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Abstract: One of the most prominent measures to facilitate more 
sustainable production and consumption has been the instrument of product 
labelling. But with a plethora of labelling schemes having been implemented 
over the last decade many now accuse them of being confusing rather than 
facilitating. As a result, governments in France, UK and Germany, as well as 
businesses such as Walmart and non-governmental organisations like WWF 
have begun to consider seriously the implementation of some form of ‘meta’ 
scheme that condenses existing product labels and other communication 
measures. Using a novel theoretically integrative framework to analyse the 
current labelling arena, this paper investigates different implementation 
options for such an overarching scheme and discusses what their prospects 
are for effectively guiding behavioural changes across the production and 
consumption system. The findings suggests multiple potential hurdles for the 
effective institutionalisation of a sustainability meta labelling scheme, the 
most problematic of which is probably finding agreements on focus and 
trade off decisions in a way that ensures a balance between 
understandability, procedural and consequential legitimacy aspects. 

 

1 Introduction 

The importance of enhanced product information has been repeatedly 
highlighted in policy reports and declarations such as the UN Agenda 21 or 
the EU Sustainable Consumption and Production Action Plan and product 
labelling schemes have since become one of the most prominent measures to 
facilitate more sustainable production and consumption. They generally 
consist of three main building blocks, which are usually formalised and 
coordinated by a central labelling organisation:  

1. Standardisation to function as an external point of reference and a 
codified basis for conveying sustainability related information.  

2. Assessment to what extent the specifications of that standard are 
met.  
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3. Information aggregation, meaning condensing of the assessment 
results, including the criteria against which the assessment has been 
conducted, into higher level information that is displayed with or 
on the product (Hansen and Kull, 1995; Cassell and Symon, 2006).  

The third step distinguishes sustainability related product labelling from 
certification schemes. While certification is often an inherent part of the 
product labelling process, not all certification schemes communicate with or 
on the product. 

During the last decades a variety of different product labelling schemes 
have evolved around these three building blocks. For example “seal-of-
approval programmes” (United States Environmental Protection Agency, 
1998), such as the Marine Stewardship Council (MSC) or Fairtrade scheme, 
award the use of a symbol to products that the labelling organisation judges 
to be less environmentally or socially harmful based on a set of sustainability 
related award criteria. A subcategory of seal of approval labels are ISO type 
one (so far only eco-) labels, such as the EU ecolabel, which review and 
tighten their (usually wide scoped) standards on a regular basis. Product 
declarations or ISO type three labels use a standardised format to categorise 
and quantify multiple (environmental) impacts of a product. While they used 
to be applied mainly in business to business relations, type three labels, such 
as  the EU energy or recent carbon labelling schemes, are now also 
increasingly being used in household consumer relations. Over the last few 
years it has been considered, especially in France, to further expand wide 
spanned type 3 declarations towards interactions with household consumers 
(see Vergez, 2012 but also European Commission, 2011; Christiansen et al., 
2006, and Schmidt and Brunn-Poulsen, 2007).  

In addition to these considerations to provide more comprehensive 
information about the overall environmental footprint of products, various 
actors (see e.g. Sustain, 2007; Eberle, 2001; Eckert et al. 2007, Frankl et al. 
2005; Mazijn et al., 2004; Teufel et al., 2009) have called for the 
introduction of some form of overarching sustainability product labelling 
scheme to address confusion and in fact often tension between product 
labelling schemes focussing on environmental and ones focussing on social 
aspects. Some schemes, such as the 'PRO PLANET' label implemented by 
the German retailer REWE (Rewe Group) or a new climate label in Sweden 
(Klimatcertifiering för Mat), have already been implemented in line with 
such calls.  

However, the ecolabel index currently already lists 430 product labelling 
schemes that focus on one or another aspect of sustainable development 
(http://www.ecolabelindex.com/). This plethora is accompanied by a 
multiplicity of standardisation schemes defining different criteria to evaluate 
processes, organisations and products against the notion of sustainable 
development for certification, labelling and other purposes. During the last 
years more and more actors from NGO, business, academic and 
governmental organisations have criticised this multiplicity mainly for 
causing confusion on the side of household consumers (see e.g. ISEAL 
Alliance, 2011; Allison and Carter, 2000; EurActiv.com 25. February 2008; 
The Commission of the European Communities, 2009; Kreeb and Schulz, 
2003; Gallastegui and Spain, 2002; Proto et al., 2007; Banerjee and 
Solomon, 2003; Kaphengst and Schlegel, 2009). This has build up 
increasingly dominant demands for a unification and harmonisation of 
existing schemes. The UK House of Common Environmental Audit 



Sustainability Meta Labelling 3
 

Proceedings: Global Research Forum on Sustainable Consumption and Production  

Workshop, June 13-15, 2012, Rio de Janiero, Brazil. 
 

Committee (2009, p.8) for example promoted in 2009 “the simplification, 
unification and verification of environmental labelling, preferably into a 
single sector-based universal scheme incorporating different key elements as 
in emerging food labelling schemes”. In Germany a report for the German 
ministry of consumer protection, food and agriculture suggested the 
implementation of a ‘sustainability meta label’ at the point of sale that 
highlights the most sustainable products based on a summary of existing 
labelling schemes (Baedeker et al., 2005). 

In the light of these calls, some of the recently implemented product 
labelling schemes try to function as a “plug-in-module for existing 
sustainability labels or standards” (Klimatcertifiering för Mat). Moreover, 
several meta initiatives have evolved. The 'internationally coordinated 
ecolabelling system', GENICES, by the Global Ecolabelling Network (GEN) 
for example aims to harmonise standards across different ecolabels as well 
as the procedures these schemes are based on (GEN). The latter has been 
addressed through the implementation of a meta assessment that certifies the 
adherence of ecolabels with a defined code of good practice (GEN). Another 
important development can be found in the biofuel sector, where the 
European Commission has defined what some refer to as a sustainability 
“meta standard” (Dehue et al., 2007, p. 4). Compliance with the criteria of 
that standard can be shown through adherence with existing product 
labelling or standardisation schemes, so called ‘qualifying standards’ (Dehue 
et al., 2007; European Commission 2010; European Commission 2009; 
Upham et al., in review; Lin, 2010). In a report commissioned by WWF 
Germany Schlegel et al (2008) have discussed an expansion of this novel 
approach into a ‘Global Standard-Setting Scheme for Natural Resources’. 
Attempts to implement a scheme along these lines can be found already with 
the NGO 'People4Earth' (People4Earth.org, 2012) as well as the 
Sustainability Consortium (Arizona State University and University of 
Arkansas, 2009-2011). 

Some of these meta initiatives have also initiated a unification of the 
communication with or on the product. For the Sustainability Consortium 
one of the final aims is to enable direct comparison of two products in regard 
to their relative impacts on sustainability (Arizona State University and 
University of Arkansas, 2009-2011). This resonates with the original aim of 
Walmart, the founder of the Sustainability Consortium, to build “a simple 
rating for consumers about the sustainability of products” (Walmart, 2010). 
It could be imagined that Walmart could follow the organisation 
‘GoodGuide’ at this point, which assigns an overall sustainability rating to 
produces partly based on existing certification and product labelling 
schemes.  

Yet despite some major initiatives having started to move into the 
direction of establishing some form of sustainability meta labelling scheme, 
comprehensive theoretical investigation of how such schemes could become 
institutionalised are so far lacking. After briefly outlining the methodological 
and theoretical foundation of this study, this paper will address this research 
gap by discussing the prospects for and potential problems associated with 
an effective institutionalisation of a sustainability meta labelling scheme.  
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2 Theoretical foundation1 

Product labelling schemes can be considered as aiming to provide order 
to social action in a Weberian sense. But because the degree to which social 
action is oriented in line with the maxims of an order can vary (Weber, 
1922), product labelling schemes can have different degrees of effectiveness 
in guiding behavioural changes across the production and consumption 
system. The question is what determines this degree, referred to in the 
following as the institutionalisation of a particular order, in this case the 
order provided by a product labelling scheme.  

For the evaluation of this question this study bases on the emerging 
literature on constructivist institutionalism as well as Finnemore and 
Sikking’s (1998) concept of a norm life cycle and Greenwood et al.’s (2002) 
model of institutional change. Offering a crucial bridge between structure 
and agency, these perspectives establish product labelling organisations as 
institutional entrepreneurs who can actively influence the interactive and 
socially embedded institutionalisation of a product labelling scheme.  

To help understand what drives the degree to which their entrepreneurial 
activity resonates with greater societal support and aligning of social activity 
with the maxims of the product labelling scheme, the concept of legitimacy 
seems particularly useful. Mainly drawing from the organisational studies 
literature, legitimacy is here understood to be comprised of three 
dimensions: a pragmatic, a normative and a relational one (Suchman, 1995; 
Tost, 2011).  

The pragmatic dimension takes from rational accounts that actors 
(including entrepreneurs but also other actors in the production and 
consumption system) are strategic, seeking to realise goals and product 
labelling schemes can be more or less instrumental in achieving these goals. 
Such goals can resemble for example a consumer’s interests in purchasing 
more sustainably produced products or producers, manufacturers and 
retailers interests in meeting such demands, improve their overall image or 
safe guard future supplies.  

Next to pragmatic dimensions actors take into account societal models of 
appropriateness, referred to as ‘normative legitimacy’.2 If associated with 
taken-for-granted institutions, the labelling organisation might even 
circumvent active legitimacy evaluation and achieve a passive aligning with 
its order. This strong form of normative legitimacy can be referred to as 
‘cognitive legitimacy’. 

 Thirdly, relationships and mutual dependencies between actors can 
influence perceptions of both normative and pragmatic legitimacy through 
the social control of organisations (Pfeffer and Salancik, 2003), processes of 
isomorphism (DiMaggio and Powell, 2008) and individual identity building 
(Wallenborn, 2007; Young, 2008; Pedersen and Neergaard, 2006). Tost 
(2011, p.696) describes how legitimacy judgements are often based on 
observations of endorsements from other actors in the field, referred to as 
“validity cues”.  

 
1 The following section is a brief summary of Dendler (in progress).  
2 In fact, unlike in rational institutionalist’ conceptualisations, goals and preferences are 

considered in this study as a complex, contingent, and constantly changing social 
construction of which societal models of appropriateness are an inherent part (Hay 2006). 
This makes normative and pragmatic legitimacy evaluations usually difficult to clearly 
separate and a separation between them is mainly assumed for analytical purposes. 
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The relational perspective introduces a more systematic understanding of 
the institutionalisation of product labelling schemes. It looks not only at how 
individual household consumers and producers see following the order of a 
particular labelling scheme as being in line with their perceptions of societal 
norms and self interests, but also to what extent labelling schemes are 
integrated in various other activities that shape the production and 
consumption system. Especially coercive pressures by NGOs on major 
branded manufacturers and retailers who have acquired focal positions in 
many supply chains (Dewick and Foster 2011; Gereffi, 1994) has shown to 
be of great relevance at this point. Next to NGOs, other civic as well as 
governmental organisations for example can align their procurement and 
broader communication with the maxims of a product labelling scheme and 
in doing so provide validity cues and influence wider pragmatic and 
normative legitimacy evaluations.  

In his seminal work on organisational legitimacy Suchman (1995) details 
how organisations (in this case the labelling organisation) can use various 
strategies to “legitimise” (Demil and Bensédrine, 2005, p. 59) their activity 
and the order they provide. For example labelling organisations can conform 
to the needs of actors and/or offer them decision making access to positively 
affect their pragmatic legitimacy evaluation. To focus more on normative 
legitimacy dimensions they can embed their structures within already 
existing legitimate institutions (co-optation) or symbolise the conformity 
with societal ideals by becoming identified with organisations that have a 
strong base of social legitimacy. Particularly strong strategies are the 
conformity with established models of appropriateness through mimetic 
processes, formalization through codification of informal procedures and 
professionalization by linking activities to external definitions of authority 
and competence (Suchman 1995; Dowling and Pfeffer, 1975).  

Through these strategies and further legitimacy construction between 
various actors in the production and consumption system, following the 
order of a product labelling scheme can diffuse across fields and eventually 
reach a tipping point where a critical mass of relevant actors adopt the 
product labelling scheme and the scheme potentially gradually achieves 
taken-for-granted status.  

Although the legitimacy construction process has shown to be highly 
dynamic and complex, it has been found to cluster around a general set of 
aspects: 

 Tradition: are publicly trusted and taken-for-granted 
organisations involved? 

 Regulatory: usually evolving from conformity with laws; 
 Knowledge: belief in superior knowledge or skills; 
 Consequences: does the scheme meet targets in relation to 

individual self interests as well as greater societal welfare? 
 Procedures: Belief in the validity of the procedure the scheme is 

based on, often related to norms of inclusiveness and 
deliberation, prominently translated into demands for 
transparency, participation and inclusion of multiple actors in 
decision making processes, efforts to find consensus and 
independent assessments. 
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3 Empirical foundation 

Empirically, the study is based on four case studies of the Fair Trade, 
Marine Stewardship Council (MSC), EU energy- and EU ecolabel. Each of 
the case studies draws from an extensive documentary analysis as well as in 
depth interviews with advocates of different actor groups (including NGOs, 
governmental, civil societal and business organisations). This is combined 
with a review of meta labelling related documents as well as in depth 
interviews focussing on the notion of sustainability meta labelling. 

 

4 Prospects for the institutionalisations of a 
sustainability meta labelling scheme 

The following sections briefly review how already existing as well as 
some of the suggested meta initiatives have been conceptualised around the 
four product labelling building blocks introduced in section 1. Findings from 
the four case studies are used to discuss these suggestions in the light of the 
theoretical framework. The last section concludes by reflecting mainly on 
procedural and consequential legitimacy aspects.  

4.1 Standard setting 

In specifying standards product labelling organisations can take foci on 
different contents, product groups and areas of application within the supply 
chain as well as implement different degrees of stringency and precision.  

4.1.1 Focus 

In the light of the unification aim most authors suggest for a 
sustainability meta standard to a have wide scope spanning multiple product 
groups and specify criteria per product group (see e.g. Golden et al., 2010; 
Schlegel et al., 2008).  

In order to specify standard principles most labelling organisations define 
either certain ideals that should be achieved to be considered sustainable 
(e.g. being recyclable) or aspects that are considered to be unsustainable and 
therefore should be avoided. To identify more operational criteria a dual 
approach has been suggested and partly already implemented: firstly 
building upon criteria that core across existing sustainability related product 
labelling and certification schemes (see e.g. Schlegel et al., 2008) and 
secondly evaluate each product group in regard to potential negative social 
and environmental impacts through life cycle analysis or similar instruments 
(see e.g. Golden et al., 2010; The Sustainability Consortium, 2010; Rewe 
Group).  

Most suggest to then focusing the criteria on ‘key aspects’ (see e.g. 
House of Commons Environmental Audit Committee, 2009; Schmidt 
and Brunn-Poulsen, 2007; GoodGuide). What is considered key decides not 
only about the focus of the standard but potentially also on sustainability 
trade-offs, as the focus on a particular key aspect can result in negative 
effects on other sustainability dimensions. Accordingly these decisions can 
stage major disagreements as they often bring together fundamentally 
opposing paradigmatic views. All studied product labelling cases have faced 
repeated legitimacy withdrawals for focussing on issues some actors have 
not considered as most relevant or even wrong in regard to their 
consequences for consumption and production as well as the procedures by 
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which the decisions on them have been derived. Considering that the concept 
of sustainable development is highly ambiguous, as to uncertainties around 
the problem as well as clarifying the relative priority or weight within and 
between the environmental, economical and socio-cultural aspects of 
development (see e.g. van Zeijl-Rozema et al., 2008; Kemp and Martens, 
2007; Zaccai 2012), such difficulties can be expected to increase for a 
unified sustainability meta labelling scheme. 

4.1.2 Stringency 

In developing their criteria standard setters can be more or less 
demanding. While less stringent criteria are more likely to achieve a wide 
applicability in the market and, in the case of a meta scheme, wider 
applicability across existing product labelling schemes, they can negatively 
affect legitimacy evaluation by actors who associate stringent criteria with 
positive consequences on the production and consumption system.  

In order to overcome this dilemma some existing product labelling 
schemes and sustainability meta labelling proposals (see e.g. Teufel et al., 
2009 and Schlegel et al., 2006) suggest to gradually raise the standard or 
follow a conditional assessment approach (see section 4.2 for further 
discussion of the latter). Another hybrid solution is the introduction of a 
graded scheme where different classes relate to different stringency levels. 
Especially the last solution has found an increased advocacy base over the 
last years (e.g. Eberle, 2001; Bleda and Valente, 2009; Grankvist et al., 
2004) not only to ease conflicts regarding the appropriate stringency of 
standards but also positively affect conflicts related to the communication 
phase (see section 4.3).  

4.1.3 Precision 

One of the aims of many product labelling schemes, especially a unifying 
one, is to define standards that cross boundaries and meet increasingly 
globalised market demands. But because definitions of unsustainable 
practices and ideals can vary greatly across regions, product labelling 
organisations also tend to face demands to reflect geographic variability. To 
meet such demands both the MSC and EU energy labelling organisations 
have decided for more local interpretation of their standards and similar 
suggestions have been made for the implementation of a sustainability meta 
scheme.  

Yet while the Fairtrade and the EU ecolabel faced criticism for 
insufficient adaptability to local conditions, the MSC and EU energy 
labelling organisations have seen their legitimacy threatened by accusations 
of arbitrary and inconsistent interpretation of criteria. This again shows how 
legitimacy evaluations can vary greatly across contexts and actors and the 
delicacy of managing their different demands. This task can be expected to 
be even more demanding with a standard that would aim to have an even 
wider geographical scope in order to meet unification aims. 

4.1.4 Revision 

Most of the schemes suggested and already implemented have been 
proposed to have a continuous and timely revision of the defined standard 
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(see e.g. Eberle, 2001; Golden et al., 2010; The Sustainability Consortium, 
2010). In doing so product labelling organisations can positively influence 
understandability and consequential legitimacy evaluation for example in 
regard to the facilitation of innovation. Timely revisions are not a universal 
interest however. The EU energy label case study for example has shown 
how some actors have objected revisions to avoid a downgrading of their 
evaluation or allow for longer adoption periods. This also relates to potential 
clashes with procedural legitimacy demands for participatory decision 
making, which can become very time consuming, especially when bringing 
together a variety of normative and pragmatic understandings. In the case of 
a meta scheme, timely revisions are likely to face an additional challenge as 
changes in the meta standard would need to materialise through according 
changes in the qualifying standards (Schlegel et al., 2008). 

4.1.5 Legitimisation through mimicking existing standards  

A common strategy to increase normative and potentially even cognitive 
legitimacy of a standard has been to mimic standards that have already 
acquired a high degree of institutionalisation. Several initiatives seem to be 
relevant here, such as the BS ISO 26000 guidelines (BS ISO 26000:2010) or 
the 'Guidelines for Sustainability Assessment of Food and Agriculture 
Systems (SAFA)' currently developed by the UN Food and Agriculture 
Organization (Natural Resources Management and Environment 
Department, 2012). But while the UN initiative has not yet been established, 
the ISO guidelines explicitly state that they do not aim to function as a 
baseline for certification use (BS ISO 26000:2010). Moreover, even if driven 
by organisations many actors arguably associate with traditional and 
knowledge legitimacy, above outlined problems especially in relation to 
appropriate foci, stringency and precision are likely to pose problems also 
for the legitimisation of these standards. 

4.1.6 Procedural criteria 

In addition to sustainability related meta criteria, initiatives such as the 
EU biofuels scheme or the GoodGuide have specified certain procedural 
demands for product labelling schemes to meet in order to be considered as 
qualifying standards. Unlike in the case of sustainability related criteria, 
procedural meta criteria can build upon what seems to be a rather large 
societal agreement on appropriate product labelling procedures. This large 
consensus could be seen in the interviews conducted for this study but also 
the fact that procedures such as multi actor decision making, public 
consultation, transparency or third party certification have been already 
formalised in several codes of conduct, some of them adopted by 
organisations with an arguably high degree of knowledge and traditional 
legitimacy such as ISO or WTO. 

4.2 Assessment 

To be considered a qualifying standard for the EU biofuels initiative, the 
EU Commission assesses existing schemes against the sustainability and the 
procedural requirements set in the EU Directive. In case of a positive 
assessment the Commission initiates together with the Committee on the 
Sustainability of Biofuels and Bioliquids the adoption of the scheme as a 
qualifying standard for all or certain criteria of the meta standard (Dehue et 
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al., 2007; European Commission 2010; European Commission 2009; Upham 
et al., in review; Lin, 2010).  

Focussing on the compliance with their procedural code of conduct, the 
GENICES framework assesses interested ecolabelling schemes through a 
GEN peer review panel. Based on a documentary review and site visit(s) to 
the applicant organisation a site audit report is prepared. The labelling 
organisation is then given the opportunity to implement corrective measures. 
After another peer review of the corrective actions, a certificate is awarded 
to the applicant if all criteria are considered compliant or compliant with 
under the condition that further corrective measures are taken (GEN).  

Such a conditional assessment approach has been suggested also for the 
assessment process of a sustainability meta scheme not only in regard to 
procedural but also sustainability meta criteria (Schlegel et al., 2006). Yet 
while a conditional assessment approach has been supported by some 
because of its usefulness as a “pedagogical tool” (Ponte, 2008, p. 163) and to 
ensure large applicability; others have seen in it a negative influence on the 
actual impact of a product labelling scheme. The MSC organisation for 
example has faced major opposition and legitimacy withdrawals from key 
legitimacy actors because of their conditional certification approach. Here 
again the difficulties related to meeting opposing legitimacy demands 
becomes apparent.  

Another problematic area relates to data availability, especially if the 
meta sustainability and procedural standards request a high degree of 
stringency. Multiple authors have already come to the conclusion that there 
are a range of sustainability issues and product groups that are so far not 
covered by sustainability related product labelling or certification schemes 
(Teufel et al., 2009; Bratt et al. 2011; Schlegel et al., 2008; 2011). It 
therefore seems likely, similar to what has been suggested for the EU 
biofuels scheme (see Dehue et al., 2007), that any sustainability meta 
certification or labelling scheme would need to conduct “supplementary 
checks” to fill “gapcriteria” between the sustainability meta standard and the 
qualifying standards.  

Such a mixture of direct product assessment as well as assessment of 
existing product labelling and certification schemes is conducted already by 
the GoodGuide. Unlike GEN and the EU biofuels initiative, the GoodGuide 
thereby follows a scoring rather than basic requirement approach. At the 
core of a scoring approach is that criteria can be met to various degrees and 
often also the possibility to compensate non compliance through the 
compliances with other criteria (Scheer and Rubik, 2005).  

The GoodGuide also follows a scoring approach to derive their overall 
sustainability assessment of a product. In doing so, scores for the individual 
criteria are weighted depending on judgments about their importance as well 
as the reliability of the data used to evidence the compliance (GoodGuide). 
Such a scored approach resembles suggestions mentioned above to 
implement a meta scheme in a graded rather than two dimensional fashion. 
Here arguments made in section 4.1.1 about potentially strong contestations 
related to weighting decisions have to be recalled, which could be potentially 
even stronger for the amalgamation into one overall assessment score.  
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4.3 Communciation 

Communication on or with the product can differ in terms of the degree 
of information aggregation, the format and design of the information 
provided and the medium that conveys this information.  

4.3.1 Information aggregation 

Information aggregation seems crucial to ensure the understandability of 
a product labelling scheme, which has shown to be an important dimension 
when actors pragmatically evaluate how instrumental a product labelling 
scheme is for various communication activities. To ensure understandability 
some have called for a high degree of aggregation into a simple single level 
symbol, especially for the communication with household consumers (e.g. 
Truffer et al., 2001; Klemisch, 2004; Banerjee and Solomon, 2003).  

Yet aggregation is also essentially related to weighting and trade off 
decisions, which have been already discussed to trigger major legitimacy 
contestations. Indeed, some have criticised highly condensed forms of 
information for taking away decision making from household consumers 
who might demand more extensive information (e.g. Teisl and Roe, 2005; 
Teisl and Roe, 1998).  

One strategy to address this conflict is to aggregate not into one overall 
evaluation but to distinguish between different sub categories. The 
GoodGuide for example provides next to an overarching sustainability score 
scores for three sub-categories (environment, social and health) 
(GoodGuide). Some studies suggest that such more detailed information 
could provide for greater information satisfaction on the side of the 
household consumer (Teisl and Roe, 2005; Jensen et al., 2003).  

Yet while such sub categories might meet the demands of some engaged 
household consumers, major trade off and weighting decisions would remain 
and are still likely to cause opposition amongst other actors. Here it has to be 
remembered that section 2 has established the institutionalisation of product 
labelling schemes as only partly driven by pragmatic choices on the side of 
household consumers based on the information on the product. For the wider 
institutionalisation of a sustainability meta labelling scheme these remaining 
weighting decisions could pose a much bigger challenge than finding the 
right amount of information to meet household consumer demands.  

4.3.2 Format 

As pointed to previously, many actors have shown advocacy for the 
implementation of a graded product labelling scheme. Like the 
differentiation into sub categories this advocacy has been partly grounded in 
trying to influence household consumers’ behaviour through the provision of 
more precise and partly negative information (see e.g. Bleda and Valente, 
2009; Roe et al., 2001; Grankvist et al., 2004).  

While many NGOs and civil societal actors have also shown in favour of 
a graded implementation, manufacturers and retailers seem less likely to 
support the establishment of a graded scheme as it essentially risks having a 
negative assessment attached to a product. Thus, many see a need for strong 
coercive pressure, potentially even regulation, to push the establishment of a 
graded scheme against the interests of business actors (Grankvist et al., 
2004; Jensen et al., 2003). If such a push is successful however, authors such 
as Grankvist et al. (2004), Bleda and Valente (2009) or Allison and Carter 
(2000) but also findings from the EU energy labelling case suggest that the 
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threat of a negative rating attached to a product can be a strong incentive for 
business actors to change their activity in line with the maxims of a product 
labelling scheme and provide more sustainably produced products. 

4.3.3 Design  

Potential options for the design of the information on the product largely 
depend on whether a non graded or graded approach is taken. While the 
former is usually communicated through a single symbol, the latter can be 
communicated in various forms including numerical, alphabetical and colour 
scales.  

Despite the development of a strong advocacy for colour coding 
approaches over the last years (see e.g. House of Commons Environmental 
Audit Committee, 2009; Upham et al., 2011; Synovate UK, 2005), the case 
studies have shown that demands tend to divert also in relation to the design 
of the information on the product. While some actors for example focus on 
unified understandability, others aim to mobilise product labelling schemes 
for educational or marketing measures. Especially the latter is often related 
to differentiation goals, which have an inherent opposition to unification 
demands.  

4.3.4 Information medium 

Next to the information with or on the product, some product labelling 
schemes provide additional information via leaflets or on their website. With 
recent technological developments an alternative at this point is the use of 
the barcode on products “as a gateway to further information” for example 
through Smartphone applications (House of Commons Environmental Audit 
Committee, 2009, p. 20). In light of such developments, some argue that the 
actual information on the product will become increasingly replaced by 
technologies that give much more space for detailed information.  
 

4.4 Organisational structure 

Traditionally organisational theory has seen formal organisations as 
rather clear-cut entities usually distinguishing between companies, civil 
society (including NGOs) and government. While some product labelling 
organisations are indeed purely driven by one of these actor classes, many 
labelling organisations have evolved as hybrid organisations that involve 
actors from across these spheres which often participate on behalf of other 
organisations. Such hybrid organisations have been positively highlighted 
especially for facilitating repeated communication and interaction between 
varieties of actor classes. The mutual reflective trust developed during such 
repeated interaction, it has been argued, can give rise to compromise 
between normally opposing parties (Boström and Klintman, 2008). If these 
parties include key legitimacy actors with large power to influence the wider 
legitimacy evaluations of a product labelling scheme, this can have a crucial 
impact on its institutionalisation.  

Yet in the light of the previously outlined potential for large oppositions 
related to the implementation of a sustainability meta labelling scheme, 
especially a graded one, many see a need for regulatory legitimisation 
similar to the EU energy labelling case. But while the EU energy labelling 
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case study has shown a (limited) potential to force manufacturers and 
retailers to display certain information, it has also shown that the need to 
balance different legitimacy demands in order to ensure a wide 
institutionalisation does not necessarily decrease through legal enforcement. 
This firstly relates to limited coercive capacity in regard to the wider social 
activity that shapes production and consumption and the wider 
institutionalisation of a product labelling scheme (legal enforcement cannot 
ensure for example that NGOs, consumers and other actors align their social 
activity with the maxims of the product labelling scheme). Secondly, 
conflicting interests and normative interpretations are also a major barrier for 
legal enforcement, at least for the EU case.  

 

5 Reflection on overall consequential and procedural 
legitimacy construction and conclusion 

This paper has shown how the institutionalisation and behavioural 
effectiveness of product labelling schemes relates to a complex and 
inherently conflictual construction of legitimacy between actors from across 
the production and consumption system. Many of these conflicts have 
thereby demonstrated to be likely to increase rather than decrease with the 
implementation of an overarching sustainability meta label. Especially 
procedural and consequential legitimacy aspects and the balance between the 
two could pose a major challenge.  

Perceptions of desired consequences differ across context and actor 
classes (both in regard to individual self interests and greater societal good), 
making strategies to demonstrate positive consequences of aligning activity 
with a particular labelling scheme notoriously difficult. The inherently large 
scope of a unifying sustainability meta labelling scheme as well as the 
ambiguities related to the sustainable development concept pose a particular 
challenge at this point. Moreover, a meta scheme would need to prove a 
positive consequence over and above already existing schemes to justify its 
existence. So far this additional positive consequence has been mainly 
established around a need to resolve household consumer confusion and 
provide them with more streamlined information to enable them to demand 
more sustainably produced products. This perception of production and 
consumption systems in general and the institutionalisation of product 
labelling schemes in particular being mainly shaped by rational, information 
based consumer choices has been not only questioned by the theoretical 
arguments presented in this paper but also the empirical analysis conducted 
for this study. In fact, interviewees from across actor classes seemed rather 
negative in their consequential legitimacy evaluations of a sustainability 
meta labelling scheme, particularly in regard to its ability to facilitate actual 
changes in consumer behaviour.   

According to Suchman (1995), the more difficult a clear demonstration 
of a positive consequence is the more important becomes procedural 
legitimacy. To increase their procedural legitimacy many labelling 
organisations have (amongst others) related their procedures to 
internationally accepted standards and included multiple actors in their 
decision making processes. Despite such strategies, most studied product 
labelling cases have faced accusations for insufficient engagement of 
different actors, in particular less organised and resourceful ones.  
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But before presenting more participatory structures as a silver bullet to 
ensure the procedural legitimacy of a potential sustainability meta labelling 
scheme, some fundamental barriers have to be highlighted.  

Firstly, more participatory processes do not automatically result in 
procedural legitimacy partly due to technical, financial and knowledge 
inequalities among participants. Such inequalities do not seem likely to 
decrease for the procedures associated with the implementation of a complex 
overarching sustainability meta labelling scheme.  

Secondly, finding a consensus between participating parties is usually 
coupled with increased complexity and time consumption. Thus trade-offs 
can emerge between procedural legitimacy demands and efficiency demands 
that relate to a scheme’s understandability and consequential legitimacy. 
Such trade-offs can be expected to be even greater with a meta labelling 
scheme that has been shown to have particularly large conflict potential due 
to differences in normative and pragmatic interpretations of the notion of 
sustainable development and the inherently wide scope of a unifying 
scheme.  

In a sense, the very notion that has driven the establishment of a 
sustainability meta labelling scheme –the different interpretations of the 
sustainable development concepts through different product labelling 
schemes- might in fact pose one of the main challenge for its effective 
institutionalisation. 
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