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Executive summary  

 Introduction  

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

Industrial Policy (SCP/SIP) Action Plan, which was adopted in 2008. Issues related to sustainable 

consumption and behaviour will be a major aspect for the 2012 review. In particular, the 

possibility to provide information on the environmental performance of products that would be 

comprehensive and reliable is one of the possible initiatives on product environmental 

footprinting (PEF). Against this backdrop, the European Commission ɀ DG Environment 

launched this ÓÔÕÄÙ Ȱ$ÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔ ÏÐÔÉÏÎÓ ÆÏÒ #ÏÍÍÕÎÉÃÁÔÉÎÇ %ÎÖÉÒÏÎÍÅÎÔÁÌ )ÎÆÏÒÍÁÔÉÏÎ ÆÏÒ 

ProÄÕÃÔÓȱȢ  

The aim of this study is to review and analyse the existing knowledge on different means to 

provide to final consumers multi-criteria environmental information related to products. The 

overall objective is to examine different mechanisms and vehicles for communicating product-

level environmental information to consumers in order to determine what mechanisms will 

maximise consumers' usage, understanding and ability to compare between different 

substitutes. 

In particular, this project focussed on the following aspects:  

 What to communicate (i.e. how many different indicators can a consumer realistically 

be willing to check and be able to understand and compare?)  

 How to communicate the information (i.e. using what sorts of formats: figures, grades, 

scaling systems, aggregated indicators, best in class label).  

 Where to communicate the information (e.g. shelf-tag, package, bar code)  

Based on the findings of the literature review, different designs for communicating 

environmental information were developed. The designs were tested through focus groups in 

three target countries (Italy, Sweden, and Poland) on the basis of which the designs were further 

refined. The final designs were presented to 500 participants in each of the three target countries 

(i.e. 1,500 total respondents) via an online questionnaire. The results of the consumer survey 

helped in identifying the optimal design options.  

 Key findings of the literature review 

 What to communicate: 

 Too many environmentally indicators confuse consumers, therefore 

no more than three indicators should be communicated. 

 Food and drink products, household cleaning products, and clothing 

are fast moving consumer goods that most consumers purchase 

quickly and without in-depth reflection. Therefore, the level of 

aggregation is a key consideration. Higher degrees of aggregation are 

quicker to take in and take up less space, but are less transparent. 
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Greater disaggregation can take the information beyond three 

indicators, and risk being difficult for the consumer to understand. 

 The use of an aggregated indicator, combined with up to three 

individual indicators, is recommended as an effective presentation of 

data. 

 How to communicate: 

 The information should come from a trusted source and, ideally, a 

third-party and not the manufacturer. 

 Communication over multiple channels generally has the most 

positive effects. For example, information made available in a 

brochure or on a website can support the more limited information 

made available via an on-product label.  

 Using smartphone technology to communicate environmental 

information could allow consumers to access detailed product 

information when making their purchasing decision. Obtaining real-

time purchase input will become increasingly common as consumers 

become more comfortable using their phones as a shopping tool. 

0ÒÏÖÉÄÉÎÇ ÉÎÆÏÒÍÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÖÅÒ Á ȰÓÏÆÔȱ ÐÌÁÔÆÏÒÍ ÓÕÃÈ ÁÓ Á ÓÍÁÒÔÐÈÏÎÅ 

has the added benefit of allowing it to be updated more frequently 

and at lower cost than, for example, changing the tags on a shelf of 

products. Nonetheless, this technology is still developing and not all 

of the population have access to smartphone or similar technology. 

Therefore, such technologies remain most effective as a 

complementary source of information for the time being.   

 The quality and clarity of information is more important that the 

quantity of information as too much information inhibits decision-

making. 

 General terms for the indicators and simple units of measurements 

using an easy to understand rating system are preferred over 

ÔÅÃÈÎÉÃÁÌ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÐÔÉÏÎÓ ɉÅȢÇȢ ȰÃÌÉÍÁÔÅ ÃÈÁÎÇÅȱ ÉÓ ÐÒÅÆÅÒÒÅÄ ÏÖÅÒ Ȱ#/Ψ-

ÅÑÕÉÖÁÌÅÎÔȱɊȢ  

 Absolute values by themselves are not sufficient to communicate 

multi-criteria environmental information to consumers. A scale 

should be used.  

 Colour can be a strong factor to aid in comprehension, but is often 

contested by manufacturers as it can be difficult to integrate into 

existing packaging designs. 

 Where to communicate: 

 Information at the purchase point is necessary to impact behaviour. 
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 The physical constraints of the packaging influence what labelling 

options are possible. For example, small electronic products have 

limited opportunities for on-product information, whereas clothing 

and textiles have much greater surface area available for labels, 

making this type of communication easier. 

 Indicators of uncertainty or data reliability should be avoided on in-

store and on-product information as they can confuse consumers. 

They could be presented, however, to more advanced consumers 

interested in such questions via websites or other tools. 

 Key findings from focus group exercise 

 The concept of multi-criteria environmental impacts across product life cycle is 

unfamiliar. In general, the participants were unfamiliar with the idea that products can 

have environmental impacts across different impact categories over their entire life 

cycle.  

 Any potential ambiguity in the design or the language can lead to confusion. Given 

ÃÏÎÓÕÍÅÒÓȭ ÌÏ× ÌÅÖÅÌ ÏÆ ÇÅÎÅÒÁÌ ËÎÏ×ÌÅÄÇÅ ÏÎ ÍÕÌÔÉ-criteria environmental impacts 

across the life cycle, it is not surprising that any ambiguity in the design or language 

can lead to confusion. 

 Aggregated indicators help understanding. The absence of an aggregated indicator is a 

clear source of confusion for consumers.  

 Letter scales are deeply associated with the EU Energy Label. Scales using a letter as 

an indicator of overall performance are quite familiar to consumers. They understood 

ÑÕÉÔÅ ×ÅÌÌ ÔÈÁÔ ÁÎ Ȱ!ȱ ÐÒÏÄÕÃÔ ÐÅÒÆÏÒÍÓ ÂÅÔÔÅÒ ÔÈÁÎ Á ÌÅÔÔÅÒ ÌÏ×ÅÒ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÓÃÁÌÅȢ  

 Consumers have different expectations for different product groups: 

 With regard to food and drink, and electronics, consumers expressed 

an understanding of certain impacts associated with these products. 

Understanding of environmental impact was closely entwined with 

nutritional and health concerns (in the case of food and drink) and 

energy use and the related cost (in the case of electronics).  

 For household cleaning supplies, consumers expressed an 

understanding of the potential for harm associated with toxic or 

hazardous products. 

 In the case of clothing, participants suggested a simplified label, like 

ÔÈÅ %5 %ÃÏÌÁÂÅÌȟ ÔÏ ÉÎÄÉÃÁÔÅ ÉÆ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÏÄÕÃÔ ÉÓ ȰÅÎÖÉÒÏÎÍÅÎÔÁÌÌÙ-

ÆÒÉÅÎÄÌÙȱ ÏÒ ÎÏÔȢ 

 Quantitative indicators are of mixed value. For some consumers ɂ in particular, senior 

citizens ɂ the presence of quantitative figures cast doubt on their understanding of 

the label. Other consumers ɂ in particular, younger generationsɂ expressed an 

appreciation for the indicators, saying that it increased their confidence in the accuracy 

of the label, even if they did not understand exactly what the numbers meant. 
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 Key findings from consumer survey 

The follow four designs were translated to the local languages and then used in the survey. 

 

 Consumers express a desire for environmental information, but only about half look for 

it. The information therefore needs to be obvious (impossible to miss) and explicit 

(impossible to misunderstand). 

 Consumers think differently about different categories of products: 

 Connect environmental impact to human health (food, cosmetics) 

 Strong understanding of energy use (brown goods, electronics) 

 Understanding of toxicity (cleaning supplies) 

 A strong case can be made for the use of normative (or qualitative) language when 

ÃÏÍÍÕÎÉÃÁÔÉÎÇ ÅÎÖÉÒÏÎÍÅÎÔÁÌ ÉÎÆÏÒÍÁÔÉÏÎȢ 4ÈÉÓ ÍÅÁÎÓ ÕÓÉÎÇ Ȱ"ÅÔÔÅÒȱ ÏÒ Ȱ7ÏÒÓÅȱ 

ÉÎÓÔÅÁÄ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÐÕÒÅÌÙ ÆÁÃÔÕÁÌ Ȱ,ÅÓÓ ÉÍÐÁÃÔȱ ÏÒ Ȱ-ÏÒÅ ÉÍÐÁÃÔȱȢ 

 Aggregated indicators are considered very helpful by consumers, though they do 

introduce significant technical and policy challenges to the process. 

 Consumers expect the relevant information to be available at their point of decision. 

This would generally mean on the product or shelf. For most products, consumers are 

unlikely to be willing to look up a product on a smartphone or to visit a website in order 

to inform their decision. Such media, however, could be useful places to present 

supporting information (e.g. methodology used, explanation of the indicator), that 

would seek to increase consumer understanding and trust in the label. 
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 Overall, the results of the consumer surveys indicate that there were few differences 

among the three MS tested. Results of the consumer surveys carried out in the context 

of this study also closely correspond to a recent consumer survey carried out in France. 

Results from both surveys emphasise:  

 The importance of having a global aggregated indicator that allows 

for easy comparison amongst products  

 The importance of a colour coded scheme to facilitate quicker 

understanding of the information 

 The importance of the information verified by an independent party 

 Consumers prefer ranking systems using letters, rather than just the 

technical environmental indicators 

 Selected design options 

Three design options were selected based on the results of the focus group and the consumer 

survey. From this basis, the designs below were proposed as having the optimal combination of 

elements, based on the parameters explored in this study. 

 

Optimised label designs 
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The main changes to the designs are as follows: 

 The addition of coloured indicators for the disaggregated impact categories in Designs 

1 and 2.  

 The addition of a URL1 in all designs. 

 The addition of quantitative data to Design 2 and the removal of quantitative data 

from Design 3.  

 Guidelines on legal aspects 

The following guidelines legal aspects have been developed with the selected design options in 

mind: 

 EU legislation on environmental labelling must not be discriminatory, i.e. it should not 

make any de jure or de facto difference between imported and domestic products.  

 4ÈÅ %5ȭÓ ÌÅÇÉÓÌÁÔÉÏÎ ÓÈÏÕÌÄ ÃÌÅÁÒÌÙ ÒÅÆÅÒ to the environmental objectives of the 

measure. It should avoid any reference or statements that could be read as implying 

that environmental information rules serve to protect the internal market.  

 The EU should have sound arguments for why the environmental labelling rules chosen 

are the least trade-restrictive measures conceivable for the objective it pursues. For 

this, the EU must be able to show that there are no alternative, less trade-restrictive 

measures available that are equally effective in reaching the desired aim (e.g. general 

information campaigns).  

 The EU will likely need to base any labelling initiative on established ISO standards.  

However, there are also some factors that are, in principle, unlikely to affect the WTO 

compatibility of a label. These include: 

 Its design;  

 Which and what types of PPM-related environmental information are included in the 

label (e.g. CO2 emissions and information on other air pollution, or only information on 

one of them), as long as for each type of information, certain conditions (e.g., non-

discrimination, proportionality) are met;  

 Whether third party verification is used; 

 Whether the label is voluntary or mandatory; and 

 Whether the Commission proposes a Directive or a Regulation. 

 

 

                                                                    

1
 The URL, www.eco-impact.eu, is for illustrative purposes only. 
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Introduction  

This report serves as the final deliverable for the Ȱ3ÔÕÄÙ ÏÎ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔ ÏÐÔÉÏÎÓ ÆÏÒ 0ÒÏÄÕÃÔȭÓ 

%ÎÖÉÒÏÎÍÅÎÔÁÌ )ÎÆÏÒÍÁÔÉÏÎ #ÏÍÍÕÎÉÃÁÔÉÏÎȱȢ 4ÈÅ ÓÔÕÄÙ ×ÁÓ ÌÁÕÎÃÈÅÄ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ %ÕÒÏÐÅÁÎ 

Commission ɀ DG Environment and carried out by BIO Intelligence Service with support from 

IPSOS and Ecologic Institute.  

The EU plans to review its Sustainable Consumption and Production and Sustainable Industrial 

Policy (SCP/SIP) Action Plan in 2012. The Action Plan was adopted in 2008 with the aim of 

improving the environmental performance of products and increasing the uptake of more 

sustainable goods and production technologies.  

The Action Plan also includes tools such as the EU Ecolabel and the EU energy label which help to 

inform consumers about the environmental impacts and performance of products. The reasoning 

behind information provision is that if consumers have access to the right information, they will 

make more sustainable purchasing decisions. However, recent studies have revealed that 

consumers are often overwhelmed with information and rarely search out, read or properly 

digest all of the information available to them when making a decision. Therefore, provision of 

usable information, from the perspective of the consumer, is crucial in order to ensure that tools 

and initiatives are well directed and effective. The option of disclosing product environmental 

information as a policy tool needs to be assessed against consumers' ability to fully understand 

the information, as highlighted by the outcomes of the recent Consumer Empowerment Survey. 

In this context, this study aimed to examine different mechanisms and vehicles for 

communicating product-level environmental information to consumers, to determine which 

mechanisms will maximise consumers' usage, understanding and ability to compare between 

different substitutes. 4ÈÅ ÓÔÕÄÙȭÓ ÆÉÎÄÉÎÇÓ are largely based on an in-depth literature review, legal 

analysis, and results of the consumer survey that was carried out. 

Chapter 1 provides an assessment on communicating environmental information to consumers 

based on existing literature.  

Chapter 2 provides details on the methodology used to conduct the consumer surveys on 

environmental information that were carried out in three MS. 

Chapter 3 provides a detailed assessment on the results of the consumer survey. Based on the 

results of the consumer survey, recommendations on the most optimal design options for 

communicating environmental information to consumers are also provided. 

Finally, chapter 4 provides an analysis on the legal implications of communicating environmental 

information is also provided. 

The Annex of this report includes supporting information on the different design options 

developed. 
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Chapter 1:  Communicating environmental 

information to consumers  

This chapter provides a detailed assessment of the challenges and effective strategiesɂincluding 

what information to communicate, how to communicate, and where to communicate it. The 

findings of this chapter are based on an in-depth literature review. 

In particular, the information presented in this chapter was used to develop the designs that were 

tested during the consumer survey, in terms of how to present multi-criteria environmental 

information for products. 

1.1 The challenges of communicating environmental 

information to consumers  

The rationale behind communicating environmental information to consumers is to induce 

behavioural change so that they make smarter, more sustainable consumption decisions. In 

order to make consumers decide to change their behaviour, three conditions have to be met: 

  Adequate knowledge has to be available; 

 Positive attitude to change; and 

 Access to sufficiently attractive alternatives (infrastructure, goods) (OECD, 2002) 

The scope of this study was linked to the first point listed aboveɂconcerning adequate 

knowledge for consumers. Governments have often used social instruments (including 

awareness raising campaigns, education, product information) to influence consumer 

knowledge. Across many areas of consumer related policy, the provision of information is 

favoured as a policy tool because of its lower cost compared to other policy tools and because it 

is assumed that too much information can never be harmful (PSI, 2009). However, both 

marketing and the behavioural sciences have shown that this is not always the case. There is vast 

environmental information available for consumers; however, consumers are often reported to 

complain about a lack of information. Moreover, consumers rarely search out, read or properly 

digest all of the information that is available to them when making a decision. The type, 

complexity and amount of information provided, and the way in which it is presented, all have a 

significant impact on the likelihood of people reading and understanding it (PSI, 2009). 

Consequently, the problem goes beyond just the quantity of the information, but also includes 

the quality of information. Therefore, a challenge for policy makers is to identify the relevant 

environmental information and make sure that it is communicated in a way that will affect the 

purchasing decisions of consumers. When looking to communicate multi-criteria environmental 

information, the task is particularly challenging, as a balance must be found between the 

technical accuracy of an indicator and how easily it can be communicated. 
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While the relevant indicators vary between different product categories, using a consistent logic2 

in the presentation of the information across product groups can make it easier for consumers to 

understand the information over time. Additionally, policy makers should also consider the value 

ÏÆ ÂÕÉÌÄÉÎÇ Á ȰÂÒÁÎÄȱ ÁÒÏÕÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÅÎÖÉÒÏÎÍÅÎÔÁÌ ÉÎÆÏÒÍÁÔÉÏÎ ÄÉÓÐÌÁÙÅÄ ÁÃÒÏÓÓ ÐÒÏÄÕÃÔÓȢ 4ÈÉÓ ×ÉÌÌ 

have the benefit of increasing trust and familiarity with the information across all products. 

Finally, another challenge that policymakers must take into account concerns the legal basis of 

environmental information communication. The World Trade Organisation (WTO) consistency of 

environmental labelling, including product labels containing environmental information directed 

at consumers, has received much attention in the legal debate. Therefore, policy makers need to 

be able to determine whether under EU law, Member State actions concerning environmental 

consumer information does not interfere with international trade rules. In general, Member 

States could take unilateral measures on environmental information, provided these measures 

are proportional to the environmental objective pursued, i.e. they must be (factually) suitable to 

reaching the desired objective and there must not be any less-restrictive measure through which 

that objective could be also achieved. 

1.2 What multi -criteria information to communicate  

Information must be clear and simple for consumers to understand, while simultaneously 

sufficient to help consumers to make an informed purchasing decision. Aspects related to the 

type and number of indicators as well as the comparability of environmental information is 

discussed in this section. 

1.2.1 Number of indicators 

When providing detailed information to consumers, it is important to find the balance between 

providing sufficient information to respond to their needs, without the quantity of information 

becoming overwhelming. A review of existing methods for communicating environmental 

information points to the use of approximately three environmental indicators as being 

appropriate.  

Several studies support the fact that consumers are often overwhelmed by the abundance and 

multitude of environmental information on labels. For example, one study indicates that 

Information-processing theories suggest that there is a limit to the amount of information 

humans can absorb during a specific period of time (Norm, Borin et al., 2011). When consumers 

have more information, satisfaction increases, however decision-making abilities decrease.  

Another source aimed at businesses explains that shoppers in the UK, Europe and the US are 

increasingly inundated with information about what different labels stand for, what issues they 

cover and whether they can be trusted (BSR, 2008). When asked, consumers say they want to 

know more about the products they buy. However, consumers are often locked into different 

                                                                    
2
 For example, if a larger value is used to indicate greater environmental impact for one product category, larger values 

should also be used for the other product categories.  
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consumption patterns through habit, price, and access to different shops and goods. Therefore, 

additional environmental information may well be over-looked given the many other competing 

demands and messages. The French national experimentation3 on displaying environmental 

information found that having too many indicators would create confusion and incomprehension 

by consumers.  

1.2.2 Level of aggregation 

Food and drink products, as well as household cleaning products, and clothing are fast moving 

consumer goods, meaning that they are products sold quickly and at relatively low cost. 

Consumer electronics can be considered durable consumer goods or hard goods because they do 

not quickly wear out, and yields utility over time rather than being completely consumed in one 

use and are usually more expensive than fast moving consumer goods. Therefore, consumers will 

generally spend more time considering the purchase of durable consumer goods compared to 

fast moving consumer goods. This has several implications in terms of how environmental 

information should be best communicated.  

For food and drink products, Figure 1 and Figure 2 below show the examples of two labels that 

communicate multi-criteria environmental information for food products. The difference 

between the two labels is that the label in Figure 1 uses single scoring (based on the average 

score of several different environmental indicators) and is currently in implementation, whereas 

Figure 2 communicates multi-scores and is only a theoretical example. 

As most consumers purchase fast moving consumer goods quickly and without in-depth 

reflection, it would be safe to assume that consumers do not spend a lot of time deciding which 

food products to purchase. However, the risk of using a single denomination to communicate the 

environmental performance of the product is that consumers will misinterpret the information 

provided (i.e. by not understanding what environmental indicators were used for the score or to 

what extent each indicator affected the final score, etc.). This is especially the case if the 

consumer does not seek the additional information provided by the website.  

The level of aggregation is therefore a key considerationɂhigher degrees of aggregation are 

quicker to take in and take up less space, but are less transparent. Greater disaggregation can 

take the information beyond three indicators, and risk being difficult for the consumer to 

understand. Based on the literature review findings, it is suggested to test a fully aggregated 

indicator against a hybrid design, combining an aggregated indicator with up to three 

disaggregated indicators. 

 

                                                                    
3
 The French Ministry of the Environment is currently running the French national experimentation on the display of 

environmental information. It is expected that this preliminary large-scale testing will provide valuable feedback on 
optimizing conditions for environmental labelling in France thanks to the variety of stakeholders and sectors covered 
by the experimentation. 
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Figure 1: Single score on packaging: 

Casino, using multi-criteria 

information 4 

 

 

Figure 2: Theoretical multi-score food label, 

using multi-criteria environmental information 5 

 

1.3 How to communicate multi -criteria environmental 

information  

Several different means and formats of communication can be used for different products. The 

design and physical appearance of the information can play a key role in terms of influencing the 

purchasing decision of consumers.  

1.3.1 Scales 

Labels that present the performance of a product on a comparative scale such as stars, letters or 

numbers, or a colour coding system are vastly preferred and are more easily understood and 

motivating than those that present technical information only. The use of a scaling system to 

display environmental information and performance enable consumers to rank and compare 

environmental performance between products. This facilitates their understanding of 

environmental impacts, which would hopefully then influence their purchasing decision. Scaling 

                                                                    
4
 Casino Environmental Index label 

5
 Jeremy Faludi and Dawn Danby, www.worldchanging.com/archives/007256.html 

file:///C:/Documents%20and%20Settings/kmuehmel/Mes%20documents/Local%20Settings/Temporary%20Internet%20Files/Content.Outlook/F47FGJ5L/Draft%20final%20report/www.worldchanging.com/archives/007256.html
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systems can be in the form of letters (A, B, C, etc.), which is used on the EU Energy Label, 

Numbers (9/10), Forms (star ranking), etc. 

From the literature reviewed, there seems to be a consensus that, even if absolute values are 

used, they should be put on a scale. Given this consensus, the use of absolute values against a 

scale was not tested in the consumer survey. 

1.3.2 Absolute values vs. ratios vs. physical values  

In addition to the use of a scaling system to enable consumers to compare environmental 

performance across products, the way units and values are expressed can positively or negatively 

affect consumer understanding. A study was recently carried out in France to determine 

consumer preference on different display and communication methods of environmental 

information. It covered the following aspects: 

 Wording of the indicator: specific (ex: CO2 emissions) or general (ex: climate) 

 Unit of the indicator: physical value (ex: 100 g co2), score (ex: A, B, C...) or ratio (ex. % 

of daily environment footprint of a European) 

 Visual presentation: tabular form, histogramɂbar chart, or radar 

 The presence of a global (aggregated score) 

 Mention or absence of an independent verifier (Ernst & Young, 2009) 

The results of the study were based on an actual consumer survey of more than 300 consumers. 

Results of the study indicate that physical values are considered too technical for consumers and 

most consumers tested prefer the unit of measure of a letter rating form (i.e. A,B,C). This 

corresponds to the idea that consumers want to be able to easily compare the performances of 

different products. In addition, consumers favour visual markers, and in particular signs they are 

already familiar with (e.g. the EU energy label). In addition, among two similar labelling 

initiatives, consumers prefer information verified by an independent organisation. Overall, 

consumers reject technical labelling and prefer comparable information, using an easy to 

understand rating system. Figure 3 and Figure 4 below show the results of the consumer 

preferences study. Studies have concluded that absolute values alone are not sufficient to 

communicate multi-criteria environmental information to consumers and that a scale should be 

used.  
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Environmental impacts

CO2 emissions 7,501 g CO2-EQ

Toxicity 1,028 kg DCBEQ

Raw material 15 g antimony EQ

# 2 Weakness : Absence of a 
global score

# 1 Weakness : Unit of measure
expressed as a physical value

# 3 Weakness : Presentation of 
information in tabular form

# 5 Weakness : Specific wording

# 4 Weakness : Absence of 
independent information 

  

Figure 3: Aspects of environmental display methods that consumers disliked (Ernst & Young, 

2009) 

 

Environmentalimpacts

Wildlife

Resources

Climate

Verifiedby an independentorganisation

Global score 

E

G

C

D

# 2 Priority : Presence of a global 
score

# 1 Priority : Unit of measure
expressed as a letter

# 3 Priority : Expressed visually as 

a histogram

# 4 Priority : Independent 

verification

# 5 Priority : General wording

used   

Figure 4: Aspects of environmental display methods that consumers preferred (Ernst & 

Young, 2009) 

1.3.3 Colour coded systems 

The advantage of using colours as opposed to numbers and percentages is that this method 

would reach a larger population (i.e. illiterate consumers would be able to easier interpret a 

colour coded system). In recent years, much work has been carried out on nutrition labelling for 

food. Although not the focus of this study, much can be learned from the findings from these 

efforts. Findings from various studies show that in Europe, the traffic light colour scale is widely 

used and easily understandable by consumers, so that it does not require a legend (see Figure 5 

below for an example). 
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Figure 5: Example of traffic light nutritional labelling (Faculty of Public Health, 2008) 

In a recent article on the colour coding for EU nutritional labels, Monique Goyens, director 

general of BEUC, the European consumers' organisation, said that, "Research from across Europe 

has told us that consumers find colour coding the easiest and simplest way to make informed and 

healthy choices ɉ"ÁÎËÓȟ -ÁÒÔÉÎȟ ΨΦΧΦɊȢȱ  

A challenge for colour-coded systems is integration with existing packaging designs. 

-ÁÎÕÆÁÃÔÕÒÅÒÓ ÍÁÙ ÂÅ ÍÏÒÅ ÌÉËÅÌÙ ÔÏ ÏÐÐÏÓÅ Á ÌÁÂÅÌ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÎÃÌÕÄÅÓ ÃÏÌÏÕÒÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÄÏ ÎÏÔ ȰÇÏ ×ÅÌÌȭ 

with their design.  

Given that colour seems to be an important variable to include in any future design, but which 

may be opposed by manufacturers, it could be useful to have evidence to show that colour is or is 

not an important variable to include. 

1.3.4 Smartphone systems 

Recent market data indicates that obtaining real-time purchase input will become increasingly 

common as consumers become more comfortable using their phones as a shopping tool 

(Microsoft Advertising, 2010).The advantages of using smartphone technology to communicate 

environmental information (as opposed to more classical methods such as labels and in-store 

displays) is that it is innovative and allows consumers to access complete information about the 

product on the spot. Being able to scan just the product barcode or flashcode for environmental 

information, rather than placing a label directly on the product or packaging could be particularly 

important for products that have limited space for labels. Nonetheless, there is also the risk that 

using this type of communication tool will not be accessible to the portion of the population that 

do not have access to smartphone or similar technology. This vision was also supported by a 

ÃÏÎÓÏÒÔÉÕÍ ÏÆ ÃÏÎÓÕÍÅÒÓȭ ÁÓÓÏÃÉÁÔÉÏÎÓȟ ×ÈÏ ÆÅÌÔ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÕÓÅ ÏÆ ÄÉÇÉÔÁÌ ÔÅÃÈÎÏÌÏÇÉÅÓ ÔÏ 

communicate information should be used only as an additional support feature for information 

on-pack or on-shelves (Ademe, 2011).  

Much attention has been given to smartphone-based systems, yet no evidence has been found to 

prove their effectiveness. Testing the presence and absence of a smartphone link could provide 

interesting information into the usefulness of such technology. 

See Figure 6 for an example of an application that communicates environmental information 

used with smart phone applications.  
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Figure 6ȡ 3ÍÁÒÔÐÈÏÎÅ ÁÐÐÌÉÃÁÔÉÏÎȟ Ȱ'ÏÏÄ 'ÕÉÄÅȱ6 

1.4 Where to communicate  

There is a wide range of possible channels by which the information can be communicated. They 

are summarised in Table 1. 

Table 1: List of communication supports 

Means and Channels 

At the point 
of sale  

On-pack : all the information is given on the packaging 

On-shelf: all the information is provided at the shelf where the product is situated 

Price terminal (with bar code), 2D code/tag + decoding device, bar code or 2D 
code/tag reading with cell phone (smartphone) 

Close to the 
point of sale  

Leaflet: informative document available in store 

Receipt: Information provided on the till receipt 

Representative in shops: store-employed resource or brand representative in-store 
during a promotion 

In-store signage and advertising : backer cards, display cartons, posters, floor decals 
and ceiling hangers etc. 

Beyond the 
Point of Sale  

Public Relations: field concerned with maintaining a public image for organizations  

Marketing Campaigns through television, radio, print, online 

Advertising: the purchase of advertising time / space for a company or brand through 
a variety of media channels 

Internet/Social Media through social networks, blogs, company websites, etc. 

 

According to the European Food SCP Round Table, the main conclusions on where information 

should be communicated in the case of food and drink are (European Food Roundtable, 2011):  

                                                                    
6
 www.goodguide.com 
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 A simple message combined with a web URL or a QR/2-dimensional code on pack 

allowing consumers to get more information from a website or an application 

 On-shelf communication seems useful for products sold without packaging such as 

vegetables.  

 Receipts provided at the till are not suitable sincÅ ÃÏÎÓÕÍÅÒȭÓ ÐÕÒÃÈÁÓÉÎÇ ÉÓ ÎÏÔ directly 

impacted by the information displayed  

For brown goods, research shows that due to technical information and the relatively small 

packaging space offered by brown goods, communicating environmental information would be 

most effective through a combination of different channels, such as in store displays, coupled 

with smartphone applications that could provide more complete information.  

A study on the environmental labelling of clothing indicates that consumers prefer information 

attached to products and labels (Koszewska M., 2011). The real life examples reviewed of 

clothing labels correspond with this conclusion. In all of the cases, environmental information is 

placed directly on the clothing product.  

Based on the literature reviewed, it seems clear that information must be provided at the point of 

purchase. Testing the impact of the presence/absence of a smartphone code (see section 1.3.4 

ÁÂÏÖÅɊ ÃÏÕÌÄ ÁÌÓÏ ÓÅÒÖÅ ÁÓ Á ÔÅÓÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ȰÂÅÌÉÅÆȱ ÔÈÁÔ ÁÄÄÉÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÉÎÆÏÒÍÁÔÉÏÎ ÉÓ ÁÖÁÉÌÁÂÌÅ ÂÅÙÏÎÄ 

the point of purchase, even if the consumer does not access it. As on-product or on-shelf 

information will be a required component of any future design, it was recommended to focus the 

experimental resources of this study on this area. 

1.5 Summary of literature review find ings and 

implication s for consume r survey 

Overall, there is a lack of experimental data quantifying the impact of different presentations of 

environmental data. Nonetheless, conclusions can be drawn from the approaches taken in 

existing initiatives to test and present multi-criteria environmental information. In particular, the 

ongoing French experimentation will likely be a source of interesting information for the 

#ÏÍÍÉÓÓÉÏÎȭÓ ÆÕÔÕÒÅ ÅÆÆÏÒÔÓ ÉÎ ÔÈÉÓ ÁÒÅÎÁȢ  

Following are some key findings to guide the methodology and designs tested in the consumer 

survey: 

 What to communicate 

 A review of existing methods for communicating environmental information point to 

the use of approximately 3 indicators.  
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 How to communicate 

 To make comparisons between multiple products, consumers prefer a single, 

aggregated metric in place of multiple, individual metrics; 

 The information should come from a trusted source and, ideally, a third-party and not 

the manufacturer; 

 Communication over multiple channels generally has the most positive effects. For 

example, information made available in a brochure or on a website can support the 

more limited information made available on an on-product label; 

 Quality of information is more important that the quantity of information as too much 

information inhibits decision-making; and 

  Physical values are considered too technical for consumers and most consumers prefer 

simpler units of measurements using an easy to understand rating system. Consumers 

favour visual markers, and in particular signs they are already familiar with (e.g. the EU 

energy label). 

 Where to communicate 

 The physical constraints of the packaging of small electronic products limits the 

opportunities for on-product information, whereas in the case of clothing and textiles, 

the greater surface area and the ease with which labels and stickers can be attached 

makes this type of communication easier. 

From the above observations, the following conclusions can be made in terms of the implications 

for the consumer survey: 

 The combination of an aggregated indicator, with up to three individual indicators, has 

been recommended as an effective presentation of data. 

 More than three indicators are likely to confuse consumers. 

 Links to additional information (generally via a website) tend to increase consumer 

confidence in the information, even if the consumer does not access the information. 

 Colour can be a strong factor, but is often contested by manufacturers as it can be 

difficult to integrate into existing packaging designs. 

 Information at the purchase point is necessary to impact behaviour. 

 'ÅÎÅÒÁÌ ÔÅÒÍÓ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÉÎÄÉÃÁÔÏÒÓ ÁÒÅ ÐÒÅÆÅÒÒÅÄ ÏÖÅÒ ÔÅÃÈÎÉÃÁÌ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÐÔÉÏÎÓ ɉÅȢÇȢ ȰÃÌÉÍÁÔÅ 

ÃÈÁÎÇÅȱ ÉÓ ÐÒÅÆÅÒÒÅÄ ÏÖÅÒ Ȱ#/Ψ-ÅÑÕÉÖÁÌÅÎÔȱɊ 

 Indicators of uncertainty or data reliability should be avoided on in-store and on-

product information. They could be presented, however, to more advanced consumers 

interested in such questions via websites or other tools. 
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Chapter 2:  Methodology of consumer survey  

The primary objective of the survey was to quantify, insofar as possible, consumer understanding 

and perception of different visual presentations of multi-criteria environmental data on different 

groups of products. Based on the initial research into existing approaches of communicating 

single- and multi-criteria environmental information, the following iterative approach was used 

to produce and refine the designs. 

1. A number of different designs7 were developed and then refined, following discussion 

and input from the Commission. 

2. The refined designs were translated and presented to focus groups in the three target 

countries (Italy, Sweden, and Poland), and their feedback was collected. 

3. The designs were revised based on this feedback, and further refined following additional 

discussion and input from the Commission.  

4. The final set of designs were produced, translated and presented to 500 participants in 

each of the three target countries (i.e. 1,500 total respondents) via an online 

questionnaire. 

2.1 Design of options  

The initial design phase allowed different approaches to be explored. These designed ranged 

from simple (e.g. a single letter) to complex (e.g. a spider diagram) representations of the data. 

Emphasis was made to produce simple and clear labels that would allow the main design 

elements ɂ such as the letters or other symbols used to signify environmental impact ɂ to be 

the subject of the survey, and not incidental design elements. Figure 7 shows some examples of 

this early design phase. 

 

Figure 7: Example of early designs prior to revision 

Following discussion with the Commission, the designs were refined and final versions were 

prepared for the focus groups. The six designs tested are shown in Figure 8. 

                                                                    
7
 For examples of these designs, please see the Annex. 
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Figure 8: Designs tested via the focus group 

The motivation for testing the designs in Figure 8 was as follows: 

 Designs 1 and 2 would allow the presence or absence of a 2-dimensional bar code to be 

discussed in the focus group.  

 Designs 3 and 4 would allow the presence or absence of an aggregated indicator to be 

discussed in the focus group. 
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 Designs 4 and 5 would allow the use of quantitative disaggregated indicators to be 

discussed.8 

 Designs 4 and 6 would allow the use of stars in the place of letters to be discussed. 

In order to guide the discussions in the focus groups, a script was prepared for the group 

facilitators. This script divided the discussion into two main sections. The first section explored 

ÔÈÅ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔÓȭ ÕÎÄÅÒÓÔÁÎÄÉÎÇ ÏÆ ÔÅÒÍÓ ÓÕÃÈ ÁÓ ȰÅÎÖÉÒÏÎÍÅÎÔÁÌ ÌÁÂÅÌȱ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÅØÉÓÔÉÎÇ 

motivation to seek low-impact products. The second section discussed the designs specifically.  

Once finalised, the script and the label designs were then translated into the national languages 

of the test countries. Figure 9 shows the translated versions of Design 4, as an example. 

 

Figure 9: Design 4 translated into Italian, Polish and Swedish 

2.2 Focus group  

2.2.1 Structure and organisation 

One focus group was organised in each of the target countries. Each focus group consisted of 8 

participants. These participants were a mix of men and women, aged from 25 to 60 years old, 

coming from the lower and middle socio-economic classes. The participants were also identified 

as being the person regularly in charge of household purchases. A moderator was present to 

guide the focus groups, as was a note-taker to record the comments and reactions of the 

participants. 

The moderators led the groups through the exercise using a script. General information was 

ÃÏÌÌÅÃÔÅÄ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔÓȭ ÂÕÙÉÎÇ ÈÁÂÉÔÓȟ ÁÓ ×ÅÌÌ ÁÓ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÒÅÁÃÔÉÏÎÓ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÄÅÓÉÇÎÓȢ 4ÈÅ ÄÅÓÉÇÎÓ 

were also considered in the context of four different product groups, namely clothing, food and 

drink, electronics, and household cleaning supplies. The participants were also asked to provide 

suggestions for improving the designs. 

                                                                    
8
 The quantitative values used were fictitious and do not correspond to any particular product. The values were chosen 

in such a way to show different units with large differences between the nominal values in the hopes of testing the 
possibility of consumer confusion. 
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