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Crafting Compelling  
Sustainable Beauty Communications in the 

Age of Greenwashing 



From the ban on microbeads to growing concern over  
single-use plastics, the buzz around “clean beauty” to the more recent 
“blue beauty” movement, it’s fair to say consumers are waking up to 

real impact that their beauty regimen has on the planet. 

Further galvanised by the effects of the pandemic, conscious 
consumers are looking to re-evaluate their beauty routines – and take 

steps to ‘clean up’ the industry as a whole.

The growing emphasis on sustainability has given rise to an exciting 
new generation of beauty brands that are generous in education and 
don’t require consumers to compromise between efficacy, ethics and 
aesthetics. And yet the predominance of misleading eco-claims and 
lack of universal sustainable certification means that “greenwashing” 

is still rife.

As a result, the ability for beauty brands and retailers to communicate 
sustainability in a way that is clear, compelling and constructive is 

more essential than ever before.

In this report, we identify the 5 guiding principles for crafting 
sustainable beauty communications that capture consumers’ 

imaginations and help to bring about meaningful change.
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1. Create a compelling  
& ownable narrative, 

underpinned by action
Sustainable beauty is a hot topic with a deluge of both legacy brands and new entrants vying to win over 
conscious consumers with their commitments and claims. 

As our understanding and attitudes towards sustainability are evolving at pace, the challenge is to 
identify the sweet spot where brand values and what is timely and relevant to consumers intersect.

Those that cut through are able to craft narratives that not only resonate on an emotional level, but are 
underpinned by tangible actions & initiatives, successfully appealing to both consumers’ hearts and 
minds.
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B I O T H E R M  -  # L I V E B Y B L U E B E A U T Y

Biotherm’s #LiveByBlueBeauty manifesto is a call to arms, 
inviting consumers to join them in the highly topical Blue 

Beauty movement and explaining what it means to the brand: 
beauty that comes from water, through the responsible 

sourcing of the brand’s Life Plankton hero ingredient, and 
gives back to it through its commitment to ocean protection 

and reducing plastic usage. The brand first launched its Water 
Lovers ocean preservation initiative in 2012, working with 
experts and NGOs, and continues to pioneer refillable and 

recyclable packaging solutions across its full range.

U N I L E V E R  -  P O S I T I V E  B E A U T Y

In March 2021, Unilever announced that it was removing the 
word ‘normal’ from all of its products and communications to help 
end discrimination in beauty and focus on its positive, sustainable 
practices. Spring is proud to have bought this initiative to life with 

a concept that redefines normality and underlines Unilever’s 
commitment to doing good for people and planet. The Positive 
Beauty mission is further underpinned by several progressive 

commitments: the pledge to help to protect and regenerate 1.5 
million hectares of land, forests and oceans by 2030 and 

supporting a global ban on animal testing for cosmetics by 2023.



The pandemic has prompted consumers to re-evaluate their beauty routines. One of Pinterest’s top predictions for 
2021, "skinimalism" is all about achieving a pared-back, healthy, effortless glow and searches for “natural everyday 
make-up” are also up 180% YoY.

Savvy brands are recognising that this “buy less, choose well” mindset dovetails with the growing interest in 
sustainable beauty and are highlighting skincare-meets-make up hybrids that satisfy consumers’ desire for both 
“invisible coverage” and streamlined beauty routines.

Refillable products are also gaining in traction and sophistication across both skincare and colour cosmetics, often 
positioned as covetable items one would want to keep and treasure, in addition to being better for the planet.

2. Appeal to the  
new “skinimalist” 

consumer mindset
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V I C TO R I A B E C K H A M  B E A U T Y

From its inception, Victoria Beckham’s eponymous brand’s goal 
has been to create true luxury performance in clean beauty. The 

brand brings together a “clean + lean” approach to product 
formulation, responsible sourcing, and sustainably-minded 

design. True to its “Beauty in Motion” philosophy, the brand’s skin-
centric products help dynamic, modern women achieve the 

covetable, healthy, effortless look they desire, while also working 
to create a better, brighter future for the planet. In addition to its 

zero-plastic solid brass Smoky Eye Brick compact, Victoria 
Beckham have announced that their first ever refillable product 

will be available soon.

I L I A

With a clean, skin-centric beauty positioning, ILIA boasts a range 
of best-selling “Multis” - hard-working products with versatile uses 
and skin-nourishing formulas that are part skincare, part make up. 
They appeal to the “skinimalist” mindset with products that can be 

used to colour and highlight both cheeks and lips, as well as a 
serum highlighter that delivers a dewy glow alongside blue light 

protection. ILIA have worked hard to simplify and source 
materials that are both safe for the planet and safe for the product 

and are partnering with TerraCycle to ensure its packaging is 
broken down responsibly.



3. Be transparent and 
generous in sharing 
insight & education

Today, there are a plethora of interests embraced under the umbrella of “sustainability” – cruelty-free, sustainably 
sourced, ethical, recyclable, refillable, etc. What constitutes “sustainable” is not clear-cut, as there is no universal 
regulation and supply chains and technology are constantly evolving.

33% of consumers are struggling to understand which products are genuinely eco-friendly (Mintel, 2020) and 61% of 
women globally feel brands are just labelling their products with “clean beauty” without any details (Stylus, 2021).

The challenge for brands is two-fold: be transparent - both in terms of progress and commitments -and increase 
education so that consumers are better equipped to make sustainable choices.
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R E N  C L E A N  S K I N C A R E

REN made a pledge to become zero-waste in 2018 and have 
made a commitment to be totally transparent about the 

process and every step of the journey as they work towards 
their 2021 goal. As CEO Arnaud Meysselle explains, this is 

particularly crucial as “from a consumer perspective the 
changes are not very visible. The product experience is the 
same or improves, but we are explaining as we make these 

changes that [components] are now recycled 
and recyclable.”

A D VA N C E D  N U T R I T I O N  P R O G R A M M E

ANP is a range of innovative supplements formulated to support 
healthy skin and wellbeing, while also protecting the 

planet. Managing Director, David Alpert, is a passionate marine 
photographer who, appalled by what he saw of the damage to the 

marine ecosystem, introduced 100% environmentally friendly, 
recycled and recyclable paper-based packaging in 2017. Raising 
awareness about the fact that even so-called recyclable products 
can end up in landfill, they coined - and hold themselves to - “the 
drop test” standard - i.e. “if I dropped this product in the forest or 

ocean, would it biodegrade?”

http://www.advancednutritionprogramme.com/


We’ve reached a turning point at which we recognise that no single person or company can bring about change at an 
industry level, and yet every individual action is important.

The concept of circular beauty has gained considerable traction in recent years, based on the principles of designing 
out waste and pollution, keeping products and materials in use, and regenerating natural systems.

Inspired by this, innovative beauty brands are embracing unexpected cross-category and even intra-category 
partnerships in a bid to make the beauty business as a whole more sustainable.
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L U M E N E

The Nordic brand have been pioneers of the circular 
economy in beauty for 20+ years, demonstrating the 

potential of cross-category collaborations by working closely 
with the Finnish food and forest industries. The majority of 
Lumene’s potent Nordic ingredients are sourced from side-

streams of these industries that would otherwise go to waste.

4. Recognise that 
circular beauty can 

extend beyond category

T H E  # W E A R E A L L I E S  C A M PA I G N

Launched in April 2021, the #WeAreAllies campaign defied 
industry convention by seeing 5 competitors - REN Clean 

Skincare,  Biossance, Caudalie, Herbivore and YOUTH TO THE 
PEOPLE - form an unexpected alliance. The brands are united 
in making a zero-waste pledge that states all brands will create 
packaging that can be recycled and reused and that contains 

recycled materials by 2025. Vasiliki Petrou, Group CEO & EVP 
of Unilever Prestige explains, “It's true that advertising the 

competition doesn’t make a lot of sense in traditional business, 
but the current environmental crisis calls for all of us to do things 

differently!”



5. Make recycling part of 
your CRM strategy
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M Y I N N I S F R E E  R E WA R D S

The Korean natural beauty brand is so committed to 
promoting sustainability that it has built recycling into the 

mechanics of its loyalty scheme. Working with leading 
recycling company, TerraCycle, Innisfree hosts recycling 

points in every single one of its retail stores. Loyalty scheme 
members not only receive points for every purchase that they 
make but can earn 50 points for each empty container they 
return for recycling (capped at 3 x empties per customer per 
month to encourage conscious consumption of its products).

B A R E M I N E R A L S  -  G I V E  B A C K ,  G E T B A C K

Empty full-sized makeup and skincare products from any 
brand are accepted as part of the bareMinerals “Give Back, 
Get Back” Recycling Program. Members of the brand’s FAB 
Loyalty Program can earn 5 FAB points for every empty item 

brought in to participating bareMinerals boutiques. 
Furthermore, proceeds generated by the brand’s recycling 

program are donated to help alleviate hunger in local 
communities, in partnership with the g2 revolution Feed the 

Future initiative.

Over a decade ago, MAC Cosmetics introduced “Back to MAC”, a program that works to reduce landfill by 
encouraging consumers to bring back 6 of its empty products for recycling in order to receive a free lipstick.

Fast-forward to the present day and innovative beauty brands are actively underlining their commitment to 
sustainability by making recycling programs a key part of their customer loyalty schemes, rewarding members for 
playing their part in reducing plastic waste, and not just simply for purchase. The most democratic schemes go so far 
as to accept empties from any brand.

As part of this dynamic, loyalty scheme members opt in to receive regular communications about the brand’s 
sustainability commitments, reinforcing shared values and helping to keep them top of mind.



5 principles for crafting compelling 
sustainable beauty communications

1 

Create a compelling & ownable narrative, underpinned by action

2 

Appeal to the new “skinimalist” consumer mindset

3 

Be transparent and generous in sharing insight & education

4 

Recognise that circular beauty can extend beyond category

5 

Make recycling part of your CRM strategy
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How are you advancing  
sustainability in beauty? 

If you’d like to discuss how Spring can help you,  
please reach out to us at enquiries@springstudios.com
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