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Abstract: In 1992, one unambiguous result of the UNCED conference was the need for 
changing consumption and production patterns, with affluent countries taking the lead. For 
the 2012 UNCSD, green economy is the theme dominating the agenda, and the question 
needs to be asked if this is finally an attempt to put into practice what was promised 20 years 
ago, or another diversion from what needs to be accomplished. 

The green economy is less than sustainable development, which still provides the frame-
work, but it has been gradually taking over the debate. Rather obviously, it does not substan-
tially address the social dimension of sustainable development, and least so in terms of sus-
tainable consumption: the minimum consumption to be guaranteed to allow for a dignified 
life (in other contexts called the ‘floor’ of the environmental space, or the. linea de dignidad) 

Regarding the upper limit of permissible consumption under a sustainable development 
framework, it turns out that a green economy approach does not respect that limit. It is in line 
with what has been called a form of weak sustainable consumption, but not with the strong 
sustainable consumption needed for the transition to a global sustainable development path-
way (Fuchs and Lorek, 2005). 

For all agents involved (governments, civil society organisations) this is a new challenge: 
buzzwords like sustainability or sustainable consumption are no longer sufficient to indicate 
intentions – they have too long been used for labelling plans and policies falling short of sus-
tainability in the initial sense (in this paper: strong sustainability). Thus a more precise defini-
tion of the meanings associated with a specific use of the term sustainable consumption is 
needed to assess their possible contributions to sustainable development. 

 
 

1 Sustainable Development - a convincing concept 

Sustainable development is development that meets the needs of the present without com-
promising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs. It contains within it two 
key concepts: 

 the concept of needs, in particular the essential needs of the world's poor, to which 
overriding priority should be given; and 
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 the idea of limitations imposed by the state of technology and social organization on 
the environment's ability to meet present and future needs. 

(WCED, 1987) 1 
Sustainable Development still is a convincing concept. The fact that we do not come 

closer to it (in fact current trends go towards the opposite direction) does not make it superfi-
cial. On the contrary, humanity is facing a variety of serious threats which have worsened 
since the ‘Brundlandt days’, when the term became popular. On the environmental side we 
know about global warming and biodiversity loss, on the social side we observe increasing 
inequity, and economically we are confronted with the threats of peak oil and resource scar-
city, the volatility of the financial markets and the vulnerability of the real economy to them. 
The reliance on growth, innovation and technological solutions constitutes a lock-in situation, 
a vicious circle increasing the problems instead of solving them. All this calls for radical 
changes (Tukker 2008). Environmental modernisation, the essence of past environmental 
politics and of the Green Economy concept, fails to provide or at least promote them. 

 

2 Green Growth – wishful thinking postponing the problems 

Green growth is a political catchword (OECD, 2011) but not able to solve the problems 
on the global scale. In Asia, where it was strongly endorsed by Korea in the Great Recession, 
it can give helpful guidance for those countries which indeed have to increase the national 
wealth to allow their citizens to leave the stage of unsustainable under-consumption (note that 
this also requires a fair distribution policy – today the majority of the world’s poor are not 
living in poor but in middle income countries). It has to be strongly questioned, however, if it 
can serve as a model for industrialised countries where (even more than the growing relative 
poverty) structural overconsumption is the dominating threat for sustainability.  

The problems with green growth, which is also at the core of the Green Economy concept 
(UNEP, 2011), as with all kind of growth concepts is that it depends on the promise of tech-
nological solutions (for instance for the salvation of energy problems). However, this is a 
cheque drawn on the future, and nobody can be sure if it will be honoured. As there can be no 
certainty about future inventions, the precautionary principle requires to rather preparing for 
the case of their non-appearance, endorsing a technologically pessimistic policy. Such a pol-
icy would still try to stimulate green innovation but also take measures (more often than not 
they turn out to be no-regret options) to solve sustainability promises even if the technology 
developments disappoints high flying hopes to overcome environmental limitations.  

The I=P*A*T equation (Ehrlich and Holdren, 1971) illustrates the problem. It disaggre-
gates the (environmental) impact (I) into three components, population (P), affluence (A), and 
technology (T). A is defined here as GDP per person and T as the efficiency improvement per 
unit of GDP.  

There is ample evidence that the impact of our economies has to be reduced if sustainabil-
ity is ever to be achieved (I=↓). According to all forecasts the world’s population will grow 
(P=↑), at least until the midst of the century (Lutz et al. 2008; United Nations 2011). The 
Green Growth/Green Economy approach explicitly relies on a concept that promises and en-
courages growing affluence (A=↑). The inevitable consequence is the assumption that tech-
nology development will compensate for both, about 30% population growth and nearly 
400% economic growth by the midst of the century (OECD 2012), while still significantly 
reducing the environmental impacts. Halving them would thus require an efficiency increase 
of a factor 1.3 * 3.9 * 2 ≈ 10. While a factor 10 reduction in resource consumption has been 
advocated earlier (Schmidt-Bleek, 1992), it will require efficiency increases in resource pro-

 
1 Frequently, only the first sentence is quoted as the ‘Brundtland Definition’ of Sustainable Development, which 

leaves more space for interpretation and suggesting priorities more in line with the prevailing economic para-
digm. 
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vision, production, product design, distribution and not consumer satisfaction (Spangenberg 
et al., 2010).  

Whether the future development of technology will deliver such improvement rates is in-
secure (T=?). Anyway, technological innovation will not provide all necessary solutions, and 
where it offers options their application will depend on changed consumer habits. This was 
already the case in the past, whenever environmental pollution was significantly reduced. In 
the OECD countries energy and material use efficiency have indeed been increasing, but so 
has energy and material consumption, due to economic growth (in Germany energy consump-
tion has been rather constant since about 40 years, and material consumption since 15 years). 
Yet, there are rebounds from efficiency increases, limiting their effects to less than the tech-
nological potential. For instance, the development of new products may induce the purchase 
of more products (see the mobile phone experience, Røpke, 2003), or decreasing prices may 
stimulate more consumption (each win-win situation is a rebound case). On the macro level, 
efficiency increases are well known to stimulate further economic growth – this is even one 
of the main arguments for promoting them in current politics (OECD 2011; European Com-
mission, 2011). In fact, it seems to be a matter of belief whether technological development 
can meet the challenge of reducing environmental impacts despite population and affluence 
growth, at least until the midst of the century (the longer growth lasts, the more difficult a 
technological compensation will become). An optimistic view is promoted by authors like 
von Weizsäcker et al. (1998), a pessimistic one for instance by Heinberg (2003), Hirsch 
(2005) and Trainer (2007).  

Thus looking at the I=P*A*T formula again and taking into account the precautionary 
principle, unforeseeable development of technology (T), and the need to reduce the environ-
mental impact (I) it is recommendable to decrease affluence (A) to avoid disaster in the event 
that technology fails to solve the problems. This is why Peter Victor (2010) calls for “de-
growth by design, not by disaster”. 

To summarise, considering the ecological challenges we face, slight adjustments within 
the system relying mainly on technological solutions and an environmental modernisation / 
green growth approach runs the risk of sooner or later of encountering long expected disasters 
from a peak in oil supply to climate change and ecosystem collapse due to biodiversity loss 
(Hooper et al. 2012). At best, this approach can postpone disasters (Garner 2000). In fact, it is 
rather a greening approach for selected products, for some individuals or a few lifestyle 
groups than a coherent vision for a sustainable future.  

 

3 A Sustainable Economy – a necessary condition for sustainability 

The Green Economy as discussed at UNCSD cannot provide a solution, but a substantial 
greening of the economy would be one of the corner stones for the solution of global envi-
ronmental and social problems. For this behalf, a sustainable economy is necessary, i.e. an 
economy based on the key principles of sustainable development referred to by the 
Brundtland Commission in its report “Our Common Future” (WCED 1987) and quoted in 
section 1. Thus it should be an economy based on sustainable (resource) consumption, de-
fined as meeting human resource needs (with priority given to improved resource access for 
the poor) within environmental limits. Resources in this context include all sources of materi-
als and energy, and the sinks for pollutants. 

The philosophical basis of this approach is the standpoint that from an ethical point of 
view, resources are the common heritage of mankind and all people on Earth hold the same 
right to get a similar share of these resources. The resulting equity in resource use entitle-
ments defines people’s “fair share” in resource use. This right to equitable resource access 
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does not only apply to people presently living (intra-generational justice), but also to those 
people to come (inter-generational justice).  

But analysing the lifestyles of the majority of Europeans and Americans (Galbraith, 1958; 
Schor, 1998), and the third of the global consumer class located in the low and middle in-
come countries (Worldwatch Institute, 2004), it can been seen that they neither tend to restrict 
their consumption to their own fair share nor take care to ensure access of others to their fair 
share. So, how to reduce their (or, the authors being from Europe, our) environmental im-
pacts? Technical solutions have to play a role, of course: promoting a Green Economy does 
not mean to be technology averse but risk averse (see table 1). 

 
Table 1 Trade of matrix for Strong and Weak Sustainable Consumption approaches 

  Living situation for global population 

  Technology can solve the problems 
Technology can’t solve 
the problems 

P
ol

ic
y 

ap
pr

oa
ch

 

Weak Sustainable Consump-
tion Policy 

High material standard of living for 
some.  
Less poverty for others? 

Living in misery for most 

Strong Sustainable Consump-
tion Policy 

High human well-being for most Balanced  living for most 

Lorek 2010, adapted from Costanza, 1989 

 
Several environmental problems of former times have been pretty much solved in the 
industrial countries; take for instance pollutants like SO2 causing acid rain which was 
solved through technical means (scrubbers), Nitrate pollution from detergents causing 
eutrophication which was solved by regulations enforcing changes in product compo-
sition. The energy consumption of some individual appliances has been reduced 
through market mechanisms supported by labelling and in Japan the top-runner ap-
proach. All these important and extremely necessary contributions are either making 
production processes (sustainable production) or the products themselves less unsus-
tainable (design for sustainability / sustainable products). The theoretical basis for 
such measures are concepts like Ecological Modernisation (Ayres and Simonis, 1993; 
Weizsäcker et al., 1998), Industrial Ecology (Ayres et al., 1996; Erkman, 1997) Inte-
grated Product Policy (IPP) (Rubik and Scholl, 2002; Scheer and Rubik, 2006) or 
Cleaner Production (Fresner, 1998). However, as argued already in section 2 techno-
logical solutions are not enough (Beck, 1986; Cohen, 1997) but just accelerate the 
“treadmill of production” (Schnaiberg, 2002). 

Instead it is a Sustainable Economy we have to strive for, an economy with sus-
tainable consumption and production patterns2 which seeks to achieve a high ratio of 
need fulfilment while minimising resource use or, in other words, is an effective con-
tribution to human well-being per resource use as shown in figure 1. 

 

 
2 As production is a form of resource consumption we use the term ‘Sustainable Consumption’ to cover both, sus-

tainable production and consumption, in the remainder of the text. 
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Figure 1. Sustainable Consumption as a relation of human well-being and resource use 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 2 shows a factor analysis, illustrating one way of how the flow from re-
sources used to contribute to human well-being can be disaggregated into various 
components. While the choice of components is of course arbitrary, it still allows new 
insights, and being a tautology, it cannot be wrong. 

 

Figure 2. Effective resource use for human well-being – factorisation of Sustainable Con-
sumption 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Lorek 2010 

 Sourcing efficiency strives, for instance, for efficient mining to generate the physical 
input needed for production processes, reducing the ‘ecological backpack’, i.e. the 
amount of mobilised but not used material. 

 Production efficiency seeks to ensure a high ratio of products generated from the bio-
physical input provided (materials, energy and land, plus biological resources like 
biodiversity).  

 Product efficiency is about efficient service supply from the produced products, a 
product-inherent characteristic (e.g. efficient appliances).  

 Service efficiency increases the factual rate of services consumed from the services 
provided (e.g. sharing instead of individual ownership). 

 Effective provision of human well-being is about the contribution of the service con-
sumed to the well-being of the consuming individual (satisfying and thus good vs. 
bad, non-satisfying products). 

The components chosen suggest intervention points supporting sustainable (resource) con-
sumption, each of them requiring a specific policy and technology approach to increase the 
overall efficiency throughout the production-to-consumption chain. Sourcing efficiency, pro-
duction efficiency and product efficiency mostly focus on efficiency gains based on techno-
logical developments. The first two fall under the category of sustainable production; the 
third is about more sustainable products. These three aspects are already quite conventional 
intervention points in environmental policy and well covered by research. Service efficiency 
identifies gains from the societal organisation of consumption and from consumer attitudes. 

Need fulfilment        Human well-being 

Sustainable Consumption =  ----------------------  or in other words  ------------------------ 

Resource use             Resource use 

       physical input        product produced      service provided         service consumed       human well-being 

Sustainable Consumption =  ------------------- X ---------------------- X  --------------------- X  ---------------------- X  ---------------------- 

                                  resource used          physical input        product produced        service provided        service consumed  

 

                sourcing efficiency    production efficiency   product efficiency    service efficiency      effective provision  

                                   of human well-being 
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This aspect plays an increasingly important role in the discourse and praxis of Sustainable 
Consumption (Spangenberg, 1995; Mont, 2000; Halme, 2005; Manoochehri, 2006; Tukker 
and Tischner, 2006) and has to play a role in a search for a Sustainable Economy.   

The most challenging intervention point is the effective provision of human well-being. At 
first glance it refers to the quality of services and the degree to which they meet human needs. 
The well-being effect can be expected to be quite high when the service fulfils real needs like 
food or shelter, respect or communication (Max-Neef et al., 1989). As the marginal utility 
declines with increasing supply (let alone saturation effects), it is expected to be significantly 
lower if the service is one’s 20th pair of shoes, however efficiently they have been produced 
in the previous steps. 

On a second look, the inclusion of human well-being in the concept points towards two cru-
cial questions: “For what should the available resources be used best?” and “What contributes 
to human well-being beside goods and their services?” 

Regarding the first question the normative approach of Sustainable Consumption implies 
channelling resource use towards those consumers where the marginal utility is highest, i.e. 
the have-nots of any society. This indicates in turn the need to ensure that if reductions in ma-
terial consumption are required, they have to fall on those with the lowest marginal utility of 
consumption, the wealthy (Beddoe et al., 2009). Thus the factor analysis gives hints for the 
operationalisation of both, the key concepts of the Brundtland definition, and the frequently 
cited Sustainable Consumption definition of the Oslo Symposium (Norwegian Ministry for 
the Environment, 1994): prioritise the needs of the world’s poor within the concept of limited 
resources.  

The latter question opens the perspective to recognise that further, non material factors are of 
equal importance for the wellbeing of humans, like safety, belongingness, social coherence, 
equity, and social relations (Scitovsky, 1992; Rauschmayer et al., 2008).  

The factor analysis as presented in Figure 2 appears “material” oriented. This perception is 
the result of a didactic decision to reduce complexity. As the questioning of human well-
being indicates, the optimisation of material efficiency alone excluding social aspects will 
without doubt fail to meet the requirements of Sustainable Consumption (Rijnhout and 
Schauer, 2009). Therefore in Figure 3, we like to highlight explicitly that social and other 
non-material aspects are embedded the term human well-being but also in all other fragmen-
tation factors. These social elements rank from basic social rights in general, like human 
rights or the right to decent work, via equity in access to production and consumption to 
strengthening the human and social capabilities for production and consumption by strength-
ening social inclusion and supporting more equity in societies.  

Figure 3 Social and other non-material aspects of Sustainable Consumption 

 

 

 

 

 

Lorek 2010 

Note that in the whole factor analysis monetary values and thus markets do not play any role 
– they are neither excluded, nor are they essential for this description of consumption (Røpke, 
2009). In fact, non-market activities like household production and voluntary work play an 

                           incl. Non-market activities 

       physical input       product produced      service provided       service consumed       human well-being 

Sustainable Consumption =  ------------------- X ---------------------- X  --------------------- X  ---------------------- X  ------------------------ 

                                  resource used          physical input        product produced        service provided        service consumed  

 

                                           social aspects embedded in all factors e.g. human and social rights, equity, decent work 
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important role as for example reflected in research on time use (Lorek and Spangenberg, 
2002) and the UN Integrated Environmental and Economic Accounting system SEEA provid-
ing monetary and non-monetary satellite accounts complementing the system of national ac-
counts; in 2012 the United Nations Statistical Commission adopted the SEEA as a global sta-
tistical standard (see UNStats, 2012).Such satellite systems can re-value the contributions of 
non-market based activities like family work, careing, charity or neighbourhood help (Eger-
ton and Mullan, 2006; Schäfer, 2004; Schiess and Schön-Bühlmann, 2004). This approach 
partly inspired the the ongoing debate on alternative measures of well-being (Stiglitz et al., 
2009; European Commission, 2009).  

4 Making Sustainable Economies possible 

As research on globalisation and sustainable consumption has already shown (Fuchs and 
Lorek, 2002), intervention points to foster Sustainable Consumption lie partly inside, partly 
outside the domain of household consumption decisions, national framework setting or even 
the regional (e.g. EU) sphere of influence. Recalling the factor analysis (figure 2), elements 
like resource extraction and production are part of the unsustainable consumption system; 
they quite often lie in developing countries where social unsustainability significantly more 
pressing then rich-OECD countries. Recognising that interventions follow the logics of spe-
cific actors (e.g. in developed countries), the solutions they provide may only shift problems 
if applied outside the context for which they have been developed, or with little care for ex-
ternal effects. Therefore it seems important to complement the experiences and efforts of sec-
tor-, place-, product- and consumer-oriented approaches with analytical perspectives and 
practical initiatives treating production and consumption in a Sustainable Economy jointly 
and in a global perspective.  

Researchers and practitioners have explored and proposed many mechanisms for fostering the 
sustainability of production-consumption-systems. A literature review identified 11 main dif-
ferent ways in which sustainable production-consumption-systems could be made possible 
(Lebel and Lorek, 2008). They are presented in Table 2, ranging from initiatives which em-
phasize production activities to those which are more consumption related. 

Table 2 Examples of enabling mechanisms for sustainable production-consumption systems 

Enabling mechanism Short description Concerns, constraints or challenges 

Produce with less Innovations in production process reduce 
the environmental impact per unit made 

Rebound effects 

Green supply chains Firms with leverage in a chain impose 
standards on their suppliers to improve 
environmental performance 

Unfair control of small producers 

Co-design Consumers are involved in design of prod-
ucts to meet functions with less environ-
mental impact 

Inadequate incentives for firms to in-
volve consumers 

Produce responsibly Producers are made responsible for  waste 
from the disposal of products at the end of 
their life 

Incentives for compliance without regu-
lation may be low for many types of 
products 

Service rather than sell Producers provide service rather than sell 
products , this reduces the number of prod-
ucts  made while still providing to con-
sumers the functions the need 

Difficult transition for firm and con-
sumer to make as it requires new behav-
iours and values 

Certify and label Consumers buy labeled products. As labels 
are based on independent certification, 
producers with good practices increase 

Consumers easily confused with too 
much information or lack of transpar-
ency & credibility of competing 
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their market share schemes 
Trade fair Agreements are made with producers that 

may include minimum price and other 
investments or benefits.  Consumers buy 
products labeled as or sold through fair 
trade channels while producers get a better 
deal.  

Mainstream trade still dominates. Hard 
to maintain fair trade benefits to pro-
ducers when product becomes main-
stream. 

Market ethically Reducing unethical practices in marketing 
and advertising would reduce wasteful and 
over-consumption practices. 

Reluctance by policy-makers to tackle 
very powerful private sector interests 
with regulation. 

Buy responsibly Campaigns that educate consumers about 
impacts of individual products, classes of 
products and consumption patterns change 
behaviour overall. 

Converting intentions and values into 
actions in everyday life is often difficult 
for consumers. Issues of convenience, 
flexibility and function still matter a lot. 

Use less Consumption may be reduced for a variety 
of reasons, for example, as a consequence 
of working less. There are many potential 
environmental gains from less overall con-
sumption.  

Dominant perception that using less 
means sacrifice.  Less income and con-
sumption may not automatically trans-
late into better consumption impacts. 

Increase wisely Increasing consumption of under-
consumers can be done in ways that mini-
mize environmental impacts as economic 
activity expands. 

Incentives for developed countries and 
firms to assist those in developing may 
be inadequate. 

Lebel and Lorek 2008 

5 Necessary policies for sustainable consumption in a sustainable 
economy 

5.1 Heading the adverse wind  

As pointed out before, Sustainable Consumption is usually not a topic on high-
level political agendas and whenever it is, it is interpreted as Weak Sustainable Con-
sumption calling for relative improvements e.g. through more efficiency, not absolute 
ones by setting limits, as this does not contradict mainstream thinking. Accordingly 
considerations on Sustainable Consumption are missing in precisely those institutions 
that contribute most to shaping patterns of consumption, like the WTO and big busi-
ness organizations. With its explicit reservations on economic growth, especially 
Strong Sustainable Consumption is hardly in the short-term interest of powerful ac-
tors (Fuchs 2005).  

The lack, if not total absence of support from powerful actors also influences the 
focus of those organisations which have taken up the challenge of making sustainable 
consumption a discussion issue. By (desperately) trying to find resonance and thus 
possibly have influence they steer the discussion to ‘harmless’ topics. An attempt to 
at least start a discussion on systemic changes within the so called Marrakech Process 
headed by UNEP/UNDESA by including agenda setting activities on “topics too hot 
to handle” in the 10 Year Framework of Programs failed immediately (SCORE Net-
work, 2008). The OECD instead made huge efforts to explore the willingness con-
sumers to pay for more sustainable goods and services (OECD, 2009). 

Nevertheless, the barriers and adverse winds hindering Strong Sustainable Con-
sumption do not change at all the ecological and social facts that we are facing. But 
they do influence the strategies developed on how to deal with them.  
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5.2 Carrot and stick to stimulate the public debate 

To open up the debate on Strong Sustainable Consumption and to involve a 
broader audience, including the public as well as policy makers, a two-prongend 
strategy is necessary: that is, a carrot and stick approach.  

The stick in this case is to create a sense of urgency. This means promoting the 
idea that reducing consumption is not an option to choose or to drop, but is going to 
happen anyway. There are evident ecological limits that we can either actively antici-
pate or passively live with the consequences of overstretching the limits. In any case, 
limits will substantially reduce economic growth (measured as GDP increment) and 
probably turn it negative. Ensuring a soft landing instead of a hard one may still be 
possible, but proper management of the challenge depends not least on the proponents 
of Strong Sustainable Consumption: they have to get their message across in due time 
(Lorek and Fuchs 2011).  

While for other themes, from population to economic growth, scenarios abound, 
they are missing so far for Strong Sustainable Consumption which results in the para-
dox effect that e.g. the upcoming de-growth debate rather strengthen than challenges 
the growth paradigm (Berg, 2011). Coherent visions of a life under resource scarcity, 
in particular in a situation of peak oil, and how to maintain its quality in that case are 
rare and so far inconclusive. Coherent scenarios, however, would be a main tool to 
assess the social, economic and environmental impacts or cost of inaction, and the 
risks for social security from a local to global level.  

Such scenarios would also illustrate the point that the alternative to substantial sus-
tainability is not the status quo, but a situation characterised by social, economic and 
environmental unsustainability, of more conflicts and social tensions. On this basis, 
sustainability targets could be justified and communicated as means to avoid collapse 
by staying off the ecological limits, plus time roadmaps showing what to reach by 
when, and who has to contribute what. Research can (only) provide the first step here. 
Societal agreements on how to act on these recommendations as well as the control 
over the decisions made are the task of governance processes and thus of govern-
ments and society.   

A helpful step, promising at least to clearly indicate how the general impact of 
consumption is developing, is indicator set for Sustainable Consumption being devel-
oped under the auspices of the European Environmental Agency. It explicitly strives 
to answer questions like ‘is the environmental pressure activated by consumption sus-
tainable?’(EEA and ETC/SCP, 2009) Assuming they will chose an appropriate meth-
odology to answer such questions, the result is implicitly given: restricting the re-
source use per year to the annual carrying capacity of the planet.  

The carrot in this case is to raise the awareness of the fact that a slimming of the 
economy, reducing its physical throughput, is not necessarily the disaster mainstream 
economics predicts, if we are prepared for it. Well-being in developed countries has 
for a long period already been successfully decoupled from economic growth. This 
needs to be communicated more effectively. Understanding and internalising alterna-
tive measures of well-being (New Economics Foundation, 2009; Stiglitz et al., 2009) 
can help to overcome growth addiction (van Griethuysen, 2009). It is important to 
sensitise people for the relevance of other elements of well-being beyond consump-
tion, like wealth of time. Examples like the US initiative “Take Back Your Time” for 
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reducing working hours and extended holidays are a valid contribution to Strong Sus-
tainable Consumption without explicitly focusing on consumption (Maniates, 2010). 
Also the starting public discourse on happiness can help to consider the limitations on 
increasing human well-being through material consumption as soon as it reaches and 
goes beyond a certain level of need fulfilment (Hofstetter and Madjar, 2003; Layard, 
2005). 

5.3 Demanding responsibility of governments  

The current debate on Sustainable Consumption in political circles is characterised 
by the same epistemic fallacy as the discussions about the priority fields of action and 
the adequate tools for implementing Sustainable Consumption ten and twenty years 
ago. Information provision is considered the key tool, a panacea to solve sustainable 
consumption problems thereby shifting the responsibility to the consumers, once they 
are informed. The recently launched European Consumer Agenda could have pointed 
out that in a clearer way. It is subtitled with: ‘Boosting confidence and growth by put-
ting consumers at the heart of the Single Market’ (European Commission - DG 
Health and Consumers 2012).  

Compare that to the two key insights of sustainable consumption research of the 
last two decades: (i) the environmentally most relevant consumption clusters are food, 
housing and mobility (Lorek and Spangenberg, 2001; Spangenberg and Lorek, 2002), 
and (ii) hard policies like regulatory and economic instruments are most effective for 
changing consumption patterns (Rehfeld et al., 2007; ASCEE team, 2008). While the 
former is now pretty much accepted (EEA, 2010) (but still energy efficient light bulbs 
are used as a testimony of sustainable consumption, second hand clothing is promoted 
and fashion condemned), the latter insight has made no inroads to the mainstream 
policy debate but is still lingering at its fringes (much of that deficit is found with 
NGOs as well).  

So is the information deficit a key problem, but located not with consumers but 
with policy makers? Is the measure of choice to communicate scientific insights on 
the effectiveness of different policy instruments to political decision makers in a more 
convincing way? Probably not: Governments have two reasons not to response to 
such “news”, an ideological and a politic one. Politically, they are afraid of the con-
sumer responses: intervening into consumption and phasing out unsustainable con-
sumption options, as it would be their responsibility (Church and Lorek, 2007) (or 
choice editing as it is called lately) are suspected to be deeply unpopular with con-
sumers and thus with voters. Ideologically, consumer sovereignty is claimed to be a 
key achievement of modernity which must not be restricted by politics. Behind this 
stands the neoliberal conviction that the market on its own provides optimal solutions, 
while each external intervention can only result in a diminished welfare provision – a 
counterfactual attitude popular in particular with and promoted by economists and the 
business sector. 

Additional delay in taking action towards Strong Sustainable Consumption is 
caused by the retreat of government in favour of governance. In general the govern-
ance approach – for example, in the development of Sustainable Consumption Strate-
gies or Action Plans – is applaudable. However, once agreements have been achieved 
by such processes, it is the task and duty of governments to implement, monitor and 
enforce them. As long as national governments understand their roles in the govern-
ance of Sustainable Consumption as one of a moderator providing opportunities for 
the exchange of opinions and voluntary commitments that are not controlled and/or 
not sanctioned in the case of failure to deliver, any significant progress towards 
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Strong Sustainable Consumption will fail to materialise (Berg, 2010). Delegating re-
sponsibilities to societal actors in the implementation phase of agreements makes the 
effort needed for their development rather questionable. For civil society this means 
“participation overkill” rather than achieving real-world changes (Spangenberg 1993; 
2012) 

5.4 Appreciating the potential of social innovation 

Important incentives for Strong Sustainable Consumption are quite likely to come 
from social innovation. A countless number of initiatives are on the way from food 
co-operatives to public gardening, the provision of services with explicit sustainable 
character, neighbourhood centres, barter trading platforms and local currencies (Sey-
fang and Smith, 2007; Seyfang, 2009). Of course many of these local social experi-
ments are not suitable for up-scaling to the society at large (or would need to be dras-
tically changed in the process), but they provide valuable “social laboratories”. The 
potential of such approaches still remains insufficiently explored, the efforts of up-
scaling extremely limited and the political macro structures to foster this process un-
developed. Seen from a different angle they are development projects for the global 
North which can have the same role model function as successful development pro-
jects have in the global South (Lorek, 1996).   

 

5.5 Sharpening NGO strategies 

Non Governmental Organisations, especially those working on environmental, de-
velopment, and consumer issues, need to distance themselves from ‘weak’ sustainable 
consumption and from addressing consumers merely as consumers, rather than as 
citizens. To foster acceptance for such policies NGOs have an important, more strate-
gically oriented role to play than they have adopted so far (Akenji, 2007). Increas-
ingly this is a catalyst’s role, as they do not have the massive resources to implement 
many initiatives themselves. What NGOs can do is bringing people together and in-
spiring them. They are in a key position to induce societal debate and awareness re-
garding the steps needed to reach Strong Sustainable Consumption. Communication 
and discourse are basic conditions for fostering the changes required. NGOs can 
hardly be replaced in developing values and visions of Sustainable Consumption and 
fostering citizen engagement (Lorek, 2003; Spangenberg and Lorek, 2003). The more 
complex the issue, the more important it is to take up the catalyst role. Only in this 
way NGOs can muster enough political pressure capacity to push politics to imple-
ment substantial Sustainable Consumption policies instead of greening the market.  

As part of the strategic re-orientation, environmental campaigning has to over-
come the habit of promoting Sustainable (in fact green) Consumption by marketing 
strategies. Instead of encouraging individuals to adopt simple and painless behav-
ioural changes – having a very limited potential to provide change, as has recently 
been seen with the LOHAS movement (Lifestyle of Health and Sustainability) – an 
alternative approach to motivate pro-environmental behavioural change is required in 
order to get people to engage in more significant changes. Studies already confirm 
that an appeal to environmental values is more likely to lead to a spill-over into other 
pro-environmental patterns of behaviour than an appeal to financial self-interest or 
social status (WWF-UK, 2008; 2009).  
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Those who have already worked on Sustainable Consumption issues for a longer 
period of time may benefit from convincing other local and national NGOs of the 
relevance of Strong Sustainable Consumption for their respective field of work. The 
majority of NGOs still a lacks a clear understanding about the emerging challenges of 
sustainable consumption in an era of scarcity (Church and Lorek, 2007). Most NGOs, 
so far working on isolated topics such as energy or food, voluntary simplicity or 
cleaner production, are potentially in a position to embed their issues into a broader 
Sustainable Consumption perspective. The link just has to be recognised (Barber, 
2007)3. This awareness that their different tasks have a common goal can strengthen 
their voice and their power to bring about change. 

Besides backing up each other in content and argumentation, academia can be 
supportive for NGO engagement in another way. Scientific efforts can help improv-
ing their effectiveness in pointing out gaps in the strategies that NGOs are using and 
can suggest improvements in detecting ineffective strategies (Narberhaus et al., 
2011). 

 

6 Overall conclusion 

One of the major challenges for Strong Sustainable Consumption is that it is not in 
line with the dominant political and societal worldview, mainly the belief in eco-
nomic growth as recipe to cure all ills. Countless documents manifest this, like the 
EU 2020 Strategy, the EU SCP Action Plan and last but not least UNCSD’s ‘The Fu-
ture We Want’ (European Commission, 2010; Commission of the European Communities, 
2008; United Nations, 2012). 

Those promoting Sustainable Consumption while being in favour of “greening the 
market” as a key tool for that behalf have to sharply differentiate between ‘weak’ and 
‘strong’ forms in order to structure the debate more clearly. Relative and absolute re-
source consumption can both be promoted by market instruments, but not by the same 
set of tools. In particular, despite the huge efforts made again and again to further sus-
tainable consumption by informational means, the policy instrument of information 
provision, has proven to be as ineffective in the policy instrument tool box as the call 
to switch off stand-by appliances in the debate about Sustainable Consumption priori-
ties (Lorek et al., 2008). 

Non Governmental Organisations need to distance themselves from ‘weak’ sus-
tainable consumption. To foster the societal acceptance for Strong Sustainable Con-
sumption policies NGOs have a strategic role to play by broad facilitating dialogues 
which clearly point to the future challenges like peak oil, resource scarcity and eco-
system collapse (discussions business and politics often try to avoid), indentify pre-
ventive measures and popularise them. Such an approach can no longer draw on 
analogies to marketing strategies. Rather it must mimic political strategies by articu-
lating what it stands for and which values it is driven by. Increased political effec-
tiveness also has to grow from improved coalition building by NGOs with Environ-
mental Justice Organisations EJOs and other Civil Society Organisations, such as 
academia or trade unions. Experience shows that lobbying efforts are more successful 
if they bundle arguments from various groups of society.  

 
3 The same seems to be true and useful for the different stakeholders on the governmental side, overcoming the 

narrow thinking within the boundaries of government departments 
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