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A new study for the European Commission shows that, despite the consensus on methods to 

influence consumption through the "classic" instruments of policy (regulatory, economic and 

informational) and increasing discussion on the potential of the "behavioural" approach, some 

essential conditions are forgotten. These include the need for strong engagement of citizens 

on values, leading to an effective and long-term behavioural change. Similarly, it has rarely 

been considered to favour the action that could be most effective, that is to say, where 

consumption is the result of constraints rather than the satisfaction of needs or desires. 

 Context 

In 2012, the European Commission will review its Action Plan for Sustainable Consumption and 

Production and Sustainable Industrial Policy (SCP / SIP Action Plan) published in 2008. Issues 

related to sustainable consumption and consumer behaviour are a major aspect of this 

review. That is why the Commission (DG Environment) launched, in 2011, the study "Policies to 

promote sustainable consumption". 

 Conducted by BIO Intelligence Service, IEEP, IOEW and PSI, the study identifies the main 

policy instruments currently in use, but also new approaches, and provides recommendations 

for changing consumer behaviour using the full range of instruments available. 

 Study objectives: the challenge of sustainable consumption 

The current, complex environmental challenges (climate change, depletion of natural 

resources, etc.) are linked to major drivers such as increased wealth and consumption 

patterns. Addressing these challenges requires integration into the political process of citizen 

engagement in a debate on values and actions. Behavioural instruments and those based on 

incentives, which seek to encourage consumers to change their choices and behaviour, 

certainly provide useful additional measures; but behavioural approaches, even if they increase 

the probability of a pro-environmental outcome, are not sufficient in themselves to achieve 

sustainable consumption. They may however be used to target certain segments of 

populations and improve the design of policy measures. 

 Structure of the study and results 

The study’s goal was to outline policies to promote sustainable consumption in several sectors 

or areas of consumption. It was aimed primarily at consumer demand, in particular referencing 

behavioural instruments. 

It consisted of five tasks: 

1. Organisation of a "Future Visioning" workshop, bringing together experts and pioneers to 

outline the shape of a sustainable society. The workshop highlighted the importance of policy 
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coherence, including infrastructure where required, production and distribution systems, and 

also the essential role of credibility ("Be the change you want") and local ownership. 

2. Development of an inventory and evaluation of the main instruments available 

(regulatory, economic, informational and behavioural), with regard to consumer 

segmentation, and highlighting their variable efficacy in changing behaviours of different 

population segments. 

3. Analysis of fifteen case studies with a focus on the following aspects: price signals, "smart" 

technologies and new media, infrastructure and support, public involvement, accessibility for 

all levels of society, transparency, credibility, and trust, clear definition of target groups. 

4. Analysis of nine consumption sectors that appear most promising in terms of reducing 

environmental impact: residential infrastructure, energy- or water-using household appliances, 

food, clothing/textiles, urban mobility, air travel, tourism and citizen community actions. 

5. Detailed analysis of six of these sectors: household energy- or water-using appliances, 

food, tourism, clothing / textiles, and citizen community actions, to draw conclusions and 

specific recommendations. 

 Beyond the sectoral analysis: principles and common problems 

Beyond the sectoral analysis, the study raises common principles and questions for the future. 

 The different categories of instruments should be combined into "bundles" to 

mutually strengthen their effects, emphasizing coherence and synergy (in both 

short and long term: for example awareness raising action develops 

acceptability of future regulatory measures). 

 Above all, sustainable consumption involves the engagement of three main 

actors: professionals, public authorities and individuals. 

 Cross-cutting policies should include the development of sectoral roadmaps 

involving the various stakeholders, but also taking into account the durability of 

products as extending their service life can provide environmental benefits. 

 In a "bundle" of policy instruments, the regulatory tools can be very effective in 

counteracting unsustainable consumption behaviour. 

 Regarding economic tools, the social costs of environmental policy must be 

taken into account, due to their possible regressive or perverse effects. 

 Communication tools such as environmental labels, beyond their mere 

informative purpose, can lead to the development of tools to quantify the 

impacts and also allow the development of indicators, thereby encouraging the 

identification of improvement potentials, paving the way for regulatory 

measures and increasing their political acceptability. 

 To implement an effective awareness campaign at the European level, several 

aspects must be considered: the content, the messenger, the choice of media 

and tone; targeting a specific audience with a specific message, as it is cheaper 

and more effective than extensive advertising campaigns. 
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 Do not consider the possibility of using the behavioural approach and "nudges" 

until the consumer decision-making process has been well understood. 

 Existing examples of good practice at national and local levels can be shared 

through a coordination mechanism, such as a European platform for knowledge 

exchange. 

 The rebound effect 

The "rebound effect" can neutralize, in some sectors, up to 80% of environmental benefits 

attained. The possible “rebound” effects should therefore be anticipated before the 

implementation of price signals. The study proposes four approaches to address this problem: 

use a bundle of instruments including fiscal, behavioural and technological instruments, aim to 

encourage "sustainable" lifestyles, raise awareness, and push professionals toward 

behavioural changes. 

 Questions for the future: needs, desires and constraints; strengthening the 

production side 

 Sustainable consumption is seen by some as a reversal of progress towards 

greater quality of life. It would involve a sacrifice of our current, tangible needs 

and desires, in the name of a better but uncertain future. The work of 

"marketers" and advertisers rich in resources is a key factor in this perception: it 

influences and shapes consumers’ understanding of their own needs and 

desires. The consumer's decision is classically described as a balance between 

these needs and desires, and product prices. In this view, the only way to 

influence the consumer's decision is to change either the needs and desires, or 

prices. 

 The behavioural approach may lead policy makers into competition with 

commercial marketing. Most actions targeting consumers therefore require 

careful adaptation, which can vary according to country or even by region. This is 

an obstacle to centralized European action on consumer behaviour. Moreover, 

the social incentives for sustainable consumption often develop at the local level 

or by the action of communities of citizens. 

 Identifying areas where consumption is the result of constraints, rather than 

needs or desires, allows a different approach. Thus, in the transport sector, the 

daily commute to get to work when it would be possible to work from home can 

be seen as a constraint. Reducing this type of consumption could be viewed as 

progress, and not a sacrifice. Incentives to work at home could therefore be 

well received. Similarly, in the clothing sector, changing dress codes at work, 

which are perceived as a modifiable rule, could be easier than for leisure and 

fashion, where freedom of consumer choice reigns. The analysis of hierarchical 

chains (employee/employer, tenant/landlord, legislator/citizen, etc.) could help 

identify similar situations where the consumer does not feel free in their 

decision. These situations of "forced consumption" should be the easiest targets 

to modify consumer behaviour. 
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 The "product" oriented approach is currently used to promote sustainable 

consumption through a "win/win" alliance between "consuming better" and 

"producing better". To enhance product policy, communication directed at the 

consumer (advertising) or infrastructures dedicated to consumption (shopping 

centres) could be subject of specific policies, such as, for example, requiring 

shopping centres to provide services or cultural activities that are more resource 

efficient. 

 

 


