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Preface

Is it fair to the CMO to expect them to drive the dual agenda of driving sales and 
market share growth, and positioning the brand on non-sales driving purpose 
motives such as environmental sustainability? 

First and foremost, this is NOT an article about the importance of environmental 
sustainability to the future of the planet.  The question this article explores is:

Will stating that you have environmentally 
sustainable policies in your mass market 
advertising lead more consumers to choose 
your brand?”

Forethought has examined this question across numerous categories, and has 
found the conclusion that we reach is generalisable across categories.  Whilst 
we share some of that evidence, we lean on a Forethought study of advertising 
campaigns from supermarket chains Coles and Woolworths (August/Sept 2021) 
to illustrate the findings.

We consider across the choice-set of supermarket brands, is the Environmental, 
Social and Governance (ESG) consideration a primary or even minor driver of 
consumer choice?  Illustrating the point with reference to the supermarkets, 
how much does corporate reputation for ESG drive consumer behaviour to 
overcome deficits in price drivers such as the total price at the checkout, and 
quality drivers such as fresh fruit and vegetables?

The CMO is almost certainly guessing the answer to these questions unless 
their first step in the creative development involves identifying the relative 
importance and performance of the drivers of category choice, so that it can be 
objectively determined if the ESG related purpose is amongst those drivers.

Spoiler alert; when it comes to shoppers choosing amongst supermarket 
brands, the consideration of environmentally sustainable policies is an 
exceedingly small driver of consumer choice.  Indeed, there are many 
more important choice attributes for CMO’s to select from, deliver on and 
communicate about than the “purpose du jour.”

“
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Drivers of Shopper Choice 
Amongst Competing 
Supermarkets

In August/September 2021, Forethought conducted a Prophecy Thoughts 
& Feelings® study1 into the choice drivers amongst supermarkets for 800 
Australian grocery shoppers with a separate quota of 400 Gen Z shoppers 
(18-25 years old).  The analysis identified the consumers’ drivers of category 
choice – both emotional and rational.2

1.  Forethought’s award-winning Prophecy Thoughts & Feelings®, is a state of the art predictive analytics methodology that reveals the relative  
     importance of emotion versus the rational to guide the overall design of marketing stimuli. This method places Marketers in a unique position  
     to heighten the precision of their decision making, by accurately predicting the effects on acquisition and retention to solve organizational  
     growth challenges. 
2.  The resultant equation predicts (three-month leading indicator) changes in market share.  The correlation between the prediction of change in 
     market share and actual change as reported by third parties in the Australian supermarket category has been > 0.8. 

For decades the damage mankind has 
been doing to our planet has been deeply 
troubling, particularly to those under 
25.  The difference in 2021, is that the 
scientific evidence of the consequences 
has created an urgent need to act.  Over 
the past two decades, Forethought has 
consistently found that attitudinally, 
a chronic concern regarding the 
environment has been voiced by those 
under 25 years of age.  Therefore, the 
analysis below focusses on these Gen Z 
respondents.  

The Forethought analysis found that 
when it came to ESG, Gen Z respondents 
were markedly different from the general 
population with ESG being substantially 
more important to Gen Z.

Yet, an extract of the econometric 
modelling, illustrated in the following 
exhibit, reveals that as drivers of choice, 
freshness of produce and quality of fruit 
and vegetables for Gen Z respondents 
is 19 times more important than a 
supermarket having environmentally 
sustainable practices.  Incidentally, the 
Prophecy model also incorporated a 
complete range of hypothetical, top of the 
funnel brand building and bottom of the 
funnel performance marketing drivers.

Isn’t Everyone Pro-ESG?
If the low importance of ESG as a 
driver of choice amongst supermarkets 
is counter intuitive to the reader, then 
there are two most likely reasons for 
this.  First, you are being exposed to 
a never-ending, ideological orthodoxy 
of survey results asking respondents 
if they are in favour, and second, the 
stated importance of companies having 
environmentally sustainable policies.
  
Despite the column centimetres 
devoted to environmental sustainability, 
the marketing science tells us that 
‘environmentally sustainable practices’ 
is only a very minor brand building 
driver for shoppers’ supermarket choice, 
as illustrated above.

Exhibit One – Relative importance of choice 
drivers – Gen Z

13.7%

0.7%

Freshness of 
products and Fruit 

and Vegetables

Having 
environmentally 

sustainable practices
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The low importance of ESG is a finding 
Forethought has seen replicated in other 
categories.  For example, in superannuation, 
Forethought produced a predictive choice 
model of superannuation for Job Starters, 
Career Changers, Pre-Retirees and Retirees.  
The Job Starters were embarking on 
their first job, and a minor driver of choice 
amongst fund managers for this cohort was 
environmentally responsible investment 
policy.  Yet that driver did not factor in for the 
other cohorts at all.

In marketing, everything is relative, therefore, 
if you ask respondents3  to rate multiple 
issues, you can get an entirely different 
answer.  Please see Exhibit Two.  If you were 
conducting advertising for a supermarket 
during this period, you might be emphasising 
the cleanliness of the store and your COVID-
19-safe practices rather than your, yet to be 
delivered, net-zero, sustainability promises.

Exhibit Two – What matters today and 10 years from now

Which one of the following would you say was / would you guess will be the most pressing issue facing society 
TODAY / IN TEN YEARS FROM NOW?

Today           Ten years from now

Marketing science tells us that 
‘environmentally sustainable 
practices’ is only a very minor 
brand building driver for 
shoppers’ supermarket choice.

60.6%

8.8%

4.3%

18.9%

4.7%

2.7%
7.9%

16.9%

6.0%

47.8%

11.1% 10.3%

Covid 19 
pandemic

Reducing 
extreme poverty

Gender and 
race diversity 
and equality

Environmental 
sustainabiliy

Access to clean 
water and 
sanitation

Terrorism

3.  A separate survey was conducted with a representative random sample of 400 Australians, September 2021, Forethought Pty Ltd
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The Gulf Between Attitudes and 
Behaviour.

It is fundamentally critical for marketers to understand the difference between 
asking consumers to state the importance of a driver, in this case ESG, and 
alternatively, applying econometric modelling of consumers’ behaviour to 
determine the actual influence of that driver on choice.  Exhibit One is a product 
of econometric modelling, Exhibit Two is merely stated importance.

“

Stated intentions are an inferior proxy 
for inferred (statistically modelled) 
behaviour.  This has been discussed and 
understood in the academic literature for 
decades.  Inferred behaviour is based on 
hypothesised drivers of choice regressed 
against a dependent choice variable such 
as choice of supermarket.  As a world’s 
leading curator of marketing theory and 
practice Mark Ritson, PhD explains:

Very often in a piece of simplistic 
research consumers will say that purpose 
is “very important to me” and it is not 
until we look at the (modelled) drivers to 
understand what is sending a purchase 
one way or another.” 4

For more than a decade, Qantas 
has conducted a Fly Carbon Neutral 
program.  In 2019, approximately 10 
per cent5  of passengers booking flights 
on qantas.com chose to pay to offset 
their carbon emission.  The number of 
passengers who pay for the carbon offset 
is approximately one-fifth of those who 
state they will purchase carbon credits 
when asked in a survey.  

When it comes to sustainability, there 
remains a sizable gulf between attitudes 
and behaviour.  Incidentally, this finding 
has also been replicated multiple times.  
For example, as far back as 2005, a 
United Nations study found that although 
40% of consumers reported their 
willingness to buy green products, only 
4% did6.

CMO’s must be able to distinguish 
the difference between philosophical 
and behavioural importance to avoid 
basing marketing campaigns on 
philosophical importance, whilst hoping 
for a behavioural outcome.  That is, 
unless the Chief Executive Officer 
and the Board of Directors suspends 
commercial objectives and replaces 
them with environmental ones such as 
companies most admired for excelling at 
ESG issues.  Such objectives may have 
short run legitimacy with for example, 
institutional investors however, the 
opportunity cost of diverting investment 
from brand building and bottom of the 
funnel performance marketing, needs to 
be accounted for.

4.  Growth and the Peril in Purpose, WFA, Apr 27, 2021, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0WJtoW71DPA Ritson M.
5.  https://www.qantasnewsroom.com.au/media-releases/qantas-extends-carbon-offset-program-to-indirect-booking-channel/
6.  United Nations Environment Programme (2005), “Talk the Walk: Advancing Sustainable Lifestyles Through Marketing and Communications,”  
     UN Global Compact and Utopies. p. 15
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What does it mean to say that the corporate executive has a “social 
responsibility?” ….It must mean that he is to act in some way that 
is not in the interest of his employers.  For example, he is to make 
expenditures on reducing pollution beyond the amount that is in the best 
interests of the corporation or that is required by law to contribute to the 
social objective of improving the environment.  In this case, the corporate 
executive would be spending someone else’s money for a general social 
interest.  Insofar as his actions in accord with his “social responsibility” 
reduce returns to stockholders, he is spending their money.’

The notion that businesses should apply the narrowest interpretation of the law in 
determining its responsibilities is not a contemporary societal view.  Forethought asked 
Australians who they believed should shoulder the costs for cutting emissions and 
achieving environmental sustainability.  The response was – Exhibit Three - mainly 
government although, close to one-quarter of Australians believed that businesses 
should mainly bear the cost.  The strict application of Friedman is no longer relevant, and 
organisations are right in implementing sustainability policies and indeed, communicate 
their ESG policy to the public.

Exhibit Three – Who Australians believe should pay for sustainability

In your view, cutting emissions and achieving environmental sustainability should be maily paid for by:

Coincidentally, in a Forethought study for Qantas, similar results were found for the 
proportion of respondents who believe individuals should pay for cutting emissions and 
achieving environmental sustainability.

Does Marketing Have a 
Legitimate Role in ESG?
Given that ESG is scarcely a driver of choice amongst supermarkets and so, 
for purely commercial reasons, should not have a central role in marketing 
communications, what then should be the appropriate level of broader 
organisational focus in matters relating to social responsibility?

The following is an edited extract from Milton Friedman (1970)7  where he 
argues that the social responsibility of business is to increase its profits.

7.  ‘The Social Responsibility of Business Is to Increase Its Profits,’ Milton Friedman, The New York Times Magazine, September 13, 1970

“

63.3%

11.9%

24.8%

Federal and State 
Governments

Individual 
consumers

Individual 
businesses
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The authors are not suggesting that an organisation 
should not inform the market of its ESG stance 
via its corporate affairs and public relations-based 
communications.  We are saying that for a CMO who 
is being assessed on the brand’s relative market 
performance, environmentally sustainable policies 
do not have sufficient explanatory power to justify a 
marketing campaign headline.

Presently, virtuous brand purpose and 
particularly, sustainability are at the sharp edge 
of the demarcation between corporate affairs 
and marketing.  Communicating environmentally 
sustainable policies is a matter for corporate affairs 
and public relations, and in the case of supermarkets, 
not for marketing except perhaps at the periphery.  

A highly successful example of a well weighted 
campaign that successfully walks the fine line 
between the drivers of category choice and ESG 
policy, is Woolworths -  
https://youtu.be/lO8Gv1Kmspo

Chernev and Blair (2015)8  address the effectiveness 
of purpose-based communication and concluded that 
claims of social responsibility were more believable 
when the consumers believed that the organisations 
actions were motivated by benevolence rather than 
by self-interest.  Regarding effective communications, 
Chernev and Blair found that social media and public 
relations, rather than the company’s own advertising, 
were recommended to maximise the positive impact 
of corporate social responsibility communications.

Environmentally sustainable 
policies do not have 
sufficient explanatory power 
to justify a headline in a 
marketing campaign.

8.  Doing Well by Doing Good: The Benevolent Halo of Corporate Social Responsibility, Alexander Chernev, Sean Blair Journal of Consumer  
     Research, Volume 41, Issue 6, 1 April 2015
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“

Household Necessities or  
Lofty Goals?

Sustainability is attitudinally important however, from a behavioural perspective, it 
is considered a lofty goal for an individual standing in a supermarket isle wondering 
if they can afford new toothbrushes for their children this pay. Again, Ritson:

For most working men and women, they don’t have those (purpose led) 
broad dreams.  Their purpose is to stay in employment, afford health 
insurance, to pay their rent or mortgage and to feed their kids.  We 
(marketers) are I am afraid, above the industry that we serve.9”  

During the Tokyo Olympics, Coles aired a campaign designed to raise its credentials 
relating to environmental sustainability.  https://youtu.be/Z6kHkyJ81Os

As discussed earlier, immediately after 
the Olympics, Forethought conducted a 
study of 800 Australians with a separate 
quota set for Gen Z.  For the 400 Gen 
Z respondents who were exposed to 
the spot, the performance of Coles 
on the minor choice driver ‘Having 
environmentally sustainable practices’ 
showed a statistically significantly lift (on 
a zero to ten scale) from 6.58 to 7.08 – 
Exhibit Four.  If the sole objective was 
for Coles to be better regarded for its 
ESG policies, the communication in the 
laboratory setting of a post-test achieved 
that goal.

Exhibit Four – Pre and post Coles spot - 
environmentally sustainable practices - Gen Z

Having environmentally sustainable practices (0.7%)

Unlike the competitor’s advertising 
that touched on sustainability but more 
specifically focused on freshness of 
produce, the Coles ad focused largely on 
sustainability announcing future net zero 
emission targets.  Exhibit Five illustrates 
that post the Olympics campaign, 
Coles continues to trail Woolworths on 
two of the non-price primary drivers 
of choice amongst supermarket 
shoppers.  Incidentally, on an absolute 
but statistically insignificant basis, post 
viewing the advertising, respondents 
marginally marked down Coles on two of 
the primary non-price drivers.

Exhibit Five – Coles relative performance on key 
quality drivers of choice - Gen Z

Freshness of products (7.6%)
 

Fruit and vegetables (6.1%)

9.  Op. cit. Ritson M.

7.08 7.66

7.68

6.58 7.42

7.18

7.46

7.23

4 4

4

Coles

Coles

Coles post - TVC

Coles post - TVC Woolworths

9 9

9
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Is the Main Purpose of Virtuous 
Brand Purpose, Advertising Awards?

This brings us to the question of motivation to centre the brand’s marketing 
communication on a virtuous brand purpose.  Advertising industry publication 
Campaign US earlier this year led with the headline ‘Purpose takes the spotlight at 
Cannes 202110.’  The article declared that brand purpose was this year’s prominent 
theme of the advertising world’s preeminent awards, Cannes.  A message was 
more important than the actual content of the message being shared.

Today, industry commentators are 
routinely calling out creative agencies’ 
pursuit of awards as the motivation for 
producing marketing communications that 
turn a blind eye to the drivers of choice, 
instead of taking the opportunity to align 
with the popular purpose.  For example:

‘The idea that doing good is good 
business has become a truism, continually 
reinforced by the (advertising) awards 
themselves, which boost reputations and 
careers on both client and agency side.11’

And another point of view:

‘It is time for businesses to stop using 
“virtuous brand purpose” as a means to 
conveniently suit certain criteria or align 
with social trends.12’

The purpose-wash and its subset, the 
green-wash have become the tour de 
force of the creative fraternity.  Other 
leading commentators such as Sir John 
Hegarty13 have called out the decline in 
advertising effectiveness due to such 
purpose driven advertising.

‘I’m not really into whether they support 
a social issue or not. I think it’s lovely 
if they do and if it’s their belief that 
they should do so then I congratulate 
them and say well done, but that is not 
actually why I’m buying.’

10.   https://www.campaignlive.co.uk/article/purpose-takes-spotlight-cannes-2021/1720251
11.   https://nickasbury.substack.com/p/purpose-wins-who-loses
12.   https://www.fastcompany.com/90653445/the-biggest-branding-mistake-too-many-companies-make, Rik Haslam 07-08-21
13.   https://www.lbbonline.com/news/sir-john-hegarty-the-industry-has-given-up-on-persuasion

“ It is time for businesses to stop using “brand purpose” as a means to 
conveniently suit certain criteria or align with social trends.’
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In contrast with the creative fraternity, the media fraternity is driving forward with 
a science-based effort to optimise where messages are placed.  Too many of the 
creative fraternity apply unbridled intuition with little reference to the science of what 
objectively drives consumption behaviour, and so should form the core of the creative 
brief.  Creatives continue to produce beautiful, award-winning work that results in 
little or no effect on the very aspect of the CMO’s performance that is measured 
i.e. relative commercial returns for the brand they are entrusted to manage.  It is no 
surprise then that the average tenure of the CMO, like the average effectiveness of 
the creative, is in decline.

Australians were asked to choose, from a list of five alternatives, which was the most 
important output a company should undertake.  The question was also validated by 
then asking which was the least important output a company should undertake.  The 
aspect of corporate behaviour that was rated as the least important was businesses 
using advertising to project community standards such as sustainability.

Exhibit 6 - Consumer Opinions on Company Actions

Please choose the single MOST/LEAST important thing you believe a company should do?

Most important          Least important

Some creatives will argue that linking the brand to a virtuous brand purpose, is brand 
building that will yield returns in the future.  However, sustainability is a weak driver of 
choice.  Suggesting that it is brand building is simply postponing the day of reckoning 
by suggesting that in some unidentified time in the future, there will be an unknown 
economic return to the brand owner14. 

14.  The funnel alibi: Why brand building and activation should be undertaken simultaneously  Ken Roberts, WARC Best Practice, July 2020

43.9%

37.5%

10.2%

6.4%

2.0%

5.9%

2.3%

14.7%

32.8%

44.3%
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and services

Provide fair returns 
to shareholders
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All in All
At the opening of this paper, we asked, core to the commercial success of the 
brand, how much does corporate reputation for ESG, drive consumer behaviour 
to overcome deficits in price drivers such as the total price at the checkout, and 
quality drivers such as fresh fruit and vegetables?  The cold hard science informs 
us that even for Gen Z shoppers, sustainability is a weak driver of choice of 
supermarket and remains a lofty goal, well beyond the primary concerns relating 
to competitively priced15, quality groceries.

The notion of communicating virtuous causes to overcome core deficits 
reminds us that there is no Nobel Prize for marketing.  Just more marketing 
casualties of those who have failed to grasp the difference between stated 
and inferred behaviour, and between building creative on a platform of 
drivers of behaviour rather than on intuition and the ‘big idea’.

Further food for thought - based on findings using Prophecy Thoughts & Feelings, 
a virtuous brand purpose relating to healthy, affordable eating would strongly 
resonate with shoppers and drive market penetration.

Ken Roberts

Executive Chairman, Forethought

Ken may be contacted at  
ken.roberts@forethought.com.au

Darren Stein

Global CEO, Forethought

Darren may be contacted at  
darren.stein@forethought.com.au

15.  Forethought has produced a comprehensive body of work that proves that competitively priced is partly made up of price image.   
       Forethought refers to this as Price Brand.  For example, https://www.greenbook.org/mr/gain-and-retain/stop-ignoring-your-price-brand/
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