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WBCSD Facts & Trends: 

Sustainable Consumption

 Sustainable consumption (Introduction)

 Global drivers of consumption

 Global consumption patterns & impacts

 The role of the consumer

 The role of business

 The challenge ahead 

& options for change

Taking stock of sources from UN 

organizations, NGOs, governments and 

academics consumer groups, consumer 

research groups and business

Coming soon….

November 2008
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WBCSD workstream on Sustainable 

Consumption & Consumers
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The business perspective:

Statement of Intent

…efficiency gains and technological  

advances alone will not be sufficient to 

bring consumption to a sustainable level …

… changes will also be required to consumer 

lifestyles and the ways in which consumers use and 

choose products and services…

…business needs to play a leadership role 

in fostering more sustainable levels of 

consumption …to achieve more 

sustainable lifestyles.
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The Role of the Consumer:

Attitudes vs. Behaviour

“I would be more 
likely to purchase 
products or 
services from a 
company with 
good reputation for 
environmental 
responsibility”



6

The Role of the Consumer:

Attitudes vs. Behaviour
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The Role of the Consumer:

Key Learnings

 There is a large gap 
between consumer 
attitudes and 
willingness and 
ACTUAL BEHAVIOUR 
CHANGE 

 The consumer will not 
compromise on 
performance, 
convenience or price
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The Role of the Consumer:

Key Learnings

 Consumers are confused 
about which products 
are more sustainable

 On pack claims do not 
explain the complexities 
of life cycle analysis and 
global supply chains
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The Role of Business:

Mainstreaming sustainable consumption

Innovation Choice-Influencing

Choice-Editing
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The Role of Business:

Mainstreaming sustainable consumption

Innovation: development 

of new and improved 

products, services and 

business models

incorporating provisions for 

delivering maximum 

societal value at minimum 

environmental cost

Choice-Influencing: the use 

of marketing communications 

and awareness-raising 

campaigns to enable and 

encourage consumers to 

choose and use products 

more efficiently and 

sustainably

Choice-Editing: the removal of “unsustainable” products, 

product components and services from the marketplace.

In partnership with other actors in society such as policy makers and retailers
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The Role of Business:

Innovation

 Essential driver of more sustainable consumption

 Goal: Deliver high emotional and functional value, while 

minimizing resource use and environmental impacts. 

 Approaches:

 Eco-efficiency measures, 

 Production & supply chain management

 Product innovation and design,

 Business model innovation.

 Key Learning: 

 Products and services have to perform better, have a 

competitive price, AND be more sustainable 
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The Role of Business:

Choice Influencing

 Many consumer products 
use more energy (and emit 
more CO2) during use than 
they do during sourcing, 
manufacturing, distribution 
& retail

 Need to influence consumer 
choice and use of products

 E.g. lowering the dish 
washing temperature by 10 
degrees leads to a 20% 
decrease in the energy 
demand within the use 
phase
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The Role of Business:

Choice Influencing

 Using marketing and communications to influence consumer 

choice and behavior to promote sustainable consumption. 

 Business needs to create the market for sustainable products 

by working in partnership with the consumer 

 Approaches include: 

 Responsible marketing, advertising and sponsorship 

 Partnerships with key opinion formers, and

 Decoupling material consumption from consumer value.

 Key Learnings:

 It can take a considerable amount of time for mainstream 

consumers to adopt new technologies. The challenge 

ahead then is to narrow the gap between innovation and 

consumer demand.
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The Role of Business:

Choice Editing

 Decisions that directly control the impacts of consumption. 

 Approaches:

 Businesses choice-edit by controlling elements of their supply 

chain or by eliminating product components. 

 Policymakers choice-edit by banning a product or substance. 

 Retailers choice-edit by deciding to eliminate products from 

their shelves or by demanding certain standards of their supply 

chains.

 Key Learnings:

 For choice editing to succeed, businesses and stakeholders 

throughout the value chain must be involved.

 There is currently no common understanding of what a 

sustainable product or lifestyle is. As a result, choices to edit 

the availability of certain products are often in conflict.
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The challenge ahead…

 Sustainable consumption is a systemic challenge that requires all 

actors in society to work together. 

 Businesses choose how resources are extracted, processed, sold and 

managed at the end of their lives. 

 These choices are influenced by the shopping and lifestyle choices of 

consumers, as well as by financial institutions and governments.


