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Praise for YOUR SHOPPING SUPERPOWER



“Whether for your health, or for people and planet, this timely guidebook shows you how to unleash your power to vote for the world you want each time you shop. I have been lucky to have had Diane as my mentor for decades and her experience in ethical shopping is unsurpassed. In her own words, ‘Now in a world that seems to have lost heart, you can shop with yours.’ ”

—Julia Ormond, actor and human rights activist

“It’s difficult to shop our way out of the climate crisis, but we can organize, connect, and make a difference. In this practical guide, Diane Osgood helps us see that we are not alone, and that collective action is not just possible, it’s essential.”

—Seth Godin, founding editor, The Carbon Almanac

“Balance your buying with your beliefs. In this wise book, learn steps to minimize toxicity and harm to our Earth by harmonizing your values and your choices.”

—Elena Brower, author of Practice You and Hold Nothing

“We all have the power to change the world through the products we buy. Here’s a guidebook that shows you how.”

—Paul Rice, founder and CEO of Fair Trade USA

“Every time we buy, we vote. This timely guidebook empowers us as shoppers to demand good jobs of dignity, clean non-toxic products, and a restored environment”

—Ayesha Barenblat, founder of Remake (www.remake.world)

“This is a must-read for anyone wanting to leverage their purchase power to build a better world. Diane created the required field manual for responsible purchasing, converting passion into practice. She made it simple for us.”

—Justin Dillon, founder of FRDM and Slavery Footprint

“A timely masterpiece! A powerful, fact-based work backed by thirty years of experience. Essential reading for our times—insightful, practical, and much needed.”

—Diana Verde Nieto, business leader and sustainability expert, author of Reimagining Luxury, and co-founder of Edify Collective

“The sleeping giants for a better world are consumers. The language of business is profits and the big influence on governments is business. It all derives from people consuming goods. It is rare for a book to offer the why, what, and how, but Diane Osgood has done it in this book! She has done it brilliantly. It delves into discovering values-based shopping guides that will engender happiness and empower people to discover their responsibility for a better world—and it is clear and readable.”

—Fuzz and Carolyn Kitto, co-directors of Be Slavery Free and The Chocolate Scorecard
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Chapter 1 UNLOCK YOUR SUPERPOWER


If you care about the planet, the people who make your things, your local community, or your health, this book is for you. It will guide you to unleash your shopping superpower so that your choices help protect the planet, create better jobs for more people, foster community, and protect your family’s health.

I discovered my shopping superpower while studying wild orangutans in Kalimantan, Indonesia. Watching the tropical forest cut down before my eyes, I understood in a flash that if no one bought products made from tropical wood, there would be no market for this timber, and deforestation would stop. My realization was simplistic, but it fueled my desire to pursue this work, earn a PhD at the London School of Economics, and become an authority on sustainable and ethical products.

For more than thirty years, I’ve helped companies innovate to manufacture and sell sustainable products that are better for the planet. I advise CEOs from many name-brand companies, presidents and prime ministers, fashion icons, and celebrities. I’m a sustainability nerd with the passion to empower you, the consumer, to find and use your shopping superpower as a force for good.

Enough about me. What about you? As you pick up this book, chances are you don’t want your food exacerbating climate change, your clothes stitched by slaves, or your family exposed to harmful chemicals. Yet many shopping choices lead to these unintended outcomes.

Through my work, I’ve learned and compiled tricks, tips, and strategies to help you align the contents of your shopping cart with what matters most to you: a kinder, healthier, and more sustainable world.

I wrote this book to help you unleash your hidden superpowers, make the world a better place, and increase your happiness and well-being. This book shows you how to shop intentionally. You’ll learn how to choose products that are kinder to the planet and made by companies that treat their people fairly. You’ll see how easy it is to protect your family’s health by selecting products that are free from potentially harmful chemicals. Discover ways to support your community through local, women-owned, and minority-owned businesses. Learn which changes in shopping maximize impacts, what certifications and rankings to trust, how to recognize greenwashing, and other tips and tools to make it easy to find the products and brands that align with your values. You’ll keep your family safe and feel good about your purchases.

Shopping with your values makes you happier. It sounds cliché, but when you realize that you can align your spending with the kind of world you want, it feels good. You’re not a victim of big corporations that pollute the oceans and destroy forests. You get to choose, for example, if you want to support women who own businesses or companies that don’t put harmful chemicals in your face wash.

Shopping with intention also benefits those beyond you and your family. Your choices help create lasting positive impact. About 60 percent of the U.S. economy is driven by consumer spending.1 When you purchase something, you send a positive signal to the market: “I’ll have more of that, please.” Companies hear your signal and continue to make more of the same product, under the same conditions. Your spending—when combined with others’ spending—shapes what companies produce and how they treat workers, the environment, and local communities. This in turn impacts which sectors of the economy grow and which shrink.

Most of the environmental damage and labor abuse caused by companies making our stuff can be stopped. For example, Levi’s discovered new ways to use substantially less water in manufacturing jeans and even shared its know-how with competitors, yet most companies still haven’t committed to significantly improve how they make products. Companies will not change their behavior until they are forced to do so—that is, when shoppers like you make the problem too painful to ignore.

If you stop buying products made in ways that appall you, you reduce demand for those products. When enough people stop buying these types of products, the maker will either discontinue them or find ways to improve how they’re made. With AI and big data, brands track and monitor shifts in shopping behavior closely.

It’s surprising how few people it takes to change a company and transform an entire industry. The first time I saw dolphins caught in tuna fishing nets, I felt nauseated. Millions of dolphins were being caught in gill nets and drowned. Feeling compelled to fight this horrible fishing practice, I volunteered with a nonprofit organization called Robin des Bois (French for Robin Hood). Burning with outrage, I wanted to board boats to force the fishermen to stop. But Robin des Bois had another plan—to enlist consumer pressure. Fueled by strong coffee and flaky croissants in a tiny eco-chic office in Paris, I helped organize letter-writing campaigns to ask shoppers to stop buying dolphin-killing tuna. Since fewer than one out of one hundred consumers took part in this campaign, I felt discouraged and frustrated that I’d wasted my time. Yet eighteen months later, we received stunning news: The world’s three largest tuna-canning companies made an unprecedented decision to stop buying tuna caught with nets that also catch dolphins. The companies said they changed their practice because of consumer pressure. Goliath met David.

You can make a difference without organized campaigns—because signals from shoppers like you encourage companies to expand their positive efforts. For example, in 2019, the J. Crew Group launched its first Fair Trade Certified collection for the Madewell brands. Why? Their customers wanted it. Fair Trade Certification matters because it means that jeans are made in factories that pay fair wages, ensure safe working conditions, and offer equal opportunities. Fair Trade Certified jeans cost more for Madewell to make because the labor is more expensive than in sweatshops. However, Madewell didn’t pass along the higher costs to shoppers.

It’s normal to feel a bit overwhelmed when you try to make shopping choices that protect you and the environment, and the workers who make what you buy. It’s a complex task because most of the things you buy have complicated origins. For example, think of your favorite sweater—it left footprints around the world long before you laid eyes on it. Most likely, the wool came from one country and was sent to another country for dyeing and knitting into fabric. The sweater was stitched by people in a factory in a third country, then shipped and sold to you by a retailer. At any stage, workers may have been abused or paid unfair wages. Dyeing fabric uses vast amounts of clean water and often toxic chemicals. These chemicals can impact the health of the people working in the factories, and factory runoff often escapes into local waterways.

Friends often ask me which are the most sustainable and ethical jeans, laundry detergent, knitting yarn—you name it. Their questions led me to write this book. It covers the issues that most shoppers care about:


	People: Buy brands that treat people fairly.

	Planet: Buy environmentally responsible products.

	Community: Buy local and from businesses with diverse ownership.

	Health: Shop to avoid potential health hazards.

	Costs: Keep costs down.



My goal for this book is to inspire and equip you to consistently buy products that support what you value, starting with the issues that matter most to you. By choosing one topic, it’s easier to start and stay focused. My bet? It will also likely make you happier and more content with what you purchase. You’ll find evidence of this in the next chapter.

Of course, buying organic fruit, fair trade coffee, and certified sustainable paper will not immediately solve climate change or end slave labor. These are complex, entrenched problems. Yet each shopping decision you make sends companies a signal. With each choice, you can help us all move toward making a better, safer, and more just world.

An important note: This book isn’t about buying less. The virtues of buying less are many. It’s the first “R” of the 5-R Rule: Refuse, Reduce, Reuse, Recycle, and Repair. Guidance on how to buy less is covered in many wonderful books about living simply and with less.2 This guidebook helps you when you choose to buy something new.


YOUR SUPERPOWER PRINCIPLES

If your shopping superpower feels overwhelming at first, apply these three principles to shop with purpose:


	No rights, no wrongs.
There isn’t one set of “right” priorities or “right” choices that applies to everyone. Your neighbors, friends, and cousins may be motivated by different issues than you are. Focus on what matters to you.



	Start close to your heart.
Select an issue that you care deeply about. Make one shopping change a week to address this issue. For example, if you place a high value on fairness or equality, you may decide to focus on how workers are treated. The first change you make may be to buy Fair Trade Certified chocolate. Next week you can add another fair labor product to your list—say, coffee or that new pair of jeans you’ve been eyeing.



	Progress, not perfection.
Perfection is a long way off. At some future moment, all products may be ethically produced and environmentally restorative, ushering in fair treatment of all workers, and supporting local economies. Until then, focus on making steady progress, one purchase at a time. Focusing on progress also protects you from feeling despair.








HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

In Chapter 2, you’ll learn why unleashing your shopping superpower can make you happier. Greenwashing brands attempt to deceive you by marketing false claims of sustainability and ethical business. In Chapter 3, you’ll learn how to detect greenwashing and avoid being duped by brands.

Chapters 4 to 7 cover four key topics: people, planet, community, and health. The first part of each chapter tells the story of what you buy, which will help you determine what matters most to you. You’ll start with one area of focus and one simple change each week. Over time, you’ll apply these tools and tips to more shopping choices. Then it starts to roll downhill like a snowball. These four chapters can be read in any order. For example, if you are excited about a specific topic—such as supporting women-owned businesses—start with Chapter 6.

The second part of each chapter gives strategies, tools, and tips to easily shop for products that avoid harm and promote solutions. The tips include how to


	Make one impactful change a week.

	Seek trustworthy certifications.

	Use ratings systems and apps.

	Avoid the worst offenders.

	Tell the brands you care.



Each of these four chapters ends with a summary table for easy decision-making for the most impactful changes you can make for frequent and occasional purchases.



People—Buy Brands That Treat People Fairly

People make most of your stuff. Sure, robots play a part in some production lines, but it’s mostly humans who stitch your clothes, harvest the crops you eat, and screw together the parts in your electronics. People pick and pack items in warehouses, load trucks, and make deliveries. Many of the people who helped make the products you buy aren’t paid fair wages, and they work in dangerous conditions. There isn’t one simple measure or way of summing up a company’s track record for how it treats employees and contractors. That’s why I break it down for you in Chapter 4. In this chapter, you’ll find tips and tools to make shopping decisions based on how brands treat workers.




Planet—Buy Environmentally Responsible Products

All products come from natural resources. Even a chunk of plastic starts out as a fossil. The fossil is transformed into fuel that is turned into plastic. Water, land, minerals, forests, and biodiversity are needed to make just about everything. Want to buy products that are less damaging to nature or buy from companies that actively help restore the environment? In Chapter 5, I describe the different types of environmental impact, including climate change, deforestation, biodiversity loss, excess water use, and waste. Emerging regenerative approaches to agriculture and materials pave the way forward with promises to greatly reduce the environmental impact of some products. The tips and tools in this chapter can help you make better shopping choices to reduce your impact on these facets of the environment.





Community—Buy Local and from Businesses with Diverse Ownership

Shopping locally creates a virtuous cycle for your community. Locally owned businesses tend to create good, local jobs. Shopping locally means more of your money stays in your community. On average, forty-eight cents out of every dollar spent at a local, independent business is recirculated locally, compared to less than fourteen cents from purchases at chain stores. Keeping three times more money circulating locally means more jobs and more tax dollars that stay in your community.

Buying from women- and minority-owned businesses is a powerful way to address underlying economic inequalities based on gender, race, and systemic poverty. You have power to support these types of businesses, so why not use it? In Chapter 6, you’ll find easy ways to identify locally-owned, women-owned, and minority-owned shops and businesses. You’ll also find suggestions for supporting other people you may not have considered—such as refugees, people with disabilities, and the previously incarcerated.




Health—Shop to Avoid Potential Health Hazards

Chemicals found in food, cosmetics and personal care, household cleaning products, and clothing may impact your and your family’s health. You may not know that you’re inadvertently eating harmful toxins or applying known carcinogens to your face. According to the nonprofit organization Environmental Working Group (EWG), at least a dozen “dirty food chemicals” are found in products on U.S. grocery store shelves. This list is longer for cosmetics, clothing, and household cleaning materials. Luckily, as you’ll see in Chapter 7, it’s relatively easy to make healthier choices.

Cost is perceived as a big barrier for many people who want to purchase more sustainable and ethical products. Chapter 8 dives into the cost of shopping with your values and provides actionable tips to keep costs down. Chapter 9 looks at new shopping models, including renting, borrowing, and buying products from peers. Warning: These methods may lower your costs and increase your enjoyment.

The final chapter of the book summarizes top priority switches for frequent and occasional purchases. The Appendix provides detailed information about what to look for on a company’s website.

Unlocking your shopping superpower is a rewarding journey, but at times it can be hard. I still struggle sometimes. One day I may want that shiny bracelet even though I have no idea about the brand’s labor or environmental standards. Other times, especially when traveling, fair labor and environmentally responsible options aren’t available. For example, I can’t always find Fair Trade Certified or rainforest-friendly coffee at an airport or hotel. Throughout this book, I share my own confessions of compromises and trade-offs I’ve made when faced with hard choices.

Let’s dive in.










Chapter 2 SHOP WITH YOUR VALUES TO BOOST YOUR HAPPINESS


Through a store window, a pair of red leather boots with three-inch heels winked at me. In my early forties, I wanted to feel sexy. Magnetized, I went into the shop. My heart pounded lightly, and I felt a rush as I tried them on—perfect fit. I winced when I read the label “Made in Bangladesh,” but I didn’t let that get in my way. The sales lady quickly rang up the boots, and by the time I got to my car, the rush had slunk away. I felt a thunk in my heart as false narratives sprang to mind. “It’s the price of beauty.” “One pair doesn’t matter.” “I’ll wear them for years.”

I had my boots, but the joy was gone. I couldn’t erase the pictures in my mind of boys in torn shorts and flip-flops with red dye running down their arms. Nor the sight of girls and young women stitching shoes in cramped factories so dangerous that when one collapsed, it killed more than 1,100 factory workers.3

I wore these boots for a few months but gave them to a charity shop because wearing them made me feel guilty—not sexy.

A few years later, a black sweater caught my eye on Instagram. It was luxurious, naturally black alpaca made with fair labor practices and crafted to last. The sweater was stunning, as was the price—almost double what I’d expected.

So I took a few days to think about it. On the brand’s website, I discovered it’s a B-Corp—a certified sustainable company—owned and run by two women committed to creating intentional, long-lasting clothing from organic fibers. The brand supports artisans and upcycles its fabric scraps.

That’s when it hit me. Here’s a brand that makes beautiful clothing and shares my values. I swallowed hard. It was time to put my money where my mouth is. I ordered the black sweater.

Years later, I’m still wearing it and feeling proud of my choice to buy it. Each time I wear this artisan’s creation, I feel like I am receiving a warm hug in return. Its production contributes to a better world where more people earn fair pay, chemical dyes are avoided, and natural resources are conserved. All this makes me happy. Since the sweater embodies what I value, I feel connected to the brand and want its founders to continue to succeed.

Wearing the sweater also makes me feel sophisticated, nearly glamorous, even when I’m in old jeans and having a bad-hair day. The deep-black alpaca glistens in the sunlight—and the shimmer isn’t from a chemical treatment.

This chapter explains why shopping with your values boosts your happiness. Learn about the following:


	
how dopamine impacts your shopping experience

	how your shopping choices can boost your happiness

	why you like what you choose

	how to avoid happiness busters while shopping




SUGAR HIGH, SHOPPING HIGH

Shopping highs are real. Dopamine is the happy chemical, and shopping activates the areas of your brain that release it into your system. Dopamine is a neurotransmitter that makes you feel good, and it’s linked to searching for pleasure and rewards.

Online shopping creates rushes of dopamine because you have to wait for the purchase to arrive at your doorstep. Waiting builds anticipation, which increases the dopamine trigger. This is why many shoppers report getting more excited over buying online than in-store.4

Any unpredictability in a reward increases the amount of dopamine released. It is the thrill of the hunt. Log onto your favorite online store or walk into your favorite boutique—you’ll feel it. The simple act of starting to shop tells your body to produce more dopamine. Your brain searches for pleasure and rewards, and the chemicals rush to make shopping feel good.

The link between unpredictability and dopamine makes sale prices alluring. Sales—especially massive events such as Black Friday—provide the perfect set-up for a big dopamine rush. Why? Your dopamine runs wild because of a sale’s added thrill and suspense, making the anticipation much sweeter. The rush of delight makes it hard to resist buying—whether you need to buy or not.

The fear of missing out on a deal also affects the brain. While shopping, your mind might switch into competitive mode. You must be the first to have it—the new color, the new style, the latest updated piece of tech. Another mind trick is scarcity—the story that if you don’t buy it now, you won’t be able to get it later. Of course, marketing amplifies these mind states.

All this adds up to a cocktail in your brain: one-part anticipatory dopamine, a splash of unpredictability, followed by a twist of competitive mode or scarcity impulse. Shake this up with the pressure of a time-limited sale, and you have a potent dopamine cocktail.

Dopamine reinforces rewarding actions. That’s why, once you buy one item—for example, what you went to the shop or online to buy—you’re often tempted to buy more, even if you don’t need the items. It works the same with cookies.

But just like a sugar rush, the shopping high is often followed by a crash, leading to buyer’s remorse. Buying with your values helps you alleviate the roller coaster of ups and downs to avoid such a crash. Neurochemical research suggests the experiences that create upbeat vibes can blunt dopamine-triggered impulses. Shopping with your values can be such an experience, bringing you a prolonged sense of happiness and releasing a positive neurochemical counter to dopamine. You gain greater control over your impulses to buy more stuff. The long-lasting positive emotions I experienced from buying the black sweater helped me resist the dopamine rushes triggered by discounts or targeted Instagram marketing.




HAPPINESS AND MONEY

Money can’t buy you happiness. But making purchases that align with your values can. Deeper and longer lasting than a hit of dopamine, true happiness comes along when you:


	act in accordance with what you value

	
are generous

	connect with community

	are grateful



When your behaviors match your beliefs, you are in alignment and more connected with yourself, so you experience less internal friction. The less internal friction, the more ease and flow. You are who you say you are. You do as you say you do—including the narrative you tell yourself about yourself. Decisions are more comfortable and quicker because you know where you stand. There is less to fret over.

Acts of kindness and generosity can increase happiness, optimism, and satisfaction. There is evidence that helping others promotes physiological changes in your brain linked to happiness.

Choosing items made by fairly paid workers is an act of generosity. Fair pay provides families a livelihood and a way beyond survival hood. As you’ll read in Chapter 4, many brands, large and small, support fair trade wages. For example, Michelin, the company that makes tires and car parts, announced in 2024 that all employees will receive remuneration at least equivalent to a living wage. Michelin’s paying a “decent wage” impacts 132,000 workers in twenty-six countries. Unilever and L’Oreal recently made similar pledges, as have many other companies.

Connecting with communities fosters happiness. It evokes a sense of belonging along with personal and collective identity. It boosts self-esteem and your power to make your dreams happen. There are several ways to connect to a community. Frequenting local shops and taking time to chat is one simple way. Getting to know who made your things or grew your food lifts your heart. During the pandemic, my local farmers’ market was my lifeline. Brief conversations with the vendors made me feel sane and connected to my community. These are essential conditions for happiness to flourish.

Many years ago, my husband, George, and I went to the Heard Indian Fair and Market in Phoenix. After touring the show, we chose two coffee mugs. We chatted with the artisan, Mel Cornshucker, a Cherokee potter from Tulsa. A few months later, I wanted to surprise George with another piece by Mel, but I’d lost his business card and couldn’t find his website. How could I find him? Sleuthing paid off, and I tracked down a gallery representing him in Chicagoland. The owner confirmed that Mel doesn’t sell online because he hates shipping his pieces. Luckily, the gallery had a bowl about the size I wanted, and I bought it. Over the years, the gallery owner informed us when Mel was coming to town for a pottery show, and we always tried to connect with him. Our visits grew to include shared meals and gentle laughs. He accepted our request to make us a set of dinner plates with dragonflies—one of his signature designs—and we agreed to pick them up in Tulsa. When we sit down for dinner, the dragonflies remind us of our friend Mel.


Gratefulness

Gratefulness drives happiness, not the other way around. Gratitude helps you realize that what you have is what you want. When you feel grateful, there is no room for magical thinking about what could be. You are content with what you have. Gratitude combined with happiness helps keep you in a state of “enoughness.” Like being sated after a fabulous, flavorful meal, you are satisfied. Being sated, you can counterbalance dopamine-driven impulses to buy more. Gratitude is also a powerful antidote for feeling any sense of lack or want. It saves you from the thousand paper cuts of scarcity that plague many people.

You Like What You Choose


You like what you choose. No, that is not a typo—this really happens. Your brain says, I chose this, so I must like it. I didn’t choose this other item, so it must not be as good. Your mind justifies your choices after a purchase.

New research confirms that random choices lead to preferences. It follows that intentions lead to habits because you tend to choose the same thing over and over again. Given that you justify your choices after the fact, what you like is formed by habit.5

This is good news. You don’t need to change what you like. Intentionally change what you buy instead, and your preferences will follow.

Suppose you consciously choose to swap a conventional product for a climate-friendly good. In that case, your brain will trigger, and you will like it. Initially, it might require overriding opinions about the product’s characteristics, such as price or style. But old opinions will fade as you form new shopping habits.






The Stories We Tell and Other Happiness Busters

You may often tell yourself stories about what you buy to assuage guilt. These stories are seldom anything more than a justification or excuse to purchase something you know deep down doesn’t align with your values or the type of world you want.

“Me buying one plastic bottle of water isn’t going to make a difference to climate change or ocean plastics.”

“Not buying one cheap T-shirt isn’t going to end child labor or abusive factory conditions.”

“Buying a toy online isn’t going to put the local toy shop out of business.”

Climate change, plastic waste, underpaid factory workers, and the demise of local shops are complex issues that take persistence to resolve. One single purchase will not save the day, and indeed, the impact of a single purchase may barely be felt. But what you do and tell yourself about your actions matters for two reasons.

First, you can stop being part of the problem and signal positive behaviors to others. Refusing to buy cheap T-shirts made in conditions that are most likely dangerous for workers isn’t going to resolve the wage crisis many factory workers face. But buying one will contribute to the problem, and others will take their cues from you. If you are okay with wearing fast-fashion clothes, it is also okay for others. Carrying your own water bottle rather than buying a plastic one isn’t going to stop climate change, but it is going to help. You will not contribute to more plastics made from fossil fuels and discarded in landfills or waterways. Furthermore, others will see you and your action, which helps to set off a positive chain of social validation.

Second, you’re not being honest with yourself when you tell yourself misleading stories. You’re contradicting the part of you that makes ethical decisions. Each contradiction slowly chips away at your self-esteem and confidence. It’s not worth it! Furthermore, guilt feeds on these false narratives. You tell yourself a story to feel okay about buying something, but then you feel even worse for lying to yourself about it. This path does not lead to happiness.

False narratives can rob you of your chance to bring your deeply held values to life. And that is a real loss.

Out of Sight, Out of Mind


It’s easy to diminish the impact of our choices because we live at a physical and cultural distance from the people who make our clothes, toys, and food. Even if you’ve seen images of sweatshops, it’s hard to comprehend what the working conditions are truly like. It’s an empathy stretcher.

The best antidote is to learn more. Check out websites such as Remake, Environmental Working Group, The Carbon Almanac, and organizations mentioned in this book.



To counterbalance confidence-crushing stories, try this:


	
Talk back to the story.
No one else will notice if I buy conventional rather than fair trade coffee beans, chocolate, or bananas. You and your self-esteem will notice.

Buying from a local boutique costs more, and I can’t afford it. Have you checked the prices? Cost might be a real barrier but double-check the actual price difference. Often buying local comes with a similar price tag to equivalent items online. You also can touch the item—feel the quality or check the size. By buying local, you’ll save time and shipping costs on returns. More on cost saving in Chapter 8.

This sweater, jacket, shorts, or hat is so cheap, I just have to have it. It’s cheap for a reason. Do you really want to support unfair wages to buy something at that price point? Do you want to support a company that thrives by mistreating the environment or workers?

It’s better that factory workers have any job, even if it’s poorly paid and dangerous. No, that’s worker exploitation. Don’t you prefer to buy from brands that pay fair wages?



	
Don’t feel badly if you go ahead with a purchase.
Admit to yourself and accept that, in this moment, you’re making a compromise. I am buying this because…, then forgive yourself quickly. Next time, you might make a different choice. But for now, accept the compromise and move on, leaving guilt behind. You’ll find examples throughout this book of how I make compromises. It’s not possible to make the best choice all the time. Remember to focus on progress, not perfection.



	
Focus on adding one change a week.
Keep change manageable and know that over time you’ll change what you buy and what you like.










DEEPER REWARDS

When you start shopping consistently with your values, more profound rewards await you. First, your internal sense of your role in the world changes from bystander to empowered citizen in the economy. Reject what’s bad for you, your family, the planet, and the people who make it. You’re not a consumer who accepts whatever companies thrust onto the market. Choose products that support your wellness, create better jobs, and restore the environment.

You know what you expect from a company, and what is a deal killer. Shopping becomes an exercise in active and conscious choice. This frees you. You are no longer susceptible to the wiles of marketing and dopamine chemical rushes. You discover that your choices have far-reaching consequences, because what you buy influences what companies make and retailers stock.

You also get to support people who do what they love. Your purchases can support entrepreneurs following their dreams. For example, a weaver in upstate New York gets to continue creating stunning handwoven fabric from cotton, linen, and silk because enough people value her work. The jacket made from her fabric feels like wearing a hug. Farmers get to continue farming the land their families have held for generations because of their loyal customers. A woman can grow her hair-care company from side hustle to full-time job and provide excellent employment for other women in her community.

Consider this: A baker follows her passion to make bread. Your purchase enables her to continue baking. When she sells a loaf to you, she is saying, “Thank you for enabling me to do what I love.” With your purchase, you are saying, “You’re welcome,” to the baker. Happiness blossoms when you and the baker both gain from the trade in ways far more meaningful than just the money. It’s a rich exchange.

Happiness comes from feeling connected to what you know is essential and what you hold dear. Right now, it may feel that’s a bit much to consider when buying the mundane necessities of life such as carrots or diapers. Still, as shopping with your values becomes integrated into your life, it becomes a part of your daily flow. If you have a gratitude practice, consider pausing to be thankful for all the people and nature involved in bringing to you what’s on your table, in your closet, and on your feet. I promise it will bring a smile to your face.









Chapter 3 DETECT GREENWASHING, SEEK TRUSTWORTHY CERTIFICATIONS, AND AVOID PERFECTIONISM


When Kourtney Kardashian announced her sustainable collection with Boohoo, a fast-fashion empire, I almost spat out my morning coffee.

This news was greenwashing at its worst: a trendy celebrity launching a “sustainable” fashion line with zero substance behind the claims. Arriving at Boohoo’s offices by private jet demonstrated Kardashian’s cluelessness about sustainability. The partner she chose, Boohoo, has ranked among the worst in the fashion industry for environmental and social performance.

Boohoo churns out fast fashion in record time, creating mountains of textile waste while doing little to reduce hazardous chemicals and greenhouse gas emissions.6 It has a track record of treating factory workers poorly. In 2020, Boohoo’s UK-based factories paid less than five dollars an hour. It also sourced from sweatshops in Pakistan that paid workers as little as forty cents an hour.7

Boohoo’s campaign sought to woo customers and distract critics with glamorous photo shoots of Kardashian. It didn’t work. Outraged, activists and shoppers loudly pressured Boohoo to improve. Kardashian started listening to sustainability experts, and the company claims it has made amends with bold goals and improved reporting. Yet, in 2024, the company continues to rank at the bottom of the fashion industry,8 and a group of investors brought a lawsuit against Boohoo because they suffered losses brought on by allegations about labor rights violations in Boohoo’s supply chain.9

This chapter sets the foundations for making better choices. You’ll detect which products and brands are taking real action and which are bluffing. Learn


	how to detect greenwashing

	which certifications to trust—and which to ignore

	why trade-offs are necessary, and why perfectionism is the enemy of progress




GREENWASHING AND BLUEWASHING

Deceptive marketing is all around us, and it can distort the environmental and ethical attributes of a product or brand. It works because shoppers rely on visual cues, emotions, and social trends rather than checking the facts. These deceptions are called greenwashing when applied to environmental concerns and bluewashing when applied to social issues. Regardless of the color, such marketing disrespects you, the shopper.

Brands often use words and images to suggest you are buying something good for the environment. Greenwashing involves disingenuous marketing, including changing an existing product’s packaging to look greener, stating vague claims, and adding images of plants or nature scenes.

Greenwashing includes ambiguous or disingenuous product information. For example, a 2022 investigation found that fashion giant H&M showed customers misleading environmental scorecards for some of its clothing. The company took down the scorecards and apologized.10

Brands use bluewashing because they want to sound more ethical or socially responsible than they are. It’s sometimes called social washing. It happens when a company obscures an underlying social issue to protect its reputation. Brands mislead on social issues such as labor standards, racial justice, human rights, product safety, data privacy, and diversity, equity, and inclusion. For example, a brand may donate to social causes—such as a children’s hospital—without the social cause bothering to ensure that there’s no child labor used in the manufacture of the brand’s products.

Bluewashing is on the rise, particularly on the issue of pay equity. For example, many companies release social media statements about female empowerment on March 8, International Women’s Day. However, most companies that post platitudes conceal their own significant gender pay gap.11


Easy Ways to Detect Greenwashing and Bluewashing

Deceptive marketing persists, but you don’t have to fall for it. Here are four ways to avoid being duped.



Be Suspicious of Feel-Good Imagery, Vague Terms, and Color Coding

The easiest way to detect greenwashing and bluewashing is to check for misleading imagery and vague terms. Watch out for green leaves, nature scenes, and buzzwords such as “natural,” “farm fresh,” “eco-friendly,” “fair,” “responsible,” “ethical,” or “LGBTQ-friendly.” For example, many bottled-water brands show nature scenes on their labels. This is laughably ironic, considering that plastic water bottles are designed to be single-use, and plastic waste creates massive environmental problems.

Be wary of blanket statements. Rather than looking for a product that says nontoxic, biodegradable, or clean, seek out products that say exactly what they are; look for specific statements such as 98 percent organic ingredients, fair trade standards, no palm oil, or 100 percent postconsumer recycled materials.

Color can be a tip-off. Some brands use green and earthy tones to promote eco-friendly products.12 Some brands use blue labels and color palettes that suggest responsibility, trustworthiness, and purity—the reason most bottled water packaging is blue.13

Tip: Watch out for common greenwashing and bluewashing buzzwords, the most common of which are in Table 2.1.




Table 2.1. Common Greenwashing and Bluewashing Buzzwords


	Treatment of People

	Planet and Nature

	Health Characteristics





	Conscious

	Eco-friendly

	Clean




	Ethical

	Farm-fresh

	Natural




	Fair

	Green

	Nontoxic




	Responsible

	Natural

	Safe










Look for Relevance

Be suspicious when a company makes a big deal about one aspect of green on an otherwise totally ungreen product. For example, it’s greenwashing when a nonrecyclable plastic toy comes in cardboard with “recyclable packaging” buzzwords printed all over it.

Similarly, McDonald’s made a lot of noise about being “environmentally responsible” when it introduced paper straws in Europe and Latin America. Did the straws make a dent in the waste created by the fast-food giant? Of course not—and worse, these straws turned out to be nonrecyclable.14

Be wary of audacious goals that miss the point. Coke set a goal that 50 percent of its bottles would be made from recycled material by 2030.15 Sounds impressive. However, a 50 percent decrease in an ever-increasing number of single-use plastics bottles is not a viable solution for the planet. Coca-Cola is the world’s largest plastics polluter and fails to address the heart of the matter—its dependence on single-use plastic bottles.

Tip: Remember the big picture. What are the brand’s significant environmental and social issues, and does the claim address them fully? Or is the brand’s action like swatting a single flea on an infested elephant?




Mind the Gap: Incomplete Information

Some brands obscure the truth by leaving out key details of how their products are made or what they are doing to protect people and the planet. You can’t detect this while comparing products in a grocery store or an online retail site. Catching this form of greenwashing requires checking the brand’s website. The Appendix gives you the details of what to look for. Here’s a summary:

Check out what companies say about sustainability, responsibility, purpose, or any similar phrase. Go to the home page, and if there is no mention of caring about people or the planet, look under the “About” tab or at the bottom of the home page for a “Sustainability” link. When a brand is opaque in its reporting and communications, it’s difficult to verify its claims.




Table 2.2. Checklist of What to Look for on a Company Website


	Trustworthy

	Questionable





	Clear, relevant time-bound goals, e.g., to reduce greenhouse gas emissions by 60 percent by 2030 from a 2020 baseline

	Vague, open-ended goals, e.g., “carbon neutral” or insignificant goals, e.g., reducing plastic straw use but keeping nonrecyclable single-use cups




	Third-party certification for meeting labor or environmental standards

	No third-party validation of efforts or standards




	Transparent listing of product ingredients and explanation of how they are selected

	Doesn’t list all ingredients. Ingredient standards are not shared.




	Commitment to highest standards across all countries and market segments

	Applies the lowest possible legal standards in each country.







Tip: Look for European products to lead the way in clear environ-mental and social communications. European countries are cracking down on terms such as “carbon neutral” and “net zero carbon emissions.” Companies using these terms in Europe need to meet rigorous standards or become liable for greenwashing.

Lack of transparency is the trickiest form of deception to identify as a shopper. Common practices include cherry-picking the rosiest facts, focusing on less relevant data, and obscuring the complete truth with blather. In the most unethical cases, companies even lie or fabricate data.

How to spot it? The easiest way is to pay attention to what is said about the company by trustworthy news media. For example, journalists cracked the case of Volkswagen deliberately falsifying its emissions data.

In addition, be skeptical of bold claims. Check the brand’s website for evidence of an audit or third-party verification. Claims of achieving 75 percent carbon reduction in three years make my eyebrows arch in disbelief. When you see such claims, dig for evidence.

The Sad Case of Volkswagen (VW)


Once famous for VW Bugs, VW is now infamous for falsifying emissions data on about a million diesel cars. VW’s green marketing focused on fuel efficiency, yet its claims were based on fake data. Caught in 2015, the company was fined $2.8 billion by a U.S. federal judge for cheating emissions tests and deceptive advertising. However, the greenwashing scandal is estimated to have cost the company more than $32 billion in lost reputation and sales.16






Stardust in Your Eyes—Watch Out for Celebrity Endorsements

Celebrity endorsements often work. They increase shoppers’ positive response to “green” and “ethical” products.17 But does the celebrity touting a brand have the chops to make a claim? Or is it celebrity-washing?

To avoid falling for celebrity-washing, ask: Does the celebrity have a reputation as an advocate for human rights or the environment? Have they taken a public stand on environmental or human rights causes? Have you ever heard them discussing these or similar issues when they’re not endorsing a product?

While it’s tempting to dismiss all virtue signaling of stars, award-winning actors such as Naomi Watts and Emma Watson have earned trust. Watts developed her street cred to advocate for clean beauty by submerging herself into the nontoxic beauty world for many years. Watson’s deep understanding of and advocacy for sustainable fashion led the French fashion conglomerate Kering (which owns Gucci, Yves Saint Laurent, Stella McCartney, and other brands) to choose her as a board member. She became chair of Kering’s sustainability committee, championing circularity and new eco-minded designers.

In general, steer clear of products that have celebrity endorsements unless you find evidence of a celebrity’s actual expertise on the topic. Look for interviews and articles that indicate the star is meaningfully engaged in the topic, be it child labor, water, renewable energy, or ocean plastics.






Trust Your Gut

If your gut tells you something is fishy and doesn’t add up in an advertisement or social media posting—trust your gut instinct. If the messaging rings false, it probably is. For example, panda bears or sprouting plants are mascots of greenwashing because they tug at heartstrings. If you see something on a package or advertisement that touches your heart because it feels warm, fuzzy, green, or socially responsible, pause and look closer for more details. Does the label or advertisement explain what is meant? Does it have a trust badge or certification mark? If you see no details, either look for another product or delve deeper to verify your hunch.







TRUSTWORTHY CERTIFICATIONS

One of the quickest ways of determining whether a brand’s claims are legitimate is to check for certification marks. Certification marks are trust badges that tell you what’s good about a product. They appear as small logos. You’ll find one or more placed on the front, side, or bottom of a package. Each indicates the product has met the standard of a particular certification.

Certifications vary, depending on whether they cover environment, fair labor, diverse business ownership, or nontoxic products. Watch out if you see an eco-label you’ve never heard of, and do some digging to ensure it’s not bogus. Brands sometimes invent logos or marks that resemble authentic certifications for environmental or social standards. That’s why it’s essential to look for trustworthy marks.

160 Million Reasons to Buy Certified Products


“As my two vibrant daughters returned to school after summer break, I reminded them how darn lucky they are even to be able to go to school. There are at least 160 million children around the world toiling instead of learning—half of them in hazardous conditions from the carpet looms of India to the cobalt mines of the Democratic Republic of the Congo. So as consumers, we have at least 160 million reasons to ‘vote with our dollars’ to buy a GoodWeave-certified handmade rug and help ensure that at-risk kids can learn and play,” explained Jon Jacoby, CEO of GoodWeave International.18

GoodWeave works to stop child labor in global supply chains. It assures no child, forced, or bonded labor is used in the making of a certified product, and the certification also means your purchase supports programs that educate children and improve working conditions for adults in producer communities.





Which Are Trustworthy?

Not all certifications are equal. Some are gold standard and credible, and others are green- or bluewashing. The differentiating factor is who issues the standard and verifies that the product or brand meets the standards. Certifications are issued by corporations, independent organizations, or a collaboration of the two. As explained below, a standard made up by a group of companies is less trustworthy than one created and verified by an expert independent organization. You’ll find three types of certification standards: certification marks issued by expert independent organizations, company-led collaborations with third-party verification, and company-designed marks.


Certification Marks Issued by Expert Independent Organizations

These certifications are the most trustworthy because an independent organization monitors and audits the brand or product, using specific environmental or ethical standards. A product or brand that meets these standards can carry the certification mark.

Certification bodies are usually specialized nonprofits with deep knowledge of the issues. They don’t bow to pressure. Sometimes a government agency issues standards—for example, USDA Organic and ENERGY STAR. Often called “third-party run and verified” standards, they are the gold standard for certification.

Some certifications cover an entire brand while others cover specific products. The Fair Trade USA, Leaping Bunny, GoodWeave, and Rainforest Alliance marks are awarded to specific products, such as jeans, eyeliner, and coffee. The Butterfly Mark is a third-party run and verified certification for ethical and environmentally sound luxury brands, such as Dior Couture, Kiehl’s, and Tag Heuer. The certification process checks brands, rather than individual products, against a range of environmental and ethical standards.
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