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OVERVIEW 

National Geographic is embarking on a major environmental initiative involving the 
surveying of consumers in 16 countries around the world on the issue of sustainability, 
to be carried out by GlobeScan. The research will examine consumer attitudes toward 
the environment and how those relate to actual behavior, and will measure and 
monitor consumer progress towards sustainable consumption over a multi-year period. 
This preliminary study engaged a small group of 27 experts, to acquire broad-based 
expert insight and to help identify critical behaviors that will be measured among 
consumers. 

 

Primary Locations of Qualitative Experts 
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METHODOLOGY 

Experts are defined as professionals who have demonstrated an outstanding 
commitment to advancing global sustainability in their positions as leaders of relevant 
sustainable development organizations—typically think tanks, academic research 
institutions, major NGOs and consultancies. A number of panelists representing the 
private sector were also included. Potential respondents were identified from 
GlobeScan’s network of colleagues and clients, and the firm’s database of expert 
sustainability practitioners, as well as National Geographic’s own network of scientific 
experts. Panelists were categorized as associated mainly with environment-related 
science, social science, or business, and divided by region (North America, Europe, 
Asia, Africa, and Latin America). Sectoral and regional targets ensured representation 
from a variety of sectors and regions, with the majority of respondents being based in 
North America and Europe (see table below). Interviews were conducted by telephone, 
although a small number of interviews were completed electronically to facilitate 
communication across time zones and language barriers. The interviews took place 
between September 10 and October 2, 2007. 

 

 North 
America Europe Asia Africa Latin 

America 

Environment
-related 
science 

5 2 1 1 1 

Social 
science 

3 3 1 1 1 

Business 2 3 2 0 1 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

The response by expert panelists to the initiative has been overwhelmingly positive, 
with most respondents expressing enthusiasm and offering continued support for the 
initiative. 

Most of the experts surveyed agree that change in consumer behavior is an important 
driver of sustainability, while often also pointing to the important role that 
governments play in shaping consumer behavior. When asked what general types of 
individual behavior most need to change to make progress toward sustainability, 
panelists are fairly evenly split between emphasizing consumption choices, political 
behavior, or both consumption choices and political behavior together.  Panelists also 
stress that the possibility of individual action varies across regions, as the effects of 
both consumption choices and political behavior, such as voting, will largely depend 
on the options that are available.  

When asked about specific purchase decisions and behavioral choices that consumers 
can make that would have the greatest impact in achieving a more sustainable world, 
panelists agree on the importance of switching from conventional to renewable 
energy, and recommend conserving energy through housing choice and the choice of a 
more efficient car (or by driving less). Panelists suggest labelling as a way to provide 
consumers with the information they need to make sustainable choices of consumer 
goods. Experts emphasize the need to reduce the energy intensity of food, mainly by 
buying local produce but also by buying organic food and avoiding meat. For bigger 
ticket purchases, panelists direct consumers toward energy saving options, such as 
appliances equipped with energy-saving technology. Responses to this question were 
mostly general rather than specific, due to the high-level perspective offered by 
experts interviewed. 

When asked how consumer choices differ across regions, several panelists emphasize 
the difficulty of discussing consumer choice in the context of poverty. The difference 
between North America and Europe is also highlighted, generally in terms of higher 
levels of awareness and activism among consumers in Europe compared to the United 
States. 

Key misconceptions among consumers about sustainable behavior, according to the 
experts interviewed, include people believing that their actions are too small to have 
an impact, or overestimating the importance of “token” purchase decisions instead of 
rethinking their overall consumption patterns.  Better information, proper price 
signals, and political leadership all have the potential to steer consumers in the right 
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direction; lack of information is cited more than any other obstacle to widespread 
consumer change, followed by prices and government policy.  

When asked what one thing consumers most need to learn or know to become 
motivated and able to make meaningful changes in their own behavior, most panelists 
mention either learning about the state of the environment and about the negative 
effect of making unsustainable consumption choices, or consumers knowing that 
changing their behavior will really make a difference and that others will do the same. 
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DETAILED FINDINGS  

 

RELATIVE INPORTANCE OF CONSUMER BEHAVIOR  

1. In the overall effort to make progress toward a sustainable future, how 
important would you say change in consumer behavior is (relative to what other 
societal actors like governments and companies do or don’t do)? In other words, 
how much will changes in consumer demand drive progress toward sustainability or 
the lack thereof? 

Most of the experts surveyed agree that change in consumer behavior is an important 
driver of sustainability, although many panelists also emphasize the important role 
that governments play. Some experts point to consumers as drivers of policy change, 
since increased demand for sustainable products puts pressure on governments to 
facilitate greener consumption through regulation and fiscal incentives. Other 
panelists instead stress the importance of government policy in pointing consumers in 
the right direction and reassuring them that their individual action will be meaningful 
in the context of broader societal change. A smaller number of experts also feel that 
the role of consumers is minor compared to that of governments or companies.  

 

Selected paraphrased comments: 

In general, it has been very important. Consumers should not be immediately 
responsible, but the market is important for companies and producers; 30 to 40% of 
responsibility is on consumers for environmental impact but it could also extend to 
social impact. 

Very important – it is a matter of supply and demand, but if consumers don't take the 
ball and run with it nothing will happen. 

This is a huge piece of it. If consumers act, the other pieces you mention would fall 
into place. 

We are heading slowly towards a sustainable future. If we want to change not only 
the prevailing business model, or development pattern (both business and public 
policy), we need to first change consumer behavior. 
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It is very, very important for sustainability. Governments and others are simply trying 
to motivate, to channel consumers toward the best way to achieve sustainability - but 
the driver is the consumer, who is everyday using the natural resources. 

Changes in consumer demand are important for lack of regulation. We need to change 
the societal view, and we need incentives for producers to voluntarily change – this 
will give political leaders the ‘OK’ for regulations. In the past, consumers have not 
applied much sustained pressure, but there is a current enthusiasm (e.g. for low 
energy products). 

It is important. One concern for companies that produce products is what consumers 
want, so it is helpful if there is an increasing demand for environmentally friendly 
products. But this is only one driver, government action is the other, and they go 
hand in hand. 

It is a must, not necessarily the trigger, but part of it. It is really important that 
there is consumer understanding that there will be constraints and limits to 
consumption. 

No one sector alone can make the changes needed; consumer behavior is essential but 
will not suffice. To shape consumer behavior we need stronger government regulation 
and binding agreements. Consumer behavior is important but it is part of a mix and 
needs reinforcing action. 

I don't think consumer behavior is driving it now, and we do see change. Corporate 
initiatives are ahead, and we can expect regulation. We can see a weak preference 
among consumers, but there is clearly a gap between stated behavior and 
demonstrated behavior. 

 

 



GlobeScan  19 October 2007 9 

FOCUS OF BEHAVIORAL CHANGE 

2. To make the most progress toward sustainability, what general types of 
individual behavior most need to change? Does the focus need to be on the 
consumption choices that individuals make, political behavior like voting decisions 
and activism, transportation, or energy use, for example? 

When asked what general types of individual behavior most need to change to make 
progress toward sustainability, panelists are fairly evenly split between emphasizing 
consumption choices, political behavior, or both consumption choices and political 
behavior together. Again, several experts call attention to the important role 
governments play in shaping norms and setting boundaries of consumer behavior, 
although many panelists also feel that increasing consumer demand for sustainable 
products is essential in influencing companies and governments in acting on the issue.  

Panelists also stress that the possibility of individual action varies across regions; the 
effects of both consumption choices and political behavior, such as voting, will largely 
depend on the options that are available to individuals where they live. In poor areas 
where consumption is very limited it may be meaningless to speak about consumer 
demand as a driver of sustainability, and in places where the democratic process is 
undeveloped, political behavior may not currently constitute a viable means toward 
sustainability. Experts tend to emphasize the importance of sustainable development 
in general as a necessary first step, rather than changing individual behaviors. 

 

Selected paraphrased comments: 

Consumption choices are the most important because they will affect directly how 
companies produce many things. It depends on money — companies only produce what 
people will buy, but political decisions are also very important. 

Consumption choices are the most important, especially in terms of transportation 
and home energy use, but we need government policies to influence consumer 
behavior. 

There are two major drivers of the pace of change. These are what individuals do and 
what corporations do in response to consumers and shareholders. Companies have to 
be proactive while politicians do not because governments will react or follow. Still, 
a few outspoken voters can have an impact that is disproportionate to their numbers. 
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It's mostly in consumption. Consumers also have the power to instil fear among 
politicians. Overall, it is a three-step chain of influence or process: consumers 
influence industry and industry influences politicians. 

To make the most progress toward sustainability, those who have control over the 
resources and those who consume the most need to change their behavior the most. 
They consume a significant amount of the resources and also influence how much 
others can consume. The distribution of resources is not horizontal but like a 
pyramid. The top of the pyramid has the biggest power; their behavior will influence 
how the lower level consumes and how much they can consume. So people at the top 
level need the most to be changed. 

Changes in individual behaviour are indeed important, it has a ripple effect. But the 
focus is on the change of the whole group instead of the individual. Those with 
similar behaviour form a group and if we can influence the group as a whole, 
individuals in that group will be changed too. 

Not mutually exclusive, we need for all to happen simultaneously. Well educated 
consumers will change the performance of industry and commerce, but will also have 
influence through elections, through the political process. 

I would argue for both consumer behavior and citizenship (voting, activism). We are 
in a complex society and we need boundary conditions — we can have influence over 
this as voters, through our citizenship behavior. 

It has got to be a mix. There are good consumer driven initiatives . . . a bundle of 
micro lifestyles changes are needed. But, we need changes in knowledge, values 
change, buy-in of sustainable values choices — we need to apply pressure for 
necessary framework changes, policy changes, and put demands on businesses (e.g. in 
supermarkets we may even need government force to take unsustainable choices off 
the shelves). For this we need voting action, we need citizenship behavior. 

Government policy is very important in setting parameters of choice to consumers; 
we can vote green. 

In developing countries it's not really so much about consumers; instead we need to 
improve conditions while being smart about it. Consumer behavior matters a lot, but 
it needs to be framed differently in developed and developing countries, because it is 
not the same problem. 
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The vote is the most influential tool. Personal behavior might have a ripple effect, 
peer pressure etc, but you need both. Some people are better suited to political 
action, others to demonstrated behavior. 

Energy efficiency needs to be seamless, visible, and massive. It is the primary driver. 

 
PURCHASING DECISIONS WITH GREATEST IMPACT 

3a. Given the options available to individuals in your region, what specific 
purchase decisions and behavioral choices can consumers make that would have 
the greatest impact in achieving a more sustainable world? 

a. Energy consumption (i.e., source) 

When asked about specific purchase decisions and behavioral choices that consumers 
can make that would have the greatest impact in achieving a more sustainable world, 
panelists agree on the importance to switch from conventional to renewable energy. 
The supply of clean energy available to consumers may yet, however, be limited 
depending on the market. Some experts also point to the issue of consumer trust in an 
emerging green energy market. 

 

Selected paraphrased comments: 

Renewable energy is very important. In terms of fossil fuel — yes, there is a choice.  

If available, the choice of greener power builds a greener market. 

Renewable energy — we can choose "green" electricity. 

Change supply to solar or earth energy. 

Request clean energy option through utility, there are also rebates on home-based 
energy efficiency measures. 

Consumers need to switch from conventional to renewable. 

Energy consumption will impact sustainability, but there are limited choices in China. 
The government will try to find new ways to save energy and train consumers to use 
it. I think it is a very important factor. 
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Reduce the usage of traditional energy, i.e. coal, petroleum. Increase the usage of 
environmentally friendly energy, i.e. solar, wind power. Use existing resources 
reasonably, i.e. air, water. Develop and conserve at the same time. 

There are "green" electricity choices, e.g. in New York: consumers can choose to be 
supplied by renewable sources. This has potential, but I am not sure how many 
consumers do make that choice. 

There is an interesting trend (shaped by the IPCC discussion during the last 12 
months) to purchase renewable energies, driven by individuals, firms, or 
organizations, like our research institute. This is very important to influence the 
traditional energy sector; we need to build a low carbon global economy till 2050 ... 
so this a major sector to concentrate on. 

Switching providers is now very easy, to get a zero or low emissions provider; but 
there is the problem of trust, not cost, as there used to be only one provider and 
consumers hesitate to use alternative providers. 

In the US there is a very limited choice of solar power suppliers. 

The combination of energy efficiency for your vehicle and house probably matters 
more than choosing green power. 

 

b. Energy conservation  

Panelists tend to stress housing choice as the most important for conserving energy. 
Suggestions for effective housing purchase decisions include insulating homes and 
purchasing effective heating systems, but also the location of the home to avoid 
excessive commuting.  The choice of car is also highlighted by some experts as an 
important means to conserve energy. 

 

Selected paraphrased comments: 

The most powerful choice is how we live, our homes (also offices). 

Since transportation and residence each make up a quarter of a person's energy 
consumption, there is a lot that can be done at a personal residence in terms of low-
hanging fruit. Also, the residence location determines transportation. 
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Easy things: light bulbs, appliances, automobiles. We don't think so much about 
energy efficiency of our homes: insulation, heating, building design with green non-
toxic materials. 

It is important for consumers to insulate buildings to avoid wasting energy. The 
second most important is car choice. 

We can't grasp energy as individual consumers; it is always in the background like 
wallpaper. We need to break it down into compartments, like heating, cooking . . . 

High efficiency vehicles, choices in homes or retrofitting to more efficient energy 
systems, and solar power. 

Buying and constructing low energy houses would be relevant. Progress is still too 
slow here; the government is currently defining new standards. The new generation 
of architecture is very interested in being "sustainable." 

Energy efficiency; e.g. where we live, size of our house, what vehicle we drive. 

Housing, low energy housing, especially in colder areas (we have a reasonably good 
tradition — there is some way to go, but we have the technology). This is both 
consumer and policy driven, but individual families can do a lot. We encourage people 
to cut down on energy use in housing, and attempt to change their supply to solar or 
earth energy. 

The key thing is the house: insulation and heaters. Consumers can do an energy audit 
and take action. 
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c. Transportation (including commuting and travel) 

In terms of transportation, experts mainly suggest consumers choose more efficient 
cars or reduce their driving and use public transport. Some panelists point to the 
larger issue of lifestyle change, where government policy in terms of land use and 
infrastructure may be required to facilitate reduced driving. Technology may have 
made more efficient cars available to consumers, but one expert points to the danger 
of such advances — negating larger gains by allowing for larger vehicles. Air travel is 
rarely mentioned by the experts surveyed. 

 

Selected paraphrased comments: 

Where it is most practical: 1. Cleaner car 2. Greener fuel. 3. Drive less. 

The car is a status symbol. Second hand cars are being dumped in Africa; we need 
awareness that despite the cheap price this creates a problem. 

We need a systems approach — public transport, and hydrogen fuel cell storage. But 
we also need to drive less, and walk more. 

Smaller cars protect the environment and save money, but even in Europe there is a 
trend toward larger vehicles. Energy efficiency is tricky, however. I often see 
improvements in efficiency leading to increases in overall consumption. The benefits 
of improved efficiency are negated by the improvements in power or performance 
that they allow; as engines become more efficient people want bigger and more 
powerful cars. 

Car choice: improve efficiency. This is the second most important consumer choice, 
after the home. 

It is car ownership and use, and where we work and live (this is also due to 
infrastructure, a policy issue). Lower emissions cars are emerging as a choice. We also 
need to split from cars to a public transit system, which is increasing in many places. 
In terms of flight behavior, compensation (carbon credits) is a starting point, and 
maybe to cut long-distance flights and change tourist behavior. 

Automobiles are the most important choice: smaller, fuel efficient cars. I am not so 
keen on bio-fuel. 

Highly efficiency vehicles. 
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Germans still like big cars. I see very little progress here without politically 
determined standards. 

Reduce driving. 

Live in the city, use an efficient vehicle. 

Purchase a fuel efficient vehicle, take public transport where available. 

Use public transit whenever it is possible. Buy an energy-saving auto.  

Governments need to provide better options for people. We need investments; it is 
not so much a consumer choice issue. 

 

d. Consumer goods 

Panelists suggest product labelling as a way to provide consumers with the information 
they need to make sustainable choices of consumer goods. They also stress the 
importance of educating consumers about the effects of their consumption choices. 
Other suggestions include buying local, recycled products, or products with high 
recycled content, and to pay particular attention to the sustainability of forest 
products. Consumers are also urged to cut down on their overall consumption. 

 

Selected comments: 

Energy use is more important; consumer goods and food are of lower importance. 

In Europe there is CO2 labelling on many products, a political measure but also 
initiated by the private sector (together with the Carbon Trust, which is 
government). Labels on consumer products are good and make it easier for consumers 
to act. 

We need much deeper understanding in society of what products are damaging the 
environment, their whole life cycle. For example, eating out at restaurants is quite 
problematic. There are things you don't think about. 

Buy local, recycled products, or high recycled content, and products with low 
toxicity. 
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Consumers need information on the environmental footprint of products. For that to 
be effective we need a campaign to explain to people the seriousness of the 
situation, and how individual performance can add up. Consumers need proper 
background. 

In general, cut down on consumer goods. 

Ask retail companies what they are doing on issues of climate change. 

The use of tropical wood is scandalous. Twenty percent of CO2 emissions come from 
the burning of rainforests. Stopping this would be a relatively low-cost action with an 
immediate (positive) impact. 

 

e. Food and beverage 

Purchasing locally sourced food, choosing eco-produce/organics, and eating less meat 
are some of the food choices that panelists say consumers can make that have the 
greatest impact on sustainability. Buying locally grown food is considered the most 
important choice that consumers can make by many of the experts surveyed, because 
of the need to cut down on energy used for transportation. The link between human 
health and environmental sustainability is cited by several experts as a driver of the 
trend toward “greener” food, although a larger cultural shift is also called for by some 
panelists. 

 

Selected paraphrased comments: 

In the supermarket there are no opportunities to select something environmentally 
friendly. 

It is hard to identify the true motivator — there is also health and freshness. Maybe it 
is not a strong enough signal, as food choices do not drive major changes among 
distributors. 

It is never clear if organics are better. Labelling is not helpful, we need regulation. 

Awareness is growing. It is a big insight among consumers to link environment and 
health (avoiding preservatives, etc). Consumers are becoming more aware of the 
ecological footprint link, and this is influencing choices. We need to find these 
"hooks". 
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There is a credible argument for the sustainability of eating less meat in the long 
term, but we need a cultural shift. 

Eco-produce is an option here, and there are labels to help consumers choose. 

Diet is important for the vision it offers consumers. We need a reduction in meat 
consumption (mostly beef); not necessarily to the extent of vegetarianism, but we 
should halve consumption. We should reduce meat consumption because of its effect 
on the climate. 

Look at food miles and buy local. 

Buy local, eat lower on the food chain (i.e. vegetarianism). 

Buy locally sourced food (can be organic), this reduces GHG emissions. 

We need less energy intensive foods, more organics, and more consumption of local 
products. 

Locally grown food is key because the energy used in food transportation is massive. 

 

f. Bigger ticket purchases (e.g., electronics, appliances, etc.) 

For higher priced purchases, panelists direct consumers toward energy saving options, 
such as appliances equipped with energy-saving technology.  Experts agree that the 
choice of electronics and appliances is important, and advise consumers to plan their 
purchases carefully to ensure energy reductions.   

 

Selected comments: 

Installing automatic switches at the outlets to which electronic appliances are 
connected to bypass the standby mode would also make a big difference, especially if 
this was done on a large scale. 

Electronics are important to reduce energy — new products are available with the 
option to stand-by or shut off. 
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Energy cost savings for energy efficient appliances is an incentive to continue to buy 
along those lines, so these consumer choices have more effect than food choices. 

Major appliances are among the most important choices. 

Plan before the purchase. Do not waste. Extend the years of use; use it properly and 
take care of existing goods. 

Reduce air conditioning — whenever I am in an office building in the US it is always 
cold. 

 
REGIONAL DIFFERENCES 

3b. How would you say these choices differ from other regions? 

When asked how consumer choices differ across regions, panelists in both developing 
and developed countries point specifically to the difficulty of discussing consumer 
choice in the context of poverty. In regions where consumers cannot afford to make 
meaningful choices, or where there are no sustainable options available to them to 
choose from, consumers will not be able to drive sustainability through their purchase 
decisions. Experts also cite the lack of information and education as another obstacle 
to sustainable behavior. People in poorer regions may, however, already be leading 
much more sustainable lifestyles than do consumers in wealthy countries, as they are 
unlikely to waste resources or to consume more than they need. The main concern 
then is how to improve their lives in ways that are sustainable. 

The difference between North America and Europe is also highlighted by a number of 
experts, generally in terms of higher levels of awareness and activism among 
consumers in Europe compared to the United States. Some panelists note that this 
difference is in some part driven by government policies promoting awareness and 
sustainable consumer behavior, rather than by voluntary individual action. Other 
panelists see cultural differences, however, as one reason why Europe is leading the 
United States in terms of making progress toward sustainability. 

 

Selected paraphrased comments: 

Environmentally friendly goods cost more, and people cannot pay more at this time 
because of poverty. We need competitive choices and there are not many options 
available. In Central America, the main topic is how to produce clean energy; some 
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countries need sustainable alternatives. Individuals will play a role though activism 
more than through their purchasing options. 

Agriculture is a big factor here — this is a land of agriculture production. 
Unfortunately there are toxics. In the last 5 years we have seen some options in the 
supermarket, but they cost more. In this region we need political action to make 
prices competitive; now there is a huge difference for environmentally friendly 
products. We also need it for our health. 

We have found that sustainable consumption is the number one key issue worldwide 
(among consumers surveyed), and is recognized in every part of the world. But it 
plays out differently, e.g., in Africa it is about sustainable energy, the dirty burning 
of fuel. There are dramatically different options available, but consumers 
everywhere care. 

The US can learn by looking at the Caribbean in terms of energy efficiency; we need 
to be much more efficient. The way houses are built there, e.g. for air conditioning —
you can open homes to cool them whereas in US they are cooled only by air 
conditioning.  

Probably in the US we need to pay more attention to GHG emissions, but in Africa this 
is not where they can contribute the most. 

In the developing world people tend to buy products that are local, in season, and not 
imported from around the world. In poor countries they tend to recycle because they 
can't afford to waste, so they are already sustainable. The issue is more how to 
improve lives in ways that are sustainable, not so much the current situation. Except 
for energy — burning wood leads to deforestation, so there is a need for an energy 
alternative. 

In Mexico, the problem we have is that consumer society is not properly informed. It 
is not discriminatory. 

Today everybody talks about climate change. If we put the emphasis on adaptation to 
deal with land use, water, etc, we can progressively improve, and bring change. We 
can improve the way the poor use energy. We have plenty of sun and wind, renewable 
energy; lots of possibility for improvement. 
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In China, most of the time, the behavior is individual. Consumers might do something 
based on impulse. For example, if one sees the promotion of a green good, one will 
unconsciously join the purchasing line. Most are doing it for convenience and do not 
really think about other meanings it might have. It means consumers have not turned 
it into a habit, they only do it occasionally. Also, on a deeper level, only a few of 
them appreciate the concept of sustainability. Though most agree with this concept, 
they do not do it on purpose and are not well-organized.  

There is much greater green consciousness in Europe than in the US; the US came a 
little late to the party, and will take time to catch up. In Europe the Green Party 
actually gets voted in. 

Europe has a higher level of sensitivity that goes beyond technology. Europe drives 
Kyoto, and tends to lead, although once the US gets it, it will spend more money. 
Europe is more sensitive to the concept of “quality of life,” e.g. the Slow Movement 
(started in Italy) takes a deeper view of sustainability. 

North America is particularly energy intensive because of their cars, and the size of 
homes, so they should focus on cars and homes. It is easier to convince people to get 
fuel efficient cars, but a harder sell to convince people to get smaller homes. 

In Germany and some other countries there is the option to buy green electricity, 
there are eco-labels, and efficient cars. It is easier to choose and get information on 
sustainable products, this is well developed. 

The level of awareness is higher in the UK; but there is also a lot more action driven 
by government that is driving consumer change. 

Europe vs. US:  European consumers have awareness, they have more media coverage 
— this is how people know about climate change. For Americans, it is more difficult 
to substitute flights, because they do not have the train systems. 

In Germany, "efficiency" always sounds progressive. To argue in favour of "energy 
efficiency" is relatively easy, as long as prices are not growing significantly. 
"Sufficiency" is a less attractive concept for many people. Consuming less to be more 
sustainable is not working... a "sustainability discourse" in Germany must build on 
"efficiency" arguments. 
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KEY MISCONCEPTIONS AMONG CONSUMERS 

4.  What are some of the types of behavior or purchase decisions that consumers 
think make a difference, but really do not have a significant impact, in your 
opinion? What are some of the key misconceptions that consumers have? 

Consumers believing that their actions are too small to have an impact, or 
overestimating the importance of “token” purchase decisions instead of rethinking 
their overall consumption patterns, are consumer behaviors panelists most often cite 
as being misconceived. Several experts note that consumers may overlook deeper 
behavioral change, which may require a cultural shift and the redefinition of 
lifestyles, in favour of easy choices that have little overall impact (such as buying “fair 
trade” coffee).  

More specific types of behavior or purchase decisions that consumers think make a 
difference, but really do not have a significant impact, include overestimating the 
importance of buying locally grown food and recycling, misconceptions about what is 
biodegradable, and being misinformed by confusing claims by “green” products.  

Many panelists emphasize the need for education, as consumers are vulnerable to 
misconceptions when faced with an emerging market of unverified products claiming 
“eco-friendliness.”  Consumers also need to be better informed about the realities of 
climate change, in particular, as people may have unrealistic expectations of how the 
climate will respond to changes in human behavior, or may be complacent because 
they are misinformed about the effects that climate change is likely to have on their 
livelihoods.  

Selected paraphrased comments: 

In general terms, we need to educate consumers. There are misconceptions about 
what is biodegradable or not, and some products that sell themselves as "eco-
friendly," but it is hard to find out if it is true or not as there is no control. We need 
education, from primary school to university, on consumer behavior. 

Food also has the least impact, vs cars and electronics that have the most impact. 

People often think that "local agriculture" is better than buying international 
products, but this depends obviously on specific patterns of production and 
transportation. 

Consumers believe that the issue of climate change is a developed countries' problem. 
We face so many challenges, indexes of poverty, etc, you name it . . .  When you then 
talk about a poor guy making green choices, it's a different ball game. People have 
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not yet made the connection, e.g. for climate change: 70% of people in places like 
Ghana depend on agriculture, which is sensitive to climate — climate change will 
determine their output. 

Individuals think they can't make a difference, that it is up to the government . . . 
but actually, if enough people act, it will make a difference. 

Increasingly, people like the idea of "natural", but it is not always the best health 
choice (e.g. it may be high in sodium). This is an area with massive confusion. 

It is paradoxes rather than misconceptions. Also how people view technology, 
especially in US, vs behavioral change — technology can be used as an excuse. Even 
with environmentally friendly technology there is a deeper problem; the deeper 
challenge is redefining how they live their life. 

Certain types of recycling are good but others less meaningful; but it is still 
meaningful in terms of good practice, although results may be marginal. 

Recycling may actually increase emissions; instead we need to reduce our use of 
materials, as recycling may increase emissions overall. 

Hybrid cars – on a small scale they don't make much difference. 

Hybrid engines: a Jeep with a hybrid? That is not maximizing the potential of the 
technology. 

The main things that people do are behavioral, like turning off lights and recycling; it 
is not purchasing decisions. Consumers should consider lifecycle issues; the initial cost 
may be higher but it will be cheaper to run. People tend to do what is easier, because 
of busy lifestyles; they can't spend the extra time to figure it out. 

Recycling is good thing but people probably overplay it while other things are 
underplayed. Some worry about recycling but they haven't changed their lighting, 
they drive SUVs. 

Consumers buy one kilo of "fair coffee," defining themselves as responsible 
consumers, and still like their two huge cars... and 95 percent of their purchase 
decisions are not based on any "sustainability criteria." 
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There is a gap between what consumers say they are concerned about and their 
behavior, e.g. they drive to the supermarket to buy fair trade coffee (a huge amount 
of carbon emissions from private travel in US), or use environmentally friendly energy 
producer but then take 3-4 flights a year. The attitude is "Buy this and you are 
sustainable," and there are misleading green claims on products (e.g. “dolphin-
friendly” tuna). 

Consumers will tend to do a small action and then think that they have done a lot, 
e.g. use a paper bag instead of plastic in the store, but then go to Starbucks every 
day and get a disposable cup — we do not look at whole consumer pattern. Also in 
terms of air travel, consumers do not realize how much they contribute to GHG 
emissions, they underestimate the impact. 

Many people mix up climate change and ozone. People think climate change is linear, 
so when emissions increase then temperatures increase, and the reverse. But we 
cannot turn back, e.g. the ice sheets won't come back, even if we reduce emissions. 
Public don't understand this and they want a payback – they want the climate to 
respond to consumer change. Politically speaking, we need adaptation to legitimize 
mitigation measures, otherwise people will say that what they are doing is in vain. 

We're not even there yet! I wish people were at least that aware, but most people are 
completely unaware. People feel it is the big factories, the Hummers, but not them. 

The real problem is not misconceptions, but ignorance. Even if you try, it is very 
complicated, which is the biggest issue. 

For a very long time the environment has been opposed to development, 
environmental protection was thought of as a luxury. There is an attitude of 
development vs environment, but more and more we understand that the 
environment is not opposed to development, but rather the foundation of 
development. 

Because they are widely promoted, “green” foods are perceived as safer and 
environmentally friendly and sanitary . . . But in reality, not all green foods are as 
safe and good as they are promoted. They have different classes and the differences 
are significant. When manufacturers change from generic products to green products, 
they take advantage of consumers’ lack of knowledge and enter only the lower level 
green products. Sometimes the changes they make are not fundamental, but 
consumers accept it due to a lack of knowledge. More possibly, generic foods have a 
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cost advantage, and under the pressure of demand for green foods manufacturers will 
ship their generic products to less developed regions. So in developed regions, 
consumers think their actions are successful, but in fact the generic products are still 
active in the market. 

 

OBSTACLES TO CHANGES IN CONSUMER BEHAVIOR 

5. What do you think are some of the most important obstacles to widespread, 
high-impact changes in consumer behavior that must be overcome to make 
progress toward sustainability? 

Panelists mention a range of issues, when asked about the most important obstacles to 
widespread, high-impact changes in consumer behavior that must be overcome to 
make progress toward sustainability. Lack of information and education is cited more 
than any other obstacle, followed by prices, and government policy.  Better 
information, proper price signals, and political leadership all have the potential to 
steer consumers in the right direction, as consumers otherwise may lack a coherent 
vision of what a sustainable lifestyle should look like. Panelists also cite the lack of 
sustainable options for consumers, lack of leadership and role models, and cultural 
restraints in the context of an individualistic market economy that emphasizes 
economic growth.  

Selected paraphrased comments: 

There is a lack of information. There is some backlash against environmentalists, who 
are viewed as elitist, alarmist. If companies were better, government took a clearer 
stand, and environmentalists were more measured, it would help. 

The obstacle is in the offer to consumers — it has to be relevant and meaningful. 
What do we offer beyond telling people that their grandchildren will survive if they 
take action? And how do we communicate — it should not be all dull and miserable. 

People are considering environmental sustainability as a matter of no concern. Living 
organisms are conservative and optimistic. Humans also live the same way without 
thinking about the impending environmental crises and a sustainable future. 

The deep rooted cultural paradigm of consumerism, the metric of GDP, the growth 
economy — it is presented as your "moral duty to consume." This is a great conflict, a 
paradox, because of the limits to the environment. 
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Laziness is innate. We also have a marketing culture that promotes consumerism. 
Americans are into so much "stuff". Our parents in the Depression Generation just 
reused everything. 

There is the matter of prices — if eco-products are expensive people won't buy them, 
or when products are too cheap with high environmental cost. 

We need to get the price signals right. Sustainable items should not be more 
expensive than unsustainable products. 

Information — consumers don't fully understand the importance of their choices, the 
options they have. 

First, consumers don't think about it: they need information. In Germany we have 
information on GHG emissions labelled on (some) products. We need to inform them 
about what they are buying so that they at least have the chance to make a decision. 

What is urgent is a widespread campaign of global awareness. We need to explain 
that people, especially in developing world, need to be careful with resources. 

There is the sense of "I would do it if others were too." People need to have it 
prescribed by government; there will never be major consumer changes without 
government action. 

Sustainability focuses on balancing the interests among generations, so there must be 
a long term plan and a focus on long term interest. But in reality, there is still a lot 
of short term behavior. This doesn’t mean that consumers do not care about the long 
term interest, or do not agree on sustainability; it is possible that behavioral change 
is not easy since the long term interest does not directly relate to the consumer. This 
short term conception must be overcome first, so that sustainability becomes part of 
the consumer’s value and directs his behavior. 

It is not that consumer behavior damages sustainability; it is that consumers lack 
choices to support sustainability. How the resources are presented to consumer relies 
on manufacturers’ technology. When products are presented to consumers for them 
to make a choice, the products themselves limit consumers to support the 
sustainability in their own way. So, resources or product providers must first make 
sure they have the technology to provide sustainable products. Only when this is 
achieved, consumers’ choices are possible to shift to sustainability and become a 
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habit. From this perspective, changes of consumer behavior should start from 
manufacturers. 

 

MOTIVATING CONSUMERS 

6. What one thing do you think consumers most need to learn or know to become 
motivated and able to make meaningful changes in their own behavior?  

When asked what one thing consumers most need to learn or know to become 
motivated and able to make meaningful changes in their own behavior, most panellists 
mention either learning about the state of the environment and about the negative 
effect of making unsustainable consumption choices, or consumers knowing that 
changing their behavior will really make a difference. Many of the experts surveyed 
note the importance of consumers feeling that their actions are meaningful in the 
context of broader societal change; some panelists emphasize government policy as 
essential in assuring people that they will not be alone in changing their behavior, 
while others note the importance of consumers being able to appreciate the effects of 
their behavior in aggregate. 

Selected paraphrased comments: 

Consumers need to learn how to take care of the environment of the future. The 
environment is thing we need to take care of, not just use - for the next generation. 
The message is not getting to people; if they knew the damage they would change. 

The motivation for change will be if the change itself will benefit the consumer, e.g. 
changes to a healthier lifestyle. Only when they realize they themselves will benefit 
the most, the change becomes motivated. But motivation is not enough; self-interest 
can result in everyone doing for its own thus no agreed behaviors are formed widely. 
Consumers need to understand that change is not only for themselves but also for 
their children and grandchildren. This flesh and blood relationship can make 
consumers think about their future generation, so to generate the need for 
sustainable development. 

We would need to know the ecological footprint of our decisions as consumers (clear 
and simple standards would be needed). 

Survival depends on our behavior. In the case of the ozone layer, when people 
understood that their consumption depleted the ozone layer they changed. There 
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were lots of consequences for human beings; it showed that when people understood 
this they changed. 

Ultimately people need to know the big picture, demonstrating visually how purchase 
decisions are integrated into the bigger picture across millions of people. For that 
they need better understanding of statistics, statistical literacy - to be able to 
appreciate effects of their behavior in aggregate. 

Consumers need feedback, that small individual changes can make a difference. There 
is a responsibility for media here – the discourse should not be alarmist so that 
people become discouraged. We need to create visibility of small actions, small 
successes; we need to show that we are on track, people need to hear that. 

The biggest issue is for consumers to know that somehow their actions are not futile 
or symbolic only. We need government incentives. 

People need a general sense that their choices make a real difference; that if 
everyone does it will make a difference. 

Consumers need to be equipped to identify meaningful actions, products and services 
(e.g. housing, transportation) and distinguish between what is sustainable and not 
sustainable. They need to be assured that the choice is real – through messages from 
government and business, through labelling. 

There is a feeling of "does my action make a difference?" The government matters —
people want others to be doing it too, they are happy if everyone does it (e.g. people 
know that buying an electric car makes no difference if only 2 percent of people do 
it). Collective action is still necessary, so we need government policy. Consumer 
action is not a substitute for government action — people support policies like fuel 
efficiency for cars; they don't buy a fuel-efficient car but they support the policy. 
This is not hypocritical but smart, to think that voluntary action is not useful unless 
everyone does it.  

Consumers need to know the true or full cost of things. There are too many hidden 
subsidies. They need to know for example the GHG emissions per product they buy. 
The American economy is such that people can't understand cost. If this remains the 
case, how will people be motivated to change? 
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FINAL COMMENTS FROM THE EXPERTS 

7. Do you have any final comments you would like to add before we end? 

Selected paraphrased comments: 

What we can see from all data is that our past is past; there has to be change and 
there is not much time. We need to recreate, not little by little, we need "creative 
destruction" — destroy and recreate because we do not have much time. Today there 
is no Mandela for sustainability; we need this type of leadership, we need actors of 
change in business. 

The groundwork needs to be done; we need advocacy, awareness, education, a 
continuum. Traditional community leaders can actually make people change their 
behavior, because in a situation of poverty it is a matter of cost . . . only 1 percent of 
population has a credit card, and there is no cash. Most decisions are made by the 
government, if you have their buy-in, it’s a done deal. It is top-down, and not up to 
consumers. 

In the US, of course consumer behavior is important, but the fastest way to change is 
top-down, through either education or punishment (taxation). Americans are 
psychologically isolationist; they want small government, while other countries are 
more responsive to government action. The US has the highest emissions but is 
hardest to change; because of awareness, and willingness to pay. But — they respond 
to the market. 

Pricing is a big thing that will drive consumer change. Now some things are cheap but 
actually expensive if we count the cost to the environment. 

If only the average American had a sense of the scale of their consumption relative to 
the vast majority in the world. You don't "need" all that stuff. 

It is important to build on existing cultural values, e.g., in India to not waste food, 
you can build on that. Other cultural differences also need to be taken into account, 
e.g., in a Muslim country like Indonesia it may be problematic to crowd women onto 
mass transit.  

The real challenge is that we are building this culture of individualism and 
consumerism; we don't have a contemporary role model of collective endeavour, only 
selfishness, and the isolation of people in urban areas. The challenge is to find role 
models, and a rationale for collective action.  
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Key is to explain how individual behavior can weight up to the global dimension of 
challenges. We should show what impact individual action would have (if for example 
everyone who answers they would do x in a survey actually did), to give the action 
relevance. This is an important part of social marketing - unlocking the power of 
individuals. 


