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Shop Honest Browser Extension: Social Innovation Proposal 
Summary of Proposal:

In 2017, Canada Post broke the record for most deliveries in one day (1.83 million), and every 

year their parcel delivery revenue has grown by more than 20%, due to the demands of online 

shopping (CBC, 2018). Online shopping is negatively affecting our environment, primarily due 

to averse consumer habits, such as impulse buying (Caballero, 2018). Dimitri Weideli (2013), 

notes that negative factors such as packaging, transportation, and energy consumption can be 

minimized through consumer awareness of when to purchase goods online versus in-store. A.T 

Kearney study’, a leading global management consulting firm (2019), revealed that 80% of 

respondents said they would contemplate delayed shipping, (a choice significantly reducing 

carbon emissions) if the environmental benefits were clearly outlined. Consumer awareness 

of when and how best to purchase online or in-store will create increased consumer 

responsibility for their environmental actions and help to alleviate some of the consequences of 

an increasingly consumptive world. 

Purpose & Significance:

According to Statistics Canada (2019), the total spending of Canadian online shopping reached 

$57.4 billion in 2018. Online shopping, in addition to traditional shopping methods, allows 

individuals to consume and waste without consideration of the environmental implications. 

Waste created by trends such as “fast fashion” is increasingly contributing to our growing 

environmental crisis and is mainly driven by poor unconscious consumption habits and 

practices. This project is inspired by the Sustainable Development Goal (2020) of Responsible 
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Consumption and Production which recognizes that waste can be reduced by prevention, 

reduction, recycling and reuse. Shop Honest will target prevention specifically by educating 

consumers about the environmental consequences before purchase. 

Background and Context:

According to Mònica Guillen-Royo, online shopping has improved shopping factors such as 

efficiency, new opportunities (such as grocery delivery), broadened access to new products and 

trends, and facilitated better communication between producers, companies, and consumers 

(2019). Though these factors are helpful for the consumer, negative factors such as packaging 

waste, freight travel, and eventual product waste are contributing to growing environmental 

issues caused by consumption (Chueamuangphan, 2020). For example, in 2014, the United 

States was responsible for 35.4 million tons of container-board (Chueamuangphan, 2020). 

Additionally, the carbon emissions associated with the distance a product must travel has 

increased due to the multitude of online orders, which often results in online returns. In addition 

to carbon emissions produced by online delivery, consumers frequently use a combination of 

both in-store and online shopping. Individuals check out products in-store and then order it 

online, adding carbon emissions from both individual shopping trips and international travel 

from online. Expectations for increased delivery times has also led to a rise in fast-delivery 

decisions, which triples the carbon impact of freight transportation (Weideli, 2013). In fact, in 

2018, CBC reported a UPS study that discovered that 63% of Canadians expect orders placed at 

noon to be delivered within the same day (2018). Though the environmental consequences 

weighed between traditional and online shopping are difficult to compare due to the multitude of 

factors that come into play, certain decisions for online shopping such as fast delivery can make 

one option more harmful than the other. However, Guillen-Royo notes that online shopping can 
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also enable consumers more convenient access to sustainable consumption practice by 

“providing greater access to green products and socio-environmental information” (2019). 

Decisions such as choosing slow delivery, or packaging-free, or buying local, can significantly 

reduce the environmental impacts of online shopping. Through our browser extension, before an 

online consumer checks out, a pop-up will come on their screen and show individuals where the 

product comes from, emissions produced during travel, the amount of packaging, 

biodegradability of materials, and an environmental comparisons of buying the product in-store 

versus in-store. With this information, we believe consumers can make informed decisions prior 

to purchase. 

Objectives: 

This project hopes to increase general public knowledge of the environmental implications of 

consumption and to encourage users to seek out environmentally conscious practices in 

acquiring their goods. Shop Honest will aim to avert impulse buying habits by encouraging 

users to pause before purchase. Additionally, we anticipate that companies will begin to target 

more sustainable production and distribution methods to meet the demands of newly informed 

users. Finally, with the consent of users, we will collect data on purchasing habits for the use of 

researchers to develop new strategies to navigate consumer practices. 

Specific Activities and Plans:

We recognize the value in performing small-scale experiments for a social innovation idea in 

order to study the effects of the project and the potential adverse side-effects. We will begin with 

a pilot project, targeting the most popular goods trending on Amazon and other shopping 

platforms. With the help of our programming and environmental experts at the University of 

Alberta, we will gather the relevant environmental data associated with online products and 
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develop the software for download. We have gratefully been sponsored by the Ecoaction 

Community Funding program, Zero Plastic Waste Initiative, and the Government of Alberta for 

the development stage. Then, we will advertise our program on various platforms (such as 

Facebook, Youtube, and Instagram). This is the stage we aim to gain some excited sponsors to 

fund our advertising campaign on popular online platforms. In order for our project to be 

successful, we want as many online shoppers as possible to hear about Shop Honest, which we 

believe can be achieved through online advertising. Finally, we recognize the value in our 

economic power of the data collected by Shop Honest and will sell our data, (with the consent of 

users to companies attempting to develop more sustainable buying practices, and to fund the 

continued establishment of our project. We dream of expanding our pilot project to other 

products on the Internet as well as eventually offering discounts or coupons as an incentive for 

users to choose environmentally friendly shopping methods. 

Connection to Social Innovation:

We believe our project is socially innovative because the issue we have targeted, (the impact of 

increasing consumption patterns on the environment), is an issue that affects businesses, 

governments, living beings in the environment, and consumers. Wicked problems such as 

environmental issues affect all stakeholders and must be targeted first through education and 

acquiring knowledge about an issue. We believe that by education, consumer patterns and habits 

can be adjusted. Changing habits of influential consumers will have a systemic effect, as 

companies and businesses will have to meet the demands of their newly informed consumers. 

As a result, online shopping can be transformed into a useful tool for consumption, with the 

environmental implications in mind. 
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Innovator’s Suitability:

My team began our work as historians of consumerism at the University of Alberta, passionate 

about studying consumption patterns throughout history. We observed that consumerism is a 

pattern that took off during the nineteenth-century and has accelerated at an alarming rate since 

then. We have also carefully studied how essential the acquisition of material goods is to the 

development of individual and collective identity in shaping a certain status and image. Our 

team recognizes this desire but hopes to inspire individuals to realize that their identity can be 

shaped and fulfilled by fewer material goods. We also recognize our limitations and biases as 

historians, which is why we have worked closely with environmental, technological, and 

sociological experts from the University of Alberta to assist us in developing our browser 

extension. In order to access divergent expertise and a diverse range of opinions, we have built a 

team ranging from many different facets. 

Impact: 

According to Christophe Demarque and Laetitia Charalambides, there are two primary methods 

to create social influence: informational, which consists of presenting individuals with available 

data, and normative, which involves shifting social norms and habits (2015). Although both are 

effective, we will strive to achieve both. Shop Honest will be informative in the data it presents 

to consumers in the pop-up. However, we will also target the social norms involved in online 

shopping and reveal to individuals the mystery behind the things they buy. We want to change 

consumer behaviour away from mindless purchasing, to pausing before purchase to consider the 

environmental consequences. Broadly, we hope this project will benefit everyone by mitigating 

some of the environmental damages caused by online shopping.  
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Sustainability of Project:

Assuming our initial stage is successful, we want to continue to track consumers’ eco-progress 

and give them an overall eco-score that continually adjusts depending on their recent purchases. 

We hope to coordinate with partner organizations that will reward consumers that have a 

excellent environmental score with discounts or coupons. Lindsay Richards argues that the 

success of advertising and green messages largely depends on the ability to motivate consumer 

attitudes, which can be adjusted depending on whether or not they believe their actions will lead 

to positive outcomes (2013). We believe we can encourage consumers of the positive outcomes 

not only with informational environment data but with financial incentives that will contribute 

to building long-term changes in shopping behaviour. Additionally, with the consent of users, we 

will sell collected data on consumer behaviour to environmental companies targeting sustainable 

consumption practices, to fund the continued development of our project. 
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Appendix: Mandate & Scope of Funding Agency: This agency provides funding to 

international projects that are focused on sustainability and social innovation surrounding 

responsible packaging and distribution. Shop Honest will begin preliminary groundwork as a 

Canadian project with hopes to expand internationally. 
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