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Legal Disclaimer




Read Once for Meaning, Read Again for Risk: Context & Compass

Many people recoil when a text sounds legal. Too many technical terms, too many hedges, too many shades of grey. This book aims to help right there, in plain language, with the precision the subject demands.

It is about environmental claims and advertising, especially where they are most visible: on packaging. Packaging is part of everyday life. It sits on shelves, comes home with us, and eventually ends up in the bin. That is precisely what makes it so powerful. And that is precisely why lawyers scrutinize it so closely. This book deliberately focuses on packaging because it makes the content tangible. Through concrete examples, you will quickly grasp the significance and the potential risks.

Before we turn to the law, we look at psychology. Why do people respond to promises that sound “green”? Why do some phrasings convince instantly, while others provoke suspicion? And what determines whether something comes across as credible — or as a trick? Anyone who understands this not only writes better claims but also spots more quickly when a statement may land differently with others than intended.

I admit it: I am not always a relaxed consumer when it comes to these things. I regularly check what ends up in the recycling, and at the supermarket, I sometimes study packaging longer than I do my shopping list. The reason is simple: judges do essentially the same, they hold claims up against the reality consumers actually experience. So I invite you to take a step back. Read your own packaging claims through other people’s eyes. Ask colleagues, friends, family: “What do you understand by this?” The answers are often more revealing than you might expect.

This book is written primarily for packaging designers, marketing professionals in the packaging sector, and packaging manufacturers. At the same time, it offers lawyers a well-grounded introduction to the distinctive terrain of packaging law and packaging communication.

One important note: this book does not replace legal advice and is not a free pass for individual claims. It is meant to help you understand the background and recognize typical pitfalls before they become expensive. You will find the formal legal notice in the disclaimer in the appendix — please read it.

I wrote this book in my spare time and worked as precisely as I could. If you find errors, see things differently, or have additions, please write to me. I welcome substantive discussion and, equally, a brief note if the book has been useful to you.

technology-research@posteo.eu




1. The Psychological Blueprint of Environmental Claims
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1.1 From Cues to Overall Impression

Packaging is no longer just a shell. It protects the product, provides information about contents and origin, and sends signals. These signals often shape what people think about a product within fractions of a second. Packaging can make a product seem premium, honest, modern, healthy, or sustainable. This often happens before anyone has read the details.

This brings us to a central psychological mechanism of this book: the halo effect. It describes how one salient feature can color the perception of an entire object. A product may then appear not only more environmentally friendly, but perhaps also healthier, better, or more trustworthy, even though none of these qualities has actually been verified.

This chapter deliberately focuses on this one mechanism. Other effects, such as greenwashing skepticism, moral licensing, or framing, will follow later. The key question here is: Why can a single ecological signal on packaging change the judgment of the whole product? What does the research say about it, and where are the limits of this effect?

1.2 Cue – The Signal That Makes the Difference

Psychology calls such signals cues. These are features people use for orientation when they do not have all the information. In the case of packaging, these cues can take many forms: the material, such as paper instead of plastic, the color, such as green or earth tones, the surface, such as matte instead of glossy, a symbol, a label, or a short phrase like “recycled” or “natural.”

What matters is this: a cue proves nothing by itself. It does not provide certain evidence of a product characteristic. But it triggers an assumption. And that assumption can be very powerful.

This is easy to understand. Before buying, nobody can fully test taste, durability, actual environmental impact, or health quality. So people rely on what they can see. Packaging becomes a stand-in for product qualities that remain invisible on the shelf or in an online shop.

From a legal perspective, this is crucial. Consumers do not react only to individual words. They react to the overall impression. A green design, an image of nature, a recycling symbol, or a term such as “climate neutral” can therefore trigger an ecological halo. This halo works fast. It works before the click. And it usually works long before the fine print.

1.3 The Halo Effect – When the First Impression Controls the Whole Picture

The halo effect describes how one salient feature pulls the evaluation of other features along with it. The classic account comes from Nisbett and Wilson. Their core point is that a global impression influences the evaluation of individual traits, and people are often unable to explain reliably why they judge something the way they do. Even earlier, Thorndike had demonstrated this effect in military evaluations. If someone stood out positively in one trait, that person was often rated better in other respects as well.

In everyday life, we know this from social situations. People who appear likable or attractive are more readily perceived as competent, reliable, or intelligent. Something similar happens with products. The difference is that here, packaging takes on the role of first impression.

A single positive signal can thus produce a general judgment: the product seems “good.” From this broad sense of “good,” further attributions emerge, such as “high quality,” “healthy,” or “trustworthy.” This is exactly why the halo effect matters so much in the context of environmental claims. In many people’s minds, sustainability is not a neutral term. It is a morally positive signal.

1.4 How the Halo Arises – How Signals Turn Into Stories

The halo effect is not an exotic cognitive error. It is part of normal human decision-making under uncertainty. Daniel Kahneman places such fast, intuitive inferences in what he calls System 1. That means quick, automatic processing that does not check each point one by one, but instead looks for patterns that seem coherent.

1.4.1 From Cue to Assumption

Consumers see a product, but they do not yet know it. The taste is unknown. The quality has not been tested. The environmental impact usually remains abstract. So they rely on extrinsic features, meaning signals outside the product content itself. Packaging is one of the most important of these features.

From these signals, people form inferences. In other words, they draw conclusions from what is visible to what remains invisible. Cardboard packaging may then be perceived not merely as cardboard packaging, but as a sign of environmental friendliness, naturalness, or better product quality. The stronger and clearer the signal, the greater its influence on the overall judgment.

1.4.2 Why Sustainability Has a Particularly Strong Effect

Not every signal has the same power. Sustainability is especially effective because it is socially charged in a positive way. It stands for responsibility, future viability, and morally right behavior. That is precisely what makes it such a powerful cue.

Steenis et al. show that sustainable packaging features are not read merely as environmental information. For many consumers, they also serve as a signal of a product's overall quality. Sustainability, therefore, frames the perception of the entire product. This is more than a technical detail. It is a psychological amplifier. A product appears not just more sustainable, but often better overall.

1.5. Empirical Evidence – What Studies Actually Show

Theory alone is not enough here. The key question is whether the halo effect can be empirically demonstrated and whether it affects more than just opinions. Recent research paints a differentiated, yet remarkably consistent, picture.

1.5.1 “Sustainable” Seems “Better.”

Donato, Barone, and Romani show in several experiments that sustainable packaging first increases perceived quality. This higher quality perception then mediates further positive judgments. That is the halo effect in action: the sustainability signal does not directly improve everything at once, but first lifts the general quality judgment. From there, the effect spreads.

One finding from the study is especially vivid: the same healthy food appears more satiating when presented in sustainable packaging. Not because the content is different, but because the packaging shapes perceptions of quality. For unhealthy foods, however, this effect did not appear. That matters. It shows that the halo is not limitless. It adapts to context.

1.5.2 Green Spills Over Into Health, Taste, and Behavior

Hallez, Boen, and Smits go a step further. They examine the effect in a realistic setting that involves not just hypothetical judgments, but behavior-related decisions. The result: products with sustainable packaging are perceived as healthier and, in some cases, tastier. Even more importantly, these perceptions also influence actual choice behavior.

The study shows two pathways of the halo effect. First, an explicit sustainability claim such as “100% recyclable” can influence perceived tastiness. Second, the material signal alone can already have an effect, for example, cardboard instead of plastic. In that case, consumers not only read sustainability into the package, but also convenience or better handling.

This is especially relevant in practice. It shows that packaging itself can shift product judgments, even when the content remains unchanged.

1.5.3 The Label Halo – Why Labels Are So Powerful

Büttner, Gassler, and Teuber focus on sustainability labels such as the Eco-Score. Their finding is clear: such labels work as anchors for the overall evaluation. A good score raises expectations of taste and health. A poor score lowers them. This is a halo effect in both directions.

That is exactly where the problem lies. A label that is supposed to communicate only an environmental claim also influences dimensions with which it has no direct factual connection. Consumers often do not cleanly separate these dimensions. In perception, an environmental label rarely remains limited to “environment.”

This fits with the consumer survey cited in the chapter: 56 percent of consumers transfer a packaging claim to the product as a whole. That is highly relevant both legally and communicatively. It means that anyone placing environmental messages on packaging usually sends more than environmental messages.

1.5.4 Two Halos, One Shortcut: Healthy Seems Green, Green Seems Healthy

Particularly interesting is the healthy = sustainable heuristic examined by Eichin, Effert, Renner, and Sproesser. Their study shows that health and sustainability are closely linked in the minds of many consumers.

First, products with health labels are often perceived as more sustainable, even when no environmental information is given. Second, products with sustainability labels are often perceived as healthier, even though their nutritional value has not changed. Third, this effect is reciprocal, but not equally strong. The path from “healthy” to “sustainable” appears to be stronger than the reverse.

The halo effect, therefore, does not move in just one direction. It jumps back and forth between positive value dimensions. Put simply: healthy sounds responsible, responsible sounds sustainable, and sustainable sounds natural. In many minds, natural then sounds healthy again. One signal turns into a small story about the entire product.

1.5.5 The Limits of the Halo

As strong as the effect is, it is not always positive. Techawachirakul and Batra show that sustainable packaging can also trigger a negative halo for strongly hedonic products. In these categories, consumers expect pleasure, indulgence, or sensory reward. A strong sustainability signal can then feel like a mismatch and make the product less attractive.

The study by Finke, Macht, and Hartmann also adds nuance. In the case of orange juice, recycled-content labels triggered a positive halo effect on perceived overall quality, but only when the product category was controlled for. The mechanism is real, but its effect depends on context.

This is an important corrective against exaggeration. Not every recycling claim automatically improves every product evaluation. The halo effect is sensitive to expectations, culturally shaped, and dependent on the product category. That is exactly why each individual case needs careful assessment.

1.6. What Follows From This

1.6.1 Psychological and Legal Consequences

This chapter shows that sustainable packaging is not merely additional information. It is a powerful psychological cue. A single signal can shape the perception of the whole product.

Research reveals a consistent pattern. Sustainability often first increases perceived quality. From there, it influences further judgments such as health, taste, or ease of use. Labels can concentrate and reinforce this effect even more. At the same time, research shows that these effects do not work equally across all categories.

For the law, one point is especially important: what matters is not only what is written literally on the packaging. What matters is how the claim works. This is exactly why the overall impression plays such a central role. Text, color, material, symbols, and context act together. Psychological research explains why. Consumers usually do not process environmental claims purely analytically. They form overall judgments. And these overall judgments can move away from the claim's narrow factual meaning.

This also helps explain why the legal assessment of environmental claims must be strictly effect-based. If a term, a label, or a design element creates expectations in the average consumer that are not factually supported, the risk of deception arises not despite, but because of the psychological normality of this perception. The German Federal Court of Justice case cited in the chapter on the term “climate neutral” falls squarely within this tension.

1.6.2 Relevance for the Chapters That Follow

The halo effect is therefore the foundation. It explains why an initial positive environmental signal can be so effective. The following chapters can build on this: what happens when this first impression meets skepticism? How do haptics, color, identity, availability, or cognitive fluency shape the effect? Put differently, this chapter explains why a signal has an impact at all. The next chapters show when this impact grows stronger, when it flips, and when it reaches its limits.

Summary

The halo effect describes how one salient feature colors the perception of the product as a whole. In the context of packaging, this means that a sustainability signal often influences not only judgments of environmental impact, but also perceptions of quality, health, taste, or ease of use.

The empirical findings support this picture. Sustainable packaging can increase perceived quality and thereby trigger further positive evaluations. Labels such as the Eco-Score act as strong anchors of judgment. At the same time, recent studies show that perceptions of health and sustainability can reinforce each other.

It is equally important, however, to see the limits of the effect. The halo does not always occur, and it is not always positive. Depending on the product category, sustainability can also disrupt expectations and thereby feed back negatively into the overall judgment.

For the legal assessment of environmental claims, one conclusion follows: the overall impression is decisive. Anyone designing packaging is never designing information alone. They are designing perception. And that is where responsibility begins.
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