
åÅÅ=ÑáåÇáåÖë

desperately seeking
sustainability?
ëìãã~êó=çÑ=k``=êÉëÉ~êÅÜ=áåíç=áåÑçêã~íáçå=~åÇ=~ÇîáÅÉ=çå=ëìëí~áå~ÄäÉ=äáÑÉëíóäÉë

by Paul Steedman



^Äçìí=çìê=ëìëí~áå~ÄäÉ=Åçåëìãéíáçå=ïçêâ

qÜáë=êÉéçêí=áë=é~êí=çÑ=çåÖçáåÖ=ïçêâ=Äó
íÜÉ=k``=íç=ÉåÅçìê~ÖÉ=éçäáÅáÉë=íÜ~í
~ÅÜáÉîÉ=íÜÉ=ëÜáÑí=íç=ëìëí~áå~ÄäÉ
ÅçåëìãéíáçåK

qÜÉ=k``=áë=ÅìêêÉåíäó=ïçêâáåÖ=ïáíÜ=íÜÉ
pìëí~áå~ÄäÉ=aÉîÉäçéãÉåí=`çããáëëáçå=íç
Üçëí=íÜÉ=rhÛë=pìëí~áå~ÄäÉ=`çåëìãéíáçå
oçìåÇí~ÄäÉK=cìåÇÉÇ=Äó=aÉÑê~=~åÇ=íÜÉ=aqfI
íÜÉ=êçìåÇí~ÄäÉ=ÄêáåÖë=íçÖÉíÜÉê=~=ëã~ää
Öêçìé=çÑ=äÉ~ÇáåÖ=ÉñéÉêíë=áå=ÅçåëìãÉê
éçäáÅó=~åÇ=ëìëí~áå~Äáäáíó=íç=~ÇîáëÉ
ÖçîÉêåãÉåí=çå=íÜÉ=~Åíáçå=åÉÉÇÉÇ=íç
ÅêÉ~íÉ=ÅçåëìãÉê=ÅÜçáÅÉë=íÜ~í=ëí~ó=ïáíÜáå
ÉåîáêçåãÉåí~ä=äáãáíëK=fí=áë=ÇìÉ=íç=êÉéçêí
áå=É~êäó=OMMSK=líÜÉê=ïçêâ=Ü~ë=áåÅäìÇÉÇW

√ qÜÉ=OMMR=k``=êÉéçêíINS=é~áåJÑêÉÉ=ï~óë
íç=ÜÉäé=ë~îÉ=íÜÉ=éä~åÉíI=ïÜáÅÜ
Éñ~ãáåÉÇ=íÜÉ=ÅçåíêáÄìíáçå=íÜ~í
ëÅÜÉãÉë=ïÜáÅÜ=ÅêÉ~íÉ=~=éçëáíáîÉ
áåÅÉåíáîÉ=Ñçê=ÅçåëìãÉêë=Å~å=ã~âÉ=íç
~ÅÜáÉîáåÖ=ëìëí~áå~ÄäÉ=ÅçåëìãéíáçåK
rëáåÖ=áåíÉêå~íáçå~ä=Å~ëÉ=ëíìÇáÉëI=áí
~ëëÉëëÉÇ=íÜÉ=Ñ~Åíçêë=íÜ~í=ÜÉäé=íç=ã~âÉ
ëÅÜÉãÉë=ëìÅÜ=~ë=kçêï~óÛë=êÉÅóÅäáåÖ
äçííÉêó=~=ëìÅÅÉëëK

√ qÜÉ=OMMQ=k``=êÉéçêíI=`~êêçíë=åçí=ëíáÅâëI
ïÜáÅÜ=êÉëìäíÉÇ=Ñêçã=~=ëÉãáå~ê=ÄêáåÖáåÖ
íçÖÉíÜÉê=íÜÉ=aìíÅÜ=çêÖ~åáëÉêë=çÑ=íÜÉ
éáäçí=êÉï~êÇ=Å~êÇ=ëÅÜÉãÉ=Ó=kr=pé~~êJé~ë
`~êÇ=Ó=ïáíÜ=êÉéêÉëÉåí~íáîÉë=Ñêçã=äçÅ~ä
ÖçîÉêåãÉåíI=ï~ëíÉ=Çáëéçë~äI=êÉÖáçå~ä
ÖçîÉêåãÉåíI=êÉí~áäÉêëI=ÅìêêÉåÅó
ÇÉëáÖåÉêëI=íÜÉ=ëã~êí=Å~êÇ=áåÇìëíêó=~åÇ
íÜÉ=ÉäÉÅíêçåáÅ=ãçåÉó=áåÇìëíêóI=íç=ÇáëÅìëë
ïÜ~í=ãáÖÜí=ÄÉ=éçëëáÄäÉ=áå=~=rh=ÅçåíÉñíK

√ qÜÉ=OMMP=k``=êÉëÉ~êÅÜ=dêÉÉå=ÅÜçáÅÉW
ïÜ~í=ÅÜçáÅÉ\ ïÜáÅÜ=ëÜçïÉÇ=íÜ~í
ÅçåëìãÉêë=äáâÉ=íÜÉ=áÇÉ~=çÑ=áåÅÉåíáîÉë=íç
ÉåÅçìê~ÖÉ=ëìëí~áå~ÄäÉ=Åçåëìãéíáçå=Ó
íÜÉó=Ñ~îçìê=Å~êêçíë=çîÉê=ëíáÅâëK=^í
éêÉëÉåí=íÜÉêÉ=~êÉ=ãçêÉ=ëíáÅâë=ìëÉÇ=íç
ÇáëÅçìê~ÖÉ=ìåëìëí~áå~ÄäÉ=ÄÉÜ~îáçìê
íÜ~å=Å~êêçíë=íç=ÉåÅçìê~ÖÉ=áíK

^Äçìí=íÜÉ=êÉëÉ~êÅÜ

lìê=êÉëÉ~êÅÜ=ÑáåÇáåÖë=ÅÉåíêÉ=çå
èì~åíáí~íáîÉ=êÉëÉ~êÅÜ=éä~ååÉÇ=~åÇ
ÅçããáëëáçåÉÇ=Äó=íÜÉ=k``K=qÜÉ=êÉëÉ~êÅÜ
ÅçåëáëíÉÇ=çÑ=~å=çãåáÄìë=ëìêîÉó=çÑ=~
å~íáçå~ääó=êÉéêÉëÉåí~íáîÉ=ë~ãéäÉ=çÑ
NIUQM=~Çìäíë=~ÖÉÇ=NR=çê=çîÉêI=áå=dêÉ~í
_êáí~áåK=qÜÉ=ëíìÇó=ï~ë=ÅçåÇìÅíÉÇ=Äó
jlof=Ñêçã=NTJOO=j~êÅÜ=OMMRK

qÜÉ=~áã=çÑ=íÜÉ=êÉëÉ~êÅÜ=ï~ë=íç=ÑáåÇ=
çìí=~Äçìí=íÜÉ=ÉñíÉåí=íç=ïÜáÅÜ=éÉçéäÉ
Ü~îÉ=ÅçãÉ=~Åêçëë=áåÑçêã~íáçå=~åÇ
~ÇîáÅÉ=çå=ëìëí~áå~ÄäÉ=Åçåëìãéíáçå
áëëìÉëI=~åÇ=ïÜÉíÜÉê=íÜÉó=~ÅíáîÉäó=ëÉÉâ
çìí=ÑìêíÜÉê=ÇÉí~áäëK=

tÉ=~áãÉÇ=íç=~ëëÉëë=áÑ=é~êíáÅìä~ê
ÅçåëìãÉê=Öêçìéë=ëÉÉâ=çìí=áåÑçêã~íáçå
ãçêÉ=íÜ~å=çíÜÉêëX=ïÜáÅÜ=íçéáÅë=éÉçéäÉ
ÑáåÇ=çìí=ãçêÉ=~ÄçìíX=ïÜÉêÉ=ÅçåëìãÉêë
äççâ=Ñçê=ëìÅÜ=áåÑçêã~íáçåX=~åÇ=ïÜ~í
íÜÉó=Çç=ïáíÜ=áí=çåÅÉ=íÜÉó=Ü~îÉ=áíK=tÉ
ïÉêÉ=~äëç=áåíÉêÉëíÉÇ=áå=ïÜ~í=ãçíáî~íÉë
ÅçåëìãÉêë=íç=ÑáåÇ=çìí=ãçêÉK

mÉçéäÉ=Çç=åçí=ìëÉ=íÜÉ=íÉêã=Úëìëí~áå~ÄäÉ
ÅçåëìãéíáçåÛ=áå=íÜÉáê=Ç~áäó=äáîÉëK=tÉ
íÜÉêÉÑçêÉ=íêáÉÇ=íç=~îçáÇ=ëìÅÜ=à~êÖçå=~åÇ
ìëÉÇ=~=äáëí=çÑ=NU=ÚêÉ~ä=ïçêäÇÛ=áëëìÉë=íÜ~í
ãáÖÜí=ÄÉ=ë~áÇ=íç=ÅçåíêáÄìíÉ=íç=~=ãçêÉ
ëìëí~áå~ÄäÉ=é~ííÉêå=çÑ=Åçåëìãéíáçå=EëÉÉ
Äçñ=çå=é~ÖÉ=PFK

fÑ=óçì=ïçìäÇ=äáâÉ=íç=ëÉÉ=íÜÉ
èìÉëíáçåå~áêÉ=ìëÉÇ=áå=íÜÉ=êÉëÉ~êÅÜI=Öç
íçW
ïïïKåÅÅKçêÖKìâLêÉëéçåëáÄäÉÅçåëìãéíáçåL
ÇÉëéÉê~íÉ|èìÉëKéÇÑK

^Äçìí=íÜÉ=k``

qÜÉ=k~íáçå~ä=`çåëìãÉê=`çìåÅáä=Ek``F
ã~âÉë=~=éê~ÅíáÅ~ä=ÇáÑÑÉêÉåÅÉ=íç=íÜÉ=äáîÉë
çÑ=ÅçåëìãÉêë=~êçìåÇ=íÜÉ=rhK=

táíÜ=ÅÜ~åÖÉë=áå=éêçîáëáçå=çÑ=ëÉêîáÅÉë=Äó
ÖçîÉêåãÉåí=~åÇ=Åçãé~åáÉëI=íÜÉêÉ=áë
~éé~êÉåíäó=ãçêÉ=ÅÜçáÅÉI=~åÇ=ãçêÉ=í~äâ
~Äçìí=ãÉÉíáåÖ=ÅçåëìãÉêëÛ=åÉÉÇëK=vÉíI
íÜÉ=êÜÉíçêáÅ=ÇçÉë=åçí=~äï~óë=ã~íÅÜ
éÉçéäÉÛë=ÉñéÉêáÉåÅÉW=ã~êâÉíë=Å~å=çéÉê~íÉ
áå=ï~óë=íÜ~í=~Åí=~Ö~áåëí=ÅçåëìãÉê
áåíÉêÉëíëX=~åÇ=ÅçåëìãÉêë=ïÜç=~êÉ
Çáë~Çî~åí~ÖÉÇ=çê=îìäåÉê~ÄäÉ=Å~å=ÄÉ
áÖåçêÉÇK=

qÜÉ=k``=ìëÉë=áíë=áåëáÖÜí=áåíç=ÅçåëìãÉê
åÉÉÇë=íç=~ÇîçÅ~íÉ=ÅÜ~åÖÉK=tÉ=ÅçåÇìÅí
êáÖçêçìë=êÉëÉ~êÅÜ=~åÇ=éçäáÅó=~å~äóëáë=íç
áåîÉëíáÖ~íÉ=âÉó=ÅçåëìãÉê=áëëìÉëI=~åÇ=ìëÉ
íÜáë=íç=áåÑäìÉåÅÉ=çêÖ~åáë~íáçåë=~åÇ
éÉçéäÉ=íÜ~í=ã~âÉ=ÅÜ~åÖÉ=Ü~ééÉåK=tÉ
ÇçåÛí=àìëí=êÉëéçåÇ=íç=éçäáÅó=ÇáëÅìëëáçåëI
Äìí=ëÜ~éÉ=ÑìíìêÉ=ÇÉÄ~íÉ=íÜêçìÖÜ=çìê
ÖêçìåÇÄêÉ~âáåÖ=íÜáåâáåÖK

^å=çéÉå=~åÇ=Åçää~Äçê~íáîÉ=çêÖ~åáë~íáçåI
ïÉ=ëÉÉâ=íç=ïçêâ=ïáíÜ=éìÄäáÅ=ëÉêîáÅÉ
éêçîáÇÉêëI=ÄìëáåÉëëÉë=~åÇ=êÉÖìä~íçêëK=tÉ
ÜçäÇ=êÉÖìä~ê=éçäáÅó=Ñçêìãë=ïÜáÅÜ=éêçîáÇÉ
ìë=ïáíÜ=~=ìåáèìÉ=çééçêíìåáíó=íç
ÉñÅÜ~åÖÉ=îáÉïë=~åÇ=íÉëí=çìê=íÜáåâáåÖK==

lìê=êÉä~íáçåëÜáé=ïáíÜ=íÜÉ=aÉé~êíãÉåí=çÑ
qê~ÇÉ=~åÇ=fåÇìëíêó=Ó=çìê=ã~áå=ÑìåÇÉê=Ó
ÖáîÉë=ìë=~=ëíêçåÖ=ÅçååÉÅíáçå=ïáíÜáå
ÖçîÉêåãÉåíK=_ìí=ïÉ=~êÉ=êÉ~Çó=íç
ÅÜ~ääÉåÖÉ=~åó=çêÖ~åáë~íáçåI=éìÄäáÅ=çê
éêáî~íÉI=íÜ~í=ÇçÉë=åçí=ÖáîÉ=ÅçåëìãÉêë=~
Ñ~áê=ÇÉ~äK

tÉ=Ü~îÉ=äáåâÉÇ=çêÖ~åáë~íáçåë=áå=pÅçíä~åÇ
~åÇ=t~äÉëI=~åÇ=~=ÅäçëÉ=êÉä~íáçåëÜáé=ïáíÜ
ÅçääÉ~ÖìÉë=áå=kçêíÜÉêå=fêÉä~åÇK=tÉ=éä~ó=~
äÉ~ÇáåÖ=êçäÉ=ïáíÜáå=bìêçéÉ~å=~åÇ
ïçêäÇïáÇÉ=ÅçåëìãÉê=ÖêçìéëI=ÉåëìêáåÖ
íÜ~í=ÅêçëëJÄçêÇÉê=ÅçåëìãÉê=áëëìÉë=~êÉ
í~ÅâäÉÇ=~åÇ=íÜÉ=ÅçåëìãÉê=îçáÅÉ=áë=ÜÉ~êÇ
ïáíÜáå=ÖäçÄ~ä=áåëíáíìíáçåëK

mäÉ~ëÉ=ÅÜÉÅâ=çìê=ïÉÄëáíÉ=~í
ïïïKåÅÅKçêÖKìâ=Ñçê=çìê=ä~íÉëí=åÉïëK

tÉ=Å~å=çÑíÉå=ã~âÉ=çìê=éìÄäáÅ~íáçåë
~î~áä~ÄäÉ=áå=Äê~áääÉ=çê=ä~êÖÉ=éêáåíI=çå
~ìÇáç=í~éÉ=çê=ÅçãéìíÉê=ÇáëâK=mäÉ~ëÉ
Åçåí~Åí=ìë=Ñçê=ÇÉí~áäëK

k~íáçå~ä=`çåëìãÉê=`çìåÅáä
OM=dêçëîÉåçê=d~êÇÉåë
içåÇçå=ptNt=Mae

qÉäÉéÜçåÉ=MOM=TTPM=PQSV
c~ÅëáãáäÉ=MOM=TTPM=MNVN
ïïïKåÅÅKçêÖKìâ

mìÄäáëÜÉÇ=Äó=íÜÉ=k~íáçå~ä=`çåëìãÉê=`çìåÅáä

^ìÖìëí=OMMR
«=k~íáçå~ä=`çåëìãÉê=`çìåÅáä
ma=QULMR
fp_k=N=UVVRUN=QQ=U

bÇáíçêW=dêÉÖ=píÉîÉåëçå

eáÖÜÉê=ã~å~ÖÉêá~äI=~Çãáåáëíê~íáîÉ=çê=éêçÑÉëëáçå~ä

fåíÉêãÉÇá~íÉ=ã~å~ÖÉêá~äI=~Çãáåáëíê~íáîÉ=çê
éêçÑÉëëáçå~ä

pìéÉêîáëçê=çê=ÅäÉêáÅ~ä=~åÇ=àìåáçê=ã~å~ÖÉêá~äI
~Çãáåáëíê~íáîÉ=çê=éêçÑÉëëáçå~ä

pâáääÉÇ=ã~åì~ä=ïçêâÉêë

pÉãáJëâáääÉÇ=~åÇ=ìåëâáääÉÇ=ã~åì~ä=ïçêâÉêë

pí~íÉ=éÉåëáçåÉêëI=ÉíÅI=ïáíÜ=åç=çíÜÉê=É~êåáåÖë

rééÉê=ãáÇÇäÉ=Åä~ëë

jáÇÇäÉ=Åä~ëë

içïÉê=ãáÇÇäÉ=Åä~ëë

pâáääÉÇ=ïçêâáåÖ=Åä~ëë

tçêâáåÖ=Åä~ëë

qÜçëÉ=~í=íÜÉ=äçïÉëí=äÉîÉäë
çÑ=ëìÄëáëíÉåÅÉ

^

_

`N

`O

a

b

aÉÑáåáíáçå=çÑ=ëçÅá~ä=Öê~ÇÉë=

qÜÉ=Öê~ÇÉë=ÇÉí~áäÉÇ=ÄÉäçï=~êÉ=íÜÉ=ëçÅá~ä=Åä~ëë=ÇÉÑáåáíáçåë=ìëÉÇ=Äó=íÜÉ=fåëíáíìíÉ=çÑ
mê~ÅíáíáçåÉêë=áå=^ÇîÉêíáëáåÖI=~åÇ=~êÉ=ëí~åÇ~êÇ=çå=~ää=ëìêîÉóë=Å~êêáÉÇ=çìí=Äó=jlofK



N

Key findings and recommendations

Our research with over 1,800 people finds that there is a welcome role for information and advice on sustainable

lifestyles for 19 per cent of consumers – 8.6 million people across Great Britain. Our study shows that information and

advice can support voluntary changes in consumer behaviour.

However, relatively few consumers actively seek out such information and advice. Providing information and advice

cannot be a substitute for making sustainable choices easier and more attractive for consumers. Indeed, without that

wider action, information and advice could be, at best, ineffective and, at worst, counter-productive.

Information and advice should be seen as one component of marketing to promote behaviour change. There is a well-

developed body of international experience, the field of ‘social marketing’, that shows exactly how to do this.  

hÉó=ÑáåÇáåÖë
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Large numbers of consumers have
personally come across
information on steps that they can
take to consume more sustainably:
81 per cent have seen information
on at least one subject, while 54
per cent are aware of information
existing on five or more. But over
a quarter of lower-income
consumers and nearly a third of
younger consumers have not come
across any information.
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Åçåëìãéíáçå=áë=~=ëéÉÅá~äáëí
ÅçåÅÉêå
Only a relatively small number of
consumers have actively sought
out more information: 19 per cent
on at least one topic, and only 8
per cent for five or more.This is in
stark contrast to levels of
information-seeking behaviour on
other long-term issues: 75 per cent
of consumers say they have 
sought at least some information
on how to live more healthily; and
63 per cent on pensions and
savings.At least 18 per cent of
consumers are simply not
interested in finding out more on
sustainable consumption.

Seekers of information and advice
are considerably more likely to be

aged 35-44 and in professional or
managerial occupations, and
considerably less likely to be 15-24
or 65+ and less affluent. ‘Seekers’
are also more likely to come from
the south of England (excluding
London).They are much more
likely to be motivated by their
personal beliefs and by
environmental campaign groups
than ‘non-seekers’.This profile
places them among the most active
of ‘green’ or ‘ethical’ consumers.

`çåëìãÉêë=ãçêÉ=Åçããçåäó
ëÉÉâ=áåÑçêã~íáçå=çå=íçéáÅë=íÜ~íW
are well-publicised with simple
messages about consumer action;
appear to deliver tangible, close-to-
home benefits; and present fewer
practical barriers to consumer
action.The topics on which
information is most frequently
sought are those relating to saving
energy, recycling and organic, free-
range and fair trade foods. Despite
moderate levels of awareness that
information exists, relatively few
people try to find out more about
reducing their car use.
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Around half (49 per cent) of
consumers who currently seek out
more information use the internet
to find what they are looking for,
and 41 per cent prefer it over any

other means. Far fewer consumers
who have not sought information
see this as their preferred route.
This reflects the fact that non-
seekers are less likely to have access
to the internet than seekers, and
are more keen to receive
information passively through the
media than to actively seek it. For
non-seekers, leaflets would also be
an important way of finding out
more, and both groups indicate
that labels or literature with
products are key means of getting
additional information.

k``=êÉÅçããÉåÇ~íáçåë
Sustainable consumption must
develop in a way that recognises
the realities of consumers’ lives.
The NCC makes
recommendations in three areas to
help this happen: a general
approach to policy; further
research required to make the most
of Environment Direct; and
guidance for providers of
information and advice, and
specifically Environment Direct.
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Information alone, even when
simple, accurate, well-presented
and action-focused, will be
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insufficient to produce a shift
towards more sustainable patterns
of consumption.

Governments and businesses, as
‘editors’ of the choices available to
consumers, must assume
responsibility for making the range
of choices available to consumers
more sustainable, as well as leading
by example.

The Department for Environment,
Food and Rural Affairs (Defra)
should look to the evidence of
social marketing in fields such as
health to understand the role of
information provision in realising
its own model for promoting
behaviour change: Exemplify,
Enable, Engage and Encourage(1).

j~âÉ=áí=ïçêíÜ=ÅçåëìãÉêëÛ=ïÜáäÉ
Consumers will seek information
more readily if it delivers on their
immediate priorities – including
tangible, close-to-home benefits,
convenience and fitting in with
existing routines. Unless it is worth
their while, only a handful of
‘ethical’ consumers will seek 
out information.

If the government wishes
consumers to find out more for
themselves, it will need to make
additional policy interventions, so
the trouble of seeking more
information pays off for
consumers. In addition, the
Department for Education and
Skills (DfES) and Defra must
consider how consumers can be
encouraged to develop the skills of
‘sustainability literacy’ so that they
are empowered to make use of the
information they find.

OK=oÉëÉ~êÅÜ=åÉÉÇÉÇ=íç=ÖÉí=íÜÉ
ãçëí=Ñêçã=båîáêçåãÉåí=aáêÉÅí
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Before making assumptions about
the shape of any new service, it is

essential to assess the state of
existing information and advice
initiatives. It may be more cost-
effective to add value to existing
advice providers rather than set up
something entirely new.

It was beyond the scope of this
study to assess what information
and advice is currently available to
consumers. For example, who is
providing it and how, whether it is
of high quality, and how closely it
delivers on the consumer priorities
set out in this report.
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Further research is needed to
ascertain where consumers turn
when looking for information on
specific topics.We do not know
whether information-seeking on
one area leads to information-
seeking on other areas. If it does,
then there may be a strong case for
an integrated approach to
information and advice on
sustainable living, rather than
separating out different issues.

It is important to establish whether
using the internet as a delivery
mechanism excludes disadvantaged
groups from finding the
information they seek, or
discourages them from seeking
information in the first place. It is
also key to establish why face-to-
face and telephone advice on these
topics appears to be unpopular,
when it is highly favoured in areas
such as financial services.
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More research is required on the
relationship between seeking
information and taking action.
Have consumers who seek
information already decided to
take action? Or do they seek
information with an open mind,
and then act as a result of what

they find? This has implications for
whether, and how, others can be
persuaded to seek information, and
for how the success of information
provision should be evaluated.

bî~äì~íÉ=íÜÉ=éçïÉê=çÑ
ÚáåÇáîáÇì~ääóJã~êâÉíÉÇÛ=~ÇîáÅÉ
~åÇ=ÅçããìåáíóJäÉîÉä
éêçÖê~ããÉë=Ñçê=ëìëí~áå~ÄäÉ
ÄÉÜ~îáçìê
A number of small-scale studies
suggest that tailored advice, offered
directly and unsolicited to
consumers, with appropriate
incentives, may be an effective way
of encouraging uptake of
information and achieving lasting
behaviour change. Further research
into the effectiveness of such
schemes would be welcome,
particularly in areas where
consumers are resistant to seeking
information for themselves, such as
alternatives to the car.

Nearly half of consumers who seek
more information say that they do
so because of their personal beliefs.
A number of community-level
schemes have shown promise in
helping consumers to reassess their
beliefs and behaviour.The NCC
would therefore welcome a
thorough evaluation of the
effectiveness of programmes such
as those funded by the
government’s Environmental
Action Fund, particularly in
helping disadvantaged consumers
to assess how they might consume
more sustainably.

PK=båîáêçåãÉåí=aáêÉÅí=~åÇ=çíÜÉê
áåÑçêã~íáçå=éêçîáÇÉêë

aÉäáîÉê=áåÑçêã~íáçå=~åÇ=~ÇîáÅÉ
áå=~=í~êÖÉíÉÇ=ï~ó
To be most effective, providers of
information and advice must use
imaginative delivery mechanisms
targeted at the needs of specific
groups.They must also provide
information or advice in formats
and language appropriate to the
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audience, with clear, simple
messages about what consumers
can actually do – how, where 
and when.

pÉÉâ=íç=Çê~ï=áå=åÉï=ÅçåëìãÉêë
ê~íÜÉê=íÜ~å=àìëí=éêçîáÇÉ=Ñçê
ÉñáëíáåÖ=çåÉë
Environment Direct should seek to
be ambitious about what it can
achieve.An internet-based service
providing lifestyle tips in an
authoritative and well-prioritised
manner will be of help to ‘green’
consumers who are already
motivated to seek information. But
by signposting other providers of
information and tailored advice,
and producing supporting leaflets
for use in the retail environment, it
could encourage consumers who
have not previously sought
information to do so.

jçêÉ=éêçÇìÅí=áåÑçêã~íáçå
There is a clear consumer demand
for more information at the place
and time of purchase, through
product labelling and ‘with-
product’ information.To support
this, Environment Direct should
incorporate publicly available
information on the environmental
performance of individual
products, with some form of
scoring or ranking system.

This has implications for the way
that Environment Direct is set up.
It needs to:

• be able to translate scientific
complexity into everyday
language;

• be willing to take risks to do so,
while managing the risks by
operating in a transparent and
robust way;

• be sufficiently ambitious, so that
the ratings and advice it sets out
can exert market leverage and
promote good practice among
manufacturers and retailers; and

• have sufficient commercial
insight, for example, in
negotiating how and whether
lead companies can use product
endorsements in their marketing
or labelling.

In short, while it should be seen 
as an integral part of what
government does on sustainable
consumption, Environment Direct
could benefit from a degree of
independence.

qÉêãë=ìëÉÇ=áå=çìê=êÉëÉ~êÅÜ
få=çìê=ëìêîÉó=ïÉ=~îçáÇÉÇ=í~äâáåÖ
~Äçìí=Úëìëí~áå~ÄäÉ=ÅçåëìãéíáçåÛK
fåëíÉ~ÇI=ïÉ=~ëâÉÇ=ÅçåëìãÉêë
~Äçìí=~=ê~åÖÉ=çÑ=~ÅíáçåëK=
qÜÉëÉ=ïÉêÉW

båÉêÖóW Üçï=íç=êÉÇìÅÉ=ÉåÉêÖó=ìëÉ=áå
íÜÉ=ÜçãÉX=Üçï=íç=êÉÇìÅÉ=ÜÉ~íáåÖ
Äáääë=íÜêçìÖÜ=ãÉ~ëìêÉë=äáâÉ=äçÑí
áåëìä~íáçåX=ïÜáÅÜ=ÇçãÉëíáÅ=~ééäá~åÅÉë
EÑçê=Éñ~ãéäÉI=ÑêáÇÖÉëI=ÑêÉÉòÉêë=~åÇ
ï~ëÜáåÖ=ã~ÅÜáåÉëF=~êÉ=ãçëí=ÉåÉêÖóJ
ÉÑÑáÅáÉåíX=ïÜáÅÜ=ÉåÉêÖó=ëìééäáÉêë
éêçîáÇÉ=ÉäÉÅíêáÅáíó=ÖÉåÉê~íÉÇ=Ñêçã
êÉåÉï~ÄäÉ=ÉåÉêÖóK

cççÇW ïÜáÅÜ=ÑççÇ=áë=äçÅ~ääó=ÖêçïåX
ïÜáÅÜ=íóéÉë=çÑ=ÑáëÜ=~êÉ=Ñêçã
ëìëí~áå~Ääó=ã~å~ÖÉÇ=ÑáëÜÉêáÉëX=
ïÜáÅÜ=ÑççÇ=áë=çêÖ~åáÅX=ïÜáÅÜ=ÑççÇ=áë
ÑêÉÉJê~åÖÉX=ïÜáÅÜ=ÑççÇ=áë=Ñ~áêäó=çê
ÉíÜáÅ~ääó=íê~ÇÉÇK

t~ëíÉW Üçï=íç=Åìí=Ççïå=íÜÉ=~ãçìåí
çÑ=ï~ëíÉ=óçìê=ÜçìëÉÜçäÇ=éêçÇìÅÉëX
Üçï=íç=êÉÅóÅäÉ=Öä~ëë=~åÇ=é~éÉêX
ïÜÉêÉ=íç=í~âÉ=ÜçãÉ=~ééäá~åÅÉë=Ñçê
êÉÅóÅäáåÖ=EÑçê=Éñ~ãéäÉI=ÅçãéìíÉêë=
~åÇ=ÑêáÇÖÉëFK

qê~åëéçêíW ïÜáÅÜ=ãçÇÉäë=çÑ=Å~ê=~êÉ
äÉ~ëí=éçääìíáåÖX=Üçï=íç=êÉÇìÅÉ=Å~ê
ìë~ÖÉ=Äó=ÅìííáåÖ=Ççïå=çå=àçìêåÉóë=çê
Äó=Å~êJëÜ~êáåÖX=Üçï=íç=êÉÇìÅÉ=Å~ê
ìë~ÖÉ=Äó=ìëáåÖ=éìÄäáÅ=íê~åëéçêíI
ï~äâáåÖ=çê=ÅóÅäáåÖK

líÜÉêW=ïÜáÅÜ=ÑìêåáíìêÉ=çê=çíÜÉê
ïççÇ=éêçÇìÅíë=~êÉ=Ñêçã=ëìëí~áå~Ääó
ã~å~ÖÉÇ=ÑçêÉëíëX=ïÜáÅÜ=ÜçìëÉÜçäÇ
éêçÇìÅíë=~êÉ=ÉåîáêçåãÉåí~ääóJÑêáÉåÇäó
EÑçê=Éñ~ãéäÉI=Ñçê=ÅäÉ~åáåÖI=afv=çê
Ö~êÇÉåáåÖFX=Üçï=íç=ÅÜççëÉ=ÉíÜáÅ~ä=çê
ÉåîáêçåãÉåí~ääóJÑêáÉåÇäó=Ä~åâ
~ÅÅçìåíëI=ë~îáåÖë=çê=áåîÉëíãÉåíëK

qÜêçìÖÜçìí=íÜÉ=êÉëÉ~êÅÜ=ïÉ=ìëÉÇ
íÜÉ=íÉêãë=ÚáåÑçêã~íáçåÛ=~åÇ
Ú~ÇîáÅÉÛ=íçÖÉíÜÉêI=ïáíÜçìí=ã~âáåÖ
ÇáëíáåÅíáçåë=ÄÉíïÉÉå=íÜÉãK=få=íÜáë
êÉéçêíI=êÉÑÉêÉåÅÉë=íç
ÚáåÑçêã~íáçåÛ=ëÜçìäÇ=ÄÉ=êÉ~Ç=~ë
êÉÑÉêêáåÖ=íç=ÄçíÜ=áåÑçêã~íáçå=
~åÇ=~ÇîáÅÉK=
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Policy context: consumers and sustainable consumption 

Consumer lifestyles need to change if we are to create consumption patterns which are sustainable: patterns that

contribute to personal wellbeing – but also to a strong, healthy, just society, living within environmental limits(2).  

There is increasing momentum behind the agenda for sustainable consumption and production. In 2002, the World

Summit on Sustainable Development in Johannesburg called for a ten-year framework of programmes. The UK

government has responded with a statement of its approach, Changing Patterns, and a set of indicators to measure

progress, as well as an overall sustainable development strategy, Securing the Future.

Until relatively recently, the
majority of initiatives 
concentrated on sustainable
production; now the focus is
turning towards consumption and
the role of consumers as individuals
and households.

`çåëìãÉê=êÉëéçåëáÄáäáíáÉë
The NCC’s work has focused on
practical ways to make sustainable
consumption a reality, through
understanding consumers’ lives.We
have found that, while many
consumers want to do their bit,
they expect that business and
government will take a leading role.

Consumers face a host of
competing priorities and there are
many practical, social and
psychological barriers, particularly
for low-income consumers, that
make it difficult to consume more
sustainably. Sustainable choices
need to be easier choices. Business
and government hold their share
of responsibility – they shape the
choices that consumers are able to
make. Creative incentive schemes,
such as our pioneering idea for a
Recycling Lottery, can help
encourage consumers(3).

oçäÉ=çÑ=áåÑçêã~íáçå
Recent research has
comprehensively demonstrated that
financial incentives and
information alone are not
sufficient to persuade or enable

consumers to change their
behaviour. It cannot be assumed
that information leads to attitude
shift, and that attitude shift leads to
behaviour change(4).

Nonetheless, if consumers are to
confidently take responsibility for
some aspects of consuming
differently, then they need ready
access to high quality information
on which they can base their
decisions. On complex areas, where
generic information is insufficient,
or where consumer engagement is
low, interactive advice services may
be the most appropriate way to
provide information.Advice
services have the potential to tailor
information to the individual
consumer’s circumstances, and to
resolve difficulties that consumers
may have with understanding or
applying information.The person-
to-person engagement possible
through advice-giving may also
prove more motivating than
information delivered impersonally.

Sustainable consumption covers so
many different topics that
information relating to it abounds.
The NCC recently estimated that
it is possible to find as many as 500
‘top tips’ for a more sustainable
lifestyle, from a wide range of
sources. But do consumers actually
see this information? Do they try
and find out more – and why?

Where do they look, and is what
they find helpful? These questions
are particularly timely because of
the welcome commitment by
government to develop a new
service for consumers in this field, at
present called Environment Direct.



Information does not automatically
lead to behaviour change. Our
survey suggests that consumers have
a reasonably broad experience of
relevant information. However, one
recent study on household
behaviour concluded that, while a
number of specific sustainable
behaviours (such as recycling paper
and glass) have become more
common, very few people are
‘systematically undertaking an
integrated range of sustainable
behaviours’ – perhaps as low as
seven per cent of the population(5).

Awareness of information was
significantly higher on some issues.
Around two-thirds of consumers
(69 per cent) are aware of advice
and information on at least one
issue relating to energy or waste
(69 per cent and 63 per cent
respectively).This compares with
around two in five (44 per cent)
who have come across advice and
information on at least one aspect
of more sustainable transport. Of
the individual topics tested, the
highest score is for information on
how to reduce energy in the home
(57 per cent). Among the least well
known were: which furniture or
other wood products are from
sustainably managed forests (16 per
cent); and how to choose ethical or
environmentally-friendly bank
accounts, savings and investments
(11 per cent).

^ÖÉ=~åÇ=ëçÅá~ä=Öêçìé
Some consumer groups have come
across more information and advice
than others.While there is little
difference between men and
women, there are large differences
by age and social class(6):

For younger consumers this may
simply reflect their household roles
and their relatively lower spending
power.They are less likely to be
taking decisions on many of the
topics we asked about; the utility
bills, for example, may be paid by a
more senior member of the
household and so energy-saving is
less of an immediate concern.

The NCC’s report Green choice: what
choice?(7) found that, for many
lower-income consumers, simply
getting by is a major concern. Many
sustainable consumption issues may
be seen as remote by less affluent
consumers, who tend to have a
more local perspective on
environmental concerns. Other

barriers to action, such as perceived
high costs for environmentally-
friendly products, may make seeking
information seem a waste of time
for lower-income consumers.

^=ä~Åâ=çÑ=áåÑçêã~íáçå
Consumers may report not coming
across information and advice for
two reasons: either they have never
seen such information, or they fail
to recall it.The first can be
addressed by providing information
through imaginative delivery
mechanisms targeted at the needs
of specific groups.The second can
be tackled in a number of ways:

• by producing information or
advice in formats and language
appropriate to the audience, with
clear, simple messages about what
consumers can actually do;

• by removing barriers that
produce competing priorities for
consumers; and

• by enacting policy measures to
make information more valuable
to consumers – perhaps 
through incentives.

R

Have you heard? Consumer encounters with sustainable
consumption information 

The large majority of consumers have, whether by accident or choice, come across at least some information on

sustainable consumption. 

Eighty-one per cent of consumers were aware of, or had experienced, information and advice on at least one of the 18

areas we asked about, and 54 per cent had seen information on five or more issues. However, 16 per cent of consumers

had not come across information or advice on any of the 18 topics we tested.

^ÖÉ e~îÉ=ÅçãÉ=~Åêçëë
áåÑçêã~íáçå=EBF

15-24
25-44
45-64
65+

35
60
65
43

pçÅá~ä=Öê~ÇÉ e~îÉ=ÅçãÉ=~Åêçëë
áåÑçêã~íáçå=EBF

DE
C1C2
AB

37
53
73



S

The number of consumers seeking
more information is relatively low:
one fifth (19 per cent) of
consumers have tried to find more
information or advice, on at least
one topic. Only eight per cent of
consumers have tried to find 
out more on five or more of the
topics covered.

eÉ~äíÜI=ë~îáåÖë=~åÇ
ëìëí~áå~Äáäáíó
There is a stark contrast with
information and advice-seeking
behaviour in other areas. Pensions
and savings, and healthy living,
share with sustainability a delay
between taking action and seeing
any benefits, and yet:

• 75 per cent of consumers say
they have sought at least some 

information on how to live more
healthily (46 per cent saying a
great deal or a fair amount); and

• 63 per cent of consumers say
they have sought at least some
information on pensions and
savings (29 per cent saying a
great deal or a fair amount).

This mirrors the priorities of the
public over the long term; leaving
aside a brief reverse in 1989, health
and pensions have consistently
been rated by the public as higher
priorities for government than the
environment(8). Perhaps more
telling, there is also evidence that,
while the environment may be
seen by consumers as an area
where government should take the
lead, it is not one that people

spontaneously name as having a
major impact on their quality of
life. In 2001, Defra found that,
when asked ‘the two or three
things which you would say most
affect your…quality of life’,
48 per cent of people answered
‘money’, 34 per cent said 
‘health’ and only eleven per cent
listed ‘environment’(9).

mÉêëçå~ä=ÄÉåÉÑáíë
While environmental and
sustainability issues are similar to
pensions and savings, and health – 
in that they relate to the medium
to long-term and involve taking
action now for later benefits – they
differ in crucial ways.

The benefits of healthy living 
are directly felt by the individual 
in question. In contrast, the
benefits sustainable consumption
are shared by society at large,
possibly several generations in the
future – they may remain
frustratingly intangible to the
individual consumer.

On top of this, consumers face
many other barriers to acting 
more sustainably, which lead to
disempowerment and
disengagement.These include poor
understanding of the issues,
competing priorities and habit.

In search of sustainability: finding out more 

Consumers who actively seek further information on an issue are likely to be more engaged with it than those who

merely come across information. The time and effort involved suggests that ‘seekers’ are more likely to try to understand

the information – and maybe change their behaviour – though whether they are able to do so depends on a host of

other barriers. 

_~ëÉW=NIUQM=~Çìäíë=~ÖÉÇ=NRH=áå=dêÉ~í=_êáí~áåK=pçìêÅÉW=jlof

Haven't come across 
any information

16%

Came across 
information on
another related 

topic 0.2%

Came across
information, but 
didn't try to find 

out more
60%

Don't know if I tried
to find out more

1% Came across
information and tried

to find out more 
on at least one topic

19%

Don't know if I
came across any

information
3%

e~îÉ=óçì=ÅçãÉ=~Åêçëë=áåÑçêã~íáçå\=aáÇ=óçì=íêó=íç=ÑáåÇ=çìí=ãçêÉ\
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`çåëìãÉê=éêçÑáäÉ
Those who actively look for
information on the sustainable
consumption topics tested are
more likely to be:

• aged 35-54 (25 per cent of this
age group, compared with 10 per
cent of those aged 15-24 and 12
per cent of those age 65+); and

• professional and managerial
groups (30 per cent of ABs,
compared with 13 per cent of
C2s and eleven per cent of DEs).

Seekers are also slightly more likely
to come from the south of Great
Britain (excluding London).

mçéìä~ê=íçéáÅë
None of the topics in our survey
inspire a great deal of passion
among consumers. Nonetheless,
there are significant differences in
the ‘popularity’ of particular
subjects.The topics on which
information is sought by the
greatest number of consumers are:

• reducing energy use in the home
(nine per cent of consumers);

• how to recycle paper and glass
(eight per cent);

• which food is free-range,
ethically or fairly traded, or
organic (seven per cent each);

• how to reduce heating bills
through measures like insulation
(seven per cent); and

• how to cut down the amount of
waste your household produces
(seven per cent).

At the other end of the scale, with
three per cent, are issues including:

• which types of fish are from
sustainably-managed fisheries;

• how to reduce car use by cutting
down on journeys or by car-
sharing, using public transport,
walking or cycling;

• choosing ethical or
environmentally-friendly bank
accounts or investments; and

• which furniture or other wood
products are from sustainably-
managed forests.

(See chart overpage for full data.)

aáÑÑÉêÉåí=éÉçéäÉI=ÇáÑÑÉêÉåí
áëëìÉë=
Women were considerably more
likely than men to seek
information on food and waste
issues, as well as on
environmentally-friendly
household products. Men were
more likely than women to seek
information on which models of
car are least polluting.These
gender differences reflect the
prevalent roles of men and women
in the household.

There is some indication that
younger consumers (aged 15-24)
may be more concerned with

sustainable transport questions than
other age groups, but further
research is required to confirm 
this. If true, this may be more
about younger consumers’
limited spending power and
restricted ability to own a car 
than a demonstration of
environmental concern.

`çããçå=Ñ~Åíçêë
In general, consumers are more
likely to seek information on those
topics which large numbers of
people report having come across
information on.

Consumers are more likely to seek
further information on issues
where taking action has not only
an environmental dividend, but
also appears to deliver tangible,
close-to-home benefits. Reducing
energy use, for example, clearly has
a direct pay-off for the consumer
in terms of lower energy bills.The
direct benefits to the consumer of
sustainably-sourced fish are rather
less clear(10).

Consumers are also more likely to
seek information on topics where
key messages are focused on simple
actions that they can take and
there are fewer barriers to action.
For example, the definition of
‘ethical finance’ remains contested
even among experts.What should
the consumer do? In contrast, if
bring-banks or kerbside collections

The ‘seekers’: consumers who look for more information

Certain consumer groups are particularly likely to seek out more information. 

Consumers are more likely to seek information on topics they see as having tangible, close-to-home benefits, fewer

barriers to action and where the key messages are focused on simple actions.
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are in place, messages about how
to recycle are quite straightforward
and widely agreed, and actions are
easy to take.

bñÅÉéíáçåë=íç=íÜÉ=êìäÉë
The relationship between existing
awareness of information and
active seeking of further
information does not always hold.
Consumers are especially resistant
to seeking further information on
reducing their car use, even though
they have come across relatively

high levels of information on this
issue.This matches closely with
recent findings that car use is an
issue where people are simply not
prepared to change their
behaviour, for a number of
complex reasons(11).

In contrast, consumers are more
likely to seek out information on
fair trade products than the
number of people who report
having come across information
would suggest. Fair trade products

do not deliver a clear, tangible
benefit to the consumer. However,
this discrepancy can be explained
by the fact that high quality
products, strong marketing, easily-
identified labels, wide availability, a
simple message and a price
premium of only a few pence have
combined to create an aspirational,
lifestyle ‘brand’ which provides the
consumer with a ‘feel-good factor’.

Reduce energy use 

Recycle glass and paper

Free range food

Organic food

Reduce heating bills

Cut down household waste

Energy-efficient appliances

Recycling home appliances

Household products
(environmentally friendly)

Locally grown food

Cars 
(least polluting)

Energy suppliers 
(renewable energy)

Reduce car use 
(public transport, walking or cycling)

Furniture/wood products 
from sustainably managed forests

Ethical bank accounts/investments

Reduce car usage 
(less journeys or car sharing)

Fish from sustainable fisheries

Other

Fairtrade food

tÜáÅÜI=áÑ=~åóI=çÑ=íÜÉëÉ=âáåÇë=çÑ=~ÇîáÅÉ=çê=áåÑçêã~íáçå=Ü~îÉ=óçì=ëÉÉåI=ÄÉÉå=~ï~êÉ=çÑI=çê=êÉÅÉáîÉÇ\
lå=ïÜáÅÜI=áÑ=~åóI=çÑ=íÜÉëÉ=~êÉ~ë=ÇáÇ=óçì=íêó=íç=ÑáåÇ=çìí=ãçêÉ\

_~ëÉW=NIUQM=~Çìäíë=~ÖÉÇ=NRH=áå=dêÉ~í=_êáí~áåK=pçìêÅÉW=jlof

seen, been aware of, or received tried to find out more
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For seekers, a campaign by an
environmental group was just as
important a motivation as saving
money or avoiding tax, prompting
22 per cent to seek more
information.This is a much more
significant factor for better-off
consumers: a campaign was the
trigger for 26 per cent of ABC1s,
against 13 per cent of C2DEs.

Nonetheless, more prosaic reasons
(possibly in conjunction with

personal beliefs) are important
prompts for a large number of
current information-seekers.A
new purchase is a key driver (36
per cent of seekers), as are product
labelling (32 per cent) and items in
the media (34 per cent for print
media, 31 per cent for TV). More
information delivered at or around
the time of purchase could be an
effective way of prompting more
consumers to seek information.

Consumers generally do little to
shop around before making buying
decisions and many purchases are
made as part of habitual
routines(13). Information in shops,
or with products, must either
represent a new shortcut to quick
and easy decision-making (as a
brand name does), or must be
delivered in a way that can help to
break regular routines.

Motivations: what prompts consumers to seek more
information?

Of the people who had sought further information, just less than half state that their personal beliefs prompted them to

do so. This is very striking; combined with their demographic profile, it suggests that ‘hardcore’ ethical consumers – such

as the ‘Global Watchdogs’ identified by the Co-operative Bank(12) – make up a substantial number of our seekers. This

profile places information-seekers among the most active of green or ethical consumers. These attitudes are particularly

prevalent among more affluent consumers, with 55 per cent of ABC1s saying that their personal beliefs were what

prompted them to seek more information, compared with 33 per cent for C2DEs. 

My beliefs

tÜ~íI=áÑ=~åóíÜáåÖI=ãáÖÜí=éÉêëì~ÇÉ=óçì=íç=ëÉÉâ=~ÇîáÅÉ=çê=äççâ=Ñçê=áåÑçêã~íáçå=çå=íÜÉëÉ=íÜáåÖë\
tÜ~íI=áÑ=~åóíÜáåÖI=éêçãéíÉÇ=óçì=íç=ëÉÉâ=~ÇîáÅÉ=çê=äççâ=Ñçê=áåÑçêã~íáçå=çå=íÜÉëÉ=íÜáåÖë\

Product labelling

Other

Nothing/I know enough already

Don’t know

Local club/society/place of worship

Getting a new job/being promoted

Hearing about it at work

Moving house

Having a baby

Encouraged by family or friends

In-store information

Campaign by environmental group

Saving money or avoiding tax

TV

Newspapers and magazines

Purchasing a new product or service

_~ëÉW=pÉÉâÉêë=Ó PRN=~Çìäíë=~ÖÉÇ=NRH=ïÜç=Ü~îÉ=íêáÉÇ=íç=ÑáåÇ=çìí=ãçêÉ=áåÑçêã~íáçåK=kçåJëÉÉâÉêë=Ó=NINOU=~Çìäíë=~ÖÉÇ=NRH=ïÜç=Ü~îÉ=ÅçãÉ=~Åêçëë
áåÑçêã~íáçåI=Äìí=Ü~îÉ=åçí=íêáÉÇ=íç=ÑáåÇ=çìí=ãçêÉK pçìêÅÉW=jlof

0% 50%40%30%20%10%

seekers non-seekers

A leaflet through the door
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kçí=äççâáåÖ
Sixty per cent of consumers have
come across some information or
advice, but have not gone on to
seek further information (in
addition to the 16 per cent of
consumers, who have not heard
any information at all). Of those
60 per cent, 30 per cent (18 per
cent of all consumers) say that they
‘couldn’t be bothered’ or ‘aren’t
interested’. For this group in
particular, measures beyond
providing information will be
necessary to change behaviour.

In addition, 57 per cent of the
‘non-seekers’ (34 per cent of all
consumers) claim that they either
did not need any more
information or that they knew
enough already. In some cases
consumers may quite genuinely
have sufficient accurate
information, but previous studies
show that people tend to report
that they know more than they
really do(14).

When asked if there was anything
that might persuade them to seek
information, 17 per cent of non-
seekers (10 per cent of all
consumers) effectively said ‘no’:
they were simply not interested or
already knew enough.This group
is older than the general
population, with 36 per cent of the
group made up of people aged
65+, compared with 19 per cent
of the British population.This may
be a generational effect, given the
rise of the environment as a
political concern over the past 30
years. In some cases, it may reflect
high levels of knowledge among
this group – or there may be
particular barriers in their way(15).

mÉêëì~ÇáåÖ=Ñ~Åíçêë
Non-seekers are significantly less
likely to be motivated by their
personal beliefs or by an
environmental group campaign

than seekers. Nonetheless,
significant numbers of non-seekers
say that items in the newspaper (27
per cent of non-seekers) or on
television (32 per cent) might
persuade them to look for more
information, as might product
labels (27 per cent) and the
decision to buy a new product or
service (25 per cent). However,
without the extra ethical
motivation of personal beliefs, it is
unclear how effective additional
media stories or product-based
policy interventions would be.

`Ü~åÖáåÖ=ÄÉäáÉÑë\
As well as building on the factors
that non-seekers say might
persuade them to find out more,
the government should consider
how it might help consumers to
re-evaluate their personal beliefs.
High-profile awareness-raising
campaigns, unsupported by other
measures, have proved
ineffective(16). It has been
suggested that community-level
programmes(17) may represent a
powerful force for change, as
beliefs and behaviours can be
assessed and revised in a group
environment.The NCC would
welcome a thorough evaluation 
of programmes, such as those
funded by the government’s
Environmental Action Fund – and,
in particular, their effectiveness in
helping disadvantaged consumers
assess how they might consume
more sustainably.

fåÇáîáÇì~ääóJã~êâÉíÉÇ=~ÇîáÅÉ
Another policy option that may
encourage non-seekers to engage
with information is ‘individually-
marketed advice’.A number of
schemes have been piloted to test
the power of personalised advice
on alternatives to car use. Such
schemes actively recruit
consumers, sometimes with
additional incentives, rather than

waiting for consumers to seek
advice. Some also enable
consumers to speak to a dedicated
team of advisers for information
and support, effectively providing
‘personal trainers’ for behaviour
change.The pilots have shown
promising results in terms of
reduced car use (five to 16 per
cent)(18). Pilots have tended to
target consumers sympathetic to
the cause.The NCC would be
keen to see how effective such
schemes are for consumers who
typically do not seek out
information on these topics.
Are they are able to break through
the belief that ‘I already know
enough’?
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Professional and managerial groups
are not only more likely to have
come across information and advice
in general, but they are more likely
to report having received it from a
number of sources:

• Consumer watchdogs (25 per
cent for ABs vs 14 per cent for
DEs);

• Shops/supermarkets (46 per cent
vs 28 per cent);

• Utility companies (31 per cent vs
21 per cent);

• Environmental groups or charities
(22 per cent vs 10 per cent).

Younger consumers are much less
likely to have come across
information from their local
council, perhaps because they are
less likely to own or rent a
property and therefore less likely
to have formal dealings with the
council over taxation or waste.

iççâáåÖ=Ñçê=ãçêÉ
Consumers actively seeking more
information, as opposed to simply

coming across it, use rather
different sources. Local councils
and shops or supermarkets remain
very important, but the internet
emerges as the clear leader,
mentioned by nearly half of all
consumers who sought more
information.This may (to some
extent) mask the true scores for
the Energy Savings Trust,
environmental groups, and so on,
since people may have been unable
to recall exactly whose websites
they visited.

Where do consumers find out about sustainable
consumption?

When asked where they had passively come across information and advice on sustainable consumption topics, television

and newspapers were the most common answers. Local authorities and shops or supermarkets were also key sources. In

contrast, the more technical or expert bodies set up by the government to provide information and advice, such as the

Energy Savings Trust (EST) and its Energy Efficiency Advice Centres register relatively poorly.

Other advice centre
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The traditional source of more
information, the library, also scores 
much more highly for those
wanting to find out more.

Although large numbers of people
said that they sought more
information in newspapers and on
television, it seems unlikely that
they actively turned to these sources
to find out more on the very
specific topics investigated here.

tÜ~í=ÅçåëìãÉêë=ï~åí
Consumers say they would prefer
to get their information from
places slightly different than where
they actually went. Looking
beyond the traditional media
outlets – where consumers are

unlikely to actively seek
information – the pattern suggests
that seekers are looking for more
authoritative guidance.They would
like to get more from authorities
which are seen as trusted and
impartial (such as consumer
watchdogs), or are seen to be
responsible for action in these areas
(central and local government).
This suggests a healthy appetite for
a service such as Environment
Direct, which might benefit from
co-branding with an independent
organisation trusted by the public.

Supermarkets and other shops, and
utility companies, score highly as
preferred sources, indicating that

consumers welcome the
opportunity to find out more
information as part of their
everyday routines.A small but
significant number of consumers
would welcome more information
and advice than they currently
receive from professionals in other
fields such as healthcare or
property, and from community
groups. Government must consider
how these channels for delivering
information – shops, professionals
and community groups – can be
supported and integrated into the
Environment Direct service.

tÜÉêÉ=ÇáÇ=óçì=Öç=Ñçê=~ÇîáÅÉ=çê=äççâ=Ñçê=áåÑçêã~íáçå\=
tÜç=ïçìäÇ=óçì=éêÉÑÉê=íç=ÖÉí=~ÇîáÅÉ=~åÇ=áåÑçêã~íáçå=Ñêçã=çå=íÜÉëÉ=áëëìÉë=áå=íÜÉ=ÑìíìêÉ\
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iÉëë=áåíÉêåÉíI=ÑÉïÉê=Å~ääë
There are clear contrasts between
how seekers currently receive
information and how they would
prefer to do so. For example, the
internet is slightly less popular as a
preferred means of accessing
information, when compared with
current use – although it is still
clearly the most favoured option.

There is, however, a major gender
divide: while 57 per cent of male

seekers and 42 per cent of female
seekers use the internet at present,
it is preferred by twice as many
men than women (61 per cent and
30 per cent, respectively).Among
all consumers (both those who
have sought more information and
those who have not) the internet is
listed as a preferred means of
getting information on sustainable
consumption topics by only 20 per
cent, and only 13 per cent of
women, and eleven per cent of

DEs.This is, in part, a reflection of
the penetration of internet access
in the UK: 59 per cent of the
public currently have access at
home, work or elsewhere(19).

Although, at present, a quarter of
those seeking information do so by
telephone, this is not a very
popular choice. Only five per cent
of all consumers would choose 
this as a preferred means of
accessing information.

How do consumers find out about sustainable
consumption?

In terms of how the information is delivered, leaflets and brochures were well-used by information-seekers (34 per cent)

alongside the internet (49 per cent). Consumers claim that they sought much of their information through media

sources (newspapers 29 per cent, magazines and television 22 per cent each). Advice is sourced by 25 per cent of

seekers over the telephone. The importance of product information is also clear with 24 per cent of consumers

mentioning both product labels and information supplied with the product; this is a particularly common route for

women seeking more information.

_~ëÉW=^ää=ÅçåëìãÉêë=ÓNIUQM=~Çìäíë=~ÖÉÇ=NRH=áå=dêÉ~í=_êáí~áåK=pÉÉâÉêë=Ó=PRN=~Çìäíë=~ÖÉÇ=NRH=ïÜç=Ü~îÉ=íêáÉÇ=íç=ÑáåÇ=çìí=ãçêÉ=áåÑçêã~íáçåK pçìêÅÉW=jlof

eçï=ÇáÇ=óçì=~ÅÅÉëë=áåÑçêã~íáçå=~åÇ=~ÇîáÅÉ\=
eçïI=áÑ=~í=~ääI=ïçìäÇ=óçì=éêÉÑÉê=íç=ÖÉí=áåÑçêã~íáçå=~åÇ=~ÇîáÅÉ=çå=íÜÉëÉ=áëëìÉë\
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jçêÉ=éêçÇìÅí=áåÑçêã~íáçå
Among consumers who already
seek information, there is a clear
demand for more product labelling
and ‘with-product’ information.
This is particularly true among
women in this group: 38 per cent
list information supplied with a
product; and 34 per cent suggest
labels on products as their
preferred means of getting more
information (compared with 22
per cent and 24 per cent
respectively for men).

Among all consumers, both types
of product-based information are
the preferred option for 23 per
cent, with no major differences 
between men and women.These
methods of getting information 
are also much more popular 
with higher-income than lower-
income consumers.

qáãÉ=íç=ÅçåëáÇÉê
In general, consumers expressed
the strongest preference for
methods (such as television and
newspapers) best suited to
providing information of a general
nature than to providing guidance
on specific actions that they could
take.This shows that, for most
consumers, in the face of
competing priorities and numerous
barriers, taking action on
sustainable consumption is not an
urgent task.Additional incentives
are required if this belief is to 
be challenged.

Consumers largely appear to
favour methods of accessing
information that give them space
to make their own unhurried
decisions, without appearing
ignorant in the face of ‘experts’.
Traditional media, product
information, letters and leaflets or
brochures are all considerably more
popular delivery mechanisms for
information than telephone, e-mail

or face-to-face methods, although
the latter do show some scope 
for growth.

cìêíÜÉê=êÉëÉ~êÅÜ
It was beyond the scope of this
study to explore where and how
consumers do (and would prefer
to) get information and advice on
each individual topic. Further
research, exploring where
consumers turn when looking for
particular types of information, and
any problems they face, would be
welcome. In particular, the NCC
would be interested to establish
whether the importance of the
internet as a source of information
excludes disadvantaged groups
from finding information that 
they seek.This is particularly
relevant when considering how
Environment Direct might 
provide information.

Given that, in other fields,
consumers are very positive about
face-to-face and telephone
conversations – 73 per cent said
that these would be their preferred
methods of getting information
about financial products in one
study(20) – further research is
needed to discover why they 
are apparently less popular in 
this context.
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The results of seeking information: behaviour change?

Consumers who seek out more information apparently tend to take action as a result. Somewhat confusingly, on some

topics a greater proportion of consumers claim to have acted on the information than actually sought it in the first place.

Many of these consumers may be reporting existing behaviour that did not directly result from seeking more

information. In addition, consumers are well known for claiming to undertake a greater number of sustainable

behaviours than they actually do in practice. 

Despite the uncertainty, there is apparently a strong positive correlation between the level of interest in a particular topic

and the likelihood of taking action. Once consumers go looking, the information they find does appear to help them

take steps to change their behaviour.

More research is required before
any more concrete conclusions can
be reached on the relationship
between seeking information and
taking action. In particular, have
consumers who seek information
already decided to take action? 
Or do they seek information with
an open mind, and then act as a
result of what they find?

Consumers agree that the
information they find is helpful:
94 per cent of consumers who
sought more information said that
they found the information or
advice they received useful. But did
the information help consumers to
take action or reach a new
understanding of an issue? Was it
accurate, high quality advice?

Further research into the accuracy
of the advice received from
different sources and how it helps
or hinders consumers in taking
action would be welcome.

dÉåÇÉê=ÇáÑÑÉêÉåÅÉë
The differences between men and
women in the topics they seek
information on are reflected in the
action they take.Women take more
action on food issues, buying locally-
grown, free range, organic or fairly
traded foods more frequently than
men.They are also more likely to
cut down household waste, recycle
and choose environmentally-friendly
products. By contrast, men claim to
be more likely to purchase a less-
polluting car.

`~ê=ìëÉ=êÉã~áåë=~=éêçÄäÉã
Unlike other topics, the proportion
of consumers who seek more
information on reducing car use
does not translate into a similar
proportion taking action.While
relatively few consumers seek 
more information on cutting their
car use, even fewer than might be
expected actually cut down their
driving. Given that car use
continues to grow, there is a 
strong case for making this the
focus of an intensive behaviour
change programme.

pÉÉâáåÖ=áåÑçêã~íáçå=îëK=í~âáåÖ=~Åíáçå

_~ëÉW=PRN=~Çìäíë=~ÖÉÇ=NRH=ïÜç=Ü~îÉ=íêáÉÇ=íç=ÑáåÇ=çìí=ãçêÉ=áåÑçêã~íáçåK pçìêÅÉW=jlof
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Social marketing recognises that
there is often strong competition
for rival behaviours, and that
marketing interventions can be
carefully designed and targeted to
fit into daily life, to increase
benefits and to decrease barriers in
ways that achieve behaviour
change. It takes a consumer
perspective and builds from an
understanding of the perceptions,
beliefs and behaviours that
consumers start with.

pìééçêíáåÖ=ÅçåëìãÉêë
Consumers need support to help
them make sense of and use
information on sustainable
consumption effectively.The
government should consider what
‘sustainability literacy’(21) might
mean for consumers and how
sustainability skills can be
developed.The government must
also consider the role of tailored
advice and ‘personal trainers’ in
supporting consumers, particularly
on apparently intractable subjects
such as car use.

båîáêçåãÉåí=aáêÉÅí
The government’s commitment to
a new Environment Direct service
for consumers is welcome. It
answers the consumer demand to
get more authoritative sustainable
consumption information from
government. Further consumer
research and existing evidence
from the field of social marketing

should guide the format that
Environment Direct takes. Careful
signposting from – or even co-
branding with – other trusted
sources is likely to be welcomed
by consumers. Links to existing
services, such as Consumer Direct,
would be valuable.

bñáëíáåÖ=ëÉÉâÉêë
The fifth of the population who
already seek more information
may readily want to access
Environment Direct’s services.A
web-based resource, focusing on
these issues would make an
important (if modest) beginning,
although it risks being just another
website among many.

kÉï=ÚÅìëíçãÉêëÛ
The NCC believes that
Environment Direct could draw 
in consumers who have not
previously sought out information
on these issues. But for these
consumers a web-based service is
considerably less attractive.

The retail environment presents
important opportunities to
persuade people to find out more.
At its simplest, this may mean
placing Environment Direct leaflets
on relevant topics (perhaps 
co-branded with the retailer) in-
store, or in supermarket literature.

Maximum use should be made of
the scope to tell consumers who
seek information in one particular

area, about information available 
in another.

mêçÇìÅíJäÉîÉä=áåÑçêã~íáçå
If Environment Direct is to fulfil
its potential, the NCC believes it is
crucial that it incorporates
information on the environmental
performance of individual
products, with some form of
scoring or ranking system. In
going beyond general lifestyle tips,
it would make the service unique.
This is likely to be of interest to
existing information-seekers, and
would provide necessary clarity
about manufacturers’ claims on
sustainability. In addition, it may
appeal to a new audience,
particularly where high
environmental performance is
linked to cost savings.

Perhaps even more importantly, it
could spur market transformations
by encouraging manufacturers to
compete on environmental
performance and providing an easy
means for retail buyers to specify
environmentally-sound products.

It would provide a strong incentive
for manufacturers and retailers who
gained high scores to incorporate
details of their environmental
performance in their marketing
and product labelling.This would
close the loop back to the
consumers who currently do not
seek more information.

How to support consumers using information and advice

Information and advice should be seen as one component of marketing to promote behaviour change, alongside a

range of other policy interventions. There is a well-developed body of international experience, the field of ‘social

marketing’, that shows exactly how to do this. The NCC defines social marketing as ‘a systematic process using

marketing techniques and approaches to achieve behavioural goals.’
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däçÄ~ä=^Åíáçå=mä~åÛë=bÅçqÉ~ãëI=çê=íÜÉ
nì~âÉê=iáîáåÖ=táíåÉëë=mêçÖê~ããÉX=Ñçê
ãçêÉ=çå=íÜáë=ëÉÉ=g~ÅâëçåI=qI
jçíáî~íáåÖ=ëìëí~áå~ÄäÉ=
ÅçåëìãéíáçåI==OMMRK

NUK=pÉÉI=Ñçê=Éñ~ãéäÉI=ïïïKëÉáKëÉL
áåíÉääáÖÉåííê~îÉäLbñÉÅpìããKéÇÑK

NVK=Éjlof=qÉÅÜåçäçÖó=qê~ÅâÉê
ïïïKãçêáKÅçãLÉãçêáLíê~ÅâÉêKëÜíãäK

OMK=cp^I=_ÉííÉê=áåÑçêãÉÇ=ÅçåëìãÉêëW
~ëëÉëëáåÖ=íÜÉ=áãéäáÅ~íáçåë=Ñçê
ÅçåëìãÉê=ÉÇìÅ~íáçå=çÑ=êÉëÉ~êÅÜI=OMMMK

ONK=Úpìëí~áå~Äáäáíó=äáíÉê~ÅóÛ=áë=ÉãÉêÖáåÖ=~ë
~=íÉêãI=íç=ÇÉëÅêáÄÉ=íÜÉ=Å~é~Åáíó=çÑ
áåÇáîáÇì~äë=íç=çÄí~áåI=áåíÉêéêÉíI
ìåÇÉêëí~åÇ=~åÇ=ìëÉ=áåÑçêã~íáçå=~Äçìí
ëìëí~áå~ÄäÉ=ÇÉîÉäçéãÉåíK=qÜÉ=aÑbp
Úï~åíë=íç=ëÉÉ=ëìëí~áå~Äáäáíó=äáíÉê~Åó
ÄÉÅçãÉ=~=ÅçêÉ=ÅçãéÉíÉåÅó=Ñçê
éêçÑÉëëáçå~äë=áå=íÜÉ=ïçêâ=éä~ÅÉÛI
ïïïKëìëí~áå~ÄäÉJÇÉîÉäçéãÉåíKÖçîKìâ
LÇÉäáîÉêóLâÉóJÅçåíêáÄìíáçåëLK

^ÅâåçïäÉÇÖÉãÉåíë

qÜÉ=~ìíÜçê=ïçìäÇ=äáâÉ=íç=íÜ~åâ=ÅçääÉ~ÖìÉë
~í=k``=Ñçê=íÜÉáê=áåéìí=Ó=áå=é~êíáÅìä~êI
j~ñáåÉ=eçäÇëïçêíÜ=~åÇ=^äáëçå=eçéâáåëK
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