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Partnerships for Sustainable Consumption, 

A Source of  Progress and Well-Being,  
Eco-innovation and Competitiveness. 
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Chaos or…. 

 
 

A 
Global Well-Being Society 
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Summary 
Sustainable consumption is one of the most interesting or the most difficult issues. It 
is at the cross road between major risks and opportunities : risk to descent into 
chaos, opportunities to create a well-being society with the quality of life making new 
major progresses. 

 “Responsible Consumption” will become an instrument of a participatory democracy 
in a globalized economy,  a way to enforce social justice and fair trade as well as  a 
leverage of our economic competitiveness and  an essential component of our well-
being and  health. 

However, the ingredients for cultural change are still largely absent in too many part 
of our societies, there is a disconnection between knowledge and behaviours. It 
reflects a high concern but low strength of commitment .  

This is why sustainable consumption needs a strategy based on  

1. A guiding vision : we are  shaping a well-being society and a better quality of 
life for all. Sustainable consumption is an accelerator of progress for Europe. 

 
2. Individuals, Companies, Public Authorities are all Buyers. They need to build 
an alliance to cultivate the demand for sustainable products, create a critical 
mass and have a leverage effect reshaping tomorrow’s markets. 
This alliance needs to be multi-stakeholder and involve many sectors as suggested 
below:  
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3. This alliance needs to offer an integrated approach 
 

 
 
4. The Alliance need to have a joint action plan  
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5. The alliance should focus on a limited number of products, including key 
dimensions of all citizens life, as  

• agro-food 

• health and hygiene 

• uniforms and workwear 

• buildings 

• packaging 

• transport 

• electronics 

 
6. For each products group categories, and aiming to build trust, the alliance 
partners should agree on 

• indicators 

• targets 

• monitoring systems  

 
7. Marketers should set the objective to raise “sustainability” to become 

• A competitiveness factor for companies 

• A differentiation factor for people. 

8. Launching responsible purchasing co-operations as part of the 10 year 
framework is a leverage for innovation and a source of value creation. 
The alliance should be developed  at a double  level  

(i) European ‘Clusters for Responsible Products,’ demonstrating 
an integrated approach between sustainable consumption , fair 
trade and CSR initiatives related to specific sectors : food, 
housing, transport, tourism etc. (to be linked with the Council of 
Europe and UNEP initiatives).  

(ii) A partnership  at  “regional or local level” , facilitated by or in 
partnership with regional or local authorities with the participation 
of retailers, citizens movements to address purchasing initiatives, 
consumption behaviour and waste management . At this level 
existing participatory democracy tools (as referendum on 
packaging) should be used to foster the responsible consumption 
agenda.  

9. It is suggested to explore ‘clusters pilots’ which would involve public 
and private buyers, producers, fair trade organisation and/or other civil 
society groups to develop a joint purchasing programme addressing 

a. Joint use of purchasing power to advance a competitiveness, eco-
innovation, social , health and safety and environmental agenda, 

b. Social and environmental standards reciprocal acceptance 

c. Supply chain management 
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d. Encourage non-European Companies to apply for European eco-
labels  

e. Traceability 

f. Simplification of verification and auditing , reduction of costs. 

g. Remediation costs and capacity building resulting of the auditing 
phase 

h. Transport of goods (joint purchasing, mobility) 

i. Marketing 

j. Media  

10. The United Kingdom EU Presidency. It is agreed to report to the UK 
Presidency. 

This report  concludes a workshop hosted within the framework of the Euro-
Sustainability Conference in Aalborg 

Chaired by Peter White, Procter& Gamble 
And contributions from 

David J. Elliott, MPG International, United Kingdom 

Kathrin Graulich, Öko-Institut, Germany 

Wendy Williams, University of Applied Sciences Wiener Neustadt, Austria 

Matt Morrel, Generation Europe, Belgium 

Vincent Commenne, Responsible Consumers Campaign, Belgium 

Hernrik Grüttner, Eco-Forum, Denmark 

Joop van Bergen, Management Effective Concepts, Netherlands. 

Raymond Van Ermen, European Partners for the Environment, Belgium. 
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We have become a death culture. Consumption and death 
are deeply intertwined. The term “consumption” dates back to 
the early XIVth Century. Originally, to “consume” meant to 
destroy, to pillage, to subdue, to exhaust. Consumption   only 
metamorphosed into a positive term at the hands of the XXst 
century advertisers who began to equate consumption with 
choice. (The European Dream. Jeremy Rifkins). 

By the last quarter of the XXst century, we have a 
“liberal/capitalist/consumerist democracy ” . (The Breaking of 
Nations. Order and Chaos in the Twenty-First Century. Robert 
Cooper). 

We need to create” a well-being economy, a flourishing 
society, where citizens are happy, healthy, capable and 
engaged. Well-being is more than just happiness. As well as 
feeling satisfied and happy, well-being means developing as a 
person, being fulfilled and making a contribution to the 
community” (The Well-being Manifesto for a Flourishing 
Society of the New Economics Foundation. U.K.) 

 

Today, the  Post Modern Europe is facing new challenges. In an enlarged EU  new 
forms of enhanced co-operation will be encouraged to foster a new economic model 
and promoting people’s well-being. 

Such ‘enhanced co-operation ‘should be tri-partite. It should consider scenario’s 
where, in few years time, in response to major crisis as the costs of climate change 
and the increase of raw material prices, a major shift in consumption behaviour would 
take place. 

 Such ‘crisis’ might indeed have a serious impact on the retail sector as well as on 
the manufacturing sector and  lead to shifts (and opportunities) in business value 
along the supply chain with 

a. preference being given to small grocery stores in city centres 

b. dematerialisation 

c. less ‘ownership’, more services offered to ‘users’ 

 
However, the conclusions of the Sustainable Motivation project, undertaken on 
behalf of UNEP, sponsored by Esomar (the World Market Research Organisation), at 
the instigation of the Forum for Marketing & Communications were: 

• concern for sustainability issues is high, but the strength and depth of 
attitudes (level of belief) is low which accounts for the perception that the rate 
of progress towards a sustainability culture is less than desirable 

• current methods of categorisation of consumers may be over-estimating the 
level of commitment by measuring low levels of activity rather than underlying 
attitudes to behaviour 

• although levels of concern are high, sustainability issues are not necessarily 
the highest priority for the general public which means that potential activities 
may be subordinated to other concerns 
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• the level of debate about sustainability issues is uninformative:  one-sided 
arguments, vested political interests and exaggeration for effect devalue the 
strength of the case and allow people to opt-out from giving it serious 
consideration 

• although information is widely available if not very accessible, the necessary 
ingredients for cultural change are largely absent:  level of belief is low, there 
is no effective feedback on achievement, there is contradictory advice on 
appropriate actions and lack of role models – all of which make it hard for 
people to make the emotional connection required for behavioural change 

• people are fed up with the unfulfilled “fear” message 

• the agenda for sustainability is so vast that there is a real issue over 
terminology suitable for encompassing it. Short-hand communications, such 
as green labelling are confusing rather than helping and may be applied 
indiscriminately.   

• product benefits from sustainability are usually secondary to the main 
evaluation criteria for purchasing decisions and CSR ranks low relative to 
other brand attributes which means that few people actively seek out 
appropriate companies and products. 

• CSR reporting is not required by the financial community – there are more 
technical methods of appraisal and in any case, shareholder value can only 
be created by increased capital productivity although this in turn may be a 
consequence of increased competitiveness.  However, CSR reporting is not 
targeted either to people in the supply chain or to end-consumers so has little 
influence on brand or corporate image and buyer behaviour and therefore has 
little benefit on brand value and competitiveness. 

• In terms of the intangible assets of a business which are the key drivers of 
value creation, CSR ranks behind many other assets for developing corporate 
strategy 

• marketers need to take a more holistic view of the business and engage in the 
underlying business strategy to develop a sustainability position for the 
organisation and to attach it the to the brand image (which may be a product 
range or a corporate brand) 

 

Sustainable Purchasing definition:  process of purchasing goods, works or 
services, driven by the need to take into account the environmental and social 
impacts that such purchasing might have on the environment and on people and 
communities. Sustainable Purchasing is about identifying and utilising ‘sustainably 
preferable’ ones and how to ‘do well by doing good’. It plays a key role in bringing 
about sustainable development and innovation 
Should the focus be only on  “consumers” ? 

11. “Consumption patterns are shaped by a number of drivers, but also by their 
interactions, which creates uncertainty of possible future trends” at the macro 
or societal level as well as at the individual level. “ However, it is often hard to 
distinguish between societal and individual consumption. At the same time, 
consumption and production patterns are two sides of the same coin, making 
it difficult to isolate consumption patterns” (Background paper. Ostend 
Conference) 

12. The Buying power of Consumers is often too low . Despite the rise in 
ethical consciousness amongst consumers in some EU Countries, 
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Consumers are not shopping according to ethical principles for several 
reasons including the fact that millions of Europeans have not yet or no more 
the purchasing power needed. Purchasing levels of green and ethically-
produced goods are linked to levels of affluence. (Key Note U.K.) 

13. Consumers have also  grown weary. 58% of French people consider that 
shopping in a hypermarket is tiring. They are trying to save money but also 
efforts. The sheer number of products (12,000 in a supermarket, 40,000 to 
50,000 in a hypermarket), already deemed too high, keeps on rising. In 2003 
supermarkets and hypermarkets had 66% more products than in 1994. Shelf 
space has an added level and the number of products per square metre has 
increased by 11%.  

14. Consumers do their shopping by picking up items here and there. 
Although a quarter of them goes increasingly often to maxi-discounter stores, 
they use three different distributors on average. 

15. Fair trade and Eco-Labels. Fair trade goods are making significant progress 
in-roads into mainstream retail market but the progress has been slow and is 
limited to few products. Eco-labels and Fair trade are still “niche markets” and 
not mainstream markets. 

16. Brands.. The special link that existed between international manufacturers 
and their customers for the past forty years seems to have been broken: 
according to the findings of the IOD Institute quoted by the trade journal LSA, 
64% of the French population believe today that brand products are more 
expensive without being worth the difference. However, there is also data – 
e.g. the recent StiWa work that suggests branded goods pay more attention 
to CSR. 

or on “institutional purchasers “ as well ? 

17. Control on the supply chain management is difficult. According to the 
President of the Sustainable Trade and Innovation Centre, Dr. Ben Ngubane : 
“Even big companies have almost no possibility of knowing origin and 
composition of goods from their supply chain. (…) Regardless of the 
assortment of goods or the sector of activity, it looks like almost impossible to 
conduct a backward analysis of the entire supply chain due to outsourcing 
and to the interconnection of suppliers, producers and subcontractors. Fact is 
that economical and political decision makers from the relevant industrial 
regions almost completely lost the overview over the practice of their 
factories, due to the geographical distribution of the production units. The 
focus for finding solutions to this problem increasingly lays on the retail trade.”  
Partnership between Companies (which should agree that they have 
responsibility and duty to collect information) and Ngo’s will be encouraged. 
Efforts should be made to have full control on first and second tier and on the 
basis of samples. Audits need to be conducted by external independent 
organisations. 

18. Very few companies  in Developing Countries are meeting ILO 
standards. Audits are demonstrating that extremely few companies are 
having plants in conformity with ILO standards. It is important to  convince 
companies to define targets and realistic and practical ways to achieve them. 

19. From standards setting, auditing, rating to remediation. The sustainability 
agenda has generated new tools and new businesses. Sustainable 
production and consumption guidelines , auditing firms. There is a 
competition between standards setting organisations, multinationals using 
competing standards, rating agencies etc.. This competition is counter-
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productive. The financial burden is left to the producers. There is a need to 
facilitate reciprocal acceptance of sustainable purchasing guidelines. 

20. Social and Environmental Dumping have supporters in many EU 25 
circles. In an EU 25, a ‘dumping scenario’ is  an approach which is having its 
supporters in several EU 25 Governments, Companies, Workers Circles. The 
Bolkenstein draft Directive is perceived by experts as a threat to the 
traceability. 

21. An unfavourable political  and business climate is restricting the 
sustainable market from growing. According to KeyNote U.K. the influence 
of government legislation is crucial in advancing greener solutions while 
legislation has been soft-pedalled in both transport and retailing. According to 
Claude Fussler, one of the developers and practioners of the eco-efficiency 
concept, we also too often failed to “exercise collective leadership”, in 
particular due to the lack of support by CEO’s to address a key warning, as 
made clear by 1992, by Stephan Schmidheiny himself (BCSD): “eco-
efficiency is not achieved by technological change alone (…) it is also about 
changing the rules of the economic game in order to move from a situation of 
wasteful consumption and pollution to one of conservation, and from one of 
privilege and protectionism to one of fair and equitable chances”. 

22. Supermarket competition. The distribution sector is in upheaval. Brands 
such as Danone, Nestlé and others are dependent on Carrefour, Auchan, 
Casino and Champion, which keep losing ground to Lidl, Aldi and Ed. Brands 
cannot benefit from the growth of these so-called “low-price” distributors, 
which are sometimes not so cheap after all, for a very good reason: they are 
not sold there  

23. Tracking supermarket progress towards fairer and greener goods proves to 
be difficult (see IIED report stakeholder accountability in the UK supermarket 
sector).  

24. Some super-markets are ‘champions’.  
a. They welcome fair trade products  

b. They offer new lines of products  ‘green chemistry’ are launched 
(chimie verte) 

c. They support bio-products  

d. They give permanent visibility to products contributing to sustainable 
development and/or having an eco-label 

e. They pool knowledge to review the results of social audit) 

f. They start to consider new vehicles fleet approach  

g. They link with participatory democracy initiatives (referendum on 
packaging bags in Corsica, and similar initiatives in Dijon, Ile de Ré, 
Montpellier, Haute Savoie, ) 

New Citizens Rights 
25. Civil Society is promoting sustainable and fair trade. New platforms are 

emerging as the Council of Europe platform for ‘socially responsible 
consumption and finance systems’. Major movements as the trade unions, 
religious movements and other civil society groups defending a sustainable 
development model should encourage their members to make use of their 
second voting right in support to companies implementing a CSR policy and 
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having a sustainable purchasing partnership model in place.. MaxHavelaar, 
Oxfam, and other organisations are promoting join campaigns related to 

a. eco-consumption 

b. bio-food 

c. fair trade 

26. New rights to know are addressed by the Council of Europe, as : 

a. the right to know about the conditions in which goods are produced 
and sold 

b. the right to know how workers’ conditions of employment and returns 
on shares are related 

c. the right to know the difference between the price paid to the producer 
and that paid by the consumer  

27. Participatory Democracy. Initiatives at local and regional levels are taking 
place, as referenda on packaging, demonstrating that new forms of use of 
purchasing power and participatory democracy can be combined to transform 
our consumption model. 

28. Economic Democracy. Each of us should hold ourselves accountable. The 
protection of our social model, the quality of our health and the protection of 
our environment is a personal responsibility. Citizens will use their  “second 
voting right, in a globalised economy“ to protect the “European social model”:  
The Citizens “second voting right”  is to use their “monetary power” to support 
sustainable purchasing and investments. 

 

New partnerships to build a market for sustainable products. 
29. Building a market for sustainable products. Sustainable consumption must 

be viewed as a cross-cutting theme. This presents a need to foster previously 
unexploited alliances and networks. The addresses of efforts to implement 
sustainable consumption should not only be the final consumers. It is 
essential to involve procurement decision-makers in the public sector and 
industry, in order to harness the great potential available there for innovative 
products, new strategies of use, pioneering procedures and participatory 
processes. (Öko-Instituut) 

30. Partnership with Producers are caught in the paradox between the existing 
cultural norm of consumer society and the counter-value system of 
sustainability. Through partnerships with relevant stakeholders and key 
“culture institutions” business can create a cultural environment which 
supports and rewards businesses that adhere to the principles of 
sustainability. This type of partnership has already proven to be effective as in 
the case of Fair Trade. (Wendy Williams) 

31. Partnership with Supermarkets. Supermarkets and Fair Trade 
Organisations have developed some partnerships. New proposals are made 
as the !Blue Initiative which is a partnership involving Saving Banks. An 
interesting approach to “fidéliser” the relationship between vendors (retailers) 
and buyers in a partnership in support to a  “shared and jointly responsible 
citizenship”. Developed in France it expect to have soon 250.000 members.  

32. Five levels of action to be developed. 
a. Work with Corporate buying teams . Companies massive power to 

pressure their suppliers is becoming a major civil society target as 
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farm and factory owners realise that the real power lay with the buying 
teams  rather than those teams responsible for codes of conduct 

b. Corporate teams in contact with consumer organisations should 
be the second level of action, to explore how  consumption behaviour 
can be changed as well as how consumers request for sustainable 
products are addressed 

c. Address the supply chain management with Procurement 
Agencies of Public Authorities 

d. Dialogue with Civil Society groups making use of their “second 
voting right”. 

e. Work with European Companies on the development of domestic 
market for sustainable products in Developing Countries. 
European Retailers are major economic players in Emerging 
Economies. 

33. Companies Purchasing Teams. Sustainable Purchasing Policy should be a 
new goal to be implemented by each company having an 
Environmental/Sustainable Management System From the 64 Companies of 
EPE Survey, 41 have an « environmental purchasing policy, principles, code 
of conduct » and 18 have an “sustainable purchasing policy”. 

34. Public Authorities Purchasing Power. The Spring European Council  
conclusions underline that Eco-innovations and environmental technology 
should be strongly encouraged, particularly in energy and transport, with 
particular attention paid to SMEs and to promoting eco-technology in public 
procurement. (…) The European Council reaffirms the importance of the 
objective of halting the loss of biological diversity between now and 2010, in 
particular by incorporating this requirement into other policies, given the 
importance of biodiversity for certain economic factors ».  

35. Marketers should be encouraging cultural change within their organisations 
to constantly evaluate the potential for supporting a corporate/brand image of 
a responsible organisation and then using this image to compete 
successfully.  Marketers have a strategic role in designing more appropriate 
business models which acknowledge external and delayed impacts rather 
than shifting responsibility (MPG) 

36. Consumers Magazine should be encouraged to:  
·       Explain to their readers the global challenges of ethical consumption  
·       Include social and environmental criteria in their product test (as in 
Austria and Belgium)  
·       Spread information about qualitative campaigns initiated by NGOs as far 
as responsible consumption is concerned.  
·       Publish European or national ethical consumption Guides so to permit to 
consumers to make their choice when in shops or supermarkets. 
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Annex 1. Background information. 
 

The European Council  (March 2005) has adopted the following conclusions : 
 

“The European Council reiterates the important contribution of environment policy to 
growth and employment, and also to the quality of life, in particular through the 
development of eco-innovations and eco-technology as well as the sustainable 
management of natural resources, which lead to the creation of new outlets and new 
jobs. It emphasises the importance of energy efficiency as factor in competitiveness 
and sustainable development and welcomes the Commission's intention of producing 
a European initiative on energy efficiency and a Green paper in 2005. Eco-
innovations and environmental technology should be strongly encouraged, 
particularly in energy and transport, with particular attention paid to SMEs and to 
promoting eco-technology in public procurement. In addition to its growth in the 
internal market, this sector has considerable export potential. The European Council 
invites the Commission and the Member States to implement the action plan for eco-
technology as a matter of urgency, including by specific actions on a time scale 
agreed with economic operators. The European Council reaffirms the importance of 
the objective of halting the loss of biological diversity between now and 2010, in 
particular by incorporating this requirement into other policies, given the importance 
of biodiversity for certain economic factors ».  

 


