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1.  Introduction 

As part of the EU Carbon Labelling Project, and in line with the UK government Renewable 
Transport Fuel Obligation (RTFO) and the EU Renewable Energy Directive (RED), the 
HGCA tasked The Oxford Partnership to conduct research into UK consumer behaviour and 
attitudes towards environmental issues and specifically their perception and knowledge of 
biofuels, their attitudes toward a CO2 label, and their likely future actions in relation to biofuel. 

The research was carried out in the UK during February and March 2008 (prior to the 
introduction of the RTFO on April 15th 2008).  

2. Research objectives 

The main objective was to assess the impact of CO2/efficiency labels on increasing 
awareness and interest in the use of biodiesel and/or efficiency improvements for lubricants 
and fuels. 

The specific tasks involved with delivering against these objectives were as follows: 

• An informal customer survey (qualitative research) to determine the effect of CO2 
labels on purchasing decisions of fuel and lubricant products. The results from this 
survey to be used to define the scope, protocols and design for the quantitative phase  

• This research will identify the information and government or industry endorsement 
needed to make consumers believe that the fuel products are both beneficial and 
safe for their vehicle 

• The information delivered from this research will be used to assess the effectiveness 
of carbon labelling programmes and to define how the programmes can be modified 
to improve consumer interest 

3. Methodology 

The research methodology involved a two phase approach: 

• Phase One: Focus groups to reveal the key issues and attitudes of consumers 
surrounding biofuels 

• Phase Two: Quantitative research, in the form of an omnibus survey, to establish 
robust data on certain key issues surrounding biofuels 

All research was conducted according to the codes of conduct laid down by the Market 
Research Society and the Association for Qualitative Research. 
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3.1. Phase One – Qualitative Research 

Focus groups were conducted to reveal the key issues and attitudes of consumers on 
environmental issues in general and specifically on biofuels and efficiency labels. 

Eight focus groups were held (4x2) in Newcastle, Birmingham, Watford and Bristol, with the 
group make up covering age – younger versus older, gender, and attitude to energy saving – 
early adopter versus laggard. 

Overall Conclusions 

o There is an inherent scepticism regarding media reports about environmental issues 
and indeed the seriousness of the global position.  Younger respondents in the main 
believing the problem will not become acute for several generations, if at all. 

o There was no evidence that the recent spate of negative publicity on biofuel has had 
any resonance with consumers.  Perhaps it would have, had respondents realised 
how imminent the introduction of biofuels were at the pump (RTFO). 

o There is a tendency for some consumers to believe that the comparatively little they 
can achieve environmentally as individuals, is pointless when countries such as the 
USA will not commit to Kyoto. 

o Consumers want to help the environment but often feel that it is not made easy 
enough for them. They ideally want help both in terms of greater commitment from 
government and their local council, who many believe are just not serious enough 
about it. They also feel there should be financial incentives for being ‘green’. 

o There is perhaps too much stick and not enough carrot.  This is particularly felt to be 
true in London with the congestion and now emission charges. 

o There seems to be a pool of ignorance into which all environmental and ethical issues 
get sucked, all hard if not impossible to solve.  This can foster the feeling it is 
‘someone else’s problem’. Logically it should be government, as it is accountable and 
should be responsible, but it has little trust among respondents to be totally impartial. 

o Overall, encouraging people to be environmentally responsible is a matter of winning 
both hearts and minds – this research suggests there is still some way to go to 
achieve this goal. 

Current behaviour 

o There is a hierarchy of consumers’ environmental behaviour depending on their level 
of commitment to the environmental cause – their ‘green mindset’ 

o It starts with what they are coerced to do, such as recycling of household rubbish and 
the associated fines for misuse; goes on to things that will save them money such as 
low emission light bulbs and turning electrical appliances off and not to standby, and 
finishes with things that take personal sacrifice like walking not driving, carbon 
offsetting etc. 
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o Although one would think the ‘leaders’ would be some way up this environmental 
ladder with the ‘laggards’ still on the first few rungs, from this research the distance 
between them is not substantial  

Understanding the issues 

o When asked to define certain environmental terms such as sustainability, biodiversity, 
carbon footprint, renewable energy etc. the younger respondents had the most 
consistent understanding.  Older male respondents were also knowledgeable but 
older women, even if they were committed environmentalists, had a fairly poor 
knowledge of the terms.  There is only a thin veneer of knowledge 

o The carbon cycle is simply not understood by the majority.  When it is understood it 
tends to be amongst older males 

o There is some superficial knowledge of greenhouse gases, but little knowledge of 
how they affect the planet 

Awareness and knowledge of biofuels 

o There is a high awareness of the term biofuel but, apart from a knowledgeable few, 
the majority know little beyond this   

o There is little to no connection between biofuels and the carbon cycle. Indeed most 
were unaware of the carbon cycle  

o Only a few, usually male, respondents could claim any knowledge of the sources of 
biofuel or how it was made  

o Very little is known about the different feedstocks for biofuels and therefore 
respondents showed little perception of the deforestation or loss of wildlife issues 

o Not one respondent was aware of the Renewable Transport Fuel Obligation (RTFO) 
and only one that there would be a blend of biofuel in petrol and diesel from April 
2008 

o When informed of the RTFO, initial reactions from respondents were concern as to 
what extent biofuel would affect their car, both in relation to performance and engine 
damage. There was also an inherent belief that biofuels would cost more than fossil 
fuel 

o Several groups queried why the government hadn’t made more of the introduction of 
biofuels, seeing it as a good initiative 

o The food v fuel question causes confusion and there is no conclusion as to how this 
would or could be resolved – it is felt to be a government problem 

o When discussed, the general feeling was that the industry should use British crops 
where possible for biofuels.  This would help British farmers and help to make Britain 
more self sufficient for transport fuel  

o The more ethically minded respondents also saw a role for developing countries in 
growing biofuel feedstock, providing it wasn’t harming their own environment 
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Pricing and likely behaviour 

o There were split feelings on cost, some believing that in general, biofuels should be 
cheaper to produce and therefore cheaper at the pump, others taking the cynical view 
that they would be more expensive 

o There were quite strong views that the government takes too much in tax from fuel 
and that with the 5% blend there was an opportunity to take less and pass that saving 
on to the consumer 

o Some of the more affluent consumers with greater environmental conviction, would 
be prepared to pay a ‘few pence’ more for biofuel if there was a choice, particularly if 
it was made from British crops 

o However, crop provenance is irrelevant to what the majority are willing to pay 

Spokespersons 

o Respondents are very sceptical about organisations or individuals who might be the 
best spokesperson or body for biofuel, believing they all have an axe to grind and are 
consequently not objective. 

o Government is considered appropriate because it is accountable, but is not trusted. 

o Scientists are considered to be trustworthy but often derailed by conflicting research. 

o NGO’s have their hearts in the right place but are too evangelical and one sided. 

o People’s champions or media personalities are most believable and considered to be 
the most objective.  

Efficiency labels 

o All respondents were aware of efficiency labels on white goods with most using them 
as part of their decision making process after their prime driver of price.  However the 
labels need to be both simple and universal to be successful. 

o It was commonly agreed that having efficiency labels was better than not having them 
, but they have to cut through manufacturer’s hype and expose the true benefits 

o Once explained, the idea of an efficiency label for biofuel was seen as helpful so long 
as it explained the benefits over fossil fuels, in a clear, concise and simple to 
understand way.  However, the label was only useful where there is a choice, if no 
choice exists then the need for a label disappears.   

The CO2 Star logo (Figure 1): 

o Majority of consumers were indifferent to the label design 

o  The drop reminded all groups of the British Gas flame logo, which did not have a 
positive association (comment would only be understood by UK consumers) 

o Colours were perceived as OK 
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o Putting ‘CO2’ in the name was felt by some to be wrong, drawing attention to the 
wrong thing 

o The drop could possibly become a CO2 friendly icon – like the kitemark symbol for 
quality and integrity 

o The possibility of ‘add-ons’ to the logo was raised, for example: % carbon reduction, 
sustainability criteria, quality aspects (ISO, DIN), % efficiency improvements, source / 
origin, web-site for further information. However, apart from specific items, the 
overwhelming request is for simple to understand, tangible comparisons.  

o The possibility of developing the logo into a general quality marque for CO2 efficient 
products was also raised by respondents. 

o Efficiency labels on other, transport-related items was thought to be a good idea, 
provided they were items where choice was a key market factor, such as cars and 
tyres.  

o The information on the labels must be simple to understand and preferably with 
tangible comparisons 

o The response from consumers was to keep the message simple. Thus the most 
meaningful element of current efficiency labels was seen as the easy to read A to G 
ratings, the rest being too small to read or too technical to follow. 

 

Figure 1: CO2Star logo developed for the Carbon Labelling project 

 

Discussions identified four requirements to make a successful label: 

o Eye catching – well designed and distinctive 

o Simple – lodging in peoples minds quickly 

o Relevant – improves the likelihood of changing behaviour 

o Meaningful – information I can remember and justify 
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3.2. Phase Two – Quantitative Research 

• Quantitative research, in the form of an omnibus survey, was conducted to obtain robust 
data on key issues concerning biofuels  

• 586 car drivers were questioned 

• The sample profile of participants in terms of gender, age, social grade and geographical 
area is shown in Figure 2 

Overall  

o Protecting the environment is important to all groups (88% agreeing) but is more 
important to females, older age groups and those in the higher social grades 

o The most important influencing factors when buying fuel for cars is that it is safe for 
the car, followed by its efficiency or mpg; the fact that it is environmentally friendly 
and finally the car’s performance 

Biofuels 

o Overall awareness of biofuels is high at 84%, but decreases down through the social 
grades – 87% for AB’s and 76% for DE’s (see Figure 3) 

o The most influential factors in buying biofuel are that it’s safe for your car followed by 
the fact that it’s better for the environment; it is sustainable; it’s a secure fuel supply; it 
helps UK farmers; it improves your car’s performance; it helps third world farmers and 
finally that it uses set-aside land (see Figure 4) 

o Of these factors, the one that has least discrepancy across the groupings is 
‘better for the environment’, followed by ‘safe for cars’, and the one that splits 
opinion most is ‘helps third world farmers’, closely followed by ‘uses set-aside 
land’ and ‘improves car performance’ 

o The over 65’s are the least likely age group to be influenced 

o The DE social group is the group least likely to be influenced 

o 35% of respondents would only be willing to pay the same for biofuel as they pay now 
for petrol.  31% would only pay less and 21% more (see Figure 5).  Within the age 
groups, the youngest age group are willing to pay the most, and within the social 
grades the ABC1’s are more likely to pay the most 

o The majority of people (72%) do not have any concerns with biofuel.  Amongst those 
that do, more likely to be older, in the higher social groups and in the south, the main 
concern is that the feedstock for biofuels could take land otherwise used for growing 
crops for food (Figure 6) 

o Older age groups and those in the higher social grades are more likely to have seen 
or heard something about biofuel in the media – 66% for the over 65’s v 29% for 17 to 
24 year olds.  In the main the coverage is seen as positive (44%) or neutral (37%) 
with the youngest age group seeing it as particularly positive 
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o The most trusted organisation or people to offer impartial advice on biofuel would be 
an independent consumer organisation (31%) followed by an environmental 
organisation (17%).  The least trusted is the EU (2%), followed by fuel companies 
(7%) (Figure 7). 

o Overall, industry (38%) is seen as the most responsible sector for causing pollution, 
followed by road transport (29%), but for the youngest age group it is road transport 
(37%) that is seen as the worst polluting sector. 

o Among the statements shown, the strongest agreement was for biofuel sourced in 
this country thus helping British farmers (81% agreement). 

Observations 

o The results show quite a split of opinion between groups.  In general, males, the 
younger age groups and the lower social grades are the most indifferent to the issues 
and probably most disconnected, with their opposites  - females, older groups and the 
higher social grades - the most concerned 

o This suggests that a different language and a different approach is needed when 
talking to different consumer groups  

 

 

Figure 2: Sample profile – car owners 
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Figure 3: Awareness of biofuels 

 

Figure 4: biofuel purchasing influences 

 

Figure 5: Amount prepared to pay for biofuel 
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Figure 6: Concerns about biofuel 

 

 

Figure 7: organisation or person most trusted 
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4. Conclusion 

General Environmental Issues 

Because in today’s world it is possible to know and care about almost everything, consumers 
are caring less about almost anything that is beyond their household, friends and family, the 
so-called “my world”. This attitude seems to be reinforced by the research results from this 
project and suggests that, even more than ever, it is the hearts and minds of individuals that 
must be won over, to marshal support and motivate changes in behaviour. 

Environmental issues are complex and difficult to understand and a pool of ignorance 
develops leading to consumer feelings that the problems are hard, if not impossible to solve. 
This tends to result in the feeling that it is “someone else’s problem”. Logically it should be 
governments leading the debate but it has little trust amongst respondents. To achieve 
maximum impact the most believable information or advice should come from an 
independent consumer organisation or respected individual.  

In terms of how environmental issues affect individual behaviour and lifestyle, people will 
only change their way of life so much, before they question the need, because mostly they 
are self-centred. Personal cost is a major consideration for most people. Those with strong 
convictions, although in the minority, are willing to pay more, whilst those with lesser 
convictions are not.  

Consumers in general question how seriously people are taking environmental issues. 
Government, local government, workplace, media and peer pressure all put pressure on 
individual behaviour. However, there is a feeling that if the issues were that serious, then why 
aren’t the US and China putting more effort into solving the problems. There is a general 
feeling that more pressure should be put on consumers and more legislation introduced to 
change behaviour. Consumers also want to know what the consequences of doing nothing 
are and whether they as individuals can make a difference or whether they are wasting their 
time and effort. 

Biofuels 

It is evident that biofuels is not top of the environmental worry list of consumers. Their main 
concerns lie elsewhere e.g. increasingly extreme weather conditions, recycling, energy 
conservation, and pollution. Overall there seems to be a disconnect between biofuels and 
environmental issues, caused to a large degree by a lack of understanding.  

There was virtually a complete lack of awareness of the introduction of biofuels at the pumps 
in April 2008. This led to a feeling of suspicion among many consumers as to why they have 
not heard of biofuels and the introduction of the RTFO before. They also questioned why the 
blend of biofuel was not greater if they are so good. Probably more importantly was the 
negative uncertainty surrounding biofuels. Thus would it cause damage to the car or reduce 
engine performance coupled with an anticipated cost increase.  

Sustainability or the food versus fuel debate had not been considered by the majority, but 
when it was discussed it was thought to be a complex area and one that government should 
resolve. Ultimately however consumers saw only one winner, namely food. The majority of 
consumers would prefer the biofuels to be sourced within the UK (providing it did not impact 
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on food production), to help UK farmers and to help secure the fuel supply. However the 
majority were not willing to pay a premium for biofuel no matter what the provenance.  

Overall beneath a thin veneer of superficial understanding lies a high degree of ignorance of 
the key issues. In order to connect with the public there needs to be a widespread 
communications strategy, involving all of the marketing mix, with different messages targeted 
at different segments of society.  

Efficiency Labels 

In general, efficiency labels were considered to be a useful aid to the purchasing decision, 
but only where there is a choice. Where there is a choice such as white goods, houses and 
potentially other items specifically cars and tyres, then efficiency labels are considered to be 
a useful, unbiased purchasing aid. If there is no choice of products e.g. mandatory inclusion 
of biofuel in road transport fuel, then the need for a label is secondary and only serves to 
provide a warm feeling or self justification for purchase. Consumers identified four key factors 
necessary to make a successful logo: eye-catching, simple, relevant and meaningful. The 
CO2Star logo did not perform well against these criteria. 
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Annex 1: HGCA - CO2 efficiency labels – discussion guide 
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Annex 2: Presentation “Biofuels research results: thoughts and observations 
from the two phases of research” 
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Annex 3: Presentation “Biofuels research results: phase one – qualitative 
research” 
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Annex 4: Presentation “Biofuels research results: phase two – quantitative 
research” 

 



Carbon Labelling Consumer Survey 

 

  60 

 



Carbon Labelling Consumer Survey 

 

  61 

 

 



Carbon Labelling Consumer Survey 

 

  62 

 



Carbon Labelling Consumer Survey 

 

  63 

 

 



Carbon Labelling Consumer Survey 

 

  64 

 



Carbon Labelling Consumer Survey 

 

  65 

 



Carbon Labelling Consumer Survey 

 

  66 

 

 



Carbon Labelling Consumer Survey 

 

  67 

 



Carbon Labelling Consumer Survey 

 

  68 

 



Carbon Labelling Consumer Survey 

 

  69 

 



Carbon Labelling Consumer Survey 

 

  70 

 



Carbon Labelling Consumer Survey 

 

  71 

 



Carbon Labelling Consumer Survey 

 

  72 

 



Carbon Labelling Consumer Survey 

 

  73 

 

 



Carbon Labelling Consumer Survey 

 

  74 

 



Carbon Labelling Consumer Survey 

 

  75 

 



Carbon Labelling Consumer Survey 

 

  76 

 



Carbon Labelling Consumer Survey 

 

  77 

 



Carbon Labelling Consumer Survey 

 

  78 

 



Carbon Labelling Consumer Survey 

 

  79 

 


