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Abstract 

An important step in promoting sustainable consumption is to find out how consumers 

understand the concept of sustainability. In the present paper we report a study among 

Norwegian consumers in which we explored their understanding of sustainability at two 

levels: First, we investigated consumers’ understanding of the general sustainability concept; 

specifically, we studied how salient the following five sustainability dimensions are in 

consumers’ conception of sustainability: the environmental, social, economic, temporal, and 

the developmental dimension. Second, we investigated how consumers’ understanding of 

sustainability manifests in consumption decisions: We studied consumers’ opinions about 

how important various attributes are for sustainable products and which product labels they 

consider indicative of sustainable products. We found that all five sustainability dimensions 

occurred as elements of consumers’ understanding of the sustainability concept. The 

environmental dimension, the social dimension, and the developmental dimension were 

particularly salient. With regard to attributes that are important for sustainable products, 

consumers placed high emphasis on recyclability of the packaging, fair payment of producers, 

low energy use, and low carbon dioxide emissions during production and shipping. Humane 

animal treatment was also considered an important attribute of sustainable products. The 

product labels that were considered most indicative of sustainable products were the Nordic 

Swan and the Norwegian Debio label. Consumers’ judgments of how indicative the labels are 

of sustainable products were positively related to familiarity with the labels.  

Keywords: sustainable, green, eco, food, fair trade 
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Sustainability Seen From the Perspective of Consumers 

Introduction 

The development of sustainable lifestyles is widely regarded as the silver bullet to 

tackling global problems such as environmental pollution, climate change, or poverty. 

Politicians and scientists request private households to make sustainability a guiding principle 

for their consumption decisions. Such appeals by experts, however, often lack an explanation 

of what sustainability stands for and which consumption decisions are sustainable. Homburg 

and Matthies (2010) suggest that research to investigate what consumers associate with the 

term sustainability, how salient the different dimensions of sustainability are, and which 

purchase decisions consumers consider sustainable would provide valuable input for the 

promotion of sustainable consumption. It is therefore surprising that consumers’ 

understanding of sustainability has, so far, received little research attention. 

In the present study we explored how Norwegian consumers understand sustainability. 

We addressed this question at two levels: First, we explored how consumers understand the 

general concept of sustainability. Second, we investigated how consumers’ understanding of 

sustainability manifests in consumption decisions: We studied consumers’ opinions about 

how important various product attributes are for sustainable products (more specifically, for 

groceries and cosmetics) and which product labels they consider indicative of sustainable 

products. Before we turn to our study, we will elaborate on the sustainability concept and 

outline previous research that relates to our study. For the sake of simplicity, we will use the 

term products, where we refer to both groceries and cosmetics.      

The Sustainability Concept      

 Mcnagthen, Grove-White, Jacobs, and Wynne (1995) maintain that sustainability 

involves moving from a current unsatisfactory state (i.e., one in which economic needs are 

pursued at the expense of environmental and social needs) to a satisfactory state (i.e., one in 



Sustainability from the Perspective of Consumers 

 

4

which economic and social needs are met in ways that do not exceed the limits of the 

environment). The UN World Commission on Environment and Development (UNWCED, 

1987) provided a framework for development that is aimed at achieving sustainability (i.e., 

sustainable development). In this framework sustainability refers to meeting the needs of 

current generations without limiting the ability of future generations to meet their own needs. 

According to the UNWCED and the outcome document of the 2005 UN World Summit, 

developmental policies to achieve sustainability need to integrate environmental protection, 

social fairness, in particular with regard to eliminating the gap between industrialized and 

developing countries, and economic viability. 

 In line with these assumptions, we propose to distinguish five dimensions of 

sustainability: (i) an environmental dimension (e.g., preservation of natural resources), (ii) a 

social dimension (e.g., improving the living conditions of the world’s poor and promoting 

equal opportunities for all), (iii) an economic dimension (e.g., economic viability and 

economic growth that secure human well-being), (iv) a temporal dimension (in that the needs 

of current and future generations are considered), and (v) a developmental dimension, because 

development (e.g., technological innovation or changes in lifestyles and political priorities) is 

needed to achieve sustainability. This conception reflects the main aspects of sustainability as 

they are discussed in research and politics (cf., Belz and Bilharz, 2005). In the next section we 

outline research findings that provide insights into how consumers may understand the 

sustainability concept.  

Consumers’ Understanding of the Sustainability Concept  

Macnagthen and colleagues (e.g., Macnagthen, Grove-White, Jacobs, and Wynne, 

1995; Macnaghten and Jacobs, 1997) explored how UK citizens understood the sustainability 

concept. A central finding of this research was that people were generally unfamiliar with the 

sustainability concept. If further probed, however, people were able to derive the broad 
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meaning of sustainability. From the authors’ summary of the responses, we conclude that the 

environmental and the temporal dimensions of sustainability were particularly salient: Many 

people were aware of the necessity to respect environmental limits in order to secure the 

livelihood of current and future generations. Moreover, the findings indicate that the 

developmental dimension played a role in people’s understanding of sustainability: Many 

found that changes (e.g., in human lifestyles) are needed to achieve sustainability and 

believed that they can actively contribute to bringing about the necessary changes.  

It seems likely that consumers’ understanding of sustainability has changed since 

Macnagthen and colleagues conducted these studies, for example, due to increased media 

coverage of sustainability issues. To our knowledge, however, an empirical investigation of 

how consumers understand the sustainability concept is missing in the recent literature. 

Moreover, little is known about how consumers’ understanding of sustainability manifests in 

consumption decisions, for example what types of products consumers perceive to be 

sustainable.  

We conceive of sustainable products as products that are in line with sustainable 

consumption. This applies to consumption options that reduce the ecological and social 

problems associated with production and consumption -- relative to conventional 

consumption -- (cf., Belz and Bilharz, 2005) while still being economically viable. For 

example, ecologically grown vegetables (less detrimental effects on the environment than 

conventionally grown vegetables) and fair trade coffee (improved working and living 

conditions of local producers through higher payment compared to conventionally traded 

coffee) can thus be considered sustainable. Gerlach and Schudak (2010) provide a list of 

product attributes (partly adopted from Teufel, et al., 2009) that may be considered in the 

labeling of sustainable products and that allow for evaluating the sustainability of products. 

These product attributes relate to the environmental (e.g., environmentally compatible usage 
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of toxic chemicals, forgoing the usage of genetically modified organisms, saving energy, 

animal protection), the social (e.g., fair trade), and the economic dimension (e.g., product 

quality and longevity) of sustainability. In the next section we will outline previous research 

concerning the question of which attributes consumers consider important for sustainable 

products. This research has mainly focused on attributes that relate to the environmental 

dimension of sustainability.  

Attributes of Sustainable Products from the Perspective of Consumers  

In the recent Flash Eurobarometer on sustainable consumption (European 

Commission, 2009) respondents were presented with different consumption activities and 

were asked to choose the activity with the highest impact on solving environmental problems. 

Among the most frequently chosen activities were the purchase of goods that have been 

produced in an environmentally friendly way and the purchase of energy-efficient home 

appliances. In a study among Swiss consumers Tobler, Visschers, and Siegrist (2011) found 

that production method (particularly ecological versus conventional production and the use of 

chemicals in the production process) and provenance (particularly country of origin and 

transportation distance) were the attributes with the highest perceived environmental impact 

of foods. Another attribute with high perceived environmental impact was the product’s 

packaging. These findings provide insights into which product attributes are considered 

important with regard to the environmental dimension of sustainability. Little is known, 

however, about the perceived importance of product attributes that relate to the social and the 

economic dimensions of sustainability. Our study goes beyond previous research in that we 

investigated consumers’ opinions about how important product attributes with environmental, 

social, and economic implications are for sustainable products
1
.  

Product Labels as Indicators of Sustainable Products  
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Many product attributes that consumers may consider important for sustainable 

products are not directly perceivable (cf. Roth, Klingler, Schmidt, and Zitzlsperger, 2009), but 

need to be inferred from information provided on the product’s packaging or on shelf tags. 

This can be a rather complex task in many cases (Tanner and Jungbluth, 2003). For example, 

a consumer who thinks that low climate impact (i.e., low greenhouse gas emissions) is an 

important attribute of sustainable products would have to estimate the climate impact from the 

provided information about the products’ origins, packaging, etc.  

Product labels (e.g., eco or fair trade labels) can facilitate the identification of 

sustainable products and may guide purchase decisions (Gallastegui, 2002). A multitude of 

product labels that indicate sustainable attributes are in use on the European markets. For 

consumers this multitude of labels may be confusing rather than helpful in their efforts to 

identify sustainable products (cf. Gerlach and Schudak, 2010). Moreover, it seems unlikely 

that consumers are familiar with all labels that indicate sustainable product attributes (cf. 

Pedersen and Neergaard, 2006). For example, only 40 % of EU citizens indicated to be 

familiar with the EU Flower label (European Commission, 2009). Thøgersen (2000) gives an 

overview over surveys showing that a considerable portion of consumers in the Nordic 

Countries is unfamiliar with eco labels. A lack of familiarity with labels is a problem in so far 

as familiarity may be a prerequisite of using labels as sources of information in the purchase 

decision. Similarly, consumers’ trust in a label’s sustainability claim (and their belief that a 

label is indicative of sustainable products) may be a prerequisite for using the label (cf. 

Thøgersen, 2000; Teisl, Rubin, and Noblet, 2008; Roth, Klingler, Schmidt, and Zitzlsperger, 

2009). 

So far, little is known about how familiar consumers are with the various labels that 

are in use on European markets. Furthermore, consumers’ opinions about which labels are 

indicative of sustainable products have hardly been studied. We assume that the more 
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consumers are familiar with a label, the more likely they will consider the label indicative of 

sustainable products. This assumption builds on research demonstrating that mere exposure 

(cf., Zajonc, 1968) to brands can enhance consumers’ attitudes towards the brands (e.g., 

Janiszewski, 1993). According to Baker, Hutchinson, Morre, and Nedungadi (1986) exposure 

effects can be explained by means of stimulus habituation: Novel stimuli tend to trigger 

aversive reactions and uncertainty; With frequent exposure to the stimuli familiarity increases 

and perceived uncertainty declines, resulting in a more positive affective response to the 

stimuli (cf. Obermiller, 1985). Related to this notion, Rindfleisch and Inman (1998) assume 

that frequent exposure may be positively related to perceived trustworthiness and reliability of 

brands. Correspondingly, we assume that consumers consider product labels that are familiar 

to them more indicative of sustainable products than less familiar product labels. 

We will now turn to a study among Norwegian consumers in which we addressed the 

following research questions: (a) How do consumers understand the sustainability concept, 

that is, how salient are the five dimensions of sustainability (see above) in consumers’ 

understanding of sustainability? (b) Which product attributes do consumers consider 

important for sustainable products? (c) Which product labels are considered indicative of 

sustainable products, and (d) are consumers’ judgments of how indicative the labels are of 

sustainable products related to familiarity with the labels?  

Method 

Respondents 

One hundred and twenty-three volunteers living in the city of __________ (omitted for 

review) participated in the study. Fifty-two percent of the respondents were female; 

respondents’ age ranged from 18 to 82 years (M = 35 years; SD = 16). We recruited the 

respondents at shopping areas and waiting areas (e.g., bus stations). The interviewers 

approached people according to a random schedule and asked if they wanted to participate in 
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a survey conducted by the University of __________ (omitted for review) that addressed 

various societal issues. All respondents could choose between different groceries that served 

as an incentive for participating in the study.  

Measures 

Data were collected through face-to-face interviews by psychology graduate students 

during the summer of 2008. All interviewers were briefed and practice interviews were 

conducted. The interviews followed an interview guide that consisted of open-ended and 

closed questions.  

Understanding of the sustainability concept. We asked respondents if they had 

heard the term sustainability before. Those respondents who had heard the term before were 

asked what came to their minds when they heard the term sustainability (open-ended 

question). Those respondents who had not heard sustainability before were asked if they 

wanted to speculate about the meaning of sustainability (open-ended question). 

Coding of responses regarding the understanding of the sustainability concept: We 

developed a coding scheme consisting of 33 codes (cf. Table 1) for analyzing responses to the 

open-ended question that asked for consumers’ understanding of the sustainability concept. 

Because we were interested in whether the environmental, social, economic, temporal, and 

developmental dimensions show up in consumers’ understanding of sustainability, we based 

the codes on these five dimensions. Each code captures a semantic content that belongs to one 

of the dimensions (cf. Table 1, fifth column). In addition, we included a remnant category 

(consisting of four codes), which captured answers that did not match any of the sustainability 

dimension codes, for example, answers that expressed a skeptical view on sustainability. The 

responses differed quite markedly in specificity. For example, some people said 

“environment” very generally; others were more specific and said something like “ecological 

land use.” In order to capture such differences in specificity, we introduced codes at three 
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levels of generality. An example of the most general codes (Level 1) that belongs to the 

environmental dimension of sustainability is nature / environment (EN1). Level 1 codes were 

used when a respondent simply said something like “nature” or “environment” and nothing 

more. An example of a Level 2 code is resource preservation (EN1.1, which is a sub-code of 

the Level 1 code nature / environment); and an example of the most specific codes (Level 3) 

is energy (EN1.1.1, a sub-code of the Level 2 code resource preservation).  

Two psychology graduate students coded the responses. In a first step, the coders 

worked independently of one another. We instructed the coders to assign the best matching 

code to each response and to use the most specific code level possible. In a second step, we 

conducted a workshop with the two coders. The aim of the workshop was to discuss responses 

where the coders had disagreed in their code assignment (i.e., 44.5 % of the responses) and to 

find out if agreement could be reached in these cases. After the workshop, agreement was 

reached for 97.3 % of the responses. Those responses where agreement could not be reached 

were omitted from further analyses.  

Perceived importance of product attributes. We presented respondents with 14 

product attributes (cf. Table 2). The respondents were first asked how important they thought 

each attribute was for sustainable groceries. Then the respondents were asked how important 

they thought each attribute was for sustainable cosmetics. Both ratings were obtained on a 

scale that ranged from 1 very unimportant to 7 very important.  

Familiarity with product labels. We presented 19 product labels to respondents (see 

Table 3), who indicated how familiar they were with each of them by rating each label on a 

scale ranging from 1 never seen before to 7 seen frequently. The labels included (a) five third-

party independent eco labels (i.e., labels that are awarded by independent government or 

government approved organizations, cf. Pedersen and Neergaard, 2006): the BDIH label for 

natural cosmetics, the previous EU bio label, the German EG bio label, the Norwegian Debio 



Sustainability from the Perspective of Consumers 

 

11

økologisk label, and the Nordic Swan; (b) the international Fairtrade label; (c) nine labels of 

organizations that offer products with sustainable attributes (i.e., Demeter, Grano Vita, 

Helios, Lavera, Rapunzel, Sunkost, The Body Shop, Tine økologisk, Weleda); and (d) four 

labels of major grocery brands on the Norwegian market (i.e., Nidar, Nivea, Stabburet, Tine). 

We expected the labels of major grocery brands to be familiar to most consumers and 

included them in the rating in order to get a reference point for how familiar the respondents 

were with the eco and fair trade labels.  

Product labels’ indication of sustainability. The same 19 labels were then rated with 

regard to how indicative they are of sustainable products. Respondents indicated for each 

label to what extent they thought that products with this label can be considered sustainable. 

Ratings were given on a scale ranging from 1 unsustainable to 7 sustainable.  

Results 

Understanding of the Sustainability Concept  

The majority of the respondents (n = 104, i.e., 84.6 %) indicated that they had heard 

the term sustainability before, of which n = 99 answered the question about the meaning of 

sustainability. Of those respondents who said they had not heard sustainability before, n = 6 

speculated about the meaning of sustainability. Together, these respondents generated 299 

sustainability aspects that were coded by means of the scheme described in the method 

section. For 291 sustainability aspects the coders agreed in their code assignments; the 

assignment frequencies are provided in Table 1.  

 

Insert Table 1 about here 

 

Many (31.27%) of the respondents’ associations dealt with nature (code EN1; e.g., 

“environment”), the preservation of resources (EN1.1; e.g., “not using more resources than 
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necessary”; or a specific resource EN1.1.1 to EN1.1.7), and nature preservation (EN1.2; e.g., 

“the environment should be protected”). With respect to the preservation of specific 

resources, energy (EN1.1.1) was most salient (e.g., “renewable energies,” “hydropower”), 

followed by soil and land (EN1.1.2; e.g., “not damaging soil”).  

Many responses (10,31%) pointed at challenges related to the functioning and 

governance of societies (S1; e.g., “building up society,” “keeping down population figures”), 

addressed specific values and attitudes that they considered to be important for sustainability 

(S1.1; e.g., “protecting humans,” “solidarity”), or referred to problems of developing 

countries stemming from an inequitable distribution of resources (S1.2; e.g., “Africa’s 

poverty and development,” “developing countries need help”). Issues of social welfare (S1.3; 

e.g., “enough educated people to keep society functioning,” “health”) and the distribution of 

resources (S1.4) were each brought up in only 1.4% of the responses. With regard to the 

latter, the responses underlined the importance of fairness (e.g., “fair distribution of goods”). 

Several respondents stated that sustainability was an issue addressed in politics (S2) or 

mentioned the former Norwegian prime minister and chair of the UNWCED: Gro Harlem 

Brundtland (S2.1).  

Moreover, many responses (8.93%) dealt with development (D1): Several responses 

were related to sustainable development (e.g., “development that is balanced economically, 

ecologically, and socially”), others were less specific (e.g., “development of the planet”). In 

connection with development a few respondents pointed at new technologies (D1.1; e.g., 

“environmentally friendly electric cars”). Respondents also mentioned various problems 

related to sustainability that need to be solved (D2), for example, resource shortages (e.g., 

“food crisis”) or the consumption of fossil fuels and related problems (e.g., “use of fossil fuels 

and effects on nature,” “changes in climate”).  
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The long-term perspective of sustainability (T1) was frequently mentioned (7.90% of 

responses). Most of these responses were related to the idea that solutions need to be durable 

in order to be sustainable (e.g., “something that will persist”). A few responses pointed to the 

importance of securing resources and opportunities for future generations (T1.1) (e.g., 

“reasonable usage of resources that takes future generations into consideration”).  

Economics (EC1) is another topic that was addressed relatively frequently (4.81%; 

e.g., “don’t use more money than you have”). A few responses referred to economic welfare 

(EC1.1) (e.g., “all get a job”) and two responses specifically addressed the Norwegian oil 

fund and the importance of using the profits from oil production in a reasonable manner 

(EC1.2; e.g., “limited use of oil money”).  

The responses that were assigned to the remnant category (R1; 9.62% of responses) 

dealt with various topics. For example, some responses referred to the feasibility of solutions 

(e.g., “how likely it is that something can be carried out and achieved”), a few responses dealt 

with education (e.g., “reforms within education”). Some respondents brought up specific 

individual behaviors that are related to sustainability (R1.1; e.g., “using less plastic bags,” 

“building environmentally friendly houses,” “buying less”).  

The code frequencies and their structure are illustrated in Figure 1. A main finding 

from the assignment is that all five sustainability dimensions occurred as elements in 

respondents’ understanding of sustainability. The environmental dimension was most salient 

(96 responses were related to this dimension), followed by the social (53 responses) and the 

developmental (49 responses) dimension. The temporal (29 responses) and the economic (22 

responses) dimension were less salient. The environmental dimension was the one where the 

most specific (i.e., Level 3) responses were generated, indicating that the environmental 

dimension was the most differentiated in respondents’ minds. 
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Insert Figure 1 about here 

 

 In order to investigate how closely the five dimensions were related in respondents’ 

understanding of sustainability, we analyzed their co-occurrence. That is, for each possible 

pairwise combination of the five dimensions, we counted how many respondents addressed 

both dimensions of the pair in their responses (cf. Figure 2). These frequencies where then 

converted into dissimilarities that served as input to a metric multidimensional scaling 

analysis. The one-dimensional solution, depicted in Figure 2, yielded a good fit (metric stress 

= .066).  

 

Insert Figure 2 about here 

 

The closer two dimensions are positioned in the graph the more frequently they were 

addressed in conjunction with each other. It becomes apparent that the environmental, the 

social, and the developmental dimension were frequently addressed together. The temporal 

and the economic dimension were less frequently addressed in conjunction with the other 

dimensions; they were also rarely mentioned with each other. Thus, the environmental, the 

social, and the developmental dimension seem to be the core elements of people’s 

understanding of sustainability, whereas the temporal and the economic dimensions are at the 

periphery and relatively unconnected. Though these two are generally distant to the other 

dimensions, the social dimension is the one most closely associated with the economic 

dimension and the developmental is the closest to the temporal dimension.  

Perceived Importance of Attributes for Sustainable Products 

The mean ratings of how important the product attributes are for sustainable groceries 

and cosmetics are provided in Table 2.  
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Insert Table 2 about here 

 

In order to explore if different facets of product attributes can be distinguished, we 

conducted two principle component analyses (Varimax rotation) of the importance ratings, 

one for groceries, and the other one for cosmetics. Both analyses yielded three factors with an 

Eigenvalue greater than 1 that accounted for 73.2 % (groceries) and 72.3 % (cosmetics) of the 

variance, respectively. The three factors can be interpreted in the same manner for groceries 

and cosmetics: Factor 1 comprises attributes that relate to the protection and distribution of 

resources. Factor 2 comprises attributes that relate to natural pureness and animal protection. 

Factor 3 represents economic attributes. For each of the three factors, we computed an index 

by averaging the product attributes with high loadings (marked in bold in Table 2) on the 

respective factor. Cronbach’s alpha values for the indices were (groceries / cosmetics): α = 

0.93 / α = 0.94 for Factor 1, α = 0.88 / α = 0.86 for Factor 2, and α = 0.69 / α = 0.78 for Factor 

3. The means of the indices (cf. Table 2) reveal that respondents considered attributes that 

relate to the protection and distribution of resources most important for sustainable products. 

Product attributes that relate to natural pureness and animal protection were of medium 

importance and economic attributes were considered least important for sustainable products
2
. 

Familiarity with the Labels and Labels’ Indication of Sustainability  

Table 3 shows the mean familiarity ratings for all product labels and the mean 

judgments of how indicative the labels are of sustainable products (i.e., to what extent 

products which feature a label are perceived as sustainable).  

 

Insert Table 3 about here 
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Products marked with the Nordic Swan, Debio, Tine økologisk, and the Fairtrade label 

received the highest sustainability mean ratings. Products marked with the Rapunzel, Lavera, 

Weleda, Demeter, Nidar, and Nivea labels received the lowest mean ratings of sustainability. 

The differences between the labels were greater for the familiarity ratings (ranging from 1.40 

to 6.98) than for the sustainability ratings (from 3.14 to 6.04). The most familiar labels were 

Tine, Stabburet, Nidar, Sunkost, Nivea, and the Nordic Swan. Participants reported to be least 

familiar with the labels Rapunzel, Lavera, Grano Vita, Demeter, BDIH, EU bio, and Weleda. 

We assumed that judgments of how indicative the labels are of sustainable products 

are related to familiarity with the labels. In accordance with our assumption, we found a 

positive correlation between the mean familiarity ratings of the labels and the mean 

sustainability ratings of products that are marked with the labels (r = .53, p < .05). The labels 

of major grocery brands (i.e., Tine, Stabburet, Nidar, and Nivea) are very familiar but not seen 

as very indicative of sustainable products. The fact that the correlation between familiarity 

and sustainability increases when these labels are excluded (r = .83, p < .01) implies that 

consumers distinguish between ordinary brand labels and eco / fair trade labels; for the latter 

they use familiarity as a proxy for sustainability.  

Discussion 

We presented a study in which we explored how Norwegian consumers understand the 

sustainability concept and how consumers’ understanding of sustainability manifests in 

consumption decisions. We found that all five sustainability dimensions (i.e., the 

environmental, social, economic, temporal, and developmental dimension) played a role in 

consumers’ understanding of the sustainability concept, but to varying degrees. The 

environmental, social, and developmental dimensions were particularly salient and were 

frequently addressed in conjunction with each other. These three dimensions are at the core of 
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consumers’ understanding of sustainability. Consumers’ understanding is most differentiated 

with respect to the environmental dimension. 

With regard to the importance of individual attributes for sustainable products we 

found that attributes referring to the protection and distribution of resources were most 

important, attributes referring to natural pureness and animal protection were of medium 

importance, and economic attributes were considered least important for sustainable products. 

Labels that were considered most indicative of sustainable products were the Nordic Swan, 

Debio, Tine økologisk, and Fairtrade. Eco and fair trade labels that were more familiar were 

also considered more indicative of sustainable products.  

Our findings regarding consumers’ understanding of the sustainability concept are 

mostly in line with what Macnagthen and Jacobs (1997) found in the UK. One important 

difference is that most of our respondents had heard the term sustainability before, which was 

true for only a small proportion of Macnagthen and Jacobs’ respondents. The increased 

awareness of the term sustainability might be due to intensified media coverage of 

sustainability (e.g., in connection with climate change, poverty, or turbulences at international 

finance markets). Moreover, the prominence of the sustainability concept in political agendas 

might have increased consumers’ awareness of sustainability.   

In recent years, the political discourse on sustainability has centered on the protection 

of the natural environment; other aspects of sustainability, such as social fairness and 

economic welfare, have received less attention and have not been integrated much into 

sustainable development policies (cf. Wilkins, 2008). The dominance of environmental 

protection and climate change in the political discourse might explain why the environmental 

dimension (e.g., resource preservation) turned out to be particularly salient in our study, 

whereas social fairness (e.g., with regard to the distribution of resources) played a less 

prominent role. Interestingly, social fairness was a stronger element in the attributes that 
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consumers considered important for sustainable products: Fair payment of producers was 

considered an important attribute for products and the Fairtrade label was seen as indicating 

sustainability. Possibly, consumers associate fair trade with environmental protection in the 

products’ countries of origin. The Fairtrade organization not only aims at improving the living 

and working conditions of producers in developing countries but also promotes 

environmentally friendly production methods (Fairtrade Labelling Organizations 

International, 2010). Consumers might be aware of this environmental policy of the Fairtrade 

organization and hence link fair payment of local producers and environmental protection. 

Previous research provides support for the assumed association of fair trade with 

environmental protection: Hanss and Böhm (2010) found that the purchase of fair trade and 

ecological groceries belonged to the same facet of sustainable purchase habits of Norwegian 

consumers. Furthermore, some fair trade products offered in Norway are also marked with an 

eco label. The joint use of fair trade and eco labels might further strengthen consumers’ 

associations between fair trade and environmental protection.  

Our results show that consumers’ judgments of how indicative the labels are of 

sustainable products were positively related to familiarity with the labels. On the Norwegian 

market, a large number of eco and fair trade labels are in use (cf. Bilden, 2009). Consumers 

might find the multitude of labels confusing with regard to the identification of sustainable 

products. It seems therefore plausible that consumers use their familiarity with the labels as a 

cue to how indicative the labels are of sustainable products. The problem is that some labels 

that indicate sustainable products (e.g., BDIH, Demeter, and Lavera) are not familiar to 

Norwegian consumers and are not considered indicative of sustainable products. Consumers 

who intend to purchase sustainable products might thus miss out on a number of sustainable 

product alternatives. We assume that introducing a standardized sustainability label that 
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integrates the various sustainability dimensions would facilitate the identification of 

sustainable products and hereby facilitate sustainable consumption.   

The present study has some limitations that may be addressed in future research. First, 

our study might have benefited from a broader selection of product attributes. Recent studies 

have shown that the product taste, quality, and healthiness were important criteria for 

purchasing ecological and fair trade groceries (e.g., Torjusen, Lieblein, Wandel, and Francis, 

2001; De Pelsmacker, Driessen, and Rayp, 2005; Didier and Sirieix, 2008; Sirieix, 2008). 

These attributes might have turned out to be important for consumers if we had included them 

in our study. Second, we used a convenience sample which may not be entirely representative 

of the Norwegian population. This limits the extent to which our findings can be generalized 

to a broader Norwegian public. In order to overcome this limitation, future research may find 

it useful to replicate this study with a representative random sample.   

Despite these limitations, we believe that our findings provide valuable input for 

research on what motivates sustainable consumption decisions. Various individual factors, 

such as values (e.g., Doran, 2009), attitudes (e.g., Ma, 2007), or norms (e.g., Thøgersen, 

2006), have been found to predict sustainable consumption. In most of this research 

sustainable consumption decisions are conceptualized as conscious and deliberate decisions 

for sustainable goods and services. Which goods and services qualify as sustainable is usually 

defined by researchers -- based upon the researchers’ understanding of sustainable products, 

rather than on how consumers conceive of sustainable products. Thus, this research usually 

relates dispositional factors to behaviour which qualifies as sustainable from the researchers’ 

but not necessarily from the consumers’ perspective. We argue that a conceptualization of 

sustainable consumption that builds upon the consumers’ perspective is more meaningful if 

the aim of the research is to gain a better understanding of the decision process and to analyze 

consumers’ purchase motivations. Our findings provide first insights into which attributes 
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consumers regard as important for sustainable products. These attributes may be considered in 

the design of instruments to measure sustainable consumption when studying consumers’ 

motivations and decisions.  
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Footnotes 

1
We have not considered product attributes that relate to the developmental and 

temporal dimensions of sustainability. This is because we think that these dimensions are 

better suited to evaluate whether practices and strategies of the producing industry are in line 

with sustainability than to evaluate the sustainability of products. With regard to the 

producing industry it would, for example, make sense to evaluate how much effort producers 

put in the development of new, environmentally friendly technologies (developmental 

dimension) and to what extent producers align their research and development strategies to 

the needs of future generations (temporal dimension). 

2
For groceries, all pairwise differences between factors were significant: Factor 1 vs. 

2: t(122) = 5.03; Factor 1 vs. 3: t(122) = 6.37; Factor 2 vs. 3: t(122) = 3.27; all p < .01. For 

cosmetics, the mean importance ratings differed significantly only between Factors 1 and 2, 

t(122) = 6.19, and Factors 1 and 3, t(121) = 4.64, both p < .01, but not between Factors 2 and 

3, t(121) = 0.14, ns. 
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Table 1 

Assignment Frequencies of Codes for Consumers’ Associations with Sustainability  

Code  Code description 
Assignment 

frequency 
Percentage

a Sustainability 

Dimension 

 EN1 Nature / environment  19 6.53 Environmental 

 EN1.1 Resource preservation  27 9.28 Environmental 

 EN1.1.1 Energy  11 3.78 Environmental 

 EN1.1.2 Soil / land  8 2.75 Environmental 

 EN1.1.3 Forest  4 1.37 Environmental 

 EN1.1.4 Oil  3 1.03 Environmental 

 EN1.1.5 Fish  2 0.69 Environmental 

 EN1.1.6 Water 0 0.00 Environmental 

 EN1.1.7 Air 0 0.00 Environmental 

 EN1.2 Nature preservation  17 5.84 Environmental 

 EN1.3 Biodiversity  5 1.72 Environmental 

 S1 Society / community  9 3.09 Social 

 S1.1 Values and attitudes  13 4.47 Social 

 S1.2 Developing countries  8 2.75 Social 

 S1.3 Social welfare  4 1.37 Social 

 S1.4 Distribution  4 1.37 Social 

 S1.5 Fair trade  1 0.34 Social 

 S2 Politics  7 2.41 Social 

 S2.1 Gro Harlem Brundtland  7 2.41 Social 

 D1 Development  26 8.93 Developmental 

 D1.1 New technologies  6 2.06 Developmental 

 D1.2 Research  2 0.69 Developmental 

 D2 Problems to be solved  15 5.15 Developmental 

 T1 Long-term perspective  23 7.90 Temporal 

 T1.1 Future generations  6 2.06 Temporal 

 EC1 Economics  14 4.81 Economic 

 EC1.1 Economic welfare  5 1.72 Economic 

 EC1.2 Oil fund  2 0.69 Economic 

 EC1.3 Economic viability 1 0.34 Economic 

 R1 Remnant category  28 9.62 - 

 R1.1 Individual behaviors  8 2.75 - 

 R1.2 National scope  3 1.03 - 

 R1.3 Skeptics 3 1.03 - 
 

 Total 291 100  
 

Note. 
a 
Percentages are rounded to two decimal places.  
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Table 2 

Importance of Attributes for Sustainable Groceries and Cosmetics: Factor Loadings (Principal 

Components Analysis with Varimax Rotation), Means, and Standard Deviations 

Product Attribute  Factors 

   

Factor 1 

 

Protection 

and 

distribution 

of resources 

 

Factor 2  

 

Natural 

pureness and 

animal 

protection 

 

Factor 3 

 

Economy 

 

 

 

  

M
a 

 

SD 

 

G
 b 

C
 b 

G
 b 

C
 b 

G
 b 

C
 b 

G
 b 

C
 b 

G
 b 

C
 b 

Low energy production   .895 .902 .181 .182 .142 .077 5.47 5.40 1.70 1.72

CO2 efficient 

production 

  
.867 .879 .319 .213 .060 .073 5.52 5.44 1.69 1.69

CO2 efficient shipping   .863 .896 .293 .208 .042 .031 5.48 5.46 1.72 1.77

Recyclable packing   .837 .853 .273 .131 .131 .150 5.78 5.56 1.81 1.87

Low energy packing   .799 .916 .206 .074 .211 .118 5.43 5.45 1.83 1.73

Fair payment of 

producers 

  
.549 .581 .474 .350 .339 .378 5.60 5.37 1.87 1.94

No artificial pesticides   .295 .288 .846 .754 .161 .277 5.05 4.73 1.88 1.96

No artificial fertilizers   .279 .197 .799 .810 .159 .297 4.69 4.57 1.88 1.94

Not genetically 

manipulated  

  
.161 .280 .759 .687 .227 .397 5.02 4.95 2.14 2.13

No artificial additives   .218 .289 .706 .744 .479 .324 4.80 4.57 1.95 2.00

Humane animal 

treatment/  

No animal testing 

 

 

.325 .318 .593 .454 .482 .449 5.50 5.36 2.05 2.14

Regionally produced   .289 -.033 .578 .634 -.176 -.166 4.75 3.60 1.86 1.95

Good value for money   .018 .006 .178 .239 .824 .842 4.39 4.49 1.96 1.88

Long-lasting   .223 .132 .094 .092 .798 .824 4.57 4.72 1.95 1.94

M factor index 
a   5.55 5.44 4.98 4.63 4.48 4.59  

SD factor index   1.54 1.57 1.56 1.54 1.71 1.73  

% Var 
c   31.56 33.53 26.54 22.78 15.10 15.98  

 

Note. 
a 
Importance of product attributes was measured on seven-point rating scales ranging 

from 1 very unimportant to 7 very important.  

b 
G: groceries; C: cosmetics. 

c 
% Var: Percent of total variance explained by the factor after rotation. 
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Table 3 

Label Indication of Sustainability and Familiarity: Means 
a
 and Standard Deviations 

Label 
Indication of 

Sustainability 
 Label Familiarity 

 M 
b 

SD   M 
c 

SD 

Nordic Swan 6.04 1.37  Tine 6.98 .201 

Debio 6.03 1.47  Stabburet 6.63 .802 

Tine Økologisk 5.77 1.41  Nidar 6.50 1.13 

Fairtrade 5.58 1.82  Sunkost 6.35 1.10 

Sunkost 5.30 1.54  Nivea 6.31 1.30 

Helios 5.21 1.97  Nordic Swan 6.15 1.53 

Tine 5.20 1.63  Bodyshop 5.92 1.66 

Bodyshop 4.95 1.76  Tine Økologisk 5.76 1.78 

EU bio 4.61 1.78  Debio 4.89 2.24 

BDIH 4.61 1.88  Helios 4.43 2.34 

EG bio 4.52 1.82  Fairtrade 4.42 2.46 

Grano Vita 4.27 1.71  EG bio 2.00 1.60 

Stabburet 4.20 1.94  Weleda 1.89 1.81 

Nivea 3.88 1.92  EU bio 1.82 1.51 

Nidar 3.78 2.00  BDIH 1.81 1.41 

Demeter 3.43 1.74  Demeter 1.77 1.69 

Weleda 3.39 1.82  Grano Vita 1.60 1.25 

Lavera 3.24 1.52  Lavera 1.53 1.20 

Rapunzel 3.14 1.61  Rapunzel 1.40 1.14 
 

Note. 
a
 The labels are ordered from the highest to the lowest mean value for both indication of 

sustainability and familiarity. 

b 
Each label’s indication of sustainability was measured on a seven-point rating scale ranging 

from 1 unsustainable to 7 sustainable. 

c 
Familiarity with each label was measured on a seven-point rating scale ranging from 1 never 

seen before to 7 seen frequently.  
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 Figure Caption 

Figure 1. Code assignments and structure. The size of the boxes reflects the assignment 

frequencies of the codes and how often the five sustainability dimensions were addressed by 

the respondents. The bigger a box is the more frequently was the respective code assigned / 

the more frequently was the respective sustainability dimension addressed.    

Figure 2. Co-occurrence of sustainability dimensions. Multidimensional scaling of dimension 

co-occurrences (metric stress = .066): Distances between the sustainability dimensions in the 

graph indicate how frequently the dimensions were addressed in conjunction with each other. 

The closer two dimensions are positioned in the graph the more frequently they were 

addressed in conjunction with each other.  

The table shows the number of respondents who mentioned each pair of sustainability 

dimensions.  
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