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Introduction
Environmental, social, and governance (ESG) initiatives are major 
areas of focus for today’s biggest brands. But these ideas aren’t just 
marketing initiatives. They’re meant to be authentic commitments 
to improving the health of our planet and quality of life. 

Today’s consumers are highly invested in ESG-driven values. It’s 
critical that Consumer Packaged Goods (CPG) companies are 
too. With their direct relationships with customers and operations 
that can significantly impact the environment, CPG is one of the 
industries with the highest stakes in representing their ESG values 
clearly.

But brands can’t just talk the talk. Companies need to show their 
values at every step of their businesses–from the board room, to 
their hiring practices, to consumers, to investors, and to their creative 
direction. These initiatives look like:

• Environmental: Companies must prioritize sustainability in their 
operations.

• Social: Brands must show their commitments to diversity, equity, 
and inclusion. 

• Governance: Companies must set standards and policies to run 
their businesses in a responsible way. 

With so many of the top CPG companies already committing to these 
efforts, how can your brand stand out? What can marketers do to 
stay both on-trend... and ahead of the curve? 
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In this report, we’ll advise enterprises on how they can blend both 
human creativity and insights from artificial intelligence (AI) into their 
branding strategies. Together, they champion the authenticity that’s 
needed at the heart of every CPG company’s ESG efforts. 

We will focus on two critical areas of ESG for creative guidance:

• Sustainability
• Diversity, equity and inclusion

Explore tactical, data-backed insights on how companies can repre-
sent ESG values in genuine, meaningful, and high-performant ways. 
What are examples of realistic sustainability imagery that get the 
most clicks? How do you set up a photo shoot with diverse talent? 
We’ll answer these questions and many more to help your company 
tell your ESG stories in the most impactful way.

Let’s dive in.
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The State of the CPG Industry
Over the last few years, the CPG industry has evolved more 
rapidly than ever. It’s expected that this industry evolution 
will continue too. Many enterprises are committing to 
net-zero goals within the next few decades, but some 
struggle with overcoming “greenwashing” – marketing that 
deceives customers into believing companies are adopting 
sustainability efforts when they are not.

At the same time, new competitors are entering the market, 
giving big brands a run for their money. Several of these new 
companies are DTC-focused (direct-to-consumer), promising 
fast delivery and an ability to cater to ever-shifting consumer 
demands.

Those consumer demands are changing too. With the rise 
of Gen Z’s purchasing power and pandemic-induced lifestyle 
changes, we’re seeing customer expectations shift. Buyers 
today want convenient purchasing journeys, but they also 
want brands to have values . . . and live by them. 

Today’s CPG companies need to commit themselves to 
building that trust, and smart strategies about their creative 
choices can help them communicate their values clearly. 
This starts with a deep understanding of the market and 
the macro-trends that can influence how the CPG industry 
approaches ESG. Let’s take a look.
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https://explodingtopics.com/blog/cpg-industry-trends
https://explodingtopics.com/blog/cpg-industry-trends
https://www.forbes.com/sites/jefffromm/2022/07/20/as-gen-zs-buying-power-grows-businesses-must-adapt-their-marketing/?sh=7b2680b52533
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Representing Sustainability and 
Diversity Is Vital
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One big idea:
Consumers demand 
environmentally 
friendly and 
sustainable products.

34% of consumers are willing to pay more 
for a sustainable product.

72% of people buy more environmentally 
friendly products than five years ago.

80% of the largest CPG brands are 
committed to fully recyclable 
packaging by 2030.

Governments are also writing new laws to tax 
companies using non-recyclable products.

The takeaway: 

Brands’ messaging needs to tout their company’s 
commitments to eco-friendly products. These 
values are becoming increasingly important to 
consumers, and when brands share these values, 
it’s a win for everyone.
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Another big idea: Brands 
committing to better diversity, 
equity, and inclusion practices 
isn’t just desired. It’s expected. 
Beyond DEI efforts, brands are also focusing on general ethics, 
wellness, and mindfulness.  

Most, if not all, large CPG brands have microsites dedicated to 
communicating how they’re living these values. 
 
All aspects of a company need to commit to these values– 
from hiring practices, to showing people of all backgrounds, 
genders, and abilities within their creative.  

The takeaway: 

Brands need to commit to authentic and actionable ESG 
efforts across all areas of their business, especially when 
communicating with potential customers.

Now that you know 
what CPG consumers 
want, how can you cater 
to their needs?  
 
Next, we’ll dig into how 
AI-driven insights can 
kick-start your creative 
thinking. 
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https://www.shutterstock.com/blog/importance-diversity-stock-photography?&utm_source=content_marketing&utm_medium=cpg_pdf&utm_campaign=cpg_report&utm_term=&utm_content=diversity_in_stock_photography
https://www.shutterstock.com/blog/importance-diversity-stock-photography?&utm_source=content_marketing&utm_medium=cpg_pdf&utm_campaign=cpg_report&utm_term=&utm_content=diversity_in_stock_photography


AI + Creative Thinkers Are the Winning Combo

“Out of all company functions, marketing has
the most to gain from AI.” - Harvard Business Review

25% of companies already use AI in workflow automation.

51% of companies plan to start using it soon. 

80% of executives are currently accelerating their business process automation efforts.

Artificial intelligence is an industry standard nowadays. In fact: 
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https://hbr.org/2021/07/how-to-design-an-ai-marketing-strategy
https://www.lxahub.com/stories/ai-and-ml-in-b2b-stats-and-trends-for-2022


To address this demand, Shutterstock.AI has been created using the industry’s largest marketing data set, in order to surface its cre-
ative insights. This data set is comprised of: 

• 700 billion marketing data points
• 11 years worth of data
• Insights from across 15 different industries

By analyzing this data every day, Shutterstock.AI understands up-to-the-minute creative trends. Even beyond discovering what colors, 
settings, and image contents are likely to perform best for your brand, Shutterstock has developed AI with ethics at its forefront so 
that companies can use AI with trust and transparency.

So how can your enterprise make the most of it? 

FURTHER READING:
How Shutterstock Is
Building Ethical AI
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https://www.shutterstock.com/discover/shutterstock-ai?&utm_source=content_marketing&utm_medium=cpg_pdf&utm_campaign=cpg_report&utm_term=&utm_content=sstk_ai_lp
https://www.shutterstock.com/blog/shutterstock-building-ethical-ai?&utm_source=content_marketing&utm_medium=cpg_pdf&utm_campaign=cpg_report&utm_term=&utm_content=ethical_ai_blog
https://www.shutterstock.com/blog/shutterstock-building-ethical-ai?&utm_source=content_marketing&utm_medium=cpg_pdf&utm_campaign=cpg_report&utm_term=&utm_content=ethical_ai_blog


Insights from Data + Human Creativity
Artificial intelligence can analyze more data in seconds than one 
person can throughout their entire lifetime. Its in-depth, real-
time data analysis capability discovers creative insights faster 
than ever before. 

This means that AI finds creative opportunities for your brand – 
specific, high-performing creative decisions that aren’t overused 
by other brands.

AI also offers customized creative trend analysis and highly 
accurate, timely reporting so users can have a competitive 
advantage.

Equipped with the insights AI provides, creative thinkers 
are empowered to better tell stories, solve problems, and 
communicate with potential customers. 

Strategists, like Shutterstock’s Content Solutions team, can 
advise on which creative image and video elements will 
resonate best with your brands’ various audiences. 

Using AI as your inspiration, and Shutterstock’s expertise in DEI 
efforts, marketers can move their brands into the future and 
communicate with customers in authentic ways.
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AI’s Trend Analysis on Sustainability
When it comes to creative trends, AI knows which 
ones are the most clickable. Let’s look at Shutterstock.
AI’s insights on sustainability. Which image and video 
elements boost campaign click through rates (CTRs)?

Choose Clickable 
Green Settings
• Farms have seen their CTR rise 9% over the 

last year.  

• Solar panels (think of solar farms, or just 
panels on a house’s roof) have seen their 
CTR rise 12% over the last year. Meanwhile, 
wind power has seen its CTR surge 118%.  

• Coral reefs have seen their CTR rise 48% 
over the last year.  

• Laboratories are very engaging with ad 
audiences today. Their CTR has skyrocketed 
467% this year.

Go for Engaging 
Eco-Friendly Packaging
• Over the last year, the CTR of glass has 

risen 122%. 
 

• Glass bottles, when shown in imagery, 
have seen their CTR rise 44%.  

• Wine glasses, when shown in videos, 
have seen their CTR rise 186%.  

• Compared to all other materials mea-
sured, cardboard has seen a dip in perfor-
mance by 59%
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How Human Creativity Can Step In
How can you blend these data-backed insights into your creative strategy? Brands need to think about representing the human 
experience in realistic and relatable ways.

Gone are the days of simply showing a plant growing in a pot on Earth Day to symbolize “sustainability,” for example. Today’s 
consumers want to see their lives reflected authentically, and it’s up to human ingenuity to capture these moments with intentional 
subtlety, rather than clichéd creative approaches.

For example, Shutterstock’s interpretations of sustainability can help brands show up in genuine ways in their ESG efforts.

1. Renewable Resources
Inspire audiences by showing the power of human 
ingenuity through technology.  The mixture of science 
and technology, integrated into themes of nature and 
organics, resonate with a modern audience anxious to 
improve the future.

13



2. Living Sustainably
Everyday life showing humans interacting with nature in 
simple, attainable ways reminds people that nature is all 
around us, even in passing moments.  
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3. Our Beautiful Planet
Imagery showing the awe-inspiring locations and scenes is a 
reminder of what we aim to protect. 
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The takeaway:
Brands can weave in super-clickable and 
sustainable elements into their campaign 
creative. They need to ensure that these 
images look natural–and not forced–in 
order to authentically communicate their 
sustainability efforts. 
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Sustainability in CPG Sub-Industries
Artificial intelligence can study entire industries, but also smaller verticals within these industries. Let’s dig a little deeper into trends 
within the CPG industry.

Here, Shutterstock.AI analyzed five subsections of consumer packaged goods.
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Industry Deep Dive: Grocery
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Sustainability Trends:

Specific packing materials are 
performing well here.

• Paper is the most clickable packaging 
material, with a CTR that’s risen 252%.

• Meanwhile, cardboard’s CTR has 
dropped 26%.

• The CTR of glass containers has risen 
193% this year. 

Green transit methods are way 
up, in terms of engagement:

• In the grocery industry, the CTR of 
trains is up 759% since this time last 
year. 

• The CTR of walking is up 3,067%.
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Other Trends in the 
Grocery Industry:
One type of product is outperforming 
all others– sweets.

• The CTR of desserts have gone up 319% 
over the last year.

• The CTR of chocolate is up 104%.
• The CTR of ice cream is up 140%.
• The CTR of birthday cake is up 264%.
• The CTR of candy is up 592%. 

 
• Outdoor settings have seen their CTR rise 

48% over the last year. 
• Wood is the most clickable image content for 

this industry. Its CTR has risen 530% over the 
last year.

• The CTR of water has risen 829%.
• The CTR of plants has risen 429%. 
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Industry Deep Dive: Health & Wellness
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Sustainability Trends:

When it comes to weather, there 
are two conditions that are 
particularly engaging right now. 
• Wind’s CTR has gone up 9% over the last 

year. 
• Clouds’ clickability has risen 40% over 

the last year. 

• Paper is the most clickable packaging 
material. Its CTR has risen 34% over the 
last year. 

• Glass is the second-most clickable 
packaging material. 

• Cardboard’s CTR has risen 13% over the 
last year. 
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Other Trends in the 
Health & Wellness 
Industry:

Real-life, day-to-day activities are 
among the most clickable contents 
for this industry.

• Sleep is a top priority for health and it’s 
very engaging right now. The CTR of beds 
has risen 13% over the last 12 months. 

• Playgrounds are some of the most 
clickable settings. Spas are also within 
the most clickable settings. 

• Cooking, dancing, gymnastics, and 
martial arts are all within the top 25 most 
clickable contents for the industry.  

23



Industry Deep Dive: Food
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Sustainability Trends:

Specific packing materials also 
perform well here.

• Glass is 90% more clickable today, 
compared to a year ago. 

• Canvas is 45% more clickable. 

A few specific settings have seen 
their CTR rise, when looking at 
the food industry.

• Laboratories have seen their CTR rise 
390% over the last year. 

• Fields are 789% more clickable now, 
compared to one year ago.
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Other Trends in the
Food Industry:

Sweet foods are also trending here.

• Candy is the most clickable food, having 
risen 515% in clickability over the last year.

• Icing is the second-most clickable food, 
and its CTR has risen 45%.

• Ice cream’s CTR has risen 113%. 

Specific containers are trending up 
as well. 

• Pottery has seen its CTR rise 286% over 
the last year. 

• Jars’ CTR has risen 400%.
• Cups’ CTR has risen 117%. 

 

26



Industry Deep Dive: Alcohol
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Sustainability Trends:
• Electronics have held the same 

strong CTR over the last year. This 
is great news, if you’d like to set 
your ads in a bar or in front of the 
TV at home!

• Another ad detail that’s performing 
well for the alcohol industry is 
plants. Their CTR has risen 283% 
over the last year. 

• Glass is also trending upward in 
this CPG sub-industry. Its CTR has 
risen 162% over the last year.
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Other Trends in the 
Alcohol Industry:

Botanicals are among some of the 
industry’s most clickable contents. 

• Roses and petals are both within the top 
20 most clickable contents. 

• Blueberries have seen their CTR rise 18% 
over the last year. 

• Plant-heavy outdoor settings perform 
well for alcohol ads. Jungles, gardens 
and forests are all among today’s 
most clickable settings for this CPG 
subsection. 
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Industry Deep Dive: Beauty
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Sustainability Trends:

A lot of engagement here has 
to do with warm weather and 
sunshine. 

• The CTR of beaches has gone up 53% 
over the last year. 

• The CTR of heat has gone up 54% over 
the last year. 

• The clickability of sunshine in images 
has remained at the same strong rate 
over the last year. 

• This all makes sense, as sun-
protective clothing is trending within 
this industry. (There are more details 
on these trends on the next page.)
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Other Trends in the 
Beauty Industry:

Relaxation is a key trend in this area.

• Vacations, robes, and pillows are all within 
the top 25 most clickable ad contents. 

• Sun protection is also engaging. Sun hats 
and sunglasses are among today’s most 
clickable accessories within the beauty 
industry. 

• Cozy clothing is also in. Sweatshirts are the 
most clickable image content for the beauty 
industry. Sweaters are the third-most 
clickable image contents. 

• Outdoor settings are more clickable than 
indoor settings. Plants and trees are both 
very engaging, with trees’ CTR rising 16% 
over the last year.  
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DEI Trend Analysis
AI’s Trend Analysis on Social Values and Inclusion

CPG advertising is all about connecting with consumers’ authentic lives. 

Because Shutterstock.AI is built ethically, it doesn’t track specific personal 
traits–like gender, religion, or race. Still, we can use its insights to tell 
engaging, real-life stories. Here’s how.  
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Create with Human-Centered Strategy
• Creative strategy needs to be conscious of intersectional inclusivity– and brands need to include 

people of all races, genders, abilities, etc.  

• Choose casual-looking photography that includes elements of our real lives. 

• When directing creative strategy, don’t overly focus on what makes people unique. Instead, include 
a variety of people in your ads without explicitly calling out their differences. 
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Support Your Strategy with AI’s Insights

Some specific activities are super clickable with CPG audiences. Cast a diverse group of 
models doing these activities: 

• Taking selfies - The CTR of selfies has risen 72% over 
the last year. 

• Dating - Its CTR has risen 82% over the last year. 

• Drawing - Its CTR has risen 463% over the last year.  

• Going on vacation - Its CTR has surged 567% this year. 

35



The takeaway:
AI can’t tell brands how to creative-direct inclusivity... But it can create more 
engaging imagery by discovering which details and settings drive clicks.
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Mood Board:
Get Inspired with Sustainability
AI’s insights and human creativity combine the best of both worlds! Here’s a 
look at ways you can use both creative forces to bring your next campaign to 
life.

Wind power’s CTR has increased 
118% over the last year.
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Laboratories have seen their 
CTR rise 467% over the last year.
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Consumers are clicking on glass! 
Its CTR rose 122% this year.
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Mood Board:
Get Inspired with DEI
Our experienced team of creative problem solvers tell us that images like these 
are huge with consumers right now. Embrace creative assets that spotlight 
general ethics, wellness, and mindfulness. 

Select images that show who your customers really are! Include people of all 
backgrounds, genders, and abilities within their creative.
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Prioritize intersectional inclusivity 
in your photography.
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Use AI’s insights to guide image content 
and settings. For example, we see that 
birthday cakes’ CTR rose 264%. Here’s 
how you can include them, while still 
being thoughtful and inclusive.
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Technical Direction
It’s one thing to pick existing images to 
represent ESG, but another to set up the 
right shots to capture unique moments 
for your custom campaign.
When it comes to creative direction for your photo shoots, 
we’ve provided several tactical steps you can consider.

These draw from both Shutterstock’s data and our work 
with clients around the world.
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Indoor Settings
Indoor settings have a 39% higher CTR for CPG audiences, compared to outdoor 
settings. Which elements of indoor settings are the most clickable? 

INSIGHT: Living Rooms are the most clickable room. 
Their CTR has risen 181% over the last year. 

INSIGHT: Pottery is a nice detail in photos, and its CTR 
has risen 259%.

INSIGHT: Bar counters have seen their CTR rise 282% 
over the last year. 

INSIGHT: Birthday cakes are another photo detail whose 
CTR has risen 264%.

IDEA: If relevant to your product or brand, select the majority of 
your next campaign’s shots to be set within a living space. 

IDEA: No matter where your ads are set, you can usually work 
some decorations into your shots. Include small details, like 
pottery, to drive engagement.

IDEA: If your ads can’t be set within a living room, including a 
bar counter–either in a kitchen or restaurant–is another way to 
boost setting clickability.

IDEA: Data tells us that it’s time to party! Birthday cakes are 
super clickable for CPG brands–whether they’re at home, on a 
picnic, or in the grocery store.

44



Outdoor Settings
If you’d rather set your inclusive campaign outdoors, here are a few clickable creative 
elements to include in your shots.

INSIGHT: High rises have seen their CTR rise 113% this 
year.

INSIGHT: Urban settings are 806% more clickable today, 
than they were one year ago.

INSIGHT: Shops’ CTR has risen 383% this year. 

IDEA: Skyline shots or city street views both include high-rise 
buildings, and they are all good options for outdoor imagery. 

IDEA: Cities perform very well for CPG brands. You can select 
shots like the ones we mentioned above... or even shots set 
within the home with a skyline view out the window.

IDEA: Building on the city street view shots, choose photos with 
shops in the background for an extra clickability boost. 
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Setting Up Your Photo Shoot
Data gives us insights into large-scale creative direction, but human creativity is needed to 
bring these insights to life. Consider these tactical steps when setting up shoots to capture 
shots unique to your brand.
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Lighting: Use natural light when setting up a photo shoot. What is the sun doing and how can you use it to highlight 
the elements you want? In the editing process, don’t oversaturate and consider using more muted tones. 

Casting: Be thoughtful about the people you cast. Consider a wide range of individuals across ethnicities, genders, 
ages, disabilities, and more. Show the lived experience of those who are marginalized. Take a journalistic or editorial 
approach when portraying real people and even go “behind the scenes” of their work and life. 

The key is to not force it. For example, don’t try to cram “diverse” people all into one image, but rather, show them 
interacting with each other in a natural way. Authenticity is critical. Actors pretending to be disabled are offensive 
and take professional opportunities away from models with actual disabilities.

Working with diverse artists can also be a way of giving back to the community. Investors want to know that their 
support for your company is going towards efforts that matter. 

Be Subtle: Lean into the magic of the hidden. Some of the best ESG images are not directly related to conventional 
notions of sustainability or diversity. In other cases, actions like recycling might be hidden in the background, woven 
into the natural fabric of a scene. 

Be Candid: Do objects in your shots look like props? Should they look more weathered or worn? Are people overly 
posed? Remember–it’s not about staging the perfect shot. It’s about capturing a moment in time.



Emerging Technology
As the CPG industry innovates for the future, it can seize prime opportunities in the 
metaverse, augmented reality (AR), and virtual reality (VR) to drive ESG initiatives. While 
many use cases are still emerging, the potential to expand the way consumers experience 
CPG brands is nearly limitless. 

Consider, for example, scanning a QR code on a product in-store and being able to see its nutritional information “come alive” from its 
packaging through AR. Brands can learn about the history and ingredients of their products and even produce an interactive experience. 
They can collaborate with other brands to allow consumers to play games that unlock promotions, and in doing so, create a community 
of followers who are already engaged with the products.

Through the metaverse, VR, and AR, brands can influence consumer decisions at the point of sale and support a truly 360-degree 
omnichannel experience. 47

https://www.shutterstock.com/blog/metaverse-for-brands?&utm_source=content_marketing&utm_medium=cpg_pdf&utm_campaign=cpg_report&utm_term=&utm_content=metaverse_for_brands


Get the Best of Both Worlds
Our team of marketing strategists and our world-class AI products make Shutterstock the best 
creative partner. When messaging their ESG efforts, CPG brands need to create with confidence in a 
highly competitive industry, and we’re here to help.

Ready to try 

Make smarter creative decisions, thanks to data.  

Predict which colors, settings, and details will 
increase your campaign click through rates.  

Understand why your insights are predicted to 
perform well, with data-rich creative reporting. 

Create With

Ready to meet with
our team?

Get world-class marketing strategy delivered by a 
global team of experts in the CPG industry. 

Know how to authentically include ESG-oriented 
creative decisions within your campaigns. 

Create bespoke campaigns specific to your brand.

Book a Meeting with Our Experts

Check out more design trends and inspiration. Read the Shutterstock Blog
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https://www.shutterstock.com/discover/shutterstock-ai?&utm_source=content_marketing&utm_medium=cpg_pdf&utm_campaign=cpg_report&utm_term=&utm_content=sstk_ai_lp
http://bit.ly/3EXLjqV
https://www.shutterstock.com/blog/?&utm_source=content_marketing&utm_medium=cpg_pdf&utm_campaign=cpg_report&utm_term=&utm_content=read_sstk_blog
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