the poor help 
themselves out of poverty; its lending is based 
on trust rather than collateral or contracts; 
and loans are only offered for income-
generating activity – never for consumption. 
The success of Grameen Bank and the 
evidence it represents for the validity of Yunus’ 
core idea, led to it being jointly awarded the 
2006 Nobel Prize alongside him. 

The impact of Grameen’s work on 
both individual lives and Bangladesh society 
in general is indisputable. This is nowhere 
more apparent than in its role in distributing 
and popularising mobile phone technology 
among the country’s poor. (Around 45% of 
Bangladeshis live below the poverty line). 
In LBiQ Issue 2, Professor Stephen Heppell 
talked to the impact of the mobile phone 
on some of the world’s poorest countries. 

In Bangladesh, this was very much at Yunus’ 
instigation. Prompted by an enquiry from a 
fellow countryman (“if you can lend money 
to buy a cow in order to see a return on that 
investment, why not a mobile phone?”) 
Grameen Phone was started in 1996 with 
assistance from Norwegian Telco Telenor. Its 
role was initially to lend money to women in 
order to buy specially adapted long-lasting 
phones which could then be taken around 
local villages, with a small commission 
charged for people to use them. Now, it’s the 
largest telco in Bangladesh and continues to 
support the ‘phone women’ with more than 
250,000 village phones in regular use among 
the country’s poor. 

This microloan-supported model for 
bringing new technology to the developing 
world has caught on not only in Bangladesh 
and India, but also in Africa. Here, the ability 
to transfer money through a handset in the 
form of pre-paid credit is starting to develop 
a mobile banking culture where the phone is 

“�It can sound a little too good to be  
true, but pay the site a visit yourself.”

…
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primarily on an optional additional 10% paid 
by lenders.)

The simplicity of the idea 
(accompanied by high profile support from 
the likes of Bill Clinton) means that since its 
2005 launch, around 250,000 lenders have 
been responsible for the distribution of $22 
million across 40 countries. So far, only 1 in 
10 lenders takes their money out of the system 
on repayment and projections suggest that 
within a decade the figure for money lent 
through Kiva could rise to $1 billion. As for 
the odds of money being lost, less than 0.15% 
of loans have been defaulted on, vindicating 
Yunus’ initial insight that improvement loans 
to the poor are good business. When lenders 
do lose their money they’re more interested 
in finding out what went wrong than in being 
outraged or angered. 

It can sound a little too good to be true, 
but pay the site a visit and do your own due 
diligence. Over the week that LBiQ selected 
Carla as its first entrepreneur to invest in, 
there had already been 458 loans paid off 

and $597,000 lent from the (predominantly 
American) community. Even if you do a trawl 
of the current loan defaulters – Kiva is nothing 
if not transparent – expecting to see stories 
of entrepreneurs scamming the system, you’ll 
find instead that it’s impossible to dispute 
Muhammad Yunus’ key insight that struggling 
entrepreneurs can be trusted to repay their 
loans. The weak link, if there can be said to 
be one, turns out not to be the entrepreneurs 
themselves, but the microfinance institutes 
used as Kiva’s field partners. 

With the rise of microfinance and the 
cash flow into a country it represents – through 
both Kiva and less efficient, more traditional 
channels – becoming a dodgy MFI appears to 
have entered the repertoire of the African scam 
merchant, albeit at a slightly more sophisticated 
level than the 419 emails familiar to all owners 
of free web mail addresses. 

In April this year, for example, the 
Rwandan authorities prosecuted 15 MFI 
managers following embezzlement or simple 
‘loss’ of over $10 million in capital lent in the 

hope of restoring the country’s once-thriving 
SME sector, which was destroyed in the 
aftermath of the civil war that began in 1994. 
But audit the list of Kiva defaulters for the 
month of May and you find that 96% of the 
African loans that have defaulted on have been 
made through only a single Field Partner – the 
Seed Development Group. Kiva now provides 
full and honest commentary for those lenders 
whose money has been lost and notes that the 
site’s trust rating for this Field Partner had 
always been at the lowest end of the scale. It is 
quite simply a case of caveat lender. 

Outside Africa, attempts to find examples 
of the system failing lead only to individual 
stories of tragedy which are likely to reinforce 
users’ desire to become lenders themselves. The 
worst examples of defaulted loans are to be 
found in Gaza. Here it’s not dishonesty that’s to 
blame; rather it’s the fragile political situation 
in the territory. Defaulter #1 turns out not be 
a calculated scammer at all. It transpires that 
travelling cloth salesman Adham Tawfiq Mousa 
Alqays (with only 37% of a $600 loan repaid) 

has traditionally offered credit to his customers 
predominantly in the employ of the Palestinian 
government. When their salaries were 
temporarily stopped, the business collapsed. 

Only in Eastern Europe is their any 
evidence of invested capital being used 
opportunistically. Here you’ll come across 
the case of Zeira Cherkezova – a Bulgarian 
entrepreneur notionally in the clothing trade 
but who, as the (after the fact) Field Partner 
report puts it, simply: “Had a keen eye for 
observing market demands, and then finding 
an inexpensive way to fill them.” Zeira, 
observes the report, “fell victim to one of the 
stereotypical Roma faults, spending too much 
money on ‘good times.’” 

Across all the defaulters however, 
whether it’s the MFIs or (incredibly rarely) the 
entrepreneurs themselves that are at fault, one 
thing stands out – and that’s the lack of anger 
felt by their financial supporters. Community 
commentary on defaulting entrepreneurs 
offers nothing but encouragement. As one 
board posting puts it: “Capitalism takes a 
fair amount of trust and ethics to function 
properly, two things still emerging in this 
market.” And, strange as it may seem for such 
a story of altruistic philanthropy as Kiva’s, it 
turns out to be capitalism that points the way 
to the future of this model moving forwards. 

Currently Kiva offers no interest 
on loans, but its successful use of PayPal 
has obviously resonated with the payment 
service’s owner, eBay. In October last year, 

eBay launched Microplace.com. A far slicker 
online experience than Kiva (which still has 
an authentic homegrown feel), Microplace 
takes similar inspiration but with two key 
differences: you can’t lend directly to an 
individual; but you can actually get a return 
on your investment (albeit only a slight return 
at the level of 1-2% over a couple of years). 

The concept is very much like that of 
a mutual fund, with Microplace acting in the 
manner of a broker. Rather than selecting 
an individual to lend to, the user selects one 
of a number of funds in a specific region 
or country. These funds are managed by 
the Calvert Foundation (a non-for-profit 
organisation) and well-respected Dutch 
microfinance company Oikocredit. They take 
the capital lent and then reinvest it with local 
lenders who distribute it to entrepreneurs. 
As with Kiva, there is, of course, no absolute 
guarantee that the entrepreneurs won’t 
default on their loans (spokespeople for the 
service talk to a 97% repayment rate) but the 
opportunity to make some interest, however 
small, looks likely to widen the appeal of this 
type of online philanthropy still further. 

This concept – the possibility for all 
parties to profit from altruistic lending within 
a capitalist system – signals the direction in 
which microfinance appears to be moving. 
Back in India, where Yunus started his work, 
credit rating company M-Cril, energised by its 
work alongside MFIs, launched a new entity 
called Capital Connect this spring. The idea is 

that Capital Connect will provide a platform 
for both MFIs and existing entrepreneurial 
social enterprises to register, and then reach 
financial institutions that will be able to buy 
shares in them. As such the end result will be 
very much like a stock exchange, with shares 
traded like equities are at the moment. While 
not addressing the smaller end of the market (to 
make the idea work requires the involvement of 
for-profit organisations rather than charities) the 
result is planned as very much a NASDAQ for 
socially responsible investments. 

Again, it’s a properly big idea – socially 
responsible investment that drives sustainable 
growth at the bottom of the economic pyramid 
and also enables all those parties participating 
to take a profit. Much like other organisations 
discussed in this issue of LBiQ, including GE 
and British Gas, the key realisation of the 
companies moving this market forwards is 
that driving positive and sustainable change 
throughout society need not be an entirely 
altruistic endeavour. In fact it almost needs 
not to be. While some may have ethical issues 
around ‘profiting from the poor’, grasping this 
new approach to business is going to be key for 
the way that the global economy expands over 
the next decade, particularly online – it’s how 
capital moves around these days. 

Make a profit from helping Carla buy 
her drugs? It’s very much a no-brainer. But 
in the meantime, don’t let the lack of return 
prevent you from participating on Kiva 
yourself. And as soon as possible, please.

HURRY UP PLEASE IT’S TIME

“�Capitalism takes a fair amount of trust 
and ethics to function properly…”

…
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met in India and which fuelled his 1968 book 
The Population Bomb. “The battle to feed all 
of humanity is over;” he intoned portentously. 
“Hundreds of millions of people will starve 
to death.” 

To Ehrlich, “stinking hot” Delhi was 
odious: “My wife and daughter and I were 
returning to our hotel in an ancient taxi... 
The streets seemed alive with people. People 
eating, people washing, people sleeping. 
People visiting, arguing, and screaming. 
People thrusting their hands through the 
taxi window, begging. People defecating and 
urinating. People clinging to buses. People 
herding animals. People, people, people, 
people.” [We] were, frankly, frightened.”  

The trouble is, I’m not. 
In fact, I rather like brown people – 

even if they are poor and far away. (Their 
footprint on the earth is also, of course, 
minuscule in comparison with, say, well-fed 
green activists shooting round the world 
telling people what to do). In fact, the more 
I hear this kind of stuff – and there’s a lot of 
it out there – the more comfortable I become 
in my ethical skin at ceasing to be green and 
becoming brown. 

I want crops to be genetically modified 
to be drought resistant, and I want Golden 

Rice to deliver vitamin A to stop up to half 
a million or so kids going blind each year 
for want of a few micronutrients. I want 
Africa and Asia to get richer – because that 
way lies reduced fertility rates (as more 
children survive). I want investment to 
help Bangladesh improve its education, 
health and economic status over the next 
generations so that, if the climate change 
floods do come, they’ve got the money 
and nous to respond on their own account 
instead of waiting for the guilt glands of 
the sanctimonious West to kick in. (And 
yes, I also want to continue my modest but 
pleasurable mileage in a 15-year-old 4 litre 
Jaguar XJS Sovereign I picked up for a song 
– reuse being part of the new Holy Trinity 
that includes ‘reduce’ and ‘recycle’). 

That we didn’t see hundreds of millions 
die from Erhlich’s predicted famine is down 
to technology and the heroic Nobel Peace 
Prize winning efforts of ‘the father of the 
[real] green revolution’, Norman Borlaug, 
which saw a massive increase in yields from 
improved varieties of grains around the world. 
Looking forward, biotechnology offers real 
hope (bio-engineered carbon-guzzling trees, 
anyone?) as part of a planet pulsating with 
possibility, fuelled by the most extraordinary 

communications revolution ever seen: the 
digital networking of the world.

This is finally a revolution that offers 
people real power and an infinite array of 
possibilities. Some of those possibilities 
inevitably concern conservation, and the green 
movement is trying to harness that technology 
for its agenda in a variety of ways – from 
Greenpeace’s ‘moblog’ to a recent rash of online 
green portals which offer lifestyle content 
(and the inevitable targeted advertising) to a 
theoretically concerned demographic.

So how are the environmentalists doing 
online? And do the new green portals stack 
up on the web, itself a ruthlessly competitive 
environment resembling evolution on crack? 
The short answer is: as well as can be expected 
from a fundamentally humourless social 
movement that, while it purports to laud 
individual responses, nevertheless insists that we 
impose its will on all via massively centralised 
legislative actions and a proliferation of 
enormously expensive and tendentious ‘global 
initiatives’. That is to say, not very well. 

A cursory browse through the big 
portals like Sprig, BlueEgg, BBC Green and 
Yahoo! Green is, frankly, depressing. The 
online green narrative lacks freshness in its 
attitudes, language, ideas and look and feel. 

Sprig, BlueEgg, TreeHugger, SmartPlanet… ‘Green’ portals 
are a media owner’s new best friend. But has public interest 
already waned? LBiQ asked John Pollock, formerly the 
British Government’s first social policy researcher dedicated 
to the environment, to take a cool, calm look and to report 
back objectively. His spleen explodes below.

“�I also want to continue my 
modest but pleasurable mileage 
in a 15-year-old 4 litre Jaguar 
XJS Sovereign.”

…
I recently sat down to dinner with an 
attractive, supposedly educated and, not 
untypically, well-off young green activist. (She 
was planning to buy up a village in France 
and “make it green”. That she didn’t speak the 
language or know much about French culture 
didn’t seem to matter. Only the planet did. 
Lucky France). Because she shared a flat with a 
friend I was reasonably polite as she explained, 
after hearing that I’d spent several years 
working on Africa and HIV/AIDS issues, that 
a death rate on the scale of the holocaust every 
year was “just nature’s way” of rebalancing the 
population. Ditto malnutrition, malaria and 
the rest of the plagues on African houses. 

Mmm, nice.
This strain of eco-fascism is a ‘meme’ 

(Richard Dawkins’ 1976 coinage for “a 
unit of cultural transmission, or a unit of 
imitation”) that, among a certain sort of 
green, is fast becoming as unquestioned ‘an 
inconvenient truth’ as most of the half-baked 
nonsense they already peddle. Although the 
Reverend Thomas Malthus set the population 
hare running in 1798 with his erroneous 
comparison of geometric population increases 
outstripping arithmetic food production (he 
underestimated human ingenuity), this meme 
was given new life in modern times via Paul 
Ehrlich’s hysterical reaction to the locals he 
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It feels tired; wilted, even. There’s a lot of 
blather about saving the planet being ‘cool’, 
but little real actual cool in evidence. Nor do 
the piles of imperatives – “love the planet”, “go 
green!”, “act now!” – really wash. (A bit like 
eco-washing powder, then).  

To put it brutally, the greens – like most 
of the planet’s middle-class bien pensant liberal 
activists – don’t ‘get’ the new technology and 
the revolution it represents. Its distributed 
creative energy and gleefully anarchic 
decentralisation fundamentally threaten a 
world-view that seeks to enforce a high level 
of agreement about what is – and what is not 
– terribly terribly important. Further, there is 
a pretty much ineradicable Luddite streak at 
the heart of a green worldview that worships at 
the altar of some mythical ‘golden age’ that we 
should work to sustain. 

The ecological Nicene Creed seems to 
go something like this. Nature was once female: 
pure, kind and rilly rilly lovely, you know? 
Everyone was happy, ate organic food (and died 
by thirty). Then along came men with their 
need to control The Mother, with their ideas, 
chemicals and so on (pesticides, antibiotics, 
medical technology, mass transportation, 
communications, you name it). And this like, 
ruined everything. So now we’re all going to die. 
Because science and technology has now gone 
too far and is killing the planet. 

Yeah, right.
Tell that to the tens of millions of 

Africans killed by malaria as a result of the 
environmental jihad against DDT. Or tell 
the many millions in India now enjoying 
the benefit of an economy exploding on the 
back of technology. Or tell the (according to 
the IMF) 300 million Chinese pulled out of 
poverty in the last two decades (on top of the 
$2 trillion added by China to the global GDP) 

Fortunately, the vicious campaign to 
globally ban the use of DDT ended when 
hundreds of the world’s finest scientists used 
email and the web to raise the alarm, and the 
technological doomsayers – often, to be fair, 
with a rather loose grip on the actual science – 
have yet to prevail, although they keep trying. 
And herein lies the rub: the internet is the 
epitome of diversity. The range of ideas and 
possibilities and opinions and thoughts it 

allows is effectively limitless. Environmental 
claims and counter-claims are played out 
in a savage arena where, as The Cluetrain 
Manifesto famously puts it, “hyperlinks 
subvert hierarchy”. There is now no single, 
unified, voice of agreement (if there ever was). 
Nor will there be again. Green claims online 
are as likely to be rigorously scrutinized as 
those of the movement’s enemies. (See Spilling 
Seed on Stony Ground on page 42). 

So while the green portals busily 
concern themselves with ‘saving the planet’ 
by offering tips like “if you have a dishwasher, 
try to use it whenever possible” and “be a 
picky eater”, the rest of the world has its 
own agenda: bottom up, peer-to-peer and 
many-to-many; instead of the traditionally 
authoritarian left’s desire for top down 
solutions and communications. 

There’s a noticeable lack of edge or 
excitement around these green websites, too. 
They’re dull, lack energy, spark or much in 
the way of innovative thinking. After all, most 
of the world’s innovation is technological in 
nature; and if technology is essentially the 
enemy, you’re back to harping on about getting 
back to nature (as long as she is rigorously 
shorn of the nasty bits such as smallpox, 
polio, cholera and campylobacter). There’s 
very little of what the Cluetrain Manifesto 
pointed out nine years ago as the essential 
heart of communication in a networked world: 
conversation, using a human voice. And most 
people living in a secular world full of novel 
excitements simply don’t care to be preached at 
with worthy homilies, drearily intoned by both 
their peers and by hordes of very rich, very 
stoned celebrities, that latest breed of green 
idiot savants. 

And this is no mere assertion. Google 
Trends shows a detectable downward drift in 
the volume of ‘environment’ related search 
terms, and shows “climate change” and 
“global warming” to be far less interesting 
to the online population than, say, “wine”, 
for example. Meanwhile the green portals’ 
performance on site-ranking site service Alexa 
is little short of woeful. A comparison of 
BlueEgg, Sprig and TreeHugger, for example, 
shows the first two as barely detectable – with 
a reach of something like 0.001%. Only 

TreeHugger (owned by media giant Discovery 
Communications) seems to get much traffic, 
and notably its roots are as a blog: a more 
intrinsically conversational medium. 

A glance at Alexa’s Global Top 500 
sites shows what people really want from the 
web: conversation (email, social networking, 
blogging), knowledge (search engines, news), 
shagging (dating, porn), risk and excitement 
(sport, gambling, games), sharing (videos, 
photos, music, tagging, gossip), ‘getting and 
spending’ (auction, retail, jobs, banks, ads); 
and, of course, more on the very technology 
that is transforming our lives at light speed.

This is what James Surowiecki calls, 
in his book of the same name, The Wisdom 
of Crowds. Networked crowds really are 
cleverer and more insightful than groups of 
self-elected experts. And now this crowd has 
the benefit of the kind of widely-distributed, 
cheap technology that would have had any 
emperor in history drooling. The kind of 
technology, in fact, that the average person a 
century ago would have regarded as more or 
less godlike in its power and reach. Science 
and technology continue to succeed precisely 
because they deliver the kind of goods (the 
afterlife notwithstanding) that people want. 
Enable the greatest mash-up imaginable, as 
the world turns on, tunes in and gets online, 
and the old-fashioned ‘god of nature’ – 
traditionally propitiated to keep the fear of her 
wrath and capricious ways at bay – inevitably 
struggles for purchase on minds and bodies 
which are being offered so much else. 

The green movement’s technology 
bypass is, many would argue, its greatest 
weakness. The self-denying ordnances they 
seem so fond of (particularly in others: the 
level of hypocrisy and greasy cant among 
celebrity greens and the eco-commentariat is 
often beyond parody) seems to extend to the 
very foundations of rational thought and the 
idea of progress.

So where are we and the freshly 
minted green portals really standing in our 
brave new 2008? Well, we’re living in a world 
where impoverished West African groundnut 
farmers can use mobiles to check the Chicago 
Stock Exchange prices when a Lebanese 
middleman on his annual buying visit offers 

a derisory price. That’s power: the power 
of knowledge Karl Marx so admired. And I 
want a lot more of it out there, too. (Unlike 
another activist I met: she disapproved of 
the ‘multinational’ character of the phone 
companies. I pointed out that provision of 
mobile coverage wasn’t really suited to the 
corner shop).

I want to hear a healthy, educated 
Africa sing her song to the world – she’s 
already given us the blues, jazz, rock and 
roll and most of Picasso – and I want her to 
make a bit more money out of it this time. I 
look forward to living on a planet of billions 
of voices, not simply those of the relatively 
immensely wealthy as they odiously, and 
ignorantly, opine about what others less 
fortunate than themselves ‘should’ do. And 
that means we need more investment, more 
technology. We need to harness all the brains 
on the planet into using our remaining 
carbon treasures intelligently, so that we can 
collectively shepherd Spaceship Earth (which 
Buckminster Fuller remarked ‘didn’t come 
with an instruction manual’) and her 8 or 9 
billion souls (according to the UN’s medium 
scenario) into a spectacular future undreamed 
of for most of humanity’s history.

So if the green portals want to thrive, 
here’s a recipe. Listen more, preach less. 
Engage in conversation. Be more humble. Get 
a sense of humour. Funk it up. Help wean 
your movement from a frankly repulsive and 
nigh-on genocidal attitude to the world’s poor. 
As the Mahatma Gandhi said, “Poverty is the 
worst form of violence.” So go green, but add 
some brown into the mix, too. (Greenery needs 
brownery – and gardeners and farmers, too). 
And for Gaia’s sake, start to enjoy life (and let 
us enjoy ours too). Or what’s the bloody point 
of preserving it in all its blessed glory?

Formerly the British Government’s 
first social policy researcher dedicated to the 
environment and a volunteer for Living Earth, 
Britain’s leading environmental education 
charity, John Pollock is a poacher turned 
gamekeeper whose interests now focus on 
poverty, Africa and the digital revolution. 
He runs a consultancy, The Vision Thing, 
and divides his time between London and an 
impluvium on the beach in Senegal.

“�Stoned 
celebrities, 
that latest 
breed of 
green idiot 
savants…”

…
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A friend sends me an email. He works for a 
natural resource management organisation 
and he’s equally intrigued, outraged and 
amused by a couple of web sites he’s just 
come across. Both – to his mind – are clearly 
‘fronts’ for lobbyist organisations trying 
to disseminate a wholeheartedly biased 
viewpoint on the environmental damage 
caused by the palm oil industry. Can I, he 
asks, give him any information on what they 
think they’re doing and what they think 
they’re going to gain from it? Oh, and would 
readers of LBiQ’s Sustainability Issue be 
interested in topics like this? The answer’s a 
hopeful ‘yes’, but it’s a long story, and one with 
its roots in an earlier era of online marketing.  

In the more digitally innocent days 
of 1998, when a Stanford student research 
project known as Backrub was about to 
change its name to Google, web search was 
an infinitely more malleable medium than 
it is now. In particular, two of the leading 
search engines of the late 90s, Infoseek and 
AltaVista, were vulnerable to abuse by search 
marketers through unethical manipulation of 
the infamous meta-keywords tag. 

Regarded at the time as a shadowy 
component of the perceived black art of 
early SEO, the meta-keywords tag played an 
invaluable role in helping webmasters to get 

their pages better indexed by the engines. 
Rather than relying on the infinitely more 
advanced ‘reputation’-based algorithms now 
used by Google and its imitators, the engines 
that supported the meta-keywords tag allowed 
web site owners to index their sites on the 
basis of what they said they were about rather 
than on the basis of their actual content. 

As a result, if you knew what you 
were doing, then it wasn’t too difficult to 
get your site returned in first page results 
for almost any non-pornographic search 
term imaginable. Then, after submitting a 
deliberately mis-indexed page, if you wanted 
to cover your tracks and remove the traces of 
how you’d done it, you simply removed the 
tags from the page source code and made sure 
not to resubmit the page to the search engine 
spiders (as if you would…) 

The whole process was, to be honest, 
a whole lot of fun, and I for one particularly 
enjoyed playing with tagging techniques on 
my own pages. But that all ended one day in 
late ’98 when – as a tyro online advertising 
account man with a search obsession bordering 
on the micro-autistic – I was asked to look at 
a search manipulation brief freshly received 
by my agency. In a nutshell, our client (a high 
profile global MegaCorp) was concerned 
that the nature of its activities was being 
‘misrepresented’ in pages published by activist 

organisations critical of its human rights 
record. Their request was twofold: could we 
ensure that searches under the relevant issues 
returned their point of view as close to the top 
of returned results lists as possible; and could 
we do anything to ensure that their critics’ 
pages disappeared from first page results? 

Now, ask yourself what you would do 
if placed in a similar position; particularly if it 
was by no means certain which side was telling 
the ‘truth’. Personally, a quick read of both 
sides’ stories troubled me enough to make the 
suggestion to my employers that – while our 
client’s first request was eminently doable – I was 
unconvinced that this was a service we should 
be offering. Unfortunately, when faced with the 
choice between standing up for my opinion (and 
then having it swiftly walked off the premises 
by security alongside me) or fiddling the search 
engine indices as my job demanded of me, 
well… Reader, I fiddled them. 

The days of the meta-keywords tag 
acting as an SEO silver bullet are long gone 
(Google’s PageRank saw to that), but the same 
unwholesome desire to drown out negative 
buzz online with an artificially constructed 
positive still remains. And, since then, the 
rise of the web as a medium for personal 
expression and conversation has given 
unethical marketers the greatest gift they 
could have ever wished for: the ‘blogosphere’.
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Beyond greenwashing lies ‘astroturfing’ – the faking 
of online grassroots support for organisations, their 
products and their policies. Duncan Arbour, 
editorial director of LBiQ, looks back at the history 
of astroturfing and forwards to a time when words 
will no longer be enough.

“�I want to shout its product name 
from the rooftops of a lower-to-
middle-class neighbourhood, 
preferably one with an 
elementary school nearby!”

…
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across the US (during which they camped for 
free in parking lots provided by the much-
maligned retailer) that this all American 
couple were apparently unable to resist 
blogging about the wonderful Wal-Mart staff 
and facilities they encountered on the way. 

In reality the blog – as was rapidly 
exposed – was written by expensively 
commissioned journalists and funded by 
lobbyist organisation Working Families for 
Wal-Mart. (FYI, if you’re interested in a brief 
synopsis of Wal-Mart’s often quite spectacular 
tumbles from the consumer-driven horse of 
web 2.0, then track down a copy of LBiQ 2 – 
suffice to say, this is hardly the only example.)

More recently, in October last year, 
discount retail chain Target sent a message to 
the predominantly student-based members of 
their street team, ‘The Rounders’ (the name is 
derived from the brand’s logo). 

Used by Target to promote its products 
through traditional word of mouth techniques, 
the Rounders acted as campus recruiters and – 
in exchange for touting Target products to their 
peers – were rewarded with discount vouchers 
and free gifts. It’s a relationship marketing 
technique that’s absolutely standard for the 
demographic and by no means unethical (as 
long as team members are open about their 
relationship with the brand). But then, as is so 
often the case when it comes to shortsighted 
and poorly thought-through early-adoption of 
new channels and techniques, Target managed 
to cock things up royally online. 

The controversial message received by 
Rounders members announced the launch of 
a new social marketing strategy for Target, all 
based around a Facebook group. “We want 
to get other members of the Facebook group 
excited about Target, too!” ran the newsletter’s 
shockingly emetic copy, “and we don’t want 
the Rounders program to steal the show from 
the real star here: Target and Target’s rockin’ 
Facebook group. So keep it like a secret!”

Either an ethical step or a patronising 
tone of voice too far, this explicit request to 
‘keep it secret’ resulted in wholesale whistle 
blowing from Rounders members. While they 
were presumably happy with the explicit on-
campus brand-whore for low-rent benefits 
role they were already playing in order to 
receive the newsletter in the first place, the 
co-option of Facebook, a service that they 

themselves used and trusted, failed to sit 
comfortably with their consciences. The 
result? Rapid damage limitation from Target’s 
rockin’ PR folk who quickly ensured that all 
online references to the programme were 
removed, and then – without any considerable 
effort, one suspects – played dumb. 

It’s a common story – brand meets new 
marketing medium; brand attempts to exploit 
new marketing medium; new medium turns 
on brand and gives it a good kicking. A simple 
trawl of Wikipedia’s entry on astroturfing will 
point the way to other examples, including 
that of Sony Computer Entertainment 
America who – when busted for an insultingly 
lame blog/viral Christmas campaign in 2006 
– couldn’t (quite rightly, it seems) blame their 
agency quick enough. But when it comes to a 
consideration of astroturfing should you even 
be listening to Wikipedia in the first place? 
After all, the web’s most popular example of 
altruistic self-organising community is in 
itself a popular target for naïve astroturfers.

Lift the stones of the ‘history’ and 
‘discussion’ tabs on brands’ Wikipedia pages 
and it becomes abundantly clear that attempts 
at manipulation are – if not an everyday 
occurrence – then worryingly frequent. 
Luckily, Wikipedia’s administrators are 
nothing if not zealous, and there’s even an 
independent service, the ‘Wikiscanner’ which 
can reveal the identities of organisations and 
individuals who’ve changed any given page. 

Naivety, however, could never be 
offered as an excuse for the ultimate form of 
stealth marketing – one typically used not 
simply to market products but deliberately to 
mislead consumers about the social, ethical 
and environmental issues related to a company 
(or industry’s) business practice. This is where 
astroturfing reaches its apotheosis: the creation 
of fake, non-profit lobby groups (or, put more 
simply, ‘front’ organisations). 

Rather than attempting the slow, 
stealthy tactics of the fictional Kyle Pafrath, 
practitioners of this strain of astrotufing 
are often about as blatant as it can get. 
More worryingly, rather than trying to 
manipulate search engines the old fashioned 
way, they know how to work Google’s 
current algorithms, those based on relevant 
in-bound links and volume of frequently 
updated content. 

And – finally – this is where my friend’s 
initial email comes into the story. 

Consider the recent case of Greenpeace’s 
protest against Unilever. On the basis that 
Unilever is responsible for the use of 5% of the 
world’s palm oil; and that the production of this 
crop in Indonesia is responsible for the country’s 
ongoing deforestation; activists in orang-utan 
masks protested at Unilever’s corporate HQs 
in April of this year. The use of palm oil is a 
complex and divisive topic, and no one could 
blame confused web users for running straight 
to Google to find out the truth. But should any 
user actually search the terms “palm” + “oil” + 
“truth”, then ‘truth’ is far from what they’ll get. 

The Number 1 result for this query is 
PalmOilTruthFoundation.org. The site’s been 
online since 2006 and, on first glance, could 
easily appear legitimate – which is of course 
the idea. The site offers regular news and 
editorial, a community forum and many of 
the typical web 2.0 community features du 
jour, including polling and the ability for users 
to rate articles. There are also a significant 
number of links to the site from discussions 
of palm oil elsewhere on the internet; most 
prominently as posts in other forums, but 
also through syndication of their articles to 
online ‘zines worldwide. Basically, the site is 
100% Google-bait, prepped to make as good 
a showing in the search engines as possible 
based on its actual content and what could 
easily look like a wider acknowledgement of 
its status as a key resource on its subject. 

But what of the stance taken by this 
particularly shadowy ‘foundation’ which so 
concerned my friend? Well, put bluntly, its 
support for the Malaysian palm oil industry 
is militant and brooks no opposition. Anyone 
who dares to question this viewpoint of ‘truth’, 
either in the site’s forums or elsewhere on the 
web, is vilified in both editorial content and in 
forum comments by ‘members of the public’ 
(Friends of the Earth and Greenpeace seem to 
be particular targets). 

Look slightly harder though, and 
there’s something terribly, terribly wrong 
going on here. If, as I did, you try to find out 
who’s actually behind the site then you’re 
going to reach a dead end. It purports to be 
the work of a wider body called the TRUTH 
Foundation, self described as “an international 
network of social conscience and cooperation 
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Back in ’98 when my client (whose 
name a lack of LBiQ legal budget prevents me 
from sharing with you) made their request, the 
‘blogosphere’ simply didn’t exist. Any number 
of individual users maintained their own sites, 
but the great majority of these were ‘homesteads’ 
on the early free web page communities of 
Geocities and Tripod, dedicated to their owners’ 
families, hobbies or geekier obsessions. The 
blogging revolution a few years later changed 
the focus of personal web publishing to opinion 
and comment and, as a result, the increasingly 
interconnected mesh of blogs and community 
discussion sites rapidly became the focus of 
those unethical brands (and, importantly, their 
agencies) fixated on forcing their personal take 
on ‘truth’ to the top of the search result charts. 

It’s an approach satirised in a now 
legendary column from online humour site 
The Onion. When blogging hub Technorati.
com first started indexing the nascent 
blogosphere in 2002, it tracked the details of 
less than 15,000 separate blogs. Three years 
later, when Onion spoof columnist Kyle Pafrath 
published the classic piece “I’d Love This 
Product Even if I Weren’t a Stealth Marketer”, 
this figure was up to nearly 25 million. 

“I’m so in love with this one-of-a-kind 
soda,” gushes ‘Pafrath’s’ polemic in praise 
of fictional carbonated beverage brand 
‘True Blue’. “I want to shout its product name 
from the rooftops of a lower-to-middle-class 
neighbourhood! Preferably one with an 
elementary school nearby, where consumers are 

still young enough that their brand loyalty is 
not yet fully established. I know it sounds crazy, 
maybe even a little scary, but honestly, True Blue 
is just that good…. Only a very special product 
could make me devote a week of evenings to… 
gaining the confidence of unwitting users by 
establishing a base of common interests before 
casually mentioning how I recently tried the 
most hardcore, carbonated pick-me-up the 
world has ever seen.”

It was bang on. For marketers with their 
finger even close to the pulse, the web had 
become a conversational medium that required 
new techniques for driving brand influence. 

This manner of marketing didn’t begin 
online, however, and has its roots in the real 
world: the actor approaching members of 
a brand’s target audience in the street and 
finding a way to show them their new camera; 
or the pretty girl buying a new brand of beer 
for male punters at the student union to drool 
into as they stare at her cleavage and listen to 
her blandishments on behalf of its brewer. 

It’s a type of approach dignified by its 
exponents as ‘Word of Mouth Marketing’. It 
has its own industry codes of regulation and 
– in the US – is also subject to the notional 
oversight of the Federal Trade Commission. 
The concept is that anyone being paid 
to solicit on behalf of a brand is obliged 
to disclose their relationship with their 
paymasters. It’s not, however, a ruling that’s 
ever been strenuously enforced and, ever since 
the industry’s focus has shifted online, it’s 

become harder still to ensure that marketing 
ethics and the law are always observed. 

On the web, these pafrathesque attempts 
by brands to fake a grassroots following in the 
hope of converting non-believers to their cause 
have (for obvious reasons) earned themselves 
the term ‘astroturfing’. Astroturfing can take 
many forms: from the fake bulletin boards 
and blog comments satirised by The Onion; to 
entirely fake blogs and ‘user generated’ virals, the 
extent of astroturfing activity is phenomenal. 
Why? Because, from 2005 onwards, thanks to the 
blogosphere, a series of surveys have repeatedly 
suggested that consumers place higher trust in 
the voices of ‘people like them’ than they do in 
‘official sources’, and the web is the easiest place 
to seek out the opinions of likeminded others. 

Luckily, the blogosphere has its own 
inbuilt defence against outsider infiltration 
– the dedication of bloggers themselves, for 
whom authenticity is a value that actually 
means something (as opposed to many of the 
brands that stake their claims in this area). 
As a result, when high profile astroturfers get 
busted, they go down hard. 

Perhaps the most well known example 
of astroturfing through a fake blog (or, with 
a tragic sense of industry-inevitable jargon, 
a ‘flog’) is that of the Wal-Marting across 
America blog. In a move severely misjudged  
by Wal-Mart’s PR agency Edelman, Wal-
Marting across America purported to be the 
work of average couple ‘Laura’ and ‘Jim’. So 
impressed were they by their camper-van trek 

“�Naivety could never be offered 
as an excuse for the ultimate 
form of stealth marketing – the 
creation of a ‘front’ organisation.”
…
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all car adverts from claiming that vehicles were 
‘clean’, ‘green’ or ‘environmentally friendly’ on 
the basis that the very nature of car production 
leads to increased levels of carbon emissions. 
Similarly, in October, the Belgian equivalent 
of the ASA pulled a print campaign for Saab’s 
‘Biopower’ models for the claim that they made 
the roads ‘finally turn green’. 

Compared to TV, online has always 
been something of a Wild West when it comes 
to regulation – thus the rise of astrotufing. But 
in a significant move this May, the EU’s Unfair 
Commercial Practices Directive made it illegal 
for companies or their representatives to “falsely 
represent themselves as a consumer”. In addition 
to having potentially serious ramifications for 
the viral marketing industry, this Directive 
(assuming, of course, that there is a process in 
place for reporting, verifying and prosecuting 
such cases) effectively knackers the practice of 
stealth marketing online for the Targets, the Wal-
Marts and the real-life Pafraths out there. As for 
the sites of front organisations such as the Palm 
Oil Truth Foundation, without the provision of 
forums for discussion in which they can seed 
their own viewpoints, the lack of conversation 
around issues will prove unconvincing to visitors 
schooled on the social web. 

All of this is, of course, A Good Thing. But 
the question still remains – why are organisations, 
both big corporates and lobbyist fronts, putting 
so much effort into their desire to come across 
as ‘green’ online? After all, as John Pollock points 
out in Go Brown! on page 36, there seems to be 
a severe over-estimation of the desire for ‘green’ 
content online versus its demand. Couple this lack 
of interest with the April 2008 ‘Shift Report’ from 
US sustainable marketing agency Conscientious 

Innovation, which shows a disconnect between 
the dollars spent on communicating green 
initiatives and the impact these have on the public, 
and you have to question the frenzied spending 
on online green-liness that we’ve seen over the 
last few years. The Conscientious Innovation 
report suggests that even those companies such as 
Wal-Mart and GE (see page 50 for deeper insight) 
that invest heavily in eco-focused CSR advertising 
have only managed to persuade 19% of the public 
that they are, in fact, socially responsible. 

More and more it seems that, despite the 
current obsession with marketing investment 
in support of green credentials, the days of 
convincing an audience through simply and 
expensively talking up your actions are finally 
done. Whether it’s spending money on search 
engine optimisation, community seeding or 
wholesale ‘fronting’ online, this money is being 
wasted – the seeds of the turf being spilled on 
the stony ground of consumer indifference 
and innate scepticism. The fact is that the 
contemporary, online and connected consumer 
isn’t stupid. To appropriately update David 
Ogilvy’s maxim, these consumers aren’t idiots – 
they’re your wife with a broadband connection, 
an informed personal and professional social 
network and a necessary knack with Google. 
The organisations that spend the most on 
looking to shout down organic conversation 
through the sheer weight and quality of their 
online voice are often those that seem the 
most suspect and are the subject of the most 
negative conversations. As LBi’s Douglas Smith 
puts it in Adapt or Die on page 16, “Marketers 
and CEOs need to stop thinking of CSR as a 
public relations function or as a new form of 
marketing opportunity”

So what’s the future of marketing in 
support of green-focused corporate social 
responsibility issues? Well, to throw in my two 
cents, and it may sound like a holier than thou 
position to take, but just think back to your Bible 
studies. The gospels of both Mark and Luke 
tell the story of Christ observing visitors to the 
temple throw their money into the equivalent 
of a charity box. The rich man flamboyantly 
throws in a large sum, making sure his financial 
ostentation is seen by as many people as 
possible; the poor widow quietly throws in two 
mites – it’s the smallest change there is, but she’s 
giving everything that she can give. 

When it comes to trying to look 
responsible online, too many people are taking 
the rich man’s position when they ought to play 
it more like the widow. Such is the nature of 
the conversational medium that is the web that, 
however glossy, flashy and well publicised your 
claims may be, your money is always going to 
be better spent on action than talk. If you’re 
actually doing the right thing in the real world 
then keep it simple online. Protest your actions 
a little too much and you’re likely to arouse 
suspicion. Leave it up to others to talk about 
your good works, and focus on substance and 
transparency rather than ‘front’. 

In the meantime (assuming that 
supervolcanoes don’t do for us first) enjoy sites 
such as Deforestation Watch and the Palm 
Oil Truth Foundation for what they are: the 
equivalent of those archaic adverts that once 
tried to tell us which brand of cigarettes doctors 
preferred to smoke and which now represent 
the kind of triumph of cynicism over truth 
that marketing will hopefully never be able to 
indulge in again. 
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among peoples in industry, government, 
academia and the ordinary global consuming 
public, strengthening the forces devoted to 
respect, justice and equality for a more just and 
sustainable world and for global peace.” The 
thing is, turning to Google to find more on 
the TRUTH Foundation reveals nothing. 

More worryingly, for an organisation 
dedicated to ‘truth’ they appear to have gone 
out of their way to conceal it. Check who 
registered the domain name and it turns out 
to have been done through Domains by Proxy, 
an anonymous premium service. Look to see 
who’s listed in the privacy policy as the data 
controller (a legal requirement, by the way, 
given that the site solicits user registration), 
and the page is blank. Finally, looking up the 
domain to see where the site is hosted reveals 
that it operates out of Malaysia. 

All indications point to the site being 
a front for the Malaysian Palm Oil Council, 
essentially a trade board for the promotion of 
one of the country’s exports. Coincidentally, 
this same trade board was taken to task by 
the UK Advertising Standards Authority in 
January for a series of satellite TV advertising 
spots (produced by Omnicom’s TBWA) which 
showed a man enjoying an invigorating jog 
through a lustrous rainforest, interspersed 
with shots of oil-palm plantations and healthy 

local wildlife. As the ASA’s judgement put 
it, “We concluded that the ad was likely to 
mislead viewers as to the environmental 
benefits of oil-palm plantations, compared 
with native rain forest.” Quite. 

Nor is this an isolated example. A similar 
body would also appear to be behind the less well-
produced but equally polemical site of a group 
calling themselves Deforestation Watch. Taking 
a much broader view on “greening the earth” 
the site shares the Palm Oil Truth Foundation’s 
approach to obfuscation. Here, there’s not even 
an attempt at a privacy policy (in contravention 
of the European Privacy Directive) and the site’s 
URL has again been carefully registered through 
Domains by Proxy. Most jaw-dropping and 
brazen of all, however, is the attempt made by one 
of the site’s lead articles to divert attention from 
the issue of deforestation. 

In a ‘Key Paper’ implausibly entitled 
“Supervolcanoes: the Real Threat”, one 
Claudia Klein draws the following hysterical 
conclusions: “Until now, most fears about 
planetary destruction have focused on global 
warming.  However, this would be chump 
change compared to the instant massive 
destruction that would befall the earth if a 
supervolcano was to erupt, or an asteroid 
was to crash head on onto earth.  That makes 
sense…So, in conclusion, we have to ask 

ourselves whether the senseless attacks aginst 
(sic) palm oil carried out by environmental 
organizations such as the Friends of 
the Earth, Wetlands and Treehugger is 
unneccesarily (sic) alarmist and overhyped?” 

It’s absurd to the point of comedy, but 
someone out there is paying for this and they 
think it’s worth the money. Other examples 
are hardly rare – the site sourcewatch.org 
presents a list of front organisations, many of 
which dedicate themselves to lobbying against 
environmental concerns, and many of which 
take a similar approach to conducting this 
lobbying online. The good news for my friend 
Chris, however, is that these sites (whatever 
their effectiveness might be – traffic appears 
to be low across all examples, suggesting that 
they’re hardly reaching a wide audience) 
should soon be a thing of the past. 

Much as with other contentious areas 
of marketing, such as the promotion of junk 
food to children, when traditional ‘above 
the line’ advertising routes are removed, 
the budgets for messages of spin and 
disinformation shift online. 

Already, above the line advertising (as 
the example of the ASA and the Malaysian Palm 
Oil Council shows) is being forced to become 
more honest about its greenwashing claims. In 
September last year, Norway’s regulators banned 

“�The consumer’s not an idiot 
– they’re your wife with a 
broadband connection, an 
informed social network and a 
necessary knack with Google.”
…
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In his song Step Right Up, singer-songwriter 
Tom Waits takes on the role of a salesman 
trying to sell the listener a fantastical product 
– a sales pitch accompanied by a litany of 
ever-more ridiculous claims. My favourite? It 
can “Change you into a nine-year-old Hindu 
boy and get rid of your wife.”

Played for laughs they may be, but it’s 
hard not to hear these claims and think of the 
ways that some businesses talk about their 
currently trendy ‘green’ credentials, leaving 
the consumer feeling that maybe they’re being 
sold something that isn’t really as incredible as 
the company would like you to believe. 

In fact, so many organisations are making 
claims in this area that environmental (and 
ethical) marketing has become a field where it’s 
increasingly difficult for the end consumer to 
understand what’s really going on and what, if 
anything, it might all mean in the real world. It’s 
also a situation exacerbated by the wealth of new 
awards and accreditations that have sprung up 
around this manner of promotion. 

Take, for example, a recent UK survey 
by respected broadsheet The Sunday Times. 
This survey surreally rated companies not 
against their real environmental impact but 
simply on how hard they were ‘trying’ to be 
green. It’s a strange approach to say the least, 
and one which saw oil company Total placed 
in the top 20. It’s as if the Olympics awarded 
medals to mediocre athletes just for turning 
up, rather than recognising only the highest 
standards of achievement by exceptional 
athletes properly committed to their sport. 

It’s no surprise, then, that an April 
report from UK PR firm Chatsworth 
Communications showed that around 
half of us believe that the current level of 
environmentally-focused advertising is 
contributing to the phenomenon of ‘green 
fatigue’, whereby even the most worthy 
of corporate initiatives are being seen as 
just another boring jump onto an already 
crowded bandwagon. 

My personal view, having worked 
alongside organisations looking to own the 
higher ground in this area, is that most of these 
claims are exactly that – just claims. It’s just a lot 
of top-down talk which fails to engage consumers 
on their own terms. At its simplest, the message 
is that the consumer doesn’t really need to do 
anything themselves, because Big Oil, Big Auto, 

Big Whoever is taking the load for them, so and all 
they need to do is believe and relax. Other more 
right-thinking organisations, however, are starting 
to ‘get it’ – they’re coming to the understanding 
that what’s required isn’t substantiation in terms 
of business practice; it’s substantiation in the 
wider context of people’s lives. 

The large print giveth and the small 
print taketh away
So how can the average consumer start to see 
through the smog of right-on claims and gain a 
real understanding of what green claims really 
mean? How can they compare the relative 
green credentials of their favourite products or 
services? To take a facetious example, would 
I have a lower carbon footprint if I bought a 
Hummer and drove it only once a week, or if I 
bought a Toyota Prius and drove it every day? 
Likewise, is it greener to buy an energy hungry 
product from a carbon neutral company or an 
energy efficient one from a polluter?

It’s in this most critical of areas - 
driving real understanding of what the issues 
are, how companies stack up and what this 
really means in all our lives - that digital 
media can take a central role. Already the 
web is the most effective tool for investigating 
green claims: an online survey conducted 
in the US by Burst Media in spring this year 
showed that 41.6% of consumers research the 
claims of green advertising, and that 79.6% 
use the web for this.  Now a number of new 
online services are offering tools that can help 
users relate to these issues as individuals. 

For example, I can visit co2balance.com 
which allows me to calculate my CO

2
 emissions 

for a train journey across London. Then, on 
walkit.com, I can compare the difference 
between walking the same route and taking a 
cab.  Green portal TreeHugger.com (see page 
36) even offers to help me reduce my dog’s 
‘carbon paw print’ – who knew that in the US 
there are over 12 cats or dogs born for every 
human?  That’s over 5,500 puppies or kittens 
an hour which all need food, shelter, heating, 
toys, medication, transport...

It’s a friend, and it’s a companion and 
it’s the only product you will ever need
And it’s not just green portals that are providing 
these tools – their lead is being followed by 
businesses keen to provide their customers with 
something more tangible than just hot air. One 

of these is British Gas, a company utilising digital 
channels to reduce customer confusion. (Full 
disclosure: I help to look after their business 
with LBi.) The British Gas Energy Saver’s 
Report service offers an online questionnaire 
that helps users to understand the efficiency of 
their home’s energy performance. The output 
is a personalised summary of actions aimed at 
saving money over the long term and reducing 
emissions. It’s even available to users who aren’t 
British Gas customers.

What’s most impressive, however, is 
that British Gas is being upfront about what’s 
in it for them as well as for the customer. 
The service is being offered by their ‘New 
Energy’ business arm launched last April, 
and its end-game is to use the results of 
Energy Savers’ Reports to sell new products 
to customers at much greater profit margins 
than those derived from simple sales of gas 
and electricity. These products include boilers 
with higher energy efficiency, cavity insulation 
and solar panels for home water heating. 

Of course, British Gas has an advantage 
over other companies here. As the UK’s largest 
energy provider, the company has both a 
legitimate position to lead these conversations and 
the permission to help its customers understand 
the issues. Nevertheless, all businesses should be 
using similar tactics of engagement rather than 
just polluting TV, radio and outdoor advertising 
with still more talk and unsubstantiated claims. 
So what can they do towards this end? Well, it’s 
ultimately simple. Forget about the claims for the 
sake of it and just ask three simple questions:
• �What do we need to tell our customers so 

they can truly understand the impact that 
their choice of us as a business will have on 
the environment? 

• �How can we provide them with digital tools 
that make it simple for them to understand 
which changes to make?

• �Is our green initiative legitimate and really part 
of our business or just a story we tell?  

If the answer (and that’s the absolutely 
honest, hand on heart answer – not the 
corporate line) to number 3 is “No” then you 
should probably be looking for another job. 
There’s no excuse for not thinking harder about 
how digital can help you lend credence to your 
own expressed beliefs and the philosophy behind 
your marketing. As Tom says: “Now you’ve heard 
it advertised, don’t hesitate, don’t be caught with 
your drawers down.  Step right up.”

It lengthens 
and it 
strengthens

More and more businesses are jumping aboard the 

environmental advertising bandwagon, but what are 

consumers to make of their claims and why aren’t 

there more of them offering practical solutions beyond 

the talk? LBi’s Michael Islip puts on his Tom Waits 

records and looks to British Gas for examples of how 

digital can help bridge the green knowledge gap.

And it finds that slipper that’s been at large

Under the chaise longue for several weeks.

It makes excuses for unwanted lipstick on your collar

And it’s only a dollar, step right up.
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Somewhere between idealism and capitalism a 
new consciousness has emerged.

It’s one of those rare moments in 
history when even the most iconoclastic 
grassroots revolutionaries are happy to see 
something that has defined who they are 
and what they stand for being co-opted by 
popular culture and corporations.

At the crossroads of ecology, economy, 
business and imagination, you will find an 
unexpected and revolutionary hybrid. Throw 
in $1 billion for R&D and you might just have 
the next major innovation to change the face 
of business – it’s called “ecomagination.” 

In 2005, Jeff Immelt, GE Chairman 
and CEO, decided that “In order to be a great 
company, you have to be a good company.” 

Little did we know that this simple idea 
would help shift the perception of ‘corporate 
responsibility’ in the 21st century. 

Today, marketers’ desks are littered 
with books like “Green to Gold,” “Natural 
Capitalism,” “Cradle to Cradle,” “The Lazy 
Environmentalist,” and perhaps even a DVD 
of Al Gore’s “An Inconvenient Truth.” Among 
all the ‘green’ books, films, blogs, research 
reports and buzz-words, the true nature of 
the sustainability boom is better captured in 
one little line that is referenced often along the 
corridors of GE: “Green is green.” 

In the March 2006 issue of Fast 
Company magazine, respected environmental 
journalist and commentator Chip Giller 
put it perfectly; “Businesses large and small 
are finally seeing the green light. It isn’t just 

conscience – or all those nice young people in 
Guatemalan sweaters – that’s doing the trick. 
It’s the sight of all that money.”

That’s the principle idea behind GE’s 
ecomagination campaign, and a compelling 
reason for companies to be incorporating 
sustainability into business strategy. Jeff 
Immelt said the idea was to have products 
“as economically advantageous to our 
customers as they are ecologically sound,” and 
for those same products to “help operating 
performance and help environmental 
performance.” Without reaching this critical 
turning point, sustainability could have never 
been sustained. There is no company out 
there that can honestly help the environment 
if it sacrifices the financial security of its 
business to do so. Along with GE’s efforts, 

LBi Syrup in New York gives LBiQ  
an inside look into a remarkable story 
of sustainability in the corporate 
marketplace, ‘ecomagination’ from 
global powerhouse General Electric – 
the world’s third largest company and 
second most powerful brand.

“�There is no company out there 
that can honestly help the 
environment if it sacrifices the 
financial security of its business.”

‘‘‘‘
…
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more and more new products and sustainable 
messages hit the market. Suddenly companies 
could make money from actually becoming 
green rather than just demonstrating their 
environmental commitment by donating a 
portion of their profits to offset consumption 
in other areas. 

“Ecomagination is one of the most 
successful cross-company business initiatives 
in our recent history,” said Jeff Immelt. “It is 
a clear amplifier of our strong reputation for 
innovation and execution, harnessing the 
strength of every GE business to maximize 
returns for GE investors while minimizing our 
own energy use and greenhouse gas emissions.”

When GE first started its 
ecomagination campaign, LBi Syrup was 
charged with the mandate of bringing these 
revolutionary ideas to life online in a way that 
would be accessible and engaging for everyone 
around the world.

Part of the challenge was communicating 
the breadth of GE’s many eco-friendly products 
(over $12 billion in annual sales) while also 
giving this truly global environmental effort the 
kind of market-leading creative, design and user 
experience backdrop it deserved. With an ever-

growing number of ecomagination products, 
the site needed to be able to accommodate a 
large amount of information that could easily 
be added to without seeming overwhelming to 
users. LBi Syrup’s solution was the development 
of a clean, intuitive interface that allowed visitors 
to seamlessly filter, browse and explore the 
ecomagination product lines.

The first ecomagination site went live 
in May 2005 with a big focus on avatars and 
sound design. LBi Syrup filmed Jeff Immelt 
introducing the site and also filmed five 
different avatars for five different regions 
around the world. It was a highly successful 
site and marked the dawn of ecomagination.

Jakob Daschek, Executive Creative 
Director at LBi Syrup, explains the goals of the 
initial launch; “The key was for the visitors to 
be able to ‘play’ with the web environment and 
then to be engaged on an experiential level with 
the content. Having Mr. Immelt introduce the 
site, becoming part of the experience, made 
the content much more personal and created a 
deeper human connection.”

In January 2007, ecomagination 2.0 
was launched. This phase of the project 
centered on finding a way to bring the 

expanding eco-initiatives to life in a way 
that could have even greater mass-appeal. 
For the first time, the campaign’s television 
commercials would be tagged with a web 
site address – ecomagination.com. Jakob 
Daschek explains, “We were thinking about 
how to make the products and the whole 
eco-initiative more human... thinking about 
how to tell a story about a wind farm or 
water plant and make it seem more than just 
mechanical; to make these into something 
more approachable.  We wanted to make 
something beautiful and powerful and I think 
film is the most effective way of doing this. 
We talked to our client about next steps for 
the ecomagination site and we presented this 
vague idea about using film as a way to tell 
the eco product story. Mutually, we came to 
the conclusion that the best way to see if this 
was a viable idea was to pick one location and 
shoot a film. So the first place we went to was 
Arklow, Ireland to tell the wind story you can 
now see on the ecomagination site.”

A production team was assembled 
and shipped off. “Since I was looking to use 
time-lapse photography as a big part of the 
visual storytelling, I partnered with a DP team 

with photography experience as well as film 
experience. We went there with a pretty clear 
picture of where to take it and how we wanted 
to tell the story, but a great deal of it was 
crafted on the spot at the location as well as in 
the editing suite. The first film came out great 
and GE green-lit 12 films as a result.” 

Working closely with GE’s marketing 
team and product groups from all over the 
world, the team identified the products 
that would best demonstrate the power 
of ecomagination. LBi Syrup planned to 
launch the new site in January 2007 with 
four powerful stories: a desalination facility 
in Algiers, Algeria, where a plant will convert 
salt water to drinking water for over 1 million 
people; a vineyard in Napa, California that 
uses solar panels to power nearly 100% of 
their energy needs; Arklow, Ireland, where a 
7-turbine GE off-shore wind farm produces 
enough energy to power 16,000 Irish homes; 
and GE’s Evolution Series locomotive, which 
reduces emissions while conserving energy. 

At the time that LBi Syrup shot the 
Arklow wind energy film, GE wind turbines as 
an alternative energy source were keeping 11.4 
million tons of greenhouse gases from being 

emitted each year – the equivalent to keeping 
2 million cars off US roads. 

Measuring the success of the overall 
initiative, LBi Syrup CEO Rob Holzer is proud 
of the way that the choice of film to drive 
deeper user involvement and engagement 
with the content has paid off: “Officially, 
we achieved the benchmark of increasing 
user engagement on the site from just over 1 
minute per user to an average of about 5:30.”

Today, in June 2008, LBi Syrup is well 
underway with ecomagination.com 3.0. 
Looking back on the previous versions of 
the site, it’s clear that evolution has occurred. 
What began as a corporate website has now 
become a multimedia hub that, at different 
times, has contained avatars, watercolor 
illustration, films, and Flash videos that can 
be translated for audiences everywhere. And 
as ecomagination grew, so the relationship 
between GE and LBi Syrup developed 
alongside it. 

GE reports that revenues from 
its portfolio of energy efficient and 
environmentally advantageous products 
and services crossed $14 billion in 2007, up 
more than 15% from 2006, and GE’s own 

investment in cleaner technology research and 
development passed $1 billion for the first time. 

Meanwhile, ecomagination.com won 
a slew of awards, most recently a Gold Effie in 
the first annual Green category – the campaign 
was also a finalist for the Grand Effie. All of 
this allowed LBi Syrup to develop relationships 
with the other consultancies and agencies 
supporting the ecomagination initiative. Most 
recently, GreenOrder, one of the foremost 
corporate consulting groups in the field, referred 
a new hotel group to LBi Syrup based on the 
knowledge, insight and abilities that the site so 
clearly demonstrated. 

After working day in and day out 
for the past four years on GE’s ecomagination, 
Jacob Cohen has gotten closer than anyone at the 
agency to GE’s initiative; “Beyond all the amazing 
experiences, from traveling the earth to speaking 
with some of the world’s top scientists and 
engineers, what I realized from working with GE 
is the power of commitment. When GE decided 
to create a sustainable initiative no one would have 
imagined what it would become. But they believe 
in it and pushed it. For all the eco-cynics, the $14 
billion in annual revenue from ecomagination  
is a clear wake up call that ‘green is green,’ period.”

“�What began as a corporate web site  
has now become a multimedia hub.”

…
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We need new products, we need new services and we’ll always need design. 
But are we going about it in the right way? Austin Williams, Director of 
the Future Cities Project rails against misguided notions of sustainability, and 
Hugo Manassei of Participle talks new approaches to design.

Consider 

Phlebas
del.icio.us/LBiQ/Phlebas
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Sustainability is a human problem. We’re actively rendering 
planet Earth incapable of supporting life. But it’s not only 
the physical environment to which we’re laying waste. LBiQ’s 
Dom Collier is equally concerned about the excess of 
useless data he sees ‘infolluting’ the extended human mind 
that is the internet.

“�Ceiling cat is watching 
you masturbate.”

The internet and the World Wide Web are 
possibly the greatest inventions in history. They 
have created previously unthinkable possibilities 
for human interaction and expression; 
commercial, social and personal. Despite that, the 
viability of our online future must be considered 
as doubtful. It’s not so much the technical 
infrastructure that causes concerns (although that, 
too, is potentially and dangerously vulnerable). 
The big challenges we’re facing are around 
content and functionality, and ultimately, our 
own interactions with them: our own behaviour.

Underlying this issue is the 
assumption that Marshall McLuhan was 
right. McLuhan, in Understanding Media: 
The Extensions of Man, proposed that 
communications media are best understood 
as human functions, effectively prosthetic 
limbs which extend beyond the human body 
but which are ultimately controlled by the 
same mechanism: the nervous system. Thus 
the internet may be seen as a colossal shared 
‘brain’, or possibly ‘mind’.

In that context, the web starts looking 
and feeling increasingly disorderly, as in 

‘mental disorder’. Its current rate of growth – 
IDC see the digital universe reaching ten times 
its 2006 size by 2011 – is not sustainable, and 
neither is the value/waste ratio of the content 
to be served. We should have serious concerns 
about the cognitive ability of the human brain 
to keep up with this exponential increase in 
information availability.

How did this happen? Why has 
something that didn’t even properly exist 16 
years ago become such a problem? The usual 
human culprits – greed, fear, lust, laziness, 
stupidity, dishonesty – are to blame; which 
makes it all the more depressing given that 
other parts of the human character set – 
altruism, bravery, energy, ingenuity, intelligence 
– were so instrumental in the creation of the 
system that now threatens us. We had a chance 
to get it right, and we blew it. And yet when it 
kicked off, it all seemed so possible…

In early 1996 I spent 10 days in San 
Francisco attending an MSDN conference 
at the Moscone Centre. San Francisco was 
awesome, but the conference itself was 
pretty lame, despite ‘everyone’ being there. 
Microsoft had suddenly woken up to the 

web and was throwing the kitchen sink at it. 
They announced ActiveX. Steve Case and Bill 
Gates got on stage and pretended to be friends 
as they announced a new (unsustainable) 
AOL-Microsoft browser partnership. A tense 
and brooding Steve Jobs demonstrated an 
ecommerce system from NeXT, where he was 
still biding his time in the wilderness.

What I remember most clearly is Douglas 
Adams, the Hitchhiker’s Guide… writer, giving the 
keynote presentation on the last day, bumbling on 
stage late in a crumpled white suit (every inch the 
innocent Englishman abroad) and opening his 
session to 5,000 Microsoft developers with, “You’ll 
have to excuse me, I’m more of an Apple man 
myself...” Then, apparently randomly, he showed 
us his holiday snaps of ancient ruins in Greece, 
before launching into a sort of personal history of 
the computer – how he’d first thought computers 
were just better typewriters, then maybe that they 
were games consoles, or music players, or a new 
kind of TV... 

Then Adams started talking about the 
web, and suddenly we were gripped. We are 
building a new kind of civilisation, he told us. 
What computers are really for is modelling 

new ways of being human. He referred back to 
the holiday snaps, pointing out that this was 
a civilisation that rose and fell thousands of 
years ago, that, like Phlebas the Phoenician, the 
people who built these dwellings and sculpted 
these urns were once as young and handsome 
as we; and that we had learned from what they 
left behind. You will also be judged by what 
you do over the coming years, he said. Future 
generations will observe your work in the same 
way that we now see the ruins at Delphi and 
they will judge you, and our whole civilisation, 
by what they see. This is a moment that will 
never come again, and the responsibility for 
crafting the new world lies with you.

“Please”, he concluded, and he really 
was pleading, because this really mattered 
more than anything else in the world, “please 
get it right.”

Five seconds of awestruck silence suddenly 
exploded into a standing ovation. I’m getting 
shivers down my spine remembering it now. I was 
already hooked on the web, line and sinker, but 
that moment suddenly made it overwhelmingly 
important. This was what I was going to do in 
the war. It was going to be something to tell my 
grandchildren about – how we made a new 
Utopian world online, a place where they could 
live in some kind of perfection…

Hah. Even in that moment, right there at 
the conference, the money was lining up to buy 
the revolution and turn it to commercial gain 
rather than the betterment of the human race 
and the planet. There was nothing idealistic 
about what happened next, and in retrospect, 
it seems amazingly naïve, as I was then, to have 
thought that anything other than cash would 
drive mass colonisation and exploitation of the 
new digital universe. I don’t have grandchildren 
yet, but I am very careful about where I let my 
children go online, at least as careful as I am 
about their whereabouts in the physical world. 

That’s because the web is now a dangerous, 
untrustworthy, toxic place. It’s polluted.

On the internet nobody knows you’re 
a dog, as Peter Steiner’s now legendary New 
Yorker cartoon put it; which was amusing 
enough, until we extrapolated and realised 
that we also don’t know whether the person or 
machine with which we’re communicating is a 
financial ally or a fraudster, a friend or a foe, a 
threat or an opportunity, a potential lover or a 
predatory rapist. 

Anonymity and multiple/ambiguous 
identities are two examples of infollution. 
Malicious and anti-social information types 
are another pair – everything from criminal 
botnets to bomb-making sites. Yes, I know 
the people who think and behave like that 
were around before the web; but the web 
makes it so much easier for them to meet and 
congregate and share ‘bad’ information. 

Value’s another problem: who is most of 
this content actually for? According to IDC, 70% 
of the digital universe is created by individuals. 
Most individuals are, I’m sure, lovely people, 
but this doesn’t make them particularly skilled 
writers, designers, moviemakers, sound artists, or 
qualified in any other way to present and display 
their thinking, art and craft publicly. And it shows. 
There’s just so much crap out there. We worry 
about the plastic bags on the beach in Tahiti, and 
the non-biodegradable nappies in the landfill 
sites, and the invisible ministry of our frenemy, 
CO

2
; but what about the shit that is part of the 

daily price we pay for access to ‘free’ information’ 
online? The incessant distraction of ‘look at 
me’, ‘click me’, ‘believe me’, ‘pay me’, ‘ceiling cat is 
watching you masturbate’… You will doubtless 
have your own waste stream of acknowledged 
but non-valuable ‘stuff’ that steals your time and 
delivers very little, or nothing, in return.

The long tail means there probably is 
an audience for most of what ends up online, 

even if it’s only the individual making the 
posting; but for the rest of the market of 
several hundred million web users who have 
no use for it, it’s junk. Quality control isn’t 
exercised when the cost of entry is so low 
and the result is that too many people with 
nothing worth saying are shouting too loud. 
There are a hell of a lot of them, and everyday 
the paper boy brings more, and more, and 
more. More information, more distraction, 
shorter attention spans, less time to think 
about things properly.

Are human beings capable of dealing with 
this? We have evolved over however many millions 
of years to behave in certain ways. Elsewhere in 
this magazine you’ll find John Pollock describing 
the online world as ‘evolution on crack’, a striking 
and unsettling comparison of the natural and 
the unnatural in an unsustainable relationship. 
Consider: we shape our environments; then they 
shape us. What shapes, I wonder, are our minds 
assuming as a result of being forced into ever-
smaller screens? What new forms are they taking 
in response to information that is losing authority, 
becoming relative, ungoverned, untrustworthy, 
fragmented? Electronic information tampers with 
our souls, perhaps, and we, too, like our ‘servers’, 
will start treating data as infinitely reconfigureable 
according to context, so that it is capable of 
meaning anything, and then nothing will be 
true, and everything will be permitted; which is 
another way of saying that we, and our anima 
mundi, the internet, will all be insane by today’s – 
or maybe only yesterday’s – standards.

Don’t get me wrong. I still love the web. 
Half of me revels in this mad, headlong rush for 
tomorrow and ever-changing ways of developing 
and delivering and consuming information. The 
other half, though, finds it just that: mad. And I 
don’t believe that if it continues in this way, at this 
speed, with this lack of control and authority, that 
it is sustainable.

No can has 

meaning
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Like it or not, sustainability is everywhere 
– including the field of design, where its 
advocates stand ever more prominently 
in their showy green Wellington boots. 
Eco-guru Bill McDonough argues that, 
for designers, a “sustainable vision is 
essential”; an international product design 
conference claims that “sustainability is a 
global imperative”; and this year’s London 
Design Festival will host an ubiquitous 
“sustainable design hub... looking at the 
latest thinking on sustainable design.” The 
American Institute of Architects currently 
identifies sustainability as “the most 
important change affecting the future of the 
profession”; while Prince Charles, speaking 

on the theme of urban design, says that “one 
of the greatest challenges we face today is 
that of sustainability.”

Despite this drum-beating, however, 
we still have environmentalists pointing 
their green fingers accusingly at the public’s 
flagrant rejection of self-restraint. To 
their minds, growing use of cars, the ever-
increasing demand for consumer goods and 
the escalating business of non-renewable 
energy production are testament to the fact 
that they aren’t winning hearts and minds 
quickly enough to avert global devastation. 

But, whatever the sustainability 
industry may say, the environmental message 

has been received loud and clear and has 
actually been internalised by both public and 
professionals alike. These days, it’s impossible 
to read a paper or magazine (even the 
previously cynical LBiQ, for God’s sake…), 
turn on the TV or engage in conversation 
without some heavy-handed reference to 
sustainability. In effect, the moral case for 
environmental restraint has already been 
won. The fact that normal people like me and 
you don’t live up to it is hardly surprising. 
But, for me, that fact alone is refreshing. The 
realisation that people haven’t completely 
fallen for the hype is a sign of hope. 

Sustainability, you see, may 
masquerade as the new big idea, but actually 
it’s based on the most small-minded of all 
possible premises. The idea of sustainability as 
it’s preached to us is one that I can only regard 
as a petty, misanthropic philosophy of limits, 
low aspirations, risk-aversion, moralistic 
sanctimony and parochialism. It pretends to 
change the world but merely harangues us 
into changing our light bulbs. Who needs 
traditional moral crusaders such as Mary 
Whitehouse when design guru Stephen 
Bayley can chastise all of us for “pushing out 
filth” just because we have the gall to catch 
an aeroplane? Not only do sustainability 
advocates such as Bayley publicly hector us 
into amending our once-personal habits, 
but they also constantly twitter on about the 
putative harm – rather than the potential 
benefits – of our ordinary day-to-day actions. 

As such, uncritical sustainable 
development poses a real threat to critical 
thinking and hence, acts as a break on proper 
creative practice. As far as I’m concerned, it 
needs to be rejected wholesale. 

Risk-aversion
The classic rendition of the sustainability 
mantra (as enshrined by the United Nations 
in a December 1987 resolution) claims that 
sustainable development is development 
that “meets the needs of the present without 
compromising the ability of future generations 
to meet their own needs”. Even though no-
one questions whether future generations will 
really thank us for restraining our development 
patterns, this certainly sounds eminently 
responsible, doesn’t it? But then you need to 
consider that one of the founding documents 
in the sustainability canon (the ‘Wingspread 
Statement on the Precautionary Principle’) 
states that “when an activity raises threats of 
harm to the environment or human health, 
precautionary measures should be taken even if 
some cause and effect relationships are not fully 
established scientifically.”

In a nutshell, then, the bottom 
line of many policies around sustainable 
development is that many activities are being 
restricted without any actual scientific proof 
of relationship between action and effect. So 
even if there is no causal relationship shown 
(if it is simply believed that certain acts might 
cause harm to future generations) then those 

acts will be restricted until proven otherwise. 
In today’s climate, this mindset actually 
transforms ‘innovation’ from an open-minded 
experimental practice into an exercise in self-
doubt, fear and damage limitation. Innovation 
in all fields, including that of design, requires 
a wide open territory; you don’t fence it in – 
certainly not without proper, proven reason. 

There’s nothing wrong with precaution 
of course, but surely making precaution a 
guiding principle should give us cause to look 
to the future with trepidation, rather than 
anticipation? The evidence seems to suggest 
that this is the case. For example, last year, 
the Housing Design Awards introduced a 
FutureProofing Award implying that we all 
have to protect ourselves from what lies ahead, 
as if – whatever the future might turn out to be 
– it’s definitely bound to be bad for us. It’s an 
attitude borne out by the winner of the History 
Channel’s ‘City of the Future’ competition 
which “shows New York’s street grid taken 
under floods of biblical proportions.” It’s as if 
a growing number of influential bodies and 
individuals believe that we’re living through 
some kind of apocalyptic ‘last days’. We may 
pretend that fear creates an opportunity for 
innovative solutions, but it will be impossible 
to maintain the illusion of genuine future-
oriented creativity if we refuse to challenge our 
contemporary cultural malaise.

Instead of celebrating ‘more’, society 
now seems to interpret the pro-consumption 
mantra “invention is the mother of necessity” 

The principles of sustainable design are transforming 
innovation from an open-minded experimental 
practice into an exercise in self-doubt, fear and damage 
limitation. So says Austin Williams – author of the 
recently published The Enemies of Progress: The 
Dangers of Sustainability. Pulling no punches, he puts 
his case to LBiQ.

(Or How I Learned to Stop  Worrying and Love the Future.)

“�Sustainability may masquerade 
as the new big idea, but  
it’s based on the most  
small-minded of premises.”

…
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as legitimising campaigns focused against 
conspicuous consumption and growing 
materialism. As a result, the leisured – or 
‘creative’ – classes have found themselves in an 
existential crisis. In an interview with Die Zeit 
magazine in March this year, über designer 
Philippe Starck announced: “I was a producer 
of materiality and am ashamed of this fact,” 
adding “everything that I designed is absolutely 
unnecessary.” It was from this platform that he 
announced his retirement in two years time. 
If this sounds extreme, then consider the case 
of environmentalist Mayer Hillman, author 
of How We Can Save the Planet. Hillman’s 
already gone one better than Starck by giving 
up his career as an architect because he couldn’t 
reconcile himself to ruining the countryside 
with all that ugly brickwork. 

The world that we live in has now 
become one where Vance Packard’s claim 
(in seminal advertising text The Hidden 
Persuaders) that people’s “buying habits 
(are) directly controlled through subliminal 
techniques,” has now effectively been co-opted 
by mainstream politicians and sustainability 
lobbyists. In order to do away with that 
awkward business of actually engaging people 
politically and winning them round to a point 
of view, there are now a range of sinister 
mechanisms to accomplish this – and they 
start with the influence brought to bear on the 
youngest members of society. 

In February 2007, UK Education 
Secretary Alan Johnson said that educating 
children out of their desire for fashionable 

consumer goods was “as important as the 
pressure they put on their parents not to 
buy a gas-guzzling car”. Already, children’s 
‘morally correct’ pester power is encouraged 
by animated TV character Bob the Builder, 
enlisted to the sustainability cause in the hope 
that, “by seeing what I’m doing, children will 
realise there’s another way of living on this 
planet – a way which will help look after it.” 
There’s nothing worse than a preachy puppet 
– and that goes double for Johnson. 

Children are an easy target. In the last 
couple of years, the UK Design Council’s 
“Design of the Times” event (directed by John 
Thackara, familiar to the design community 
through the Doors of Perception network and 
annual conference) has included a curriculum–
based ‘ECO design challenge’ targeted at Year 8 
students. The challenge? “Redesign some aspect 
of your school making it more user-friendly, 
with less impact on the environment and the 
planet’s natural resources”. Environmentalism, 
now shorn of any pretence of educational 
content, has materialised as a brazen attempt to 
manipulate children into the new green morality. 

For further evidence, just take, for 
example, the UK survey pointing out that a 
small sample of children think that cars are 
“something to be admired”. So appalled were 
the ‘researchers’ at this expression of consumer 
aspiration that they concluded that they had 
a duty to “prevent this ‘love’ of cars” meaning 
that “children need to be educated at a very 
early age of the negative effects of the car; 
the age at where (sic) it may be too late is 

approximately six years of age.” Unsurprisingly, 
the UK’s National Curriculum now states 
that children should have a knowledge of the 
environmental impacts of transport from 
the age of five. Obviously, by this they mean 
transport’s ‘harmful’ environmental aspects – 
nothing concerning the fantastic benefits that 
transport can provide. 

For those who want to design 
innovative transport solutions, then, the 
framework has been established. As the 
Eddington Transport Study submitted to 
the UK Government states: “Ambitions 
and dreams of extensive new (transport) 
networks… should be put on hold… some 
of the best projects are small-scale, such 
as walking and cycling.” So, accepting the 
sustainable design challenge to create the 
future of transport becomes nothing more 
than a Build-a-Better-Bike competition. An 
interesting undergraduate project maybe, but 
hardly Blue Skies design thinking. 

It now seems that, rather than just 
getting on with designing and minding their 
own business, it has become acceptable 
for designers to interfere in education for 
moral reasons. And it’s not just children. 
The RSA (the esteemed Royal Society for the 
encouragement of Arts, Manufactures and 
Commerce) believe that designers “are in a 
position to understand people and to give 
them the ability to help them help themselves,” 
by replicating the Government’s message that 
we need to “exert self-control in the many 
faces of temptation” (and presumably deliver 

us from evil into the bargain). As such, the 
erstwhile creative professions have become 
little more than nodding dogs for government 
engagement strategies. 

Human solutions
But there is a still more insidious logic to 
sustainability’s unquestioned orthodoxy; a 
logic which, rather than recognising humanity 
as the source of creativity, sees it as destructive 
and in need of reduction. One sustainable 
design commentator – Anne Thorpe, author 
of The Designer’s Atlas of Sustainability – 
argues that “we can trace (the) decline (of the 
planet) directly to the activities of one species: 
humans”. James Lovelock, responsible for the 
Gaia hypothesis goes even further and says that 
the planet is suffering a “plague of people.”

This type of Malthusian logic, 
putting all the problems down to volume of 
population, is all too straightforward – and 
clearly seductive to many who should know 
better. Guardian journalist Madeleine Bunting 
says that there are simply “too many people”; 
Reith Lecturer Jeffrey Sachs is applauded 
for speaking contemptuously of the world 
“bursting at the seams”. People, you see, are 
now deemed to be a problem; producing 
and consuming too much, and breathing out 
all that carbon dioxide. Whereas the design 
fraternity would once have rubbed their hands 
with glee at the rise and rise of potential 
consumers, they are now wracked with guilt 
about encouraging the global population to 
aspire to Western standards of consumption. 
Oblivious to the fact that one third of the 
world’s population still lives in absolute 
poverty, contemporary commentators suggest 
that inventing more only makes us want more 
and that this is irresponsible.

David Barrie, of John Thackara’s 
Design of The Times’ Urban Farming Team 
(which really says it all…) told me that: 
“the planet’s population has doubled in my 
generation’s lifetime… and yet we persist 
in the pursuit of ‘labour-saving’ devices.” 
The fact that designers, those very people 
responsible for some of the great advances in 
labour-saving devices, seldom criticise this 
type of misanthropic view of the world is 
testament to the pervasive anti-progressive 
content of the sustainability agenda. As it 
happens, reducing human effort – freeing 

people from the chains of labour-intensive 
production and the limits of basic needs – 
remains a damn sight more important than a 
slavish adherence to saving resources. 

For example, Friends of the Earth tell us 
that “there is a lot to learn from the developing 
world, where a scavenger mentality, grass 
roots recycling and sheer necessity can lead 
to imaginative leaps in redeploying waste.” 
But surely to revel in the joylessness of “sheer 
necessity” and the creative benefits of restraint 
reflects a decadent Western rejection of affluent 
consumption? This is not some abstract ‘less 
is more’ slogan, but a worrying contemporary 
advocacy that we should all learn to live with less. 

The former president of the World 
Green Building Council suggests, for example, 
that “everyone would do well to read Platinum 
Buildings in Ancient India, a forthcoming book 
on how ancient Indian construction methods 
meet (America’s) sustainability standards.” 
Well, I’m afraid that bamboo and bullshit 
aren’t going to meet the needs of a modern 
first-world economy, nor should they be good 
enough for the developing world either. 

The worrying thing is that not only 
do designers seem to find solace in this 
restricted universe, but many people suggest 
that sustainability is a great driver for greater 
creativity; working imaginatively within 
constraints. Under the moral orthodoxy of 
restraint, we can still be creative – in the same 
way that shackled chain gangs still manage 
to sing the blues beautifully – but gradually, 
the essence of a truly creative freedom will 
inevitably be corroded. As far as I’m concerned, 
the devious contemporary framework of 
sustainability places limits on ambitions (not 
just on the palette of materials that we are 
expected to use to realise those ambitions) and 
diminishes intellectual engagement. 

For Stephen Bayley, sustainability is 
an opportunity: “Better, not more. Quality, 
not quantity,” is the message he chooses to 
preach. But this is a false opposition: there’s 
nothing wrong with ‘better’ and ‘more’; 
‘quality’ and ‘quantity’. It is about time that 
progressives reclaimed the future, dropped the 
‘sustainable’ prefix, and started arguing for real 
development. It’s never been more important.

Austin Williams is Director of the Future 
Cities Project and the author of The Enemies of 
Progress: The Dangers of Sustainability.

“�Bamboo and bullshit aren’t 
going to meet the needs of a 
modern first-world economy.”

…
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In a State of 

Change
In the 1990s, Hugo Manassei helped form Oyster Partners, later absorbed into LBi. An 
unusually entrepreneurial designer, he’s now working to help drive change in the way that 
citizens interact with the state. He talks to Dom Collier and Bhav Chohan of LBiQ 
about his design experience and how new approaches can help make public services more 
valid, useful and fit for the future.

“�We would be sitting in ad agencies saying 
things like ‘No, people really do buy CDs 
and books online’ and the execs were 
sitting there saying ‘You’re talking crap.’”

Like good surfers, the best entrepreneurs always 
have their eye on the next wave, even if they’re 
riding a crest at the time. Hugo Manassei fits 
this bill perfectly. Currently a partner at social 
enterprise consultancy Participle, his career to 
date demonstrates a knack not just for spotting 
opportunities but for actually going out and 
taking advantage of them. 

Starting his professional career at the 
start of the ‘90s by dropping out of a Business 
degree to pursue an interest in product design, 
Manassei quickly switched his attention to the 
digital revolution. “It turned out I just wasn’t 
a very good product designer. Whenever 
I designed something, people would ask 
questions like ‘what happens…how is it 
powered? It’s a chair – what happens if you lean 
back on it?’ I never really had any answers.”

A trip to California to check out the 
product design scene on the West Coast led 
to an epiphany in the unlikely setting of a 
San Francisco laundrette: “I was just doing 
my laundry with a friend and they had one 

of those tables you play video games on, only 
this one had something called SF NET – one 
of the early local bulletin boards – running on 
it. So we put in our quarter and started having 
conversations with people. It was amazing. 
We went back to Glasgow and I bought a 
computer and started using that for my design 
work. Then I got hold of a modem and, after 
tracking down an ISP in London because 
there were none in Scotland at the time, 
we decided to put our college degree show 
online. We ended up on the front page of the 
Glasgow Herald – ‘Students bring the future 
to Glasgow’ or something like that. What was 
more interesting is that the design community 
at the time hadn’t really cottoned onto the 
internet so we got a lot of attention.”

After some early work won recognition 
at special effects conference Siggraph, 
Manassei considered entering the nascent field 
of computer animation. He found himself 
speaking to the likes of Pixar, only to discover 
that companies were more interested in his 
experience with the web.  Still considering his 

future, he found himself in New York, where 
a chance meeting in a cybercafé saw him 
helping to form design agency Myriad, soon 
to change its name to the more better known 
Method 5. “There were four of us at first, but 
with only two Macs, so two of us worked days, 
and two of us worked nights. We worked in a 
cupboard in the Flatiron building, filled with 
servers. It was owned by a Russian ISP baron, 
or I think it was - we tried not to ask too many 
questions, to be honest. But on a regular basis 
some unbelievably beautiful women in fur 
coats would just appear, drop off money and 
leave again. 

“Within four months we’d had some 
success and we ended up doing the classic 
SoHo warehouse thing with forty people. 
Suddenly we were pitching to people like 
National Geographic, telling them how to 
spend a $5 million budget on the internet. 
It was classic start-up stuff – all very new, all 
very exciting and there was also that fantastic 
bigger picture of realising that this could 
change the world.” 

Returning to England in search of new 
opportunities, Manassei was stunned that 
news of the digital revolution had yet to reach 
London. “I helped set up a company called 
Oyster Systems which later became Oyster 
Partners, and it was all a very different scene. 
Luke (Taylor, now CEO of LBi) and I would 
be sitting in ad agency corner offices saying 
things like ‘No, people really do buy CDs and 
books online – we do it ourselves’, and the 
execs would just sit there telling us, ‘This thing 
isn’t going to be around in a year’s time, you’re 
talking crap.’ It was quite a shock after working 
on pioneering site projects in the US.”

Luckily, whether or not their agencies 
had faith in the new medium or not, 
companies started to realise what the web 
could do for them and Oyster’s business 
was good. An early project for Manassei 
was developing the first online presence for 
MTV Europe, the first site in Europe to use 
log-in details to track users’ moves through 
its content in order recommend both music 
and other like-minded users. One of the 
first stumbling attempts towards social 
networking, the success of the project and 
others helped establish Oyster Partners in the 
market. Only then he decided to move on 
again. It’s here that LBiQ picks up the story. 
LBiQ: So, we first met in 2000 during the 
Oyster days and things were great – what 
happened next?
Hugo Manassei: To be honest, I’d ended 
up out of touch with the technology and the 
actual work. I found myself spending too 
much time worrying about my team and 
doing the paperwork, as you do. So I wasn’t 
really innovating. Leaving was difficult and it 

was a relatively brave thing to do at the time: 
the business was booming, and we were one of 
the top three agencies in London in terms of 
quality of work and revenue per head. But…
LBiQ: I remember you moving on to do a 
degree at SOAS (the University of London’s 
School of Oriental and African Studies) and 
bumping into you just after 9/11…
HM: …It was weird, I was doing a part time 
evening course in Arabic at the time, but shortly 
after 9/11 they came in and gave us big pieces 
of cardboard to put under our chins and got 
us to write our names in big black felt tip pen. 
Then some random person showed up and took 
Polaroid pictures of us which was pretty thinly 
veiled… It was amazing being there at the time 
because just by talking to all the tutors there you 
realised that actually the intelligence services 
knew nothing about these countries. 

I ended up doing a Masters in 
Anthropology of Media and it was fantastic. 
I gained a rigour and discipline that I never 
really had before – something I felt I’d lost 
through years of being focused on selling 
ideas to clients. I learned to think differently 
and I also found myself reconnecting with 
some of the things that had first attracted 
me to the internet and to what I’d wanted 
to achieve through it. When you’ve got an 
anthropologist studying guerrilla warfare in 
Latin America, they’ve got a really interesting 
angle on the internet because it’s completely 
changing those societies. I was able to 
reconnect to the idea that connecting people 
in new ways can help create a fairer society. 
LBiQ: So after SOAS you went onto NESTA 
(The UK’s National Endowment for Science 
and the Arts, funded by the National Lottery 

to help maximise the country’s creative and 
innovative potential). It doesn’t seem like an 
obvious next step, or was it?
HM: I was basically seduced by David 
Puttnam (film producer and NESTA 
Chairman, 1998-2003). He’s an amazing 
person with a fantastic interest in the creative 
industries. He also has a passion for changing 
other areas of society – particularly education. 
I was interested in knowing how government 
and official bodies work, and NESTA wanted 
me to start up this new programme, so it 
worked well for me. The Creative Pioneer 
Programme that I set up had a remit to 
demonstrate that the creative industry 
could grow itself for the benefit of the wider 
economy. What it turned into, though, was 
very much a means to help creative people to 
look at business differently.

The idea was to build bridges between 
the domain of business people and the creative 
people who have great ideas but who business 
alienates through its language. We developed a 
programme that didn’t involve writing business 
plans, doing price sensitivity analysis and all 
the rest of it. Instead, we took people through a 
series of design exercises and, at the end of that, 
their business would have taken shape. It ended 
up launching some very successful businesses 
that are still doing well today, but it’s also now 
been rolled out in the national curriculum at a 
higher education level, which was kind of the 
main thing for me.  

Then I became a dad for the first time 
and took some time off. I looked at starting a 
business around alternative fuels, but before that 
really went anywhere, NESTA asked me back 
to work on another project. The insight was …
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people, they’ve never been that connected to 
technology anyway. 

What we’re starting to see is a change 
where, rather than local authorities  assessing 
people then telling them what services they 
need and how they’re going to receive them, 
we’re seeing new systems that encourage people 
to assess their own needs. They then receive a 
personal budget from the local authority, and 
they’re responsible for how it gets spent. This 
new system is called Individual Budgets. So, 
I think we’re going to be looking at a whole 
different system that has to be facilitated by 
technology. There are going to have to be 
marketplaces and exchanges where you can find 
the help you need. While Individual Budgets 
are being rolled out nationally, there are neither 
marketplaces for these services, nor even any talk 
of the need for them. It’s a car-crash waiting to 
happen, and technology will untangle it.

Effectively, the current government 
obsession with public service innovation is 
about personalisation. We’re all familiar with 
personalisation online, particularly from web 2.0 
services, but the current cutting edge of change 
in public services is running some years behind 
wider trends in web technology. We’re working 
a little beyond the cutting edge and looking at 
systems for new networks to help people look 
after one another and socialise with one another. 
So yes, online communities and networks will 
be important but we’ll still have to wait a while 
before we see exactly how they can help. 
LBiQ: So tell us about how you’d position the 
work you’re doing with Participle right now. 
You coined the term ‘Transformation Design’ 
– but isn’t all good design transformational? 
HM: Well, our project methodology is constantly 
evolving, but it’s very much rooted in user centred 
design. I’d say that user centred methodologies 
have been the last recent innovation in the design 
world, and, while I wouldn’t say that we’ve 
moved this on to any next stage of development, 
we do apply our techniques in quite interesting 
ways. Importantly, we’re also working in an 
environment where no one else is doing this. So 
it’s not rocket science, and there are no secrets to 
how we develop new public services, but there 
are elements of our methods which move things 
forward to create powerful users and ideas within 
specific public sector contexts.
LBiQ: But would you say that there’s a 
need for shaping a separate discipline 

of Transformation Design type work in 
an industry that’s already riddled with 
ambiguous terms?
HM: Personally, no. I’m quite a meat and 
potatoes kind of guy. I’m sure I could spin a 
compelling argument to say that how we create 
new public services is a whole new genre of 
design, but I’m not entirely convinced of the 
value of doing that. To be honest, I’m quite 
an anti-design designer, and I’d say that about 
90% of what I read about design, or hear 
designers talk about, has absolutely nothing 
to do with what I personally believe that it’s 
important for design to be achieving. 

That said, when it comes to those big 
issues that you’re interested in at the moment, 
such as sustainability and ensuring we’ve got 
the public services we deserve for the future, I 
do believe that all good designers have some 
absolutely unique qualities. More than anything, 
they’re able to visualise things. If you can 
visualise something in a way that means you 
can communicate it to masses and masses of 
people, then it suddenly becomes real. When 
you’re just talking about it, it’s still more abstract. 
Visualisation is an incredibly powerful ability. 
LBiQ: So let’s talk about the relationship 
between these kinds of designers and the 
members of the general public that you hope 
might get involved in public service design 
projects. The designers are on a contract, 
they’re getting paid, and the public aren’t 
– there are different motivations at work. 
Doesn’t it seem a little unlikely that ordinary 
citizens will become involved in co-creation 
and the design process itself? 
HM: It’s less about formal co-creation, more 
about providing people with a channel to 
actually get involved. Everything that we do has 
a cultural change agenda. Sometimes this is 
difficult, particularly if you’re dealing with older 
people or socially excluded and disenfranchised 
youth. A lot of people already have pretty fixed 
ideas about this demographic, but when you 
work with people properly you break down your 
preconceptions about what they can do, and 
what they want to do. If you just read the papers 
and watch TV then you have a very different 
view of what’s going on with young people from 
the one that you get if you just hang out and 
walk the streets with them. People are essentially 
bright, and I believe that if you give them the 
right channel then they’ll get involved. 

LBiQ: And is the web really the best channel 
for these people to engage with the State?
HM: I think that the key is relationships that 
are lived and expressed through a variety of 
channels, never just technology.  When you 
build relationships with people, and they in 
turn build relationships with other people, 
that’s when change comes about. The web 
shouldn’t be treated as the only channel for 
this kind of relationship, but it’s going to be 
playing an ever increasing role. 
LBiQ: As we both know, the world’s changing 
at rapid pace. How do you factor in the ability 
to be relevant and responsive in projects as 
large as public service transformation?
HM: Responding to change in real time 
is a vital part of what we do. It’s why 
methodologies based on UCD work so 
well – it’s the antithesis of just ‘dropping in’ 
a new service. Our methodology is all about 
flexibility, so as well as being able to respond 
to issues in real time we’re also trying to 
design services that, by their very nature, fight 
rigid new service interventions. It’s something 
that’s very much burnt into the DNA of the 
projects that we develop. 
LBiQ: Finally, how do you see Participle’s work, 
and your approach to it evolving in the future? 
HM: Well, we have a core team of about 
15 people at the moment and a network of 
people working 1, 2 or 3 days a week. We 
don’t really want to grow the team, but we still 
want to get big social enterprises developed. 
We want to help government transform 
and become more relevant, and we want to 
accelerate the vision of people becoming more 
interactive with the state and society in a way 
that’s more meaningful and works better than 
it does at the moment. 

One way that we believe we can 
accomplish this is to build social enterprises 
that can demonstrate a different way of 
doing things. A medium-term goal that we’re 
working on is building partnerships with 
private organisations as well as government 
bodies and finding ways in which the private 
sector can help without it being some dreadful 
kind of CSR initiative. What we’re looking to 
do is to influence the changing development 
of the Welfare State. It’s a pretty significant 
goal and if we have to change or adapt to get 
there then we will. It’s what we’re all about. 
LBiQ: Thank you. 

basically that the market for talent doesn’t work. 
We were interested in investing in individuals 
so that the best talent could succeed – working 
out how to measure the value of people of talent 
who find themselves frustrated.  I spent about 
eight months talking to clearly talented people 
who hadn’t been able to succeed because of the 
way that the market makes decisions about who 
to accept and who to reject. I got to meet and 
talk to some of the most interesting people in 
the world. I was able to talk to people like David 
Deutsch, one of the main guys when it comes 
to quantum computing and parallel universe, 
multi-world theories. It was a great project. 
LBiQ: And this is how you came to meet the 
other guys you’re now doing the Participle 
thing with? 
HM: Right. Hilary, Colin and Charles were 
trying to get a new proposition together around 
transforming public services, and I basically 
joined them. At the time their thoughts were 
very much around methodology, then we 
turned it around to focus on aspiration and 
mission.  It’s all based around quite a simple 
premise. In the UK in 1942, William Beveridge 
wrote the report that essentially resulted in 
the creation of the Welfare State. He was 
focused on the relationship between the citizen 
and the state. It was the basis of all the great 
public service institutions that we have today. 
Unfortunately it’s all changed very little since 
then. Attempts have been made to change it 
through incremental steps but it hasn’t worked. 

The traditional approach to evolving 
these kinds of services involves bringing in 

the consultants, but all too often that ends up 
as just paying for talk. We’re not interested in 
doing the ‘talking about it’ phase of a project 
and then just handing it over to someone else. 
Instead, we work on a basis where we own 
or co-own the IP, so that we stay continually 
involved in seeing our vision through. 
LBiQ: I have to ask this. The original Beveridge 
Report was the result of decades of political 
thinking coming to a head, and, at the time, 
it was properly revolutionary – it changed 
the way we live. The ongoing maintenance 
of the system it set in place may have failed 
now but, once upon a time, it was the real 
deal. It changed everything and it took the 
full power of the state to bring it about. You 
guys clearly aren’t in quite the same position. 
Is it reasonable to think that a small private 
enterprise can take on this kind of task?
HM: Honestly? No. The voice of the public is 
going to be vital to the success of this kind of 
work. When Beveridge put together his report, 
some 65 years ago, he couldn’t really engage 
in the level of meaningful public consultation 
possible today. We’re interested in widening 
the conversation around the way our society 
functions so obviously we’re interested in looking 
into things like crowd-sourcing and crowd design. 

There are sites in Japan that are already 
being used for market-testing concepts and 
products. People suggest ideas for new products, 
and manufacturers are plugged into the platform 
so that they can test the level of demand 
rigorously. If the demand is judged to be strong 
enough to make a credible proposition, then the 

products go into production. Something like 6 
out of Muji’s top 10 products have come from 
systems like this. They’ve proven to be massively 
successful. Using the web in this way for debate 
around the evolution of public services could 
possibly achieve something powerful. It would 
be limited, but this kind of community shows 
that there are ways of harnessing more people to 
get involved in the kind of work that we’re doing.  
LBiQ: The developing role of technology 
is obviously an interest of yours. Participle 
talks on its web site about the importance of 
technology since the Beveridge report first 
came out, and also to some of the problems 
that we face now but didn’t in 1942.  A lot 
of the innovative solutions we require could 
be seen to lie in the harnessing of online 
communities in this kind of fashion, so is 
technology the magic bullet to solve all the 
problems of public service provision? 
HM: Well, obviously the innovations we need 
to overhaul the relationship between the 
individual and the state require technology 
and everything that comes with it. The 
question is whether current eGovernment 
initiatives are making enough of an impact, 
and the thing is that they’re probably not. 

A lot of the people who need assistance 
in society don’t really see the benefits that 
technology can give. If you’ve got personal 
care needs and these are taken away from you 
– for example, if you’re 75 years old and you 
need to be bathed and dressed every morning 
then, on the face of it, technology’s not exactly 
going to help. Particularly if, as with older 

“�We want to help government transform 
and become more relevant, and  
to accelerate a vision of people 
becoming more interactive with the 
state and society.”

…
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share ideas they multiply and grow, forming 
a powerfully reinforcing circle. You are not 
defined simply by what you own. You are also 
what you share. That should be our credo for 
the century to come.”

This big picture focus may, however, cause 
problems for some readers - particularly those 
who come at the subject from a ‘digital native’ 
perspective. If you’ve been immersed in the web 
for a while then many of Leadbeater’s examples 
will be familiar. That said, the predictable litany 
of collaboration and web 2.0-focused poster-
children (Wikipedia, Linux, World of Warcraft, 
The Sims, Craigslist, the concept of the long 
tail, the impact of Meetup.com on Howard 
Dean’s election campaign, the Doritos consumer 
generated “Crash the Superbowl” advert – all 
present and correct...) is at least enlivened 
by references designed to appeal to an older 
generation. Leadbeater gives us nods to Barthes, 
Adam Smith, Thomas More, Isaac Newton, the 
Genome Project and – with a certain sense of 
academic inevitability - Edward Lloyd’s late 17th 
century Lombard St. Coffeehouse where informal 
talk of trade, shipping and insurance led to the 
foundation of Lloyds of London. 

Likewise, Leadbeater’s very mode 
of writing may make the reading process 
something of a slog for those already 
familiar with much of this subject matter. 
Coming from a true believer in the power 

of conversation (portions of the book 
were available online for evolutionary and 
collaborative comment), the text is presented 
as the result of a shared endeavour between 
“Charles Leadbeater (and 257 others.)” 
Despite the admission that his publishers 
threw an early draft back at him for further 
tightening, the text could arguably still do 
with another run of the razor.  At times, it can 
seem such a sprawl of rhetoric and repeated 
themes that it comes across as an awkwardly 
frozen conversation, cut off before any real 
resolution has been reached. This raises the 
question, “So why a book, then Charles?” 
Perhaps the answer lies in the (I presume) 
older target audience who may lack the 
necessary confidence or inclination to actually 
engage with the web as a practical day-to-day 
lifestyle tool, whatever their publicly espoused 
attitudes may be. 

Despite these quibbles, Leadbeater’s 
polemic is both powerful and persuasive. 
He’s self-aware enough to realise that 
much Western Society is too far deeply 
entrenched in its existing (late 19th and 
early 20th century) business practices and 
social infrastructure for the transformational 
power of collective intelligence and design to 
have the impact he believes it could one day 
achieve. As such, he realises that “It would be 
silly to suggest that We-Think can work in 

every situation and that it is always the best 
organisational recipe.” 

Nevertheless, the book’s most inspiring 
sections are focused on the developing world, 
where the playing field is still open and where 
technology – particularly the mobile phone – is 
already having stunningly transformative effects. 
It’s hard for anyone to quibble with the statement 
that “New models of public education and health 
may sound far-fetched in societies that already 
have schools and hospitals, but they make perfect 
sense in societies with few teachers and doctors.”

It’s in these bold visions that Leadbeater’s 
often prolix writing finally matches form with 
content – this is heart-felt drum beating for a 
new vision of globalisation where the concept 
of We-Think prompts development in line with 
“liberal and enlightenment traditions of peer 
collaboration in pursuit of better ideas arbitrated 
on the basis of evidence rather than ideology. 
We-Think will spread these values through 
civil society far more effectively than machines 
dispensing Coke.”

A grown-up perspective on digital 
technology perhaps, then, but one which puts 
across properly big ideas in a fashion appropriate 
for those who need to heed its message most – 
those ‘grown-ups’ in government and big business  
who can properly turn We-Think into We-Act. 

DA
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For a while you’d have been forgiven for thinking 
that the web (and the notion of web 2.0 in 
particular) would remain - to paraphrase Yeats 
by way of the Coen Brothers - no concept for old 
men. A generation of freshly-minted born-in-the-
70s technology millionaires (take Google’s Larry 
and Sergey, for example; or, more worryingly, 
Facebook’s Mark Zuckerberg) have stood up in 
their casual jeans and t-shirts to talk of a world 
that can often seem as closed and foreign to 
adults as Peter Pan’s Neverland. The popular 
nomenclature of ‘digital natives’ and ‘digital 
immigrants’ only serves to draw this divide still 
more sharply – it’s a youth thing daddio, and you 
couldn’t ever hope to understand. 

Recently, however, the worlds of new 
marketing, web 2.0 and social collaboration 
have been packaged up for immigrants by an 
older generation of experts and academics 
with worthwhile experience of the political, 
economic and societal workings of the 
Jurassic world that existed before the dotcom 
boom. The likes of Clay Shirky, David 

Weinberger and Chris Andersen might not 
(with the exception of Weinberger) be old 
enough to be Page & Brin’s fathers, but they 
certainly carry the gravitas necessary to 
relate contemporary theories around new 
technology to an audience more at home with 
the Economist or The Harvard Business Review 
than with Wired or Vice. It’s into these adult 
waters that Charles Leadbeater’s We-Think 
takes its plunge. 

Leadbeater fits the older statesman bill 
well. A respected journalist (he’s credited with 
the co-creation of Helen Fielding’s original 
Bridget Jones’ Diary while at The Independent 
in the ‘80s) and an adviser to UK government, 
he’s currently a partner at newly formed 
public service transformation outfit Participle. 
(See LBiQ’s interview with Participle’s 
Hugo Manassei on page 62). As such, he’s 
an unabashed big picture thinker, and the 
We-Think philosophy - as encapsulated in 
the book’s final call to arms - makes this 
clear: “We are compelled to share our ideas; 
that is how they come to life. And when we 

WE-THINK
By Charles Leadbeater

“�Much of Western society is too deeply 
entrenched in its existing business 
practices and social infrastructure for 
the transformative power of collective 
intelligence and design to have the 
impact it could.”
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were ever present in the first place) firmly in 
check to support their pursuit of ongoing self-
interest and profiteering off the backs of the 
environment, the poor and the middle classes. 
Monbiot sums this phenomenon up nicely: 

“When aristocrats enjoyed inordinate 
power in Britain, they insisted that they 
were the only ones who had the wisdom 
and expertise needed to run the country. 
Today business people make the same 
claim. Governments as well as newspapers 
appear to have convinced themselves of this 
proposition, and it has led, among other 
interesting phenomena, to the curious 
spectacle of government seeking a mandate 
from the corporations.” Monbiot goes on 
to name and shame many of Britain’s new 
aristocrats in the appropriately named chapter 
‘The Fat Cats Directory’. 

Captive State is, in short, a poignant 
indictment of the British political, corporate 
and legal system. Monbiot builds a strong case 
against Tony Blair’s Labour government and 
makes a convincing argument for it having 
been more of an extension of the American 
Republican party than the UK equivalent of 
the Democratic Party it claims to be. And he 
doesn’t stop with just the Labour party – none 
of the three main political parties in Britain 
escapes his net. 

My only complaint is that Monbiot writes 
350 pages slamming the establishment but only 9 
on what may be the possible solutions and fixes. 
Although he rightly points out the more obvious 
flaws in a system that needs correcting, it’s easy to 
feel that he misses the core problem. His solutions 
(such as repealing the Public Finance Initiative 
and revamping British libel laws) are like putting 
bandages on an arm already too far gone with 
gangrene to ever be salvaged whole. 

The root of the problem is the legal 
mandate of corporations to put profit before 
people. Why can’t corporations legally be 
set up like Newman’s Own, the US-based 
condiments company owned by actor Paul 
Newman, (see Adapt or Die on page 16), 
which puts 100% of its profits back into 
charities? Do corporations have to make 
profits to be successful? It would seem not – 
Newman’s Own has enjoyed tremendous year-
on-year growth since it was founded. 

Monbiot’s solution should have offered 
up a fundamental rethink of the corporate 
charter. Corporations should be allowed to 
create a model that is not focused entirely on 
profiteering as its legal remit. The current booms 
and busts that many economies are experiencing 
are linked to the profiteering model. Surely a 
better model would have corporations be legally 
required to focus on maintaining sustainable 
financial security for its employees, communities 
and shareholders alike?

Monbiot also discounts the massive 
growth in consumer empowerment. The myth 
that companies subscribe to is that they need 
to operate in secret to be competitive, whereas 
it’s more likely complete transparency would 
make consumers and stakeholders trust them 
more. People don’t mind companies making 
profit. They just want to be reassured that 
neither the companies they do business with 
are making obscene profits, nor that people 
and the environment are suffering to create 
that profit. The result is sustainable and 
controllable growth over the long term. In 
other words, people want ‘Warm Capitalism’, 
not the kind of Cold Capitalism that many 
old-school western companies favour.

Douglas. M. Smith
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What you get out of Monbiot’s Captive 
State will depend on two (almost certainly 
interlinked) things: your current view of the 
world and which side of the Atlantic you’re 
viewing it from. 

If your world view is cynical, then 
Captive State will give you a warm glow of 
smug satisfaction. If, on the other hand, you 
think your world is pretty OK right now, then 
I’m afraid you’ll just be left depressed. You’ll no 
longer be able to look at any local building site 
and think: “Hey, that could be an interesting 
development.” Rather, you’ll find yourself 
endlessly pondering exactly whose interest is 
being served; who’s being paid off or benefiting 
‘in kind’; and which poor suckers are going to 
be finding themselves on the losing end. Nor 
(and this goes without saying) will you ever 
be able to visit a supermarket again without 
thinking of the smaller, local retailers being put 
out of business by the larger chains. 

What’s worse is that you may find 
yourself fretting over things that were 
previously never a worry – the nature of your 
children’s education, for example. Are teachers 
promoting history and society as they really are, 
or are they simply spinning the version most 
acceptable to the brand sponsoring the lessons? 
If you’re a parent, then Captive State is likely 
to prompt a heartfelt desire to become a fly on 
your child’s classroom wall in order to find out 
whether they’re being educated or just turned 
into identikit brainwashed consumers. 

Then there’s the geographical factor. 
US readers are likely to realise just how 
far behind Britain lags in the corporate 
domination game compared to the US. 
Meanwhile, on this side of the pond, avid 
enthusiasts of British colonial history 
will feel reassured that our nation and its 
businesses are still very much controlled by 
the aristocracy. As a result, these privileged 
few have kept their moral compasses (if these 

Captive State:
The Corporate 
Takeover of 
Britain
BY GEORGE MONBIOT

“�Corporations should be allowed to 
create a model that is not focused 
entirely on profiteering as its legal remit”
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appliances, is where Zittrain’s future vision is 
focused. The days of the ‘generative’ net, he 
tells us, are very possibly numbered. 

In consideration of what such a 
situation might mean for individuals, business 
and society, Zittrain gets to discuss a number 
of legal questions. It’s here that the book is 
at its most knowledgeable and incisive – if 
only because it’s in these areas that its style 
and manner evolve from simple historical 
narrative to include engaging discussion 
points and a level of personal opinion.  
Zittrain asks some good questions about the 
law: for example, who should have governance 
of the web should a generative system fail? 
It’s a situation he believes we’re rapidly 
heading towards should an appropriate level 
of informed debate not take place around it 
in the near future. More importantly, there’s 
the question of how the relevant members 
of the hardware and software developer 
communities should engage with each other 
to resolve issues without the need for heavy-
handed legal intervention. All great, thought-
provoking stuff. 

The thing is, though, rules and law are 
all well and good, but humans can be tricky, 
inquisitive little beasts. Some of us want to 
know how things work so that we can then 
disassemble and rebuild them – perhaps to 
implement elements of functionality that the 
original product failed to deliver. I see myself 

as very much within this category, but for 
every one of my kind whose overall purpose 
is to drive benefit for themselves or their 
community, there are also always going to be 
those whose purpose is to tinker in order to 
inflict harm: to seed worms; send spam; or 
covertly fill our hard-drives with porn. 

Nevertheless, my inclination to ‘tinker’ 
doesn’t mean that I’m against tethered 
applications in principle. On the contrary – I 
think they’re great. The bottom line as I see 
it, though, is that a bigger discussion needs 
to take place: the issue isn’t really about 
one single solution or even a single set of 
solutions. Rather, it’s about the need for a 
solution framework; one that’s extensible to 
cater for an uncertain future and which can 
provide for differences between users, their 
level of expertise, their level of curiosity and 
their prevailing ethics and community spirit. 

Zittrain presents some great examples 
of how communities can help in this area. 
There’s always Wikipedia, for example, but 
even in a positive instance like this there 
are always going to be some rogue agents. 
Just take the fascinating case of ‘Essjay’, the 
Wikipedia administrator who turned out 
to be a 24 year old kid and not the theology 
professor with multiple degrees he claimed to 
be. The lesson appears to be that, no matter 
how generative your framework is, people are 
always going to break and bend the rules.  

Interesting as these examples can be, 
the bottom line is that there are few new ideas 
in this book. Overwhelmingly, what we’ve 
got here is an aggregation of other people’s 
thoughts. I personally don’t believe (as the 
publisher’s copy would have me think) that 
this is a book that will “define the debate 
about the future of the internet.” More than 
anything, what Zittrain’s’ argument misses 
out on is the fact that we do have a choice: we 
don’t have to choose one system and one set 
of rules; and no one can confidently say what 
the future holds. This, more than anything, 
is the lesson of recent technology history.  
Speculation and conjecture are all well and 
good but what this book’s cover promises, its 
content fails to deliver on. 

All told, this book is less “The Future 
of the Internet and How to Stop It’, more ‘A 
Concise History of the Internet with Some 
Well-researched Points but Little Direction or 
Conclusion’. I was hoping that Zittrain would 
provide the foundations for debate over and 
above the issues that many of us already work 
with on a day-to-day basis anyway. As it is all 
I’ve gained at best is some great trivia. As such, 
I just hope that the next pub quiz I attend has 
a question concerning Herman Hollerith’s 
automated census machine to make my often 
painful reading experience worthwhile. 

Gavin Edwards
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Jonathan Zittrain is a leading tech policy guru 
boasting some fantastic credentials and a great 
deal of research and reading under his belt. 
He’s also got a keen eye for a great title, and 
I started this book with high expectations. 
Unfortunately, they weren’t to be met. 

In the book’s first section, Zittrain charts 
the history of the PC and internet industries 
alongside a wealth of history around general 
computing and communication systems. All 
this builds to positioning a description of what 
he refers to as the ‘Generative Net’. He describes 
a “three layer” network comprising: “The 
physical layer, protocol layer and application 
layer plus a content layer and social layer” (yup, 
I counted five too). The idea of this layered 
structure is that “…tinkers can work on one 
layer without having to understand others”. 
This informs the start of Zittrain’s thesis, using 
the examples of history to suggest that despite 
PCs and the internet starting out as generative 

environments along these lines, we’re now 
looking at a future where we’ll increasingly 
find ourselves tied to limited devices and 
appliances: a world where restriction will rule 
and governance will be king. 

Zittrain talks to an increasing 
prevalence of “tethered, sterile appliances” 
only open to their suppliers (think of the 
iPhone and the way that it updates itself 
through iTunes) and points out that these 
products are no longer ‘tinkerable’ with. 
Removing this ability for a user to tinker 
with things in a way that may potentially 
harm their experience, damage their data 
or – in extreme cases – cause the catastrophic 
breakdown of a wider networked system, is 
presented as justified by the argument that 
this potentially provides consumers with 
a safer environment. This new world, one 
where the growing level of online risks such as 
viruses and identity theft prompts consumers 
to increasingly desire and demand tethered 

THE FUTURE OF 
THE INTERNET 
AND HOW TO 
STOP IT
BY JONATHAN ZITTRAIN

“�There are always going to be those 
whose purpose is to tinker in order 
to inflict harm: to seed worms; send 
spam; or covertly fill our hard-drives 
with porn”
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conversations – we’re unlikely to seek quiet refuge 
if our phones ring on the train or bus – but what 
if the person sitting opposite us isn’t just listening 
in out of boredom, but actually recording what 
they’re hearing with a view to later posting it to 
millions via the internet? Should the fact that a 
private conversation was made in a public context 
render your right to privacy null and void? This 
example, based on the simple binary premise that 
you have no claim to privacy when in public, is 
clearly archaic when you consider how it would 
work once taken off the bus and onto MySpace 
or Facebook.

Solove’s narrative begins by using real 
examples to highlight the complexity of trying 
to balance privacy and free speech within the 
confines of the law. Consider the infamous 
case of the ‘dog poop girl’ – the young Korean 
woman who was filmed by fellow commuters 
allowing her lapdog to shit on the subway and 
then refusing to clean it up. The resulting viral 
spread of the photographs taken by her fellow 
passengers may have subsequently shamed 
her into a public apology, but it also raised 
worrying questions about the potential of the 
web to drive malignant vigilantism. 

Or consider the still more infamous 
case of Jennifer Cutler – the 20-something 
Capitol Hill assistant who blogged about 
her sexual exploits under the name 
‘Washingtonienne’. Once her identity was 
uncovered, this wannabe political Carrie 
Bradshaw not only lost her job, she also paid 
the price for failing to effectively conceal the 
identity of one of her lovers. The uniquely 
North American result? He sued her. Here, 
Solove asks the reader to consider whether 

Cutler was in the wrong to write about 
her personal thoughts; whether her upset 
lover was right to pursue legal action; and 
whether or not this violated her rights to 
free speech. This rapidly becomes a complex 
issue involving responsibility of not just the 
individuals but of third parties such as the 
service that she used to host her blog. 

It’s once the narrative examples are done 
that Solove cuts to his academic chase. Then, 
like all good professors, he puts forward three 
possible futures – two polarised extremes and a 
preferred middle road running between them. 
At one extreme stands what Solove would have 
us think of as the ‘libertarian approach’, first put 
forward by John Perry Barlow – erstwhile Grateful 
Dead lyricist and founder of the Electronic 
Frontier Foundation. In his 1996 Declaration of 
the Independence of Cyberspace, Barlow proclaims: 
“Governments of the Industrial World, you 
weary giants of flesh and steel… You have no 
sovereignty… no moral right to rule us… nor do 
you possess any methods of enforcement.” 

At the other is what Solove terms the 
‘authoritarian’ approach – an equally extreme 
(though less pretentiously championed, sorry 
Deadheads…) view of the situation which 
demands “strict controls over the spread of 
information.” Or, more simply put, demands 
a degree of online censorship that can only 
be described as positively Chinese. The 
middle way that Solove would have us drive 
between these is certainly less extreme, but 
is also – inevitably – a little less black and 
white. What he’s aiming for is effectively a 
case-by-case approach to legal mediation and 
one that acknowledges the dark side of the 

web’s potential as well as its ability to instruct, 
illuminate and to provide pleasure and value. 

As a non-lawyer, I found Solove’s 
discussion of the issues well crafted but 
ultimately light on enlightenment and 
inspiration. He also fails to develop to my 
satisfaction a key theme which is briefly 
touched upon at the beginning and end of 
the book – the question of what any future of 
privacy may ‘look’ like. After all, there is, of 
course, every chance that what we currently 
understand as ‘privacy’ may quite simply not 
matter to our children and grandchildren 
in the way that it matters to us now. It’s a 
question worth exploring slightly more than 
Solove attempts to. 

There is also, though it feels a little 
perverse to say so, perhaps a bit too much 
attention given to technology. After all, 
technology doesn’t change the fact that all 
societal norms need to be established in 
the real world before crossing over to the 
virtual. Herein lies the problem for me. The 
underlying issues in this book relate to a 
timeless problem that remains unresolved 
even in the real world. Despite Solove’s 
unquestionably valuable contribution to  
the debate, he doesn’t arrive at fully-formed, 
workable answers for this real world, let alone 
for the virtual worlds we may be moving into. 

In short, read for the narrative 
examples, but unless the law is your thing 
you’ll find no actionable insight in the less 
general-interest legal debate that carries most 
of the book.

Bhav Chohan

Does anyone even want privacy anymore, or is 
this outweighed by the desire for attention? In 
a culture where Big Brother style reality shows 
turn ordinary citizens in to overnight mega 
stars, and home videos on YouTube open a 
gateway to potential global fame and stardom, 
is it any wonder that more of us are carefree 
when it comes to showcasing our lives online? 
Nevertheless, as the media constantly reminds 
us, this desperately open approach makes it 
easy for strangers to piece together profiles of 
us from the breadcrumbs of personal data we 
leave so causally strewn across the web. 

Daniel Solove lectures on law, with a 
particular focus on cyber-privacy, at George 
Washington University’s law school. His 
Future of Reputation sets out to provide a 
comprehensive discussion covering both 
sides of this particularly 21st century issue 
and then takes on the challenge of addressing 
the current state of the Law as it relates to 

the protection of our identities and the 
preservation of our reputations online. It’s a 
challenge that, as it turns out, proves pretty 
much insurmountable. 

There are some knotty issues to resolve. 
Inevitably, anonymity is the grail craved 
by many – a conduit to free speech and the 
exchange of ideas without the fear of reprisal. 
Equally, however, any privacy legislation 
ought also to encompass due diligence 
and accountability for personal actions 
– anonymity is often a cover that brings 
out the worst in people. The key, as Solove 
identifies, is to find a way to somehow balance 
openness in our online actions against this 
kind of accountability. To this end, he draws 
interesting comparisons between people’s real 
and virtual lives. 

For example, consider mobile phone 
conversations conducted on public transport. 
We tend to take for granted that those around 
us will hear (at least one side of) our private 

The Future of 
Reputation  
– gossip, rumour 
and privacy  
on the internet
By DJ Solove

“�Consider ‘dog poop girl’ who allowed 
her lapdog to shit on the subway then 
refused to clean it up.”
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What I am this week? 80% user experience 
person, 5% single male looking for someone 
with GSOH, 10% photographer, 3% ex-muso 
wondering if there’s any fame to be had in 
spreading tunes through various networks. 
What does that make me? (And yes, I know 
there’s 2% unaccounted for, but I’d put that 
down to ‘de-stressing’ after work, and I can’t 
quite remember what exactly I was then). 

My life encompasses all these roles and 
more, and my social universe extends across a 
number of different places all filled with some 
interesting people. I dare say if you talked to 
some of them they’d give you one story about 
me, and others would give an entirely different 
one. And that’s just how life is, isn’t it?

Even in our online lives, the trend 
appears to be one of people moving away from 
the more general social networking sites towards 
specific, interest-based communities. There are 
sites for dog-lovers, for photography freaks, for 
shopaholics, for football fans, in fact for any 
interest you can think of (as well as many that 
you’d probably find unthinkable – this is the 
internet after all). In fact, there seems to be a 
never-ending (exhausting, even) supply of new 
communities emerging all the time. When I join 
one, I’ll create a profile that seems relevant to 
that particular group of people. After all, why 
would my doggie friends be interested in my 
penchant for Leica? 

So the news that most of the larger 
social network providers are starting to push 
for the mobility of personal profile information 
across the web seems to run counter to my 
need to keep clear social distinction between 
the different groups that I network/interact/
play with. Many of the bigger networks have 
either instigated or signed-up to various 
initiatives with the aim of creating a single 
repository and source for personal data; one 

which moves with web users as they traverse 
their social networks rather than remaining 
tethered to its original place of entry. 

On one level this has to be a good thing, 
especially for our increasingly migratory online 
personas. Certainly it’s going to save on time 
spent filling out those profile forms. But the 
promise doesn’t quite seem to be borne out 
by the activity of the companies that have the 
most to lose. Already Facebook has pulled away 
from Google’s FriendConnect initiative, stating 
that the technology distributes Facebook users’ 
personal data to third party developers without 
permission – and that this (shock horror!) 
violates Facebook’s (worryingly hardcore, take 
a look…) terms and conditions. 

The web’s largest social network, 
MySpace, is in on the action too with its 
DataAvailability initiative promising to share 
users’ profile information with partners such as 
Twitter or eBay. The catch is in the name – data 
is indeed available, but only as a one-way push 
of personal data to any participating web service; 
there’s no return feed to close the loop. What this 
means is that you can only update your stuff by 
going back to the source of the feed, and this is 
surely a long way from a truly open solution to 
the sharing of personal data.

Regardless of the machinations of 
corporate social network-dom, there are still 
some pretty fundamental problems that – from 
my perspective – need resolving before we 
see answers to these problems. Firstly, I need 
sophisticated levels of control in order to slice 
and dice my personal information (including 
any content I might have created in the past) 
into separate pieces that I’m happy to reveal to 
different groups of people. We’ve all seen stories in 
the press about people revealing just that little bit 
too much about themselves online, and suffering 
the consequences when their employer/lover/
parents come across this. 

Even if the tools for managing the 
subtleties of privacy to this degree become 
available, they’re not going to be easy to use, and 
most users will, I suspect, remain ignorant of 
how to put this into practise. How many people, 
for example, configure their Facebook profiles to 
open up certain parts to specific networks only?

Secondly, when profile information is held 
in one network and shared across all the others, 
how do those networks make any money? The 
current model for monetising online social spaces 
revolves pretty wholly around display advertising, 
and the value of this advertising increases with the 
amount of targeting against personal information 
that the social network can offer. This is the 
information that’s valuable to own, and all the 
networks are clamouring to be the one-stop social 
shop that can deliver this to their advertisers. 
But if this information is distributed by an 
‘owner’ network then we’re going to need some 
sophisticated licensing models in place, or some 
method of syndicating personal data at a micro 
level. I’d warrant this is beyond most networks’ 
current capabilities.

Finally, though, it’s worth a quick look at 
the group that’s been lobbying for the opening 
up of all these closed silos, The DataPortability 
Project. It’s right and proper that such a group 
exists, but – much as their aspirations are 
healthy, and there are members actively seeking 
to facilitate this new spirit of mobility -it’s their 
statement of ‘what they’re not’ that’s most telling. 
They’re not “A legal entity providing legal-level 
precision” – and it’s exactly this ‘legal-level 
precision’ that we need to provide a safe global 
context to the sharing of information across 
networks and across territories. Our right to 
privacy depends on it. 

For now then, it looks like we’ll all 
have to continue creating those separate 
profiles. As for the future? Well, until site 
or service-based display advertising ceases 
to be the horse on which social services 
are betting their hopeful monetisation it’s 
unlikely that this is ever going to change and 
that ‘your’ data will ever be exclusively yours. 
It’s a shame, because I’m surely not alone in 
wanting to become one person again. 

If you’re over 40, under 20, or grew up outside 
of the UK, then you’ll be blissfully unaware of 
children’s entertainer Timmy Mallett. A man of 
self-consciously zany spectacles and contrived 
catch-phrases, his achievements ranged from 
the execrable (a Euro-pop evisceration of 
Bryan Hyland’s ‘60s novelty hit Itsy Bitsy Teenie 
Weenie Yellow Polka Dot Bikini) to the inspired 
– specifically his self-referential early morning 
TV game Mallet’s Mallet.

The mechanic was simple: two children 
faced-off in a simple word association game 
and each failure to deliver a plausible answer 
would lead to a bash over the head with the 
presenter’s eponymous and oversized foam 
mallet. Such was the impact of the format 
that it continues to live on in the collective 
memories of its audience – most recently in 
a YouTube video for ‘grime’ star MC Skepta’s 
Rolex Sweep, in which an aging Mallett makes 
a personal appearance. 

It’s to Mallett’s Mallet that my mind 
turned when I discovered Brand Tags – the 
brainchild of New York-based brand strategist 
Noah Brier. It’s a super-simple, addictive 
site where brand logos are paraded Hot Or 
Not style in front of users who are invited 
to respond to them with the first words or 
phrases that spring to mind. The pay-off is 
seeing the results mapped to each brand’s logo 
as a tag cloud. As the site says: “A brand exists 
entirely in people’s heads. Therefore, whatever 
it is they say a brand is, is what it is.”

Brier accepts requests for brands to 
be added to the service, and it takes just 
a day for each brand name to accumulate 
a number of responses sufficient to act as 
a simple replacement for real world vox-
pops. Admittedly, Brand Tags is quick and 
dirty, but in the context of hurried research 
timelines and project turnarounds, it can 

be a godsend for desperate agency planners 
looking for insight. 

The problem is (I hear you say)  
that contributors to Brand Tags aren’t 
inhabitants of the ‘real web’; rather they 
hang out on the ‘marketing web’ of 
corporate work and the industry discussion 
around it. This is, of course, unsurprising 
given that the site isn’t publicly promoted 
and the only way that people can find out 
about Brand Tags is through blogs or 
articles like this. 

So, who cares what online marketing 
professionals think about any given brand? 
Well, I for one am interested – if only because  
I see, (or perhaps just hope to see…) marketers 
as being articulate, opinionated types who are 
passionate about brands; passionate to the 
degree that they could, like me, spend a good 
half an hour submitting their thoughts on 
every brand the site has to offer. 

Regardless of who’s actually contributing 
the tags, however, the best thing about Brand 
Tags is that, even when the terms in the user-
submitted tag-cloud aren’t providing insight, 
they’re still providing great amusement. 
Sometimes both even coincide, such as the “Not 
as good as Coke” line that accompanies Pepsi. 
Let’s face it, there are less entertaining ways to 
pass an idle 30 minutes than by looking up the 
brands you love and those you love to hate. You’ll 
laugh at the popular response which cover your 
screen in giant typefaces and snigger at the terms 
in smaller fonts which portray the contribution 

of a single individual: the line “Dead bull gives 
you mince”, for example, submitted for Red Bull. 

Then there are the ‘truths’ that are 
unveiled: McDonalds are defined as being as 
much about ‘Evil’, ‘Unhealthy’ and ‘Gross’ as they 
are about ‘Hamburgers’ and ‘Fries’. Now, I’m not 
sure what would have happened on Mallett’s 
Mallet in the eighties had Timmy started the ball 
rolling with “McDonald’s” and the eight year 
old taking part shouted out “Evil!” but it would 
certainly have made for great television and 
would have no doubt been dredged up by now 
as a viral for an anti fast-food campaign. 

Perhaps the ultimate lesson of Brand 
Tags, though, is that in our fragmented media 
world you can never hope to be in complete 
control of what your brand means to people. 
This tool, whilst providing welcome amusement 
and perhaps unwelcome truths in equal measure, 
demonstrates clearly and visibly what people are 
thinking and saying about you. It’s also about as 
web 2.0 as things get. 

Brier has already adapted the idea from 
focusing on one ‘evil’ of society to address 
yet another, by introducing Celeb Tags where 
the same principle is applied to the names of 
celebrities. But does the concept have other 
practical uses? Well, the obvious place is on 
branded properties – shift to a transparent 
feedback model, with submission and a tag 
cloud for that property right up there on your 
homepage. If you’re doing a good job it’ll show, 
and if things could be better, consider it a tap 
with the mallet and start changing things.

Brand Association 2.0To be whole again…
LBi’s Andy Tyler considers brands, the way that  

consumers perceive them and why it puts him in  

mind of the TV of his childhood…

Despite a number of initiatives to ensure a single personal profile can 

work across a number of different sites, LBi’s Stephen Barber can’t 

see real data interoperability happening anytime soon. 

“�in our fragmented media world you can 
never hope to be in complete control of 
what your brand means to people”
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Page 3: Cf. Swift: 
“….a young healthy child well nursed is at a year old  
a most delicious, nourishing, and wholesome food,  
whether stewed, roasted, baked, or boiled; and  
I make no doubt that it will equally serve in a fricassee  
or a ragout.”

Page 4: British Sea Power:
“Drape yourself in greenery, become part of the scenery”

Page 9: Peart: 
“�…glittering prizes 
And endless compromises 
Shatter the illusion of integrity”

Page 12: cf. Valli:
“�That little chip of diamond on your hand 
Ain’t a fortune, baby, but you know it stands 
A love to tie and bind ya”

Page 19: cf. Buck Dharma: 
“�Love of two is one 
Here but now they’re gone 
Came the last night of sadness 
And it was clear she couldn’t go on 
Then the door was open and the wind appeared 
The candles blew then disappeared”

Page 27: Auden, The Fall of Rome:
“Altogether elsewhere, vast
Herds of reindeer move across
Miles and miles of golden moss,
Silently and very fast.”

Page 31: Mayfield
“�Feed me money for style 
And I’ll let you trip for a while 
Insecure from the past 
How long can a good thing last?”

Page 34: Edwards and Rodgers
“�Let’s cut the rug, a little jive and jitterbug 
We want the best, we won’t settle for less 
Don’t be a drag, participate 
Clams on the half shell and roller-skates”

Page 36ff: Jagger, Richards:
“�…my name is called disturbance 
I’ll shout and scream, I’ll kill the king, I’ll rail at all his servants”

Page 42: Langley, Ryerson, Woolf: The  Wizard of Oz: 
OZ: �Do not arouse the wrath of the Great and Powerful Oz!  

I said come back tomorrow!
DOROTHY: �If you were really great and powerful you’d  

keep your promises!

Page 48: Teddy Edwards on Tom Waits: 
“He’s wonderful, he’s America’s best lyricist since Johnny Mercer.”

Page 51: cf. Waters:
“�Money, get back, I’m all right jack keep your hands off of my stack. 
Money, its a hit, don’t give me that do goody good bullshit.”

Page 56: cf. Mann:
“�Its time to terminate this great white world 
Morbid fascination, television takes control 
Decimation, different races fall”

Page 59: cf Jobson:
“�Nurture battle scars pardon none who dared 
Kindle and inspire, victory showed you cared 
Portray amid art Guernica is plaint 
Metal turning sham but victory is quaint”

Page 63: Butler, Ashton, Butler, Ely:
“�You have to have a party when you’re in a state like this 
You can really move it all you have to vote and change 
You have to get right out of it like out of all this mess 
You’ll say yeah to anything if you believe all this”
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Nothing but 
flowers

This page is embedded with a handful of annual and 
perennial wildflower seeds. Plant it and they will grow. 
Thoroughly soak the handmade paper in water prior 
to planting. Tear it up and spread it under a thin layer 
of soil out of direct sunlight. Water gently and regularly, 
keeping the soil and paper moist until the seedlings 
are well established. No trees were cut down in the 
process of creating this Earth-friendly, post-consumer 
recycled card.



Among the various strongly voiced 
opinions in this edition of LBiQ, one 
consistent theme emerges: act don’t talk. 
And empty gesture is as bad as inaction. 

Well, we’re guilty on both counts. 
We’ve talked a lot here without taking any 
action ourselves, and to compound our 
error, here’s our own token effort in applied 
greenery: your very own cut-out-and-plant 
page of seed paper. It’s wasteful, expensive 
and utterly symbolic. If you plant it – and 
we urge you to - and the flowers grow, 
you won’t have done anything to save the 
planet. Your carbon footprint won’t have 
been reduced and the CO

2
 released in 

producing and distributing this magazine 
won’t be offset by the clutching roots and 
fragrant blooms (Sweet Alyssum, Spurred 
Snapdragon, Corn Poppy and Black Eyed 
Susan among them).

On the other hand, one of the 
things we’re trying to do with LBiQ 
(metaphorically) is to plant seeds, to sow 
some ideas in our readers’ minds. And 
maybe if you do plant these real seeds 
yourself, and they bloom, when you look 
at the flowers, and remember where they 
came from, and what we tried to explore in 
this issue, perchance you’ll remember some 

of the arguments involved, and recall the 
one essential thing about the environmental 
challenge and the fight we face as a species 
to sustain our sense of progress, which is 
that if you do nothing, nothing will happen. 
If the wasteful, weak, propitiatory flowers 
act like that, as a souvenir of LBiQ 3, and 
the summer of 2008 when we all became 
aware that this problem is not going to go 
away by itself, maybe they weren’t such a 
bad idea after all.

Then again, maybe you’ll ignore them 
and do your own thing. In that sense, it’s 
up to you. 

We recommend you plant these seeds 
listening to Talking Heads’  
 
Nothing But Flowers:

“�There was a shopping mall 
Now it’s all covered with flowers 
This used to be real estate 
Now it’s only fields and trees 
Where, where is the town? 
Now, it’s nothing but flowers… 
 
And as things fell apart 
Nobody paid much attention.”
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