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Summary report 

 Context 

In 2012, the European Commission will revise its 2008 Sustainable Consumption and Production 

Industrial Policy (SCP/SIP) Action Plan. The core of the Action Plan is a dynamic framework 

aiming to improve the environmental performance of products throughout their life-cycle, to 

stimulate the demand for better products and to help consumers make better choices.  

Under the Action Plan, several EU policies have been established to reduce the environmental 

impacts of products. For example, EU legislation such as the Eco-design Directive, the EU Eco-

label and EMAS Regulations (all revised in 2009/2010), GPP and ECAP policies, and other EU 

initiatives, such as the Retail Forum and the European Food SCP Round Table.  

Issues related to sustainable consumption and behaviour will be a major aspect under review for 

the 2012 revision of the Action Plan. This study Policies to Encourage Sustainable Consumption 

was launched by the European Commission – DG Environment, and carried out by BIO 

Intelligence Service, IEEP, IOEW and PSI.  The aim of this study is to provide policy guidance on 

how to change consumption patterns using the range of policy instruments available, including 

those based on behavioural approaches.  

 Study outline  

A “Future vision” workshop was held during the initial stages of the study, with key experts in the 

field of sustainable consumption. The objective of the workshop was to discuss and define 

concepts of sustainable consumption and envision a sustainable urban environment in 2050 

(Chapter 1 of the report). 

Policy tools were listed and categorised (section 2.1.3) based on the type of tool, the tool’s target 

audience, the initiator/implementer of the tool and the stage of the consumption cycle at which 

the tool is usually used. The four main categories of tools include regulatory, economic, 

information, and behavioural. In addition, the behavioural approach was evaluated against a 

consumer segmentation model (section 2.2.3 of the report). 

An assessment of real life use of tools to achieve more sustainable consumption was also carried 

out. In each case study, the main lessons, barriers, and key success factors were highlighted 

(Table 1 and section 3.4 of the report).  

Nine consumption sectors which seem the most promising in terms of reduction of 

environmental impacts from the consumption point of view were analysed (including housing 

infrastructure, housing – energy using appliances, housing – water using appliances, food and 

drink, clothing/textiles, tourism, urban mobility, air travel and citizen community action). The 

examination of the sectors can provide preliminary guidelines for policy options (Table 2 and 

section 4.1 of the report). 

Six of the nine consumption setors (housing appliances, food and drink, clothing/textiles, tourism 

and citizen community action) were selected (in Chapter 4 of the report) for further analysis, as 



 

 

 
Policies to encourage sustainable consumption | 5 

they were considered as the most relevant for instant action. The selection was based on the 

feasibility of implementation at EU level, the potential to implement tools from a short to mid-

term perspective (by 2020), the significance of the environmental impacts, and the coherence 

with ongoing policy initiatives at the EU level. Recommendations on specific sector-relevant 

policy actions are examined below in section 5  (and section 6.1 of the report) 

In addition, beyond the sectoral approach, common guiding principles and questions for the 

future are considered. A particular attention has been attached to the rebound effect, notably 

under its economy-wide aspects, as it can lead to take-back in anticipated environmental savings 

of 10-80% for certain sectors (highlighted in section 3.4 and elaborated in section 5.3.4 of the 

report). Questions on the future of sustainable consumption are posed in the report, and the 

answers to these appear to be fundamental in successfully paving the way towards truly 

sustainable consumption and society (sections 5.3 and 6.2 to 6.4 of the report). 

 Study findings 

1. “Future Vision” workshop on sustainability 

During the envisioning exercise at the workshop participants felt that the following objectives 

should be part of obtaining sustainable consumption: shared resources and space; localized 

employment; activity and knowledge sharing. Establishing infrastructure that supports 

sustainable behaviour (e.g. access to public transport or local foods), credibility (“be the change 

you want” from public authorities and governments) and local ownership (enable and empower) 

were also important visions of sustainable consumption. However, in many instances these 

contradict current trends of individualism (more single-person households), globalization 

(international food, appliance and clothing supply chains) and increased mobility (both personal 

vehicles and international travel).  

The main challenges and barriers identified to developing sustainable consumption policies are: a 

number of consumption related measures require complementary production/supply side 

measures to be effective; in certain sectors policy is limited due to institutional and material 

infrastructure lock-in and economic concerns; and the lack of integration of the costs of 

resource scarcity and environmental impact into the prices of goods. Some of the above 

barriers can only be overcome by systemic changes such as: tax reform, institutional reform, and 

provision of infrastructure that enables and encourages sustainable behaviour. 

2. Overview of tools and approaches towards sustainable consumption  

The “classical” policy tools are: 

 Behavioural tools: behavioural tools aim at influencing consumer behaviour 

using understanding drawn from a broad field of domains such as psychology, 

sociology and cultural studies. Some behavioural tools are known as “nudges” 

(inspired by the work of Thaler and Sunstein1). A typical example is the “red 

orb”, from Southern California Edison, indicating an excessive energy 

                                                                    

1 Richard Thaler, Cass Sunstein, Nudge. Improving Decisions about Health, Wealth, and Happiness, New Haven, Yale 

University Press, 2008. 
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consumption in the household.  Behavioural tools have been used for a long 

time in areas such as health and safety. However, little is known about the 

concrete results and benefits of such measures.  

 Communication/information provision tools: Environmental product labels 

provide information to consumers with the hopes of influencing their 

purchasing decisions. However, the quantity and quality of the information on 

product labels may be problematic. There is much to be learned from 

marketing experts on how to effectively communicate information aimed at 

influencing consumers’ decisions. It is clearly easier to leverage marketing 

work through product policy actions than to develop centralised sustainable 

consumption marketing that would go against or control product marketing 

from the producers. The use of information and awareness-raising 

instruments has to go hand-in-hand with the provision of infrastructure and 

proper price incentives. Information tools like eco-labelling also lead to 

development of methods for quantifying impacts, allowing investigation of 

benchmarks, identifying areas for improvement potential, preparing the 

ground for mandatory measures and increasing their political acceptability. 

 Economic tools: Economic instruments are seen as key in influencing people’s 

choices, since the price of a good, quality and income is often the influencing 

factor for purchasing decisions (e.g. French “bonus/malus” system for 

environmentally friendly cars led to 30% rise in purchase of fuel-efficient 

vehicles in 2007, 45% in 2008 and 56% in 2009). Currently, consumers do not 

face the full costs of their consumption patterns and the associated 

environmental costs. Economic tools are used to introduce price signals and 

could be used to integrate the costs of pollution into the price of products. 

Finally, it is important to consider the social costs of environmental policy, as 

they can have regressive effects2. However, the regressive effects of higher 

pricing could be mitigated through assistance to low-income households or 

progressively graduated prices based on taxes. 

 Regulatory tools: Regulatory instruments require intensive research, 

enforcement, and administrative burdens on governments compared to the 

other policy tools. Legislation directly aimed at the consumer can receive less 

public acceptance. Nonetheless, when implementing a mix of tools or “policy 

packages”, there may be a significant time-lag for households to adjust and 

therefore use of regulatory tools within the “package” can be particularly 

                                                                    
2 The cost of environmental policy measures (i.e. prices increases for certain goods and services to reflect their ‘cost’ to 
the environment) are not always distributed in a balanced and equitable way. Several studies indicate that it is 
essentially modest households that are impacted by the cost of environmental measures and therefore environmental 
policy can have regressive effects; for example, a residential energy tax may impose greater financial burden on lower-
income households. The UK’s Fuel Poverty Strategy is an initiative that addresses the distributional issues of 
environmental policy, targeting households whose energy consumption exceeds 10% of income. 
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effective in order to counteract unsustainable consumption behaviour (as 

concluded by the EUPOPP study3). 

Existing attempts to categorise behavioural policy tools have grouped tools by how they seek to 

promote behavioural change. For example, Defra’s “4Es” categorises the approaches to 

behavioural change into either engaging, encouraging, enabling or exemplifying consumers to 

change, while Unilever’s 5 levers of behavioural change is integrated into their products and 

services marketing strategy and corresponds closely to the “Four A’s” principles for sustainable 

consumption: affordability, availability, attractiveness and awareness. 

3. Assessment of fifteen real world case studies of sustainable consumption 

Table 1: Summary of results of the assessment of real world case studies 

Case study Description 

Tool category: Economic (taxes and charges; subsidies/incentives; green payment/investment schemes) 

Bonus-Malus 

(France – 

mobility) 

Objective: To reduce CO2 emissions from passenger vehicles in France (household and industry). 

Innovative aspects: The combination of a credit and a tax, which is designed to ensure that the credits 

paid out are offset by the tax revenue generated (i.e. revenue-neutral for the government) makes. 

Canadian 

EcoENERGY 

Retrofit program 

(energy efficient 
housing retrofits) 

Objective: To provide financial assistance to encourage owners of existing low-rise properties to make 
smart energy retrofit decisions that will result in significant energy savings. 
Innovative aspects: Encourages homeowners to invest in multiple energy efficiency measures, which 
may have not been otherwise considered. The programme requires both pre and post evaluations of the 
home by a qualified energy expert, which brings credibility and builds on the principle of continuous 
improvement. 

Dutch Green Funds 

Scheme (investment 
in green projects) 

Objective: Providing access to lower-than-standard-interest loans for green projects. Promoting green 
and socially-responsible investment by individuals. 
Innovative aspects: The Dutch environmental policy tool does not represent an innovative approach. 
However, the GFS could be a promising instrument for other MS if governments and banks are willing to 
work closely together. 

London's 

Congestion Charge 

Objective: To reduce congestion charging the use of vehicles at busy times.  
Innovative aspects: Congestion charging represents the application of the established theory that 
charging represents an efficient way of allocating scares road space. The Central London Congestion 
Charging scheme represents the largest use of the tool and therefore is a novel application. 

Tool category: Information provision and awareness raising (information campaign; labelling; education) 

Danish Brug Mere 

Spild Mindre 
(efficient resource 

use) 

Objective: To improve the prevention of waste in Denmark. 
Innovative aspects: Communications campaign combined the web supports (and social media) with 
public events and competitions. 

FairTrade Label for 
cotton 

Objective: To strengthen the position of developing country producers in the market place through an 
international consumer product label. 
Innovative aspects: The FairTrade label’s message addresses the need to tackle poverty and empower 
producers in developing countries. This message may be more successful in gathering consumer 
support than others. The connection between farmers and consumers that is emphasised touches upon 
behavioural aspects that help to build consumer trust. The Fairtrade Certification Mark is also used as a 
tool to build a social consumer movement pushing for change in global trading. 

Food Dudes 

programme (UK - 
healthy eating in 

children) 

Objective: School-based intervention designed for use in primary schools that encourages children to 
eat fruit and vegetables both at school and at home and changes the ‘culture’ of a school to one that 
strongly supports healthy eating. 
Innovative aspects: A range of insights identified by behavioural psychology research was used in the 
development of the programme:  children are motivated by praise, recognition, and rewards, the 
influence of positive role models and successful experimentation with the taste acquisition theory. 

                                                                    
3 Öko-Institut (and partners) (2011) Policies to Promote Sustainable Consumption Patterns (EUPOPP). See: 
www.eupopp.net/publications.htm 
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Case study Description 

Love Food, Hate 

Waste (UK – reduce 
food waste) 

Objective: To raise awareness among households of the need to reduce food waste, reduce the level of 
food waste being sent to landfills and help residents save money. 
Objective: The campaign actions were combined together to represent an effective and sophisticated 
behavioural tool and presenting the action as a social norm or practice. Strategies included: 
Identification of the problem and framing it in terms of potential savings; The focus on loving food (i.e. 
not calling on people to change what they eat); The focus on enabling people via practical steps. The 
local focus on local communities – thereby influencing via mavens. 

Vienna City (de-
materialisation 

activities) 

Objective: To reduce waste generation in Vienna, with prevention seen as the most desirable waste 
management option as it eliminates the need for handling, transporting, recycling or disposal of waste. 
Innovative aspects: The novelty of focusing on encouraging a shift to immaterial consumption is very 
high, given consumption levels in Western societies. Two approaches to waste prevention have been 
developed corresponding to high- and low-income sectors of society.  In terms of trying to change 
consumption patterns it appears that much of the activities are focused on information provision and 
awareness-raising which are not high novelty in themselves. 

Tool category: Behavioural (comparative evaluations, pledges or commitments; community/public 

participation; “nudge”-type)  

Eco-challenge 
(promote 

sustainable 
lifestyles) Starting 

from US to 
worldwide event 

Objective: To reduce CO2 emissions from everyday consumption. To change consumer behaviour 
towards a more sustainable lifestyle and consumption, in the short and long-term. 
Innovative aspects: A combination was used of different approaches of motivational psychology, 
especially the close connection between the specific sustainability content, the “smart” design 
technology and the opportunity of social comparison. Compared to other sustainability platforms and 
CO2 calculators, EcoChallenge has a mobile format and is accessible worldwide. 

Middelgrunden 

Wind Cooperative 
(DK, locally-owned 
wind farm creating 
renewable energy) 

Objective: To produce electricity through the establishment and management of wind turbines on the 
Middelgrunden shoal and enable the local community of Middelgrunden in Denmark to share expenses 
and income from a wind turbine. 
Innovative aspects: This project was the biggest of its kind, and based on sale of shares and dual 
ownership, which included local ownership by a cooperative and a utility.  
Rather than taking a purely informational approach, a much more active information and participation 
strategy was used for the successful implementation.  

Paris Velib 

Programme (bike 
share 
programme) 

Objective: To offer a complementary and new means of transportation for both local citizens and 
tourists and to promote soft transportation. 
Innovative aspects: The initiative is unprecedented in terms of its scale and scope. It is a 
comprehensive addition to the Parisian transportation network. Innovative also because the 
programme has managed to create a cheap, convenient, and environmentally-friendly mode of 
transportation.   

Transition Towns 

(network starting 
from Ireland to 
spreading 
worldwide) 

Objective: To create community-led responses and resilience to the challenges and opportunities of 
peak oil, climate change and economic stagnation. 
Innovative aspects: This is a highly novel approach, from its community-led nature, to its collaborative 
approach in creating a ‘model’ that communities can follow as appropriate for their situation, the 
integration of permaculture and psychology principles to what can be considered an environmental 
initiative, local community resilience, localisation and reform of the local economy. 

VISIT initiative 

(sustainable 
tourism) 

Objective: To promote and support the development of sustainable tourism at international, national 
and regional levels. 
Innovative aspects: VISIT is the first initiative in Europe that aims to gather tourism-related 
organisations and make them exchange their practices as well as make their requirements uniform. This 
alliance between the different eco-labels is based on mutual understanding and recognition and the 
agreement to adopt a common standard.   

Tool category: Mixed (behavioural and information provision) 

Picture Health 

Warnings on 
Cigarette Packets 

Objective: To raise awareness on the health risks related to smoking, encourage smokers to quit 
smoking, repulse non-smokers (especially when they are young before they start smoking), and reduce 
the consumption of cigarettes. Raising awareness prepares for future bans. 
Innovative aspects: Using pictures/images rather than text is innovative, as previously only textual 
health warnings had been used on cigarette packs. Furthermore, they reach illiterate people, who 
otherwise may not be able to read the textual health warnings.  

The case studies highlighted advantages and disadvantages of various tools and draw attention 

to the following aspects:  

 Price signal (e.g. French “bonus/malus” system for environmentally friendly 

cars): When designing tools that will affect prices, it is necessary to anticipate 
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possible rebound effects and the magnitude of resulting take back in 

environmental savings.  

 Use of smart technologies and new media (e.g. the Eco-challenge initiative): 

this includes for example using smartphone applications and technologies and 

social networks. 

 Involving the public, encouraging local ownership and involvement (e.g. UK 

“Love Food, Hate Waste” initiative): Gaining support in advance of 

implementation. 

 Focus on infrastructure and support, financial and technical or informational 

(e.g. VISIT initiative and Paris “Velib” Programme): Accessibility from all 

levels of society, regardless of income level, level of education, etc (e.g. 

Vienna City “dematerialisation” initiative): Transparency, credibility and 

trust (e.g. FairTrade Label and Danish “Brug Mere Spild Mindre” campaign): 

Initiatives tend to be more credible when robust data is provided and when 

several different levels of stakeholders are involved. 

 Clearly defining the targeted groups and design tailor made communication 

strategies and objectives to reach each one (e.g. UK Food Dudes programme). 

Although there is a good cross-section of case studies, local and grassroots initiatives are not 

usually as well documented as initiatives implemented by government agencies (which often 

have formal impact analyses or activity reports).  

4. Analysis of policy toolboxes in nine consumption sectors 

Table 2: Summary of results of the analysis of nine consumption sectors 

Sector 
Overview of sector 

Pros and cons of 

further analysis  

Key elements of possible toolbox 

 

Urban 

mobility  

 

 

- Significant environmental impact, in 
particular with regard to GHG 
emissions. 

- Expected increases in transport and 
associated energy needs to 2030. 

- EU focus has been on technological 
improvements rather than modal shifts. 

- Need to address policy incoherence, 
social aspects, infrastructure lock-in. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

PROS 

- Significant GHG 
impact 

- Rising 
consumption 

 

CONS 

- Infrastructure 
lock-in 

 

• Guidelines for spatial planning (e.g. 
to promote public transport, modal 
shift, non-motorised travel);  

• Revise fiscal and taxation policies 

(e.g. congestion and road use 
charging, vehicle taxes, fuel taxes); 

• Redirect infrastructure funding (e.g. 
to prioritise non-motorised and 
public transport infrastructure); 

• Introduce demand-side 

management policies (e.g. 
restricted access schemes, deploy 
ITS applications in support of eco-
driving, provide incentives to 
encourage people to try new forms 
of transport - e.g. free trial bus 
passes). 

Air travel 

 

 

- Major contributor to EU GHG 

emissions 

- Significant growth expected. 

PROS 

- Significant GHG 
impact  

- Launch well-designed 
information/education campaigns to 
raise awareness and influence 
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Sector 
Overview of sector 

Pros and cons of 

further analysis  

Key elements of possible toolbox 

 

- EU focus has been on market-based 
tools (EU ETS, taxes) and innovation 
(e.g. EU Clean Sky Joint Initiative) 
rather than influencing consumer 
behaviour.  

- Need to address price elasticity of air 

travel, GHG emissions, use of 
alternative fuels, and new modes of 

propulsion. 
- Need to take into account 

international dimension (opposition to 
international measures that limit air 
travel, competitive distortion, carbon 
leakage) when designing initiatives in 
the area. 

 

- Rising 
consumption 

 

CONS 

- Price elasticity 
of air travel 

- International 
dimension 

attitudes/and practices (e.g. by 
proposing concrete practices such as 
only flying once a year); 

- Provide competitive alternatives to 

air travel through investments and 

incentives differentiating between 
different types of travel/travellers;  

- Harmonise calculation and 

quality of carbon offsets; 

- Extend use of airport taxes so they 
can distinguish between long and 
short haul flights; 

- Encourage take-up of provisions in 

energy taxation Directive on levying 
fuel taxes on domestic and intra-
Europe flights on the basis of bilateral 
agreements.   

 
 
 

Housing: 

Infrastructure 

 

 

- Significant environmental impact, 

particularly through energy/materials/ 
biodiversity/ water consumption, land 
use (and soil sealing). 

- Trend towards smaller households and 
hence growing demand of living space 
per person is expected to continue to 
2020. 

- EU focus has been on promoting 
sustainability on supply side rather than 
changing consumer demands. 

- Need to address social factors, 
infrastructure lock-in, weak incentives 
and lack of information on supply and 
demand side. 

PROS 

- Significant 
environmental 
impact  

- Existing policy 
framework for 
energy 
performance 

 

CONS 

- Infrastructure 
lock-in 

- Focus to date 
on supply side 

- Develop reliable differentiator 

mechanisms (e.g. certification, 
labelling); 

- Launch targeted information 

campaigns; 
- Provide economic tools (e.g. 

subsidies, green loans, fiscal 
measures) to incentivise installation 
of sustainability features;  

- Encourage retrofitting and 
renovation schemes in existing 
housing stock;  

- Avoid split incentives with 
mechanisms to ensure investors 

recoup benefits of investments. 
Housing: 

Energy using 

appliances 

- ‘Midrange’ environmental impact. 
- Demand for small appliances growing 

rapidly (e.g. personal computers, 
mobile phones), offsetting efficiency 
gains from large appliances and space 
heating. 

- EU regulatory tools focus on producers, 
application of voluntary information 
tools not widespread and have limited 
effect. 

- Need to address amount and type of 
appliances consumed, change use 

patterns, improve eco-design, restrict 
sale of inefficient products, and 

incentivise purchase of energy-
efficient devices. 

PROS 

- Rising 
consumption 

- Existing policy 
framework for 
eco-design 
 

CONS 

- Environmental 
impacts not as 
significant as 
other sectors; 
focused on 
energy 

- Introduce well-designed information 

and labelling tools together with 
financial incentives. Ensure 
availability of substitutes or new 
technologies to support change in 
behaviour;   

- Encourage retailers to provide 
product trials or money back 

guarantees; 
- Establish ‘buy back’ and ‘trade-in’ 

schemes complemented by financial 

incentives; 
- Develop consumer support 

mechanisms;  
- In promoting energy-efficient devices, 

highlight costs associated with high 

energy-using appliances, promote 
product features with policy 

relevance, avoid additional taxation 
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Sector 
Overview of sector 

Pros and cons of 

further analysis  

Key elements of possible toolbox 

 

and offer ‘free’ benefits (e.g. VAT 
free, free extended warrantee).  

Housing: 

Water using 

appliances 

 

- Water scarcity is an increasing 
problem. 

- Trend towards smaller households 
expected to increase water 
consumption. 

- EU focus on improving quality of water, 
the need to address demand 

increasingly recognised. 

- Need to address consumer awareness 

and behaviour, technical performance 
of water supply systems, and politically 
sensitive issue of managing water 

demand.  
 

 

 

PROS 

- Addresses 
increasing issue 
of water scarcity 

- Existing policy 
framework 

 

CONS 

- Addresses a 
specific 
sustainability 
issue 

- Improve implementation of Water 
Framework Directive provisions on 

water tariffs and compulsory 

metering; 

- To minimise regressive impact of 
water charging, couple full-cost 

water pricing with assistance to low-

income households/progressively 

graduate water prices based on 

taxes; 
- Promote demand management 

measures through guidelines and 
sharing best practices;  

- Complement above with public 

information campaigns and eco-

labelling schemes. 
 
 

 

Food and 

drink 

 

- Significant environmental impacts, 

especially from consumption of meat 
and dairy products. 

- In the EU, changes in composition of 
diets (e.g. replace beef with pork and 
poultry, increasing imports) and the 
way food is produced and sold (e.g. 
favour pre-prepared, frozen meals and 
convenience foods) expected to 
continue to 2020. 

- EU focus has been on 
production/process side, interventions 
on consumption side have been 
restricted to soft measures like 
education and awareness raising. 

- Reluctance of policy-makers to act in 
area of consumer choice, structure of 

food supply chain, infrastructure, 
social, cultural and emotional factors, 
cost and availability of sustainable 
food and drink products. 

PROS 

- Significant 
environmental 
impact  

- Many aspects 
for tools to 
address (choice, 
preparation, 
waste, etc.) 

 

CONS 

- International 
dimension 

- Complexity of 
preferences 
involved in food 
decisions 

- Reorient market frameworks towards 
sustainability practice by eliminating 

perverse subsidies, promoting 
standardised labelling and providing 
integrated infrastructure solutions 
that cater to local and regional needs; 

- Engage retailers and major food 

producers (e.g. through public-
private partnerships, setting 
standards) to green upstream supply 

chains and reduce downstream 

impact of products (e.g. choice 
editing, free trials and price 
promotions); 

- Launch targeted awareness-raising 

and information campaigns;  
- Establish price mechanisms and 

quality standards that support / 
stimulate dietary change; 

- Support local/community-led niche 

practices or initiatives. 
 

Clothing/ 

Textiles 

 

- Significant environmental impact, 
aggravated by rising consumption 
levels. 

- EU focus has been on the production 
phase, however most textile products 
are imported and thus the scope for EU 
supply-side policy is limited.  

- Need to address consumer 

choice/behaviour. 

PROS 

- Significant 
environmental 
impact  

- Rising 
consumption 

 

CONS 

- International 
dimension 

- Establish standardised labelling and 

certification schemes;  
- Launch targeted information 

campaigns covering whole lifecycle of 
clothing; 

- Partner with retail industry and 
encourage engagement in greening 
upstream supply-chains and 
influencing consumer behaviour. 

Tourism - Significant environmental impacts PROS - Introduce additional information 
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Sector 
Overview of sector 

Pros and cons of 

further analysis  

Key elements of possible toolbox 

 

both inside and outside Europe. 
- Trends in tourism are changing, in 

particular experimental tourism which 
includes eco-tourism, rural and 
community tourism is expected to grow 
quickly over next two decades. 

- EU focus on voluntary and 
informational initiatives, however 
action is limited to domestic EU 
tourism sector. 

- Need to address social aspects, lack of 

resources/information/skills, 
infrastructure/destination ‘lock-in’, 
economic interests including those of 
less developed countries. 

- Take into account ‘carrying capacity’ 

of tourism areas in terms of visitors 
and their impacts in designing 
initiatives in the area.  

- Significant 
environmental 
impact  

- Existing trends 
toward eco-
tourism 

 

CONS 

- International 
dimension 

- Complexity of 
social and 
economic 
aspects in 
destination 
locations 

tools that engage consumers and 
industry (e.g. information and 
education programmes in 
cooperation with local stakeholders 
on appropriate behaviour, potential 
harmful environmental impacts of 
tourism, benefits of activities such as 
eco-tourism); 

- Use financial instruments such as 
price signals (e.g. tax on aircraft 
fuel/use of airports).  

 

Citizen 

community 

action 

 

Recent studies and the workshop 
organised for this study identify the need 
to go beyond traditional approaches to 
SCP to address societal values and 

norms through public/community 
engagement processes and systems that 
make sustainable living easier. 
 

 

 

 

 

PROS 

-Opportunity to 
address societal 
values and norms 
-Bottom-up 
citizen-led 
movements 
-Innovative 
approach 
 
CONS 

-Requires political 
support and 
funding 

 

- Political and financial support for 
bottom-up citizen-led movements;  

- Provide incentives and stimulate 

investments in wider systems and 

infrastructures (e.g. invest in local 
recycling facilities, provide loans and 
grants for products such as 
insulation); 

- Increase knowledge and 

understanding on how sustainable 
consumption policies and practices 
can evolve, building on research from 
social and behavioural sciences; 

- Increase awareness and share best 

practices on on-going efforts (e.g.  
Transition Towns). 
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5. Assessment of five key consumption sectors 

Prioritised based on technical and administrative/political feasibility and the potential of the action to promote more sustainable consumption. The 

recommended sector actions are proposed as packages of options that should ideally be implemented as a “bundle”, as evidence shows this is what is 

most effective in achieving long-term behavioural change. 

Housing (energy and water using appliances) 

Priority actions for this sector are: 

 Labelling of most efficient appliances: the EU energy label is already widely recognised in Europe, therefore actions should build upon 

this tool and extend its impact and scope. Currently, only white goods (dishwashers, refrigerators, washing machines) and TVs are 

covered. Extension of the scope to provide labelling for widely used household energy-using products, such as consumer electronics 

and communication devices (e.g. depending on the impact of the use phase compared to production and disposal in their life cycle and 

the energy saving potential during use, these might include radios, microwaves, coffee machines, vacuum cleaners, mobile phones, 

computers, digital music players, etc.), would make energy efficient products more visible on the market. 

 Awareness raising campaigns:  Consumers are more aware about the importance of saving energy than saving water, one reason 

being that water is often incorrectly assumed to be a natural resource of unlimited supply. Awareness-raising should target the 

existence of water using appliances, and how to use water more efficiently in preparation for measures such as labelling or 

environmental taxes on water use.  

More detailed policy options recommended are presented in Table 3. 

Table 3: Recommended policy options in the Housing sector 

Recommended action 
Specific 

tool used 
Lessons learned from case studies Specific implementation guidance 

Raising awareness about: 

The existence of efficient 

appliances 

How to use efficient 

appliances 

 

Awareness 

raising 

-Canadian EcoENERGY Retrofit programme: 

The visit of a qualified energy advisor allows homeowners personal 

contact with a local energy expert. The guidance and 

recommendations from the energy expert on how to efficiently use 

the retro fit devices was a good way to ensure that the homeowner 

completely understood the advice. 

-Food dudes programme: define who the main target groups are for 

specific products in order to develop tailored awareness campaigns 

and programmes. 

-Eco-challenge: Integrate smart technologies and social networking, 

modernise advertising - into information campaigns. Integrating 

-Awareness raising campaigns could be combined to strengthen the 

messages being conveyed. 

-Avoid sending mixed messages or including too much information. 

-Collaborating with other partners such as local NGOs and 

associations would help to build up consumer trust and credibility. 

-Industry involvement is also essential to strengthen messages and 

aid in dissemination. Current policies such as the Ecodesign Directive 

have raised the interest and involvement of many key industry 

members on energy using products; therefore they may be more 

inclined to promote the best products covered under the Ecodesign 

Directive. 
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Recommended action 
Specific 

tool used 
Lessons learned from case studies Specific implementation guidance 

competition and the aspect of a challenge to motivate consumers. 

-Love food, Hate Waste campaign: Direct one to one engagement 

was an effective method of communicating at a local level. 

 

Labelling of most efficient 

appliances 

Information 

provision 

-Fair trade label: Including labels as part of a wider communication 

strategy can be very effective. 

-Visit initiative: Unification of several similar labels was key in the 

initial success of the initiative. 

-Build upon the existing EU energy label and the technical 

information derived from the Ecodesign preparatory studies4 For 

example, the EU energy label could be applied to a wider range of 

products and include special notation for products which are the most 

efficient in its product category. This would clearly distinguish the 

most efficient appliances from other similar products. This would also 

give incentive to industry to develop and offer more energy efficient 

appliances; Another possibility is to include running costs or savings 

due to energy use on the energy label. Including this information in 

monetary terms could further incite consumers, especially those who 

are particularly concerned by energy prices. 

-Voluntary agreements with retail for importing and selling energy 

efficient appliances and educating sales staff about the topic of 

energy efficiency. 

Incorporation of estimate of 

appliance energy 

consumption in energy label 

for rented accommodation to 

reduce split incentives 

- Teaming up with local and national rental agencies and landlord 

associations (e.g. European Council for Real estate Professions) would 

facilitate knowledge needed and implementation of the initiative. 

- In addition to including appliance energy consumption, running 

costs (or savings) in monetary terms could also be included on the 

label to further incite consumers. 

Promote demand 

management measures 

through guidelines and 

sharing of best practice 

Information 

provision 

Vienna City Dematerialisation: The initiative tends to be more 

credible when several different levels of stakeholders are involved. 

-These two actions are also information-provision actions; however, 

target specifically public authorities, Member States, and policy-

makers as opposed to consumers. 

-Public authorities have a direct influence on consumption: their own 

purchases represent 16% of EU GDP5. Therefore, important that the 

Commission continues to set clear and ambitious criteria for the 

purchase of products below or above a certain level of energy or 

environmental performance. 

Leadership through GPP 

Information 

provision/le

ad by 

example 

 

Encourage retailers to Financial n.a. -Policy-makers will need to be able to ensure retailer participation. 

                                                                    

4 http://ec.europa.eu/energy/efficiency/studies/ecodesign_en.htm 

5 TNO et BIO, 2011, Report for the JRC, Analysis of the future application of product policy instruments in the EU, Task 3: Proposed policy mixes for prioritized products, Not yet published 
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Recommended action 
Specific 

tool used 
Lessons learned from case studies Specific implementation guidance 

provide product trials or 

money back guarantees 

incentive The success of a targeted awareness campaign (see first 

recommendation above) could encourage retailers to be more willing 

to participate in this initiative, as it would build on the momentum 

raised by a campaign. Other ways to obtain retailer participation 

include providing incentives such as rewarding the best performers 

with free advertising of the initiative. The existing Retail Forum could 

be a possible way to reach retailers. This initiative could also help to 

encourage retailers towards more of a service-led business model. 

-Financial incentives: harmonise existing 

-Enable and encourage voluntary agreements with retail for 

importing and selling energy efficient appliances and educating sales 

staff about the topic of energy efficiency. 

-Many MS provide incentives to purchase eco-friendly products 

however based on different performance levels and criteria, therefore 

harmonized incentives at EU level would help eco-friendly products to 

reach that critical volume of sales for which their manufacturing 

makes good business sense6. 

Set prices to reflect costs of 

resource use (energy and 

water use) through taxes 

Fiscal/econ

omic tools 

Bonus-Malus: - Importance of the price signal (acting both on supply 

nd demand).  

-Important to carefully analyse the amount of environmental tax to 

implement taking into account specific MS conditions, as well as not 

to disfavour lower income households. 

-Need to assess potential and consequences of the rebound effect. 

Increase duration of 

mandatory product 

warranties 

Injunction 

tools 

Vienna City Dematerialisation: Promote waste prevention and 

dematerialisation by adopting approaches that target both high and 

low income populations. 

-Would need to be carried out in consultation with major stakeholders 

(manufacturers), 

-This would be a good longer-term action to implement as it would 

most likely involve a longer implementation process compared to 

above actions. 

 

                                                                    

6 http://ec.europa.eu/enterprise/policies/sustainable-business/ecodesign/product-policy/financial-incentives/index_en.htm 
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Food and drink 

Priority actions for this sector are: 

 Promote green public procurement practices for catering in public offices and institutions7: This action would demonstrate the 

public sector’s commitment to sustainable food choices. This action would provide leadership, an awareness-raising tool, and could 

encourage a ‘domino effect’ on purchasing habits of private institutions and consumers. 

 Awareness raising campaigns: Consumers know a lot about the importance of eating healthy but not necessarily about the 

importance of consuming food sustainably. Therefore, awareness-raising could focus on ‘healthy and sustainable’ diets as a ‘win-win’ 

for consumers and the environment. However, such recommended diet, both healthy and sustainable is still to define. 

More detailed policy options recommended are presented in Table 4. 

Table 4: Recommended policy options in the Food and Drink sector 

Recommended action 
Specific tool 

used 
Lessons learned from case studies Specific implementation guidance 

Develop overarching strategy for 
sustainable food in Europe 

n.a n.a. 

- Further research initiatives to collect quantified data on impacts across food 
products (similar to what is being done for energy-using appliances). 

- Cross-cutting actions should be linked with the upcoming reforms of the 
CAP and CFP to provide a complete and comprehensive vision of the food 
sector. Many policies are related to food production, for example the Nitrates 
or animal welfare directives. 

- Build on/improve on initiatives such as the EU Retail Forum and the Food 
SCP Roundtable. 

- Support promotion of eco-innovation through ETAP and CIP 

Launch cross-sectoral research 
initiatives 

Strengthen institutional structures 
and administrative capacities 

Continue and improve voluntary 
agreements and public-private 
partnerships  

Launch targeted awareness-raising 
and information campaigns and 
education programmes 

Information 
provision / 
Education 

-Food dudes programme and Eco-challenge: Important 
to be able to identify key consumer segments and 
markets for tailor made information campaigns and 
adapt campaigns by using relevant communication 
channels (i.e. social marketing websites for younger 
consumers). 

-Focus on changing long-term consumption patterns among targeted 
consumer groups.  

-Visible information campaigns come also from NGOs. 

 

                                                                    

7 Institutions such as in schools, hospitals, prisons, at the European Commission offices, etc. 
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Recommended action 
Specific tool 

used 
Lessons learned from case studies Specific implementation guidance 

-Anti-tobacco picture campaigns: Possibilities of making 
the food industry pay for sustainable food ad campaigns 
(similar to tobacco companies). The use of graphic 
images (e.g. rotting waste, sick animals, etc.) 

Develop EU-level sustainable food 
labelling scheme and establish 
credible certification mechanisms 

Information 
provision 

Fair trade label: See explanations from above tables 

VISIT initiative: This initiative was able to gather the 
tourism labels of several organisms to create a 
harmonised label. It was financially supported by an EU-
funded LIFE project in tourism eco-labelling. 

- EU rules on food labelling (Directive 2000/13/EC) ensure consumers receive 
correct information to enable informed choices about the food they buy – 
information requirements could be expanded to include information on the 
environmental impacts of products. Funding to promote research into 
sustainability impacts of food and drink, to allow more accurate information 
on food labels, could come from EU funded LIFE projects (similar to the VISIT 
initiative). 

- A label alone is not sufficient; Labels could be synergized by tax measures, 

such as asking low VAT for sustainable products or communication campaigns 

Promote green public procurement 
practices for catering in public 
offices and institutions 

Information 
provision / 
lead by 
example 

n.a. 
-This action could build on the on-going efforts of DG ENV in relation to GPP, 
for example, EU level guidelines could be prepared building on the GPP-
toolkit.  

Support local/community-led 
initiatives 

Behavioural / 

community 

Transition towns: Community led initiatives work 
particularly well at the local level. 

-The EU could support local/community-led initiatives through funding, 
endorsement, and raising awareness of them. Further, the EU can provide 
information about best practice examples, financial support to pilot projects 
and follow-up support to enable such pilot projects to sustain and make their 
innovation durable and ready for broader market application.  

Differentiate consumption taxes 
based on the environmental 
performance of products 

Financial 
tools 

Bonus-Malus: - Importance of the price signal (acting 
both on supply and demand). 

-This action could be implemented under the VAT Directive 2006/112/EC, 
which stipulates that a specific list of goods and services for which Member 
States may apply a reduced rate of VAT of at least 5%.   
-Need to assess potential and consequences of the rebound effect. 
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Clothing 

Priority actions for this sector are: 

 Awareness raising campaigns: The choice of clothing is one of the most visually obvious ways for people to express their social status, 

values and individual and/or collective identity. Social concern and social justice have also always been an important for consumers in 

the clothing sector, therefore a successful awareness campaign would be one that could combine social concerns with the 

environmental aspects of clothing. One way for policy makers to take action in this sector is to work with major clothes retailers and 

designers, celebrities, and NGOs to help spread the messages about the importance of sustainable clothing, ways to reduce energy and 

water consumption during clothes cleaning, and promoting better disposal activities. The participation of celebrities, and targeted 

campaigns (i.e. at specific types of consumers, regions, lifestyles, etc.), could be effective in making sustainable clothing more 

fashionable. 

 Working with the retail and manufacturing sector: Service-led business models could be promoted, highlighting the reputational 

and economic advantages. The models could include activities such as promote take-back/ return, reuse, and recycling of used/ 

discarded clothing; renting, leasing, lending or sharing schemes of high-quality garments; innovative design strategies like co-creation 

of products with consumers8. Businesses could offer services such as repair and other maintenance services (e.g. via service 

certification schemes), novel coatings,  remanufacturing, or ‘fashion upgrades’9.  

                                                                    

8 The use of a product could be extended through the new design strategies making the consumer the centre of the innovation processes. If the design of clothing is to be personalised, this 

would allow consumers to develop an emotional attachment with the garment or textile. Designers can co-create products with consumers to increase attachment to the product, for 

example, through the internet, with consumers making the final design decisions. See: Niinimäki, K., Hassi, L. (2011) Emerging design strategies in sustainable production and consumption of textiles 

and clothing. Journal of Cleaner Production 19: 1876-1883. 

9 Fashion upgrading refers to the upgrade of discarded clothing by some form of remanufacturing: for instance replacing certain panels within a dress, which would allow a sufficient 

‘fashion upgrade’ to give new value to otherwise outdated styles. A similar approach has been used in the Smart Car – with simple replacement of body panels to allow a cheap change of 

style. See: www.ifm.eng.cam.ac.uk/uploads/Resources/Reports/UK_textiles.pdf  
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More detailed policy options recommended are presented in Table 5. 

Table 5: Recommended policy options in the Clothing sector 

Recommended action 
Specific 

tool used 
Lessons learned from case studies Specific implementation guidance 

Information campaigns  

Information 
provision 

Fair trade label: Combining social aspects along with 
environmental protection was effective among consumers. 
Food dudes programme and Eco-challenge: Important to 
be able to identify key consumer segments and markets for 
tailor made information campaigns and adapt campaigns 
by using relevant communication channels  
Visit initiative: Possibilities of combining several existing 
labels to create harmonised standards and methodology. 

These actions, which fall under information provision, can be addressed in 
collaboration with the EU Retail Forum. A rise in consumer awareness can 
be achieved through more and consistent labelling through channels such 
as the European Ecolabel for clothing and footwear. A vision/roadmap for 
a European fair and sustainable clothing market and leading by example 
by including sustainable clothing and textiles in EU Green Public 

Procurement Policy could also be employed to create collective 
awareness.  
-The EU Ecolabel, which covers textiles should consider including criteria 
related to social justice. The EU Ecolabel competes with a large number of 
other labels and research indicates that social justice is  an important focus 
for consumers in the textile sector. 

Sustainable/ environmental 
labelling  

Consider sustainable clothing 
and textiles in 
green/sustainable public 
procurement 

Promoting a service-led 
business model within the 
retail and manufacturing 
sector (i.e. promote take-
back/ return, reuse, and 
recycling of used/ discarded 
clothing, promote second 
hand clothing, promote repair 
and fashion upgrades, e.g. by 
service certification schemes) 

n.a. n.a. 

Working with the EU Retail Forum to encourage retailers to transition 
towards a service-led business model by highlighting the various 
advantages for retailers: 
- Reuse of worn clothing and texts to produce new clothing, rather than 
using raw materials 
- Creating competitive advantage by appealing to consumers’ social 
concerns (i.e. by providing a clothing take back scheme to re-distribute 
useable second hand clothing to developing countries and those in need) 

 

Tourism 

Priority actions for this sector are: 

 Awareness raising campaigns: Evidence shows that tourists are not widely aware of the environmental impacts of their tourism 

choices. There is potential for actors in existing EU initiatives (such as the EDEN initiative and the Natura 2000 sites) to collaborate on 

an awareness campaign to lower implementation costs.   

 Education/training programmes on sustainable tourism for tourism professionals: As an equivalent to a “product policy”, engaging 

the tourism industry to take more action is a priority in this sector. A possible first step is implementing sustainability training 

programmes for tourism professionals so they can differentiate their offers by sustainability features and pass on relevant messages 

and information to consumers about the issues.  
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More detailed policy options recommended are presented in Table 6. 

Table 6: Recommended policy options in the Tourism sector 

Recommended action 
Specific tool 

used 
Lessons learned from case studies Specific implementation guidance 

Targeted information 
campaigns combining the 
principles of well-being, eco-
friendly activities and cultural 
heritage 

Information 
provision 

Fairtrade label: The Fairtrade label succeeded 
in combining respecting working conditions 
and the environment at the same time, which 
is very appealing to consumers.  
Food dudes programme: Identify possible 
target groups for specific strategies. Eco-
challenge: Modernise to the new channels of 
communication. 

-The combination of both a targeted information campaign and website 
could spark and generate widespread interest and demand. Information 
campaigns could also include alternative ways of getting to tourist 
destinations, by favouring railways, carpooling, etc.  
-Campaigns can aim at improving individuals’ well-being and cohesion of the 
local community, while at the same time protecting the environment.  
-Targeted information campaigns could also build upon the existing EDEN 
initiative for greater visibility. 

Support voluntary 
agreements with tour 
operators and travel agencies 
to offer more sustainable 
consumption possibilities in 
tourism 

Behavioural n.a. 
-At the EU level, the existing VISIT initiative could be an ideal place to 
continue and support existing actions.  

Education/training 
programmes on sustainable 
tourism for tourism 
professionals 

Information 
provision/behav
ioural 

n.a. 
-This could be funded through Leonardo Da Vinci training programme or 
through voluntary industry initiatives on training programmes. 

Tourist code of conduct or 
pledge to engage in 
environmentally responsible 
behaviour 

Behavioural 
Fair trade label: Online pledge was used as 
part of the overall communication strategy. 

-The pledge could be provided online and could be linked to the information 
campaign and/or the website dedicated to comparing the environmental 
impacts of different tourist destinations and activities.  
-Pledges would probably be most effective if implemented by national 
tourism authorities, local tourism offices in collaboration with the EU.  

Visitor charging mechanisms Financial 

London congestion charge: Public and political 
acceptance is crucial (before and after the 
scheme). Beware of the possible social costs: 
pricing many on low and medium incomes out 
of nature sites 

-Charges could be applied to specific Natura 2000 sites, which are part of the 
EU wide network of nature protection areas.  
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Citizen community action 

Citizen community action aims at a collaborative approach towards tackling the challenges related to sustainable consumption – by preparing 

community resilience and adaptability, increasing local value, changing cultural norms, promoting less material consumption and more wellbeing. It ties 

in with the roadmap process proposed in section 6. 

Policy options recommended are presented in Table 7. 

Table 7: Recommended policy options in citizen community action 

Recommended 

action 

Specific 

tool used 

Lessons learned from case studies 
Specific implementation guidance 

Political and 
financial support 
for bottom-up 
citizen-led 
movements 

Behavioural 

Anti-tobacco campaigns: - Strong public support is important 
and it creates social movements and helps to create “social 
norms”. Connecting social norms with health and well being 
could be effective to gain public support. 
 
London congestion charge, Transition towns, and 
Middlegrunden Wind cooperative: Involving the public and 
gaining their support in advance of implementation. In some 
cases, taking a bottom up approach and delegating roles to 
local communities (as opposed to top-down) is quite effective. 

Support could be provided for such citizen-led initiatives by increasing attention to 
such activities under EU financial instruments such as LIFE+ and the Cohesion 

Policy and community-level initiatives could be promoted as a theme under 
LEADER+. 

Increase knowledge 

and understanding 

Information 

provision 

Fair trade label: combining social aspects along with 
environmental protection in campaigns  
Transition towns: Raising awareness at the local and 
community level which Transition towns does, is a good way 
to communicate and share best practices - through word of 
mouth from friends, family, and neighbours 

This action can build on the FP7 and FP8 research programmes. Such actions will 
also complement various EU-level actions, for example action in relation to urban 
mobility the recently launched Smart Cities & Communities Initiative which will 
help in the dissemination of knowledge among local authorities on innovative low 
carbon technologies, as well as recent action by DG Information Society and Media 
to build platforms for Collective Awareness and Action. 

Increase awareness 

and share best 

practices 

Information 

provision 

The EU could provide information to community leaders on best practice examples 
from around the EU, as well as provide financial support for pilot projects.  

Financial incentives 
to support  
behaviour change 

Financial 

Eco-energy retrofit programme: Set up a maximum budget as 
seen in the Dutch green finds system 

This could be in the form of loans and grants that would support the development 
of a ‘system’ that makes sustainable living easier. For example, this could include  
providing incentives for the installation of sustainability features such as energy 
and water retrofit devices in housing) or improving existing infrastructures e.g. 
efficient and easy to use used clothing collection and take back schemes   

Investments in 
sustainable local 
infrastructures 

Financial 
Paris-Velib: Local city initiatives had existed for quite some 
time to help promote bike use. Therefore, building on existing 
infrastructures can be very effective. 

This could be implemented at the EU level (through prioritisation under different 
EU funding instruments, in particular under Cohesion Policy) as well as at the 
national level through relevant public funding investments. 
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6. Beyond the sectoral analysis: common guiding principles and questions for the 

future 

The sustainable consumption challenge  

Initially, environmental policy makers were challenged with the elimination of specific threats, 

often caused by methods of production, where it was clear an action or process was detrimental 

to the environment. With the emergence of more complex challenges, such as climate change 

and depletion of natural resources, policy objectives have moved towards “reductions” (in 

resource consumption and emissions), rather than “elimination” (of specific pollutants).  

Because these sustainability challenges are linked to broad drivers such as increases in wealth 

and consumption trends, successfully addressing these challenges necessitates engagement of 

citizens in a conversation on values and action as part of the policy process. Incentive-based 

and behavioural tools, seeking to encourage consumers to change their choices and actions, are 

examples of additional policy measures that can be taken. However, behavioural and nudge 

approaches, that increase the probability of a pro-environmental outcome, are not alone 

sufficient to achieve sustainable consumption; they can be used to target certain segments of 

populations and to improve the design of policy measures. More challenging debates on aspects 

such as consumers’ “wants” and “needs” can be foreseen. 

Above all, as highlighted by Allwood and Cullen10, sustainable consumption involves the 

commitment and participation of three principal players – businesses, the government and 

individuals. Obtaining sustainable consumption is not just about policy, business initiatives, or 

citizen action – it is about the involvement of all three players and their alignment with each 

other.  

General messages for a policy response 

 The tool inventory and categories (i.e. regulatory, economic, informational, 

behavioural) represent a classical consensus on tools to influence consumer 

behaviour11.  From these classical tools, self-reinforcing “bundles” of policy 

actions, with instruments taken from each category, should be built. Bundles 

should be conceived not only as combinations but also as successions of 

actions. For example, awareness is most efficient when built upon local 

community initiatives. Awareness forms the basis for comprehension and use 

of labels. In turn, awareness and labels can prepare stakeholders for regulation.  

 When implementing the mix of tools, there may be a significant time-lag for 

households to adjust. Within the package of policy tools, regulatory tools can 

be particularly effective12, in order to counteract unsustainable consumption 

behaviour.  

                                                                    
10 Allwood, J. and Cullen, J. (2012) Sustainable Materials: With both eyes open. Available at:  
http://www.withbotheyesopen.com/read.php 
11 Kronenberg J. (2007) Ecological Economics and Industrial Ecology. A case study of the Integrated Product Policy of 
the European Union. London, New York, Routledge. 
12 Öko-Institut (and partners) (2011) Policies to Promote Sustainable Consumption Patterns (EUPOPP). See: 
www.eupopp.net/publications.htm 
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 Communication tools such as environmental product labels also lead to 

development of tools for quantifying impacts, allowing investigation of 

benchmarks, identifying areas for improvement potential, preparing the 

ground for mandatory measures and increasing political acceptability of these. 

However, there is good practice that should be considered: use of a limited 

number of indicators when communicating environmental information, use of 

an absolute value to ensure transparency (or a unique mark, colour, or logo), 

putting the results in context (compared to a familiar order of magnitude), and 

ensuring that the consumer is able to assess the product within a short 

timeframe. 

 In terms of implementing an effective EU level awareness campaign (which has 

not always been the case), section 2.1.2 describes guidance for environmental 

communications. Several aspects should be considered: 

 Carefully consider the content, the messenger, the choice of media 

and tone. Do not use jargon. 

 Avoid patronising, guilt-laden or disapproving messages – be 

positive  

 Use the drama of the challenges and the excitement of the solutions 

to make the message inspiring and motivating 

 Communication must be supported by other measures in policy or 

infrastructure 

 Due to the abundance of diverse marketing messages in the usual 

channels, consider alternative channels 

 Targeting a specific audience with a specific message is cheaper and 

more effective than large advertising campaigns.  

 For economic tools, the social costs of environmental policy need to be 

considered, as they can have regressive effects. Beyond income, a range of 

socio-demographic factors may impact on household consumption, but these 

factors can be very heterogeneous depending on the category of households. 

Knowledge of consumer habits and preferences is limited; however, examples 

of strategies to address the distributional issues of environmental policy exist. 

 Consumer segmentation can help to adapt the policy approach. A drawback 

of such segmentation approaches in relation to this EU level project is that 

they tend to be specific to each society and culture and that they are not 

static, as values and attitudes can change with time.  

 Consider opportunities to use behavioural and nudge approaches, once an 

understanding of consumer decision-making is achieved, in order to design 
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aspects of a policy tool, such as the default option or display of information, 

to maximise the probability of a pro-environmental outcome. 

 The participation of the public should be systematically considered in 

sustainable consumption policies, whether public participation in EU and 

national policy, or encouraging community groups to get involved at the local 

level. Actively engaging the public through bottom-up involvement in policy 

decisions is an effective way of encouraging consumers to change behaviour in 

sustainably and in the long term. 

 Development of sectoral roadmaps (e.g. UK product roadmaps13): the 

establishment of a multi-stakeholder roadmap/envisioning exercise for each 

sector would help to understand better the values and behaviours across the 

EU for each sector of consumption.  

 In the context of sustainable production and consumption, multiple initiatives 

(e.g. current and planned initiatives under the SCP Action Plan, the local and 

national initiatives highlighted in the case studies) are already implemented or 

in the process of development. Policy coherence is a delicate issue. 

 Consideration of durability of products: A recent study14 commissioned by 

the UK’s Defra assessed impacts of extending product lifetimes and measures 

to achieve this, showing that there is a high likelihood that lifetime extensions 

results in environmental benefits. However, few policy or government 

initiatives cover lifetime extension, and none has extended product lifetimes as 

their primary objective15. 

 Examples of good practice actions at the local and MS level are available, 

which might be shared through a coordinated mechanism - such as a 

knowledge exchange platform (similar to the Business and Biodiversity 

Platform16) across the EU.  

Rebound effect  

There is evidence from many sources of direct rebound effects for certain sectors (in the range of 

10-80%, without taking into account economy-wire rebound effects that can be much higher). 

Isolating the rebound effects from other factors that cause increased consumption is a key issue 

that needs resolution in the definition and measurement techniques for estimating the 

magnitude of rebound effects.Four approaches may be used to address rebound effects: 

                                                                    
13 See: www.defra.gov.uk/environment/economy/products-consumers/ 
14 Environmental Resources Management (2011) Longer Product Lifetimes 
15 Policy initiatives that do discuss product lifetime include EU Directives, such as the Ecodesign Directive and the 
Waste Framework Directive, referencing relevant aspects such as waste minimisation or extended producer 
responsibility. The UK’s Defra’s product roadmap work and WRAP’s Love Food Hate Waste campaign discuss lifetime 
extension issues and aim to extend the lifetime of foodstuffs in the home 
16 www.business-biodiversity.eu/default.asp?Menue=132&News=46 
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 Recognise and account for rebound effect in policy design; include possible 

take back in projected environmental savings during evaluation, incorporating 

assessment criteria, e.g. price, income, substitutability, technology type, 

resource intensity of the production sector, potential for perverse 

outcomes/burden shifting and time span of the intervention, in tools such as 

Regulatory Impact Assessment (RIA).  

 Use an integrated mixture of instruments encompassing fiscal, 

behavioural and technology; evidence shows that implementing a mixed 

instrument approach, incorporating technology, fiscal and behavioural 

aspects can help to mitigate direct rebound effects.  

 Sustainable lifestyles and consumer behaviour change; while common 

approaches to tackle direct rebound effects include provision of information at 

consumption, measures to tackle indirect or economy-wide rebound effects 

are scarce. Such measures would need to be extensive and aim at a more 

profound change in the awareness and priorities of consumers.  

 Awareness raising and education for leveraging behaviour change through 

business; inclusion of how to avoid inadvertently causing indirect rebound in 

awareness raising and capacity building tools aimed at businesses (examples 

show that there can be well intentioned but misguided advertising 

approaches).   

Questions for the future: needs, desires and constraints; reinforcing the production-side 

Sustainable consumption is perceived by some as a reversal of progress towards a higher quality 

of life: a frustrating sacrifice of our present, tangible needs and desires in the name of an 

uncertain promise for a better future. The long-running and well-resourced work of marketers 

and advertisers, which influences and in effect creates modern consumer understanding of 

“needs” and “desires” is a crucial factor. Consumer decision is classically represented as a balance 

between these complex needs and desires on one side and price on the other. In such a 

representation the obvious way to influence consumer decision is to change needs and desires, 

or prices.  

Behavioural approaches may lead policy makers into a position where they are in competition 

with commercial marketing activities. Most consumer-focused interventions require careful 

consumer segmentation, which can vary across nations if not regions. This characteristic 

presents particular difficulties to centralised EU action on consumption behaviours. In addition, 

(social) incentives for sustainable consumption behaviours are often built on and strengthened by 

local exchanges and community action. 

Alternatively, identifying the areas where consumption does not result from needs or desires, but 

rather from constraints, might help to build a different approach. For example, in the sector of 

transport, commuting to the office when working home is possible might be perceived as a 

constraint. Reduction of such consumption should be favourably received by consumers, as a 
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progress not as a sacrifice. Thus, setting up guidelines and incentives favouring or regulating 

home work might be rewarding. Similarly, in the area of clothing, changes in dress-code at 

workplaces, which is perceived as a rule that can be modified, should be easier to implement than 

in leisure or fashion clothing where there is no existing rule but freedom of consumer choice. 

Analysis of the chains of hierarchies (employer to employee, owner to rental, regulation to 

citizen, etc.) that drive specific consumption actions might help to identify similar situations, 

where the consumer does not feel “free” in their consumption decision. This “constrained 

consumption” should be the easiest target for consumer behavioural change. 

Finally, the product-oriented approach is currently used to influence the sustainability of 

consumption in a “win-win” alliance of “better” consumption through “cleaner” production. To 

reinforce product policy, communication for consumption (advertising) or infrastructure of 

consumption (shopping centres) could be targeted by policy actions; for example, requiring 

shopping centres to provide services or cultural activities that increase resource efficiency. 
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