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Sustainability Meta Labelling: Prospects and potential challenges 
for institutionalisation. 
 

Leonie Dendler, PhD in Business Administration, University of Manchester, 29.05.13 
 

Product labelling schemes have become one of the most prominently used 
instruments to facilitate more Sustainable Consumption and Production. But with a 
plethora of labelling schemes having been implemented, many now accuse them of 
being confusing rather than facilitating. As a result, governments in France, UK and 
Germany, as well as businesses, such as Walmart, and non-governmental 
organisations, like WWF, have begun to consider seriously the implementation of 
some form of ‘Sustainability Meta Label’ that condenses existing product-labels and 
other communication measures into a more coherent overarching scheme. Yet so far, 
in depth studies on the potential institutionalisation of a Sustainability Meta Labelling 
Scheme are missing.  
 

Based on case study research of four existing product labelling schemes (EU eco, EU 
energy, Fairtrade and MSC label), this study addresses this gap by developing a novel 
theoretical framework to study the causalities behind product labelling 
institutionalisation processes. Combining theoretical arguments of constructivist 
institutionalism and institutional entrepreneurship with concepts of legitimacy from 
the governance and organisational studies literature, this framework establishes the 
institutionalisation of product labelling schemes as contingent on an interactive 
legitimacy construction between actors involved in the initiation and organisational 
structures of a labelling scheme and other actors within the production and 
consumption system. This construction tends to cluster around aspects of tradition, 
regulation, charisma, knowledge, consequences, and procedures. 
 

By concretizing this framework in the context of the studied cases, it is shown how 
legitimacy constructions are highly complex and how in particular procedural and 
consequential legitimacy can give rise to fundamental conflicts. The potentially large 
scope, focus and area of application of a Sustainability Meta Label with the need to 
find agreements in regard to the very contested notion of Sustainable Development, 
seems to make the task of managing such conflicts even more difficult. While the 
mobilisation of knowledge, traditional, regulatory and charismatic logics can 
circumvent some of these conflicts, they have also demonstrated to be anything but a 
silver bullet. In a sense, this study shows that the very issue that is claimed to drive 
the establishment of a Sustainability Meta Labelling Scheme-the different 
interpretations of the Sustainable Development concept through different product 
labels-might in fact pose one of the main challenges for its institutionalisation and 
effectiveness in facilitating more Sustainable Consumption and Production.  
 

With these findings this study makes important contributions not only to an 
increasingly prominent policy making discussion but also to the wider product 
labelling and new institutional literature. After further empirical testing, the 
developed theoretical framework could guide future research into the 
institutionalisation of product labelling schemes and potentially also other ordering 
mechanisms. While the focus of this study is on commonalities across product 
labelling schemes such further research could especially expand on how micro, meso, 
and macro level factors can shape institutionalisation processes in diverse ways. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Background 

Over the last decades, worldwide demand for natural resources has increased 

tremendously, while waste and pollution have grown (UNEP 2012:10; European 

Environment Agency 2012:6), facilitating what some refer to as ‘global environmental 

change’: “large-scale changes in the biophysical and biogeochemical environment 

caused (or influenced) by natural developments and/or human activities" (Dellas et 

al. 2011:86). Prominent examples include a changing climate, large-scale 

deforestation, depletion of fish stocks and massive losses of biodiversity. Such global 

environmental changes accelerate what are already great challenges for humanity, in 

areas like health and education, concerns about equity and, not least, feeding a 

projected population of 9 billion in 2050 (UNEP 2012:10&18).  

Responding to these concerns, in 1992 the United Nations (UN) attributed “the major 

cause of the continued deterioration of the global environment [to] the unsustainable 

pattern of consumption and production, particularly in industrialized countries, 

which is a matter of grave concern, aggravating poverty and imbalances” (UN 

1992:19). Since this declaration, calls for more Sustainable Consumption and 

Production patterns by policy makers, businesses, Non-Governmental Organisations 

(NGOs), and other actors have become a core part of the Sustainable Development 

framework. 

Arguably one of the most prominently used instruments to facilitate more Sustainable 

Consumption and Production has been that of product-labelling. Its importance has 

been repeatedly highlighted in policy reports and declarations. In the Agenda 21, for 

example, it says: “Governments, in cooperation with industry and other relevant 

groups, should encourage expansion of environmental labelling and other 

environmentally related product information programmes designed to assist 

consumers to make informed choices” (United Nations 1993:I.4.21). Since then, a 

variety of product-labelling schemes has been implemented. Such product labelling 

schemes tend to consist of three main building blocks, which are usually formalised 

and coordinated through an organisational structure:  
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1. Standardisation providing rules, guidelines or characteristics for products or 

related processes and production methods as a codified basis for conveying 

sustainability related information.  

2. Assessment to what extent the specifications of the standard are met.  

3. Aggregation and codification of the assessment results, including the precise 

criteria against which the assessment has been conducted, into higher level 

information communicated with or on the product. 

 

These three building blocks can take various forms and involve a multiplicity of 

actors. For example, “seal-of-approval programmes” (United States Environmental 

Protection Agency, 1998), such as the Marine Stewardship Council (MSC) or Fairtrade 

scheme, award the use of a symbol to products that an assessment organisation 

judges to be less environmentally or socially harmful based on a set of sustainability 

related award criteria. A subcategory of seal of approval labels are International 

Standardisation Organisation (ISO) type I (so far only eco-) labels, such as the EU 

ecolabel, which review and tighten their (usually wide scoped) standards on a regular 

basis. Another type of schemes, which have recently gained particular attention, are 

product declarations or ISO type three labels. They use a standardised format to 

categorise and quantify multiple (environmental) impacts of a product. Over the last 

few years further expansion of wide spanned type 3 has been considered, especially 

in France (see e.g. Vergez 2012) but also on EU level. For example, there have been 

suggestions to extend the EU energy label into an “Ecodesign label” that informs 

about the general environmental and energy performance of a product (Commission 

of the European Communities, 2008b). However, the ecolabel index currently already 

lists 432 product-labelling schemes focusing on sustainability related issues 

(http://www.ecolabelindex.com/).  

To address the potential confusion so many schemes might cause, several calls have 

emerged amongst governments, businesses, NGOs and other actors to facilitate more 

Sustainable Consumption and Production through the implementation of what has 

been referred to in this study as Sustainability Meta Labelling Scheme – some form of 

overarching Sustainability product-labelling scheme that condenses existing product-

labels and other communication measures into a more coherent scheme. Some 

initiatives, for example by the Sustainability Consortium, the NGO People for Earth, 
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French governmental officials or the Global Ecolabelling Network, have already 

started to implement schemes that harmonise standard setting, assessment and 

communication of existing product information schemes in order to facilitate more 

Sustainable Consumption and Production.  

1.2 Research aims and objectives 

Yet the mere existence of product labelling schemes in general and such Meta 

initiatives in particular does not guarantee that individuals and organisations will in 

fact align with these schemes. To achieve such alignment, product labelling scheme 

arguably need to become institutionalised, following a Weberian definition of 

institutions as providing order to social relations and relating their 

institutionalisation to the probability that action will in fact be oriented with their 

maxims. But so far, comprehensive studies of the prospects for Sustainability Meta 

Labelling Schemes to become institutionalised are missing. Current meta labelling 

calls and initiatives emerging in the empirical domain tend to be largely based what 

can be referred to as “information deficit models” (Blake 1999:260). They seem to 

assume that by finding optimised forms of sustainability information through a 

harmonising and condensing scheme, rational household consumers would be 

enabled to make more sustainable purchase decisions. In doing so, they would trigger 

wider alignment, in particular of producers, with such a scheme and pull the rest of 

the production and consumption system towards a more sustainable state. This study 

aims to develop a more holistic understanding of the causalities behind the 

institutionalisation of product labelling scheme in order to evaluate the prospects for 

a Sustainability Meta Labelling Scheme to become institutionalised.  

However, when looking at the causalities behind the institutionalisation of product 

labelling schemes, most of the existing academic work is limited to particular cases 

(e.g. Bostroem 2006a; Cashore and Newsom 2006; Davies 2007; Erskine and Collins 

1997; Gendron et al. 2009; Gulbrandsen 2006, 2009; Jordan et al. 2006; Nicholls 

2010; Ponte 2012; Reed 2009; Wilkinson 2007) or types of product labelling 

schemes, for example voluntary type one ecolabels (e.g. Rubik and Frankl 2005) or 

ones initiated solely by non-state actors (e.g. Cashore 2002). The extant academic 

literature seems to fall short on more holistic frameworks that would allow 
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understanding the causalities behind the institutionalisation process of a variety of 

product labelling schemes with diverse initiating and organising actors (including for 

example governmentally enforced as well as voluntary NGO driven ones) as well as 

different characteristics in regard to standard setting, assessment and 

communication. Yet as such a more universal understanding seems vital, in particular 

for studying a Sustainability Meta Labelling scheme with a so far rather undefined 

nature and potential variations in regard to initiating and organising actors as well as 

its concrete implementation, this study needs to address this additional gap in the 

academic literature.  

The aim of this study can therefore be broken down into the following objectives: 

1. Understanding and explaining the causalities behind the institutionalisation of 

a variety of product-labelling schemes.  

2. Exploring the potential conditions shaping the institutionalisation of a 

Sustainability Meta Labelling Scheme.  

3. Discussing how a Sustainability Meta Labelling Scheme could become 

institutionalised and what might facilitate and hinder this institutionalisation. 

 

In meeting these objectives, the study will make important contributions, not only to 

an increasingly prominent discussion among business, NGO and policy making elites 

around the notion of Sustainability Meta Labelling but also to the wider product 

labelling and new institutional literature. The field of product labelling is vast 

however, especially with an arguably rather broad definition of product labelling, as 

followed in this study. Nevertheless, product labelling schemes are considered to 

have much in common and it will be on these shared aspects that this study will focus.  

1.3 Methodology and research design 

Figure 1 gives an overview about how this research has been designed to meet these 

three research objectives.  
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FIGURE 1: OVERVIEW RESEARCH DESIGN 

Taking a critical realist approach, it is considered to be crucial to unveil the 

causalities behind the institutionalisation of product labelling schemes on a real, 

actual and empirical level (left part of the figure), in order to evaluate the potential 

institutionalisation of a Sustainability Meta Labelling Scheme as currently empirically 

discussed (bottom part of the figure). While the real is basis for causal laws and 

structures that are mainly independent of individual human action, actualities can be 

observed by actors or not and can happen independently of the experience and 

perception that actors may have of them. Actualities refer in this study to entities like 

social norms or relationships between actors. Empirical events are the ones that can 

be sensed and perceived (Easton 2010:128; Leca and Naccache 2006:630) and are 

related here, for example, to the concrete implementations in regard to a product 

labelling scheme’s standard setting, assessment and communication.  

To explore the potential empirical conditions for a Sustainability Meta Labelling 

Scheme, a documentary analysis is conducted to investigate current discussions and 

implementations around the notion of Sustainability Meta Labelling. A complicating 

factor at this point is that the field of Sustainability Meta Labelling is very new. All of 

the current Sustainability Meta Labelling initiatives are either in very early stages or 

only on a proposal level. Thus, rather than drawing a fully grounded picture of the 

concrete implementation of a Sustainability Meta Label, documentary information is 
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combined with tacit knowledge and expectations of a broad set of experts collected 

through elite interviews.  

In order to achieve a causal understanding of the institutionalisation of product 

labelling schemes, the project uses case study research of four already existing 

product labelling schemes: EU ecolabel, EU energy label, Fairtrade label and MSC 

label. More precisely, the case study research begins with an exploration of 

regularities through a description of the composite situations based on documentary 

analysis and secondary review. This is followed by a theorisation phase based on 

analytical resolution (to separate complexities), retroduction (to reconstruct the 

basic conditions for the studied situations) and abduction (to interpret and re-

describe the different components from hypothetical conceptual frameworks and 

theories). The different theoretical interpretations are then compared against 

additional empirical data from elite interviews. Following a further theoretical 

refinement based on this comparison, the last step of the case study research is a 

concretization and examination of how different mechanisms manifest themselves 

under concrete empirical conditions through a re-analysis of the empirical data.  

Cases thereby need to be selected in a way that transferability to the case of 

Sustainability Meta Labelling can be achieved (to a certain extent) not only on a real 

but also on the level of actual and empirical conditions. This is to ensure that the first 

research objective as well as research objectives two and three can be met through 

this case study research. 

In regard to actualities, the Sustainable Development discourse arguably provides a 

particular normative framing (as will be further discussed in chapter 2). Case studies 

have therefore been selected that also address wider sustainability issues. While 

understandings about actualities can be assumed to have a higher generalizability 

than empirical understandings, actualities can still differ substantially, especially 

across spatial scales. So far, Sustainability related product labelling schemes, as well 

as discussions around Sustainability Meta Labelling, have mainly been initiated in 

early industrialised societies. Consequently, the focus of the case study research has 

been also on this geographical area, with a particular focus on Europe. However, 

production and consumption systems have arguably become increasingly globalised 

with ever more globalised actors, including not only businesses but also NGOs and 

governmental actors, connecting through various international media. Hence, actors, 
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their relationships, social norms and general dynamics shaping the 

institutionalisation of product labelling schemes often span, and are taken into 

account in this study beyond, geographical boundaries.  

In regard to the empirical level, the case study selection has to account for the 

empirical conditions a potential Sustainability Meta Labelling Scheme might pose. 

Judging from an initial empirical review, Sustainability Meta Labelling 

implementations could vary substantially in their initiating actors, assessment, 

communication and standard setting. The latter can vary in regard to the included 

product groups, area of application (parts of the life-cycle taken into account), 

addressed sustainability issues and the criteria’s point of reference. The selected 

cases allow for variations across all of these conditions. Their initiating actors range 

from being mainly NGO led (Fairtrade), over NGO-business led (MSC), to being mainly 

(supra) governmentally led (EU eco-and energy label). While the assessment of the 

Fairtrade scheme is conducted by the labelling organisation, the EU eco- and MSC 

label are assessed through independent organisation accredited by or associated with 

the labelling organisation. The EU energy label bases on legal enforcement with ad-

hoc checks by governmental organisations. The conditions of the cases in regard to 

standard setting reach from a focus on one particular product group (MSC), over a 

few product groups (Fairtrade and EU energy label) to a large array of product 

groups (EU ecolabel); one part of the life cycle in its area of application (EU energy 

label) to aiming to address the whole product life cycle (EU ecolabel); addressing a 

few social issues (Fairtrade) to an array of environmental issues (EU ecolabel);  and 

being mainly management oriented (Fairtrade and MSC ) to management and 

performance oriented (EU eco- and EU energy label). Lastly, the communication 

conditions of the selected cases allow for variations from a single seal of approval 

(Fairtrade, MSC and EU ecolabel) to a graded scale giving (partial) life-cycle data on 

multiple problem areas.  

However, even with these potential Sustainability Meta Labelling conditions in mind 

during the case study selection, it cannot be assumed that the conditions for a 

Sustainability Meta Label will directly resemble the ones found in the four studied 

cases and that it was possible to make any form of definite prediction. Considering 

the open and stratified nature of social systems, any such attempt would certainly fall 

into the category of an over-generalisation. Instead, the study aims for a more 
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abstract discussion of what might facilitate and hinder the institutionalisation of a 

potential Sustainability Meta Labelling scheme as currently empirically discusses, 

drawing upon an understanding of real level causalities as well as causal paths that 

have been unveiled for the four studied labelling cases and are understood to partly 

resemble potential Sustainability Meta Labelling conditions.  

1.4 Definitional clarifications 

Following a Weberian approach, institutions are understood in this study as giving 

order to social relations (March and Olsen 2006; Greenwood et al. 2008). For Weber 

(1978, translation:31), “only then will the content of a relationship be called an order 

if the conduct is, approximately and on the average, oriented towards determinable 

maxims.” Weber thereby defines maxims as the meaningful content that remains 

relatively constant in a social relationship, and which “the parties concerned expect to 

be adhered to in their partners on the average and approximately” (Weber 1978, 

translation:28). In other words, an order given by a product labelling scheme can 

“roughly be defined as prescriptions for how to act that have acquired certain 

independence in the minds of individual actors” (Swedberg 2005:185I). For this 

study, maxims are related to the meaningful content of product labelling scheme’s 

standard setting, assessment and communication, which the involved parties expect 

to be adhered to on the average and approximately.  

Institutionalisation is commonly defined as “the process whereby things become 

institutionalized, which, in turn, simply means that thing are more or less taken for 

granted" (Greenwood et al. 2008:15). Going back to Weber, one can make a relation 

to his notion of validity here and relate the degree of institutionalisation of a product 

labelling schemes to the degree of the validity of the order it offers. Weber (1978, 

translation:30) defines validity as the probability that action will in fact be oriented 

with the maxims of an order. Weber (1922:part 1, I, §5) thereby highlights, that for 

sociologists, unlike in law, there is no absolute alternative between either validity or 

non-validity of an order. Instead there is a gradual transition between the two 

extremes, where validity exists to the extent that there is probability that action will 

in fact be oriented with the maxims of an order (Weber 1922: part 1, I, §5), in the case 
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of the present study, the maxims of a product labelling scheme’s standard setting, 

assessment and communication. 

Brunsson and Jacobsson (2000c:127) outline how orientation with the maxims of 

standards can be understood to imply “some degree of consistency between the 

standard and what one does […] either by changing practice to fit the standard, or by 

changing the presentation of practice in accordance with the standard.” In the former 

case, the followers perform a translation which usually involves two aspects: what 

the standard says is translated into what the follower does and the general 

requirement of the standard is translated into the follower's own specific practice. In 

regard to the latter, they point out how followers often tell others about their 

translation. For Brunsson and Jacobsson (2000c:127) such presentations are also “the 

result of a translation, but in the opposite direction to that involved in practising a 

standards. […] It involves the translation from action to talk, from the specific to the 

general from own activity to categories that can be understood by others." In the case 

of product labelling schemes, this can be related to the orientation with the 

assessment and communication aspects of product labelling schemes.  

However, Brunson and Jacobsson (2000c:129-130) also highlight that how exactly 

existing practices should be changed to orient with the maxims of standards need not 

be very clear. Next to several possible interpretations, "it is generally difficult to do 

exactly what a standard says. The standard is general and abstract, whereas 

operations are always specific” (Brunsson and Jacobsson 2000c:129–130). Purpose of 

various forms of certification and auditing is to prove to outsiders with a reliable 

basis that the local interpretations of a given standard do not deviate excessively 

from what has been defined as correct (Brunsson and Jacobsson 2000c:129–130; 

Brunsson 2000c:146) or, in Weber’s words, from the standard’s maxims as 

understood on the average and approximately.  

Ambiguity increases when broadening the focus from orientation, usually by business 

actors, with the maxims specified in labelling standards, which usually provide a 

comparatively fixed definition of the meaningful content, to various other forms of 

orientation with product labelling schemes. This may include household consumers 

orienting their purchase action with the communication of a product labelling scheme 

on the pack; the reference of an NGO to a particular product labelling scheme’s 

standard, assessment or communication in their communication with consumers, 
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business or governmental actors; or even the sole acceptance that others align with a 

particular product labelling scheme. Arguably, all such social activity can also be seen 

as being part of the wider institutionalisation of product labelling schemes.  

While such wide and rather ambiguous understanding of institutionalisation 

processes may be criticised for making a concrete measurement of, and comparisons 

between, different degrees of institutionalisation of product labelling schemes 

difficult, it seems to be in line with Weber, who explicitly highlights that actors can 

have different interpretations of the meanings of an order. In such cases, “each can be 

said to be valid in so far as it actually determines the course of action” (Weber 1922: 

part 1, I, §5; 1978, translation:32). Moreover, aligning with an order does not need to 

imply universal and homogenous compliance (Weber 1978, translation; 1922:part 1, 

I, §5).  

Following such a Weberian approach has arguably crucial benefits for developing a 

more holistic understanding of the causalities behind the institutionalisation of 

product labelling schemes. It allow us investigating not only how alignment with the 

maxims of a product labelling schemes can substantiate itself in various ways in 

multiple social actions but also to look across a variety of product labelling schemes. 

While graded schemes, like the EU energy label, or schemes setting a generally 

applicable standard, like the MSC, for example inherently aim for a broad alignment 

among companies, type I ecolabels, like the EU ecolabel, explicitly aim to be used for 

certification and communication purposes only by the ‘best’ 30% within each product 

category. For these reasons, a Weberian approach is seen as highly appropriate in the 

context of this study. However, it implies that a relational and descriptive rather than 

normative-prescriptive approach to investigation and evaluation is applied.  

1.5 Theoretical framing 

A review of and comparison between rational, sociological and relational 

perspectives on the causalities behind product labelling institutionalisation processes 

shows how the dominant new institutional literature struggles with two main issues: 

firstly, explaining institutionalisation as an unfinished process; secondly the question 

how to attribute agency to actors within or behind product labelling schemes while at 

the same time taking into account actor’s embeddedness in already institutionalised 
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social structures. Some authors have presented constructivist institutionalism (e.g. 

Hay 2006) and the concept of institutional entrepreneurship (e.g. DiMaggio 1988; 

Leca et al. 2008; Battilana et al. 2009) as one way to overcome this incapacity through 

bridging rational and sociological perspectives. They do so by conceptualising actors 

as strategic, seeking to realize goals. Yet, unlike rational accounts, these goals are 

considered to be a complex, contingent, and constantly changing social construction 

(Battilana et al. 2009:73; Hay 2006:63). Also different to sociological accounts, 

perception of societal contexts as well as desires, preferences, and motivations are 

not seen as contextually given facts however but to reflect a micro-level orientation. 

Moreover, a dynamic aspect is included as institutional entrepreneurs are seen as 

being able to gain knowledge about societal structures and mobilise them for their 

endeavours (Leca and Nacchache 2006). Following such a bridging approach, this 

study establishes product labelling organisations and their initiators as institutional 

entrepreneurs who can influence a scheme’s institutionalisation, in particular 

through the mobilisation of allies. These concepts are very useful to develop an 

overarching model of institutionalisation processes and understand how particular 

actors can drive the emergence of product labelling schemes. However, they struggle 

with explaining the success of such institutionalisation projects in mobilising allies 

and achieving wider institutionalisation. It is here, that a gap in the theoretical new 

institutional literature arises. To address this additional theoretical gap, this study 

combines current models of institutional change and institutional entrepreneurship 

with an in-depth understanding of the concept of legitimacy. 

Legitimacy is conceptualised, again in a non-prescriptive fashion, as the social 

consent and alignment with an entity based on actor’s evaluations against societal 

norms (normative legitimacy) and socially conditioned self-interests (pragmatic 

legitimacy), both shaped by the relational context actors find themselves in 

(relational legitimacy). Labelling entrepreneurs can attempt to affect the construction 

of legitimacy through multiple strategies (Suchman 1995; Tost 2009). Although the 

construction of legitimacy is outlined to be highly complex and dynamic, it is shown 

how it clusters around a set of aspects or institutional logics: tradition (are publicly 

trusted organisations involved), regulation (conformity with laws), charisma (belief 

in the heroism of a person or organisation), knowledge (belief in superior knowledge 

or skills), consequences (does the scheme meet consequential targets), and 

procedures (validity of the procedure the scheme is based on). In essence, the 
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developed theoretical framework establishes the causalities behind the 

institutionalisation of product labelling schemes as a dynamic interplay between 

micro-level actors, macro-level models of appropriateness and meso-level 

relationships.  

1.6 Precise research questions 

In summary, the just outlined theoretical framework combines theoretical arguments 

of constructivist institutionalism and institutional entrepreneurship with concepts of 

legitimacy from the governance and organisational studies literature. In doing so, it 

addresses the first objective of this research by establishing the institutionalisation of 

a product labelling scheme as contingent on a dynamic and interactive legitimacy 

construction between actors in involved in the organisation and initiation of product 

labelling schemes, so called labelling entrepreneurs, and other actors in the 

production and consumption system and the relationships between them, all shaped 

by the existing societal models of appropriateness. Following this conceptualisation, 

research objectives two and three can be detailed into the following more precise 

research questions:  

1. What are the conditions shaping the legitimacy construction of a Sustainability 

Meta Labelling Scheme? 

a. How is the notion of Sustainability Meta Labelling currently empirically 

discussed? 

i. How is the notion of Sustainability Meta Labelling currently 

discussed in regard to its initiation, standard setting, assessment 

and communication? 

ii. What actors are currently involved in emerging Sustainability 

Meta Labelling Schemes? 

iii. What types of strategies are emerging to influence legitimacy 

constructions?  

b. How does the construction of legitimacy shape the institutionalisation 

of Sustainability related product labelling schemes in the context of 

early industrialised societies for the case of the EU eco-, EU energy, 

Fairtrade, and MSC label? 
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i. What types of actors are involved in this legitimacy 

construction?  

ii. How do legitimacy constructions cluster around the different 

institutional logics, namely tradition, regulation, charisma, 

knowledge, consequences and procedures?  

iii. How do different types of empirical implementations in regard 

to initiation, standard setting, assessment and communication 

influence legitimacy constructions?  

iv. What types of strategies are employed by labelling 

entrepreneurs to influence legitimacy constructions?  

2. How could legitimacy constructions shape the wider institutionalisation of a 

Sustainability Meta Labelling Scheme in its currently proposed forms of 

implementation? 

a. How could different types of actors be involved in this legitimacy 

construction?  

b. How could it cluster around the different institutional logics, namely 

tradition, regulation, charisma, knowledge, consequences and 

procedures?  

c. What are the prospects for different strategies to be employed by 

Sustainability Meta Labelling entrepreneurs to influence legitimacy 

constructions?  

  

To find answers to these questions, the study moves back to a more empirical level, 

concretizing how legitimacy constructions have driven the institutionalisation of the 

EU eco-, EU energy, Fairtrade and MSC labelling scheme. In a subsequent step, 

common actualities that have shaped the institutionalisation processes across the 

studied cases as well as particular causal paths are identified. Together with the 

understanding of the causalities on a more abstract level as well as the Sustainability 

Meta Labelling findings on an empirical level, these are used to show how labelling 

entrepreneurs face major conflicts in the construction of legitimacy, with many of 

these conflicts likely to increase rather than decrease with the implementation of an 

overarching Sustainability Meta Labelling scheme. 
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1.7 Structure of the thesis  

The thesis starts in chapter 2 with detailing the background of the study and 

outlining its frame and positioning more generally. This includes a clarification of 

how the notions of Sustainable Development and Sustainable Consumption and 

Production as well as product-labelling have been conceptualised. This clarification is 

followed by an outline of current sustainability related product-labelling expansion 

trends and emerging Sustainability Meta Labelling initiatives.  

These trends set the scene for repeating in chapter 3 the research objectives of this 

study and detailing the research design that has been followed to achieve these 

objectives. Chapter 3 also describes how critical realism functions as the main 

ontological and epistemological underpinning for this research. In light of the critical 

realist approach, the research has been designed to iterate between the abstract and 

the empirical level, in order to unveil causal paths. This also becomes apparent in the 

remaining structure of the main thesis.  

Chapter 4 starts the main part of the thesis describing how the implementation of 

Sustainability Meta Labelling has, so far, been discussed on an empirical level in 

regard to standard setting, assessment and communication. Current discussions are 

thereby identified to centre on finding optimal forms of communication in order to 

enable household consumers to make more rational choices.  

Chapter 5 questions such discussions by moving to a more abstract level and 

introducing a more holistic understanding of the drivers behind a product-labelling 

scheme’s institutionalisation. After some definitional clarifications, the chapter gives 

an overview about the theoretical comparison conducted for this study and the 

outcome of the case study description, analytical resolution, abduction and 

retroduction as well as refinement process. This literature review leads into the 

previously introduced theoretical framing followed in this study, which 

conceptualises institutionalisation as driven by an interactive construction of 

legitimacy between labelling entrepreneurs and other actors from across the 

production and consumption system.  

Chapter 6 outlines the concretization and contextualization part of the case study 

research describing how legitimacy constructions have driven institutionalisation 
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processes under the conditions posed by the four studied product-labelling cases. In a 

sense, chapter 6 turns the case studies into explanatory ones. Leaving macro shifts in 

models of appropriateness (including their differences across geographical and 

sectorial scales) as well as micro dynamics on an individual and organisational level 

to the side, the focus is on legitimacy management and mobilisation of allies by the 

labelling entrepreneur as well as the interactive shaping of legitimacy perceptions 

between different actors in the production and consumption system. These actors 

include not only household consumers and producers but also actors from the retail, 

non-governmental, media, civil societal and governmental sphere. 

Chapter 7 identifies common actualities and causal paths that have shaped the 

institutionalisation processes across the studied cases. It is these common actualities 

and causal paths, together with the legitimacy causalities on a real level and the 

findings about how the notion of Sustainability Meta Labelling is currently empirically 

discussed, that can then been combined to address the overarching aim of this study: 

discuss the prospects and potential challenges for the institutionalisation of a 

Sustainability Meta Labelling. This leaves the main discussion to chapter 7, before 

chapter 8 concludes with a reflection on how the thesis has contributed to what can 

be summarised as a threefold gap: a policy oriented gap in regard to current 

discussions around the topic of Sustainability Meta Labelling; a scholarly gap in 

regard to holistic understandings of the causalities behind the institutionalisation of 

diverse product labelling schemes; a gap in the theoretical literature on institutional 

entrepreneurship with problems in explaining not only the emergence but also the 

successful institutionalisation of new institutional projects. Chapter 8 also outlines 

the limitations of this study, in particular in regard to its restricted empirical 

foundation and focus on commonalities on the macro and meso level, rather than on 

how various meso, micro and macro factors might shape institutionalisation 

processes in different ways. This naturally leads into an introduction of potential 

avenues of future research. 
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2 BACKGROUND AND FRAMEWORK 

This study is couched within the broader framework of Sustainable Development, in 

particular Sustainable Consumption and Production. The following section briefly 

discusses how these, arguably highly contested, notions are understood for this study 

and how product-labelling has been discussed within them. This is followed by a 

clarification of how the notion of product-labelling is conceptualised.  

2.1 Sustainable Development 

2.1.1 Origin 

In 1987 the Brundtland commission pointed to the urgent need of addressing global 

poverty as well as aligning the prosperity of human wellbeing with sustaining the 

natural environment (UN 1987). Since 1987 this goal has “acquired a preeminent 

status in all environmental policies” (Zaccai 2012:79) and been affirmed by various 

organisations from the business, non-governmental1, civil societal2 and governmental 

sphere. Adger and Jordan (2008:3) even go as far as stating that “the concept of 

sustainable development commands wide, almost universal support."  

The goal of the Brundtland commission comprises three dimensions: ecological, 

economic, and social. The ecological dimension can be perceived as aiming for 

equilibrium between human activities and the physical environment (van Zeijl-

                                                        

1 “A non-governmental organisation (NGO) is generally defined as an essentially non-profit, voluntary 
citizens' group which is organized at a local, national, or international level, and is locally, nationally, or 
internationally active" (Vedder 2008a:2). NGOs include various actors such as social movement 
organisations, environmental and consumer advocacy groups. They range from large, long-established 
organisations such as the Red Cross, Oxfam, Amnesty International, and Greenpeace to small 
community-based self-help groups or small networks maintaining websites for the support of other 
NGOs or individuals (Vedder 2008a:4-5). In addition, recent years have seen a growth in discipline 
specific bodies from the professional and academic sector that advocate for certain behaviours 
(Sustainable Development Commission 2011:31). 
2 All actors other than government and the military can in fact be subsumed under the civil society 
umbrella (UN Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific 2012). In the following the 
term is used to refer to civil societal organisations which are not considered as a non-governmental in 
the just described way, governmental or business actor.  
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Rozema et al. 2008:413). This is usually based on the assumption that only if the 

physical environment - as source for renewable and non-renewable resources, 

environmental services and assimilation of waste - is not endangered, development 

and welfare can be sustained over the long run (Jacobs 1994:3–5; UBA 1998). The 

Brundtland commission interweaves this (largely) natural scientific principle of 

‘sustainability’3 with the largely social scientific concept of ‘development’ – which can 

be understood as the progress of human systems within developing and developed 

countries (van Zeijl-Rozema et al. 2008:413). To achieve these aims, the Brundtland 

commission introduced the concept of Sustainable Development which they define as 

“a development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability 

of future generations to meet their own needs” (UN 1987:54). In this sense, the 

Brundtland commission introduced not only a concept of intra- but also 

intergenerational equity by explicitly considering future generations (Belz and 

Bilharz 2007:24).  

2.1.2 Normative commitments 

In sum, the concept of Sustainable Development has introduced a normative (some 

might argue ethical) commitment of society for a permanent responsibility for 

humankind and nature (Kreeb and Schulz 2003:159), which, according to van Zeijl-

Rozema et al. (2008:411–412), enshrines:  

 Physical sustainability: as the protection of natural life-support systems in a 

manner that secures the ongoing satisfaction of essential human needs;  

 Generational equity: as the need for physical sustainability to be achieved in a 

manner designed to guarantee essential need satisfaction for recurring future 

generations; and 

                                                        

3 Van Zeijl-Rozema et al. (2008:414) argue that "sustainability is a static goal to be achieved within the 
environmental boundaries of the earth’s carrying capacity, whereas Sustainable Development refers to 
processes towards a more sustainable society […] We could also say that Sustainable Development 
accepts the normativeness, subjectivity and ambiguity of the concept by leaving the definition open for 
discussion and allowing the developmental goal to change over time, while the concept of 
sustainability is more restricted." In the following sustainability will be used in a more lose sense when 
referring to ‘sustainability labelling’ as shorthand for ‘Sustainable Development oriented labelling’ to 
improve the fluidity of the text.  
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 Global equity: as physical sustainability must be regulated among countries such 

that the satisfaction of the essential needs of the world’s poor is given priority 

over the less-essential needs among the populations of wealthier countries. 

In addition, the notion of ‘good governance’ has become increasingly subsumed under 

the normative Sustainable Development umbrella (Kemp and Martens 2007:2; 

Sachiko and Zaelke 2005:15; Bernstein and Cashore 2007:353). This can be seen, for 

example, in the UK Sustainable Development strategy (HM Government 2005) or the 

new 'Guidelines for Sustainability Assessment of Food and Agriculture Systems 

(SAFA)' by the UN Food and Agricultural Organisation (FAO) Natural Resources 

Management and Environment Department (2012). For the UN Economic and Social 

Commission for Asia and the Pacific (2012) 'Good Governance' has eight major 

characteristics:  

1. Participation either direct or through legitimate intermediate institutions or 

representatives based on freedom of association and expression and an 

organized civil society. 

2. Consensus-oriented through the mediation of the different interest in society. 

3. Accountability to those who will be affected by the actions of an institution. 

4. Transparency with freely available and easily understandable information 

directly accessible to those who will be affected. 

5. Responsive processes that "try to serve all stakeholders within a reasonable 

timeframe." 

6. Effective and efficient processes that produce results "that meet the needs of 

society while making the best use of resources at their disposal." 

7. Equitable and inclusive where all members of society "feel that they have a 

stake in it and do not feel excluded." 

8. Fair legal frameworks that ensure full protection of human rights, 

particularly those of minorities through impartial enforcement by an 

independent judiciary and police force. 

Highlighting governance more as an “empirical phenomenon” (Adger and Jordan 

2009), Zaccai (2012:87) notes that “Sustainable Development […] has had significant 

effects on the modelling of policy instruments. [...] This orientation has legitimated 
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the transfer of more power to stakeholders, partnerships and networks, and to 

voluntary and informational instruments.” The increased implementation of product-

labelling schemes can be seen as a prominent example of such trends. According to 

Adger and Jordan (2009:11), “governance is now widely used as a shorthand phrase 

which encapsulates the changing form and function of the state in contemporary 

industrialised societies, specifically its diminishing size and its increasing tendency to 

deploy less coercive policy instruments.” While the term governance has several 

distinct meanings (Rhodes 1996:660) and has a “conceptual vagueness and loose 

application” (Adger and Jordan 2009) it "generally implies some degree of self-

regulation by societal actors, private public cooperation in solving societal problems, 

and new forms of multilevel policy" (Biermann and Pattberg 2008:278). For 

Biermann and Pattberg (2008:284) at the core of this new form of policy making 

(they focus on global environmental governance) are:  

 the emergence of new types of core actors, implying an increase in numbers but 

also variation of these actors and the adoption of new roles and responsibilities 

for established ones (e.g. networks of scientists as well as NGOs increasingly 

influence environmental politics through research and policy advice; many 

companies take a more visible, direct role in international negotiations as 

immediate partners of governments); 

 the emergence of new mechanisms that formally include multiple actors and go 

beyond traditional forms of state-led policy making; 

 increasing segmentation and fragmentation in terms of rulemaking and rule 

implementation "both vertically between supranational, international, national, 

and subnational layers of authority (multilevel governance) and horizontally 

between different parallel rule-making systems maintained by different groups of 

actors (multipolar governance)" (Biermann and Pattberg 2008:284); 

For Adger and Jordan (2009:11), governance is also “not tied to a particular period of 

time or geographical place: it is a concept that travels easily across these analytical 

categories.”  

2.1.3 Challenges 

The Sustainable Development commitment faces multiple interrelated challenges: 



41 

Firstly, there are functional, spatial and time interdependencies between different 

natural and social subsystems with response strategies in one subsystem potentially 

resulting in impacts on other subsystems and on larger scale systems in current and 

future times. Thus, a solution in one system might be not sustainable across the whole 

of societal and natural systems and across time (Biermann 2007:330).  

A related second issue are tradeoffs: Sustainable Development can involve trade-off 

decisions on highly contested issues and between and within environmental, social 

and economic dimensions. An improvement in environmental terms does not 

necessarily need to result in improvements within social and economic dimensions in 

current or future times.  

Thirdly, there is a persistent uncertainty regarding the causes of physical change, its 

impacts and the inter-linkages of various causes and response options (Biermann 

2007:329). In addition, the interpretation of Sustainable Development norms is 

highly uncertain. There is a lot of disagreement, for example about what inter- and 

intra-generational equity and the notions of well being and human needs essentially 

imply. The concept of Sustainable Development is ambiguous, in clarifying the 

relative priority or weight of the ecological, economical and socio-cultural aspects of 

development. “This makes it rather difficult to determine whether developments are 

sufficiently balanced to be called sustainable” (van Zeijl-Rozema et al. 2008:412). As a 

result, since 1987 hundreds of definitions of Sustainable Development have been 

introduced (Kemp and Martens 2007:3). For Jordan (2008:18), Sustainable 

Development is possibly one of the “most essentially contested terms in the entire 

social sciences.” Zaccai (2012:81) even compares the interpretation of Sustainable 

Development as “a kind of game that academic, political and social actors can play, 

because of its openness and plasticity to every context.” 

Thus, rather than a concept with clear cut definitions, Sustainable Development is 

conceptualised here as a dominant normative frame. This implies that definitions are 

seen as a temporary agreement between a set amount of actors within a given context 

usually on what can be considered unsustainable (and accordingly also what can be 

considered less unsustainable or more sustainable), rather than an absolute and 

ultimate description of a target state. 
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2.2 Sustainable Consumption and Production  

2.2.1 Origin 

Since 1987, calls for more Sustainable Consumption and Production patterns have 

been an essential part of the Sustainable Development framework. According to the 

Agenda 21, one of the main international policy documents on Sustainable 

Development, “the major cause of the continued deterioration of the global 

environment is the unsustainable pattern of consumption and production, 

particularly in industrialized countries, which is a matter of grave concern, 

aggravating poverty and imbalances” (UN 1992:19). At both - the World Summit on 

Sustainable Development 2002 in Johannesburg and the Rio+20 ‘UN Conference on 

Sustainable Development’ in 2012 - the goal of a shift towards Sustainable 

Consumption and Production has been recalled. During the last years increasing 

numbers of national governments as well as individual businesses, corporate 

associations, civil societal and non-governmental organisations (NGOs) have pledged 

their commitment to this goal.  

2.2.2 Definition 

Very broadly, and in line with the Brundtland definition of Sustainable Development, 

consumption and production can be considered sustainable if they meet the needs of 

the present population without compromising the ability of future generation to meet 

their own needs (Baedeker et al. 2005:18). For Lebel and Lorek (2008:244), a 

Sustainable Consumption and Production system “is one in which the transformation 

of energy and materials maintains or improves human well-being (or utility) without 

irreversibly reducing the environmental resources.” For Jacobs (1994:60–61), this 

implies a fair distribution of wealth and at least some redistribution between the 

north and the south as well as a "fair distribution of environmental benefits and costs 

between generations." Similar definition can be found, amongst others, in Yates 

(2008:96), UNEP (2012) and Hansen and Schrader (2001:19).4 

                                                        

4 A more extensive overview of different interpretations can be found in Jackson (2006).  

http://www.johannesburgsummit.org/
http://www.johannesburgsummit.org/
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Discussions around Sustainable Consumption and Production tend to highlight the 

importance of taking into account the whole life-cycle of products (see e.g. UNEP 

2012; Grießhammer 2001:107; Schoenheit 2001:122; Baedeker et al. 2005:18). This 

typically includes product design, raw materials acquisition/primary production, 

transportation, product manufacturing, packaging, transportation to the retail store 

(or the consumer), purchase by the consumer, use of the product and then ultimate 

disposal at the end of the useful life of (UNEP 2006:36). In the following, all stages, 

except for consumption, are collectively referred to as production.  

While for individuals and households, consumption is one way of fulfilling material 

needs and cultural aspirations, for the public sector (including governmental and civil 

societal organisations) consumption mainly relates to the provision of collective 

services, such as education, health and security (Robins and Roberts 2006:40). In 

addition, companies’ purchase of goods and services to enable their production can 

also be subsumed under the umbrella of consumption. For clarity purposes, this study 

defines companies’ consumption patterns to be part of the production sphere 

however.  

2.2.3 Operationalisation 

In the light of various interdependencies, trade-offs and uncertainty challenges, the 

substantial content of Sustainable Consumption and Production is as contested as is 

the concept of Sustainable Development. Muller (2008:199) highlights two strategies 

to operationalise this contested framework: “either one defines a limited set of ideals 

that should be achieved (e.g. recycling quotas), accepting the only partial view 

adopted, or one identifies some crucial negative aspects to be avoided (e.g. pesticide 

use), thus aiming at achieving a certain minimal standard." Both strategies imply a 

similar relative approach as described in relation to Sustainable Development – 

relative in regard to the set of actors and the context that has formed them and 

usually also relative to practices that are currently considered unsustainable or ideal. 

Because of their relative nature, these definitions of Sustainable Consumption and 

Production might well be considered unsustainable by a different set of actors in a 

different context. Especially when evaluated not against what can be currently 

considered ideal or unsustainable but against the question to what extent the 

respective practice could be permanently transferred to the whole world population 
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without endangering the aims of Sustainable Development. Belz and Bilharz 

(2007:27–28) refer to this latter (much less dominant) conceptualisation as 

Sustainable Consumption and Production in a narrow sense. 

2.3 Product-labelling 

For decades, the role of product-labelling has been prominently discussed as a means 

to facilitate more Sustainable Consumption and Production within and between 

governmental as well as business, NGO and civil societal spheres. On an UN level, 

Agenda 21 highlights: “Governments, in cooperation with industry and other relevant 

groups, should encourage expansion of environmental labelling and other 

environmentally related product information programmes designed to assist 

consumers to make informed choices” (UN 1993: I.4.21). To facilitate the 

establishment of labelling schemes on an international level, the Global Ecolabelling 

Network (GEN) was formed two years later, which aims to “improve, promote, and 

develop the ecolabelling of products and services” (GEN 2012). 

2.3.1 Terminology 

In lay terms product-labelling tends to be understood as information transmitted 

with or on a product on issues such as product category (e.g. orange colour for orange 

juice), specific information (e.g. how much washing powder per kg needed), branding 

or certification (Morris 1997:14–16).  

For the transmission of Sustainable Development related information through 

product-labelling schemes, a prerequisite is usually a definition of the quality of that 

information (Nadai 2001:24) typically through some form of standardisation. "On a 

general and abstract level, standards constitute rules about what those who adopt 

them should do, even if this only involves saying something or designating something 

in a particular way” (Brunsson and Jacobsson 2000a:4). The World Trade 

Organisation (WTO) defines standards as a "document approved by a recognized 

body, that provides, for common and repeated use, rules, guidelines or characteristics 

for products or related processes and production methods, with which compliance is 

not mandatory" (WTO 1995).  
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Such standards commonly have: 

 objectives, which are the basic aims of the standard and may be similar to the 

vision of the initiative behind it; 

 principles, as fundamental statements about a desired outcome providing more 

detail about the objectives; 

 criteria, that need to be met on a more operational level in order to achieve 

principles; 

 indicators, as a single measurable piece of information allowing the assessment of 

whether or not associated criteria are being met; 

 and finally a means of verification, defining specific details about the type of 

information or observations that are used to demonstrate that the required 

indicator state is being realised (ISEAL Alliance 2010:14; ISEAL Alliance 2007:12).  

 

Traditionally a distinction is made between process, product and organisational 

standards, although that distinction is increasingly becoming ill defined (Nadvi and 

Waeltring 2002:7). In regard to all aspects the specifications of the standard can be 

either performance or management system related (or apply a mixture of the two). In 

the case of management system specifications, the criteria regulate how to do 

something (such as certain cropping methods or equipment that should be applied), 

leaving the actual result of the practice out of scope (Kaphengst et al. 2009:100). 

Some product-labelling standards, for example, focus on ensuring that the process to 

derive certain information is following defined criteria, without prescribing a 

particular performance level for the product or the organisation.  

 

For this study, product-labelling schemes are furthermore defined to have some form 

of assessment to what extent the specifications are met by an assessment body. The 

assessment process can be conducted by a first, second or third party. First party 

assessment is conducted by an internal part of the assessed entity. Second party 

assessment is conducted by an organisation that is structurally, yet not financially, 

independent of the assessed entity. Third party assessment is conducted by an 

organisation that is both financially and structurally independent of the assessed 

entity (Mazijn et al. 2004:45–47). In the last case, the third party usually charges a fee 

for the application process. Some schemes make additional charges for assessment 
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processes (Agriculture and Environment Research Unit at Science and Technology 

Research Institute University of Hertfordshire et al. 2010:12). 

Inherent to any form of product-labelling scheme is information aggregation, 

meaning aggregation and codification of the assessment results, including the precise 

criteria against which the assessment has been conducted, into higher level 

information communicated with or on the product in a variety of formats, designs 

and through different media (Hansen and Kull 1995:416–418; Rubik and Weskamp 

1996:32). While such product information can be used also in business-to-business 

communication, the focus of this study is on product-labelling of consumer-facing 

products.  

This last step distinguishes sustainability related product-labelling from 

sustainability related certification schemes. The certification of assessment results is 

an inherent part of many product-labelling schemes. However, there are many 

certification schemes that are not communicated with or on a product. They are 

therefore not a product-labelling scheme in the here defined form (an example is the 

certification of the adherence with environmental management standards done for 

EMAS certifications of organisations). To refer to both phenomena, the term product 

information schemes will be used in this study.  

In sum, this research has conceptualised the notion of product-labelling as implying 

some form of standard setting; (more or less) independent assessment of product or 

processes against the specifications of that standard; and the communication of the 

results with or on consumer-facing products (see Figure 2). 

 

FIGU R E 2 :  GEN ER AL LAB EL LI NG P R OC ES S  
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2.3.2 Product-labelling schemes as 

organisations 

According to Meyer and Rowan (1977:340–342), when permanent action in a given 

domain becomes more complex and differentiated this tends to result in the need for 

formally managing and coordinating the increased internal and boundary spanning 

interdependencies. Accordingly, most labelling schemes have implemented a formal 

organisation and systematic coordination and control of standard setting, assessment 

and communication.  

2.3.3 Classification and overview 

The ecolabel index currently lists 432 sustainability related product-labelling 

schemes (http://www.ecolabelindex.com/). While many of these schemes have 

focused on environmental dimensions, increasingly socially focussed and broader 

sustainability-oriented schemes are now emerging worldwide (Bratt et al. 

2011:1632). Nearly as large as the number of existing product-labelling schemes are 

attempts to classify them. Most commonly used are the classifications by the 

International Standardisation Organisation (ISO) and the United States 

Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), which distinguished between first party and 

third party assessed labels, as illustrated in Figure 3.5  

                                                        

5 While EPA and ISO have developed their classification for environmental labels it is used here in a 
wider understanding. 
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FIGU R E 3 :  P R ODU C T LAB EL LI NG CA T EGOR ISA T IO N ,  ADAPTED FROM US EPA (1998). 

  

2.3.3.1 First party labelling schemes 

Voluntary third party labels are typically positive or neutral and the US EPA 

(1998:10) classifies them as ‘single-attribute certification’, ‘seal-of-approval 

programmes’ and ‘report cards’.  

During single-attribute certification programmes, third party labelling 

organisations certify that the claims made for a single attribute of a product meet a 

definition specified by the respective labelling organisation. Examples include 

labelling schemes informing that a product is recyclable or biodegradable.  

Through seal-of-approval programmes, third party labelling organisations certify 

and award the use of a symbol to products that the labelling organisation judges to be 

less environmentally or socially harmful than comparable products. Decisions are 

based on a set of sustainability related award criteria or standards defined by the 

labelling organisation. The number of seal of approval labelling schemes has grown 

rapidly over the last years covering a wide array of sustainability related aspects. 

Prominent examples include the MSC, Fairtrade or Forest Stewardship Council 

labelling schemes. A subcategory of seal of approval labels are ISO type I (so far only 
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eco-) labels which review and tighten their (usually wide scoped) standards on a 

regular basis in order to ensure that only the best products within one product group 

are highlighted (see ISO norm 14024). Examples are the EU ecolabel or national 

ecolabels such as the German Blue Angel.  

The third category within voluntary third party product-labelling schemes, which has 

recently gained great attention, entails report cards or product declarations. EPA 

defines them as a voluntary type of information disclosure label using a standardised 

format (often based on life-cycle assessment6) to categorise and quantify usually 

multiple (environmental) impacts. ISO refers here to type III labels (see ISO norm 

14025) or, more generally, environmental footprint labels. While some of these 

schemes include a comparative baseline, the evaluation to what extent the quantified 

and categorised impacts can be equalised with more or less sustainable practices is 

usually mainly left to the recipient of the information. Type III labels used to be 

applied mainly in business-to-business relations but are now also increasingly used in 

other contexts, including household consumer and public procurement relations. In 

these applications, the schemes tend to be narrowed down to one or a few impact 

factors. Examples are the quantification of energy usage on the (mandatory) EU 

energy label or the quantification of product’s carbon footprints on many of the 

carbon labelling schemes that have been recently implemented or considered for 

implementation. During the last few years there have been increasing calls to extend 

the use of type III labelling schemes for consumer relations as will be further 

discussed in section 2.4.  

Mandatory schemes can take different forms – they can be mandatory forms of type 

III labelling schemes (e.g. the EU energy label), mandatory seal of approvals7 or single 

attribute certification often related to hazard information or warnings. While most 

mandatory labelling schemes have been targeted at health and safety the EU energy 

and organic label show that they have also become increasingly linked to 

sustainability aspects (Scheer and Rubik 2005:48). 
                                                        

6 Life-cycle assessment can be defined as assessment of inputs, outputs and waste of material and 
energy flows for each stage of a product’s life-cycle (Schaltegger et al. 2003:232). The appropriate 
procedures for life-cycle assessment have been formalised in the ISO 14040 series.  
7 Teisl and Roe (2005:67) refer here to ‘claims-based’ labelling, which calls for the disclosure of certain 
information and meeting of certain standards only if certain claims are made. An example of such a 
claims based scheme is the EU organic labelling scheme. 
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2.3.3.2 First party labelling schemes  

Unlike third party labelling schemes, first party labelling schemes (type II labels in 

ISO terms - see ISO norms 14021-23) are usually driven by business actors who 

highlight positive attributes, either of their products, particular production steps or 

the overall company (such schemes are on occasions referred to as self declarations). 

During recent decades a plethora of first party product labelling schemes has been 

implemented, including first party versions of seal of approvals, single attribute 

certifications and report cards. Such first party claims may be in accordance with very 

high environmental or social standards at either the company or product level, or be 

in accordance with minimum standards, or even take the form of ‘green-washing’, in 

the sense of being deceptive.  

2.4 Current expansion trends 

Within all of the above categories there has been a rapid growth of various schemes. 

The following section gives an overview of three particular trends that have become 

apparent: the labelling of the environmental footprint of products, a transformation 

towards more condensed and overarching sustainability product-labelling schemes 

and the building upon any new product-label on already existing schemes through 

the implementation of some form of meta scheme. 

2.4.1 Environmental footprint labelling 

Over the last years, type III product-labelling schemes have been increasingly used in 

household consumer communications. In the light of the recent climate change debate 

schemes including the carbon emissions of a product have been widely implemented 

or discussed at national (e.g. Sweden, France, UK, Germany, Taiwan, Korea, USA) and 

company level (e.g. Tesco, Boots, Walkers, Timberland, Casino etc.). The European 

Association for the Co-ordination of Consumer Representation in Standardisation 

(ANEC) has recently commissioned several reports on the expansion of traditional 

type III declarations towards communications with household consumers 

(Christiansen et al. 2006:16; Schmidt and Brunn Poulsen 2007:11). Similar 

suggestions (although less detailed) can be found, for example, in Teisl and Roe 

(2005:83), Nilsson et al. (2004:525) or Stewen (2003:89).  
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The implementation of a scheme along these lines has been also considered by EU 

officials. There have been on-going discussion about expanding the focus of the EU 

energy label (see later chapters for further detail) to include CO2 emissions and/or 

major environmental impacts. The energy label could even be restructured into an 

EuP label informing about the general environmental and energy performance of a 

product (Commission of the European Communities 2008c; Europe Economics et al. 

2007:19).8 In the recent EU Resource Efficiency Roadmap it says that the EU 

Commission will "establish a common methodological approach to enable Member 

States and the private sector to assess, display and benchmark the environmental 

performance of products, services and companies based on a comprehensive 

assessment of environmental impacts over the life-cycle ('environmental footprint') 

(in 2012); Ensure better understanding of consumer behaviour and provide better 

information on the environmental footprints of products, including preventing the 

use of misleading claims, and refining eco-labelling schemes" (European Commission 

2011a). In 2012, the European Commission published a report on ‘different options 

for communicating environmental information for products’, based on a study 

conducted by the Bio Intelligence Service (2012:7). The study set up to “review and 

analyse the existing knowledge on different means to provide to final consumers 

multi-criteria environmental information related to products.” Its objective has been 

to examine different mechanisms and vehicles for communicating product-level 

environmental information to consumers in order to determine what mechanisms 

will maximise consumers' usage, understanding and ability to compare between 

different substitutes.” Its findings and suggestions are based on a literature review, 

consumer focus group discussions and a consumer survey conducted in four Member 

States (Poland, Italy and Sweden) and will be further discussed in chapter 4.  

Significant developments have already taken place in France, where the ‘Generalle 1 

and 2 Acts’ were ratified in 2009. Act 1 states that “consumers must have access to 

sincere, objective and comprehensive environmental information on the overall 

characteristics of the product […] France will support the recognition of these same 

                                                        

8 Related to the ‘EcoDesign Requirements for Energy Using Products (EuP) Directive’ such a label has 
been considered to show if a product is either in accordance with the EuP minimum standards, has a 
medium performance or is a benchmark in its product group (Commission of the European 
Communities 2008). 

http://ec.europa.eu/environment/resource_efficiency/index_en.htm
http://www.eup-ecodesign.com/files/eupDirective_2005_32_EC.pdf
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requirements on the European Union level” (Vergez 2012:12). In 2011, 168 

companies were selected to conduct one year experiment projects, in which they 

make multi-criteria environmental information available to consumers. This 

information has to be in form of physical values (including the CO2 equivalent 

content) and built upon a methodology developed by the French national 

organization for standardization (AFNOR) and the French Environment and Energy 

Management Agency (ADEME) (Du Ministère l'écologie, développement durable 

transport et logement N.D.a:2; Vergez 2012). Based on an evaluation of this 

experimentation phase the Parliament will define the terms of implementation (Du 

Ministère l'écologie, développement durable transport et logement 2011). 

2.4.2 Sustainability labelling schemes 

While the just outlined developments mainly focus on environmental aspects, there 

has been criticism regarding insufficient connection, in fact sometimes an explicit 

contraction, between product-labelling schemes focussing on environmental and 

social dimensions (see e.g. Harris 2007; Müller 2005:21). The UK Soil Association, for 

example, had proposed “to remove organic certification from most air-freighted 

products” (Ellis and Warner 2007) to address then calls to reduce transport related 

emissions of product. This resulted in tensions with the Fairtrade organisation, which 

argued that this decision would potentially “deny consumers information on many 

genuinely ‘organic’ developing country products” (Ellis and Warner 2007). In the light 

of such tensions, recent years have seen increased calls and initiatives for the 

integration of the different Sustainable Development dimensions into some form of 

overarching sustainability scheme.  

At EU level, an expansion of the EU ecolabel towards a sustainability label has been 

repeatedly considered, but was finally rejected as premature during the last revision 

(IEFE – Università Bocconi 2005:114–115). There have also been ambitions to 

implement an overarching sustainability label in various EU Member States.  

In Belgium, a study on the feasibility of a sustainability label, commissioned by the 

Belgian government, has suggested the implementation of a voluntary label issued by 

the government, that applies to all kinds of products (including food and non-food) 

and integrates economic, social and environmental aspects along the whole 

production chain (Mazijn et al. 2004:10–12).  
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In the UK, the Sustainable Development Commission (2008:75) recommended, in 

their 2008 report, that the Department for International Development (DFID), the 

Department for environment, food and rural affairs (DEFRA) and NGOs should 

"develop an expanded standard that integrates Fairtrade standards with 

environmental sustainability, to provide retailers and consumers with a broader 

confidence in the overall impacts of the labelled products." In the food sector, DEFRA 

calls in their current strategy to define a sustainable diet and make it easier for 

people to make informed choices about food. They aim to deliver clear information 

and advice on a healthy and sustainable diet and better understand the role of 

environmental labelling schemes (DEFRA 2010c:14). The UK House of Commons 

Environmental Audit Committee (2012: No. 4.52) state in their recent report on 

‘Sustainable Food’ that “recognising the multi-faceted nature of sustainable food, the 

Government should examine the scope for simple and consistent labelling on the 

sustainability of food products, perhaps through a weighting system to produce an 

overall score.”  

In Germany, a study by the Wuppertal Institute for the ministry of consumer 

protection, food and agriculture ‘Analysis of existing concepts for measuring 

sustainable consumption in Germany including a basic concept for expansion’ has 

included a brief discussion of an implementation of a ‘Sustainability Meta Label’ 

(Baedeker et al. 2005), which will be discussed in more detail in section 2.4.3. In a 

follow up project Teufel et al. (2009) have elaborated on potential definitions and 

market implementations of a sustainability label. Such a label has been 

conceptualised as considering the whole life-cycle of a product, entail social, 

economic and ecological criteria, be implemented on a voluntary basis, and have a 

large scope in terms of product groups. More precisely, Teufel et al. (2009) have 

discussed four options:  

1. A new conception of a sustainability label in regard to organisational and 

financial structures, criteria development, assessment processes, and 

communication.  

2. Transformation of an existing labelling scheme, such as the German Blue 

Angel, into a sustainability scheme.  

3. Development of a formal sustainability standard including specifications 

regarding social, environmental and economic product dimensions as well as 
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product-labelling procedures to be adopted by existing product-labelling 

schemes. The adoption of these criteria would be assessed and communicated 

through a meta scheme, as discussed in more detail in the next section.  

4. Development of an informal sustainability standard to be voluntarily adopted 

by existing product-labelling schemes. A similar approach has been suggested 

to the German government by the German Council for Sustainable 

Development (Rat für Nachhaltige Entwicklung N.D.:4).  

Based on an analysis of existing product-labelling schemes, a literature review and 

case studies in three product groups (food, toys and investments), Teufel et al. (2009) 

suggest the implementation of the fourth option. 

 
Next to such reports commissioned by governmental actors, several academics have 

called for the implementation of a uniform sustainability label (e.g. Hayn and Eberle 

2006:174; Eberle 2001; Eckert et al. 2007:55, Frankl et al. 2005:320). Except for 

Eberle (2001) none of these authors provide a detailed analysis however. In her PhD 

thesis, Eberle (2001) discusses to what extent the implementation of a sustainability 

label could contribute to more Sustainable Development. She comes to the conclusion 

that “a sustainability label could indeed be an expedient instrument to translate 

Sustainable Development into action – if the scheme is designed appropriately” 

(Eberle 2001:4)  

Among NGOs the UK charity organization ‘Sustain’ (‘alliance for better food and 

farming’), for example, has been working on potential sustainability labels including 

multiple criteria (multi-criteria ‘flower’ label for food). In a discussion paper they 

propose different types of multi criteria labels that score a product in different 

dimensions of sustainability and illustrate these scores through various graphic 

measures such as traffic lights or relative size (Sustain 2007). 

Some schemes along these lines have already been implemented. In Germany the 

retailer REWE has implemented a product-labelling scheme, 'PRO-PLANET', that "is 

awarded to products that are both of premium quality and ecologically and socially 

sustainable" (Rewe Group N.D.). An Australian company has developed an 

overarching rating system for the building sector based on multiple environmental as 

well as social criteria. Depending on the life-cycle assessment results of the product 

different labels can be awarded from bronze to platinum (Ecospecifier 2011). In 

Sweden, the main Swedish organic and the eco-labelling organisation has decided to 
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cooperate on implementing a new climate label for the food chain and flowers. The 

criteria of that label aim to “integrate climate measures with other sustainability 

issues” (Klimatcertifiering för Mat N.D.b).  

2.4.3 Sustainability Meta Labelling 

As mentioned above, the ecolabel index currently already lists 432 product-labelling 

schemes (http://www.ecolabelindex.com/). These are accompanied by an array of 

standardisation schemes defining different criteria to evaluate processes, 

organisations and products against the notion of Sustainable Development for 

certification, labelling and other purposes. Various academics have highlighted (and 

partly criticised) an increasing product-labelling proliferation (e.g. Kreeb and Schulz 

2003:164; Klemisch 2004:58; Rubik and Weskamp 1996:9; Gallastegui and Spain 

2002:324; Proto et al. 2007:682; Karl and Orwat 1999:213; Banerjee and Solomon 

2003; Kaphengst et al. 2009:99). Jim Murray, former president of the European 

consumer council, argues that current labelling schemes are only limitedly effective 

because the mass of different labels lead to a confusion of the consumer 

(EurActiv.com 25. February 2008). Many consumer studies have supported such 

statements (e.g. Ipsos Mori 2008a:28; National Consumer Council and Better 

Regulation Executive 2007:7; European Commission 2008:30; Which 2010:4–6; 

Eckert et al. 2007:62). Such criticism is also mirrored in a recent survey of 80 

business and 20 government/NGO respondents, commissioned by the International 

Social and Environmental Accreditation and Labelling (ISEAL) Alliance9. The single 

most mentioned frustration highlighted was the sheer number of standards in 

operation (ISEAL Alliance 2011:15).  

In the light of such criticism, calls for the implementation of some form of meta 

scheme have evolved (section 2.4.3.1) and some schemes along these lines have 

already emerged (section 2.4.3.2).  

                                                        

9 The ISEAL Alliance defines (N.D.) itself on its website as "the global association for social and 
environmental standards" and has indeed seen a growing international recognition (Lehmann and 
Stübig:99). The alliance has mainly focussed on standardisation and developed several codes of good 
practice. 

http://www.ecolabelindex.com/
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2.4.3.1 Call for meta initiatives 

Benjamin Cashore (2007, updated 2008), who has published several articles on non-

state certification schemes, recently argued in a discussion piece that "there are now 

so many [product-labelling and certification] options to choose from that 

environmentally conscious consumers will be confused, and ultimately, left 

incapacitated.” He suggests the creation of "a single label to house leading social and 

environmental certification systems […] to increase recognition. Hence, there would 

be ‘Better World- Forest Stewardship Council (FSC)’, ‘Better World –Fairtrade’, 

‘Better World –MSC’. In such a scheme, an adaptive structure and inclusive 

organisation would set procedural standards (including requirements for third party 

verification and tracking of product along the supply chain) as well as "on the ground 

behavioural requirements" which participating firms would need to meet (Cashore 

2007, updated 2008). In a recent article on ‘Sustainable Product Indexing’, Golden et 

al. (2010) call for a transition from single-attribute labels towards one or a few multi-

attribute sustainability indexing schemes. Frankl et al. (2005:320), advocate for the 

implementation of a multi-dimensional sustainability labelling scheme (see section 

2.4.2) either implemented as a fresh label that weights and scores social, economic, 

ethical, and environmental criteria into a single piece of information or as a semi 

integrated approach "where there is co-operation between the labelling schemes and 

where various dimensions of Sustainable Development are indicated separately on 

the product." 

Next to meta proposals by academics, there have also been various suggestions in the 

governmental and supra-governmental sphere. A study commissioned by the 

European Commission argued in 2000 that “one of the key issues within a future 

strategy is how to prevent purchasers being faced with products bearing various 

different label types portraying divergent and incomparable information” (Allison 

and Carter 2000:73). They suggest establishing “a formal mechanism to develop the 

linkages between different forms of product environmental information, in order to 

optimise synergies, avoid antagonisms and increase cost-effectiveness" (Allison and 

Carter 2000:X). According to the EU SCP Action Plan from 2008, an improvement of 

the energy and environmental performance of products and the fostering of their 

uptake by consumers includes: “reinforcing information to consumers through a 

more coherent and simplified labelling framework” (Commission of the European 
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Communities 2008c:2–3). In the public consultation process on the EU action plan 

this need for a more coherent labelling scheme has been reconfirmed (European 

Commission 2008).  

At EU Member State level, calls for more streamlined product information can be 

found, for example, in Denmark (Engelund et al. 2005) and Belgium. Belgian officials 

state in the current Federal Plan for Sustainable Development that they are aiming for 

an EU “integration of existing labels and the development of one single label with 

regard to the entire life-cycle (social, ecological, economic)" (Council of Ministers 

2004:55–56).  

In the UK, the House of Commons Environmental Audit Committee (2009:7) 

highlighted that one priority is “reducing consumer confusion by promoting the 

simplification, unification and verification of environmental labelling, preferably into 

a single sector-based universal scheme incorporating different key elements as in 

emerging food labelling schemes; working with manufacturers and retailers to 

support the adoption of robust, auditable certification schemes to underpin the 

simple presentation of information to consumers” (House of Commons 

Environmental Audit Committee 2009:8). To further elaborate on the universal 

labelling idea, DEFRA (2010a) commissioned a study on implementing a multi issue 

food label, referred to as an ‘omni label’, that seeks to convey information on a range 

of different environmental impacts and ethical issues and integrates them into a 

single, easy to understand format. Sections 4 and 7 will refer to some of the findings 

of this study.  

In Germany, the earlier mentioned report by the Wuppertal Institute for the German 

ministry of consumer protection, food and agriculture argued in 2005 that labelling 

could be enhanced via condensing existing schemes rather than implementing new 

ones. The Wuppertal Institute suggests the implementation of a ‘Sustainability Meta 

Label’ at the point of sale that highlights the most sustainable products per product 

group based on a summary of existing labelling schemes (Baedeker et al. 2005). As 

outlined in section 2.4.2, the follow up to the Wuppertal Institute’s project, conducted 

by the Eco-institute, has mainly focused on the implementation of a sustainability 

label. Although Teufel et al. (2009) also raise concerns regarding an increased 
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proliferation of product-labelling schemes, Baedeker et al.’s original idea of a 

Sustainability Meta Label has been discussed only very briefly.10  

2.4.3.2 Current meta initiatives 

Most of the sustainability labelling initiatives outlined in section 2.4.2 aim to 

incorporate existing product-labelling and certification schemes. The REWE ‘Pro-

Planet’ label, for example, states that it "incorporates renowned seals […] which attest 

to the elimination or reduction of relevant ecological or social problems in the 

product life-cycle" (Rewe Group N.D.). The Swedish initiative aims to implement a 

scheme “that can be used as a plug-in-module for existing sustainability labels or 

standards for food production in order to ensure quick introduction and impact on 

the market” (Klimatcertifiering för Mat N.D.b). Also the EU ecolabelling scheme builds 

some of its criteria (e.g. in the paper sector) on existing product information schemes. 

To what extent the French and EU environmental footprinting initiatives are going to 

build on existing product-labelling schemes seems to be open so far.  

In addition to these new product-labelling initiatives, the GEN has started a new 

'internationally coordinated ecolabelling system' (GENICES). The aim of the system is 

to harmonize the content of standards across different ecolabelling schemes as well 

as the procedures upon which they are based. The latter has been addressed through 

the implementation of a meta assessment process certifying the adherence of 

product-labelling scheme with a defined code of good practice (GEN N.D.).  

Another important meta development can be found in the biofuel and bioliquid 

sector. In the ‘Directive 2009/28/EC on the promotion of energy from renewable 

sources’ the European Commission (2009b) has detailed several criteria defining 

sustainable biofuels, which some refer to as a sustainability “meta standard” (Dehue 

et al. 2007b:4). Compliance with this meta standard is required in order for the 

consumption of biofuels and bioliquids to meet EU or national renewable energy 

obligations or qualify for financial support (European Commission 2009b). Next to 

using default values or predetermined values to show compliance with the criteria, 

                                                        

10 As the main reason for disregarding the meta labelling option Teufel et al. (2009:65) highlight 
potential opposition by existing product-labelling schemes. These and other potential barriers will be 
discussed in chapter 4 and 7.  
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the EU sustainability scheme allows to show compliance through voluntary national 

or international schemes, so called “qualifying standards” (Dehue et al. 2007b:4). To 

be considered as a qualifying standard, schemes must be recognised by the European 

Commission as covering some or all of the sustainability criteria set out in the meta 

standard and fulfil certain procedural demands (European Commission 2010b; 

European Commission 2009b; Upham et al. 2013; Lin 2010:8–9). The Directive has to 

be implemented through the Member States. In the UK for example, expression is 

given to this legislation via the 2007 Renewable Transport Fuels Obligation (RTFO) 

(Upham et al. 2013).  

In a report commissioned by the World Wildlife Foundation (WWF) Germany, 

Schlegel et al. (2008:14–18) propose and discuss the expansion of the biofuels 

initiative into a “Global Standard-Setting Scheme for Natural Resources” that 

combines existing environmental and social standard setting schemes. To what extent 

such a scheme would be used for a product-labelling scheme or rather, for example, 

for reporting obligations, a benchmark standard, voluntary guidance on good 

practice, agreements on rules for public procurement etc. they leave open.  

Another important development is the ‘Sustainability Consortium’, initiated by 

Walmart “to conduct research and develop data and tools that will enable research-

driven product sustainability measurement and reporting” (Walmart N.D.). The 

Consortium now consists of various retailers, producers and branders, governmental 

agencies, consultancies, certification organisations, and a few NGOs (Arizona State 

University and University of Arkansas 2009-2011). The objective of the consortium is 

to develop “a standardized framework for the communication of sustainability-

related information throughout the product value chain. The framework, called the 

Sustainability Measurement and Reporting System (SMRS), serves as a common, 

global platform for companies to measure and report on product sustainability” 

(Arizona State University and University of Arkansas 2009-2011).  

The NGO 'People4Earth' has made similar attempts to develop a "Global 

Sustainability Framework” to assess, monitor and communicate the social, economic 

and environmental sustainability performance of products throughout the supply 

chain. Their efforts have mainly focussed on the streamlining of the content of 

existing sustainability related standards through the development of a database of 

sustainability questions addressing social, economic and environmental aspects. 
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According to People4Earth, the questions are based on "widely accepted international 

standards and sustainability programs" and have the objective to be a "starting point 

for the harmonization of sustainability data" (People4Earth.org 2012). 

Many of these schemes build upon previous harmonisation endeavours by ISO and 

other organisations regarding the procedures on which current product-labelling and 

certification schemes are based. This includes, for example, the previously mentioned 

ISO 14020s standards series; ISO Codes of Good practice, such as the ISO Code 65 on 

“General requirements for bodies operating product certification systems” and 59 on 

standardization; the “Code of Good Practice for the Preparation, Adoption and 

Application of Standards” by the WTO; and several codes published over the last 

years by the umbrella organisation ISEAL.  

Moreover, ISO has recently made attempts to harmonise also the content of 

sustainability related standards through the development of the BS ISO 26000 

guidelines. According to Ward (2012:21), “the standard provides guidance on how an 

organisation [public or private] can determine the significance of issues related to 

social responsibility, how it can build social responsibility into its systems and 

procedures, how to raise awareness on social responsibility and how to communicate 

and report on social responsibility.” In their current form, the ISO guidelines explicitly 

state that they are not aimed to function as a baseline for certification, regulatory or 

contractual use (ISO 2010). However, according to Castka (2008:84), some actors 

have strongly advocated for a third party certification system and “some countries 

have announced that they will be seeking to create a certifiable version of ISO 26000” 

(Pojasek 2011:86).  

In the food sector, the FAO, in collaboration with ISEAL, are currently developing 

similar 'Guidelines for Sustainability Assessment of Food and Agriculture Systems 

(SAFA)', building on existing codes of conduct, guidelines and standards. Through 

specifications on procedures to develop and apply a sustainability assessment 

system, a generic set of core sustainability categories, possible indicators for 

performance assessment, and minimum criteria for sustainability, the guidelines aim 

to enable the rating of a company’s or production site’s sustainability performance 

(Natural Resources Management and Environment Department 2012).  
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In addition to attempts to unify, and establish meta assessment procedures in regard 

to standard content and procedural foundations of existing product-labelling 

schemes, there have also been attempts to unify the communication with or on the 

product.  

One of the final aims of the Sustainability Consortium is to enable direct comparison 

of two products in regard to their relative impacts on sustainability (Arizona State 

University and University of Arkansas 2009-2011). This resonates with the original 

aim of Walmart for the set-up of the Sustainability Consortium to establish "a single 

source of data for evaluating the sustainability of products" (Walmart 2010). Walmart 

highlights that the last step of their process is to have “merchant tools that will help 

our merchants understand and improve the sustainability of our products” (Walmart 

N.D.) and the translation of the information “into a simple rating for consumers about 

the sustainability of products" (Walmart 2010). In a recent interview with ISEAL they 

highlight: “We are committed to engaging our customers around sustainability 

through the Sustainability Index. […] This could be in the form of a label, but will 

more likely be in the form of transparent information through multiple 

communication channels that give them access to the information they need, when 

and where they need it” (ISEAL Alliance 2012). 

Walmart could follow here already existing initiatives by the internet platform 

GoodGuide. The GoodGuide organisation has developed multiple environmental, 

health and social criteria against which they assess products and develop an overall 

sustainability rating. The assessment data is gained, for example, from company self-

reported information, data published by regulatory agencies, media and NGO reports 

as well existing product information schemes. The results of the assessment are 

communicated through their website, a smart-phone application that allows the 

scanning of products as well as a web toolbar for online shopping (GoodGuide Inc. 

N.D.). 

The last sections have shown how product labelling has evolved as one of the most 

prominently used instruments to facilitate more Sustainable Consumption and 

Production. But with a plethora of labelling schemes having been implemented by 

various actors over the last decade many now accuse them of being confusing rather 

than facilitating. As a result, governments in France, UK and Germany, as well as 

businesses such as Walmart and non-governmental organisations like WWF have 
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begun to consider seriously the implementation of some form of sustainability ‘meta’ 

or ‘omni’ label that condenses existing product-labels and other communication 

measures into a more coherent overarching scheme. But despite some major 

initiatives having started to move in this direction, comprehensive theoretical 

investigation of how and to what extent such a scheme could become institutionalised 

is so far missing. The following chapter outlines how this research has sought to 

address this research gap.  
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3 RESEARCH DESIGN 

As set out in the introductory chapter, the aim of this research is to develop a more 

holistic understanding of the causalities behind the institutionalisation of product 

labelling scheme in order to evaluate the prospects for a Sustainability Meta Labelling 

Scheme to become institutionalised. This overall aim can be broken down into the 

following objectives: 

1. Understanding and explaining the causalities behind the institutionalisation of 

a variety of product-labelling schemes.  

2. Exploring the potential conditions shaping the institutionalisation of a 

Sustainability Meta Labelling Scheme.  

3. Discussing how a Sustainability Meta Labelling Scheme could become 

institutionalised and what might facilitate and hinder this institutionalisation. 

 

The subsequent section details the ontological, epistemological and methodological 

underpinnings of this study (section 3.1) and how these have shaped the design of the 

research that has been conducted in order to achieve these research objectives 

(section 3.2).  

3.1 Ontological, epistemological and 

methodological commitments 

Fleetwood (2005:197) highlights how “the way we think the world is (ontology) 

influences: what we think can be known about it (epistemology); how we think it can 

be investigated (methodology and research techniques); the kinds of theories we 

think can be constructed about it; and the political and policy stances we are 

prepared to take.” After briefly outlining positivism and postmodernism representing 

two major paradigms in today’s research arena, critical realism is introduced not only 
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as a middle ground between these two opposing views but also the paradigm that has 

fundamentally shaped this research in its design.11 

3.1.1 Postmodernism 

Above statement by Fleetwood (2005) partly relates to one of the main beliefs within 

the postmodern paradigm.12 For postmodern scholars reality is understood as a 

social construct (Ackroyd and Fleetwood 2001:8) usually based on the negotiation of 

meanings for actions and situations (Blaikie 1991:120). This negotiation is 

determined by the concepts people hold about it and their interpretation of the 

condition they find themselves in (Ackroyd and Fleetwood 2001:8; Blaikie 1991:120). 

Thus, human experience is “characterized as a process of interpretation rather than 

sensory, material apprehension of the external physical world” (Blaikie 1991:120). 

Many postmodern authors relate this process to discourse (Ackroyd and Fleetwood 

2001:8), with specifically language playing an important role “declared to bring facts 

into being and not simply to report on them” (Fleetwood 2005:210). 

From such a belief it follows that the goal of social sciences is that of understanding 

what meanings people give to entities (de van Ven 2007:46–47). However, as 

researchers are human beings themselves, their socialisation13 into certain 

conceptions of science and society and their according beliefs about ontology, 

epistemology and methodology arguably shape these understandings (Denzin and 

Lincoln 1994:13). In other words, from a postmodern point of view, the study of 

phenomena and the phenomena themselves cannot be clearly distinguished (George 

and Bennett 2005:129).  

                                                        

11 The following section paints positivism and postmodernism in quite a polarized way. While it is 
understood that many shades exist between these two poles in modern social and natural science, a 
polarized account helps to clarify the particularities of a critical realist approach. 
12 Similar viewpoints are also hold within critical realism as will become apparent as this chapter 
proceeds.  
13 Bhaskar (2000:36) defines socialization as the “process whereby the stocks of skills, competences 
and habits appropriate to given social contexts, and necessary for the reproduction and /or 
transformation of society, are acquired and maintained." 
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3.1.2 Positivism 

In strong opposition to postmodern ontological and epistemological beliefs is the 

positivist paradigm. While there are many versions of positivism, it is often associated 

with a belief in a realist, objective ontology (Denzin and Lincoln 1994:13–14; de van 

Ven 2007:38–39) and the existence of a value-free and neutral observer and language 

(de van Ven 2007:62; Denzin and Lincoln 1994:13–14). In a positivist understanding 

the world is "objectively and unproblematically available and capable of being known 

by the systematic application of the empirical techniques" (Ackroyd and Fleetwood 

2001:3–4). Accordingly, experimental observations can be seen as the foundation of 

scientific knowledge (de van Ven 2007:62; Denzin and Lincoln 1994:13–14) used to 

derive generally applicable laws (George and Bennett 2005:132).  

3.1.3 Critical realism 

A dialectic approach inheriting concepts from both paradigms can be found in critical 

realism. Epistemologically, critical realism follows the postmodern denial of theory-

neutral observation, description or explanation. It agrees that access to the world is 

always mediated by pre-existing concepts and therefore there are multiple 

perspectives or competing claims about reality (Fleetwood 2005:199; Ackroyd and 

Fleetwood 2001:15).  

However, ontologically critical realism rejects the postmodern conclusion that all 

entities are "in some sense made via our cognitive activities” (Fleetwood 2005:207); 

that there are multiple realities (Ackroyd and Fleetwood 2001:15). Instead, critical 

realists distinguish between our knowledge about the world (transitive knowledge) 

and the world which is the object of that knowledge (intransitive realm) (Carter and 

New 2004:2). Although some parts of the intransitive realm can be influenced, and 

sometimes even be constructed by human activity, other parts can exist without 

human actors involved having knowledge of, conceptualizing, or constructing them 

(Ackroyd and Fleetwood 2001:11; Fleetwood 2005:198–199).  

In that sense, critical realism involves a switch back from epistemology (main focus in 

postmodernism) to realist ontology (Danermark et al. 2002:5). It rejects both the 

argument that truth is purely relative to discourse and the subsequent denial of any 

empirical or practical evaluation of knowledge claims (Sayer 2000). In fact, despite 
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the critical realist acknowledgement that observation and scientific knowledge is 

concept-laden (Easton 2010:123; de van Ven 2007:63; Ackroyd and Fleetwood 

2001:15; Sayer 2000), truth in critical realism is possible (Ackroyd and Fleetwood 

2001:15). Critical realists want to hold that “better and worse forms of knowledge do 

exist and that there are reliable procedures for producing better knowledge of things 

and events” (Ackroyd and Fleetwood 2001:11). This also implies, to some extent, an 

adoption of positivist focus on the empirical level (de van Ven 2007:61). While 

observation is considered to be theory laden, it is not considered theory determined, 

which means that empirical evidence can show that presuppositions fail to express 

the way the world is and force researchers to revise theories and explanations 

(George and Bennett 2005:130; Ackroyd and Fleetwood 2001:15).  

At the same time, critical realism does not imply a complete move back to positivism. 

Unlike positivist accounts, critical realism assumes that the natural and social worlds 

alike do not consist of discrete atomistic events whose regular co-occurrence are the 

task of scientists to record, but is structured, differentiated, stratified, changing 

(Tsoukas 2001:28; Danermark et al. 2002:5). Due to these characteristics observation 

is not only concept-laden but also fallible and it is unlikely to reveal completely and 

lead to a full understanding specifically of social situations (Easton 2010:119). Truth, 

in a critical realist sense, can be therefore seen as “a process of successive 

approximations of reality" (de van Ven 2007:63).  

The following sections will expand on these arguments; firstly outlining Bhaskar’s 

and other authors’ distinctions between different domains of reality, then showing 

differences between social and natural realities and lastly explaining the implications 

for social sciences.  

3.1.3.1 Different domains of reality 

Bhaskar (1978:13-14) distinguishes between three domains of reality: the real, the 

actual and the empirical. The real is basis for causal laws, structures and "generative 

mechanisms of nature." Objects of the real domain are mainly independent of 

individual human action. Mechanisms of the real domain can (but need not) lead to 

the occurrence of actual events. Events can be observed or not and can happen 

independently of the experience and perception that actors may have of them. 

However, according to Leca and Naccache (2006:630), researchers can be able “to 



67 

identify events that might have escaped actors’ perceptions, because of their 

particular focus and training. Indeed, the domain of actual is the realm of theory 

building by scholars.” The third domain of reality is the empirical one - with empirical 

events which actors can sense and perceive (Easton 2010:128; Leca and Naccache 

2006:630).  

Bhaskar’s stratification into the real, the actual and the empirical domain reveals that 

objects14 can have causal powers independently of any event which means they can 

“exist whether or not they are being exercised or suffered” (Sayer 2000:105). “The 

actual effects of causal mechanisms [...] depend upon the conditions in which they 

work. The relationship between causal powers or mechanisms and their effect is 

therefore not fixed, but contingent" (Sayer 2000:108). Mechanisms can cause (but 

also block) various events and events can be caused (or blocked) by various 

mechanisms (Sayer 2000:108; Wad 2001:2).  

Ackroyd and Fleetwood (2001:10) argue that unlike the natural world, the social 

world requires different degrees of action on behalf of human beings for their 

existence. This also leads into the famous structure agency debate. A constant point of 

contestation within the structure agency debate is to what extent humans have 

agency about their behaviour and to what extent their behaviour is determined by the 

very structures they create.  

For Bhaskar (2000:37), neither human activity nor societal structures can be 

"identified with, reduced to, explained in terms of, or reconstructed from the other.”  

On the one hand, it can be argued that people have sui properties such as self-

consciousness, reflexivity, intentionality, or cognition which enables them to reflect 

upon and try to alter the social arrangements within which they realize their own 

interests (Carter and New 2004:3–5).  

                                                        

14 Objects, or more generally entities, refer to anything with causal powers. They provide the basic 
theoretical building blocks for critical realist explanation and may be simple or complex, social or 
material, abstract or concrete. They can include things such as organisations, people, relationships, 
attitudes, resources or ideas (Easton 2010:120). 
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On the other hand, “many actions which we causally regard as capable of existing in 

isolation are in fact embedded in internal relations” (Sayer 2000:90).15 According to 

Sayer (2000:115), people and their relationships inhibit emergent powers and 

properties that combine to produce second and third order emergent properties. 

Hence, sets of internally related objects or practices form structures, which even 

though they exist only where people reproduce them, “they have powers irreducible 

to those of individuals" (Sayer 2000:93). Such social structures can be “relatively 

enduring” (Carter and New 2004:5) and shape future action. It follows from this that 

even though “in social life, nothing happens without the activation of the causal 

powers of people” (Carter and New 2004:13), peoples choices (and changes to these 

choices) are constrained by social structures which have been produced by complex 

emergent outcomes of earlier interactions between people and their structural 

contexts (Carter and New 2004:6; Sayer 2000). 

3.1.3.2 Implications for social sciences  

In the light of the just outlined critical realist assumptions, deriving general laws 

directly from experimental experience and making predictions based on these laws 

seems inappropriate, especially for the social world (de van Ven 2007:61; Ackroyd 

and Fleetwood 2001:14–15; Sayer 2000; Evans 2011:55). This is due to multiple 

reasons: firstly, as our experiences are limited to a narrow range of events, "the real 

world is neither confined to our experiences, nor is it fully explainable in terms of 

these experiences" (Wad 2001:2). Secondly, considering the continuous 

transformation of social structures, social scientists need to continuously 

“reinvestigate what is going on to keep abreast of the inherently non-predictable 

developments regularly taking place, including the transformations of human 

concepts" (Lawson 1998:168). Thirdly, explaining the world (and deriving general 

laws) through experiments (as tends to be advocated by positivist thinking) 

essentially necessitates the creation of closed systems with consistently operating 

mechanisms that cause strict regularities. This implies no change or qualitative 

variation in the object possessing the causal powers and its relationship with external 

                                                        

15 Sayer (2000:90) distinguishes between external/contingent and internal/necessary relationships. 
While in the former case either object can exist without each other, in the latter case objects are 
dependent on each other. 
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conditions (Sayer 2000:122). Considering that the human world is multivariate 

suffering from multiple constantly changing influences (both social and physical) that 

are beyond our ability to control (Evans 2011:55) such creations appear impossible 

to achieve, at least for social systems.16  

Rather than explicit prediction based on empirical observation, critical realists 

therefore aim for explanation through unveiling causal mechanisms and the 

conditions which produce certain events (Sayer 2000; Danermark et al. 2002:1). 

According to Sayer (2000:105), critical realist causality is more about what an object 

can do and what it is like than what it will do. This does not mean however that, 

although at the level of concrete events the results may be unique, such abstract 

knowledge of causal mechanisms cannot be more generically applicable (Sayer 2000). 

In fact, for Sayer (1997:478) with knowledge about causal mechanisms, "we can make 

some judgements about what is or is not feasible and desirable. In the terms of critical 

realism this is not a request for factualist predictions of what will happen at the 

concrete events. Such a request is unanswerable [...]. What can reasonably be 

requested is that we explore as far as is possible what the causal powers and 

liabilities of alternative forms of social organisation are likely to be." The subsequent 

section outlines how this research has been designed in order to achieve these aims 

in relation the phenomenon of product labelling in general and Sustainability Meta 

Labelling in particular.  

3.2 Research design and methodology 

According to Denzin and Lincoln (1994:14), the research design situates the 

researcher in the empirical world by describing “a flexible set of guidelines that 

connects theoretical paradigms to strategies of inquiry and methods for collecting 

empirical material.” Figure 4 gives an overall summary of the design of this research. 

The following sections expand on this figure explaining how the research has iterated 

between the empirical and the abstract level to address the three above objectives. 

                                                        

16 Some suggest that unlike in the social sciences, closed system experiments and the detection of 
natural laws are achievable in the natural science (see e.g. Cornell and Parker 2010; Danermark et al. 
2002 or Sayer 2000). 
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FIGU R E 4 :  OV ER V IE W R E SEAR CH D ES IGN  
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3.2.1 Explaining the causalities behind 

product labelling 

institutionalisation 

As seen on the left part of Figure 4, the main aim of this study has been to gain an 

understanding and explain what influences the institutionalisation of product-

labelling schemes in inducing behavioural consequences. Such understanding could 

then be used to investigate the prospects and potential challenges for a Sustainability 

Meta Label to become institutionalised (right part of Figure 4). The following sections 

explain what strategies of inquiry have been followed, taking a critical realist 

approach, to achieve such understanding. 

3.2.1.1 Strategies of inquiry for causal explanation 

Section 3.1 has argued that explaining social phenomena necessitates revealing the 

causal mechanisms behind them (Danermark et al. 2002:1) as well as the necessary 

conditions for the emergence of the particular phenomena (Sayer 1992:111). Table 1 

gives an overview of the strategies of inquiry Danermark et al. (2002) suggest to 

achieve such aims.  

TAB LE 1 :  S TR A TE GI ES O F  INQU IR Y BAS ED O N DAN ER MAR K E T A L .  

Description For Danermark et al. (2002:109) explanatory social science usually starts in the 
concrete as a description of the often complex and composite event or situation 
under investigation. This "includes the interpretations of the people involved 
and their way of describing the current situation." 

Analytical resolution “In this phase we separate or dissolve the composite and the complex by 
distinguishing the various components, aspects or dimensions"(Danermark et 
al. 2002:109). 

Retroduction Retroduction is to reconstruct the basic conditions for phenomena to be what 
they are. Central issue is "what qualities must exist for something to be 
possible" (Danermark et al. 2002:80). 

Abduction Through abduction “we interpret and re-describe the different 
components/aspects from hypothetical conceptual frameworks and theories 
about structures and relations” placing it into the context of new ideas 
(Danermark et al. 2002:109). 

Comparison between 
different theories 
and abstractions 

"In this stage one elaborates and estimates the relative explanatory power of the 
mechanisms and structures which have been described […] within the frame of 
stages three and four” (Danermark et al. 2002:109). 

Concretization and 
contextualization 

This step "involves examining how different structures and mechanisms 
manifest themselves in concrete situations” (Danermark et al. 2002:109).  

  

The question is of course how such an in-depth understanding of the causal 

mechanisms and necessary conditions behind the institutionalisation of product-

labelling schemes can be gained. The following section explains why and how case 

study research has been considered a suitable research method for this purpose.  
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3.2.1.2 Case study research 

Yin (2010:18) defines case studies as "an empirical enquiry that investigates a 

contemporary phenomenon in-depth and within its real-life context." To do so, case 

study researchers tend to use many different sources of evidence or, in other words, 

engage in method triangulation17 (Evans 2011:59; Yin 2010:114). At the same time, 

case study research allows the flexibility to identify new variables and hypotheses as 

the study proceeds (George and Bennett 2005:22). This enables the case study 

researcher to tease out and disentangle a complex and large set of relationships and 

factors in one or a small number of instances, consider contextual factors and engage 

in contextualized comparison and conceptual refinement (George and Bennett 

2005:19&119; Evans 2011:60). Case study research is therefore seen by many as 

particularly helpful to achieve an in-depth understanding of causal mechanisms 

including the conditions that activate them; answering ‘why’ as well as ‘how’ 

questions (e.g. Biermann et al. 2009:78; Underdal 2002a:47; Yin 2010; Easton 2010; 

George and Bennett 2005:22). The following section expands on the aspects that tend 

to be involved in case study research in regard to its literature foundation, case 

selection and design. The latter makes the relation back to Danermark et al.’s (2002) 

framework for causal explanation, i.e. description, analytical resolution, retroduction, 

abduction, comparison and concretization and contextualisation.  

Literature foundation 

Yin (2010:35–37) suggests that theory, including a review of the relevant literature, 

should precede the data collection in the case study design.18 Accordingly, the first 

step of this research (see chapter 0) has been a review of the scholarly and political 

debate around Sustainable Consumption and Production and the conceptualisation of 

product-labelling within this debate. The aim of this review has been a clarification of 

the notion of Sustainable Consumption and Production, the exploration of the field of 
                                                        

17 The term triangulation, originating from navigation, military strategy and surveying (Blaikie 
1991:117-118), has been used within social sciences with many different connotations (Atkinson and 
Delamont 2005:832). The most common interpretation is the concept of a method triangulation (or 
mixed method approach) (Denzin 2009). General aim of mixed method research is to "attack a 
research problem with an arsenal of methods that have non-overlapping weaknesses in addition to 
their complementary strengths" (Brewer and Hunter 1989:17) and in doing so enlarge the validity of 
the research (Modell 2009:18). 
18 Yin (2010:35-37) also highlights the importance to reconsider theoretical frameworks if necessary, 
an aspect central to this study as described in the subsequent sections. 
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sustainability-oriented product-labelling and identification of commonalities and 

differences between existing product-labelling schemes. The review has also included 

an initial exploration of current Sustainability Meta Labelling discussions.  

Case selection 

George and Bennett (2005:73)19 suggest a combination of cross case comparison and 

individual case study analysis "consistent with both the historical explanations of 

individual cases and the general theoretical patterns evident across cases." With 

respect to the question of which cases to study, George and Bennett (2005:83) point 

out that the primary criterion should be relevance to the research objective and the 

kind of variation it requires. Taking a critical realist approach, the main focus of this 

study is on unveiling the causalities behind the institutionalisation of product 

labelling schemes on a real, actual and empirical level. These are then aimed to be 

mobilized to discuss the prospects for the institutionalisation of a Sustainability Meta 

Labelling Scheme. As a wide generalizability of causalities can only be assumed for 

the real level, cases need to be selected in a way that transferability to the case of 

Sustainability Meta Labelling can be achieved also on an actual and empirical level. 

In regard to actualities, the Sustainable Development discourse arguably provides a 

particular normative framing (as will be further discussed in chapter 2). Case studies 

have therefore focussed on product labelling schemes that also address wider 

sustainability issues. While understandings about actualities can be assumed to have 

a higher generalizability than empirical understandings, actualities can still differ 

substantially, especially across spatial scales.  So far, sustainability related product 

labelling schemes, as well as discussions around Sustainability Meta Labelling, have 

mainly been initiated in early industrialised societies. Consequently, the focus of this 

study is also on this geographical area, with a particular focus on Europe (data 

accessibility has resulted in a restriction to labelling schemes operating and 

headquartered in Europe). However, production and consumption systems have 

arguably become increasingly globalised with ever more globalised actors, including 

not only businesses but also NGOs and governmental actors, connecting through 

                                                        

19 Although a lot of the language used by George and Bennett (2005) remind of a rather positivistic 
research approach, many of their suggestions for theory development seem also helpful in a critical 
realist setting.  
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various international media. Hence, actors, their relationships, social norms and 

general dynamics shaping the institutionalisation of product labelling schemes often 

span, and are taken into account in this study beyond, geographical boundaries.  

In regard to the empirical level, the case study selection has to account for the 

different conditions a potential Sustainability Meta Labelling Scheme might pose. As 

indicated in chapter 4, the notion of Sustainability Meta Labelling can be seen as an 

umbrella term for different initiatives that are currently being proposed and are 

emerging around the harmonisation of standard setting, assessment and 

communication of current sustainability-oriented product labelling schemes. 

Although the scope of any harmonising scheme would be inherently large, there are 

potential variations in regard to initiating actors, assessment, communication 

(potentially reaching from a single seal of approval to a type III label) and standard 

setting. The latter can vary in particular regarding the included product groups, area 

of application (parts of the life-cycle taken into account), addressed sustainability 

issues and the criteria’s point of reference. Accordingly, concretizations for 

Sustainability Meta Labelling vary and case studies need to provide insights across 

these potential conditions. Table 2 gives an overview of why and how a focus on the 

EU eco-label, EU energy label, Fairtrade label and MSC label has been considered to 

allow developing a wide ranged understanding across all these different conditions.  

TAB LE 2 :  R A TI ONA LE FO R  CASE S TU DY SE L EC TI O N 
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Case study design 

Largely following Danermark et al.’s (2002) strategies described in Table 1 as well as 

arguments by George and Bennett (2005:90) and Easton (2010:123–124), the case 

study research has started with gathering more easily accessible data on the cases 

into narrative descriptions. The purpose of these descriptions has been to aid the 

understanding of the basic outline of the studied cases in terms of the entities/objects 

involved and the relationships between them. Moving to a more abstract level, theory 

has then been used to interpret and explain the identified events in a process of 

analytical resolution, abduction and retroduction. The third step has been to go 

back to the empirical level in order to compare the identified explanations in regard 

to their explanatory power. This has also included another abstraction process and 

according adjustment of theoretical explanations. The last step has been 

concretization and contextualisation of these theoretical explanations. The 

following section expands on each step of this iterative process.  

Description through idiographic, narrative case studies 

According to Modell (2009), although a critical realist belief implies that one cannot 

observe direct reflections of causal mechanisms or universal laws, one can observe 

certain tendencies in the occurrence of events. For Sayer (1992:114), such empirical 

regulatory can help to draw attention to objects whose causal powers might be 

responsible for a particular pattern and to conditions which are necessary for their 

existence. These arguments are in line with George and Bennett (2005:206–207) 

proposing to start case study research with the production of detailed, chronological 

narratives that throw light on how different events have come about (George and 

Bennett 2005:210). Such a starting point mirrors Danermark et al’s (2002) first step 

in Table 1 in which he refers to the need for describing the complex and composite 

situation we intend to study.  

Following these suggestions, the case study research has started with the conduction 

of “idiographic case studies” (George and Bennett 2005:75) producing rich narrative 

descriptions of regularities for each of the four labelling schemes around:  

 Organisational structure; 

 Standard setting, assessment and communication; 

 Behavioural alignment and actors and factors influencing this alignment. 
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The narratives of these idiographic case studies can be found (in crude form) in 

Appendix 1. 

 
Data source 

The main data source for the idiographic case studies has been documentary 

information, such as administrative documents (proposals, progress reports), 

responses to consultations, formal studies or evaluation of the same case study (by 

academic as well as other organisations and individuals), news clippings and other 

articles in the mass media or community newspapers. Relevant secondary data has 

been identified through the websites of the respective product-labelling schemes, 

search engines as well as a keyword search (see Appendix 5) of the database Scopus. 

Data analysis 

The analysis has arguably resembled some aspects of discourse analysis, in form of an 

“analysis of texts in a broad sense - written texts, spoken interaction, the multimedia 

texts of television and the internet” (Fairclough 2005:916).20 Yet, while discourse 

analysis thinking has informed part of the analytical process, a full discourse analysis 

approach was not adopted in order to avoid a sole focus on linguistic regularity. 

Instead, the research has remained open to all forms of aspects shaping empirical 

regularities, such as organisational structures, relationships, physical attributes, etc.  

After this first phase of what George and Bennett (2005:90) call “soaking and poking”, 

the second phase has focused on trying to explain the identified regularities through 

                                                        

20 According to (critical) discourse analyst’ thinking, social actors constitute knowledge, situations, 
social roles as well as identities and interpersonal relations between various interacting social groups 
through discourses (van Leeuwen and Wodak 1999:91-92). For Dick, "discourses effectively produce 
different versions of what counts as 'normal' social practice.” Thus, discourses can also be mobilised to 
achieve certain goals. “The key concern of critical discourse analysis is to understand language use as 
both constructing aspects of the world and as simultaneously reproducing and/or changing these 
aspects” (Dick 2006:212). According to Hajer and Laws (2008:261), discourses can be identified as 
linguistic regularities that shape the way in which people perceive and judge concrete situations and 
which “to some extent, are presented as self-evident or common sense features of the social domain 
that is being researched” (Dick 2006:2006). The focus of discourse analysis is therefore on the analysis 
of text in order to identify “particular linguistic regularity that can be found in discussion or debates” 
(Hajer 2005:175) as well as the identification of how the reproduction or change of discourses occurs 
(Dick 2006:212). This includes how individuals use certain language but also why (Dick 2006:203), 
taking into account the referent of the data rather than only the content (Easton 2010:124). 
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what Danermark (2002) refers to in Table 1 as analytical resolution, abduction and 

retroduction.  

Analytical resolution 

The subsequent step has been to separate and dissolve the composite and the 

complex in a process Danermark et al. (2002:109) refer to as analytical resolution 

and Lawson (1998:170) as “abstraction”. This abstraction process has implied 

focusing on some features while others have remained in the background. For 

Lawson (1998:170) “the point in abstraction is to individuate one or more aspects, 

components, or attributes and their relationship in order to understand them better." 

Lawson (1998:170&175) argues that, once individual understandings have been 

achieved, the researcher may be able to combine or synthesise the various separate 

understandings. Arguably it is crucial for this abstraction process to focus not only 

intensively on identifying dominant regularities and causal processes within each 

labelling case, but move from an intensive to an extensive mode of analysis. This 

means identifying regularities and causal processes that seem to shape the 

institutionalisation in all or at least a large number of cases. It is thereby important to 

uncover the essential, rather than just "seeking formal relations of similarity" 

(Lawson 1998:175). To avoid the latter, unveiling causal mechanisms ultimately 

necessitates moving from the empirical to the theoretical level in a process of 

retroduction and abduction.  

Abduction and retroduction 

For Danermark et al. (2002), retroduction tries to answer questions such as: What is 

fundamentally constitutive for the identified structures and relations? How are they 

possible and what causal mechanisms relate to them? 

Closely related to retroduction is the process of abduction, which can be described as 

interpreting the observed regularities within a conceptual framework or set of ideas 

(Danermark et al. 2002:80). According to Modell (2009), abduction relies heavily on 

theories as mediators. This distinguishes it from directly moving from empirical 

observations to theoretical inferences, as is the case in purely inductive research. Van 

de Ven (2007:67) argues that reality usually “exceeds the explanatory capabilities of 

any single theory or model that a researcher might devise.” Hence, the process of 

abduction usually needs to mobilise multiple theories comparing and potentially 
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integrating several different theoretical interpretations and explanations (Danermark 

et al. 2002:109; George and Bennett 2005:91) – in this case in regard to the 

causalities behind the institutionalisation of the studied product labelling schemes. 

This resonates with the notion of theoretical triangulation.21  

Comparison between different theories and abstractions  

The next step in Table 1 is to compare the different explanations developed through 

exploration, analytical resolution, retroduction and abduction (Danermark et al. 

2002:109). This implies not only comparing their support by relevant theoretical 

generalizations, for which a measure of validity can be claimed on the basis of existing 

studies, but also comparing their ability to illuminate a wide range of empirical 

phenomena (George and Bennett 2005:91; Lawson 1998:157).  

Accordingly, many scholars highlight the importance of confronting alternative 

theoretical explanations with additional empirical data (see e.g. Modell 2009:18; 

Brewer and Hunter 1989:31; George and Bennett 2005:76) in order to investigate 

“whether the causal process a theory hypothesized or implied in a case is in fact 

evident" (George and Bennett 2005:6). This can then help to eliminate some 

alternative explanations and increase confidence in others - i.e. refine the causal 

explanations. 

The question is of course what kind of empirical data the explanatory power of the 

different theories should be compared against. For George and Bennett (2005:112), it 

is inevitable that the data used to compare and refine causal explanations, although it 

can be on the same selection of cases, is different to the data used to derive the initial 

theoretical explanations.  

                                                        

21 Next to method triangulation, many scholars stress the usefulness of theory triangulation in form of 
interweaving viewpoints from multiple paradigms. Lewis and Grimes (1999:673) see “paradigms as 
heuristics that may help scholars explore theoretical and organizational complexity and extend the 
scope, relevance, and creativity of […] theory.” Focus of this study has been on what Lewis and Grimes 
(1999:673) refer to as “multi-paradigm review”. For them, a multi-paradigm review involves the 
recognition of divides and bridges in existing theory. Aim is “to reveal the impact of theorists' 
underlying, and often taken-for-granted, assumptions.” In doing so the researcher might use two 
techniques: paradigm bracketing (makes differing assumptions explicit, thereby delineating paradigm 
distinctions and aiding awareness, use, and critique of alternative perspectives) and paradigm bridging 
(suggests theoretical views that span paradigms) (Lewis and Grimes 1999:673).  
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Rather than discussing the advantages and disadvantages of all of the potential 

methods that could have been be applied to generate this data (discussions of 

different research methods can be found in various textbooks such as Brewer and 

Hunter 1989), the following section outlines why and how in-depth, semi-structured 

interview data has been considered to be most appropriate in this particular context.  

Data source 

In-depth interviews apply a qualitative approach meaning smaller samples to develop 

a more in-depth understanding of the context. Their flexibility and ability to get close 

to the interviewees perspective has made them not only one of the most common 

methods of data gathering in qualitative research (King 2006:11; Präkylä 2005:869) 

but arguably also most appropriate for meeting the aims of this study, due to three 

main reasons:  

Firstly, the aim of the second empirical stage has been the development of causal 

explanations that are capable of illuminating a wide range of empirical findings. 

During in-depth interviews respondents could be asked about facts of the matter as 

well as their opinion and insights about events, which could then be used for further 

inquiry. The interviewee has also been able to suggest alternative sources of evidence 

including other potential interviewees. In a sense, interviewees have become 

informants rather than respondents (Yin 2010:107).  

Secondly, the flexibility of in-depths interviews has allowed accommodating the 

resulting refinement in causal explanations through adjustments of interview 

questions, interviewee selection and analysis. In a sense, qualitative in-depth 

interviews have enabled to refine the causal explanations in a two-way interactive 

modification between wide range empirical observation initiating theoretical 

advancement and further testing of this refinement through adjustment of the 

interview process (Ryan et al. 2002).  

Thirdly, there are various shortcomings associated with the empirical domain. This 

relates not only to the critical realist belief in a stratified and structured world (see 

discussion in section 3.1.3.2) but also to the risks stemming from reactive modes of 

measurement. Interview responses in particular tend to be biased by the 

interviewers’ questions and by what respondents’ anticipate to be expected by 

society. Furthermore results can only be based on what respondents are willing or 
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able to imagine and express verbally (Porter 2004:291; King 2006:11). There is also a 

risk that only the loudest or most prestigious voices (which are not necessarily the 

most informed ones) dominate (Scapolo and Miles 2006:680). Conducting in-depth 

interviews (as opposed to quantitative interviews or surveys) enables considering of 

(although not completely resolving) such limitations by trying to understand the 

contexts and how and why interviewees come to have a particular perspective (King 

2006:11).  

Having said all this, in the light of the exploratory case studies that had already been 

conducted, the second part of the research cannot (and is not intended to) be claimed 

to have been completely unstructured. In fact, although open to theoretical 

advancement and according adjustments, the findings from the exploratory case 

studies have been used to inform at least the initial selection of interviewees, 

interview questions and interview analysis. Thus, a so called semi-structured 

approach has been followed in regard to these aspects – as further discussed in the 

following sections.  

Interviewee selection 

Although having not aimed for some form of representative sample, a semi-

structured interviewing approach has allowed the use of the preceding research for 

the identification of actors with particular insights and/or expertise relevant to 

advance causal explanations. Such an approach is referred to by some as elite 

interviewing. Although it is difficult to precisely define what makes a person part of 

the elite, for Vaughan (2011:109) they all share a relation to concepts of power, 

expertise and privilege, which stems from their employment, title, role or function in 

society. This elite status grants to them "a body of knowledge or a degree of influence 

or a set of beliefs or opinions not otherwise held by or obtainable from, or embedded 

with less perceived influence or social importance than non-elites" (Vaughan 

2011:109).  

For this study, several societal groups have been identified to be particularly relevant. 

On the production side, the case studies have suggested the importance of 

manufacturers and retailers. Thus, interviewees with expertise in the large as well as 

small-scale manufacturing and retail sector as well as their associations have been 

included. On the consumption side, social and environmental non-governmental, civil 

societal and governmental organisations, media, and academics have shown to be of 
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relevance. As academic and media perspectives have been extensively analysed 

during the exploratory phase, the interviews have focused on experts from 

environmental and social NGOs, governmental and civil societal organisations. 

Household consumers have been found to play a largely indirect role and were 

considered mainly through their advocate groups (consumer organisations). Lastly, 

representatives from labelling organisations have been included as far as possible 

(not all studied labelling organisations have been willing to be interviewed).  

Within each sphere, experts have been selected for their expertise on product-

labelling in general and/or one of the studied cases in particular. The identification of 

relevant experts has taken place through respective websites as well as participation 

in practitioner workshops and conferences. In addition to this initial identification of 

relevant experts, the semi-structured approach has allowed the application of the so 

called snow-ball approach where interviewees have been asked to suggest other 

relevant interviewees.  

An anonymised list of all interviewees, including their belonging to one of the above 

outlined groups, their area of expertise, how that expertise relates to the studied 

cases, the interview date and the format of the interview is shown in the table below. 
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TABLE 3: INTERVIEWEE SELECTION 

 



83 

 

 



84 

 

Ethical considerations 

The research has not involved vulnerable section of society. No questions or 

discussions have concerned issues that may have upset participants or have been part 

of their private sphere. Participants have been free to withdraw at any time without 

giving a reason. A consent form has been filled in and signed by every participant 

prior to the interview, confirming that relevant information had been made available 

including opportunities for questions and that the interviewee agreed with the audio 

recording and the publication of quotations (see Appendix 2). Anonymity of 

participants has been maintained by not including personal information, and, if 

required, the particular organisation. Data in crude form has only been made 

available to the student and her supervisors as well as a transcription company.  

Interview questions 

Instead of a formal schedule of questions to be asked word-for-word in a set order, 

researchers applying a semi-structured approach usually generate (based on 

previous knowledge) an interview guide with a list of topics that are to be discussed 

with the interviewee. In addition to broad questions, interview guides tend to include 

a list of probes which may be used to follow up responses and elicit greater detail 

from participants (Vaughan 2011:107; King 2006:15). To maximize the flexibility of 

the interviewing process, prompting has been kept to a minimum in this research and 

interview questions have been left rather broad. Interviewees have been asked what 

had influenced their support (or non-support) of a particular product labelling 

scheme or product labelling scheme in general, whom they considered as the main 

actors driving a particular product-labelling scheme and/or product-labelling 

schemes in general, what factors in their opinion would influence the support from 

these actors and actors in general and how they perceived the impacts a particular 

product-labelling scheme and/or product-labelling schemes in general (see part A in 

Appendix 3). While most elites have been identified for their expertise or insights on 

one of the four labelling schemes resulting in a respective tailoring of the questions to 

that particular scheme, some elites have been identified for their expertise or insights 
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in regard to the general product-labelling arena and questions were accordingly left 

broader.22  

Interview process and analysis 

Interviewees have been contacted through email (see Appendix 4) and/or telephone 

and have been provided with the interview guide (excluding probes) prior to the 

conduction of the interviews. Interviews have then been conducted (all in English 

language) either face to face, through the telephone or Skype. All interviews have 

been recorded to enable transcription for the subsequent analysis.  

The huge volume of rich data that has been produced through this process has been 

organised and analysed with the help of the software ‘citavi’ using the exploratory 

case studies to provide an initial set of codes and templates. As illustrated in Figure 5, 

the software has been mainly used to excerpt segments of interview transcripts (right 

part of the figure), summarise them in a core statement (middle part of the figure), 

label them with particular codes and link them with a coding tree (left part of the 

figure).  

 

                                                        

22 Especially many elites identified for the meta labelling interview process (see further explanation in 
section 3.2.2.2) have been considered experts on sustainability related product-labelling in general and 
have therefore also been interviewed on general drivers for the institutionalisation of sustainability 
related product-labelling.  
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FIGU R E 5 :  SCR EE NS HO T ANALY SI S  P R O CE SS C AS E  STU D IE S  

This analysis has enabled to identify emerging themes, as well as figuring out the 

similarities and differences between the responses of the interviewees in order to aid 

the advancement of the causal explanations. 23 The analysis process has thereby 

remained open for empirical surprises resulting in a repeated change of codes.  

The iteration between empirical observation, analysis, theoretical adjustment and 

further testing of this adjustment outlined in the preceding sections has proceeded 

until explanations and data in regard to the causalities behind the institutionalisation 

of product labelling schemes have matched. Or, in other words, until a state of what 

Easton (2010:124) calls “epistemological closure” has been met.  

Concretisation and contextualisation through explanatory case studies  

The ultimate purpose of understanding and explaining the institutionalisation of 

sustainability-oriented product-labelling has been for the findings to be used as a 

vehicle to examine the case of Sustainability Meta Labelling. Such application to 

unstudied cases arguably bears a large risk of over-generalizing. As has been 

extensively discussed in section 3.1.3.2, any request for large-scale precise 

generalisations for social systems is unanswerable because the open nature of social 

systems means that both the activation of mechanisms and their effects are not 

predetermined but depend on contingent conditions (Sayer 1997:478). To account 

for this conditionality, the last step in Table 1 "involves examining how different 

structures and mechanisms manifest themselves in concrete situations” under 

particular conditions and “the manner in which mechanisms interact with other 

mechanisms at different levels under specific conditions” (Danermark et al. 

2002:109). This may be referred to as 'causal paths’.  

To achieve such concretization and contextualisation, the empirical data gathered and 

organised through the codification process has been used to clarify the empirical 

conditions and contingent circumstances that have influenced the institutionalisation 

of the studied labelling schemes. In a sense, the four case studies have been turned 

into explanatory case studies using the theoretical explanations found to be most 

                                                        

23 Again, while discourse analysis has informed part of the analytical process, the analysis has 
remained open to phenomena beyond language. 
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explanatory powerful during the testing phase to explain observed regularities (see 

chapter 6). This has enabled the examination of which combinations of variables lead 

to specific outcomes. 

In a next step, common conditions across these cases have been identified moving 

from the empirical to an actual level. This has included dominant societal norms, 

interests and relationships. It is these common conditions that have then been 

combined with the additional empirical data on meta labelling and the identified 

causal paths to discuss the institutionalisation prospects for a Sustainability Meta 

Labelling Scheme.  

3.2.2 Study Sustainability Meta Labelling 

proposals and their prospects to 

become institutionalised  

Having identified causal paths in regard to the institutionalisation of four product-

labelling schemes, the next step has been to use this framework as a vehicle to discuss 

the case of Sustainability Meta Labelling (right part of Figure 4). To do so, the 

concrete conditions shaping a Sustainability Meta Label had to be investigated first. A 

complicating factor at this point has been that the field of Sustainability Meta 

Labelling is very new. All of the current Sustainability Meta Labelling initiatives are 

either in very early stages or only on a proposal level. Thus, rather than drawing a 

fully grounded picture of the concrete implementation of a Sustainability Meta Label, 

information on currently emerging and proposed initiatives as well as tacit 

knowledge and expectations of broad sets of social actors have been brought together 

in order to define what a Sustainability Meta Label might imply (Berkhout et al. 

2002:84). To do so, two main methods have been utilised: a documentary analysis of 

the political and academic debate surrounding Sustainability Meta Labelling and 

related instruments as well as interviews with relevant actor groups.  

3.2.2.1 Documentary analysis 

The first step to define the notion of a Sustainability Meta Label has been a review of 

initiatives and proposals regarding its implementation among a diversity of actor 

groups including NGOs, governmental bodies, academia and businesses. This review 

has included a documentary analysis of secondary data such as administrative 
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documents (proposals), responses to consultations, academic and other 

organisational reports, evaluation studies and (mainly online) news clippings and 

other (mainly online) articles in the mass media. The notion of a Sustainability Meta 

Label has thereby been defined deliberately wide taking into account documents on a 

variety of meta initiatives in regard to standard setting, assessment and 

communication. Relevant documentary information has been identified through 

search engines, websites of already existing initiatives as well as keyword searches 

(see Appendix 5) of the databases Scopus, Web of science, Google Scholar and Pro 

Quest. Some of the data has also been identified in the course of the case study 

research (e.g. regarding potential expansion of the EU energy or EU ecolabel). In 

addition, relevant seminars and workshops such as a 2degrees webinar on 

‘Mandatory Carbon Reporting’ or a workshop organised by people4earth at the 

European Roundtable on Sustainable Consumption and Production on ‘Moving 

Markets’ have been attended.  

3.2.2.2 Interviews 

Next to the documentary analysis, elites have been interviewed about how they could 

envision the implementation of a Sustainability Meta Label and what the main 

advantages, disadvantages, obstacles and limitations could be in their opinion (see 

Part B in Appendix 3). Similar to the rationale outlined for the theoretical comparison 

(see above), elite interviews have been chosen for their ability to get close to various 

experts and insiders perspectives on the instrument (Denzin and Lincoln 1994:5) 

An in-depth, semi-structured approach has thereby allowed for flexibility in the 

interviewing process. This enabled delving into any relevant issue brought up during 

the interview, adjusting the interview guide in accordance with new findings and 

allowing interviewees to identify relevant experts and additional evidence within this 

just emerging field. This flexibility has been crucial - this time mainly due to the 

indefinite nature of a potential Sustainability Meta Label.  

Next to this snowball approach for the interviewee section, an initial set of relevant 

experts had been identified through the documentary analysis. In addition, the in-

depth interviews conducted during the ‘theory testing’ case studies have been utilised 

to interview actors from a broad range of groups about their viewpoint on 

Sustainability Meta Labelling.  
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These actors have been assumed to: 

 bring experience about the dynamics of existing labelling schemes;  

 have an idea about current discussions regarding Sustainability Meta Labelling as 

they have been involved in the sustainability related product-labelling arena;  

 have been identified for being influential in shaping the institutionalisation of the 

respective case study label and could therefore be also influential in shaping a 

meta scheme; 

 represent a wide range of viewpoints considering that 

- within each case study advocates from across actor group have been 

interviewed; 

- case studies have been selected in a way that they span various approaches to 

product-labelling and involve diverse actors in their organisational structures.  

Hence, in most cases, case study and meta label interviews have been combined 

resulting in interviews having been conducted during the same period of time and in 

the same manner as already described above. The same has applied for the analysis, 

which has also been facilitated by the ‘citavi’ software using causal explanation 

informed codes (see Figure 6: Screenshot analysis process meta label). Again, the 

right side of the picture shows an example of an interview transcript excerpt, the 

middle part a summary statement of that excerpt and the left part the link to a coding 

tree, which allowed identifying emerging themes, similarities and differences. 
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FIGU R E 6 :  SCR EE NS HO T ANALY SI S  P R O CE SS M E T A LABE L  

3.2.2.3 Combination of empirical Sustainability Meta 

Labelling findings with identified causalities 

The final step of this study has been to bring the causal institutionalisation paths 

developed for the four case studies and their common actualities together with the 

conditions identified for the case of Sustainability Meta Labelling. This has then 

enabled the discussion of the prospects and potential challenges for a Sustainability 

Meta Label to effectively induce behavioural consequences. Certainly, it has thereby 

not been assumed that the conditions for a Sustainability Meta Label directly 

resemble the ones found in the four studied cases and that it was possible to make 

any form of definite prediction. However, as outlined above, cases have been selected 

in a way that the meta labelling implementation options currently discussed resemble 

different aspects of the four studied cases not only o real and actual but also on an 

empirical level. Hence, it has been assumed that the identified causal mechanisms as 

well as the case study actualities and causal paths could be used, together with the 

empirical data on Sustainability Meta Labelling Scheme, to discuss potential 

institutionalisation paths for a Sustainability Meta Label.  
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Having positioned this study more broadly in relation to its background, ontological, 

epistemological and methodological presuppositions and the applied research design, 

the following chapters present the main findings. In the light of the critical realist 

approach, they move from a description of how the notion of Sustainability Meta 

Labelling has been currently discussed on a concrete empirical level (chapter 4) to a 

more abstract level, uncovering the causalities behind the institutionalisation of 

product-labelling schemes (chapter 5). This latter chapter gives an overview of the 

above discussed theoretical triangulation conducted and the outcome of the case 

study description, analytical resolution, abduction and retroduction as well as 

refinement process. It is therefore not a literature review in a traditional sense but 

discusses how different theoretical perspectives can help to shed light on different 

empirical findings. Chapter 6 moves back to a more empirical level. It describes the 

concretization process by showing how the identified causal mechanisms have played 

out under the conditions posed by the four studied product-labelling schemes. 

Chapter 7 is again on a more abstract level and identifies common actualities across 

the studied cases. It is these actualities together with the identified causal 

mechanisms, the different casual paths discussed for the four product labelling 

scheme and the empirical study of the conditions shaping a Sustainability Meta Label 

that also enable the discussion of the final research question and ultimate aim of this 

study – what are the prospects for a Sustainability Meta Label to become 

institutionalised? This makes chapter 7 the main discussion chapter before the last 

chapter concludes.  
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4 CURRENT CONCEPTUALISATION OF A 

SUSTAINABILITY META LABELLING SCHEME 

The following chapter clarifies how the notion of Sustainability Meta Labelling has 

been conceptualised so far on an empirical level. Following what has been outlined in 

chapter 0, a meta or harmonisation approach can be taken in regard to three aspects: 

standard setting, assessment and communication. Based on a review of relevant 

documents (including academic literature) as well as interview responses, the 

subsequent sections expand on these three aspects outlining how currently proposed 

and emerging meta schemes have evolved and been discussed around them.  

4.1 Standard setting 

It has been argued in section 2.3.1 that a pre-requisite to attaching particular 

sustainability related information with or on the product is usually a definition of the 

quality of that information (Nadai 2001:24). As outlined in section 2.4, relevant 

harmonisation attempts in regard to the standard setting phase have mainly related 

to finding an overarching meta standard of what can be considered a more 

sustainable product as well as what type of product information schemes can be 

considered appropriate to meet the criteria of such a standard. The following sections 

discuss both these processes separately.  

4.1.1 Harmonisation of product 

sustainability criteria 

In the light of the unification aim of a meta scheme, most actors have suggested a 

wide scope across product groups for any sustainability meta but also environmental 

footprinting scheme (see e.g. Golden et al. 2010; Schlegel et al. 2008:23; Department 

of the commissioner general for sustainable development 2010:2 and interviews 5, 

11, 28). For practical reasons, product-labelling schemes usually have at least some 

initial focus however. The GoodGuide initiative, for example, focuses on rating 

everyday household products (GoodGuide Inc. N.D.). In the Pro-Planet labelling case 

product groups are selected based on proposals by "Employees of the REWE Group, 
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members of the Pro-Planet Advisory Board and business partners" (Rewe Group 

N.D.).  

Most sustainability related product-labelling standards either define certain ideals 

that should be achieved for the addressed product groups (e.g. being recyclable, fair 

labour conditions, but also certain data production methods) or define Sustainable 

Consumption and Production via specifying aspects that are considered to be 

unsustainable and therefore should be avoided. To identify these ideals or 

‘unsustainable’ aspects, most of the suggested and already implemented 

sustainability meta standards as well as suggestions for the implementation of a more 

comprehensive environmental footprint label call for a dual approach: firstly building 

upon synergies and criteria that cut across existing product information schemes and 

secondly evaluate negative social and environmental impacts through life-cycle 

assessment or other instruments. Golden et al. (2010), for example, suggest for a 

sustainability index “to account for complex supply networks and cover all relevant 

impact areas along the life-cycle (including climate, ecosystems, natural resources, 

material and energy use efficiency, and individual and community wellbeing)." 

Publications by the Sustainability Consortium, French officials and REWE Pro-Planet 

read similarly (Vergez 2012:11; Department of the commissioner general for 

sustainable development 2010:2; The Sustainability Consortium 2010a; Rewe Group 

N.D.:6–10). As Golden et al.’s statement indicates, most proposals suggest focusing the 

criteria on ‘key aspects’. The GoodGuide, for example, uses an assessment framework 

to identify the "critical issues" in regard to health, environmental and social aspects 

(see also House of Commons Environmental Audit Committee 2009:7–8 and Schmidt 

and Brunn-Poulsen 2007). 

When deciding about how to achieve certain relevant ideals or reduce negative 

impacts, standard setter tend to take a relative approach by making a comparison 

with other products, processes or organisations, usually comparing within product 

groups. The definition of a product group usually bases on the extent to which 

products can substitute for each other in terms of their basic function (Kaiser 

1996:79). However, goods are seldom perfect substitutes for one another and may 

have many different functions (Gallastegui and Spain 2002:318). In the course of 

recent discussions around CO2 labelling, Innocent's co-founder, Richard Reed, for 

example questioned “whether it is fair to compare a bottle of crushed fruit and 
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something largely made of water?” (Jowit 2009). Is the basic function of a fruit drink 

only to satisfy thirst or also to deliver nutrition and vitamins? If the latter is the case, 

product group boundaries would need to be drawn around fruit juices. If the former 

is the case, product group boundaries would need to be drawn around any possible 

drink. Some have questioned the fundamental idea of intra-product-group-

comparisons and instead demanded inter-product-group-comparisons. The 

organisations behind the new climate label in Sweden, for example, reports criticism 

for providing positive sustainability evaluations of meat products. Instead, some have 

suggested, meat should be compared to vegetarian options and generally receive 

negative assessment results (Climate Labelling for Food:4). In the light of such 

difficulties, Christiansen et al. (2006) propose a comparison between product groups. 

Others, such as the Swedish initiative (Climate Labelling for Food:4), have decided to 

leave information regarding cross product group comparison to general education 

measures (see also Kaiser 1996:79). For Salzmann (1991:24), graded schemes could 

be a solution (or at least ease) for such conflicts as products that are preferable based 

on an intra-product-group-comparison could achieve a positive, yet less positive 

evaluation than ones based on an inter-product-group-comparison.  

A graded scheme has also been proposed as a potential ease for contestations around 

appropriate stringency levels. In developing criteria on how to achieve certain 

sustainability ideals or reduce unsustainable practices, standard setters can be more 

or less demanding. While some labelling schemes explicitly signal the accordance 

with minimum standards, others aim to build on what some might see as more 

ambitious. A hybrid solution, considered for example by Schlegel et al. (2008), is the 

introduction of a graded scheme. In such a graded scheme different classes can 

include different numbers of criteria or demand different levels of stringency. Recent 

years have seen a rise in scholars advocating for such graded product-labelling 

schemes (e.g. Eberle 2001:111–135; Bleda and Valente 2009; Grankvist et al. 

2004:391). This increased popularity has also been mirrored in some of the 

interviews (e.g. interviews 2&5). Another hybrid solution, followed for example by 

the MSC, is to allow for a conditional assessment, which will be further discussed in 

section 4.2. 
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4.1.2 Definition of procedural standards 

for product information schemes 

The European biofuel meta initiative suggests that in order for a meta scheme to use 

and build upon existing product-labelling schemes, these schemes need to fulfil 

certain procedural demands. Their procedural demands mainly relate to having a 

verification system and ensure external, independent, qualified and ideally accredited 

auditing of compliance (European Commission 2010b; European Commission 2009b; 

Lin 2010:8–9).  

This prerequisite to define some of form of procedural meta standard has also been 

highlighted for example by the UK House of Commons Environmental Audit 

Committee (2009) in their proposals for the implementation of an overarching 

labelling scheme; French officials in regard to the new environmental footprint label; 

Baedecker et al. (2005) and the Sustainability Consortium (2009-2010). The 

GoodGuide as well points to some (very limited) procedural demands it places on 

product-labelling and certification schemes.  

Unlike in the case of the above discussed harmonisation of product level 

sustainability standards, a procedural meta standard could be linked in its content to 

what arguably are highly institutionalised models of appropriate product-labelling 

procedures. As will be further discussed in section 5.6.7.6, wide societal agreement 

upon appropriate product-labelling procedures could be seen in the interviews 

conducted for this study but also the fact that procedures such as multi actor 

decision-making, public consultation, transparency or third party certification have 

been already formalised in several codes of conduct. The EU biofuels initiative and 

GENICES, for example, refer to established ISO norms in their procedural 

specifications.  
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4.2 Assessment 

4.2.1 Assessment of product information 

schemes 

Inherent to the concept of a meta scheme is that compliance can be demonstrated 

through the adherence to already existing product information schemes. The 

GENICES scheme by GEN and the EU biofuel initiative are both examples that already 

conduct such meta assessment.  

In the case of the biofuel initiative, existing product-labelling or certification 

organisations can request the EU Commission to assess their scheme against the 

sustainability meta standard and the procedural requirements set in the EU Directive. 

If the assessment indicates that a scheme meets the criteria, the Commission initiates 

the adoption of the scheme as a qualifying standard for all or certain criteria of the 

sustainability meta standard (European Commission 2010b). 

The GENICES initiative focuses on certifying the compliance with their procedural 

code of conduct. Interested ecolabel organisations can send an application to be 

reviewed by a GEN peer review panel for its compliance with the criteria of the 

procedural standard. In a subsequent step, the peer review panel conducts site 

visit(s) to the applicant organisation to review program operations and interview key 

staff, resulting in a site audit report. The labelling organisation is then given the 

opportunity to make corrective measures. After a peer review of the application, site 

visit findings and corrective actions, a certificate is awarded to the applicant if all 

criteria are considered to be compliant or conditionally compliant with (GEN N.D.). As 

indicated above, such a conditional certification has also been suggested by Schlegel 

et al. (2008) in their discussion of a Global Standard-Setting Scheme.  

4.2.2 Direct product assessment 

Multiple authors have already come to the conclusion that none of the existing 

product information schemes could cover a wide scoped sustainability product 

standard that takes into account the whole product life-cycle potentially across an 

array of product groups (Teufel et al. 2009; Schlegel et al. 2008:18; Bratt et al. 2011), 

especially in case of high stringency levels. But even if the meta standard has a lower 
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degree of stringency or is implemented on a conditional or graded basis, it seems 

likely that any Sustainability Meta Labelling Scheme would need to conduct 

‘supplementary checks’ to fill ‘gapcriteria’ between the sustainability meta standard 

and the standards of qualifying product information schemes. This approach, and in 

fact this language, has been taken from suggestions for the implementation of the EU 

biofuels scheme (see Dehue et al. 2007a:25). Also the GoodGuide applies a mixture of 

direct product assessment as well as assessment of existing product-labelling and 

certification schemes (GoodGuide Inc. N.D.).  

In regard to direct product assessment against a sustainability meta standard there 

seem to be two main options:  

The first one is to leave it to the assessed entity to conduct the assessment itself and 

assume compliance unless evidence suggest otherwise. This approach has been taken, 

for example, in the case of the EU energy labelling scheme. Although assessment 

procedures for the French footprinting initiative are not entirely clear yet, a similar 

approach might be taken by French officials.  

The second option is to have the assessment conducted by a party independent to the 

assessed organisation, as conducted for example by the GoodGuide organisation 

(GoodGuide Inc. N.D.) and already conducted for multiple existing product-labelling 

schemes (e.g. EU ecolabel, the Fairtrade or MSC label). The GoodGuide organisation 

thereby follows a scoring rather than basic requirement approach, where 

sustainability meta criteria can be met to various degrees (GoodGuide Inc. N.D.). At 

the core of such a scoring approach is the possibility to compensate for non-

compliance via compliances with other criteria (Scheer and Rubik 2005:65).  

The independent overall assessment to what extent the criteria of a sustainability 

meta standard are met by a product can again be based on a scoring or a basic 

requirement process. In the latter case, all criteria have to be considered to be 

fulfilled to achieve a positive assessment. In a scoring system the entity can receive 

various end results depending on the number of criteria that have been met. 

Moreover, the different criteria can be weighted as more or less important (Mazijn et 

al. 2004:58). The GoodGuide, for example, weights the scores depending on 

judgments about their importance as well as the reliability of the data used to 

evidence the compliance (GoodGuide Inc. N.D.). Scores for the different indicators are 



99 

then transformed into overall scores for their three categories (environment, social 

and health) as well as an overall score “derived by giving equal weight to Health, 

Environment and Society sub-scores” (GoodGuide Inc. N.D.). Such a scored rather 

than basic requirement assessment is in line with suggestions for the implementation 

of a graded scheme discussed above.  

4.3 Communication 

Communication on or with products can differ in terms of the degree of information 

aggregation conducted by the labelling organisation, the format of the information 

provided and the design of the medium that is intended to convey this information. 

The following sections expand on these three issues. 

4.3.1 Information aggregation 

There are two main factors influencing the degree of aggregation: first, the 

information entering the product-labelling scheme influenced by the standard setting 

and assessment process and second the information that is conveyed with or on the 

product. Recent carbon labelling schemes, for example, have very focussed standard 

setting and assessment processes. Although the amount of information processed 

during these phases is still large, it is lower compared to the amount of information 

entering the EU ecolabel for example, which has standards with a very wide focus. In 

the case of the EU ecolabel this large amount of information then becomes highly 

condensed into a single symbol. In between these two are more traditional type III 

labelling schemes which take a large amount of data into the scheme but also 

transport a comparatively larger amount of data with the product through product 

declarations. 

On the one hand, many have called for simple, concise messages, especially in the 

communication with household consumers (e.g. National Consumer Council and 

Better Regulation Executive 2007:12). For Klemisch (2004:76) the higher the 

aggregation, the more comprehensible the information becomes for most consumers. 

Thus, for Truffer et al. (2001:889) single symbols such as seal of approvals “will, as a 

rule, be easier to understand than labels with two or even more levels.” Similarly, 

Banerjee and Salomon (2003:120) maintain that although seal of approval labels may 
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be oversimplified, experience has shown that the proportion of informed consumers 

who are willing and able to use very detailed product information is low. This 

resonates with findings of focus group discussions conducted by the Bio Intelligence 

Service (2012:8) where the absence of an aggregated indicator has been “a clear 

source of confusion for consumers" (Bio Intelligence Service 2012:9). 

On the other hand, many interviewees have questioned to what extent condensing 

into one single piece of information in the case of a Sustainability Meta Labelling 

Scheme would be possible based on three lines of arguments:  

Firstly, many interviewees have questioned to what extent, considering the 

complexity and contestations around the notion of Sustainable Development, it was 

possible to aggregate into a simple message. “You would need to be able to display that 

information in a way that people can understand the complexities. But it is so, so 

complicated” (Interview 1, National consumer organisation). Similarly one national 

governmental official involved in the development of harmonised environmental 

product information states: “Yeah, so these studies, yeah they tend to show that 

consumers prefer simplified information that’s obvious, that’s what we would like to do 

as well but it’s complicated to make it simple actually” (Interview 18, National 

governmental official involved in the development of harmonised environmental 

product information). Similar concerns have been raised during the recent 

discussions around expanding the EU energy labelling scheme into a EuP labelling 

scheme. The impact assessment for the latest revision concludes that such a label 

would risk being “unclear” and undermine its simplicity especially in its 

communication with the consumer (Commission of the European Communities 

2008b:42; Europe Economics et al. 2007:38). The Bureau Européen des Unions de 

Consommateurs (BEUC), the European Consumers’ Organisation, states that “people 

are already confused by environmental information that is on display. It will be hard 

to communicate details of the global environmental performance of the product 

throughout its life-cycle to consumers and may confuse them further” (BEUC 2008:6). 

Similarly, “EuroCommerce is against the extension of the energy label to an “eco-

design” label. […] too much information kills the information and risks confusing the 

consumer leading to the opposite effect” (EuroCommerce 2008:3). For M&S you 

cannot "have a label which talks about pesticides, labour standards, Fairtrade and 

packaging all in one. [...] We believe that you aggregate to such a broad level that it is 
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meaningless for the consumer" (House of Commons Environmental Audit Committee 

2009: Ev 15). Such statements resonate with arguments for example by Truffer et al. 

(2001:889), who highlight that the more complex the criteria the more difficult it 

becomes to transform them into a simple communication measure. 

Secondly and relatedly, aggregation is essentially related to weighting and trade-off 

decisions between the different dimensions of Sustainable Development. One 

interviewee argues: “My issue is that if you end up with a single score for a product I am 

not sure how it would work but it would be very difficult to replace your MSC, Fairtrade 

etc. logo with a single score because people are very wedded to certain things of 

sustainability” (Interview 30, Large-scale UK retailer). Another interviewee requires: 

“I mean I do also respect the fact that a consumer may feel very strongly that their most 

important issue, is for example, animal welfare and you know they don’t care about any 

of the other issues […] I suppose then there has got to be an element of choice here” 

(Interview member EU ecolabelling national competent body). The Bio Intelligence 

Service (2002:16-17) highlight in their study for the European Commission that more 

condensed information becomes less transparent and that “when consumers have 

more information, satisfaction increases, however decision-making abilities 

decrease." 

Thirdly, this leads into discussions about different information demands. Some 

scholars argue that the appropriate degree of information aggregation depends on 

the context and the individuals involved in the communication. In regard to product-

labelling, it has been mainly emphasized that some household consumers have more 

information demands than others, depending on their cognitive abilities and 

individual interests in different dimensions of Sustainable Development. The latter 

can thereby majorly differ across product groups (Teisl and Roe 2005:68; Teisl and 

Roe 1998:148; Rubik et al. 2007:185; Bougherara and Grolleau 2005:420–421; Rubik 

and Weskamp 1996:36; Frankl and Pietroni 2005b:287; House of Commons 

Environmental Audit Committee 2009:14; DEFRA 2010a:14; Bio Intelligence Service 

2012:7–8). One interviewee from a large multinational food and drink brander states: 

“The majority is not really interested or don’t have time. And the ones that are 

interested they want to know more than one specific logo” (Interview 1, Large 

multinational food and drink brander). A research project commissioned by DEFRA 
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on ‘Effective Approaches to Environmental Labelling of Food Products’ has recently 

come to similar conclusions (DEFRA 2010a:14).  

One possible strategy to address these conflicts, suggested for example by the UK 

House of Commons Environmental Audit Committee (2009:9-10), Frankl et al. 

(2005:320) and the Bio Intelligence Service in their study for the European 

Commission (Bio Intelligence Service 2012:7), is to aggregate not into one overall 

evaluation but to distinguish between different sub categories. The GoodGuide 

organisation already follows this approach and even allows personalising these 

categories (GoodGuide Inc. N.D.). Some studies suggest that such more detailed 

information could provide for greater information satisfaction on the side of 

household consumers (Teisl and Roe 2005:83; Teisl 2003:678; Jensen et al. 2003:43–

50; Bei and Widdows 1999:181–183).  

4.3.2 Format of the information 

As pointed out previously, many actors have advocated for graded product-labelling 

schemes, not only to ease conflicts around appropriate levels of stringency and 

facilitate inter-product-group-comparison but also to better influence purchase 

decisions. Bleda and Valente (2009:5), for example, argue that through graded 

information products can be differentiated more precisely enhancing the 

comparability for the consumer. In line with the arguments in the previous sections, 

some relate such greater detail in the provided information to greater satisfactions on 

the side of the consumer (Roe et al. 2001). Grankvist et al. (2004:389–390) even 

expect a much higher correlation between environmental concern and the influence 

of negative labels on purchase decisions than is the case for purely positive labels. 

The assumption that negative information is more effective in influencing consumer’s 

purchase decisions than positive information is debated however. In fact, the 

implementation of a graded scheme for the EU ecolabel has been “definitely rejected” 

in 2005 (IEFE 2005), reasoning that it would risk consumer confusion rather than 

greater purchase influence (Jordan et al. 2003:569–570).  

Moreover, while many NGOs and civil societal actors have also shown in favour of a 

graded implementation, producers, manufacturers and retailers might be less likely 

to support the establishment of a graded scheme, as it essentially risks having a 

negative assessment attached to a product. Thus, some see a need for regulatory 
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pressure to push the establishment of a graded scheme against the interests of 

business actors (Grankvist et al., 2004; Jensen et al., 2003).  

4.3.3 Design of the label 

Potential options for the design of the information on the product largely depend on 

whether a non graded or graded approach is taken. While the former is usually 

communicated through a single symbol, the latter can be communicated in various 

forms including numerical (e.g. grams of CO2 found with some carbon labelling 

scheme), alphabetical (e.g. found on the EU energy label) and colour scales (e.g. found 

with many nutrition labelling schemes).  

The Bio Intelligence Service argues that rating systems are preferred over technical 

descriptions. Letter scales are "deeply associated with the EU Energy Label" but 

generally well understood (Bio Intelligence Service 2012:9). Also "colour can be a 

strong factor to aid comprehension" (Bio Intelligence Service 2012:8). Figure 7 shows 

design proposals by the Bio Intelligence Service.  

 

FIGU R E 7 :  DES IG N P R OP OSA L BY BI O I NT EL L IGE N CE S ER V I CE (2012:11) 
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Over the last years, there has been growing advocacy for colour coding approaches as 

partly applied within the EU energy labelling scheme (see e.g. House of Commons 

Environmental Audit Committee, 2009; Christiansen et al. 2006:16; Upham et al., 

2011; Synovate UK, 2005). The UK House of Commons Environmental Audit 

Committee (2009:7–8) suggest the use of a traffic light system similar to some 

existing nutrition labelling schemes where “the different categories of salt, fat, 

calories and so on could be replaced by embedded carbon, water use, impact on 

biodiversity, energy consumption in use and other categories."  

The assessment results of the GoodGuide are communicated through a mixture of a 

numerical and colour scale (GoodGuide Inc. N.D.). According to a Walmart document 

from 2009, how their planned sustainability index is delivered to consumers “is still 

undetermined, but could take the form of a numeric score, color code or some other 

type of label” (Duke 2009). Similarly, French officials leave the labelling design rather 

unspecified so far, only highlighting that physical values must be made “easily 

accessible (in close proximity or online on a website whose address is given next to 

the result of the additional material presented, for example)" (Du Ministère l'écologie, 

développement durable transport et logement N.D.a:2).  

4.3.4 Information medium 

Next to the information with or on the product, some product-labelling schemes 

provide information via leaflets or on their website. The Bio Intelligent Service 

(2012:8) in their study for the European Commission suggests the communication 

over multiple channels including brochures and websites in addition to "the limited 

information made available via an on-product-label." Such an approach has been 

followed for example by the EU energy label, which aims to provide information that 

can easily be understood with the product and more complex information in a 

product documentation (Commission of the European Communities 2008b:6). With 

recent technological developments an alternative at this point is the use of the 

barcode on products “as a gateway to further information”, for example through 

Smartphone applications (House of Commons Environmental Audit Committee 

2009:20).  

In fact, in the light of such developments, some argue that the information with or on 

the product might become increasingly replaced with these new forms of information 
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channels offering more space for detailed information. One interviewee predicts: “We 

don’t need to invent a new label as I believe these times are over. Because now 

everybody has a mobile phone and can use it to have much more detailed information 

and much more accurate. And the one with particular interests in a particular area (e.g. 

water, climate etc.) can get it in a detailed way. So these new applications make it 

feasible for the consumer to select the information he is interested in. And no label can 

reach this level of detail” (Interview 21, Large multinational food and drink brander).  

While the Pro-Planet label of the REWE group is communicated via a more traditional 

information on the pack (Rewe Group N.D.:12), assessment results of the GoodGuide 

are indeed communicated through the website with Smartphone apps enabling to 

scan the barcode of a product and then display the information on a mobile phone. 

There is also a web toolbar that can be used during online shopping (GoodGuide Inc. 

N.D.). Going even one step further, in the course of their engagement with the 

Sustainability Consortium Intel has introduced multimedia display boards that can 

display personalised product information in an interactive process with the consumer 

(Intel Corporation 2009). For the French footprinting scheme, the information 

medium is so far unspecified. “It is not going to be necessarily a label on the packaging, 

that’s why we call it ordinarily display because it can be a tag on the shelf, it can be a 

label on the packaging, it can be online information” (Interview 18, National 

governmental official involved in the development of harmonised environmental 

product information).  

The Bio Intelligence Service (2012:8) highlights how smart-phone technology enables 

consumers to access more detailed information and also allows the information to be 

updated more frequently. However, they also highlight that "this technology is still 

developing and not all of the population have access to smart-phone or similar 

technology" (Bio Intelligence Service 2012:9). Moreover, their consumer survey has 

found that "consumers expect the relevant information to be available at their point 

of decision. This would generally mean on the product or shelf. For most products, 

consumers are unlikely to be willing to look up a product on a smart-phone or to visit 

a website in order to inform their decision. Such media, however, could be useful 

places to present supporting information (e.g. methodology used, explanation of the 

indicator), that would seek to increase consumer understanding and trust in the 

label" (Bio Intelligence Service 2012:10). 
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To summarise the discussions outlined in the last sections, the implementation of an 

overarching Sustainability Meta Labelling scheme can be conceptualised as entailing 

the following building blocks: 

1. A meta standard specifying: 

a. what a more sustainable product implies; 

b. procedures that are considered necessary for product information schemes 

to follow. 

2. Defined rules and principles for the meta scheme to follow in the assessment or 

benchmarking of: 

a. The criteria of existing sustainability related product information schemes 

against the meta-standard; 

b. Products and their production processes and producing organisations 

against the meta-standard; 

c. The procedures of existing product information schemes against the 

procedural requirements of the meta-standard. 

3. A condensed communication of the results of that assessment with or on the 

product. 

 

Table 4 gives an overview of how the different initiatives introduced so far address 

these different aspects. The GoodGuide and the EU biofuel initiative can be seen as 

being closest to the notion of an overarching Sustainability Meta Labelling Scheme as 

defined above, with a meta approach to standard setting, assessment and 

communication. Potentially also the initiative of the Sustainability Consortium and 

the French and EU footprinting initiatives might entail most of the above building 

blocks. However, as they are only emerging, their concrete implementation in regard 

to some aspects is not clear yet.  
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TAB LE 4 :  O VER VI E W ME T A IN IT IA T IV ES  

 Harmonisation of 

Initiative Sustainability 
standard 

Procedural 
standard 

Assessment of 
products 

Assessment of 
product 
information 
standards 

Assessment of 
product 
information 
procedures 

Communi-
cation 

ISO 26000             

GENICES            

Good Guide             

EU biofuel 
initiative 

            

Sustainability 
Consortium 

    Not clear yet Not clear yet Not clear yet Not clear yet 

REWE Pro-
Planet 

            

French 
footprinting 
initiative 

Not clear yet     Not clear yet Not clear yet   

EU 
footprinting 
initiative 

Not clear yet   Not clear yet Not clear yet     

ISO 14020s; 
ISO codes 
65/59; WTO 
&ISEAL codes 

            

 

The last sections have also shown how a large part of current discussions around 

Sustainability Meta Labelling seem to base on information deficit models, which 

assume that a main barrier for more Sustainable Consumption and Production is a 

lack of appropriate information (Blake 1999:260). In finding optimised forms of 

sustainability information provided through a Sustainability Meta Label, information 

hungry household consumers could be enabled to make more sustainable purchase 

decisions and in doing so drive the institutionalisation of such a scheme across the 

production and consumption system. 

However, such arguments tend to ignore the wider societal embeddedness of 

purchase activity. The next chapter sheds more light on this embeddedness by 

moving from the empirical to a more abstract level. 
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5 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

After clarifying some fundamental definitions, the following chapter gives an 

overview about the theoretical triangulation conducted for this study and the 

outcome of the case study description, analytical resolution, abduction and 

retroduction as well as refinement process. It addresses the first objective of this 

study by introducing a more holistic understanding of the causalities behind product-

labelling scheme’s institutionalisation processes.  

5.1 Definitional clarifications 

Due to the many theories involved in the new institutional literature, there is some 

conceptual ambiguity in regard to the notion of institution (as will become apparent 

in the subsequent sections). This study applies a rather broad understanding by 

defining institutions as giving order to social relations (which is a part of definitions 

found for example in Greenwood et al. 2008 or March and Olsen 2006) on the level of 

the individual and the organization (micro level), the field (meso level), or society 

(macro level) (Greenwood et al. 2008). The notion of order goes back to Weber 

(1922:part 1, I, §5; 1978, translation), who argues that action, in particular social 

action that involves a social relationship24, can be oriented by the participants 

(“Beteiligten”) in line with ("sich orientieren an") the determinable ("angebbar") 

maxims of an order. Maxims can thereby be understood to formulate the meaningful 

content25 that remains relatively constant in a social relationship, and which “the 

parties concerned expect to be adhered to in their partners on the average and 

approximately” (Weber 1978, translation:28). In other words, “an order can roughly 

be defined as prescriptions for how to act that have acquired certain independence in 

                                                        

24 For Weber, behavior becomes action by having a subjective meaning attached to it. However, action 
may shade off into behavior when it is carried out without awareness, as for example with traditional 
action (Swedberg 2005:160; Weber 1978(translation):4-5; Weber 1922:I, §1, I.2). Action becomes 
social action when it is oriented to other actors (Swedberg 2005:160; Weber 1978, translation:24; 
Weber 1922:I, §1, II). 

25 Meaning, in a social relationship is for Weber (1978, translation:27) "always a case of the meaning 
inputted to the parties in a given concrete case, [...] - it is never a normatively "correct" or 
metaphysically "true" meaning.” 
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the minds of individual actors” (Swedberg 2005:185I). For this study, maxims are 

related to the meaningful content of product labelling scheme’s standard setting, 

assessment and communication, which the involved parties expect to be adhered to 

on the average and approximately. 

Institutionalisation is commonly defined as “the process whereby things become 

institutionalized, which, in turn, simply means that thing are more or less taken for 

granted" (Greenwood et al. 2008: 15). Going back to Weber, one can make a relation 

to his notion of validity here and relate the degree of institutionalisation of a product 

labelling scheme to the degree of the validity of the order the scheme provides. Weber 

(1978, translation:30) defines the validity of an order as the probability that action 

will in fact be oriented with its maxims.26 He thereby highlights that for sociologists, 

unlike in law, there is no absolute alternative between either validity or non-validity 

of an order. Instead there is a gradual transition between the two extremes, where 

validity exists to the extent that there is probability that action will in fact be oriented 

with the maxims of an order (Weber 1922: part 1, I, §5), in the case of the present 

study, the maxims of a product labelling scheme’s standard setting, assessment and 

communication. 

Brunsson and Jacobsson (2000c:127) outline how following (or to use the above 

terminology, orient with the maxims of standards) implies “some degree of 

consistency between the standard and what one does […] either by changing practice 

to fit the standard, or by changing the presentation of practice in accordance with the 

standard.” In the former case, the followers perform a translation which usually 

involves two aspects: what the standard says is translated into what the follower does 

and the general requirement of the standard is translated into the follower's own 

specific practice. In regard to the latter, they point out how followers often tell others 

about their translation. For Brunsson and Jacobsson (2000c:127) such presentations 

are also “the result of a translation, but in the opposite direction to that involved in 

practising a standards. […] It involves the translation from action to talk, from the 

                                                        

26 It has to be highlighted that Weber also makes an important link to legitimacy at this point, which 

will be further discussed in later parts of this chapter. For the moment, the focus is on outlining the 

link between validity and institutionalisation.  
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specific to the general from own activity to categories that can be understood by 

others." In the case of product labelling schemes, this can be related to the orientation 

with the assessment and communication aspects of product labelling schemes. 

However, Brunson and Jacobsson (2000c:129-130) also highlight that how exactly 

existing practices should be changed to follow standards need not be very clear. Next 

to several possible interpretations, "it is generally difficult to do exactly what a 

standard says. The standard is general and abstract, whereas operations are always 

specific” (Brunsson and Jacobsson 2000c:129–130). Purpose of various forms of 

certification and auditing is to prove to outsiders with a reliable basis that the local 

interpretations of a given standard do not deviate excessively from what has been 

defined as correct (Brunsson and Jacobsson 2000c:129–130; Brunsson 2000c:146) 

or, in Weber’s words, from the standard’s maxims as understood on the average and 

approximately. “However, while certification is often intended to investigate what is 

actually done, it is often in practice based on what is said to be done, thus enforcing 

uniformity of talk rather than of action” (Brunsson 2000c:146). 

These ambiguities increase when widening the focus from the orientation, usually of 

business actors, with the maxims specified in labelling standards, which provide a 

comparatively fixed definition of the meaningful content, to look at various other 

forms of orientation with product labelling schemes. This may include household 

consumers orienting their purchase action with the communication of a product 

labelling scheme on the pack; the reference of an NGO to a particular product 

labelling scheme’s standard, assessment or communication in their communication 

with consumers, business or governmental actors; or even the sole acceptance that 

others align with a particular product labelling scheme. Arguably, all such social 

activity can be seen as also being part of the wider institutionalisation of product 

labelling schemes.  

While such wide and rather ambiguous interpretation of product labelling 

institutionalisation processes may be criticised for making a concrete measurement 

of, and comparisons between, different degrees of institutionalisation of product 

labelling schemes difficult it seems to be in line with Weber, who explicitly highlights 

that actors can orient social action in line with different sets as well as contradicting 

orders and can have different interpretations of their maxims (Weber 1978, 

translation:32; 1922: part 1, I, §5). In such cases, “each can be said to be valid in so far 



112 

as it actually determines the course of action” (Weber 1978, translation:32). 

Moreover, orienting social action in line with an order does not need to imply 

universal and homogenous conformity (Weber 1922:1, I, §5). In fact, for Weber 

(1922:1, I, §5), social action can even be oriented with the maxims of an order by not 

following them. He illustrates this with the example of thieves who align with a law by 

hiding their actions. However, if evasion or contravention of the generally understood 

meaning of an order has become the rule, the order can be said to be valid only in a 

limited degree or even not at all (Weber 1922:1, I, §5). 

Following such a Weberian approach is seen in this study as providing crucial 

benefits for developing a more holistic understanding of the causalities behind the 

institutionalisation of product labelling schemes. It not only allows us investigating 

how alignment with the maxims of a product labelling schemes can substantiate itself 

in various ways in multiple social actions but also to look across a variety of product 

labelling schemes. While graded schemes, like the EU energy label, or schemes setting 

a generally applicable standard, like the MSC, for example inherently aim for a broad 

alignment among companies, type I ecolabels, like the EU ecolabel, explicitly aim to be 

used for certification and communication purposes only by the ‘best’ 30% within each 

product category. For these reasons, a Weberian approach is seen as highly 

appropriate in the context of this study.  

Having clarified these fundamental definitional framings, the subsequent sections will 

now shed more detailed light on the causalities behind the institutionalisation of 

sustainability related product-labelling schemes. Greenwood et al. (2008), referring 

back to Selznick (1996), highlight how the notion of institutionalisation is a rather 

neutral concept, with sufficiently neutral indicators, “receptive to whatever 

arguments best explain it, depending on the context in which it occurs.” After 

reviewing rational and sociological perspectives on the institutionalisation of 

product-labelling, which arguably dominate the current labelling literature with their 

focus on self-interests and societal norms respectively, it is outlined how relational 

institutionalism points to relationships as important drivers of institutionalisation 

processes. It argues that both, self-interests and societal norms, are shaped by the 

relationships, in which actors find themselves. While the rational choice grounded 

literature very much focuses on relationships between individual (often household) 

consumers and business suppliers, the relational perspective draws attention to the 
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multiple social relations which can be oriented in line with the maxims of a product-

labelling scheme. This gradually introduces a more systematic understanding of the 

institutionalisation of sustainability related product-labelling schemes. However, 

these literatures still struggle with two main issues: firstly, explaining 

institutionalisation as an unfinished process; secondly the question how to attribute 

agency to actors within or behind product labelling schemes while at the same time 

taking into account actor’s embeddedness in already institutionalised social 

structures. Some authors have presented constructivist institutionalism and the 

concept of institutional entrepreneurship as one way to overcome this incapacity. 

These literatures establish the institutionalisation of sustainability related product-

labelling schemes as an interactive process between the strategic conduct of 

entrepreneurial actors involved in the initiation and organisation of a labelling 

scheme and other actors in the production and consumption system, shaped by 

societal norms and socially conditioned self-interests. Positioned on a continuum 

between an individualist and structuralist pole, the review illustrates how the 

conceptualisation of the consumer and the power attributed to him or her in driving 

the institutionalisation of product labelling schemes depends on the theoretical (and 

disciplinary) framework (Wallenborn 2007:57). 

5.2 The institutionalisation of product-labelling 

schemes from a rational perspective 

A large part of the product-labelling literature as well as framings of newly emerging 

(meta) labelling schemes are shaped by a rational paradigm. Rational institutionalism 

is based mainly on rational decision-making theory, which assumes that rational 

actors calculate strategically to maximize utility or pay-offs for themselves in line 

with their preferences and within budget constraints. In a narrow understanding, 

preferences tend to be considered as fixed and exogenous to actors’ membership in a 

particular group (Schmidt 2006:1; Young 2008:7; Wallenborn 2007:61). For the 

consumption process this implies, for example, that consumers' propensity to 

consume is seen as being solely determined by incomes, the price of products and 

evolving preferences (McMeekin et al. 2002:7).  
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From a rational perspective, the institutionalisation of an entity like a product-

labelling scheme is seen as the result of "purposive actions by instrumentally oriented 

individuals" (DiMaggio and Powell 2008b:8). Institutions, including labelling 

schemes, only arise and persist to confer a certain task and create benefits that are 

greater than the costs incurred in creating and sustaining them (for example costs of 

negotiation, execution and enforcement) (DiMaggio and Powell 2008b; Holm 

1995:398). In other words, the institutionalisation of labelling schemes is determined 

by the extent to which individuals consider a labelling scheme as beneficial for the 

achievement of their interests and to what extent these benefits are considered to 

outweigh the related costs. As (especially new economic) rational institutionalism 

tends to focus on the transaction as the primary unit of analysis, such benefits are 

often related to the provision of a dependable framework, in which units can 

cooperate or compete and that enables more efficient social action and economic 

exchange (DiMaggio and Powell 2008b; Coriat and Weinstein 2010:33; Davis and 

North 1970:133). For rational theory scholars these frameworks are needed because 

of multiple market failures. According to Bougherara and Grolleau (2005:426) for 

example, “the use of an ecolabel as an alternative to another policy tool is efficient if 

the costs of designing, implementing and running ecolabeling schemes are lower than 

those of the other solutions to mitigate market failures including the laissez faire and 

than its expected benefits.” The following sections explain some of the main failures 

that have been highlighted in relation to markets for more sustainably produced 

products and how labelling schemes have been discussed as a way to overcome them.  

5.2.1 The problem of collective action 

and public goods 

More Sustainable Consumption and Production often relates to the provision of so 

called common goods, such as a healthy environment or sustainable fish populations 

(Jacobs 1994:29). Daly and Cobb (1999:51) define such public goods as goods where 

"use by one person is at no [or little] cost to others" and contribution to their 

sustaining is personally costly but only trivially important for achieving the overall 

aim (especially in larger groups). In relation to product-labelling, this characteristic 

might be illustrated by the often individually higher costs to purchase or produce a 

product that meets sustainability criteria on the one hand and the only marginal 

contribution of doing so to the overall aim of Sustainable Development. As a result of 



115 

this dilemma, according to rational choice theory, individuals are tempted to abstain 

from contributing to more Sustainable Consumption and Production and are 

attracted to the free riding option, often resulting in the destruction of the common 

good. For Shepsle (2006:30) this temptation is reinforced “by the realization that 

everyone else will be tempted to free-ride.”  

Rational choice theory points to multiple ways to overcome this "tragedy of the 

common" (Hardin 1996:133) or “collective action phenomenon” (Shepsle 2006:30). 

The following section explains the most relevant ways in regard to sustainability 

related product-labelling: individual leadership and the provision of individual 

benefits.  

5.2.1.1 Overcoming collective action problems through 

leadership 

One option to overcome collective action problems is personal leadership where 

particular individuals or organisations make unusually large contributions of 

resources because they care passionately about the group's objective (in this case 

Sustainable Development) and/or because they see an opportunity to parlay this 

investment into something personally rewarding (Shepsle 2006:31).  

In regard to the supply of more sustainably produced products, motivations along 

these lines could be related to particular managers in a company being personally 

caring about sustainable development issues.  

On the sustainable consumption side, the consumption of products that have been 

produced under socially or environmentally more beneficial conditions by individual 

household consumers who care about Sustainable Development issues could be seen 

as falling into this category. This line of argument has recently found prominence 

within concepts of political (e.g. Micheletti et al. 2006) or ethical consumerism (e.g. 

Clarke et al. 2007; Nicholls 2010:246).27 Often pointing to the importance of involving 

individual household consumers in global Sustainable Development (e.g. Gallastegui 

and Spain 2002:317; Robins and Roberts 2006:42), political consumerism 

                                                        

27 It has to be mentioned however, that many authors within this strand of literature go much further 
than simplistic rational choice models, seeing consumption rather as a political activity formed by a 
multiplicity of societal organisations.  
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conceptualises consumer choice of producers and products as aiming to change 

objectionable market practices based on attitudes and values regarding issues of 

justice, fairness, or non-economic issues that concern personal and family well-being 

and ethical or political assessment of business and government (Micheletti et al. 

2006:xi). According to Micheletti et al. (2006:x–xiv), such politicisation of the market 

is not new and consumers have in fact "often preferred products for reasons other 

than classic economic calculations. They connected consumption with their religious, 

ethnic, racial, national, class, and other entities."  

Yet in order to be able to follow their interest in supplying and consuming more 

sustainable products, consumption and production leaders alike need beneficial 

conditions. The most prominently discussed necessary condition within (especially 

early) literature on product-labelling (see for example de Boer 2003:260; Bougherara 

and Grolleau 2005:416–417; Teisl and Roe 1998:142; Wendorf 1994:47–64) as well 

as many national and international policies, is the need for sufficient information, 

often based on assumptions from informational economics (e.g. Akerlof 1970; Nelson 

1970; Darby and Karni 1973). The following section outlines why labelling schemes 

have been discussed to be needed to ensure this condition.  

Labelling schemes to provide sufficient 

information to enable leadership 

Rational economic new institutionalism highlights that the complexity of most 

markets (or other economic environments) surpasses mental processing power and 

imposes heavy burdens related to (amongst others) uncertainty and absence of full 

information (Harvey 2010:14), so-called information deficits.  

A major source for this market failure in relation to Sustainable Consumption and 

Production is the incapabability of individual actors to take into account the wider 

sustainability related effects of their actions, as these depend on millions of other 

individual agent’s actions. For Jacobs (1994:24–25), large-scale events, like the 

depletion of the ocean, therefore “occur by mistake and are not deliberately caused by 

individuals.”  

Labelling schemes can be seen as one way to overcome this problem. By defining 

unsustainable practices or certain sustainability ideals and enabling individuals to 

identify more sustainable practices, sustainability-oriented labelling schemes 
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arguably aim to enable individuals to take into account collective effects on common 

goods during their individual actions. Their criteria are often developed between 

various groups bringing together a large array of expertise and viewpoints. Many see 

such an approach as particularly valuable in the light of the often large complexities 

related to the topic of Sustainable Development. One interviewee argues for example: 

“I think that so much of sustainability is viewed in this kind of pre competitive way. 

Especially as we are all so nascent in implementing better practices towards more 

sustainable practices” (Interview 17, International meta initiative).  

On the production side, some companies report that they use the requirements and 

criteria that labelling schemes provide for the identification of “hot spots” within a 

product category (Bio Intelligence Service 2008:41). While motivations to do so might 

also relate to other, non sustainability related, benefits (see next section), some 

companies have reasoned that the alignment of their production practices with the 

MSC scheme, for example, relates to the safeguard of large and healthy fish population 

(Searle et al. 2004:6).  

When it comes to consumers, another information asymmetry arises (Teisl and Roe 

1998:141). Because sustainability related product attributes have usually trust 

characteristics28, product providers can use such asymmetries to provide false 

information. Labelling schemes can be seen as a way to overcome this problem as 

they can deliver the necessary information to evaluate the sustainability credentials 

of products. Ideally, following this line of argument and assuming that the consumer 

trusts the respective labelling organisation, labelling schemes can enable household 

consumers to make more sustainable consumption decisions and in doing so ‘pull’ the 

rest of the production and consumption system (see e.g. Neveling 2000; Landmann 

1997; Lübbe-Wolf 2001:488–489; Teisl and Roe 1998:141 or Truffer et al. 2001:888 

for such arguments). From this perspective, the institutionalisation of product-

labelling schemes mainly relates to establishing consumers’ trust in a labelling 

organisation (see e.g. Neveling 2000:59; Wendorf 1994:120–121) and finding the 

optimal type of information to assist consumers in making more sustainable choices. 

Sections 2.4 and 4 have shown how many of the current meta labelling discussions 

                                                        

28 In the case of trust goods consumers cannot evaluate the attributes of a product, neither before or 
after purchase. They have to trust the information about these attributes (Darby and Karni:1973). 
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are following such lines of arguments. In a staff document for the European 

Commission it says for example: “several parallel labelling schemes could risk 

increasing the costs for the consumer to obtain relevant information on product 

characteristics (manufacturers would have to transfer the cost of market 

fragmentation to consumers) and lead to even greater information asymmetries and 

bounded rationality, as has been the case in the past” (Commission of the European 

Communities 2008b:30). The recent study on ‘different options for communicating 

environmental information for products’ commissioned with the Bio Intelligence 

Services states that "the rationale behind communicating environmental information 

to consumers is to induce behavioural change so that they make smarter, more 

sustainable consumption decisions" and therefore the study focuses on finding the 

right quality and quantity of information to make that happen (Bio Intelligence 

Service 2012:15). French governmental actors see the motivation for the 

implementation of an environmental footprint labelling scheme mainly in overcoming 

information asymmetries in order to meet consumer's growing demands for 

information on environmental characteristics (Vergez 2012:3). The aim of the 

proposed scheme is "providing consumers with information in order to change their 

behavior” and offer “companies a means to achieve a competitive edge" (Du Ministère 

l'écologie, développement durable transport et logement). In doing so they are 

expecting "positive feedbacks on the entire value chain" (Vergez 2012:11). Similarly, 

the GoodGuide aims to “address the consumer marketplace's need for better 

information" (GoodGuide Inc. N.D.) and the first objective of the Pro-Planet label is to 

provide “reliable guidance to consumers when purchasing more sustainable products 

[…] foster the awareness of consumers with regard to sustainability and to promote a 

more sustainable consumption by a broader range of consumers” (Rewe Group 

N.D.:4).  

However, it is in the nature of the leadership concept that leadership tends to be the 

exception rather than the norm. Pedersen and Neergaard (2006:25) argue that to see 

the “small number of consistently green consumers as a guarantee for Sustainable 

Development is to ascribe super (purchasing) powers to the group." Some authors 

within the rationally grounded labelling literature but also policy documents (see e.g. 

UNEP 2006:14–16; Agriculture and Environment Research Unit at Science and 

Technology Research Institute University of Hertfordshire et al. 2010:29) therefore 
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point to the need to provide other, non sustainability related, benefits to actors in 

order to make them follow a particular order.  

5.2.1.2 Overcoming collective action problems through 

providing selective benefits 

On the consumer side, selective benefits of ordering social action in line with a 

sustainability related product-labelling scheme include for example health benefits, 

sometimes highlighted in relation to the organic label (Bougherara and Grolleau 

2005:421; Reisch and Kreeb 2007:468–469), or cost savings resulting from the 

purchase of products labelled to be more energy efficient (Steedmann 2005:7).  

On the production side, potential benefits have been mainly related to the creation of 

price premiums, market entries and improvements of the competitive position by 

meeting consumer demands (based on green leadership or selective individual 

interests) through the communication of the adherence with a particular product-

labelling scheme (de Boer 2003:258; van Wijk et al. 2008; Kaiser 1996:22–27). In an 

ideal business case, targeted consumers implement the respective product-labelling 

scheme into their purchase routine, which then ties them to the respective product 

line or retail chain (this of course only applies if the labelling scheme is unique to the 

respective product or chain rather than being available across product groups and 

chains) (Kaiser and Edwards-Jones 2006:393). “For those who learn it [a labelling 

scheme] you then increase the loyalty with the retailer. Because they know how one 

works but not the other. So if you are on a diet and you have learned the calories etc. on 

the food labelling then you prefer that to a retailer who has red and green. [...] So 

retailers don’t do that because they think that is a good thing for the environment but 

because it gives them more loyalty to their customers” (Interview 28, Consultant). In 

addition, and some argue more importantly, adhering to a particular labelling 

standard might improve the overall image of a company (and sometimes even the 

whole sector) and trust in their particular product (Kaiser 1996:22–27; Boström and 

Klintman 2008:69–70; Muller 2008:200; van Wijk et al. 2008; Gulbrandsen 

2006:478). The above mentioned interviewee highlights: “Retailers want to show the 

consumers that they can trust the product that they are buying there. And that they can 

trust the retailer that they are doing everything they can to improve any environmental 

impact they have read about in the newspaper, or on TV or they worry about” 

(Interview 28, Consultant). According to Lee et al. (2010:3), retailers thereby “tend to 
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be more concerned with product safety and brand reputations. Rather than 

promoting certain products as safer or better, their primary interest lies in 

controlling potential risks at multiple nodes along the global value chains, and 

thereby securing consumer confidence in all the food products they sell. In contrast, 

food manufacturers mainly approach standards in terms of their potential for product 

differentiation, including not only safety but social and environmental concerns. Their 

key goal is to communicate with both retailers and end consumers that their products 

are safer and better than those of their competitors.” One interviewee speaks here of 

“product differentiation” versus “navigational differentiation” (Interview 28, 

Consultant).  

Many argue however, that the power of (specifically of household) consumers to 

influence production is limited. A large amount of the labelling literature is based on 

the concept of consumer sovereignty, which assumes that “the system of production 

responds as a servant to the needs and wishes of consumers, subject to the 

availability of resources" (Fine and Leopold 1995:20). Many scholars and 

practitioners object to such a view, viewing household consumers “more as a passive 

victim of the dictates of production” (Fine and Leopold 1995:21). From such a 

perspective, the providers of goods (including producers, manufacturers and 

retailers) decide what is to be made, not responding to household consumers needs 

but rather manipulating them through things like advertising, choice editing, 

branding, promotions, shelf position, packaging and, specifically, price (see e.g. Jensen 

et al. 2003:43–50; Icaro Consulting 2009:6; Penn 2006; Ipsos Mori 2008a; The Gallup 

Organisation 2009:11–12; Fine and Leopold 1995:21; 2008:97; Sustainable 

Consumption Roundtable 2006:15). Following such arguments, for Yates (2008:97) 

“information alone, even when simple, accurate, well presented and action focused, 

will be insufficient by itself to produce the shift towards more sustainable patterns of 

consumption.” Arguably, from such a perspective, individual benefits need to be 

created independent from the household consumer link. One major environmental 

NGO, for example, states "we don't think the consumer is the major driver. We think 

that business and the saving they can make through better management practices are a 

far more important driver than consumer interest" (Interview 4, Environmental NGO 

involved in product-labelling schemes). Such benefits can include, for example, the 

facilitation of collaboration within the company (SustainAbility 2011:28) as well as 

along the supply chain by bringing processes in line with product-labelling criteria. 
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Another important dimension is an increasing concern, specifically among food 

suppliers, for the security of their future production (Busch and Bain 2004:331). One 

of the interviewees explains: “There is […] a supply chain risk to be managed that 

environmental degradation, climate change, poor labour standards are ultimately risks 

to a company’s ability to continue to operate because these problems may result in 

supply chain disruption for them in the future and price volatility or price increases in 

their commodities and all of that is bad for business” (Interview 29, consultant). 

Aligning with sustainability oriented product labelling standards can be a way to 

manage such risks. Moreover, following the order provided by a product-labelling 

enables companies to, in a sense, ‘outsource’ mechanisms, such as life-cycle 

assessment, monitoring, consumer education or marketing efforts. Lastly, aligning 

processes with a labelling scheme can result in cost reductions, for example through 

waste minimisation, efficiency improvements or reduced insurance costs (Agriculture 

and Environment Research Unit at Science and Technology Research Institute 

University of Hertfordshire et al. 2010:29; Dauvergne and Lister 2012:40).  

In sum, from a rational perspective, the institutionalisation of sustainability-oriented 

product-labelling schemes and the degree to which actors orient social action in line 

with its orders can be seen as driven by the extent to which consumers see a benefit 

in using the respective labelling scheme to follow their interest in green purchases 

and/or other self-interest, such as health or cost savings. Taking into account the 

market power of the production side, it is also related to the extent to which the 

labelling schemes provide producers with benefits, such as securing long term supply, 

business opportunities or cost savings. At the same time, rational grounded studies 

tend to point to the need to minimise the costs related to the alignment with 

sustainability related product-labelling schemes (see e.g. Allison and Carter 2000:16).  

Yet scholars (see e.g. Gulbrandsen 2006; Collins et al. 2003:25) as well as 

practitioners (see e.g. European Environmental Bureau 2008:3) seem to increasingly 

question these arguments. For Collins et al. (2003:25), for example, “Eco-labelling is 

perhaps the best example of a policy which relies on a naive conceptualisation of 

human action. The assumption is that information drives action, so that an eco-label 

on a product will be sufficient to change purchasing decisions. However, all the 

available evidence suggests that this is a false assumption: people do not purchase in 

a rational, information-seeking way.”  
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Although Colin et al.’s conclusion to dismiss product-labelling all together might take 

the argument to an extreme, there are certainly well reasoned arguments against a 

sole focus on rational choice models. A major point of critique is that they 

systematically neglect the importance of norms, cultural scripts, cognitive frames, and 

meaning systems (Campbell and Pedersen 2001:7). The following section details this 

criticism and introduces a sociological perspective on the institutionalisation of 

sustainability-oriented product-labelling.  

5.3 Critique of rationality – institutionalisation 

from a sociological perspective 

Although exact definitions of an institution have remained implicit in early 

sociological accounts of institutional theory, the core idea seems to be that 

institutions are a recurrent pattern of social action firmly rooted in taken-for-granted 

rules, norms, and routines (Seo and Creed 2002:222; Clegg 2012:167). Hence, 

sociological accounts contribute two main lines of arguments to a more holistic 

understanding of the institutionalisation of sustainability related product-labelling 

schemes: the role of routines and societal models of appropriateness.  

Many authors highlight that most of everyday life is based on routinised behaviour 

(e.g. Harvey et al. 2001:48; Warde 2005:137). Tomlinson and McMeekin (2002: 76) 

thereby distinguish between habitual behaviour, which they define as the 

"unreflected repeated action of individuals" and routine behaviour, which they define 

as "shared patterns of behaviour within a group context" that involves interaction 

between various actors. From this perspective to become institutionalised, product-

labelling schemes need to become an inherent part of individual and organisational 

habits and routines.  

An identification of the role of routines in social action alone does not question the 

rational choice model however. In fact, many rational choice grounded scholars point 

to a “bounded” rationality, referring to cognitive constraints in the ability to 

repeatedly calculate the optimal source of action (Tomlinson and McMeekin 

2002:77). The difference is that while rational choice scholars assume that initial 

establishments of routines are driven by conscious decisions, sociological concepts 

consider routines as socially constituted (Meyer and Rowan 1977:340; DiMaggio and 
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Powell 2008b:12). Even though such accounts appreciate that "individuals face 

choices all the time" (DiMaggio and Powell 2008b:10), they highlight that while 

choosing and developing routines individuals "seek guidance […] by reference to 

standards of obligation" (DiMaggio and Powell 2008b:10). Especially in conditions of 

environmental uncertainty “actors, often confused about what the most rational or 

cost-effective strategy should be, adopt whatever culturally appropriate [...] practices 

and models they find around them” (Campbell and Pedersen 2001:12). This can 

include not only formal regulation, which guides through coercion and the threat of 

formal sanction but also informal norms and values that guide through norms of 

acceptability, morality and ethics (Garud et al. 2007:958; Scott 1995).  

Next to this direct and overt impact of societal contexts, there is also the assumption 

of an indirect and covert impact as the models of appropriate action become 

internalised by individuals as part of their socialisation (Dimitrakopoulos 2005:677). 

Scott (1995:40&44) refers here to the “cognitive pillar” of institutions, defined as "the 

rules that constitute the nature of reality and the frames through which meaning is 

made. [...] Whereas the emphasis by normative theorists is on the power of rules - 

normative expectations guiding behavior - the cognitive framework stresses the 

importance of social identities: our conceptions of who we are and what ways of 

action make sense for us in a given situation." Resonating with critical realist 

arguments made in section 3.1.3, for DiMaggio and Powell (2008b:11) this implies 

that societal contexts do not just guide or constrain particular options but establish 

the very criteria by which people discover their preferences.  

In regard to the process of institutionalisation and degree to which social action is 

oriented in line with a particular order, sociological accounts refer less to conscious 

design (Gulbrandsen 2010:23) but to a rather passive process of modelling action in 

accordance with dominant societal models of appropriateness or obligation (Oliver 

1991:147–148). Especially in older versions of sociological institutionalism, 

organisations and individuals are understood to only reflect and never transform 

institutions. Accordingly, the sociological perspective can be understood as framing 

the institutionalisation of sustainability-oriented product-labelling schemes not as 

increasing individual benefits and reducing costs related to ordering action in line 

with a labelling scheme, but rather relates it to political-cultural shifts resulting in the 

emergence of new models of appropriateness of which product-labelling schemes can 
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be more or less a part (Campbell and Pedersen 2001:9–12; Wallenborn 2007:61). 

However, how the emergence of institutions and their institutionalisation occurs 

remains rather unclear within this set of literatures.  

5.3.1 Absolute versus socially 

constructed models of 

appropriateness 

A major point of contestation is the source of the just discussed models of 

appropriateness and to what extent they can be considered as generally applicable.  

Following a communitarian or relativist view, societal models of appropriateness 

depend on historically contingent values, goals, and practices of a specific culture or 

community. Their validity is restricted to the domain of that culture or community 

and they are not necessarily acceptable for others (Vedder 2008b). For Bernstein 

(2005:156) this implies different interpretations of models of appropriateness across 

audiences of state, global civil society, or marketplace actors. In fact, models of 

appropriateness can be seen as institutions themselves that can have different 

degrees of institutionalisation and according different degrees in the extent to which 

actors see them as binding for their action (DiMaggio 1988:13). Following such a 

view, norms tend to refer to highly institutionalised models of appropriateness in 

form of facts, actors must take into account (DiMaggio and Powell 2008b). Referring 

to March and Olsen (1989), Dimitrakopoulos (2005:677), for example, argues that 

broader historically defined normative orders are “the prevailing ideological 

proscriptions and prescriptions, that is, the dominant norms, principles and ideas 

regarding appropriate action, which hold a given institutional structure together and 

provide both an abstract definition of standards of appropriate behaviour and 

‘compass’ for the assessment of attempts at change”. They are resistant to change and 

must be protected and put into effect (Dimitrakopoulos 2005:677).  

Other scholars argue that next to culturally constructed models of appropriateness 

there is also some form of overarching ethical framework. Sayer (1997:482), in fact, 

calls for a unifying normative framework, especially in the light of an increasingly 

integrated and interdependent world (Sayer 1997:485). Such a framework for him 

would “reject [...] subjective treatments of values and defend some kind of ethical 

naturalism" (Sayer 1997:483). It would also call for communicative or discourse 



125 

ethics, in which needs would have to be the subject of democratic determination in 

something approaching a Habermasian ideal speech situation. Similar calls for an 

overarching ethical framework for global stewardship can be found with Biermann 

(2007:326), who points to values such as credibility, adaptiveness to new situations 

and inclusiveness (Biermann 2007:331). Others refer in such discussions to basic 

principles such as justice, understood as the protection of basic human rights or 

general notions of fairness (Koppell 2008:191).  

For many, the approval of such an overarching ethical and normative framework 

implies also the possibility to evaluate social processes against such a framework in a 

prescriptive sense. While relativist scholars tend to neglect such prescriptive 

evaluations by some form of impartial observer (Vedder 2008b), advocates of 

prescriptive evaluations point to multiple problems related to a communitarian or 

relativist view: For Sayer (1997:476) "without an examination of normative 

questions the standpoints from which social phenomena are evaluated in critical 

social sciences are left to intuition or unmonitored peer pressure." In relation to 

Sustainable Development, Biermann et al. (2007) highlight problems with the 

intergenerational aspect of Sustainable Development as future generations are 

naturally excluded from the construction of norms. 

Although the need for evaluations of labelling schemes and any other form of steering 

mechanism against an absolute unifying ethical framework is clearly appreciated, it is 

seen as outside the scope of this study and rather the task of scholars of moral and 

political philosophy. The focus of this study will therefore remain a relativist and 

empirical approach, considering models of appropriateness in their contingent, 

socially constructed form.29  

                                                        

29 Having said that, later discussions will show that some of the dominant norms (mainly related to 
deliberation and inclusiveness) influencing the institutionalisation of sustainability-oriented product-
labelling schemes, resemble some of the ethical values highlighted by Sayer (1997), Biermann (2007) 
and Koppel (2008).  
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5.4 Institutionalisation from a network or 

relational perspective 

While rational perspectives focus in their explanation of institutionalisation 

processes on the micro-level, sociological perspectives focus mainly on the role of 

overarching societal norms. A third perspective, which might be called a meso 

perspective, highlights the importance of relationships30 and mutual dependencies 

between actors in influencing social action. Some refer to this perspective as 

"network institutionalism" (Ansell 2006:76).  

Networks of relationships can take different forms. They can be a set of solidaristic 

relationships between individuals, groups, organisations or "merely patterns of 

interaction or connection" (Ansell 2006:77). They can also consist of 

interdependencies which might motivate actors to engage in exchange relationships 

or even create strong norms of mutual obligation and reciprocity (Ansell 2006:75). 

Arguably, these relationships and mutual dependencies can influence perceptions of 

both societal norms and self-interests and according social action. The following 

section explains these dynamics on an individual as well as organisational level. 

5.4.1 Organisational level  

For this study, the relational perspective on organisational action has been mainly 

related to concepts of resource dependencies (section 5.4.1.1) and the diffusion of 

societal norms of appropriateness through organisational fields (section 5.4.1.2).31  

5.4.1.1 Resource dependency 

Pfeffer and Salancik (2003) argue that to ensure their survival, organisations require 

resources. Because these resources are partly controlled by other actors (individuals, 

other organisations or groups), these other actors have a partial control over the 

interests of that respective organisation. Pfeffer and Salancik (2003:259) speak of the 

                                                        

30 Weber (1978, translation:26) uses the term social relationship to "denote the behavior of a plurality 
of actors insofar as, in its meaningful content, the action of each takes account of that of the others and 
is oriented in these terms." 
31 Although these concepts are usually subsumed under the sociological new institutional perspective, 
because of their relational focus, they are discussed in this study as part of the relational perspective.  
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"social control of organisations." According to Pfeffer and Salancik (2003:257–261), 

social control is facilitated by various factors including:  

 the possession of some resource by the actor; 

 the importance or criticality of the resource to the respective organisation in 

order to maintain activities and survival; 

 the inability of the organisation to obtain that resource elsewhere; 

 the visibility of the resource being controlled; 

 the actor's discretion in the allocation, access, and use of the critical resource. 

As a consequence of their social control, organisations need to interact with and 

depend on other actors in their social environment or context. This interaction is 

dominated by organisations trying to avoid dependency on and control by other 

organisations and attempts to seek resource stability on the one hand, and other 

social actors trying to increase organisation’s dependency on their resources and 

thereby increase their control over these organisations on the other (Oliver 

1991:149; Pfeffer and Salancik 2003:257–261). 

These arguments also relate to discussions of power. “Following the classical 

definition of Weber (1922), power can be defined as an ability of an actor to influence 

others’ actions and outcomes despite resistance” (Demil and Bensédrine 2005:60). 

Avelino and Rotmans (2009) define power as the capacity of actors to mobilize 

resources (including human ressources, such as personnel, voters, clients, etc; mental 

ressources, such as information, concepts or beliefs; monetary resources; artefactual 

ressources, such as product or infrastructure; and natural resources) to realise a 

certain collective or self-interest related goal. However, “the concept of power is 

sociologically amorphous" (Weber 1978, translation:53) and a comprehensive 

discussion of all its facets and different interpretations has been outside the scope of 

this study.  

5.4.1.2 Diffusion of societal norms through isomorphic 

processes 

In their seminal work on new institutionalism DiMaggio and Powell (2008) explain 

how sets of societal norms of appropriateness and forms of organisation diffuse 

across what they call ‘organisational fields’. They refer to this as “isomorphism.” 
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DiMaggio and Powell (2008a:64–65) define organisational fields as "organizations 

that, in the aggregate constitute a recognized area of institutional life: key suppliers, 

resource and product consumers, regulatory agencies, and other organizations that 

produce similar services or products." According to DiMaggio and Powell (1983:65), 

organisational fields become defined “through an increase in the extent of interaction 

among organizations in the field, the emergence of sharply defined inter-

organizational structures of domination and patterns of coalition, an increase in the 

information load with which organizations in a field must contend; and the 

development of a mutual awareness among participants in a set of organizations that 

they are involved in a common enterprise."32 Sahlin and Wedlin (2008:224) describe 

the field as a system of relations - relations that have evolved among the actors who 

define their activities as being concerned with similar issues. [...]Dominating 

organizations form reference points and models for the rest of the organizations on 

the same field. Coherent patterns of action and meaning thus develop, even without 

any single actor or actors intentionally striving for coherence or conformity." 

How models of appropriateness diffuse through isomorphic processes is determined 

by the social relations that exist within the respective organisational field, including 

existing interactions and dependencies (the higher the interactions and dependencies 

the higher the rate of isomorphism) and uncertainties (the more uncertainty the 

more organisations mimic others) (DiMaggio and Powell 2008a). Arguably, in the 

light of ever more globalised actors, including not only businesses but also NGOs and 

governmental actors, which connect through various international media, 

organisational fields, their dominant norms of appropriateness and their isomorphic 

processes have become increasingly globalised. Probably related to this trend, while 

old sociological institutionalism has tended to refer organisational fields to concrete 

local communities, new sociological institutionalism accepts the existence of macro-

level organisational forms and norms (DiMaggio and Powell 2008b:14).  

DiMaggio and Powell (2008) distinguish between three main mechanisms of 

diffusion:  

                                                        

32 Cashore (2002) for example includes in the organisational field of private forest certification 
schemes those organisations that have a direct mandate in the forest sector, such as forest companies, 
industry associations, forest landowners, environmental groups and consuming business (immediate 
audiences or tier 1). From that he distinguishes the wider societal field, including consumers (tier 2). 
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1. Coercive isomorphism: According to DiMaggio and Powell (2008), coercive 

isomorphism stems from formal and informal pressure prescribing appropriate 

courses of action, exerted on organisations by cultural expectations and societal- 

and field-level norms within which organisations function and by other 

organisations, upon which they are (resource) dependent. Meyer and Rowan 

(1977:348) point here to “powerful organisations” forcing their immediate 

relational networks to adapt to their structures and relations. They also highlight 

the importance of external criteria of worth, such as the endorsement of an 

organisation by actors the organisation considers important.  

2. Mimetic isomorphism: DiMaggio and Powel (2008:70) argue that when goals are 

ambiguous or when the environment creates uncertainty, organizations may 

model themselves on other organizations in their field that they perceive to be 

more successful. Such "standard responses to uncertainty" (DiMaggio and Powell 

2008a:67) can be diffused unintentionally, for example through employee 

migration, or explicitly, for example by consulting firms or trade associations. 

3. Normative Pressures: DiMaggio and Powel (2008) associate normative 

isomorphism with professionalisation, which they relate to “the collective 

struggle” of members of an occupation to define the conditions and methods of 

their work and cognitive basis. Especially professional bodies and standards exert 

influence (Nicholls 2010). Moreover, because actors from the same educational 

backgrounds tend to approach problems in similar ways, professionalization is 

shaped by education and reinforced by socialisation on the job.  

According to Meyer and Rowan (1977:358), for becoming isomorphic with their field, 

organisations profit from actors in the field committing themselves to supporting the 

ceremonial facade of that organisation alongside with making things work out 

backstage through formal and informal coordination and avoiding public 

embarrassment. This is why, for Meyer and Rowan (1977:340), independent of the 

immediate efficacy of the acquired practices and procedures, by becoming isomorphic 

and ensuring the compliance with norms of appropriateness organisations increase 

their survival prospects and success.  
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5.4.2 Individual level 

Where scholars applying a relational perspective to organisations focus on resource 

dependencies and the diffusion of societal norms through organisational fields, 

scholars applying a relational perspective to individual action tend to focus on how 

the belonging to a particular group and the activities of other actors within this group 

determines what activities are considered appropriate and in the self-interest of the 

individual.  

Individual fields can be thought of as “a more general area of life” (Tomlinson and 

McMeekin 2002:78). At this point not only family, work and friend relations are 

important but also NGOs and advocacy groups, civil societal organisations, such as the 

church, academia and educational organisations, the media and governmental actors. 

All these actors can play central roles in ideological reproduction asserting moral and 

intellectual leadership and projecting a particular set of interests and appropriate 

practices as the general interest (Levy and Newell 2002:87).  

In regard to individual (household) consumption, McMeekin et al. (2002:1) highlight 

that habits and routines of everyday consumption take place in the context of, and are 

constrained by, social networks. Jackson (2005: iii) in his work on sustainable 

consumption argues that consumers are not only guided by rational choices and by 

the ‘norms of the game’ but also by what others around them say and do. Instead of 

being born with a fixed set of preferences, it is assumed that individual action 

depends on individual identities, which are shaped in part by group membership and 

ongoing interrelations within individual fields (Wallenborn 2007:64; Young 2008:7; 

Pedersen and Neergaard 2006:25).  

Although there is wide agreement that a large part of consumption acts happen on a 

routinised and “ordinary” level (Warde 2005:146) that focuses on the satisfaction of 

functional needs (Jakson 2006:8), certain consumption acts can arguably contribute 

to the construction of this identity (Jakson 2006:8). Wallenborn (2007:64–65) 

highlights that by choosing certain consumption habits and practices and bringing 

them "into a more or less coherent whole", individuals display their social affiliation 

to particular social groups and lifestyles and position themselves in society. While 

individuals do have a degree of choice which lifestyle or group they strive to be 

affiliated with (although, as outlined in section 5.3, it can be argued that also this 
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choice is shaped by socialisation), these groups and their institutional environments 

determine what routines are considered appropriate for individuals to mimic. 

Consumption decisions can therefore be placed on a continuum between consuming 

symbolic goods that show the belonging to a particular group, which are shaped by 

reflection, consideration and consultation of the extended social networks, to 

unconscious replacement and repetition, independent of issues of identity building, 

such as status enhancement or the pursuit of fashion (Kraemer 2003; Warde 2002).  

In essence, from a network or relational perspective, the institutionalisation of 

product-labelling schemes relates to the extent to which actors in organisational and 

individual fields integrate a particular scheme in “a stable recurrent pattern of 

behavioural interaction or exchange” (Ansell 2006:76). Compared to rational 

accounts, which often apply a narrow interpretation of markets and the 

institutionalisation of product-labelling scheme by focussing on the bilateral 

transaction between producers and consumers (Coriat and Weinstein 2010:44), the 

relational perspective introduces a more systematic understanding taking into 

account how following the order of a product-labelling scheme can substantiate itself 

in a variety of social activities. This implies seeing consumer and producer side as 

mutually shaping each other and connected by shifting systems of distribution and 

retailing (Fine and Leopold 1995:4). In addition, markets are "situated alongside - 

indeed articulated with - non-market forms of exchange for goods and services" 

(Harvey 2010). Relationships and social action within such production and 

consumption systems33 are shaped not only by economics and material flows, but 

also by societal contexts bringing into play a multiplicity of actor classes (Lebel 

2005:13; Coriat and Weinstein 2010:44), including non-governmental, governmental, 

civil societal and business organisations as well as individual household consumers.34  

                                                        

33 To avoid confusion instead of using the term market, this study refers to production and 
consumption systems.  
34 The term actor class refers back to Harvey and Randles (2010:67) for whom members of classes 
share distinct functions with each other on the one and contrast with functions of other classes on the 
other hand. Separate classes are held together by various relations of asymmetric dependencies. For 
example they distinguish between a class of retailers, consumers and manufacturers. End-product 
manufacturers depend on exchanges with retailers for their economic existence, in order for their 
products to find an end market, and, conversely, retailers depend on manufacturers in order to have 
something to sell to consumers. “Their mutual dependency is at the level of class to class, rather than at 
the level of particular members to particular members” (Harvey and Randles 2010:67). In the 

 



132 

5.5 Institutionalisation from a constructivist 

perspective and institutional entrepreneurship 

The last sections have outlined the different drivers rational, sociological and 

network perspectives emphasise in relation to the institutionalisation of product-

labelling schemes. While rational accounts point to the importance of self-interests on 

the micro-level, sociological accounts focus on overarching societal norms. Relational 

perspectives argue that perceptions of both, self-interests and dominant societal 

norms, are formed by relationships within organisational and individual fields (meso-

level). By using relational  insights a more systematic understanding has been 

introduced showing that the order of a labelling scheme can be followed not only 

during household consumer’s purchase decisions and producer’s and manufacturer’s 

production processes, but also during the wider activities of these two as well as 

other actors, such as NGOs, retailers, media, civil societal and governmental 

organisations. All these actors shape production and consumption in different ways 

through the formation of identities, social control of organisations and related 

isomorphic processes.  

A constant criticism so far described conceptualisations, specifically sociological ones, 

face is their incapacity to explain processes of institutional change (Blyth 2003). They 

arguably struggle with attributing agency while at the same time taking into account 

actor’s embeddedness in already institutionalised social structures. Some might argue 

that because of that, they fail to sufficiently explain “’institutionalisation' as an 

unfinished process (as opposed to an achieved state), about where institutions come 

from, why some organizational innovations diffuse while others do not'” (DiMaggio 

1988:12) – in this cases, what are the drivers of the institutionalisation of emerging 

product labelling schemes and what determines the probability that action will in fact 

be aligned with their maxims. In response to these limitations, a fourth version of new 

institutionalism, referred to by some as “constructivist” (Hay 2006) institutionalism, 

has recently attained greater prominence. At the core of constructivist 

institutionalism is the notion of ideas. Hay (2006:66) sees institutions as "codified 

                                                                                                                                                                        

following these different classes, if not further distinguished, are together referred to as actors or 
sometimes collectively as audience.  
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systems of idea[s] and the practices they sustain." Ideas become codified through 

processes of normalization and institutional embedding and can also become 

contested, challenged, reframed and replaced (Hay 2006:65). According to Hardy and 

Maguire (2008:205), constructivist (or ideational) approaches build "on the idea that 

institutions are formed as meanings come to be shared and taken for granted […] 

Actors are not viewed simply as carriers of institutional meanings associated with 

practices, diffusing them intact and unchanged through a field; rather, all actors in the 

field are viewed as active interpreters of practices whose meaning is, as a result, 

negotiated in on-going, complex processes." From such an ideational perspective, 

Sahlin and Wedlin (2008:232) see ideas, such as audits, assessments, accreditations 

and standards, which they refer to as soft regulation35, as largely flexible and open to 

interpretation and adjustment by those being regulated. For them, their "authority is 

not predefined in the relationships between those regulated but must be built into 

each governing relationship."  

Following a constructivist perspective, Hay sees change "to reside in the relationship 

between actors and the context in which they find themselves […] more specifically, 

institutional change is understood in terms of the interaction between strategic 

conduct and the strategic context within which it is conceived” (Hay 2006:64). These 

arguments can be related to another notion that has been the subject of discussions 

within new institutional theory and became between 1991 and 2007 “almost 

synonymous with institutional change” (Greenwood et al. 2008: 19) – the one of the 

institutional entrepreneur. Battilana et al. (2009:72) in their recent attempt towards 

developing ‘a Theory of Institutional Entrepreneurship’ define institutional 

entrepreneurs as “agents, whether organizations or individuals, who initiate, and 

actively participate in the implementation of, changes that diverge from existing 

institutions, independent of whether the initial intent was to change the institutional 

environment and whether the changes were successfully implemented. Such changes 

might be initiated within the boundaries of an organization or within the broader 

institutional context, within which the actor is embedded.” Following this line of 

argument, product-labelling initiators and the respective labelling organisations can 
                                                        

35 They go further than making relations to the notion of order and instead relate to the notion of 

authority. 
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be conceptualised as institutional entrepreneurs, who try to drive institutional 

change by introducing a product-labelling scheme as a potential new order, whose 

meaningful content in regard to standard setting, assessment and communication can 

be aligned with in various social action (in different interpretations) across the 

production and consumption system. Yet before outlining in section 5.5.2 how 

constructivist institutionalism and the notion of institutional entrepreneurship allows 

conceptualising institutionalisation processes, the subsequent section clarifies briefly 

some fundamental differences and commonalities between the just presented and  

sociological and rational interpretations.  

5.5.1 The paradox of embedded agency 

The category of the institutional entrepreneur was introduced by DiMaggio (1988:14) 

as “organized actors with sufficient ressources [who] see in [the creation of 

institutions] an opportunity to realize interests that they value highly." This 

statement seems to resemble arguments from Shepsle (2006:31), referred to in 

section 5.2.1.1, highlighting individual leadership as a way to overcome collective 

action problems. Indeed, Leca et al. (2008:3) argue that the main aim of the 

introduction of the notion of entrepreneurship was to “reintroduce actors’ agency to 

institutional analysis” in order to help explain institutional change. For Seo and Creed 

(2002:222), “the theoretical question of how institutions are created and changed 

would seem to be at least partially answered by incorporating the role of interest and 

agents into institutional theory." Similar statements can be found in regard to the 

notion of constructivist institutionalism where Hay (2006:63) highlights that 

constructivist institutionalism takes from rational accounts that actors are strategic, 

seeking to realize goals.  

In the light of such arguments, the concept of institutional entrepreneurship has faced 

repeated criticism it would promote an instrumental and disembedded (rational) 

view of agency that is incompatible with (sociological) institutional theory (Battilana 

et al. 2009:73; Clegg 2012:168). Yet unlike in rational new institutional theory, in 

concepts of institutional entrepreneurship and constructivist institutionalism goals 

and preferences are considered to be a complex, contingent, and constantly changing 

social construction (Battilana et al. 2009:73; Hay 2006:63). Field characteristics, in 

particular in regard to levels of institutionalisation, fragmentation, tensions and 
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uncertainites, as well as actors’ social positions, including their access to strategic 

resources and their relationships, are argued to majorly shape entrepreneurial action 

(Battilana et al. 2009:86; Hay 2006:65; Hardy and Maguire 2008). In the light of this 

contextuality and interdependency, constructivist conceptualisations and the concept 

of institutional entrepreneurship should not be confused with rational 

institutionalisation following conscious design. Instead, Schmidt (2006:19) reminds 

us that processes of change are often unconscious and even if based on conscious 

action, entrepreneurial actions do most often have intended as well as unintended 

interpretations and consequences. 

This leads into the “paradox of embedded agency” referring to the question of how 

actors can change the very institutions in which their action of change is embedded 

(Seo and Creed 2002:223). Addressing this paradox, Hay (2006:63–64) argues that 

actors’ perception of societal contexts as well as their desires, preferences, and 

motivations are not contextually given facts but reflect a normative (indeed moral, 

ethical, and political) micro-level orientation. Moreover, institutional entrepreneurs 

can gain knowledge about societal structures and institutional logics and mobilise 

them for their endeavours (Leca and Nacchache 2006). From these arguments a 

different understanding to sociological accounts follows: although actor’s interests 

and preferences are seen as a social construction, this construction cannot be simply 

derived from the institutional setting and actors cannot be seen as simply 

substitutable (Hay 2006:63). This refers back to earlier discussions about critical 

realist conceptualisations in section 3.1.3. where it has been argued that actors have 

sui properties such as self-consciousness, reflexivity, intentionality, or cognition, 

which enable them to reflect upon and try to alter the social arrangements within 

which they realize their own interests (Carter and New 2004:3–5).  

In that way, constructivist institutionalism and the notion of the institutional 

entrepreneur allow to bridge (although, as just outlined, not merge) relational, 

sociological and rational perspectives, while adding a dynamic dimension into the 

conceptualisation of institutionalisation processes. In doing so, some argue, it allows 

to bridge “the gap between […] structure and agency" (Schmidt and Radaelli 

2004:192). Such a bridging approach, although contested by some, seems to find 

increasing support among new institutional scholars and within the governance 

literature (see e.g. Underdal 2008:68; Bernstein and Cashore 2007 who recently 

applied such an approach to non-state, market-driven governance systems or Nicholls 
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2010 and Huybrechts 2010 who have used institutional entrepreneurship literature 

to study the Fairtrade scheme). In doing so, researchers have to “travel the difficult 

road that passes between a rational choice model of agency on one side and structural 

determinism on the other” (Battilana et al. 2009:73). 

5.5.2 Entrepreneurial models of 

institutional change 

For DiMaggio (1988:14), “the creation of new legitimate organizational forms […] 

requires an institutionalisation project.” Battilana et al. (2009:95–96) summarise 

such institutionalisation projects as creating, and trying to mobilize people behind, a 

vision “that induces them to adopt unfamiliar templates of action that break with 

existing institutions in a particular context." Their model resonates with Greenwood 

et al.’s (2002) “stages of institutional change”, Hargrave and Van de Ven’s (2006) 

“collective action model”, as well as arguments by Schmidt (2006) in relation to 

constructivist institutionalism36 and Finnemore and Sikking’s (1998) model of a norm 

life-cycle and role of the “norm entrepreneur”. As Finnemore and Sikking (1998:891) 

equalise their notion of norms with institutions, both referring for them to “the same 

behaviour rules”, their model is seen as transferable to the issue of institutional 

change. In fact, their model has been found to be particularly useful to understand not 

only the emergence of new product labelling schemes but also their 

institutionalisation. For Finnemore and Sikking (1998:896), motivations for norm 

entrepreneurship are "strong notions about appropriate or desirable behavior in 

their community" related to empathy, altruism, and ideational commitment. 

                                                        

36 Schmidt (2006) uses the term discourse institutionalism instead of constructivist institutionalism, 
mirroring a common focus within this literature realm on discursive change processes. However, for 
her both notions refer to similar conceptualisations in principle. In line with arguments reviewed in 
section 3.2, discourses, in a discourse institutionalist understanding, can be seen as having a dual 
function in regard to institutionalisation processes: First, they shape actors’ normative judgments as 
well as appraisals of their self-interested cost-benefit calculations (Suchman 1995:585). Second, they 
can also serve to re-frame ideas and the definitions of societal norms, cultural expectations, exchange 
relations, etc. (Schmidt 2006). From the perspective of discourse institutionalism "the image of 
institutional entrepreneurs [...] is as authors—generators of influential texts that are aimed at 
influencing the nature and structure of discourses and, in turn, affecting the institutions that are 
supported by those discourses" (Phillips et al. 2004:636). As argued already in section 3.2, despite 
texts being considered an important medium shaping the institutionalisation of sustainability-oriented 
product-labelling schemes, it is assumed that also other dynamics are important. To avoid confusion, 
the following sections therefore refer to constructivist institutionalism, while partly referring to 
arguments from Schmidt’s conceptualisation of discourse institutionalism.  
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Finnemore and Sikking’s arguments resonate with the notion of social (or 

environmental) entrepreneurship, which can be understood in this context as 

organisations addressing social (or environmental) problems (Battilana et al. 

2009:92; Zahra et al. 2009:522). The term social entrepreneur has recently also found 

its way into the Sustainable Development related governance literature, where 

Partzsch and Ziegler (2011:64), for example, define social entrepreneurs as change 

agents that tackle social (and environmental) problems with entrepreneurial means 

and perform functions and provide services that have previously been considered to 

be the sole authority of states. 

Finnemore and Sikking (1998) refer to the first phase of the norm life-cycle as “norm 

emergence.” Schmidt (2006) refers to a “coordinative phase”, where ideas (other 

terms used in this context are innovation or vision) are initiated. According to 

Finnemore and Sikking (1998:896), during the first phase entrepreneurs use framing 

mechanisms37 to call attention to or ‘‘create’’ issues by using language that names, 

interprets, and dramatizes them (reinterpretation and renaming). Similar arguments 

are made by Battilana et al. (2009:80-81), who (linking it partly with literature on 

social movements) also use the concept of framing. They distinguish between:  

 “diagnostic frames”, where institutional entrepreneurs make existing problems 

and failings explicit;  

 “prognostic frames”, that cast a promoted vision as superior to a previous 

arrangement by delegitimizing existing institutional arrangements and 

legitimising the new in a way that resonates with interests, values and problems 

of potential allies; and  

 “motivational framing” providing reasons to support the new idea related to the 

interests of others (Fligstein 1997).  

                                                        

37 For Hajer (2008:257) framing is the process of drawing the relationship between doubts and believe 
as it offers an "internally coherent constellation of facts, values, and action implications." Based on the 
social movement literature, yet relating it to the concept of institutional entrepreneurship, Markowitz 
(2007:133) defines framing as “a tool social movement leaders use to narrow the cognitive schemas 
followers apply to make sense of reality. Frames help individuals organize by generating ‘shared 
meaning’ and by helping participants use their collective reality to create change.”  
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Greenwood et al. (2002) refer at this point to a “theorization” phase where new ideas 

get specified through outlining a general failing for which the new idea is a solution or 

treatment, and justification of the new idea. Referring to Suchman (1995), they argue 

that new ideas need to be nested within prevailing normative prescriptions (moral 

legitimacy) and/or by asserting their functional superiority, or "pragmatic" 

legitimacy to achieve further diffusion. 

 
According to Finnemore and Sikking (1998), if successful, the new frames resonate 

with broader public understandings and are adopted as new ways of talking about 

and understanding issues. DiMaggio (1988:15) highlights that an institutionalisation 

project "requires the help of subsidiary actors." In fact, for DiMaggio (1988:15), 

"recruiting or creating an environment that enact their claims is the central task that 

institutional entrepreneurs face in carrying out a successful institutionalization 

project." Such support can not only provide endorsement and “legitimacy” for an 

institutionalisation project (DiMaggio 1988:15) but the institutional entrepreneur can 

also “gain access to the resources they control" (Battilana et al. 2009:85). DiMaggio 

(1988:15) thereby distinguishes between "core constituencies (the institutional 

entrepreneur and their backers) and external constituencies, with whom the core 

constituencies usually must bargain for support.” Battilana et al. (2009:81) refer here 

to the importance of “mobilizing allies” through the use of discourse and 

"marshalling of other resources". In regard to the former, narratives and stories can 

connect the institutionalisation project to familiar institutional logics while at the 

same time emphasizing the need to change and making the project attractive to a 

variety of potential adopters. In regard to the latter, Battilana et al. (2009:83) argue 

that financial resources and resources related to social position "play a key role in 

helping institutional entrepreneurs convince other actors to endorse and support the 

implementation of a vision for divergent change." According to DiMaggio (1988:15), 

actors might also support the claims of the institutional entrepreneur because they 

"stand to gain from the success of the institutionalization project." In particular, if the 

institutionalisation project is successful, subsidiary actors have the prospects of 

becoming legitimated themselves.  

For Finnemore and Sikking (1998), ideally the mobilisation of allies reaches a tipping 

point, where a critical mass of actors adopts the new norm/institution, resulting in a 

redefinition of appropriate action. After the tipping point, a cascade process follows 
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with a “dynamic of socialisation and imitation as the norm leaders attempt to 

socialize other actors to become norm followers” (Finnemore and Sikking 1998:895). 

Schmidt (2006:18) refers here to the communicative phase understood as a "mass 

process of public persuasion." Finnemore and Sikking (1998:895) argue that 

motivations for such cascade process through the rest of the population relate to a 

combination of pressure for conformity, desire to enhance legitimation and self-

esteem. All these processes strongly relate to the diffusion processes outlined in 

section 5.4.1.2. Hargrave and Van de Ven (2006:883), refer to a development phase 

were “action shifts from the entity level to the field level.” 

For Finnemore and Sikking (1998), the last stage is norm internalization when 

norms/institutions acquire a taken-for-granted quality and are no longer a matter of 

broad public debate. Conformance with these norms becomes almost automatic 

(Finnemore and Sikking 1998:895–905), forming paths for future changes (Hay 

2006:64).  Hargrave and van de Ven (2006:883) refer here to implementation or 

convergence, where the institutional project has “won the political campaign and has 

become legitimated and ratified.”  

Figure 8 gives an overview of the just described process applied to the case of 

product-labelling schemes.  

 

FIGU R E 8 :  P HA SE S O F T H E IN S TI TU T IONA L ISA T IO N  OF N EW LABE L LI NG S C HE ME  
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5.5.3 Institutionalisation of change 

Battilana et al. (2009) highlight that most current research on institutional 

entrepreneurship focuses on the first steps of the institutionalisation process without 

accounting for how institutional entrepreneurs might contribute to institutionalise 

the change. According to them, “little is known about how institutional entrepreneurs 

mobilize financial resources, formal authority, and social capital across contexts. We 

also know little about which approaches to managing the process of divergent change 

implementation work best in which contexts” (Battilana et al. 2009:86).Greenwood et 

al. (2008:27) refer in the introduction to the Sage Handbook of Organizational 

Institutionalism to the “collective action model” as the most recent model of 

institutional change but also “the one least understood”. For them, there is a need for 

much more theorising in this respect. Indeed, although DiMaggio (1988) argues that 

creating a supportive environment is the central task for institutional entrepreneurs, 

the just described models leave it rather open how institutional entrepreneurs can 

ensure that their ideas resonate with broader societal support and, in doing so, can 

transfer from one phase to the next.  

A core concept, that is pointed to by DiMaggio (1988), Battilana et al. (2009), 

Hargrave and van de Ven (2006:883), Finnemore and Sikking (1998) and Greenwood 

et al. (2002) and can help shedding light on this aspect, is legitimacy. DiMaggio 

(1988) speaks of the need for institutionalisation projects to create “new legitimate 

organizational forms.” He also highlights how subsidiary actors can provide 

legitimacy and have the prospects to become legitimated themselves, if the 

institutionalisation project is successful. Battilana et al. (2009:77) relate prognostic 

framing to legitimacy and highlight the importance of institutional entrepreneurs and 

their activities having "legitimacy in the eyes of, and the ability to bridge, diverse 

stakeholders." For Greenwood et al. (2002:61) "theorization is important because it 

connects to one of the central concerns of institutional thinking, the concept of 

legitimacy." In a later article Suddaby and Greenwood (2005:35) state that legitimacy 

is a “key component of institutional change.” Similarly Finnemore and Sikking 

(1998:906) relate not only the cascade process partly to processes of legitimation but 

also argue that “legitimation is a main motivation for normative shifts.” Similar 

statements about legitimacy being a crucial component of institutionalisation and 

institutional change can be found with other authors (e.g. Tost 2011:686; Dolfsma 
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and Verburg 2008:1039; Clegg 2012:169; Dacin et al. 2002:47). Dacin et al. (2002:47) 

see institutional entrepreneurs as “agents of legitimacy supporting the creation of 

institutions.” Tost (2011:705) highlights that "because legitimacy functions as a 

pivotal cognition that impacts individuals’ inclinations to support a social entity or 

work for change, understanding how and why legitimacy judgments change can help 

researchers understand how and why individuals’ behavioural orientations to social 

entities may shift and cause them either to support or to resist institutional change."  

 

FIGU R E 9 :  T HE R OL E OF LEG I T I MAC Y IN IN S TI TU TI ONA LI SA T ION  P R O JE CT S  

5.6 The concept of legitimacy 

The critical role of legitimacy for the development and success of organisations and 

other social entities, especially ones that strive to provide social order, has been at 

the heart of Weber’s arguments and of new institutional theory and been discussed 

by scholars from across different disciplines, including political sciences, sociology 

and management studies for decades. Legitimacy thereby tends to be essentially 

understood as "social approval" (Greenwood et al. 2008:6). 

While Weber (1978,translation:31) highlights that “naturally, in concrete cases, the 

orientation of action towards an order involves a wide variety of motives” , an order 
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can only be called valid, if the orientation towards its maxims “occurs [...] also because 

it is in some appreciable way regarded by the actor as in some way obligatory or 

exemplary”;  as these increase the probability that action will be aligned with the 

order to a very considerable degree (Weber 1922: part 1, I, §5; 1978, translation:30). 

Weber relates these notions of exemplariness and obligation to the concept of 

legitimacy. Within organisational studies, Meyer and Rowan (1977:349) highlight 

that legitimacy determines the support of an entity across its internal participants 

and external constituents (see also arguments by DiMaggio and Powell 2008). Many 

(including Weber), especially in the governance literature, relate legitimacy also to 

the notions of power and authority. Biermann et al. (2009:38), for example, see 

authority “as the legitimacy and capacity to exercise power, while power refers 

merely to the capacity to influence outcomes, with or without the legitimacy to do so.” 

“Power without legitimacy is brute force; instead of the consent of the governed, it 

then relies purely on coercion” (Biermann et al. 2009:68–69). Legitimacy is thus the 

linchpin that lends justification to the use of power, conferred through formal or 

informal social consent (Biermann et al. 2010:283; Biermann et al. 2009:38). 

Focussing on political institutions, Beetham (1991:12) argues that legitimacy implies 

(amongst others) evidence of consent expressed through actions. People’s consent to 

the legitimacy of an institution implies consent to the power relations that come with 

it and the resulting obligations that derive from them. For Beetham (1991:18), 

legitimacy and a demonstrable expression of consent introduce a subjectively binding 

force and a normative commitment on the part of those engaging. A lack of legitimacy 

on the other hand, has a significant effect on the "degree of cooperation and the 

quality of performance that can be secured from them" (Beetham 1991:28).  

However, legitimacy remains rather implicit in the models of institutional change 

discussed in section 5.5.2, without detailing how legitimacy is constructed and how 

this construction precisely links into the proposed models. Drawing from rational, 

sociological and relational perspectives on legitimacy within the organisational and 

governance literature, the following section expands on this gap and in doing so 

completes an overall theoretical framework for the investigation of the 

institutionalisation of sustainability related product-labelling schemes.  
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5.6.1 Legitimacy from a rational 

perspective  

To what extent self-interest dimensions should be included within a legitimacy 

framework is debated. DiMaggio (1988:15) argues that allies "stand to gain from the 

success of the institutionalization project." Greenwood et al. (2002) refer to the 

seminal work of Suchman (1995:578) who includes pragmatic legitimacy in his 

conceptualisation, which for him bases on self-interest calculations of an 

organization's most immediate audiences. This may include positive influences on 

existing exchange relations or the wider influence of an individual or organisation. 

Other scholars have followed this path, including Gulbrandsen (2010) and Cashore 

(2002), who have applied Suchman’s legitimacy framework to non-state market 

driven forms of governance, and private certification in particular. Tost (2011:690), 

in his recent work on individual legitimacy judgments, refers to an instrumental 

perspective which "predicts that entities will be judged as legitimate when they are 

perceived as promoting the material interests of the individual."  

Dowling and Pfeffer (1975:124), Risse (2004) and Koppel (2008:194) advocate 

treating self-interest separately from legitimacy arguments. Trying to explain the 

need for such a separation, Koppel raises: “Totalitarian regimes—those with 

unconstrained power reaching into every aspect of life—depend upon violence to 

maintain their authority. Given the direct consequences of rejecting the regime’s 

authority, the population’s calculation of self-interest in such societies clearly leads to 

acceptance” (Koppell 2008:194). Another example relates to securing authority 

through interest manipulation. For Koppel (2008:194), both tactics would rather 

classify as coercion than as the construction of legitimacy.  

While such notes of caution are clearly appreciated, they seem more a problem for 

conceptualisations that focus solely on self-interest driven dynamics and in particular 

ones focussing on authoritative organisations. Aim of this study though is to develop a 

holistic understanding of what drives the institutionalisation of sustainability-

oriented product-labelling schemes and the extent to which actors orient their social 

action in line with their maxims. The empirical findings of this study suggest that self-

interests are indeed an important aspect of such a holistic understanding, alongside 

normative and relational dimensions, as discussed in the subsequent sections.  
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5.6.2 Legitimacy from a sociological 

perspective 

In line with arguments made in section 5.3, a sociological perspective on the concept 

of legitimacy provides three main insights: an actor’s consultancy of societal norms in 

making legitimacy judgements (section 5.6.2.1); the indirect role of societal norms in 

forming perceptions of self-interests (section 5.6.2.3) and the role of routines in 

making legitimacy evaluations (section 5.6.2.2).  

5.6.2.1 Guidance from societal norms: normative legitimacy 

All of the models of institutional change discussed in section 5.5.2 highlight the 

importance of relating new ideas to rules and models of appropriateness (see 

Battilana et al. 2009; Greenwood et al. 2002 and Finnemore and Sikking 1998). This 

dimension of being in accordance with institutionalised formal and informal societal 

models of appropriateness (e.g. Tost 2011:692; Dimitrakopoulos 2005:677; Bernstein 

and Cashore 2007:351) appears to be a very dominant interpretation of legitimacy.  

Weber argues that the legitimacy of an order can be guaranteed by the expectations 

of external effects (Weber 1922: part 1, I, §5). While in the case of conventions such 

external effects relate to disapproval resulting from deviation from the order, in the 

case of regulation they relate to coercion applied by a staff of people to bring about 

compliance (Weber 1922: part 1, I, §5). Furthermore, Weber (1922: part 1, I, §6; 

Weber 1978, translation) highlights that legitimacy can be subjectively guaranteed 

through affectual and religious motives as well as a subjective value-rational belief in 

the “absolute validity of the order as the expression of ultimate values of an ethical, 

aesthetic or of another type.” For Suchman (1995:579) moral (or often also referred 

to as normative) legitimacy implies that the ideas created are considered "the right 

thing to do". 

In line with discussion in section 5.3.1, while many scholars (especially within 

political sciences) approach such normative evaluations from some form of 

overarching ethical framework, normative legitimacy perceptions are understood in 

this study to be determined by socially constructed models of appropriateness, 

including taken-for-granted norms (including formal laws and conventions) and 

values as well as less institutionalised models of appropriateness. This is in line with 

Weber (1978, translation:36), who argues that "whether a belief in the validity of an 



145 

order as such, which is current in a social group, is to be regarded as belonging to the 

realm of ethics [...], cannot, for sociological purposes, be decided in general terms. It 

must be treated as relative to the conception of what values are treated as ethical in 

the social group in question." Thus, normative legitimacy is understood here as being 

able to be evaluated against different (potentially contradicting) models of 

appropriateness, which have different degrees of validity across fields and actors. 

5.6.2.2 Routinized legitimacy evaluations: cognitive 

legitimacy 

In line with arguments on routinized behaviour in section 5.3, it can be argued that 

initial legitimacy evaluations by individuals and organisations against normative and 

pragmatic parameters result in a generalized legitimacy judgement that represents 

the labelling scheme as legitimate or illegitimate to some degree (Tost 2011:6998-

699). During the following use stage the initial legitimacy evaluations based on 

pragmatic and normative grounds become neutralized and blurred (if, for example, 

the initial judgement resulted in a conflict between normative and pragmatic 

dimensions the labelling scheme might now be seen legitimate also from a normative 

perspective) and replaced by a noncritical acceptance (or non-acceptance) of the 

labelling scheme, which biases future evaluations (2011:698–699). Tost (2011:692) 

refers to a positive judgements and according non-critical acceptance as “cognitive 

legitimacy.” Such an understanding of cognitive legitimacy relates to arguments that 

frame cognitive legitimacy as the endpoint of an institutionalisation process and the 

ultimate aim for an institutional entrepreneur, rather than a rational in itself.  

Suchman (1995) when discussing cognitive legitimacy distinguishes between two 

aspects: comprehensibility and taken-for-grantedness. He describes 

comprehensibility as providing cultural models that furnish plausible explanations 

for the organization and its endeavours in the light of chaotic cognitive environments, 

"in which participants must struggle to arrange their experiences into coherent, 

understandable accounts" (Suchman 1995:582). At a different point in his work, 

Suchman (1995:574) argues that “legitimacy enhances both the stability and the 

comprehensibility of organizational activities” (Suchman 1995:574). This statement 

suggests that he sees comprehensibility (as part of cognitive legitimacy) as an 

outcome of legitimacy and a kind of endpoint of an institutionalisation process and 

ultimate aim of an organisation. This argument is also made by Tost (2011:692–693), 
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who highlights that parts of Suchman’s arguments might be interpreted as if cognitive 

legitimacy only applied “to fully institutionalized entities.” 

Yet such an interpretation does not seem to fully reflect Suchman’s argument. In fact, 

at another point in his article, Suchman (1995:582&585) argues that both pragmatic 

and normative legitimacy rest on discursive evaluation, whereas cognitive legitimacy 

rests on cognition. Suchman’s phrase refers to a second interpretation of cognitive 

legitimacy, which sees the possibility to arrive at positive legitimacy evaluations 

because actors perceive a labelling scheme and the order it provides as being in line 

with taken-for-granted societal rules (Tost 2011:693). Tost (2011:696) refers to a 

more “passive mode” in the legitimacy evaluation. This relates back to earlier 

arguments made about societal norms varying in their degree of institutionalisation, 

with some of them being debated and existing in competition with each other and 

others considered unquestionable. Thus, in a sense, this second interpretation of 

cognitive legitimacy can be seen as a strong version of normative legitimacy. 

5.6.2.3 Societal norms implicit in legitimacy perceptions 

Next to the direct effect of societal norms, the sociological perspective reminds that 

individual and organisational interests and rationality cannot be separated from 

normative influence or normative change. For Finnemore and Sikking (1998:888), for 

example, norms and rationality are intimately connected. Similarly Suchman 

(1995:579) argues that normative and pragmatic legitimacy are often difficult to 

clearly separate as audiences tend to fuse their good with the good of society as a 

whole. Also Weber (1922: part 1, I, §5) highlights that clear separations between 

different motives of social action have been mainly created for sociological purposes 

with reality only approaching such categories and in fact usually mixing them (Weber 

1922: Part I, II, §2). 

Following such argument, this study, rather than seeing pragmatic and normative 

dimensions as mutually exclusive or competing models for understanding legitimacy 

constructions, sees them as different, and in fact often overlapping, dimensions of 

judgment that may simultaneously impact actors’ judgments of the legitimacy of a 

social target (Tost 2011:703). Tost (2011:694) gives the example where the 

observation that a particular institutional practice is highly efficient would fall into 

the instrumental dimension for some actors while, in the context of an organisational 

culture that places a high value on efficiency, may also fall into the normative 
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dimension. A separation between pragmatic and normative legitimacy is mainly 

maintained for analytical purposes.  

5.6.2.4 Summary 

Normative 
evaluation
Normative 
evaluation

Pragmatic
evaluation
Pragmatic
evaluation

Generalized
legitimacy
judgement

(potentially cognitive
legitimacy)

Generalized
legitimacy
judgement

(potentially cognitive
legitimacy)

Judgement formation and re-evaluation stage Use stage

Emergence, coordination 

and mobilization

Persuasion and diffusion

 

FIGURE 10: SOCIOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVE ON LEGITIMACY, adapted from Tost (2011:695) 

In sum, following rational and sociological perspectives on the concept of legitimacy, 

the societal support for the order labelling entrepreneurs provide relate to a 

generalised legitimacy judgements (orange arrow) that is based on a judgement 

formation stage during which the labelling scheme is evaluated against normative 

(red box) and pragmatic (yellow box) parameters. If associated with taken-for-

granted institutions, the labelling entrepreneur might be able to circumvent this 

active evaluation and achieve a passive acceptance (red arrow). All processes, 

including perceptions of individual self-interests, are shaped by overarching societal 

norms (blue oval).  

The following section now adds the relational dimension into this picture.  
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5.6.3 Legitimacy from a relational 

perspective 

Section 5.5.2 has indicated that relational aspects, more precisely processes of 

isomorphism, play a crucial role especially during the communicative phase of the 

institutionalisation project. The relational aspect is important in regard to three main 

dynamics: relationships shape perceptions of self-interest and dominant norms 

during active legitimacy evaluations, relationships provide actors with validity cues 

to engage in passive legitimacy judgements, relationships can influence to what 

extent actors in the use stage (re)engage in active legitimacy evaluations.  

5.6.3.1 Relationships shaping normative and pragmatic 

legitimacy evaluations 

It can be argued that the relational aspect underpins both normative and pragmatic 

legitimacy judgements, because the relationships, in which actors find themselves, 

shape their perceptions of self-interests and dominant societal norms. For Tost 

(2011:690) "an entity is viewed as legitimate on relational grounds when it is 

perceived to affirm the social identity and self-worth of individuals or social groups." 

In regard to organisational fields, the relational aspect can be related to the social 

control of organisations and isomorphic processes as discussed in section 5.4. In 

regard to standards, Brunsson and Jacobsson (2000c:134) outline how for example “a 

third party may want the actor to follow certain standards, or interaction and 

communication with this third party may be greatly facilitated by following certain 

standards. If actors are highly dependent on their relations with such third parties, 

the relevant standards become practically coercive. […] A particular standard may 

also be coercive in practice because others than the potential adopters generally 

believe it to be reasonable and that it is important to follow it.”  

For example, a major NGO might judge a particular labelling scheme as legitimate and 

use the scheme to exert coercive pressure on particular companies. This can influence 

the normative and pragmatic legitimacy judgement of the labelling scheme by these 

companies and potentially trigger their support of that particular scheme and meet 

the coercive pressure. At the same time demonstrable expressions of consent based 

on legitimacy by all these actors can also have positive and negative publicly symbolic 

or declaratory forces (Beetham 1991:18). The legitimacy of the product-labelling 
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scheme by just mentioned NGO for example, can send positive message to the 

normative legitimacy evaluations of various other actors in the production and 

consumption system. The support of the labelling scheme by a particular company on 

the other hand might negatively affect other actor’s legitimacy evaluations.  

5.6.3.2 Relationships offering validity cues 

Tost (2011:696) highlights that legitimacy judgements tends to be based on a passive 

mode, where individuals either base their legitimacy judgement on above described 

generalised legitimacy judgements (based on earlier active legitimacy evaluations or 

strong normative legitimacy) or on observations of authorizations or endorsements 

from other actors that they hold in high regard. He refers to the latter as “validity 

cues.” On an individual level, consumers might, for example, passively follow the 

legitimacy judgement of a labelling scheme by a respected NGO, civil societal 

organisation, family member or friend. On an organisational level, actors might mimic 

legitimacy judgements and labelling use by successful competitors or consultancies. 

One interviewed consultant with longstanding experience in the retail sector 

describes, for example, how alignment with a particular labelling scheme can diffuse 

across competing retailers: “If you didn’t have those [labelling schemes] but your 

neighboured retailer would have those they would feel safer. So it is not that they feel 

they need it but if one retailer has it and the other doesn’t that would be an advantage” 

(Interview 28, Consultant). Strong validity cues can also be provided by taken-for-

granted organisations that represent highly institutionalised norms (for example 

governmental actors). 

5.6.3.3 Relationships influencing legitimacy re-evaluation 

The relational context can also determine to what extent actors (re)engage in active 

or passive legitimacy evaluations of product-labelling schemes (Tost 2011). Tost 

(2011) relates this argument to the notion of jolts, which have been highlighted by 

other authors as an important dimension of institutional change processes.38 

According to Tost (2011), the use phase of legitimacy judgements (see above) persists 

                                                        

38 Institutional crisis or “jolts” in the form of social upheaval, technological disruptions, competitive 
discontinuities, or regulatory change can influence institutional change by triggering the entry of new 
players and the ascendance of existing actors (Campbell and Pedersen 2001:9–12; Greenwood et al. 
2002:60; Finnemore and Sikking 1998) 
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until an exogenous jolt provides new information or outcomes that preclude 

assimilation into existing legitimacy expectations. Such jolts for him can be caused not 

only by technological change, social upheaval or new regulation but also a particular 

action of competitors or the questioning or support of legitimacy by a respected 

individual or organisation. In the re-evaluation stage, the individual then involves in 

another evaluation of the legitimacy of the product-labelling scheme along pragmatic 

and moral dimensions.  

5.6.4 Summary 

As illustrated in Figure 11, the last sections have argued that support for the order 

product-labelling entrepreneurs provide is majorly determined by the extent to 

which actors see the labelling scheme and the order it provides as being in 

accordance with societal norms (normative legitimacy) as well as socially conditioned 

(blue oval) self-interests (pragmatic legitimacy). Perceptions of both, self-interests 

and dominant societal norms, are thereby shaped by the relational context actors find 

themselves in through identity forming, social control and isomorphic processes 

(green oval). Other actors in that relational context also provide validity cues to 

engage in passive legitimacy evaluations (green straight arrow) and influence to what 

extent actors (re)engage in legitimacy evaluation of a product-labelling scheme 

(green lightning figures).39 

                                                        

39 In line with earlier arguments about individual orientation in perceptions of societal contexts, some 
scholars point to individual orientations in prioritising between moral and pragmatic aspects of 
legitimacy and also the role of the relational context. Tost (2011:695) for example argues, whereas 
individuals with high social identification (individuals who form their identities around a group 
membership and integrate the group into their self concepts) tend to prioritise relationally conditioned 
normative legitimacy often provided through validity cues because group policies and practices 
construct central aspects of their self concept and personal meaning; individuals with a low 
identification with the group tend to priorities the instrumental dimension. For the latter group, 
normative aspects are important for example because engagement in group activities can provide 
valued outcomes. On an organisational level, this could be translated into organisations with higher 
resource dependencies being more likely to be influenced by relationally conditioned normative 
legitimacy, whereas organisations with large resource availability are more able to follow their self-
interests. Although considered relevant, this study has left such micro dynamics out of the focus. 
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FIGU R E 1 1 :  DIM EN SI ON S OF L EG I T I MACY EVA LU A TI ON S  

Having discussed what shapes perceptions of the legitimacy of a new idea proposed 

by an institutional entrepreneur and according support for institutional change, the 

following section discusses how the institutional entrepreneur can engage in the 

construction of legitimacy and thereby shape the overall institutionalisation process. 

5.6.5 Legitimacy from a 

constructivist/entrepreneurial 

perspective 

5.6.5.1 Entrepreneurial strategies to influence legitimacy 

In his seminal work on organisational legitimacy Suchman (1995) offers a detailed 

framework of how organisations can utilise various strategies to gain legitimacy, or in 

other words, “legitimise”40 their action and the order they provide. These strategies 

                                                        

40 For Demil and Bensédrine (2005:59), “legitimization consists of a flow of information, behaviors, and 
perceptions sent by an actor to its targets.”On a more general level, it can be related to the societal 
construction of legitimacy.  
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seem to be able to shed a more detailed light on the processes of emergence, 

coordination and mobilisation of allies for institutionalisation projects. Based on 

Suchman (1995) and Dowling and Pfeffer (1975:127–133), Table 5 gives a summary 

of these strategies.  

TAB LE 5 :  C OOR D INA TI ON  AND MOB IL I SI NG S TR A T EGI ES TO GA IN LEG I T IMA CY  

Strategy Legitimacy 
dimension 
targeted 

Action 

Conform the 
organisations 
own structures 
to the dictates of 
its audience. 

Pragmatic The labelling entrepreneur tries to meet substantive needs of various 
actors in the production and consumption system and/or offers them 
decision-making access. 

Normative  Embedding structures within already existing legitimate institutions 
(co-optation). 

 Symbolising the conformity with societal ideals by becoming 
identified with organisations that have a strong base of social 
legitimacy. 

Cognitive  Conforming to established models and standards through mimetic 
processes. 

 Formalization through codification of informal procedures and 
bringing them under official control. 

 Professionalization by linking activities to external definitions of 
authority and competence and/or bring organisations or individuals 
of high legitimate status onto the organisations governing board.  

Select among 
multiple 
environments in 
pursuit of an 
audience that 
will support 
current 
practices. 

Pragmatic Selection of an audience that values the sort of resources the scheme 
offers and including those actors that are credible to key audiences yet 
wont demand dramatic structural changes.  

Normative Selection of an audience that normatively values the goal the organisation 
sets itself and the activities it is engaged in.  

Cognitive Choose an institutional environment that has very definite categories and 
definitions that only allow certain organisations access  

Manipulate 
environmental 
structures by 
creating new 
audiences and 
new legitimating 
norms and self-
interests. 

Pragmatic Advertise positive influence on possible resource exchanges to particular 
exchange partners. 

Normative Joining with other actors to actively proselytize for a morality in which 
their maxims occupy positions of honour and respect and highlight a 
record of success in achieving associated consequences.  

Cognitive Promoting isomorphism of particular structures that are applied by the 
labelling entrepreneur or attempting to influence taken-for-granted 
societal norms through lobbying, scientific research, standardisation etc.  

 

Arguably legitimacy management strategies become increasingly difficult when 

moving from conformity to manipulation strategies, as the latter imply that the 

labelling entrepreneur needs to act not only entrepreneurial in regard to ensuring 

support for the order it provides, but also in regard to changing existing self-interests 

and dominant societal norms against which the labelling scheme is evaluated. Such 

attempts appear especially difficult when it comes to changing dominant models of 

appropriateness. This is why Suchman (1995) highlights that manipulation strategies 

targeting moral and cognitive legitimacy usually necessitate collective action.  

Moreover, Suchman (1995:590) argues that labelling schemes are unable to act in one 

single, coherent field but rather face constantly changing audiences with shifting, and 
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in fact often conflicting, legitimacy demands. Thus, an organisation can appear 

legitimate to a part of its audience and not to another (Demil and Bensédrine 

2005:59). Legitimacy construction processes are also competitive as there are 

various social entities competing for institutionalisation processes at the same time 

(Dowling and Pfeffer 1975:125; Finnemore and Sikking 1998:895–905; Hargrave and 

van de Ven 2006). Accordingly, labelling entrepreneurs need to be prepared not only 

for constantly changing and conflicting legitimacy demands, but also for active 

attempts to disrupt the legitimacy of a labelling scheme (Lübke 2008:4). Hence, it can 

be concluded that to be successful, labelling entrepreneurs need to engage in 

maintaining and repairing their legitimacy.  

In regard to legitimacy maintenance, Suchman (1995:594–595) highlights the 

importance of monitoring cultural environments and changing interest in order to 

recognize audience reactions, foresee emerging challenges and continuously adapt 

influencing strategies. A major supporting strategy at this point is the engagement or 

consultancy of actors with knowledge about changing pragmatic and normative 

legitimacy demands (Suchman 1995:594–595).  

Repair strategies largely resemble above described legitimacy management strategies 

(Suchman 1995), yet two major strategies seem worth emphasising:  

(a) offer normalising accounts: this can include to deny a problem, hoping that other 

legitimacy aspects and dimensions can make up for the respective failure; excuse the 

failure, for example by blaming individual employees or external authorities; justify 

the disruption and trying to make the disruptive events appear consonant with 

prevailing moral and cognitive beliefs; “preserve a modicum of cognitive legitimacy 

simply by explaining the disruptive events in a way that preserves an otherwise 

supportive world-view” (Suchman 1995:598). 

 (b) restructure: the organization can selectively confess that limited aspects of its 

operations were flawed and can then restructure to address these faults (Suchman 

1995:598). 

Clegg (2012:168) reminds however that focussing solely on the role of 

entrepreneurial organisations risks to focus "overly on a few champions of change 

and neglect the wider social fabric in which they are embedded.” Battilana et al. 

(2009:87) advocate “moving away from heroic views of individuals in favor of 
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construing institutional entrepreneurs as individual or collective actors embedded in, 

and trying to navigate, specific social contexts by mobilizing other actors to partake in 

divergent change projects." The following section expands on the interactive 

dimension of legitimacy construction and develops a final holistic framework of how 

legitimacy constructions can drive institutionalisation projects.  

5.6.5.2 Mobilizing allies and further diffusion - legitimacy as 

an interactive construction 

Section 5.5.2 has highlighted the importance of mobilizing allies through the use of 

discourse and the marshalling of financial and social resources. Leca et al. (2008:11) 

thereby emphasize in particular the mobilisation of what they call “key constituents.” 

To build the bridge between entrepreneurial models of institutional change and the 

concept of legitimacy, mobilising key constituents can be related here to the 

legitimacy management strategies outlined in Table 5. Through these strategies, 

labelling entrepreneurs can influence legitimacy evaluations of key constituencies 

and, if successful, mobilise their support. This support can then influence wider 

legitimacy evaluations through relational dynamics. As described in section 5.5.2, 

three relational dynamics are thereby of particular relevance. Firstly, the various 

relationships between different actors in the production and consumption can 

influence if actors enter legitimacy (re)evaluation, by triggering crisis events or jolts. 

Provoking such crisis is critical for entrepreneurial action because, as argued 

convincingly by Tost (2011:705), the legitimacy influencing strategies described in 

Table 5 can only be fruitful if the targeted actors are in the legitimacy (re)evaluation 

stages. Secondly, once actors are in the (re)evaluation phase, perceptions of 

normative and pragmatic legitimacy are influenced by other actors in the respective 

organisational and individual fields. Thirdly, some actors might engage in passive 

judgements by using validity cues from other actors in their field. Thus, key 

constituents can be defined as actors that are highly embedded in relational networks 

and have the resources to influence other actors’ legitimacy through processes of 

identity building and isomorphism. They are therefore referred to in the following as 

‘key legitimacy actors’.  

Ideally, the support by such key legitimacy actors positively influences the legitimacy 

evaluations by other actors and results in broader support for the labelling scheme 

and the order it provides. As suggested in section 5.5.2, ultimately a tipping point 
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might be reached where a critical mass of relevant actors align with the shared 

meaning of the product-labelling scheme in various social relations. It has been 

argued in section 5.5.2 that after the tipping point, the cascade process is increasingly 

characterised by identity building, coercive and normative pressure and mimetic 

processes. Following the order the labelling scheme provides can become 

increasingly associated with the identity of a modern organisation, fashionable, or the 

pre-eminent way of meeting expectations about appropriate action from relevant 

audiences (Gulbrandsen 2010:25). In other words, legitimacy evaluations become 

increasingly based on validity cues and a more passive legitimacy evaluation mode. 

This is in line with arguments by Brunsson (2000a) about standardisation and how 

although standardisation is in principle voluntary, the voluntary element may prove 

meagre as some circumstances may make it difficult for actors to avoid aligning with 

a standard.  

Ultimately, if the labelling scheme acquires continuous support based on positive 

legitimacy evaluations, the scheme might become internalised and achieve taken-for-

granted quality as suggested by (Finnemore and Sikking 1998:895–905) and also 

shift dominant institutional norms that underpin future legitimacy evaluations 

(Suddaby and Greenwood 2005:35–59) . 

5.6.6 Summary 

In summary, the institutionalisation of a product-labelling scheme and the order it 

provides for various social activities can be seen as a historical record of legitimacy 

evaluations based on socially and relationally conditioned pragmatic and normative 

dimensions and influenced by the labelling entrepreneur. Figure 12 illustrates this 

overarching framework. 
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FIGURE 12: THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK FOR THE INSTITUTIONALISATION OF SUSTAINABILITY 

RELATED PRODUCT-LABELLING SCHEMES 
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Figure 12 shows how emergence, coordination and mobilization of allies are, rather 

than subsequent phases, an often blurred activity of legitimacy management 

conducted by the labelling entrepreneur and targeted at a general audience or at 

particular actors. Because legitimacy constructions are highly conflictual, this 

“legitimacy management” (Suchman 1995) involves not only gaining legitimacy but 

also legitimacy maintenance and repair. It also shows how the construction of 

legitimacy and further diffusion of following the order of a product-labelling scheme 

is influenced not only by the labelling entrepreneur but also by other actors in the 

production and consumption system. The green arrows symbolise the relational 

influence on legitimacy evaluations through processes of isomorphism and identity 

building.  

Thus, rather than following the strategic conduct of a single organisation and being a 

linear process as indicated in Figure 8, the integration of the legitimacy concept into 

the models of institutional change described in section 5.5.2 has painted the 

institutionalisation of product-labelling schemes as a highly dynamic, conflictual and 

complex interaction between labelling entrepreneur and other actors from across the 

production and consumption system. This supports arguments by DiMaggio 

(1988:13) and Leca et al. (2008:11) who see institutional entrepreneurship as a 

complex political and cultural process and Hay (2006:64) who highlights that 

institutional change can have both intended and unintended consequences creating 

paths for future changes that are highly limited to predict.  

5.6.7 Common aspects of legitimacy 

construction 

Despite the just described fluidity and complexity of the legitimacy construction 

processes and despite the impact of local institutional environments as well as 

individual differences, actors have been found to cluster in their construction of 

legitimacy around a general set of aspects. This resonates with earlier arguments by 

Battilana et al. (2009:83) and Leca and Naccache (2006:633) about entrepreneurs 

having to connect their ideas to and build upon familiar institutional logics. 

Institutional logics can be defined as the underlying assumptions that transcendent 

across organizational contexts and shape ways of viewing and thinking about the 
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world (Tost 2011:702). For Leca and Naccache (2006:632), “while institutions are the 

rules of the game, institutional logics are the underlying principles of the game”. They 

refer this differentiation back to critical realism arguing that while institutional logics 

correspond to structures located in the domain of the real, institutions belong to the 

domain of the actual (Leca and Naccache 2006:632). Institutional logics can also be 

defined as “principles of […] legitimacy” (Leca and Naccache 2006:632), which 

encode the criteria by which legitimacy is assessed (Suddaby and Greenwood 

2005:35–59). They can also be seen as a crucial element in order to avoid the 

common criticism studies that analyse the strategies used by entrepreneurs to 

facilitate institutional change face: they would “ignore how and why institutional 

forces shape the strategies accepted as appropriate and the choices of strategies 

made by particular actors” (Greenwood et al. 2008:20). The following section 

explains how different types of intuitional logics have shown to shape legitimacy 

constructions.41  

5.6.7.1 Traditional legitimacy 

According to Weber (1922: part 1, III, 1, §2) traditional legitimacy refers to the 

holiness of traditions that have always prevailed. In relation to the legitimacy of 

authority, he argues that traditional grounds rest on an established belief in the 

sanctity (“Heiligkeit”) of immemorial traditions and the legitimacy of those exercising 

authority under them (Weber 1922: part 1, III, 1, 2). This can also be related to 

“structural legitimacy” (Suchman 1995:581) where some organisations in their 

overall structure are some kind of “repository of public confidence.” They are simply 

seen as "the right organisation for the job [...] This sense of rightness has more to do 

with emblems of organisational identity than with demonstrations of organisational 

competence” (Suchman 1995:581). Due to the taken-for-grantedness of traditional 

institutions, traditional legitimacy tends to be a strong dimension of more passive 

legitimacy evaluations and the provision of validity cues, potentially even resulting in 

cognitive legitimacy and according support.  

                                                        

41 As for the normative, pragmatic and relational dynamics, a clear separation between the different 
logics is maintained for analytical purposes with the empirical world tending to blur between these. 
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5.6.7.2 Regulatory legitimacy or legality 

A traditionally very powerful form of legitimacy, which is strongly related to taken-

for-grantedness and passive legitimacy evaluations, is regulatory legitimacy (Tost 

2011:693). “Regulative processes involve the capacity to establish rules, inspect or 

review others' conformity to them, and as necessary, manipulate sanctions - rewards 

or punishments - in an attempt to influence future behaviors" (Scott 1995:35). As 

indicated in sections 5.3 and 5.6.2.1, the primary mechanism of control is coercion. 

According to Scott (1995:35), “force and fear and expedience are central ingredients 

of the regulative pillar, but they are tempered by the existence of rules, whether in the 

guise of informal or formal rules and laws.” Regulatory legitimacy can be related to 

what Weber (1922: part 1, I, §7) refers to as legality, which can derive from a 

voluntary agreement of the interested parties or be imposed by an authority which is 

held to be legitimate itself and therefore meets with compliance. For Barker 

(1990:48), in a modern context, legality often refers to “domination as exercised by 

the modern servant of the state and by all those bearers of power who in this respect 

resemble him." This form of legality builds on the authoritative position the state 

inhibits in most fields42 and its ability to apply coercion to bring about compliance 

with particular orders. Thus, according to Tost (2011:693), regulatory legitimacy 

largely emerges from conformity with laws (or other forms of collective regulation). 

5.6.7.3 Charismatic or dispositional legitimacy 

Next to legality and tradition, Weber (1922: part 1, III, 1, §2) highlights the 

importance of the belief in the holiness or heroism or exemplariness of a person and 

the ‘Ordnung’ he or she creates or manifests. Such charismatic legitimacy is partly 

related to trust (Weber 1922: part 1, III, 1, §2). Suchman (1995:578) highlights that in 

a modern context actors often "react as though organisations were individuals.” Thus, 

constituents are likely to accord legitimacy and attribute validity cues to those 

organisations that "have our best interests at heart", that "share our values", or that 

                                                        

42 The legitimacy of the authority of the state and supra national legal institutions for example on EU 
level (at least in the context of Western democracies) tend to relate to a complex interplay of 
democratic representation and other processes such as separation of power. An extensive discussion 
of this legitimisation process can be found for example in Barker (1990). 
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are "honest", "trustworthy", "decent" and "wise" (Suchman 1995:578). He refers to 

this dynamic as “dispositional legitimacy” (Suchman 1995:578).  

5.6.7.4 Knowledge legitimacy 

Focussing on state legitimacy, Barker (1990:55) highlights the importance of the 

belief in the “superior knowledge or skill of rulers", which seems particularly 

important in relation to complexities of Sustainable Consumption and Production. For 

Barker (1990:55) a belief in superior knowledge or skills can take many forms from a 

rational appraisal of technical ability to "a deferential attribution of superiority".  

5.6.7.5 Consequential legitimacy 

Section 5.5.2 has highlighted that institutional entrepreneurs need to outline a 

general failing for which their new idea is a solution or treatment. This resonates with 

Suchman (1995:580) arguing that current institutionalised norms prescribe that 

"organizations should be judged by what they accomplish” referred to by him as 

“consequential legitimacy.” The evaluation of consequential legitimacy aspects can 

take place either in terms of the general contribution to (socially defined) societal 

welfare (e.g. sustainable fisheries, fairer labour standards or the reduction of negative 

environmental impacts), or against different actor’s perception of a positive 

consequence for their individual self-interests (although, as argued above these two 

dimensions often blur).  

5.6.7.6 Procedural and structural legitimacy 

According to Suchman (1995:580), the more difficult a clear measurement of a 

positive consequence, the more important becomes procedural legitimacy related to 

the social acceptance of the techniques and procedures the scheme is based on. For 

Suchman (1995:580), "sound practices may serve to demonstrate that the 

organisation is making a good- faith effort to achieve valued, albeit invisible, ends". 

According to Suchman (1995:581), procedural legitimacy blends in with structural 

legitimacy as organisational structures consist of stably replicated procedures. 

Whereas procedural legitimation can be related to discrete routines viewed in 

isolation, “structural legitimation focuses on the general organizational features that 

arise when entire systems of activity recur consistently over time” (Suchman 

1995:581). 
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In regard to procedural and structural actualities, a strong emphasis on norms of 

transparency, participation, consensus orientation, responsiveness, inclusiveness, 

accountability and equity has become apparent (see section 2.1.2 but also arguments 

for example by Borras and Conzelmann 2007; Bernstein 2005:147 or Ponte 

2008:160). For the case of sustainability related product-labelling, such normative 

ideals then prominently translate into demands for transparency with freely available 

and easily understandable information, participation of a multiplicity of actors from 

different groups, efforts to find consensus and independent assessments (Scholl 

1999:15; Gulbrandsen 2010; Eberle 2001:138; Biermann and Gupta 2011:1860; 

Kaiser 1996:83). Especially the importance of participatory processes has been 

highlighted by nearly every interviewee. Moreover, these procedural models of 

appropriateness have become formalized in several codes of conduct as outlined in 

section 2.4.3.2. 

These actualities can be related to notions of deliberation often referring to 

Habermas’ theory of communicative action and ideal speech situation (e.g. Lebel and 

Lorek 2008:254; Gulbrandsen 2008:576; Boström 2006a:141; Schrader 2004:203–

204; Teufel et al. 2009:61–62; Frankl et al. 2005:307; Meidinger 2008:269; Biermann 

and Pattberg 2008:288; Sahlin and Wedlin 2008:234). Such deliberation ideally 

requires that decisions rest on arguments made under inclusive conditions in which 

free and equal autonomous actors can openly challenge validity claims, are open to 

being persuaded, learn through an iterative dialogue and seek a reasoned 

communicative consensus about their understandings of the situation and 

justifications for norms guiding their action (Bernstein 2005:147; Hajer and Versteeg 

2005:176). While such conditions can be seen as ‘ideal’ rather than actual, Barker 

(1990:88–89) argues that Habermas’ concept of deliberation for legitimacy is an 

attempt to transcend the distinction between an absolute or prescriptive normative 

account and a descriptive account by involving ethical as well as empirical criteria. 

According to Barker (1990:88–89), for Habermas conditions could be imagined 

where these normative ideals might also be the actual ground of legitimacy. A 

prominent belief appears to be that through such processes “groups with different 

concerns, knowledge, and experience may be able to shed light on different aspects of 

the problem and stimulate reflection, while taking responsible measures” (Boström 

and Klintman 2008:182). In addition, it creates perceptions of independence: 

“Whereas most individual members reflect a certain ‘interest’ relative to the aim of 
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the project—they are not ‘independent’ or ‘neutral’ - it is the combination and mutual 

adjustment of interests that create this image” (Boström 2006a:141). 

5.7 Summary and more precise research questions 

The last chapter has related the institutionalisation of product labelling schemes to 

the notion of validity and the extent to which actors across the production and 

consumption system orient their various social activities in line with the order the 

product-labelling scheme provides. This includes not only changes in purchases by 

household consumers and certification by producers, but also various other activities 

by retailers, NGOs, media, civil societal and governmental organisations, who all 

shape broader production and consumption action. Combining theoretical arguments 

of constructivist institutionalism and institutional entrepreneurship with concepts of 

legitimacy from the governance and organisational studies literature, an overarching 

framework for researching the institutionalisation of sustainability related product-

labelling schemes has been developed (see Figure 13 for an overview).  
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FIGURE 13: OVERARCHING FRAMEWORK FOR THE INSTITUTIONALISATION OF SUSTAINABILITY 

RELATED PRODUCT-LABELLING SCHEMES 
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This framework has established institutionalisation processes as driven by an 

interactive construction of legitimacy between entrepreneurial actors who are 

engaged in a labelling scheme’s initiation and organisational structure and other 

actors in the production and consumption system. Legitimacy judgements have 

thereby considered to be influenced by societal norms (normative legitimacy) and 

socially conditioned self-interests (pragmatic legitimacy), both shaped by the 

relational context actors find themselves in, which influence legitimacy judgements 

through processes of identity building and isomorphic processes. Labelling 

entrepreneurs can attempt to affect the construction of legitimacy by conforming 

with dominant societal norms and self-interests, selecting actors whose legitimacy 

demands are easy to meet and manipulating (often collectively) self-interests and 

dominant societal norms. Although the construction of legitimacy is highly complex 

and dynamic, it has been found to cluster around a set of aspects or institutional 

logics, namely tradition, regulation, charisma, knowledge, consequences and 

procedures. In that sense the framework has established institutionalisation as a 

dynamic interplay between micro-level actors, macro-level models of 

appropriateness and meso-level relationships. 

Based on this framework, the objectives of this study can be detailed into the 

following more precise research questions: 

1. What are the conditions shaping the legitimacy construction of a Sustainability 

Meta Labelling Scheme? 

a. How is the notion of Sustainability Meta Labelling currently empirically 

discussed? 

i. How is the notion of Sustainability Meta Labelling currently 

discussed in regard to its initiation, standard setting, assessment 

and communication? 

ii. What actors are currently involved in emerging Sustainability 

Meta Labelling Schemes? 

iii. What types of strategies are emerging to influence legitimacy 

constructions?  

b. How does the construction of legitimacy shape the institutionalisation 

of Sustainability related product labelling schemes in the context of 
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early industrialised societies for the case of the EU eco-, EU energy, 

Fairtrade, and MSC label? 

i. What types of actors are involved in this legitimacy 

construction?  

ii. How do legitimacy constructions cluster around the different 

institutional logics, namely tradition, regulation, charisma, 

knowledge, consequences and procedures?  

iii. How do different types of empirical implementation in regard to 

initiation, standard setting, assessment and communication 

influence legitimacy constructions?  

iv. What types of strategies are employed by labelling 

entrepreneurs to influence legitimacy constructions?  

2. How could legitimacy constructions shape the wider institutionalisation of a 

Sustainability Meta Labelling Scheme in its currently proposed forms of 

implementation? 

a. How could different types of actors be involved in this legitimacy 

construction?  

b. How could it cluster around the different institutional logics, namely 

tradition, regulation, charisma, knowledge, consequences and 

procedures?  

c. What are the prospects for different strategies to be employed by 

Sustainability Meta Labelling entrepreneurs to influence legitimacy 

constructions?  

 

The following chapter addresses the research questions listed under 1.b by discussing 

how the more abstract causalities outlined in the last chapter, have played out in the 

cases of four existing product labelling schemes (EU ecolabel, EU energy label, 

Fairtrade and MSC label) on a more empirical level. According to Battilana et al. 

(2009:95), such qualitative comparative analysis is “well-suited to examining which 

combinations of variables lead to specific outcomes—in terms of the emergence of 

institutional entrepreneurs, the process of divergent change implementation in which 

they engage, and the diffusion processes to which they might contribute.” 
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6 LEGITIMACY CONSTRUCTION AND 

INSTITUTIONALISATION OF FOUR PRODUCT-

LABELLING SCHEMES 

This chapter describes the concretization step of the study, illustrating particular 

causal paths by showing how legitimacy has been constructed and influenced the 

institutionalisation of the EU ecolabel, EU energy label, Fairtrade and MSC label. 

Moving from their emergence to the mobilisation of allies it is discussed how 

legitimisation from actors from across the production and consumption system, 

alongside continuous entrepreneurial activity, has influenced their 

institutionalisation. The second part of each section reflects on general legitimacy 

construction dynamics (and challenges) and the roles of procedural, consequential, 

charismatic, traditional, regulatory, and knowledge logics in legitimacy constructions 

and the wider institutionalisation process.  

Leaving macro shifts in models of appropriateness (including their differences across 

geographical and sectorial scales) as well as micro dynamics on an individual and 

organisational level to the side, the focus is on macro level commonalities  as well as 

legitimacy management and mobilisation of allies by the labelling entrepreneur and 

the relational shaping of legitimacy perceptions between different actors in the 

production and consumption system.  

In the light of word count limitations the introductions to each case study can provide 

only a brief summary of each scheme’s organisational structure, standard setting, 

assessment and communication phase. More detail can be found in the narrative case 

studies in Appendix 1. Moreover, conclusions from each case study have been 

condensed into an overall discussion in chapter 7, rather than reflecting upon each 

case individually.  
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6.1 The Marine Stewardship Council (MSC) 

6.1.1 Introduction: emergence and 

coordination 

In 1996 the manufacturer Unilever together with the international environmental 

NGO WWF established the MSC “to contribute to reversing the decline in global fish 

stocks […] through an independent, market-based certification and eco-labelling 

programme that promotes the best environmental choice to consumers and to the 

trade” (MSC 2007a:6).  

When setting up the organisational structure of the MSC scheme, Unilever and 

WWF showed clear signs of mimetic conformity strategies and attempts to follow 

procedural norms of participation: A consulting firm was retained to develop “an 

organizational blueprint” based on interviews with fishery stakeholders (Constance 

and Bonanno 2000) and a comparative study of existing certification organisations 

(Sutton and Whitfield 1996:34). A series of workshops were held around the world. 

In February 1997, the MSC was officially established as an independent organisation 

(Sutton 1998:27) and was selected to evolve into a registered non-profit charity 

organisation (MSC N.D.b) under the chairmanship of a former UK fisheries and 

environmental minister (Ponte 2012:304). The organisation was run by a Secretariat 

to manage the activities of an international Board, serving as public trustees and main 

coordination body for the organisation, a Standards Council, an Advisory Board, and 

National Working Groups. The Advisory Board included fishery and other actors with 

financial interests in the sea as well as environmentally, socially and consumer-

oriented NGO representatives. It was close to a membership body; however, members 

only served an advisory role without holding voting rights (Auld 2007:25). 

For the initial development of the MSC’s fishery standard in 1996, more than 20 

“experts” from fisheries economics, fish stock assessment, ecosystem analysis and 

fishery conservation held a meeting to draft a set of guidelines in order to define 

“sustainable” fisheries (OECD 2005:255). Based on this draft, a team of consultants 

hold meetings with a broad range of other experts to prepare a set of principles and 

criteria. These got circulated to other external constituencies and the MSC sponsored 

a series of regional, national, and international consultative workshops to redefine 
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the principles and develop a process of implementation (Constance and Bonanno 

2000:130). In April 1998, the MSC organisation announced its first public draft of the 

standard (Constance and Bonanno 2000:131). The fishery standard is largely 

management related defining various procedures that should be followed in order to 

ensure what the MSC defines as sustainable fishery practices. The focus is on “marine 

wild capture fisheries activities up to but not beyond the point at which the fish are 

landed” (Bell 2002:2). In addition, a Chain of Custody Standard for seafood 

traceability has been established, following a mimetic path by basing on existing 

traceability standards.  

The MSC labelling scheme is in principle open to any type of fishery (there are only 

some exceptions such as fishing with poisons or explosives). This approach has been 

enabled by a definition of very broad criteria that are locally specified by the 

assessment bodies applying conditional certification. To meet procedural legitimacy 

demands and ensure conformity with FAO guidelines, assessment as well as the 

accreditation of the certifying bodies are conducted by organisations independent to 

the MSC organisation (MSC N.D.b). 

In terms of the communication with or on the product the MSC has followed a highly 

condensing path by symbolising the adherence with their standards through a single 

logo as shown in Figure 14.  

 

FIGURE 14: MSC SYMBOL, Source: MSC (2012a) 

6.1.2 Mobilisation of allies and further 

diffusion  

The MSC entrepreneurs have tried to mobilise allies through various strategies. The 

participants in the just described standard setting meeting came from many 

constituencies and were those considered to be “future stakeholders” or potential 

allies (OECD 2005:255). WWF and Unilever also started a ‘Letter of Support’ 

campaign to introduce the MSC initiative to diverse actors and achieve their support 

(Sutton and Whitfield 1996:33; Constance and Bonanno 2000:130). Another, more 
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recent, mobilisation strategy has been the participation in the umbrella organisation 

ISEAL, which not only formalizes procedural models of appropriateness (see sections 

2.4.3.2 and 5.6.7.6) but also facilitates normative and pragmatic manipulation by 

actively promoting participating product-labelling schemes to various actors as a part 

of their "scaling up strategy." This strategy includes informing government officials, 

NGOs and business on "how sustainability standards could help them achieve their 

own objectives", "strengthen" public procurement frameworks, "convince major 

financial institutions to adopt sustainability standards systems as criteria to screen 

investments and engagement" and "expand producer access to training and 

information" (ISEAL Alliance and AccountAbility 2011:11–12).  

In addition to these more general mobilisation strategies, WWF, Unilever and the 

established MSC organisations have tried to mobilise allies among various actor 

classes through more targeted strategies. These are further discussed in the following 

subsections.  

6.1.2.1 Mobilising allies among NGOs 

Alongside the development of the MSC standard and certification procedures there 

has been a lot of general “awareness raising” (Interview 1, National consumer 

organisation) about the increasing depletions of fish stocks gradually building up 

coercive pressure to support more sustainable fishing practices. Ponte (2012:305) 

describes how “several actors were actively mainstreaming and popularizing 

sustainable fish by promoting certification and creating ‘sustainable buying guides’ 

and advisory lists” such as Bird’s (a New Zealand conservation group) ‘Best Fish 

Guide’ or the Monterey Bay Aquarium’s ‘Seafood Watch Pocket Guides’. The latter also 

created a Seafood Watch programme targeting restaurateurs, food service and other 

seafood purchasing units in large businesses.  

Partly drawing upon the strong initiating role of WWF as well as the MSCs set up as 

an independent NGO, the MSC entrepreneurs have managed to positively influence 

legitimacy evaluations and mobilise many allies among these groups, such as the 

Packard Foundation or the Marine Conservation Society. The latter state in their 

consumer guide that they “recognise MSC certified as a better environmental choice 

for many seafood products” (Marine Conservation Society 2012). Also the Monterey 

Bay Aquarium Foundation (2012) refers in their consumer guide explicitly to the 
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MSC. One interviewed social movement organisation states: “So for example one of our 

newest campaigns is on sustainable fish and one of the things we are asking people to do 

is not to buy unsustainable fish and instead buy sustainable fish and the way to 

recognize that is the MSC logo” (Interview 5, Sustainability non-governmental 

umbrella organisation). All such endorsements can trigger legitimacy (re)evaluations 

and provide positive validity cues, especially for actors who associate charismatic 

legitimacy attributes to these groups and perceive them as having “our best interests 

at heart", "share our values" or as "honest", "trustworthy", "decent" and "wise" 

(Suchman 1995:578). The MSC organisations have amplified such dynamics by 

actively communicating their NGO support. On their website they cite, for example, Dr 

Euan Dunn from BirdLife International: "What attracts me to the MSC is how it can 

serve as a force to seriously reduce the environmental impact of fisheries, like 

curbing by-catch of seabirds and other marine wildlife" (MSC N.D.c).  

Other NGOs have shown much more negative legitimacy evaluations however. Ponte 

(2012:309) highlights how “having the WWF as a co-founder […] did not translate 

automatically into widespread acceptance of its environmental credentials. During 

and soon after the establishment of the MSC, more aggressive environmental NGOs 

started to challenge its civic profile.” Next to criticism from organisations like the US 

National Environmental Trust, Greenpeace has repeatedly questioned specifically the 

MSC’s consequential and procedural legitimacy. Greenpeace UK have even publicly 

withdrawn their legitimacy communicating on their website: “Greenpeace does not 

currently endorse the MSC scheme” (Greenpeace UK 2010). And also some of the 

MSC’s major funders, such as the Packard Foundation, have recently started to 

question their support and endorsement. Such legitimacy questioning has found its 

way into the mass media. An article in the British newspaper The Guardian from 2004 

concluded that “without the backing of environmental and conservation groups the 

credibility of the organisation will be terminally undermined” (Brown 2004).  

The criticism from these groups has been largely related to insufficient inclusion of 

environmental NGOs during assessment procedures as well as (and one might say 

related) consequential doubts as to what extent the MSC actually contributes to 

marine conservation. The MSC has tried to repair such legitimacy threats through 

various strategies, including restructuring and trying to manipulate evaluations of 

consequential legitimacy. Both will be further discussed in section 6.2.3.1. Such a 
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focus seems to be not unreasonable. One interviewee from one of the more critical 

NGOs, when asked about the main factors influencing the decision whether or not to 

support the MSC scheme, responded for example: “the key thing would be that a 

certification label would drive change […] and that that change can be documented. And 

not just change by retailer […] but then it also needs to result in change on the water” 

(Interview 2, International environmental NGO). 

6.1.2.2 Mobilising allies in the media 

“I think the media is incredible powerful in highlighting particular issues with 

consumers as we have seen this year with the story about fish in British TV [...]. So the 

media can be very valuable to these schemes but also raising the profile of particular 

issues” (Interview 30, large-scale UK retailer).  

In collaboration with allied NGOs, MSC entrepreneurs have repeatedly mobilised 

media actors to proselytize for a morality in which their outputs occupy positions of 

honour and respect (normative manipulation). In 2010 they got involved with a 

documentary titled 'The end of the line', which mainly informs about overfishing and 

names and shames various sellers of endangered species (Levitt and Thomas 2011). 

On their website the organisation behind the documentary indirectly endorses the 

MSC by referring to above mentioned consumer guide published by the Marine 

Conservation Society, which endorses the consumption of MSC products. The 

documentary inspired a wave of other media coverage such as a recent ‘Channel Four’ 

documentary in the UK. Another example is the website of the celebrity chef Jamie 

Oliver highlighting how all Pollock and salmon is MSC-certified, referring visitors of 

the website on to the MSCs website (JamieOliver.com N.D.).  

Next to such successes in making media actors, for example in the UK, align with the 

order of the MSC and, in doing so, contribute to the building of coercive pressures, 

potentially trigger legitimacy (re)evaluations and provide validity cues, the MSC has 

also seen its consequential and procedural legitimacy repeatedly questioned, 

especially in the print media. Above criticism in the British newspaper The Guardian 

is just one example, with more examples provided in section 6.1.3. 
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6.1.2.3 Mobilising allies among manufacturers and retailers 

According to a report by the FAO, over 50% of the world’s fish production undergo 

some form of processing (FAO Fisheries and Aquaculture Department 2009:8). 

Consequently, some argue that “fish processing companies, trade firms and retailers 

increasingly replace fishermen as the central agents in the supply chain” (Oosterveer 

2008:797).  

With Unilever as its initiating partner, pledging to purchase only MSC certified fish by 

the year 2005 (OECD 2005:258), the MSC has historically had a strong foothold in this 

actor class. There are different analyses on what motivated Unilever to initiate the 

MSC scheme. While some relate it to a pragmatic interest in securing their future 

resource basis (OECD 2005:255), others highlight strong coercive pressure by 

environmental NGOs on Unilever during the MSCs initiation, coupled with the then 

leader of the frozen fish branch being convinced of the usefulness of certifications 

schemes to meet such pressures by experiences with the FSC scheme (Constance and 

Bonanno 2000:133; Gulbrandsen 2010:118).  

Since then, MSC entrepreneurs have tried to manipulate legitimacy evaluations of and 

mobilise other manufacturers as well as retailers. In their annual report from 

2008/2009, for example, they highlight the MSC as an instrument to meet coercive 

pressure as it provides “a sign that seafood suppliers are credible, traceable and 

trusted; a powerful corporate social responsibility message for customers and 

consumers; enhanced brand image and corporate reputation” (Millerold 2008:9). 

Especially during the early years of the MSC, many manufacturers and retailers 

showed negative legitimacy evaluations however. One interviewee explains: “So if as 

a retailer you invest a lot of time investing into the MSC brand that could drive shopping 

behaviour with other retailers if they see MSC products at another retailer. So it is a bit 

of a dilemma and why I think they do not heavily invest into the MSC” (Interview19, 

Large-scale seafood manufacturer).  

Yet over the years, and, so it appears, influenced by a combination of a pragmatic 

interest in sustainable fish supplies, legitimacy management by MSC entrepreneurs, 

mobilisation of NGO allies and, especially, a gradual increase in coercive pressure, 

some crucial allies could be found. An early supporting manufacturer replies to the 

question why they have decided to support the MSC scheme for example: “it is to 
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ensure sustainable raw materials and therefore give us a sustainable business” 

(Interview 19, Large-scale seafood manufacturer). One interviewee from a large-scale 

UK retailer reports how the fact that “you get positive recognition from an NGO for 

using an MSC logo on a number of products” (Interview 30, Large-scale UK retailer) 

positively influenced their decision of whether or not to support the MSC scheme. 

Another interviewee from the retail sector argues: “If the campaign groups put 

pressure on the supply chain […] through the information they have learned through 

labels then it allows the retailer to respond further to say we only stock MSC fish” 

(Interview 28, Consultant). Indeed one interviewee from an international 

environmental NGO replies to the question whether MSC certified companies were 

less likely to be targeted by negative campaign activities: “the retailers that support 

the MSC in a strong way tend to have a seafood policy so are less likely to be a target” 

(Interview 2, International environmental NGO).  

Early supporters included the manufacturers Gottfried Friedrichs and Deutsche See 

in Germany (Howes 2008:95; Gottfried Friedrichs KG 2010) or Young Seafood in the 

UK as well retailers such as Sainsbury in the UK, WholeFood in the US or Migros in 

Switzerland (MSC 2009a:17; Gulbrandsen 2010:135–136). Carrefour in France 

launched its first MSC-certified products in 2000 and is now calling itself “the leading 

French retailer of its own brand of MSC-labelled products” (Groupe Carrefour N.D.; 

MSC 2009a:5). Another key legitimacy actor could be mobilised in 2006 when 

Walmart, the world largest retail company, announced (following negotiations with 

Conservation International, the WWF and the MSC) that it would “require all their 

wild-caught seafood products to be certified sustainable to MSC or equivalent 

standards […] no later than June 2012" (MSC 2011b).  

In the following years, alignment with the maxims of the MSC scheme seems to have 

increasingly diffused across many retailer and manufacturer fields (Pérez-Ramírez et 

al. 2012b:1182). Supporters now include an array of major manufacturers and 

retailers in Europe, USA, Canada and increasingly also Japan, Australia and New 

Zealand (MSC 2011a:2&7; Tesco 2010; M&S 2011; MSC N.D.b, N.D.d, N.D.e, N.D.f, 

N.D.g; Howes 2008:96). But also in the service sector resourceful allies like 

McDonalds (MSC 2011d) or the Sodexo Group (MSC 2011a:9) could be mobilised.  

An illustration of how this diffusion seems to be increasingly based on passive 

legitimacy evaluations and relational dynamics is evident on the MSC website where 
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one Restaurantier is cited with: "Jamie Oliver already used the MSC website to choose 

sustainable fish. It therefore was a logical step for Fifteen to get the MSC certification 

in order to show our customers that we use sustainable fish" (MSC N.D.b). The 

influence of normative pressure can be seen in the Netherlands where WWF 

Netherlands and the Royal Restaurant Association launched a collective campaign in 

2010 to promote the MSC (MSC N.D.g). 

Many of these supporters have thereby actively endorsed the scheme and influenced 

wider legitimacy evaluations. M&S, for example, have launched a ‘Forever Fish’ to 

raise awareness among consumers including engagement in children education (M&S 

2011). Similar activities have been conducted in the Netherlands, by the German 

retailer Edeka or the Swedish retailer Coop partnered with seafood brands Abba 

Seafood and Findus (MSC 2010b; MSC 2011c; MSC 2009a:7). By communicating the 

support by all these actors through their website the MSC entrepreneurs have 

amplified the positive (yet potentially also negative) legitimacy influences related to 

these endorsements (ISEAL Alliance 2012). 

Next to the just outlined positive legitimacy evaluations by major manufacturers and 

retailers, there have also been legitimacy withdrawals, especially with the recent 

increased consequential criticism from environmental NGOs. According to Jacquet et 

al. (2010:29), the European supermarket chain Waitrose refused to buy or sell MSC-

certified fish in 2009 because of concerns about sustainability. This shows the 

fragility of legitimacy evaluations and how institutionalisation processes are not 

linear and consecutive but dynamic and ready to reverse at any point.  

6.1.2.4 Mobilising allies among fisheries (primary 

producers) 

The MSC entrepreneurs have engaged in multiple legitimacy manipulation strategies 

targeted at fisheries. They advertise positive consequences on various exchange 

relations, such as “access to new markets; new and secure supply contracts; in some 

cases a price premium; independent third-party confirmation of good management; 

credible and internationally recognised sustainability claim; improved relationships 

and reputation; financial stability; confidence in the future” (Millerold 2008:9). In 

their brochure “net benefit” they facilitate mimetic influences on legitimacy 

evaluations by communicating that “most fisheries say the MSC label has helped them 
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retain existing markets and gain access to new ones, geographically or in terms of 

opportunities arising from new product category developments. […] Some fishers 

reported price premiums” (MSC 2009c:4–5). 

Yet despite such strategies, the MSC entrepreneurs have notoriously struggled in 

mobilising allies among fisheries (Gulbrandsen 2010:135). Associations, such as the 

International Fishmeal and Oil Manufacturers Association (IFOMA), the Latin 

American Fisheries Development Organization and the International Coalition of 

Fisheries Associations (ICFA), have had serious reservations about the MSC and 

initially “took a stance of opposition” (FAO 1996). Others, like the Ground Fish Forum, 

“may not have taken a definite stance but expressed concern” (FAO 1996).  

Potential reasons are varied.  

Some highlight less coercive pressure by NGOs to align with the MSC scheme 

compared to many manufacturers and retailers, specifically for small and non 

consumer facing fisheries (Boström and Klintman 2008:148).  

But also procedural logics seem to have played a role. The International Collective in 

Support of Fishworkers (ICSF) criticises that during the emergence of the scheme 

“there were no consultations whatsoever in regions with the largest number of 

fishworkers and the largest production of food fish in the world” (Mathew 2000:11). 

Fishermen from the developing world raised that representatives from developing 

countries were only invited to one consultative meeting and that only one meeting 

took place in a developing country (Ponte 2008:164). As a result, according to the 

ICSF, the list of signatories and supporters included no fishworker organisations from 

any developing country (Mathew 2000:11). A member of the ICSF France concluded 

in 1996 in the fishery magazine Samudra: “The agreement between the powerful 

multinational company and the famous international environmental organization 

seems to have ignored the fisher people” who are less well established (Le Sann 

1996:19).  

Adding to such concerns, the MSC scheme has been repeatedly criticised because it 

focuses on a high amount of quantitative data during its assessment, which is usually 

very costly and time-consuming to collect. This can pose barriers for support, in 

particular for smaller and more traditionally operated fisheries prevalent in the 

developing world (Ponte 2008:170; Molyneaux 2008:34; Pérez-Ramírez et al. 
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2012b:1187). A heated debate on this topic can be found in the early editions of the 

ICSF magazine Samudra. ICSF states that "it would, in fact, be almost impossible to 

show, as required by the MSC Principles and Criteria, that a developing country 

fishery is subject to an effective management system” (Mathew 2000:11).  

Others point out that the initiating actors were “considered by some producers to be 

intrinsically antithetical to the interests of fishermen” which led to doubts if they 

could “apply its standards objectively” (OECD 2005:254). WWF has been mistrusted 

by some fishers mainly due to their earlier conflicts on the protection of marine living 

resources (Broathen 1999:27). The magazine Samudra published concerns, "Unilever 

will retain a quasi-monopoly control over a large segment of the market and can then 

set the environmental standards it likes and dictate the prices it wants, both at the 

consumer and the producer end" (Kurien 1996:24). Also the ICSF (Mathew 2000:11), 

as well as scholars like Ponte (2008) and Kaiser (2006), have raised concerns that 

certification, as applied by the MSC, risks to outsource the extra costs of achieving 

food safety, environmental and social standards and move them up the value chain 

toward producers, while eroding their financial margins.  

Indeed, it has been reported that the main motivation for fisheries to align with the 

maxims of the MSC scheme has been a ‘preferred supplier’ status that retailers and 

importers offer to certified suppliers instead of a premium paid to producers on a 

regular and predictable basis (Ponte 2008:169; Thrane et al. 2009:419). Unilever was 

the world’s largest buyer of seafood at the time of the MSC’s initiation (Gulbrandsen 

2010:117) and still represents one of the largest food manufacturers with many 

organisations being highly resource dependent on them. In the light of Unilever’s 

initial commitment to purchase only MSC-certified fish strong coercive pressure on 

many fisheries can be assumed. As outlined in the previous section, since then many 

other resourceful manufacturers and retailers have followed suit. Goyert et al. 

(2010:1107) report for lobster fisheries for example, that “with large buyers like 

Walmart, M&S, and Sainsburys requiring that their wild seafood products be MSC-

certified and many other retailers adopting sustainable seafood sourcing policies, it 

would appear unavoidable for fisheries to become certified if they want to preserve 

these markets or open markets to new buyers that adopt similar policies.”  

Yet some argue that unless there will be more incentives for fisheries to align with the 

MSC scheme than coercive pressure by manufacturers and retailers, for example by 
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passing on financial profits, many fisheries will potentially remain reluctant to align 

their action with the maxims of the MSC (Kaiser and Edwards-Jones 2006:396). 

Indeed, according to the Bridgespan Group, in some cases the supply side has not 

been able to keep pace with the demand for certified fish (Searle et al. 2004:6). 

6.1.2.5 Mobilising allies among governmental actors 

One might think that being under the chairmanship of a former UK minister could be 

a good starting point for the MSC organisation to mobilise allies among governmental 

actors. Yet legitimacy evaluations among this actor class have been mixed, with large 

reservations specifically in the MSC’s early years.  

Some relate these reservations to procedural logics and a lack of direct involvement 

of governmental actors with too much domination by WWF and Unilever. “Unlike 

most standardization bodies, MSC allocates no preferred position to governments” 

(Gulbrandsen 2009:657). “In June 1998, the MSC initiative suffered a setback [...] 

when a Norwegian minister argued that the ecolabeling of fisheries stocks is an issue 

for fisheries authorities, not NGOs such as WWF and Unilever” (Constance and 

Bonanno 2000:132). The case was similar when MSC tried to get a foothold in Sweden 

in 1996. According to interviews conducted by Boström (2006:143) with 

representatives from the Swedish National Board of Fisheries, "primarily because a 

private transnational company was a main sponsor and played a central role." 

Officials also raised a feeling "of dependence, as well as the exclusiveness and opacity 

of MSC." According to a Nordic Council’s brochure, cited 1998 by O`Riordan 

(1998:22) in the Samudra magazine, it was “questioned how genuinely participatory 

the MSC consultation process had been.”  

But also in the global South the MSC has met opposition, especially in the light of the 

above outlined accusations, the MSC scheme would favour large industrialised 

fisheries prevalent in Northern countries. Vandergeest and Anusorn (2012:9) argue 

that because much of the groundwork of the MSC has been developed in the North, 

many “government agencies and other participants in the industry in the South have 

come to understand transnational eco-certification as an attempt by powerful 

Northern actors to push aside Southern governments, create trade barriers, and use 

market access to force compliance with Northern moralities.” 
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More favourable governmental actors were found, for example, in Australia and New 

Zealand where some governmental authorities believed “that they may have good 

candidates for labelling among their national fisheries" (FAO 1996). Also within the 

EU, many governmental actors have shown much more positive legitimacy 

evaluations, especially with the MSC’s increased institutionalisation. A French 

parliamentary report on the future of the national fishing industry highlights 

procedural credentials arguing that the MSC was the only scheme consistent with the 

FAO guidelines (MSC 2009a:19). 

Mobilising the support of such governmental actors has positively influenced wider 

legitimacy evaluations and the diffusion of the MSC scheme through various 

dynamics. For example, in the EU half of the costs for the assessment for European 

fisheries "can be met from relevant EU grants available in each member state" 

(Howes 2008:87). Direct financial support for MSC certification is also provided by 

the Dutch government and the governments of British Columbia and Nova Scotia in 

Canada (MSC 2009a:19). Other important dimensions have been the change of public 

procurement and public endorsements. DEFRA (N.D.), for example, refers to the MSC 

as a way to meet their standards in their food and catering standards. Similar cases 

can be found in Germany and France (MSC 2009a:19). Gulbrandsen (2010:141&145) 

reports that in some cases MSC certification has also influenced governmental 

allocation of fishing quotas and the definition of marine reserves.  

The MSC organisation has amplified these positive influences on wider legitimacy 

evaluations by actively communicating their governmental support through 

newsletters, public activities and their website. In doing so, they have arguably 

facilitated the triggering of legitimacy re-evaluations and the provision of positive 

legitimacy validity cues to individuals who attribute traditional, charismatic and/or 

knowledge legitimacy to governmental actors.  

6.1.2.6 Mobilising allies among civil societal organisations 

Partly related to just outlined increased support of the MSC among some 

governmental actors but potentially also the growing diffusion of support among 

other actor classes, the MSC has found increasing legitimisation and support among 

many civil societal organisations. As part of their support for the MSC, DEFRA, for 

example, is involved in the MSCs "fish and kids" campaign that tries to facilitate the 
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selling of MSC certified fish at schools. On a separate website this initiative provides 

information for teachers (including education packs), children, caterers and parents 

(MSC 2006-2010). Arguably such campaigns can provide positive validity cues and 

influence the legitimacy evaluation of the MSC among all these groups (Marine 

Conservation Society N.D.). Despite the initial opposition from Swedish governmental 

organisations (see above) the initiative is also promoted at 57 Swedish schools. In 

Germany, according to the MSC website, “caterers, restaurants and student unions 

across more than 33 universities have decided to become certified according to the 

MSC traceability standard” (MSC N.D.e). 

In the UK, an important motivation to align with the maxims of the MSC scheme has 

been the so called Food for Life Partnership which assist schools and communities in 

getting access to seasonal, local, freshly cooked and organic food. Part of this initiative 

is to award schools and universities for measures they have undertaken to achieve 

these aims. The partnership refers (amongst others) to the procurement of organic 

and MSC certified food in their award criteria (Food for life partnership 2011).  

6.1.2.7 Mobilising allies among household consumers 

The MSC entrepreneurs have tried to advertise the MSC scheme to manufacturers, 

retailers, restaurants, traders and fisheries not only in the above described ways as a 

means to follow a mimetic path or meet general coercive pressure, but have also 

explicitly highlighted potential benefits from targeting concerned consumers. In their 

annual report from 2007/2008 they emphasize “promotional opportunities [...], 

customer loyalty [...], in some cases a price premium [...] and a clear and easy way to 

engage customers with company sustainability policy” (Millerold 2008:9). To 

mobilise household consumer’s support, the MSC organisations have mainly related 

the alignment of purchase action with the MSC to ecological benefits and 

contributions to greater societal welfare (MSC N.D.i).  

To what extent individual household consumers are aligning their purchase action 

with the maxims of the MSC scheme has been debated however. Supporting promises 

for positive market consequences, the MSC organisation (2007) but also scholars like 

Thrane et al. (2009) and Searle et al. (2004) argue that consumers are generally 

showing an increased interest in sustainable seafood, specifically in Europe. Yet, 

except for some studies investigating consumer interest in sustainable fish products 
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in general (e.g. Wessel et al. 1999; Brecard et al. 2009), consumer studies specific to 

the MSC label are sketchy. Among the few exceptions is a recent study with British 

consumers that found a prompted awareness for the MSC label of only 6% (Which 

2010:6). Such limited awareness, let alone changes in purchase action, from the side 

of the household consumer is in line findings by Hoel (2004), Roheim (2008) and 

Goyert et al. (2010:1107) but also interviews conducted for this study. One major 

MSC manufacturer, for example, states “at this point in time I don’t think this a 

consumer led debate. I think it is a business-to-business and an industry debate” 

(Interview 19, Large-scale seafood manufacturer but also interview 2). Some business 

actors have been even reported to follow the order of the MSC scheme in their supply 

chain management without feeling the need to communicate these endeavours to 

household consumers through the symbol on the pack (interviews 2&19).  

A recent study, commissioned by the MSC, to investigate consumer awareness in the 

USA, Canada, UK, Germany, France, and Japan suggests however that consumer 

awareness (which does not need to mean actual orientation of purchase action in line 

with the maxims of the MSC scheme) is starting to increase. In interviews with 3,600 

participants the company AMR Marketing Research found 23% to be aware of the 

MSC ecolabel, compared to 9% in 2008 (MSC 2010a). And also above mentioned MSC 

manufacturer reports that they “are starting to see increasingly more informed 

questions coming through our consumer contact channels. So we think it is becoming a 

consumer facing issue” (Interview 19, Large-scale seafood manufacturer). Such a 

gradual change seems not unlikely considering the above described growing 

involvement of powerful branded retailers and manufacturers with their large 

marketing resources. But also above outlined increased public legitimisation of the 

MSC scheme by media, NGO and civil societal actors can be assumed to have impacted 

the legitimacy evaluations at least by some household consumers. One interviewee 

with experience in the retailer sector highlights that the influence of such consumers 

changing their purchase action due to commitment, pocket guides, marketing 

activities or other dynamics, even if they are in the minority, should not be neglected: 

“Even if the MSC influenced only 8% [of consumers] supermarkets don’t know which 

consumers that are but they start adopting a scheme to make sure that all the supply 

chain is MSC certified so that the consumer can be sure that all the fish is certified” 

(Interview 28, Consultant). 
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6.1.3 General legitimacy management 

and contestations 

The last sections have indicated that especially procedural and consequential 

legitimacy have given grounds for contestations and posed challenges for the MSC’s 

legitimacy management. The following section reflects on how legitimacy 

constructions around these two logics have shaped the MSC’s institutionalisation. In 

addition, knowledge legitimacy has played a particular role and is briefly discussed.  

6.1.3.1 Procedural legitimacy 

Transparency, public reporting and 

understandability  

While the MSC scheme has been criticised for a lack of transparency in its earlier 

years specifically by governmental actors, it is now largely praised for its transparent 

procedures (see e.g. Hoel 2004:23; Thrane et al. 2009:418; Auld and Gulbrandsen 

2010:112). Except for confidential information on pre-assessments, information on 

the standards, assessment processes etc. are widely available through the MSC 

website. Even Greenpeace (2009:2–3) positively highlights the MSC’s “acceptable 

availability of documentation and information.” In their 2010/2011 annual report the 

MSC organisation has furthermore committed to “make details of projects available 

online” and publish “bi-annual e-bulletin to brief stakeholders on issues being 

addressed and explain changes made to the program” in order “to promote 

participation and transparency” (MSC 2011a:12). In addition, they have announced to 

make the scheme easier to understand by eliminating duplications, improve 

accessibility and structured guidance (MSC 2011a:10). According to Auld and 

Gulbrandsen (2010:112), the MSC "was also being championed for its transparent 

consultation process" when setting up its organisational structure. This is despite 

above mentioned criticism for insufficient participation during that process (see 

sections 6.1.2.4 and 6.1.2.5). In fact, Auld and Gulbrandsen (2010:112) conclude in 

their article on the transparency of the MSC: “it was not a matter of whether 

consultations were transparent, but rather whether stakeholders were adequately 

involved in discussions.” The following section further discusses this question.  
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Participation, inclusiveness and deliberation 

To positively influence procedural legitimacy evaluations, the MSC entrepreneurs 

have used professionalization strategies by highlighting the conformance of their 

procedures with accepted codes of conduct by the UN FAO, WTO and ISEAL (MSC 

N.D.a). As mentioned in previous sections, such strategies appear to have been 

successful at least with some actors. 

Generally, MSC entrepreneurs seem of be aware of the societal dominance of 

procedural norms of participation. This becomes not only apparent with the website 

highlighting that the MSC follows “international, professional benchmarks to promote 

robust processes and uphold our values of independence, transparency, impartiality 

and stakeholder consultation” (MSC N.D.a) but also in regard to the formalisation 

(and restructuring) of standard setting, assessment and organisational structure.  

During the development of the standard, as described in section 6.1.1, as well as the 

review procedures (see Appendix 1), the initiators of the MSC have arguably tried to 

demonstrate procedural legitimacy and conformity with “values of transparency, 

participation and fairness” (MSC 2007b:2). According to Gulbrandsen (2010:122), in 

sum the consultation process included more than 300 individuals and organisations. 

Yet while Hoel (2004:21) concludes that the development of the MSC standard has 

been very inclusive, earlier sections have outlined how especially some fisheries and 

their associations as well as governmental actors and environmental NGOs have 

criticised the initial development of the MSC standard for not being sufficiently open 

to all constituencies. 

In the latest annual report, conformance also of the assessment procedures with 

participation norms is emphasized (MSC 2011a:3).43 Nevertheless, procedural 

criticism has been raised for not sufficiently including wider objections during 

assessment decisions. To respond to such criticism, but also achieve compliance with 

the FAO guidelines, the MSC entrepreneurs have introduced in 2005 an “independent 

process” for receiving and responding to objections to fishery assessments (Auld 

2007:35). Yet not all actors have shown to be convinced by this restructuring 

strategy. Jaquet et al. (2010) criticise for example, that multiple objections, that had 

                                                        

43 See Appendix 1 for further detail on the assessment procedures.  
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been raised from NGOs and scientists, have been ignored. Similarly, some 

environmental NGOs have criticised the MSC for not giving enough attention to 

objections. An article in the Times from 2009 raises that "to date, no objections have 

resulted in a rejected application” (Pope 2009). These procedural legitimacy threats 

have also majorly influenced consequential legitimacy evaluations, as will be further 

discussed in section 6.1.3.2.  

In regard to the organisational structure and main decision-making body, WWF and 

Unilever were “originally advised to choose a non-membership model” (Sutton 

1998:29) in order to “avoid cumbersome decision-making processes, complex 

structures and time-consuming procedures” (Gulbrandsen 2010:118). As outlined in 

the previous sections, this model has facilitated procedural criticism, WWF and 

Unilever would control and dominate the scheme inappropriately. Reflecting on these 

early oppositions, Auld (2007:39) concludes that “by not giving organizations a direct 

stake in the MSC, it was easier for these other groups to stay outside the process, 

creating their own initiatives, or raising criticisms about the program without having 

to then help implement those changes. […] Perhaps, had they been offered 

membership, groups like the ICSF would have jumped at the opportunity to be 

involved.” 

The MSC entrepreneurs have tried to repair procedural legitimacy through multiple 

strategies, including attempts to manipulate legitimacy perceptions and restructure 

processes in order to improve their conformity with dominant demands.  

In an article in Samudra from 1996 Unilever and WWF highlighted that "an important 

characteristic of the MSC will be its independence from both the environmental 

community and the industry" (Sutton and Whitfield 1996:34). WWF further 

emphasized (as cited in Eden and Bear 2010:92) that “’there’s been a big step back’ 

from supporting […] MSC, precisely so that each NGO can more effectively claim 

financial and operational independence.” In 1998, Michael Sutton from WWF 

communicated in Samudra that organisational structures were still under 

development (Sutton 1998:29) and invited critics to take part in this development. 

Several changes to the organisational structure followed between 1998 and 2001: 

After considering a membership structure, the MSC initiators instead decided to 

broaden representation on the Board of Trustees (Auld and Gulbrandsen 2010:106; 

MSC N.D.b). Fixed members are now the chair of a Technical Advisory Board, which 



183 

replaced the former Standards Council, and both Co-chairs of a Stakeholder Council, 

which replaced the former advisory board (Auld and Gulbrandsen 2010:106; MSC 

N.D.b). According to Gulbrandsen (2008:571–572), the “MSC wanted to prevent a 

governance arrangement that would be expensive to operate, unwieldy and open to 

potential capture by particular interest groups.” With this decision the MSC achieved 

only limited positive effects on procedural legitimacy evaluations however. Gale and 

Harward (2004), for example, argue that the MSC structure is still much centralised 

and “corporative”, as the ultimate decision-making authority lies with the Board of 

Trustees rather than the Stakeholder Council. In 2004, the British newspaper The 

Guardian wrote the "MSC lacks credibility and will collapse unless drastically 

reformed" (Brown 2004). The article mainly cites two reports that had been 

commissioned by US environmental NGOs demanding “a widening of the membership 

and expertise of the management” (Brown 2004). 

Again, the MSC reacted with restructuring and inviting critical voices, including the 

authors of both reports, to join part of their decision-making and “engage in 

discussions on how better to involve key stakeholders in the organization” (MSC 

Board of Trustees 2004:23). In 2007, MSC entrepreneurs announced "a review of the 

effectiveness of MSC’s Stakeholder Council structure and implementation of required 

reforms where necessary to improve its overall effectiveness" (MSC 2007a:4).  

Yet before entering in a blunt demand to enable more participation in order to repair 

the MSC’s procedural legitimacy and ultimately contribute to its institutionalisation, 

some major conflicts and complexities related to such calls have to be discussed.  

As set out in section 5.6.7.6, procedural legitimacy is not only related to transparency 

and participation but also deliberation processes based on openness to being 

persuaded, learning through iterative dialogues and seeking a reasoned 

communicative consensus. The MSC case study has illustrated some major difficulties 

for achieving these ideals.  

Firstly, developing mutual recognition and consensus is difficult between actors that 

take different norms for granted. One NGO interviewee describes business and NGO 

actors, for example, as "currently usually in opposition to each other because they have 

different goals [...] The industry has a profit goal and the NGOs have a public interest 

goal so it is difficult to bring them together" (Interview 4, Environmental NGO involved 

in product-labelling schemes). Such difficulties further increase if there are pre-
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existing antagonist relationships, as has been identified between WWF and some 

fisheries (Boström 2006a:140).  

Secondly, as will be discussed in the subsequent section, some issues like conditional 

certification or the appropriate stringency and specificity of standards have raised 

fundamental disagreements with a consensus that is satisfactory to all seemingly 

impossible. As one interviewee involved in the organisational structure of the MSC 

puts it: “we can’t be all things to all people” (Interview 19, Large-scale seafood 

manufacturer).  

Thirdly, especially in the light of these inherent difficulties, finding consensus 

between participating parties tends to come at a time cost and can evolve into a major 

barrier for efficient decision-making, which is arguably crucial for a labelling scheme 

to achieve consequences (Hoel 2004:21). The certification of Alaska Pollock, for 

example, lasted over four years (Gulbrandsen 2008:574). Hoel (2004:36) calls this 

dilemma "an efficiency versus democracy issue."  

6.1.3.2 Consequential legitimacy 

The published consequential aim of the MSC initiative, according to their strategy and 

business plan, is “to contribute to reversing the decline in global fish stocks, to deliver 

quantifiable improvements in marine conservation, and thereby, contribute to 

securing the livelihoods that depend on this industry” (MSC 2007a:6). Consequential 

legitimacy evaluations in regard to this aim have been mixed.  

Some have argued that due to the focus on sustaining fish stocks, the MSC standard 

ignores other important environmental impacts during the fishing and other 

production stages (Thrane et al. 2009:418–422; Iles 2007a:585). Others have 

demanded more explicit evaluation of the social and economic aspects of a fishery 

(Leadbitter and Ward 2007:464; Le Sann 1996:19). Yet the idea to expand on the 

social and economic aspects in the fishery standard has not substantiated so far - 

mainly because a worldwide consultation could find no agreement “on how a fishery 

should perform in socio-economic terms” (Leadbitter and Ward 2007:464). 

Another point of contestation has been the decision of the MSC organisation and its 

initiators to follow in their standard setting a “broad coverage” rather than “gold 

standard” approach (Ward and Philiips 2008:431), with standards being locally 

interpreted by the assessment organisation certifying on a conditional basis.  
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The MSC justifies the consequential credentials of this approach with its ability to 

address the high diversity of fisheries which can ultimately result in greater impact 

on the water (May et al. 2003:20). For some, “by having this system open to everybody 

it gives a greater scope to actually improve fishery governance [...] all over the globe 

with every fishery and every species” (Interview 19, Large-scale seafood 

manufacturer).  

Others have shown to be advocates of more stringent and centrally defined standards 

however. Greenpeace (2009), for example, conclude that requirements of the MSC 

standard “are not stringent” using “weak language.” Among the main concerns has 

been inconsistent interpretation of the standard by different certifiers (see 

Greenpeace 2009 but also Ward 2008b and Jacquet et al. 2010). Especially in the light 

of Unilever’s commitment to purchase only MSC-certified fish, some saw a danger of 

“less stringent standards being applied to certification in order to maintain supplies 

of the raw material” (Broathen 1999:26).  

Also the MSC’s conditional certification approach has been highly contested. On the 

one hand, some actors seem to value conditional certification for enabling local 

adaptation and as a pedagogical tool (Ponte 2008:163). In fact, according to 

Cambridge et al. (2010) and Agnew et al. (2006), the worse the fishery is, the higher 

are the potential gains. On the other hand, in the case of Greenpeace, for example, the 

conditional certification has been the main reason for their public withdrawal of 

support (see section 6.1.2.1). Similar statements can be found with the US National 

Environmental Trust (Pearce 2003) and the academic Jacquet et al. (2012). Related to 

such reservations, the British newspaper The Guardian reported in January 2010 how 

“a series of decisions allowing controversial fisheries to be granted the prized MSC 

label has prompted severe criticism of the organisation” (Smith 2011). 

Another major point of contestation has related to previously mentioned concerns 

about certification barriers for small-scale fisheries. These have resulted in 

accusations that certified fisheries were not necessarily those fisheries that are most 

environmentally threatened, but rather the ones that have the available data and 

where actors are willing and able to participate in the lengthy certification process 

(Oosterveer 2008:804). This has caused concerns not only from an environmental but 

also social perspective. “Many fear that the MSC certification process will restrict 

developing countries’ [market] access” (Mathew 2000:11) and instead favour large 
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industrialised, centralized, and company-owned fishing operations from the 

developed world (Molyneaux 2008:34). Accordingly, the MSC has been accused of 

facilitating eco imperialism, protectionism, and a concentration on inter- instead of 

intra-generational equity (O’Riordan 1996:11; Constance and Bonanno 2000:134).  

Among the strategies applied by the MSC organisation to address such consequential 

legitimacy threats has been the facilitation of greater competition between certifiers, 

in order to lower certification costs (OECD 2005:260). Yet while some have praised 

this strategy for triggering more participation by small-scale fisheries (Ponte 

2008:164), others have worried that it could further facilitate previously raised 

inconsistent interpretations of the standard. A newspaper article in the Times, for 

example, states that working with competing independent certifiers "leaves the door 

open to ‘special arrangements’ between them and the fishing companies which pay to 

be evaluated" (Pope 2009). These controversies illustrate the large difficulties that 

can arise in managing often inherently conflicting legitimacy demands.  

Related to all such criticism, the MSC’s major funding NGOs commissioned two 

evaluation reports in 2004. The findings of both reports were rather critical 

(Gulbrandsen 2010:147; Ponte 2012:309) and resulted in negative effects on wider 

legitimacy evaluations. The Guardian, for example, cited both studies as revealing that 

many certifications were heavily debated as to what extent they can be actually 

considered to be more sustainable (Brown 2004).  

The MSC organisations took both reports seriously and implemented many of its 

recommendations in order to repair consequential legitimacy (Gulbrandsen 

2010:148).  

In regard to the marginalisation concerns, the MSC organisation has responded by 

admitting that it “will not be viewed as internationally relevant unless it can 

demonstrate meaningful application and benefits to developing world fisheries” (MSC 

2007a:7). They engaged in several restructuring, including the launch of a Developing 

World Fisheries Program (MSC N.D.b). In order to find a compromise between 

demands for more consistent standard interpretation, the limitation of certification 

costs and local adaptability, the MSC organisation has conducted a three years 

restructuring project resulting in the development of a so called default assessment 

tree. 
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Next to restructuring, the MSC entrepreneurs have engaged in what could be referred 

to as normative legitimacy manipulation: they have published several reports (see e.g. 

MSC 2009c) and commissioned evaluation studies (see Agnew et al. 2006 and 

Cambridge et al. 2010) stating positive environmental impacts associated with the 

alignment with the MSC scheme. Also the participation in the umbrella organisation 

ISEAL can be highlighted here. ISELA have formalised not only procedural norms (see 

section 5.6.7.6) but also developed a 'Code of Good Practice for Assessing the Impacts 

of Social and Environmental Standards'. Moreover, they aim to work "toward a 

consistent set of indicators" for measuring the contributions of standard schemes to 

improving social, environmental and economic conditions (ISEAL Alliance and 

AccountAbility 2011:17).  

Not all actors showed convinced by the MSCs records of success however. Hoel 

(2004:51) points out that eco-labels work hand in hand with numerous other 

activities directed at the same ends. Certification can also result in various 

unintended side effects. Such complexities make it very difficult to clearly evaluate 

the effect of ecolabelling on the conservation status of marine resources.  

In the light of these and previously described difficulties, scepticism regarding the 

MSC’s consequential legitimacy have remained (see e.g. Gulbrandsen 2010; Ward 

2008a; Molyneaux 2008 or Ponte 2012). Jacquet et al. (2010:29) conclude in their 

recent opinion piece in Nature that the MSC’s repair strategies have been “too little 

too late” and that if the MSC does not undergo major reforms "there are better, more 

effective ways to spend £8 million." And the UK Sustainable Development commission 

concluded in 2011 that "the MSC […] tells an important story for both its successes – 

in awareness raising, benchmarking, best practice sharing – and limitations. 

Certification schemes, labelling and consumer consciousness raising are useful but 

not the sum of what is necessary to deliver sustainable sources of essential fish oils. 

The sober facts suggest that fish stocks are still under threat" (Sustainable 

Development Commission 2011:30).  

6.1.3.3 Knowledge legitimacy 

Throughout its institutionalisation, the MSC entrepreneurs have shown a strong 

emphasis on professionalization based on the inclusion of so-called experts with both 

scientific and industrial experience (Eden and Bear 2010). Scientific experts have 

been engaged (and their engagement has been actively communicated) in decision-
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making processes during standard setting and assessment. They have also been 

repeatedly mobilised to verbalise positive consequences associated with the 

alignment with the maxims of the MSC.  

Such expert support has shown to be an important vehicle to overcome procedural 

and consequential conflicts, as it can provide positive validity cues for actors who 

associate these experts with knowledge legitimacy. In doing so, it can avoid active 

procedural and consequential evaluations. One representative from a UK NGO, for 

example, replies to the question what made them support the MSC scheme: “It looks 

like it is based on robust scientific criteria” (Interview 5, Sustainability non- 

governmental umbrella organization). Another interviewee states “The technical 

advisory board contains some of the most eminent fishery scientists. So we are very 

proud to be involved with this organisation” (Interview 19, Large-scale seafood 

manufacturer).  

On the other hand, the focus on scientific participation has facilitated accusations the 

MSC would be inclusive mainly towards powerful groups, excluding especially the 

less powerful small-scale fisheries in developing countries (Greenpeace 2009:2–3). 

This shows that while ensuring knowledge legitimacy can be an important driver for 

institutionalisation processes, it can hardly be seen as a silver bullet to solve the 

challenges related to managing procedural and consequential legitimacy. 

6.2 Fairtrade 

6.2.1 Introduction: Emergence and 

coordination 

While some link the origins of Fairtrade to the European cooperative movement (e.g. 

Reed 2009:4) most trace it back to a variety of Alternative Trade Organisations 

(ATOs), such as Oxfam, which proliferated in Europe and North America between the 

1950s and 1980s (Gendron et al. 2009:64; Mohan 2009:22). Actors involved in these 

organisations ranged from religious organisations, over activists opposing capitalism 

and neoliberalism, to developing agencies (Gendron et al. 2009:65). Their shared 

objective was to help disadvantaged groups in poor countries by purchasing (mainly) 
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their handicrafts for above market prices and selling these products through stores 

known as world shops (Raynolds and Long 2007:16).  

The first Fairtrade label, the Max Havelaar label, for coffee was introduced 1988 in 

the Netherlands (Gendron et al. 2009:66). This Dutch initiative was replicated in 

several other markets across Europe and North America during the late ‘80s/early 

‘90s (Gendron et al. 2009:66). In 1997, the Fairtrade Labelling Organization (FLO) 

International was established to unite the Labelling Initiatives under one umbrella 

and harmonise worldwide standards and certification. In 2002, FLO launched a 

unified, international Fairtrade Certification Mark (Reed 2009:4) and, according to 

Krier (2008:8), 90% of all the Fairtrade products are now sold as labelled products. 

According to the Fairtrade Labelling Organisation (FLO), their idea is “to connect 

consumers and producers via a label which promotes fairer trading conditions 

through which producers who are disadvantaged by conventional trade can combat 

poverty, strengthen their position and take more control over their lives” (FLO 

2009:5).  

Initially, the Fairtrade labelling scheme was organised and coordinated mainly by a 

general Fairtrade Labelling Organisation. To ensure accordance with procedures 

defined by ISO, but also mimicking other labelling organisations (Tallontire 

2009:1006; Raynolds and Long 2007:19; Reed 2009:6), FLO split into two 

organisations - FLO Cert., responsible for monitoring and certification; and FLO e.v., 

responsible for development and review of the standards, the global Fairtrade 

strategy, producer support and promotion of trade justice internationally in 

partnership with other international Fairtrade organisations (Fairtrade Labelling 

Organizations International 2009e).44 At the time of writing, FLO e.v. has consisted of 

18 Labelling Initiatives, which license and promote the Fairtrade certification mark in 

23 countries, three producer networks representing producers and two associate 

members. All members participate in the decision-making of FLO e.v. through their 

right to vote at the general assembly and the Labelling Initiatives' assembly or 

relevant producer network assemblies.  

                                                        

44 Despite the separation into FLO e.v. and FLO cert., in their communication, the Fairtrade labelling 
organisations tend to generally refer to FLO. Unless otherwise specified, this study follows this 
practice.  
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Fairtrade standards are largely management system related focussing on the social 

and socio-economic dimension, in particular the provision of pre-financing; the 

payment of a minimum price (or market price where that is higher) in order to cover 

“the costs of sustainable production”; and an extra premium paid to democratic and 

transparent producer organisations (cooperatives, associations or other types of 

organisation), of which primary producers are required to be a part. Next to generic 

standards, there are specific product standards (Fair Trade Labelling Organisation 

e.V. 2011; Fairtrade Labelling Organizations International 2009a; Fairtrade Labelling 

Organizations International 2009c:9) for Fairtrade’s traditional commodities, such as 

coffee, cacao, and tea, but now also for fresh fruits, flowers, cotton and sport balls as 

well as so-called composite products such as cakes, bars, ice cream etc. (Krier 

2008:45).  

Similar to the MSC, Fairtrade Cert. follows a conditional assessment approach for 

parts of the criteria. Compliance is communicated on the pack through a highly 

condensed logo, as shown in the picture below. 

 

FIGURE 15: FAIRTRADE SYMBOL, Source: http://www.fairtrade.net/using_the_fairtrade_mark.html) 

6.2.2 Mobilisation of allies and further 

diffusion 

6.2.2.1 Mobilizing allies among NGOs 

Because Fairtrade has stemmed from social movement activities by ATOs, Fairtrade 

labelling organisations have had a historically strong grassroots support amongst 

NGOs. FLO can list a considerable number of charities and advocacy groups as their 

partner organisations and core constituencies (Fairtrade International N.D.a).  

Many of these organisations have facilitated positive legitimacy evaluations and the 

wider institutionalisation of the Fairtrade scheme by providing declaratory support 

and proselytizing a morality in which the maxims of the Fairtrade scheme occupy 
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positions of honour. In particular, several have related parts of their campaigning to 

the Fairtrade scheme. “Education and advocacy were also present in the day-to-day 

trading activities, most noticeably in the World Shops where selling to customers and 

educating citizens were closely linked” (Huybrechts 2010:228–229).  

One might make relations to charismatic legitimacy at this point. Certainly, many of 

these organisations can be categorised as key legitimacy actors with a high taken-for-

grantedness and a potential for their support triggering legitimacy (re)evaluations 

and providing strong positive validity cues for other actors in the production and 

consumption system. This has shown to be a strong facilitator in mobilizing other 

allies.  

6.2.2.2 Mobilizing allies among governmental organisations  

Building upon the support among non-governmental and civil societal organisations 

(see subsequent section), there have been various activities to mobilise local 

politicians. Huybrechts (2010:228–229) describes, for example, how the Belgium 

Oxfam-MDM organised education campaigns before elections. Targeted more 

towards mobilising allies amongst supranational and international governmental 

organisations (and other actors) and to proselytise for a supportive normative 

environment, Fairtrade entrepreneurs have established the umbrella organisation 

FINE. Through a joint Fairtrade advocacy office in Brussels (Raynolds and Long 

2007:17), Labelling Initiatives and ATO’s have worked together within the FINE 

network, for example, to prepare a joint position statement for the 2005 WTO 

Ministerial Meetings (Raynolds and Murray 2007:232) or lobby at events like the ‘UN 

Framework Convention on Climate Change’ or the development of the Harkin-Engel 

Cocoa Protocol (an international agreement aimed at ending child labour in the 

production of cocoa) (Fairtrade International N.D.a). On EU level, the joint Fairtrade 

advocacy office has continuously lobbied for a supportive European Commission 

policy (Fairtrade Labelling Organizations International 2009c:13).  

Through these and other activities, Fairtrade labelling organisations have been able 

to mobilize active support not only from development agencies, who have been 

historically allied with many ATOs, but also from other governmental actors from 

across the world (Fisher 2009). Especially EU organisations have positioned 

themselves favourably with regard to Fairtrade. In 2006 the European Parliament 
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(2006) published a report stating their positive evaluation of Fairtrade’s 

consequential legitimacy and actively trying to influence the legitimacy evaluations of 

other actors. For example, they call “on the Commission and the Council to promote 

Fairtrade, and other independently monitored trading initiatives” and take them “into 

account when formulating the EU trade policy." They even ask “the Commission and 

the Council to study and to consider implementing a low VAT rate for Fairtrade 

products” (European Parliament 2006). The European Commission has published 

similarly positive legitimacy evaluations (Commission of the European Communities 

2009:5). Declaratory support by state officials has been also reported for other 

regions of the world, such as Brazil and South Africa (Raynolds and Murray 

2007:232).  

Another major strategy has been the initiation of the so called “Fairtrade Towns.” 

Since 2000, local governmental actors can enrol in so-called Fairtrade town 

campaigns. The campaign has quickly diffused and there are now over 650 Fairtrade 

towns in 18 countries. Wales and Scotland took it even further and became the first 

"Fairtrade Nations" (The Scottish Fair Trade Forum N.D.). Fairtrade Towns and 

Nations must increase Fairtrade awareness and availability by engaging local 

councils, businesses, schools, universities, faith groups, workplaces and media on 

local and international level (Fairtrade Labelling Organizations International 

2009c:15; The Scottish Fair Trade Forum N.D.). Wheeler (139) highlights how the 

actions of Fairtrade supporters in Fairtrade Town networks can influence wider 

legitimacy evaluations as they “often work to encourage others to use and learn about 

Fairtrade – like organizing Fairtrade events, holding Fairtrade stalls, and working to 

remove the choice of non-Fairtrade products.” In addition, these campaigns have 

stimulated demand for Fairtrade products on the side of public procurement.  

6.2.2.3 Allies among civil societal organisations 

Next to NGOs, core constituencies of the Fairtrade scheme have included university, 

trade union and labour rights organisations as well as religious groups. In fact, a 

substantial part of the NGOs initiating the Fairtrade movement have been related to 

the church giving Fairtrade a strong grassroots support among church groups, with 

an arguably high potential for the wide provision of validity cues based on 

charismatic and traditional grounds. Bacon (2010:140) also highlights how "United 
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Students for Fairtrade organise hundreds of thousands of volunteer student activist 

hours to raise awareness, debate, and create new meanings within Fairtrade."  

Moreover, Fairtrade towns have inspired spin-off campaigns creating Fairtrade 

Churches, Synagogues and Mosques as well as Fairtrade Schools and Universities and 

Fairtrade in the workplace (Fairtrade Labelling Organizations International 

2009c:15). In some countries like the UK, these campaigns increasingly show signs of 

a cascade process where gaining Fairtrade status is seen as the appropriate action. An 

interviewee from a UK university catering organisation, for example, states “we were 

the fifteenth university in the country to gain Fairtrade status. Last time I looked there 

was well over a hundred. […] You’d be surprised if you went into any university now and 

they didn’t sell Fairtrade” (Interview 8, University catering organisation). For the case 

of universities gaining Fairtrade status implies not only a commitment to purchase 

certain Fairtrade products but also advertise and promote the scheme. In return the 

university is allowed to publicly advertise their “Fairtrade status”. In line with 

arguments by DiMaggio (1988) about allies having the prospects of becoming 

legitimated themselves through institutionalisation projects, this can influence 

perceptions of the university’s own legitimacy among their staff, students and wider 

society. In the UK, for example, the charity organisation People&Planet (2011) 

publicly ranks universities on their green and ethical performance. In doing so, they 

also follow the order of the Fairtrade scheme as having Fairtrade status is among 

their evaluation criteria. At the same time, universities arguably have a strong 

legitimacy base in many societies and their public legitimisation of the Fairtrade 

scheme provides positive legitimacy cues for many actors. In a sense, what has just 

been described can be seen as a mutually legitimacy reinforcing dynamic.  

6.2.2.4 Mobilizing allies among primary producers  

Considering that the main idea of the Fairtrade movement directly relates to their 

interests, Fairtrade has seen comparatively positive legitimacy evaluations from 

many primary producers in the developing world. In fact, one of FLO’s main concerns 

has been to find a demand for many primary producers’ willingness to follow the 

order of the Fairtrade scheme and a partial oversupply with Fairtrade goods (see e.g. 

Bacon 2010). Often framed as resulting from a need to address this oversupply, and, 

some suggest, amplified by general neoliberal trends (see e.g. Bacon 2010:136 and 
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Huybrechts 2010:229), Fairtrade labelling organisations have gradually tried to 

promote the scheme to various manufacturers and retailers.  

6.2.2.5 Mobilizing allies among manufacturers and retailers 

The Fairtrade movement has had little corporate support until the 1980s (Fridell 

2009:82). Yet over the last years, more and more corporate support has been 

mobilised evolving from little engagement by like minded businesses, over some 

engagement of more resourceful retailers and manufacturers, to rapidly growing 

engagement of large multinational resourceful branders. 

Normative selection 

Initially, Fairtrade organisations showed in their mobilisation a sign of what Suchman 

(1995) refers to as “normative selection” - focussing on businesses that normatively 

valued Fairtrade’s goals and activities. According to Davies (2007), such early 

adopters included 100% Fairtrade manufacturers and smaller independent retailers 

and service sector organizations. These companies shared the fundamental motives 

of Fairtrade but were, unlike the ATOs, not supported by donations and had to make a 

profit to survive. In this early stage, suggestions to work outside this group, with 

companies like Walmart or Sainsbury´s, were discarded (Davies 2007:465). 

Yet founders of labelling schemes, like the Max Havelaar Labelling Initiate, 

increasingly believed “that the Fairtrade market could not be substantially increased 

if it did not spread beyond alternative retail outlets to mainstream grocery chains” 

(Reed 2009:5). Thus, Fairtrade entrepreneurs started to mainstream their 

mobilisation activities to resourceful retailers and manufacturers. 

Mainstreaming 

Especially Transfair USA has been a strong force to mainstream selection strategies 

and introduce Fairtrade to key legitimacy actors, such as Walmart, Starbucks or 

McDonalds (Barrientos et al. 2007:57; Jaffee 2012:103). Mainstream businesses were 

initially sceptic and Fairtrade organisations, mobilizing their allies among NGOs, civil 

society and governmental actors, had to try to influence their legitimacy evaluations 

and make following the order of the Fairtrade scheme more attractive. This entailed 

communicating that there was a market for Fairtrade goods and affirming that ATOs 

could be reliable suppliers of products to meet these market demands (Reed 
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2009:10–11). A particularly strong facilitator seemed to be a growing condemnation 

by global justice and human rights groups of the social and environmental impacts of 

international trade activity and increased coercive pressure to align with the 

Fairtrade scheme (see Fridell 2009:87 and interview 15 FLO). Huybrechts 

(2010:228–229) reports, for example, how the Belgium Oxfam-MDM “regularly 

targeted multinationals (e.g. Ikea)”. In the US, the movement organisation ‘Global 

Exchange’ campaigned against Starbucks’ labour practices and ultimately motivated 

them to pledge their support for Fairtrade, after which planned demonstration by 

‘Global Exchange’ were turned into celebrations (Barrientos et al. 2007:56; Jaffee 

2012). Jaffee (2012:106) cites Jamie Guzzi from Global Exchange: "You have 

companies like a GreenMountain or a Starbucks, or certainly Procter&Gamble, where 

many of them were kind of forced into doing fairtrade."  

Diffusion 

The mobilisation of such resourceful branders seemed to have set in motion mimetic 

processes. Shortly after Starbucks commitment for example, other speciality-coffee 

companies followed (Barrientos et al. 2007:56; Fridell 2009:86; Jaffee 2012:106). 

Similar mimetic isomorphism happened in the UK retail sector. After Sainsbury 

became the first retailer selling Fairtrade products in 1996, a major push for the 

diffusion of the Fairtrade scheme happened in 2000 with the co-op retailer starting to 

sell Fairtrade products (Barrientos and Smith 2007:105). By the end of 2002, all 

major supermarkets in the UK sold at least one Fairtrade item and had impressive 

growth rates in Fairtrade (Barrientos and Smith 2007). 

In the light of these supply chain changes, but also sustaining coercive pressure from 

NGO, civil societal and governmental organisations, major branded manufacturers 

soon joined the mainstream retail outlets in their support. Another positive 

motivation highlighted has been changes in economic interest. An interviewed FLO 

representative reports that “in the last couple of years we’ve seen spiking commodity 

prices, a lot of changes in farming patterns in the developing world which is impacting 

on food supply chains and so many of the conversations with business now are about 

how can they get a sustainable supply chain that ensures that they can buy the product 

that they need” (Interview 15, FLO).  

The Fairtrade scheme now shows signs of cascade processes amongst some 

manufacturer and retailer fields. One interviewed consultant states: “Big brands […] 
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increasingly recognise that something like Fairtrade for many potential customers is 

seen as a badge of quality” (Interview 29, Consultant). According to the latest annual 

report, Fairtrade International’s Global Account Management team has by now 

engaged with 28 mainstream companies in 20 countries (Fairtrade International 

N.D.a:20) and Fairtrade products can be found in most major supermarket chains 

(Mohan 2009:23) as well as many of out-of-home places for drinks or food (Krier 

2008:8). Some of these companies have thereby shown obvious turns in their 

legitimacy evaluations. After Nestle for example led a consortium against 

governments, who were supporting the Fair Trade initiative Coffee Challenge in 1998 

(Davies 2007: 459), they launched their first Fair Trade certified coffee in the UK in 

2005.  

The reply from a university catering organisation to the question why they chose 

Fairtrade in particular illustrates how the just described changes have facilitated the 

wider diffusion of the Fairtrade scheme: “if you went [...] into Sainsbury’s you were 

more likely to see a Fairtrade mark than you would see a Rain Forest Alliance mark and 

if you went to buy a coffee in the city centre you were more likely to see a Fairtrade 

mark than you would the Rain Forest Alliance” (Interview 8, university catering 

organisation).  

These dynamics have also further increased coercive pressures on supply chains as 

many of the retailers and manufacturers now use their powerful supply chain 

positions to join NGOs and other organisations in pressuring suppliers to order their 

action in line with the maxims of the Fairtrade scheme. After the engagement of 

Cadbury and further commitments from Nestle, Fairtrade announced in their annual 

report in 2011 that “in just over a year, the number of Fairtrade cocoa producer 

organizations increased by nearly 50%” (Fairtrade International N.D.a:13). Overall, 

the number of producer organisations has increased from 827 (2009) to 905 (end 

2010) (Fairtrade International 2012). In fact, in some sectors there has now been 

more demand than supply of Fairtrade products.  

6.2.2.6 Mobilising allies among household consumers 

Committed ethical consumers, as customers in Fairtrade shops, have arguably been 

among the core supporters of the Fairtrade scheme. Moreover, the increased support 

amongst many governmental, NGO, civil societal and media organisations as well as 
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major branded retailers and manufacturers (including their marketing capacity) 

seems to have positively influenced wider legitimacy evaluations also amongst 

household consumers. This can arguably be related to influence on general awareness 

but also the triggering of legitimacy (re)evaluations, the provision of validity cues and 

changes in pragmatic dimensions, such as price and availability. In their biggest 

market the UK, a consumer survey conducted in 2005 by Market and Opinion 

Research International found 50% of household consumers being able to identify the 

Fairtrade certification symbol, up from 25% in 2003. According to the survey, of 

those aware of the Fairtrade symbol, over three quarters (78%) said they have 

bought a product carrying the mark (Fairtrade Foundation 2005). Similar results 

were found three years later in a global survey by GlobeScan commissioned by the 

Fairtrade Labelling Organizations International (Fairtrade Foundation 2009). In the 

UK, the awareness has even further increased. It now has the “highest level of 

awareness with 82% of people saying they recognize the FAIRTRADE Mark. Of these 

people, 94% say they trust the FAIRTRADE Mark" (Fairtrade Foundation 2009). 

Similar results have been found in a recent study of British consumers by the non-

profit consumer organization Which with a prompted awareness for the Fairtrade 

label of 82% (Which 2010:6). Moreover, there has been empirical evidence for a 

positive willingness to pay for Fairtrade products, for example in the USA, Canada, 

UK, France and Italy (Andorfer and Liebe 2012; Schollenberg 2012; Danielis 

2011:16). Next to this statistical change in consumer action, some major consumer 

advocacy groups have voiced support for the Fairtrade scheme (see e.g. Steedmann 

2005:8; Commission of the European Communities 2009:6).  

6.2.2.7 General mobilisation strategies 

Fairtrade labelling entrepreneurs have further facilitated the wide spread diffusion 

across actor classes by staging various promotion activities engaging actors from 

across the Consumption and Production system. In 2009, for example, they initiated a 

"Fairtrade" breakfast campaign across Europe in collaboration with churches, 

schools, restaurants, NGOs, hotels, youth hostels, coffee shops, canteens, newspapers, 

radio stations, celebrities and politicians (Fairtrade Labelling Organizations 

International 2009d). Fairtrade UK has staged what they refer to as "Fairtrade 

Fortnight" aiming to encourage producers, consumers, commercial partners, 

community organisations, faith groups, schools and universities “to tell others about 
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the Fairtrade Mark, increase sales of Fairtrade products and campaign on issues of 

trade justice" (Maybin et al. 2011). During Fairtrade fortnight in 2009, the UK and 

Ireland Fairtrade Foundation organised a series of trade debates with NGOs and 

politicians to discuss broader issues around Fairtrade involving opinion leaders, such 

as the then Irish Minister for Overseas Development. The Irish Independent 

newspaper produced and circulated a 16-page supplement on Fairtrade. In 

cooperation with companies like Tesco, Waitrose, Asda and Sainsbury’s, various 

events were organised, such as Fairtrade banana afternoon teas, banana school 

events, bars serving banana cocktails etc. To further promote the events, the 

organisation made large use of new social media (Fairtrade Labelling Organizations 

International 2009f).  

6.2.3 General legitimacy management 

and contestations 

Section 6.2.2 has indicated that charismatic and traditional logics have played a large 

role in the institutionalisation of the Fairtrade scheme, as many of FLO’s allies 

amongst NGOs, governmental and civil societal organisations can arguably be 

considered as having a repository of public confidence or be perceived to have the 

"best interests at heart, "share our values," or be "honest," "trustworthy," "decent," 

and "wise" (Suchman 1995:578).  

With the extended diffusion of the alignment of various activities with the maxims of 

the Fairtrade scheme, controversies around procedural and consequential legitimacy 

have increasingly threatened these important pillars of Fairtrade’s legitimacy 

however. The following section reflect on some of the strategies that have been 

employed by FLO to influence consequential and procedural legitimacy evaluations 

and how these strategies have influenced Fairtrade’s wider institutionalisation.  

6.2.3.1 Consequential legitimacy 

Many actors have shown (at least partial) positive consequential legitimacy 

evaluations of the Fairtrade scheme (see e.g. Le Mare 2008:1938; Smith and Loker 

2012; Gendron et al. 2009; Steinrücken and Jaenichen 2007; Shreck 2005:23; Murray 

and Raynolds 200; Smith and Barrientos 2005; Shreck 200; Raynolds and Ngcwangu 
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2010; Blackmore et al. 2012). FLO, in collaboration with its allies, has facilitated such 

perceptions through various strategies.  

Like MSC entrepreneurs, Fairtrade organisations have engaged in normative 

manipulation by joining with other actors to proselytize for a morality in which their 

outputs occupy positions of honour. On international women day Fairtrade 

volunteers in Germany for example handed out Fairtrade roses and postcards to 

women including opinion leaders like the Mayor of Bonn (Fair Trade Labelling 

Organizations International 2009f). During this campaign they advocated for social 

norms of equality, while at the same time highlighting how Fairtrade contributes to 

achieving such normative goals.  

Moreover, FLO has engaged in several restructuring and other strategies to build, 

maintain and repair consequential legitimacy.  

In regard to the requirement of the Fairtrade standard to pay a fixed minimum price, 

some academics and producer associations (see e.g. Jaffee 2012:107 and Bacon 2010) 

for example have demanded more regular revisions in order to match inflation and 

ensure that they are, as suggested by FLO, indeed able to cover “the costs of 

sustainable production” (Fair Trade Labelling Organisation e.V. 2011; Fairtrade 

Labelling Organizations International 2009a). To address such demands, FLO has 

highlighted in their recent strategic review that "as markets become more volatile 

and uncertain we need to improve Fairtrade’s ability to set prices more quickly and 

work in a way that adapts more quickly to trading conditions" (FLO 2009). Meeting 

such demands has not been without difficulties however (see Renard 1999; Tallontire 

2009 and Fairtrade Labelling Organizations International 2009c:8). Firstly, quick and 

flexible revisions can be hindered by transparent and participatory decision-making 

processes (see e.g. Bacon 2010 for a description of the debates around an increase in 

the minimum coffee prices) illustrating the potential tradeoffs between procedural 

and consequential logics. Secondly, FLO has at the same time seen repeated 

consequential legitimacy threats related to allegations of creating an oversupply and 

an increase in competition through the payment of too high prices. Sidwell (2008) in 

his report “UnFairtrade” for the Adam Smith Institute, Henderson (2008) in his article 

in the journal ‘Economic Affairs’ and Griffith (2012) in the Journal of Business Ethics 

for example argue that Fairtrade’s requirements to pay a fixed minimum price can 

lead to a surplus of commodities and, if these oversupplies are substantial enough, a 
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depression of global commodity prices. This, according to them, can lock Fairtrade 

farmers into greater dependency and further impoverish farmers outside the 

Fairtrade umbrella. For Sidwell (2008:14) and Henderson (2008:63), fixed prices can 

potentially also bound producers to old, mainly agricultural, technology and thereby 

prevent diversification and technological development. They advocate facilitating 

markets free from price fixing and trade barriers and a competition based on quality 

mainly through investment into technology instead.  

Reinicke (2010:573) reports from an ethnographic study of a Fairtrade standards 

committee meeting that there was a widely held understanding that the critics by 

Sidwell and others “should not be provoked” in order to avoid negative effects on 

endorsement “of political actors who might listen well to such reasoning”. 

Accordingly, Fairtrade organisations but also supporting scholars have tried to repair 

legitimacy partly through what Suchman describes as presenting them in a way that 

“preserves an otherwise supportive world-view” (Suchman 1995:598). The academic 

Smith (2009b:458), in a response to Henderson, for example argues that Sidwell’s 

criticism was based on deductive reasoning from perfect market theory. “In reality, 

the policy choice is not between effective perfect markets and distorting intervention, 

but between market failures—empirically proven to retard diversification—and 

some form of compensating intervention” (Smith 2009b:458). In a response similar to 

Smith (2009), focussing on the coffee market, the UK Fairtrade Foundation adds that 

most Fairtrade certified coffee co-operatives “currently sell only a small part of their 

crop to the Fairtrade market; therefore their main incentive is to increase sales to the 

Fairtrade market rather than expand overall production. […] The reality for most 

farmers is that they simply don’t have the finances to increase planting or purchase 

additional land to up their production" (Fairtrade Foundation N.D.b).  

The last argument made by the Fairtrade Foundation has potentially helped to fend 

off assertions by Sidwell and Henderson regarding risks of oversupply. However, it 

has also supported consequentially related criticism by others, who argue that 

minimum prices, even if matched with inflation, are not sufficient to enable 

empowerment especially for most marginalised producers (see e.g. Blackmore et al. 

2012:42; Valkila 2009:3023 and Griffith 2010, 2012). Some scholars have raised 

concerns that producers are not sufficiently compensated for the costs associated 

with Fairtrade certification and the real costs associated with ‘sustainable 
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production’, especially if combined with organic certification (Jaffee 2012:107; Bacon 

2010; Valkila 2009:3023–3024; Steinrücken and Jaenichen 2007:211; Smith and 

Loker 2012). With an additional rise in competition between Fairtrade suppliers 

(Smith 2010b:261), many argue that Fairtrade risks to favour producers that are 

closer to fulfilling Fairtrade’s standards and therefore have fewer costs associated 

with the certification, rather than the most marginalized regions and producers 

(Steinrücken and Jaenichen 2007:211; Taylor 2005:137; Griffith 2012:364; Stoddart 

2011). Related, Sidwell (2008) and Griffith (2012) criticise that Fairtrade has a much 

stronger presence in middle income countries, like Mexico, rather than in least 

developed countries.  

To repair their consequential legitimacy, FLO has admitted that currently producers 

in least developed countries are underrepresented in the scheme and engaged in 

multiple restructuring (FLO 2009:8), including the creation of a ‘Producer Services 

and Relations Unit’; the introduction of a contract standard designed to make the 

certification system more accessible for those with lower levels of financial and 

business development (Smith 2009a:31); reduced certification fees for smaller 

producer organisations (FLO - CERT 2009); collaboration with other labelling 

schemes in order to reduce the need for multiple audits (FLO 2009:11); and the 

introduction of co-financing grants to small farmers' organisations (Fairtrade 

Labelling Organizations International 2009e).  

Another point of contestation has been the Fairtrade requirement for additional price 

premiums being paid to producer cooperatives rather than individual producers. 

While some academics positively highlight a facilitation of democratic structures 

through the cooperatives (e.g. Gendron et al. 2009:74; Murray and Raynolds 2007:5; 

Nelson and Pound 2009:37), Blowfield and Dolan (2010:153) report how farmers 

often “don’t understand the Fairtrade concept” and how especially more marginalised 

groups (e.g. women and landless) hardly participate in the decision-making processes 

of cooperatives. For Blowfield and Dolan (2010:15-16) this results in investments 

made detached from the actual needs of the communities and Fairtrade risking to 

become “something paternalistic, partially reminiscent of preceding approaches to 

development going back to the colonial era." Furthermore, according to Henderson 

(2008), the majority of the price premium paid by the consumer are being "eaten up 

by the cooperative bureaucracy", which also makes the system more vulnerable for 
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corruption (see also Griffith 2012:362, 2010:45). Griffith (2012:357–360 and 

2010:45) adds to that the accusation of having a considerable amount of the price 

premium, as well as the license fees, going into Fairtrade administration rather than 

directly to the farmers. Blakmore et al. (2012:37) argue that a review of the Fairtrade 

literature suggests that "under some circumstances it is actually the roasters and 

retailers, rather than the farmers, who benefit the most from higher prices paid by 

consumers for Fairtrade coffee.” To repair such legitimacy threats, FLO has tried to 

build a record of success through publishing a variety of case studies and annual or 

biannual reports on (what they argue largely positive) impacts on marginalised 

producer and worker groups, including investments made by the cooperatives (see 

Fairtrade Labelling Organizations International 2010; Fairtrade Labelling 

Organizations International 2009e).  

Also the requirement for producer organisations to consist majorly of small-scale 

producers that are not mainly dependent on hired labour (Fairtrade Labelling 

Organizations International 2009b:3) has been heavily criticised. Here, Henderson 

(2008:62) and Sidwell (2008:15) see not only a general support of landowners over 

casual workers and other marginalised groups (see also Smith and Loker 2012:94; 

Blackmore et al. 2012:41), but even a barrier for permanent work relation and a 

facilitation of seasonal work contracts, for whom accordance with labour standards is 

hard to assess. Valkila (2009:3023–3024) supports such statements arguing that 

labour standards for seasonally hired labour are usually not very strict and many 

Fairtrade organic farmers even “struggle to pay the minimum wages for their hired 

workers." As a result of this and the previously outlined points of criticism, Sidwell 

(2008) in his report for the Adam Smith Institute for example concludes that the 

Fairtrade movement was unfair and a bad form of charity. Similar statements can be 

found in Griffith (2010, 2011 and 2012) and also made their way into the mass media. 

The British newspaper the Guardian recently titled "Not so Fairtrade" (Chambers 

12.12.09). Smith (2009a:30) again opposed these arguments. In fact, they were 

followed by a debate published in the Journal ‘Economic Affairs’ between Smith 

(2010a), Griffith (2010 and 2011) and Haight and Henderson (2010:89). In this 

debate each side repeatedly reinforced their arguments and accused each other of 

insufficient evidence for their claims and wrong beliefs on issues such as free 

markets, the appropriateness of aid versus trade or ‘right’ empirical evidence and 

theories. The debate illustrates how diverting paradigmatic views often impede 
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homogenous consequential legitimacy perceptions and pose major challenges for the 

legitimacy management by product-labelling entrepreneurs.  

Such difficulties become even more apparent when it comes to another restructuring 

strategy applied by FLO. In response to the just outlined criticism regarding hired 

labour, FLO has not only included in their standards the option to hire non-family 

labour but also developed a standard for organisations mainly dependent on hired 

labour. After initial steps for the expansion towards large-scale, hired-labour based 

production were done by ATOs (Reed 2009:15; Mohan 2009:23), FLO has gradually 

expanded the range of products produced by such plantations (Jaffee 2012:108). In 

their new strategy FLO e.v. state that even though the needs of small-scale producers 

remain their priority, they also want to include landless labourers (FLO 2009:6). The 

scheme now allows plantation and large-scale, hired-labour based production for 

different fresh fruits and tea, if these plantations adhere to the new standards for 

hired labour (Mohan 2009:23).  

The responses to this restructuring strategy have been mixed. Raynolds (2010:76) 

stresses that “many of the world’s most disadvantaged populations are landless and 

[…] major commodities like tea are primarily produced on a large-scale.” The 

expansion of Fairtrade could contribute significantly to ameliorating the situation for 

these landless agricultural workers (Reed 2009:15) by improving labour standards, 

providing social premiums, and supporting union work on these production sites 

(Raynolds and Murray 2007:228). Wilkinson and Mascarenhas (2007:132) see it 

resulting in the empowerment of rural workers and the advancement of land reforms 

in Africa. 

Other authors, like Raynolds and Ngcwangu (2010), argue that their case study 

research has shown how FLO certifications of large producers in South Africa are not 

significantly improving worker ownership or control of rural enterprises, because 

most of the benefits go to the estate workers. Others fear that where plantation 

production exists side by side with production by small producers, the latter may 

eventually be squeezed out of the Fairtrade market. Such consequential legitimacy 

challenges have come not only from academics but also from ATOs, other activist 

groups and small-scale producer organisations in South America (Wilkinson and 

Mascarenhas 2007:132). One ATO even launched a small farmer symbol to 
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differentiate Fairtrade products from cooperatives from the ones produced on 

plantation farms (Raynolds and Murray 2007:229).  

Such strong opposition can be partly explained with a major controversy that has 

evolved among Fairtrade allies and which again shows the difficulties related to 

managing diverting, and in fact often opposing, legitimacy demands from different 

key legitimacy actors. Many argue (see e.g. Jaffee 2012) that behind the decision to 

include standards for hired labour have in fact been attempts to meet demands and 

mobilise the support of major retailers and manufacturers. According to Barrientos et 

al (2007:59), these had "put pressure on FLO to increase rapidly the integration of 

estate and plantation suppliers" in order to meet their volume requirements. Some 

suggest that especially Fairtrade USA has lobbied strongly for more Fairtrade 

plantation production, mainly because of business interests. Yet while some allied 

ATOs and purely Fairtrade manufacturers have celebrated the growth in demand for 

Fairtrade products related to the increased engagement of major resourceful 

manufacturers and retailers (Fridell 2009:83) and therefore supported meeting their 

demands, others have shown huge reservations and saw in it a threat to the 

consequential foundations of the scheme. These reservations have mainly related to 

diverting supply chain interests and a perceived risk of narrower interpretation of 

the Fairtrade standard by mainstream businesses.  

Originally, the supply chain management of ATOs was based on extensive interactions 

between ATOs and producers and a symmetrical power balance between the two 

mediated by social ties, trust and reputation. Intermediates were avoided in order to 

reduce the number of profit-generating nodes between small producers and 

consumers (Reed 2009). Some have seen in this a fundamental critique of the 

traditional corporate forms of supply chain management and the wider economy 

(Reed 2009:8; Taylor 2005:139). For actors interpreting the consequential aims of 

the Fairtrade scheme in such a more fundamental way, already the introduction of a 

labelling scheme, based on bureaucratic standards and monitoring, posed an 

antithesis to the Fairtrade tradition of relational forms of supply chain management 

(Raynolds and Murray 2007:230). This antithesis got amplified when powerful profit-

oriented companies were increasingly allied, due to fundamental differences in the 

interpretation of positive consequences. While many NGOs, civil societal 

organisations and ATOs have evaluated Fairtrade’s consequential legitimacy mainly 
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against its aim to improve livelihoods of marginalised producer groups, the main 

issues for mainstream manufacturers and retailers has appeared to be its ability to 

meet societal demands and coercive pressure, mimicking successful competitors or 

securing future supplies. In order to achieve these consequences, these companies 

might be willing to pay some extra costs, yet to what extent they will be interested in 

empowerment and essentially building up their own competitors is questionable. 

Many have been worried, Fairtrade standards would be used by mainstream 

companies largely to impose strict demands and control over the rest of the chain to 

meet coercive pressures (Raynolds and Ngcwangu 2010:75; Reed 2009:12), rather 

than as an opportunity to work in long-term partnership with particular buyers and 

enable empowerment (Reed 2009:15; Smith and Barrientos 2005; Tallontire 

2009:1012).  

Thus, with the increased mobilisation of mainstream branders, many of the early 

supporting NGOs, civil societal organisations, ATOs and purely Fairtrade 

manufacturers have gradually started to question the consequential legitimacy of the 

Fairtrade scheme. Jaffee (2012:94) reports how the U.S. Fairtrade movement has 

experienced "increasingly serious divisions" as a result of the extended engagement 

of large firms. But also in other countries, especially after allowing organisations with 

previously heavily objected interactions with the developing world, more militant 

participants “felt betrayed by the FLO and FtF” (Davies 2007:467). For example,  

when Starbucks and later also other major branders entered the scheme they 

committed to buy well below the usual minimum of 5% of a firm’s supply resulting in 

“angry responses from several long-time roasters who sold exclusively fair-trade 

coffee” (Jaffee 2012:106). In the US coffee sector some ATOs even gave up their 

Fairtrade certification in reaction to the involvement of corporations like Starbucks 

or Procter&Gamble (Raynolds and Murray 2007:225). Also licensing Nestle lead to 

open criticism by many ATOs and NGOs (Wilkinson 2007:221; Jaffee 2012). Concerns 

arose regarding a lack of distinction between 100% Fairtrade companies and firms 

that utilize the Fairtrade seal to burnish their corporate images without majorly 

altering their practices or existing power relations (Jaffee 2012:107; Davies and Ryals 

2010:319; Reed 2009:15; Smith and Barrientos 2005). For many, such a development 

could “signify the end of Fairtrade" (Reed 2009:15) for normative but, in the case of 

manufacturers and retailers providing solely Fairtrade products, also pragmatic 

commercial reasons.  
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These tendencies have posed a serious threat for the charismatic and traditional 

legitimacy, which has been highlighted in the introduction of this chapter as a major 

driver for Fairtrade’s institutionalisation process. To tackle this threat and maintain 

their crucial allies among NGOs and civil societal organisations, other products, such 

as coffee, have remained so far excluded from the hired labour standard (Jaffeee 

2012). In their new strategy, FLO also promises to "analyse the different types of 

supply chains we work with and identify factors that discriminate between different 

producer set-ups and ways of addressing them" (FLO 2009:13).  

Yet with meeting demands by some early allies, others have been pushed away. In 

early 2012, Fairtrade USA officially resigned from FLO e.v. to be able to allow for 

more plantation production on a national scale (Rice 2012). This in turn triggered 

supporting organisations like United Students for Fairtrade publicly announcing their 

withdrawal of legitimacy and support of Fairtrade USA and encouraging “others in 

the movement to do the same” (Robinson 2011).  

6.2.3.2 Procedural legitimacy 

Like the MSC entrepreneurs, FLO have put great emphasis on accordance of their 

procedures with procedural models of appropriateness, including formalised ones, 

such as ISO 65 and ISEAL standards (the latter, as described previously, can in fact be 

seen as following a cognitive manipulation path as Fairtrade, next to the MSC and 

other schemes, is another active member of the ISEAL alliance).  

FLO has made extensive attempts to ensure the transparency of both their standard 

setting and assessment procedures as well as “wide consultation with stakeholders” 

(Fairtrade Labelling Organizations International 2009e). In their standard 

development procedure they highlight for example that "all records related to a 

[standard development] project are kept for at least five years” (Kratz 2012). General 

information is easily accessible via respective websites for the standard setting as 

well as certification organisation. They have also formalised various consultation 

processes in the course of standard setting as well as assessment procedures and 

repeatedly highlighted such processes (see Appendix 1 for further detail).  

In regard to the organisational structure of FLO, Reed (2009:6) reports that when 

FLO was founded only one nonvoting member came from producer organisations 

and, according to Tallontire (2009:1010), private companies were completely 
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excluded from FLO’s formal standard setting architecture. Moreover, most of the 

groundwork have been developed in Europe (Shreck 2005:25). And even if formally 

engaged, it has been reported how many actors have faced financial and knowledge 

barriers hindering their equal participation (see e.g. Bacon 2010:138). As a result, 

especially Southern producer groups (IFAT and its African, Asian and Latin American 

regional bodies) but also some ATOs have raised procedural legitimacy questions 

related to inclusiveness (Reed 2009:6; Wilkinson and Mascarenhas 2007:132) and 

concerns of Western bias disassociated from farm realities (Smith and Loker 

2012:95; Mohan 2009:25). Thus, FLO has been confronted with repeated requests, 

especially from Southern producers, to better enable them to adapt the Fairtrade 

standards to local conditions rather than imposing a universal model (Wilkinson 

2007:232).  

FLO has tried to repair these legitimacy threats mainly through restructuring. In 2006 

FLO initiated a strategic review that resulted in the approval of a new strategy (FLO 

2009:16). The aim of that strategy is for the Fairtrade organisation to become “more 

flexible in setting qualifying conditions for entry and allow more diversity in the types 

of organization that can take part” (Fairtrade Labelling Organizations International 

2009c:17). To enhance wider participation in decision-making, FLO has made four 

continental producer networks full members of FLO e.v. with voting rights on the 

Board.  

The last section has also discussed how FLO has increasingly tried to include the 

interests of allied branders and retailers for example through the development of a 

standard for hired labour organisations. Indeed, one large chocolate manufacturer 

reports how “it was suddenly much easier to engage in a dialogue and finding a 

compromise with them” (Interview 20, Large multinational chocolate manufacturer).  

Yet while some conclude that FLO has "made serious efforts to encourage greater 

balance among the diverse interests represented in their formal governance 

schemes" (Taylor 2005:132), Reed reports that “producers are still not happy” with 

the distribution of power within FLO and “still feel that FLO takes decisions in an 

arbitrary fashion” (Reed 2009:6). In addition, Bacon (2010:141) criticizes that "there 

are no seats designated for alternative trade organisations, consumer interest groups, 

or other stakeholders such as labour unions and development-oriented civil society." 

Moreover, with improving procedural legitimacy evaluations amongst business 
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actors, other’s legitimacy evaluations have been negatively affected. Amongst many 

primary producers, ATOs but also other NGOs and civil societal organisations there 

have been increasing concerns that the balance of power in FLO leans towards 

mainstream business interests rather than producer interests, partly through the 

Labelling Initiatives and their interests in acquiring license fees (Reinicke 2010:577; 

Reed 2009:21; Bacon 2010:137). As outlined in the previous section, this has resulted 

not only in negative effects on some actors’ procedural but also consequential 

legitimacy evaluations, showing again the close linkages between these two logics.  

6.3 EU energy label 

6.3.1 Introduction: emergence and 

coordination 

In 1992, the European Commission adopted the Directive 92/75/EEC on the 

‘Indication by labelling and standard product information of the consumption of 

energy and other resources by household appliances by the Council of the European 

Communities’, the so called Energy Labelling Directive (ELD) to introduce an EU wide 

energy labelling scheme. Via harmonizing national energy labelling schemes and 

providing comparable information on the consumption of energy and of other 

essential resources, the EU Commission aims with this initiative to "influence the end-

user’s choice in favour of those products which consume or indirectly result in 

consuming less energy and other essential resources during use, thus prompting 

manufacturers to take steps to reduce the consumption of energy and other essential 

resources of the products which they manufacture. It should also, indirectly, 

encourage the efficient use of these products in order to contribute to the EU’s 20% 

energy efficiency target” (European Parliament and the Council of the European 

Union 2010:2). 

To facilitate the labelling schemes unified institutionalisation, the EU Commission put 

a strong emphasis on regulatory legitimisation and decided for the implementation of 

a mandatory scheme (Council of the European Communities 1992). Main 

organisational body and coordinator of the EU energy label is the European 

Commission which develops what used to be referred to as implementing measures, 
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or "daughter directives” (Commission of the European Communities 2008d:3), and is 

now referred to as “delegated acts” (European Parliament and the Council of the 

European Union 2010:7). In doing so, the Commission was originally assisted by a 

Regulatory Committee, composed of representatives of the Member States (Council of 

the European Communities 1992; Commission of the European Communities 

2008d:2). According to this revised ELD, the Commission now only has to notify the 

European Parliament and the Council, who can both object (European Parliament and 

the Council of the European Union 2010: 8).Member State authorities have been in 

charge for the implementation of the Directives, "including both transposition into 

national legislation and market surveillance” (Commission of the European 

Communities 2008b:19). 

The focus of the ELD is energy consumption during the use phase of a product 

(European Parliament and the Council of the European Union 2010:1). More 

precisely, the ELD and its delegated acts define different energy efficiency classes 

against which products have to be ranked based on standardised measurements. 

While the scope of the first ELD was restricted to household appliances, such as 

refrigerators, freezers, washing machines, dishwashers, dryers, lamps, air 

conditioners and electric ovens, the new ELD has been extended to “energy-related 

product which have a significant direct or indirect impact on the consumption of 

energy and, where relevant, on other essential resources during use” (Commission of 

the European Communities 2008d:3). 

The ranking has to be communicated with and on the product by the retailer 

through a standardised table of information (European Parliament and the Council of 

the European Union 2010:6). That table is illustrated by a letter system ranking 

appliances from the best (A) to the worst (G) combined with a traffic light system 

(green denotes ‘more efficient’ and red ‘less efficient’) and arrows that show relative 

energy efficiency for a given level of service. Figure 15 shows an example of the EU 

energy labelling communication on the product.  
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FIGURE 16: EU ENERGY LABEL ON THE PRODUCT, Source: European Commission (2010c) 

Unlike in the case of the MSC and Fairtrade scheme, Member States shall assume that 

all labels and fiches fully comply with the obligations of the ELD and only conduct 

assessment if they have reasons to suspect the inaccuracy of the provided 

information (European Parliament and the Council of the European Union 2010:1).  

6.3.2 Mobilisation of allies and further 

diffusion 

6.3.2.1 Mobilising allies among governmental actors 

With the EU Commission as its main initiating actor working in collaboration with 

other EU as well as Member State authorities, the coordination of the EU energy 

labelling scheme, including legitimacy management and mobilisation of allies, has 

been largely driven by governmental actors. This has included not only regulatory 

enforcement to align with the ELD among manufacturers and retailers in regard to 

product communication (see section 6.3.2.3), but also connection with minimum 

standard regulation. For example, it has become illegal from 1999 to sell cold 

appliances that are labelled D or lower (Winward et al. 1998:22) and there are 

increasing connections with the EuP Directive (Bertoldi and Atanasiu 2009:19). 

Governmental actors on EU and national level have also been engaged in the 

proselytization of a morality in which the maxims of the EU energy labelling scheme 

occupy positions of honour by promoting energy efficiency as a part of broader 

Sustainable Development policies.  
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In addition, the EU Commission has tried to mobilise public procurers to align with 

the maxims of the EU energy label and in doing so facilitate positive influences on 

wider legitimacy evaluations. This strategy seems to have been at least partly 

successful as there have been several appliance efficiency procurement initiatives at 

European and national level (see e.g. OECD and International Energy Agency 

2003:68).  

However, collaboration amongst Member State authorities and enforcement of the 

legislation has been inconsistent, especially in regard to ensuring market surveillance 

(Winward et al. 1998:84; Commission of the European Communities 2008b:19; 

Europe Economics et al. 2007:39; Viegand and Maagøe 2007:3). A study 

commissioned by ANEC (“The European Consumer voice in standardisation”) and 

DEFRA reports from interviews conducted in nine Member States that only three out 

of the nine Member States interviewed could provide centrally reported figures of 

shop inspection activities; five would not follow up on compliance problems in the 

shops; and three would not test appliances for enforcement purposes. Only two of the 

interviewed Member States would pursue many tests and report these centrally; only 

one Member State reported further enforcement actions via the legal system (Viegand 

and Maagøe 2007:3). Similar reports can be found in a study by Winward et al. 

(1998:20) and a recent compliance survey by Schlomann et al. (2009:126) for the 

European Commission.  

Both authors report that actors from NGOs, manufacturers, and retailers have 

demanded more independent tests of the classification of appliances, both at a 

national and at a European level, as well as enhanced access to the results (at least for 

the enforcement authorities in the Member States) (Winward et al. 1998:69; 

Schlomann et al. 2009:128). Environmental (see e.g. ECOS et al. 2008:4) and 

consumer NGOs, such as the European consumer organisation BEUC, have requested 

that “market surveillance by the Member States should be considerably strengthened 

through collective European action” (BEUC 2008:1).  

To address such demands for European harmonisation, it has been considered to 

introduce direct EU Regulations or Decisions, that would circumvent the need for 

further implementation by Member State authorities (Commission of the European 

Communities 2008b:18). Some environmental NGOs “strongly supported” such 

restructuring (ECOS et al. 2008:2). Other actors, such as the ‘Conseil européen de la 
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construction d'appareils domestiques’ (CECED) representing the household appliance 

industry in Europe, have been more critical and demanded flexibility "to allow 

Member States to promote the uptake of appropriate appliances for their needs" 

(CECED 2008:2). As a compromise, the new ELD now highlights that Member States 

have to submit a report to the Commission every four years that details their 

enforcement activities and level of compliance in their territory. In Article 3 the ELD 

gives a little more detail on the form of penalty that should be applied to ensure 

conformity. Lastly, the new ELD asks to take “appropriate measures” that encourage 

the national and regional authorities to cooperate and assist each other in the 

application of the ELD (European Parliament and the Council of the European Union 

2010:5). 

6.3.2.2 Mobilising allies among NGOs 

Some documents (see e.g. ECOS et al. 2008:4; BEUC 2008:5) suggest that legitimacy 

evaluations of the EU energy labelling scheme have been positive at least among some 

environmental NGOs and consumer organisations. Although not directly related to 

legitimacy management by the EU energy labelling organisations, many 

environmental and consumer NGOs have been actively engaged in the proselytization 

of a morality in which the maxims of the EU energy labelling scheme occupy positions 

of honour by promoting energy efficiency for example in the course of climate change 

campaigns. In terms of more direct support of the EU energy labelling scheme, there 

has been some alignment for example in the publication of consumer guides. 

However, such direct support has been limited, at least compared to cases like the 

Fairtrade scheme (Rubik and Frankl 2005:137). In fact, environmental and consumer 

NGOs have recently started to increasingly criticise the EU energy labelling scheme on 

procedural and consequential grounds, as further discussed in section 6.3.3. 

Especially above mentioned scant surveillance activity by Member State authorities 

as well as decision-making procedures have been publicly questioned with the 

respective influences on wider legitimacy evaluations. It seems that these legitimacy 

withdrawals might result in even fewer alignment of NGO activity with the EU energy 

labelling scheme. One NGO interviewee highlights (talking about recent decisions 

regarding the revision of the standardised energy classes): “I would say we even have 

more reasons to not promote it anymore” (Interview 6, EU level consumer and 

environmental NGO).  
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6.3.2.3 Mobilising allies among manufacturers and retailers 

and wider diffusion 

When they initiated the scheme, the EU Commission expected that the provision of 

clear and easily understandable information from white good manufacturers and 

retailers was “unlikely to be provided in the form and on the scale required without 

some degree of government intervention” (Commission of the European 

Communities 2008b:13). Indeed it has been reported that voluntary comparative 

energy labelling schemes have resulted in fewer alignment of manufacturer and 

retailer activity as they tend to result in only higher-efficiency classes carrying the 

label and effectively becoming endorsement schemes (Wiel and McMahon 2005:52; 

Mahlia et al. 2002:755). For these reasons, manufacturers and retailers of products 

covered by the ELD have been legally forced to align their product information with 

the maxims of the EU energy label. These coercive measures have been only partially 

effective however. A study conducted in 1998 revealed that “compliance levels, per 

retail outlet, varied from 0-100%, [...] Only a little over a third of appliances tested by 

independent laboratories were shown to be in the energy class declared on their 

label. A quarter of the tested appliances show a discrepancy of two, three or four 

classes on the Label - always towards higher efficiency" (Winward et al. 1998:20). 

This has been especially the case for small independent stores as well as mail order 

and internet stores, which have shown the highest proportion of incorrect or absent 

labelling (Winward et al. 1998:19; Schlomann et al. 2009:125). Although these 

discrepancies in the enforcement of the EU energy labelling scheme have decreased, 

studies still find products displayed without the label or significantly higher energy 

consumptions than reported on the label (Rubik and Frankl 2005:132; Commission of 

the European Communities 2008b:19&65; Viegand and Maagøe 2007:3&7). 

According to a recent study by Schlomann et al. (2009:125), there are “huge 

differences” between countries however: “the share of correctly labelled appliances 

ranges from below 10% in one country up to 90% in Norway.”  

As a result, according to an impact assessment submitted to the Commission, 

business actors have made “a strong request” to ensure a level playing field across the 

Member States (Schlomann et al. 2009:128). Some of these actors have reasoned their 

concerns with potential negative effects on consumer’s legitimacy evaluations 

(Winward et al. 1998:21). As outlined above, also other actors, such as environmental 
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and consumer NGOs, have called for more centralised decision-making by the 

Commission, potentially including a requirement for manufacturers to "provide third 

party test reports for a number of appliances in each production series" (Viegand and 

Maagøe 2007:26). Some have demanded more specifications regarding long distant 

sales and general advertising (Commission of the European Communities 2008b:7; 

Europe Economics et al. 2007:64; ECOS et al. 2008:3). The Commission has reacted to 

such demands with partial restructuring including not only previously mentioned 

increased specifications on enforcement and tighter control of the Member States, but 

also explicit regulation of the information to be provided in internet and long-

distance sales. 

Furthermore, there have been limitations in the extent to which other activities, 

through which manufacturers and retailers shape the production and consumption of 

more energy efficient appliances, could be legally enforced to be aligned with the 

maxims of the EU energy label. Many retailers and manufacturers initially showed 

negative legitimacy evaluations of the EU energy label in regard to such activities. 

According to Winward et al. (1998:69), many manufacturers have for example “not 

felt it appropriate or necessary to initiate major advertising campaigns in support of 

the Energy Label and there has been limited additional support for the promotion of 

more efficient models.” Also retailers showed more dilatory than would be 

anticipated with a scheme that is mandatory and enshrined in legislation (Winward et 

al. 1998:19; Boardman 2004:170).  

Yet with an increased general normative trend proclaiming the appropriateness of 

supporting energy efficiency as well as positive influence on pragmatic dimensions 

through governmental incentive schemes, legitimacy evaluations seem to have 

gradually become more positive (Winward et al. 1998:69). After some single 

manufacturers made efforts to increase the efficiency of their products in order to 

avoid negative ratings or use a positive rating in their voluntary marketing activities 

(Attali et al. 2010:73; Commission of the European Communities 2008b:34; 

Schlomann et al. 2009:126), CECED even implemented a self-commitment banning 

the least efficient refrigerators, freezers, washing machines and dishwashers from the 

market (Bertoldi and Atanasiu 2009:18; Commission of the European Communities 

2008b:30). Schlomann et al. (2009:128) report that the EU energy labelling scheme 

now represents a factor of competitiveness and wider alignment with its maxims has 
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increasingly diffused across many fields (see also for example interview 7). Indeed, 

during the latest revision of the ELD many manufacturing federations have expressed 

their general support of the EU energy labelling scheme (see e.g. European Federation 

for Transport and Environment 2008; Orgalime 2007; Marcogaz 2008:1; European 

Alliance of Companies for Energy Efficiency in Buildings 2008; European Lamp 

Companies Federation 2008:3; CECED 2008:2), including major brands such as 

Philips (2008:2). Some have even demanded further extension of the scheme towards 

more product groups (see e.g. European Federation for Transport and Environment 

2008).  

Also for many retail fields more and more diffusion of aligning wider action with the 

EU energy label has been reported (Schlomann et al. 2009:126; Attali et al. 2010:73). 

During the latest ELD revision, EuroCommerce stressed that the “ELD is one of the 

most successful EU instruments" (EuroCommerce 2008:1) with major branded 

retailers such as Kingfisher pledging their support (Kingfisher 2008:1). 

As a result, most of the appliances today have reached the A or B level compared with 

the majority of products sold in 1994 carrying a D rated label (Commission of the 

European Communities 2008b:27&61; Europe Economics et al. 2007:1). Especially 

the refrigerator and freezer sector is seen as “one of the success stories of Community 

energy efficiency policy” (Bertoldi and Atanasiu 2009:16). Cold appliance sales 

“showed a strong tendency of 'greening', with A and A+ appliances becoming 

dominant on the market, together taking a share of 85,6% and 88,1% in EU-15 and 

New Member States-12 respectively" (Bertoldi and Atanasiu 2009:16). Similar trends 

can be found in the residential washing machine and dishwasher sector (Bertoldi and 

Atanasiu 2009:21–24). For residential cooking appliances, "the A class appliances 

represent more than 50% of the EU market" (Bertoldi and Atanasiu 2009:26). A 

slightly different picture can be fund for the residential dryers and air conditioning 

sectors (Bertoldi and Atanasiu 2009:26). The former has been partly traced back to 

comparatively high costs associated with the production of more energy efficient 

appliances (Bertoldi and Atanasiu 2009:27). For the latter, some interviewees have 

pointed to less coercive and mimetic pressure regarding energy efficiency of air 

conditioners, partly related to the fact that air conditioners are rarely consumer 

facing, branded products (interviews 7&27).  
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6.3.2.4 Mobilising allies among primary producers 

The few submissions during the last revision of the ELD suggest positive legitimacy 

evaluations of the EU energy labelling scheme amongst primary producers (see e.g. 

European Aluminium Association 2008). Overall however, judging mainly from the 

review of secondary literature but also the interviews conducted, primary producers 

do not seem to have played a very active role in the legitimacy construction of the EU 

energy labelling scheme.  

6.3.2.5 Mobilising allies among household consumers and 

wider diffusion 

Especially during its early years, many argue that the institutionalisation of the EU 

energy labelling scheme has been mainly driven by mobilising manufacturer support 

with little focus on influencing consumer’s legitimacy evaluations. One interviewee 

from an environmental NGO focusing on the EU energy label reports: “No one really 

cared if consumers would or would not understand the meaning of it. […] So there was 

hardly any communication or education campaign for consumers” (Interview 7, 

Environmental non-governmental EU umbrella organisation). This seems to have 

gradually changed, driven by multiple dynamics. In addition to a general increase in 

the dominance of energy efficiency norms, the ELD explicitly requests Member States 

to engage in normative manipulation of household consumers through "educational 

and promotional information campaigns aimed at promoting energy efficiency and 

more responsible use of energy by end-users" (European Parliament and the Council 

of the European Union 2010:4). Some Member States thereby report to collaborate 

with retailers through leaflets, in store communication and staff training. Winward et 

al. (1998:58) highlight the increased alignment of manufacturer and retailer product 

communication with the EU energy labelling scheme as an important factor 

influencing consumer’s awareness of the labelling scheme and also their legitimacy 

evaluations. In fact, for them “the simple presence of the labels appears to be a 

stronger determinant of recall than personal interest in the energy use of appliances” 

(Winward et al. 1998:58).  

But also pragmatic manipulation seems to have played a role. In Denmark and the 

Netherlands for example there have been “subsidy campaigns […] to the consumers 

buying the most efficient appliances” (Viegand and Maagøe 2007:20). In the UK, the 
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Energy Saving Trust has provided a rebate for low-income households to replace 

inefficient refrigerators with a more efficient one (Winward et al. 1998:22).  

Multiple consumer studies (see e.g. Ipsos Mori 2008b; Ipsos Marketing 2008. Sammer 

et al. 2006) but also consumer organisations suggest the success of such strategies 

and relational dynamics in raising consumer awareness and understanding. During 

the recent ELD revision, the European consumer organisation BEUC concludes: “the 

familiar format of the energy label with A-G colour bar ratings has achieved a high 

recognition by consumers” (BEUC 2008:1).  

The extent to which household consumers orient their purchases in line with the EU 

energy labelling scheme has been more debated however. Many consumer studies do 

suggest changes in purchase action (although with variations across Member 

States).45 Yet conclusions from such studies have differed.  

Some argue these studies and the market transformations discussed in section 6.3.2.3 

suggest that the energy label has indeed induced changes in consumer action (see e.g. 

Frankl and Pietroni 2005b:287; EuroCommerce 2008:3). Such conclusions thereby 

often attribute a strong role to pragmatic dimensions (mainly related to potential cost 

savings associated with more energy efficient products) (Rubik and Frankl 2005:142; 

Commission of the European Communities 2008b:14) but also the communication on 

and with the product. Especially the dual format of combining positive and negative 

information has found largely positive evaluations highlighting its ability to meet 

different information demands (see e.g. Europe Economics et al. 2007:37; Winward et 

al. 1998:82). The design of the label has been widely commended for its easy 

understandability amongst household consumers. Indeed, during consumer focus 

groups in the UK, France, Netherlands, Italy, Poland and Sweden, Ipsos Mori 

Marketing (2008) for example found, despite limited familiarity with measures such 

as kW/hours and information about absolute energy use, a strong general recognition 

and intuitive understanding of the alphabetical colour-coded scale (A-G) in all 

markets. Similar conclusions have been drawn from an online omnibus study 

                                                        

45 See e.g. the Gallup Organisation 2009; Sammer and Wüstenhagen 2006; Sammer 2006; Ipsos 
Marketing 2008. 
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conducted by Ipsos Mori (2008b) in Germany, Poland, Netherlands, UK, Denmark, 

France and Italy.  

Others point to the limitations of consumer surveys and focus group discussions as 

they mainly base on stated rather than actual behaviour. Instead of the consumer, 

such voices tend to see choice editing by retailers and governmental actors as the 

main driver for the wider institutionalisation of the EU energy labelling scheme. For 

the UK Sustainable Consumption Roundtable (2006), for example, “labelling of 

performance ratings from A-G is a key enabler for choice editing, but does not by 

itself drive significant market transformation."  

Completely neglecting the role of consumers seems oversimplified however. Next to 

some household consumers arguably indeed showing a commitment to purchase 

more energy efficient appliances based on the information provided by the EU energy 

labelling scheme (for pragmatic and/or normative reasons), household consumers 

seem to have played a significant indirect role. As one interviewed consultant puts it: 

“Without that label and without consumers seeing and understanding that ‘D’ is worse 

than ‘A’ none of the business have an incentive to make the changes they made. So, yes, 

the manufacturers stopped making ‘D’s and started selling only ‘A’s and the retailers 

were demanding only A’s but it’s because they know it’s displayed to customers and 

customers understand it. […] I think what’s important is that the companies perceived a 

risk that customers would stop going to their store or buying their brands because they 

were a ‘D’. So if that actually happened or not is irrelevant. But you have to have that 

customer link even if you’re just trying to drive business changes in behaviour” 

(Interview 29, Consultant). Another interviewee points to the important role 

consumer surveys have played. She speaks of “not particular consumers influencing” 

and demanding “the specific label” but “consumers as whole” demanding more energy 

efficient products and influencing wider legitimacy evaluation and institutionalisation 

dynamics (Interview 27, Consultant).  



219 

6.3.3 General legitimacy management 

and contestations  

6.3.3.1 Traditional and regulatory legitimacy 

The fact that the emergence of the EU energy labelling scheme has been purely driven 

by governmental actors suggests that traditional logics have influenced legitimacy 

evaluations at least of some actors, who have confidence and trust in EU and Member 

State authorities. Indeed, when it has been recently considered to transform the EU 

energy labelling scheme into a privately driven scheme, different actors have 

demanded to maintain “endorsement and monitoring by Commission and Member 

States to avoid affecting the credibility of the official EU scheme” (Commission of the 

European Communities 2008b:30).  

The initiators of the EU energy labelling scheme have gone even further than that 

however, basing the mobilisation of manufacturers’ and retailers’ support largely on 

regulatory legitimacy and the authoritative position of EU and Member State 

legislators. Yet, the regulatory approach has been only partially successful in driving 

the institutionalisation of the EU energy labelling scheme. Firstly, despite regulatory 

measures, many manufacturers and retailers have still not followed the maxims of the 

EU energy labelling scheme. Secondly, the regulated activities (display of particular 

information) are not the only activities shaping wider production and consumption. 

They are also not the only ones that can be aligned with the maxims of a product-

labelling scheme and drive their institutionalisation. Regulatory capacity regarding 

other activities, such as additional efforts by manufacturers and retailers to advertise 

the EU energy labelling scheme, changes in purchase action by household consumers 

towards more energy efficient products, communication activities by NGOs, media 

and civil-societal organisations etc. has been limited. Like for the other cases, 

legitimisation and support in regard to such other activities has been influenced 

significantly by consequential and procedural logics, discussed in the two subsequent 

sections.  

6.3.3.2 Consequential legitimacy 

According to the 1992 ELD, the EU energy label’s overall objective is to facilitate the 

"prudent and rational utilization of natural resources. [...] the rational use of energy is 
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one of the principal means by which this objective can be achieved and 

environmental pollution reduced" (Council of the European Communities 1992).  

Like in the case of the MSC and Fairtrade scheme, EU legislators have tried to 

manipulate consequential legitimacy evaluations of their scheme through various 

evaluation studies. In an impact assessment published by the European Commission, 

for example, it says that "it is estimated that energy labelling has contributed to 

annual energy savings in the order of 3 Mtoe primary energy corresponding to 

emission reductions of some 14 Mt of CO2 annually over the period 1996-2004" 

(Commission of the European Communities 2008b:3). An impact assessment 

conducted by Europe Economics, Fraunhofer-ISI, BSR Sustainability and FfE has come 

to similarly positive conclusions (Europe Economics et al. 2007:1). A report by 

Bertoldi and Atanasiu (2009:18) from the European Commission Joint Research 

Centre Institute for Energy concludes that the EU Energy Label has been one of the 

most important market drivers for market transformation across EU-27 towards 

more energy efficient appliances. 

In line with such studies, some actors have indeed shown positive evaluations of the 

EU energy label’s general consequential legitimacy (see e.g. EuroCommerce 2008:1; 

BEUC 2008:5). Yet others have questioned such positive evaluations on multiple 

grounds.  

Some actors have questioned to what extent above mentioned improvements in 

energy efficiency can in fact be attributed to the EU energy labelling scheme. For Mills 

and Schleich (2010:815), for example, "some portion of efficient appliance uptake 

almost certainly occurred independent of the incentives created by the labeling 

scheme. Since this counterfactual level of adoption cannot be determined, it is 

difficult to quantify the actual contribution of the scheme to the diffusion of energy-

efficient appliances."  

Others have feared direct and indirect rebound effects, which means money saved 

through energy efficiency is invested into other energy using services or energy 

efficiency gains are offset through related or unrelated growth in economic activity 

and consumption (2009:149; OECD and International Energy Agency 2003:12; Geller 

and Attali 2005:32; Greening et al. 2000:390; 2009:7). Relatedly, many have raised 

concerns regarding the focus of the EU energy label on energy efficiency rather than 
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absolute energy use. DEFRA and some environmental and consumer NGOs for 

example have argued that the focus on energy efficiency facilitates the use of bigger 

appliance as high energy efficiency tends to be easier to achieve the bigger the 

appliance is (Europe Economics et al. 2007:64; Minotti 2010). DEFRA therefore 

suggests including criteria for maximum amount of absolute consumption in the 

rating, where a positively rated product could only have certain absolute energy 

consumption (Minotti 2010). The EU legislators have partly reacted to these demands 

by highlighting in the new ELD that “given that the total energy consumed by 

products is expected to continue to rise in the longer term, the delegated acts under 

this Directive could, where relevant, also highlight on the label the high total energy 

consumption of the product” (European Parliament and the Council of the European 

Union 2010:2).  

Moreover, some have demanded to include other environmental impacts evolving 

during the whole life-cycle of a product, especially in relation to carbon emissions 

(see e.g. DEFRA 2010b; Commission of the European Communities 2008b:36). The 

standard for light bulbs for example has been criticised for not sufficiently taking into 

account the toxicities of materials resulting in products being highlighted as more 

energy efficient despite having higher toxicity rates (Interview 12, EU supra-

governmental organisation 2). As discussed in chapter 2.4, to conform to such 

demands, it has been considered to better include other environmental impacts, 

especially carbon emissions, of a product and potentially even transform the EU 

energy labelling scheme into an EuP label that combines several significant 

environmental parameters (Commission of the European Communities 2008b:36).  

Another point of contestation has been the revision of energy classes and test 

procedures, bringing to the fore major differences in the interpretation of positive 

consequences across actors and (related) trade-offs between consequential and 

procedural logics. According to the Commission, a crucial consequential aim has been 

to help “manufacturers to recover R&D-investments for more efficient products" by 

providing “the possibility to differentiate products and promote the better ones” 

(Commission of the European Communities 2008b:25). While some attribute positive 

consequential legitimacy evaluations in regard to this aim (see e.g. StØ and 

Strandbakken 2009:4 and Frankl and Pietroni 2005b:287), Bertoldi and Atanasiu 

(2009:25) report that for the dishwasher sector, for example, some models have had 
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the same energy efficiency index for some years. According to StØ and Strandbakken 

(2009:2), “manufacturers were able to produce more energy efficient appliances 

faster than expected at the time when the labelling directive was adopted in 1992. […] 

The inefficient appliances seemed to disappear, and As and Bs started to dominate 

the market”. Yet only for fridges and freezers and washing machines efficiency scales 

were updated by including new energy efficiency categories on top of class A (A+ for 

washing machines, A+ and A++ for refrigerators and freezers) (Heinzle and 

Wüstenhagen 2009:4).  

As a result, many have feared negative consequential effects on innovation and 

related energy efficiency gains (see e.g. ECOS et al. 2008:2; BEUC 2008:1). In fact, also 

the European Commission acknowledges in a staff working document that “most of 

the appliances today have reached the A or B level” (Commission of the European 

Communities 2008b:27) which means that “A” rated products “are no longer at the 

leading edge of energy efficiency” (Commission of the European Communities 

2008b:66). Moreover, some have seen the understandability of the communication on 

the product and support among household consumers threatened by the ‘+’, ‘++’, etc. 

design. Others feared less interests in avoiding negative ratings by manufacturers and 

retailers as the perceived difference between A+++ and A might be not as big as 

between A and D (see e.g. ECOS et al. 2008:2; BEUC 2008:1).  

Amongst the reasons for such revision difficulties some have raised general problems 

in keeping pace with fast moving technologies when setting and revising test 

standards (Schlomann et al. 2009:127) as well as energy classifications (Commission 

of the European Communities 2008b:48). One consultant on energy efficiency tells 

during an interview: “The quicker the product on the market the harder for the decision 

makers to follow. There is this American colleague always tells this joke: ‘before decision 

makers realised that video recorder were consuming energy and maybe it needs 

regulation, so let’s see how to measure it and maybe make a label that technology was 

over and the dvd was already there’ – so we are always running after the market” 

(Interview 27, Consultant). 

Moreover, according to the European Commission, attempts to update the scale have 

been blocked (amongst others) "by industry stakeholders’ resistance” (Commission of 

the European Communities 2008b:18). Reasons have included an interest in avoiding 

the downgrading of appliances as they could result in negative effects on image and 
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consumer’s purchase action and ensuring lead times to have the ability to sell existing 

stocks (see e.g. EuroCommerce 2008:4; Commission of the European Communities 

2008b:18).  

To meet these conflicting demands, the Commission proposed to replace current A+ 

and A++ categories with A 20%, A 40% and A 60% categories (A 20% means the 

product is 20% better than the A category). Such a restructuring, it was hoped, would 

avoid the need for reclassification and ensure easy harmonisation (StØ and 

Strandbakken 2009:10). While CECED initially proposed an alternative numerical 

open ended scale (CECED 2008:2), it supported the Commission’s suggestion in the 

end (StØ and Strandbakken 2009:10). Other actors however, including members of 

the EU Parliament and Member State officials, retail organisations, environmental and 

consumer NGOs (e.g. BEUC, ANEC, the British Retail Consortium, the French retail 

federation and the European Council for an Energy Efficient Economy) heavily 

opposed these suggestions, arguing they would focus too much on manufacturer 

interests and ignore consumer’s understanding of the on pack information (Heinzle 

and Wüstenhagen 2009:8; ECOS et al. 2008:3; BEUC 2008:5). Consumer 

organisations, like ANEC or BEUC, argued that especially a numerical scale would 

confuse (StØ and Strandbakken 2009:10). Most of these actors were instead in favour 

of maintaining the current A-G layout, provided that a dynamic system would be 

implemented in order to regularly review the thresholds of the various classes 

(Heinzle and Wüstenhagen 2009:5; ECOS et al. 2008:3; BEUC 2008:5). To 

professionalise their demands actors like DEFRA, the Energy Saving Trust, the UK 

National Consumer Council, ANEC and BEUC commissioned several household 

consumer studies (see e.g. Ipsos Marketing 2008; Ipsos Mori 2008b; Which 2009; 

2009:16).  

Despite these objections, the Council reached an agreement in March 2009 to add the 

‘A-40% type’ categories. But while the European Parliament adopted the proposed 

scheme for fridges and freezers, the decision was blocked for the product category of 

televisions (Heinzle and Wüstenhagen 2009:4–5). Instead, the Parliament voted in 

favour of retaining the closed A-C scale complemented by a validity period on the 

label, and a regular rescaling to ensure technological innovations are reflected on the 

label (StØ and Strandbakken 2009:10). Consumer organisations such as ‘Which’ 

amplified such opposition by calling on members of the parliament “to support the A-
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G label and ensure that it is adopted in all product categories” (Which 2009). As a 

result of the highly contested situation, the Commission decided to put on hold any 

changes to the design of the on product information until it had conducted consumer 

research on the new label and its design (Which 2009). Trialogue discussions 

between the EU Council, EU Commission and EU Parliament were held resulting in a 

compromise (Eceee N.D.). According to the new ELD, three additional classes for the 

most efficient products (A+, A++, and A+++) may be added to the classification 

(European Parliament and the Council of the European Union 2010:7).  

The decision has been opposed by some NGOs, members of Parliament as well as 

retail organisations for being confusing for consumers, too generous and creating too 

many A-labelled products (Eceee N.D.). Also the interviews conducted for this study 

suggest negative effects on legitimacy evaluations. As mentioned above, some 

consumer and environmental NGOs have questioned their support arguing: “What we 

liked in the energy label initially was this universal reference to A. So that it was easy to 

tell people to buy ‘A’ products whenever you can. But that has now been corrupted. We 

can’t say that anymore. We can say it for some products but nor for all” (Interview 

environmental NGO focusing on the EU energy label). And one interviewed consultant 

working on energy efficiency states: “We now have this A+++ which does not mean 

anything. […] I think people cannot understand why they should spend 200 more Euros 

for an additional +. They already buy A which is good. So it is not really an incentive. 

Between A and B the consumer can understand that A is better than B. But the 

differences between A+ and A++ are less obvious to consumers” (Interview 27, 

Consultant). These oppositions have also found their way into the mass media. The 

British newspaper the Guardian, for example, wrote that it will inevitably lead to a 

situation when all products on the market will be A classes of one type or another 

(Reid 2009).  

In a sense, difficulties in including opposing interests and interpretations of positive 

consequences in decision-making procedures have resulted in major threats for the 

broader support of the EU energy labelling scheme. This again illustrates the close 

link between procedural and consequential logics.  
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6.3.3.3 Procedural legitimacy 

The EU energy labelling case study has shown that despite having the capacity to 

create regulatory legitimacy and enforce the alignment with certain maxims, the need 

to balance different legitimacy demands does not necessarily decrease. This relates 

not only to the limited coercive capacity in regard to the wider social action that 

shapes production and consumption but also to the fact that participation is an 

essential part of the creation of legal enforcement on EU level.  

As the last sections have suggested, legitimacy evaluations in regard to these 

procedures have been mixed. Environmental (see e.g. ECOS et al. 2008) and consumer 

advocacy groups (see e.g. BEUC 2008:1) but also academics have raised repeated 

criticism for disproportionate compliance with manufacturer’s demands and 

insufficient inclusion mainly of NGO interests. This has concerned not only the 

revision of energy classes but also the set up of the labelling scheme as well as 

development of the delegated acts. One consultant working on energy efficiency 

states: “When the label was introduced there was absolutely no discussion with civil 

society. It was discussion between the European Commission and the manufacturers 

because it is their job to produce these appliances so of course they were consulted. But 

nobody else had a say” (Interview 27, Consultant).  

The EU officials behind the EU energy labelling scheme have tried to repair 

procedural legitimacy by pursuing an extensive and transparent (all documents have 

been made widely available through the internet) ‘stakeholder consultation’ in the 

course of the latest ELD revision. The importance of norms of participation has also 

been imposed in the legal text of the revised ELD emphasizing the need to carry out 

“appropriate consultation with stakeholders" (European Parliament and the Council 

of the European Union 2010:7). 

However, as outlined above, the recent decisions regarding reclassifications have 

strengthened negative legitimacy evaluations by many NGO as well as some retail and 

national governmental actors.  

Some have related these procedural and consequential conflicts to the nature of 

European decision-making on a more general level. Because actor’s interests on EU 

level are usually represented by federations and umbrella organisations, this can 

result in the interests of the weakest rather than most progressive members being 
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brought to the discussion table. Others have reported how EU decision-making 

processes are particularly conflictual due to the need to find agreement between the 

large variety of interests and institutional environments that prevail across different 

Member States (e.g. interviews 12&27). These dynamics currently already majorly 

prolong decision-making procedures. During the latest ELD revision, for example, 

blocks between manufacturers, consumer and environmental NGO, and Member 

States have resulted in “nearly 2 years of battle” (Interview 27, Consultant).46 

6.3.3.4 Knowledge legitimacy 

Similar to the MSC scheme, one strategy applied to help overcome some of the 

procedural and consequential conflicts has been the engagement of expert opinions 

and external studies, in order to increase knowledge legitimacy. Such 

professionalization strategies have been followed not only by EU officials but also 

other participating actors, making many decision-making processes highly 

professionalised. One interviewee reports: “you also need to justify to the industry, you 

know, my label is only going to allow you to add this much to your CO2 per this kind of 

product because […] and then you have to put the numbers on the table and they’re not 

stupid they are going to have their own analysts who are going to look at the 

methodology” (Interview 12, EU supra-governmental organisation 2).  

Yet while such professionalization might help to circumvent active procedural and 

consequential legitimacy evaluations with some actors, many interviewees have 

highlighted differences in the capacities to engage in such professionalized debates. 

For example NGOs are often said to have less capacities than business organizations, 

fuelling accusations of too much influence of business interests on decision-making. 

But also differences across Member State representatives have been reported: “When 

you are in the room it is quite fascinating because you see that some teams are 

accompanied with specialised consultants. Like [country A] came with 4 consultants and 

[country B] with 3 and [country C] with 2. And then you have for example [country D] 

who are just civil servants who want to make a good job but they do not have the means 

                                                        

46 To repair such legitimacy threats the ELD has recently gone through restructuring of its decision-
making process in order to try to increase the “effectiveness of the ELD and its implementing measures 
while reducing the administrative burden" (Commission of the European Communities 
2008b:4).Further detail can be found in Appendix 1.  
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to know all these details. And no way they can be made aware of all these technical 

details and what it means for their country so they vote without knowing really. And 

their vote of course has the same weight as [A,B, C, D] or whatever. But this is not 

specific to the label but to all European decisions” (Interview 27, Consultant). These 

arguments suggest not only potential trade-offs between knowledge, procedural and 

consequential legitimacy, but also that more is needed than purely enabling 

participation in order to increase procedural legitimisation.  

6.4 EU ecolabel 

6.4.1 Introduction: emergence and 

coordination 

Among the first sustainability-oriented product-labelling schemes have been the type 

I ecolabels. The German Blue Angle ecolabel, already introduced in the 1970s, was 

followed by the Nordic Swan, and other ecolabels in Sweden, USA, Canada and Japan. 

Up till now the majority of European Member States (Hontelez 2008:8) and other 

states like the United States, China and India have introduced type I ecolabels (Scheer 

and Rubik 2005:50). To harmonise ecolabelling schemes across Europe (Karl and 

Orwat 1999:213), the European Council requested the European Commission in 1990 

to develop a plan for the implementation of a European ecolabel (Neveling 2000:215–

225). On 12 December 1991, the regulation establishing an EU ecolabel was agreed by 

the EU Environment Ministers (Hale 1996:86; Fleming 1992:6; Neveling 2000:215–

225). “The primary function of the EU Ecolabel is to stimulate both the supply and 

demand of products that have a lower environmental impact compared to others in 

the same category. On the demand side, the scheme gives European consumers the 

means to make informed environmental choices when purchasing products. With 

respect to supply, the EU Eco-label has the clear objective of encouraging businesses 

to market greener, officially licensed, products” (Commission of the European 

Communities 2008a:10; IEFE- Università Bocconi 2005:82). 

Central organisation and administration of the EU ecolabelling scheme lies with the 

EU Ecolabelling Board (EUEB). The EUEB consists of representatives from Competent 

Bodies, which have to be designated by each Member State as the main body in 
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charge for the national implementation of the EU ecolabel, as well as representatives 

from different interest group associations. General oversight of the scheme is with the 

EU Commission, assisted by an Ecolabel Helpdesk (EC Environment 2010). The 

Commission also has the main decision-making and coordination responsibility 

together with the Regulatory Committee of the national authorities.  

After three years of debate (Hale 1996:86; Fleming 1992:6; Neveling 2000:215–225), 

first standard criteria were developed in 1993 (Neveling 2000:215–225). According 

to the main regulation, criteria should take into account "the most significant 

environmental impacts.” To conform to procedural norms formalized in the ISO 

standards for type I ecolabels, the EU ecolabelling organisations partly use life-cycle 

assessment to identify these most significant impacts. Based on the LCA results and 

an intra-product-group comparison, performance as well as management system 

related criteria are established on process, product and organisational level. The 

scope in terms of included product groups is very wide applying "to any goods or 

services which are supplied for distribution, consumption or use on the Community 

market" (European Commission 2010a:3) with the only exception of medicinal 

products.  

Assessment responsibility is mainly with the national Competent Bodies (Erskine 

and Collins 1996:42). Compliance with the criteria of the EU ecolabelling scheme can 

be communicated on the product through a highly condensed flower symbol. 

Conforming with demands to provide more detailed information (Erskine and Collins 

1996:46; Erskine and Collins 1997:131), the information on the product can now also 

include up to three key environmental aspects that are addressed by the labelled 

product (European Commission 2010a:4). The new communication on the product 

can be seen in Figure 16. 

 

FIGURE 17: EU ECOLABELLING SYMBOL WITH DESCRIPTION, Source: European Commission (2011b) 
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6.4.2 Mobilisation of allies and further 

diffusion 

Although the organisations behind the EU ecolabelling scheme have engaged in 

several strategies to positively influence legitimacy evaluations across actor groups, 

and the latest revision study found that “neither users nor non-users of the ecolabel 

want to see the label abolished" (EU Commission 2007:1), many actors have shown 

rather unfavourable legitimacy evaluations of the EU ecolabelling scheme. This has 

resulted in limited alignment of activities with its maxims across the production and 

consumption system. The following section reflects on how actors across different 

classes have contributed to the legitimacy construction of the EU ecolabel.  

6.4.2.1 Mobilising allies among governmental actors 

Like for the EU energy labelling case, EU as well as Member State authorities have 

been the core constituencies of the EU ecolabel playing an important role in 

influencing wider legitimacy evaluations and mobilising allies. For example during so 

called ‘Flower Weeks’ many national Competent Bodies have organised various 

activities to promote the scheme to “partners such as consumer associations, NGOs, 

retailers, tourist associations, federations, tour operators, public authorities and 

universities” (European Commission DG Environment 2008). Others have engaged in 

public endorsement by national politicians or other public opinion leaders (see e.g. 

European Commission DG Environment 2002). Also the threat of regulation has 

shown to be a potentially highly effective strategy. Nadai (1999:203) reports how 

"the battery industry refused to collaborate with regulators on the development of 

ecolabelling criteria for its products. […] Following the industry’s announcement of 

their position in 1994, an official threat of regulating the environmental quality of 

these products by means of a minimal quality standard was announced by the French 

Ministry of the Environment. This forcing action by the government was enough to 

induce this industry to collaborate on the development of the preliminary study for 

devising ecolabelling criteria on their products.” 

Also similar to the EU energy labelling scheme, cooperation amongst Member State 

authorities to engage in such legitimacy management strategies has been mixed 

however. It has been reported that governmental actors in many Member States have 

not shown large interest and have done rather little to promote the EU ecolabel 
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(Neveling 2000:215–225; Jordan et al. 2006:174; interview 30). This has included 

countries with national labelling schemes but also many countries without. In the UK 

for example the government initially played a very active role in the creation and the 

management of the EU ecolabel scheme. “But it scaled down its promotional efforts 

after a review from 1998 found that people [including British industry] were not 

taking up the EU ecolabel" (Jordan et al. 2006:172).  

Like for the EU energy labelling scheme, there has also been criticism for insufficient 

surveillance activity and too much reliance on self-monitoring. The detergent brand 

Ecover for example recently announced "concerns […] that products displaying the 

label are not being adequately policed” (Murray 2009). 

Lastly, partly because of a lack of availability of labelled products (Allison and Carter 

2000:22), lack of awareness and the complexity of the EU ecolabelling criteria 

(European Commission DG Environment 2007), alignment of public procurement by 

EU as well as national governmental bodies used to be rather low. To increase 

legitimisation and support from public procurers, EU officials have applied multiple 

strategies. Firstly, a new Directive suggests (although not obliges) to use 

specifications that are defined in ecolabels, such as the EU ecolabel, in technical 

specifications drawn up by public purchasers. It stipulates that “contracting 

authorities may indicate that the products and services bearing the eco-label are 

presumed to comply with the technical specifications” (European Parliament and the 

Council of the European Union 2004). Secondly, the Commission has decided to 

“deliver harmonised environmental criteria for public purchasing which can easily be 

introduced into technical specifications” (Commission of the European Communities 

2008a:41). Thirdly, the Commission set the objective to achieve a 50% uptake of their 

“core” green public procurement criteria by 2010 (Renda et al. 2012). A fourth 

strategy has been to promote positive consequences of aligning public procurement 

with the maxims of the EU ecolabel through the website, other publication as well as 

contracted organisations (European Commission DG Environment 2008). Assessing 

the success of these strategies, a study commissioned by the European Union found 

that “most public authorities in Member States include an environmental component 
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in their procurement processes” (Renda et al. 2012: V).47 However, the uptake of the 

Commission’s criteria varies significantly across the EU27 and for many product and 

service groups, considerable improvements are still needed to reach the 50% target 

(Renda et al. 2012: VI). 

6.4.2.2 Mobilising allies among media actors 

Much of the promotional activity organised by national Competent Bodies has 

focussed on professional audiences through fairs and workshops. Yet, especially 

during the just mentioned Flower Weeks, Competent Bodies have also engaged in 

wider promotional activities. This has included promotional events at film festivals, 

press and communication campaigns through TV, internet and radio outlets, 

distribution of flyers or engagement with consumer magazines (European 

Commission DG Environment 2007; European Commission DG Environment 2004; 

European Commission DG Environment 2009). Some of these campaigns engaged 

actors with the potential for the provision of wide legitimacy cues such as TV actors 

(European Commission DG Environment 2010) or sport stars (European 

Commission DG Environment 2006).  

Next to such arguably positive legitimacy influences, the EU ecolabelling scheme has 

also found its way into the media in a negative sense, as will be further discussed in 

section 6.4.3.  

6.4.2.3 Mobilising allies among civil societal organisations 

Some of the activities organised by national Competent Bodies during the Flower 

Weeks and other events, for example in the Czech Republic (European 

Commission DG Environment 2007), Austria, Sweden, Italy, Belgium and Denmark 

(European Commission DG Environment 2004; European Commission DG 

Environment 2003a; European Commission DG Environment 2002), haven been 

targeted at mobilising allies among civil societal organisations, such as schools and 

universities. Overall, interviews and documentary analysis suggest a very limited 

alignment with the EU ecolabelling scheme amongst civil societal organisations 

however.  

                                                        

47 See also studies by Bauer and Fischer-Bogason (2011) and Evans et al. (2010). 
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6.4.2.4 Mobilising allies among NGOs 

Although some of the communication published by EU ecolabelling organisations 

suggests that there have been attempts to positively influence legitimacy evaluations 

and support among NGOs, legitimisation from NGO actors has been very limited. Little 

NGO engagement has been reported for example in the course of the Flower Weeks. 

In fact, as will be further discussed in section 6.4.3., many NGO’s have instead openly 

criticised the EU ecolabelling scheme on procedural and consequential grounds. In an 

interview conducted for this study a representative from an EU level consumer and 

environmental NGO has stated for example: “The problem with the EU ecolabel is that 

because we are not happy with a lot of criteria that are in place the EU ecolabel is not 

actively promoted by national and international environmental organisations” 

(Interview 6, EU level consumer and environmental NGO). When asked whether that 

was a reason to leave the organisational structure of the EU ecolabel that same 

interviewee has highlighted however: “Our participation [...] means that the criteria 

look a bit different. The question is to what extent we accept such criteria. But the 

problem is if we decided not to participate anymore that wouldn’t mean the EU ecolabel 

would stop existing” (Interview 6, EU level consumer and environmental NGO). 

6.4.2.5 Mobilising allies among producers, manufacturers 

and retailers 

The organisations behind the EU ecolabelling scheme have tried to manipulate 

legitimacy evaluations and mobilise the support from manufacturers and producers 

through various strategies. For example, they have repeatedly promoted the 

prospects to meet general coercive pressures and to increase sales to public 

procurers and household consumers (building upon consumer surveys and studies 

stating an increased environmental awareness among household consumers) through 

the alignment with the EU ecolabelling standards (see e.g. European 

Commission Environment 2012 or European Commission 2007a). Like the MSC 

organisations (although not as extensively), the European Commission has tried to 

trigger mimetic processes by highlighting overall numbers of companies already 

aligning with the EU ecolabelling scheme or citing representatives from certified 

companies talking about particular benefits they gained through the EU ecolabelling 

scheme (see e.g. European Commission 2007a; European Commission DG 

Environment 2006; European Commission Environment 2012; European 



233 

Commission DG Environment 2003b; European Commission DG Environment 2003a; 

European Commission 2007a). The EU Commission has also engaged in manipulation, 

by relating the alignment with the EU ecolabelling scheme to other existing 

regulatory frameworks. The EU Ecodesign Directive for example mentions the EU 

ecolabel as one way to prove that a product fulfils the requirements of the Directive 

(Bauer and Fischer-Bogason:32). 

These strategies seem to have been successful at least with some producers and 

manufacturers. While there has been very little support from manufacturers and 

producers in the early years of the EU ecolabelling scheme, the total number of 

licenses has gone up from 6 in 1996 to 1357 in 2011, with greatest numbers of 

licenses in Italy, France and the UK (European Commission Environment 2012). 

According to the latest revision study as well as interviews conducted for this study, 

stated reasons to follow the order of the EU ecolabel have included building trust 

among and increased access to household consumers, public and business procurers, 

recognition as leader (and benchmark) by competitors or other economic actors 

(trade associations, rating agency, etc.) and improvement of environmental 

performance (IEFE- Università Bocconi 2005). One interviewee from a small EU 

ecolabelled manufacturer (of b2b products) states: “by achieving a recognised status it 

made it more difficult for your competitors to push you down and it gave the consumer 

something to hang their hat on or gave them confidence and comfort.” And at another 

point in the interview he highlights: “how did I meet Prince Charles? [...] Because we 

met them and they went, ‘How green are you?’ We’re green we’re independently 

accredited to be green” (Interview 23, Small-scale manufacturer using the EU 

ecolabel). Furthermore, Jordan et al. (2006:174) report that even if companies have 

not applied for certification, the EU ecolabel standards have been used by some as a 

benchmark.  

The EU ecolabelling website (European Commission Environment 2012) also 

highlights the importance of retailers; in particular their role in building coercive 

pressure down the supply chain and increasing awareness, trigger legitimacy 

(re)evaluations and providing validity cues to their customers. A report on the 

“promotion and the diffusion of the EU ecolabel in Italy and the Benelux” found for 

example that “in many markets, and for several product groups, retailers are more 

important than consumers [...] most companies interviewed [...] declared that they 
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were ready to respond to any request made by the retailers on the environmental 

performance of the supplied products” (IEFE and ICEM CEEM 1998:71–72). Similar to 

manufacturers and producers, EU ecolabelling entrepreneurs have tried to 

manipulate legitimacy evaluations from retailers by highlighting positive 

consequences related to the alignment with the EU ecolabelling scheme. And some 

retail support could indeed be mobilised:a number of promotional activities in 

cooperation with retailer outlets have been reported, including cooperation with 

resourceful retailers such as Tesco, Coop Denmark and Italy, Carrefour or H&M 

(European Commission DG Environment 2007; European Commission DG 

Environment 2006; European Commission DG Environment 2004). 

In some sectors, such as hard floor coverings, indoor paints and varnishes, tissue 

paper and all-purpose cleaners (European Commission Environment 2012), 

alignment with the EU ecolabel seems to have found wider diffusion. According to 

Frankl and Pietroni (2005a:173), although numbers are limited in absolute terms, 

paper for example “might be considered a success story within the EU flower scheme. 

At least in the number of companies involved and in the number of products labelled 

over the past few years." According to Frankl et al. (2005), the most essential push 

factor has been demand by some retailers and manufacturers aiming to differentiate 

their products from their competitors. Similarly, Allison and Carter (2000:51) 

conclude that the “uptake of Type I labels by just one producer can be extremely 

effective in a market with few major players, particularly if the label is applied to a 

popular brand.” Jordan et al. (2006) highlight that once a critical mass of companies 

has legitimised and applied a label within a certain market segment, the remaining 

companies often find themselves under considerable pressure to seek the label for 

their competing products.  

Nadai (1999:210) reports how in the indoor paint and varnish sector aligning with 

the EU ecolabelling scheme was seen particularly beneficial because the industry was 

under “strong regulatory pressure and strong market pressure for a reduction in the 

volatile organic compound (VOC) content of its products." Moreover, he highlights 

comparatively homogenous interests because the industry is "made up of producers 

each selling the entire range of products" (Nadai 1999:210). According to Nadai 

(1999), when all the firms of an industry sell a similar range of products they have 

similar concerns. Whereas when the industry is made up of firms selling very 
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heterogeneous products the exclusion of a product from the ecolabel criteria is 

equivalent to the exclusion of a firm. As a result rivalry increases as “satisfying one 

firm’s interest will go against the interests of the other firms" (Nadai 1999:208). 

Nadai (1999) illustrates the latter case with the example of the detergent industry. 

According to him, the detergent industry is split into mainstream producers and small 

producers serving a green niche (e.g. Ecover). Partly due to more influence of the 

main detergent manufacturer’s trade association, the negotiation process of the EU 

ecolabelling criteria lead to the adoption of criteria that were not in the interest of 

green niche companies. As a result “the ‘green’ fringe of this industry [...] refused to 

encourage its development and so would not use it on their products" (Nadai 

1999:209). Indeed, the detergent brand Ecover recently announced "concerns that 

the criteria for carrying the label are not demanding enough” (Murray 2009).  

Overall, diffusion of alignment with the maxims of the EU ecolabelling scheme seems 

limited so far (Jordan et al. 2006:174). Reasons have been various and included not 

only heterogeneous industry structures.  

Especially branded manufacturers and producers have feared that the application of 

any voluntary label could negatively influence their selling position and discriminate 

against other products in their range (Rubik and Frankl 2005:140). Moreover, Allison 

and Carter (2000:16) report how “antagonisms can occur where disclosure of data 

relating to significant environmental aspects may lead to the exposure of new 

technical developments or product composition with subsequent loss of competitive 

advantage.” 

Also for retailers a generally low awareness and support of the scheme has been 

reported especially for early but also more recent years (Erskine and Collins 

1997:130). According to a recent study by the Bio Intelligence Service conducted for 

the EU Commission “Only 8 out of the 18 studied retailers include EU Eco-labelled 

products in their assortment” (Bio Intelligence Service 2008:43). In the UK, although 

some retailers stock a few ecolabelled products and have been reported to use the 

scheme as a benchmark, most major retailers have taken a rather opposing stand (see 

Jordan et al. 2006:172 but also interview 30). Among the stated reasons has been 

insufficient support from producers and manufacturers (Drury Communications and 

Certification Europe Ltd.:19; Randa Group 2003:28) as well as the selectivity of the 

scheme (it only labels best products). Both aspects are in opposition with an interest 
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among many retailers to have availability of a wide range of labelled products to 

stock in their stores (IEFE – Università Bocconi 2005:97–100). Relatedly, a number of 

retailers have worried that "awarding the eco-label to some products would only 

confuse customers and make them wonder why not all products are labelled" (Sofres 

Consulting 1998:68). In the UK, some even feared a "major adverse effect of using the 

eco-label: it could undermine the trust of the customers towards a retailer” (Sofres 

Consulting 1998:68).  

Furthermore, there has been widespread criticism in regard to the procedures and 

consequences of organisational structure, standard setting, assessment and 

communication (IEFE and ICEM CEEM 1998:62; Allison and Carter 2000:16; IEFE- 

Università Bocconi 2005:107; Sofres Consulting 1998:68), as will be further discussed 

in section 6.4.3, 

These dynamics have met with the above described very limited coercive pressure in 

many sectors from NGOs, governmental and civil societal actors to align with the 

maxims of the EU ecolabel. One large-scale UK retailer highlights: “We have been very 

early adopters of the ecolabel [...] and we ended up taking it off at that point (very early 

on) because there was absolutely zero recognition of that logo” (Interview 30, Large-

scale UK retailer).  

Accordingly, also the coercive pressure exerted by major retailers or manufacturers 

on their suppliers to align with the EU ecolabelling scheme has been very limited 

(Bakken Consulting 2004; Drury Communications and Certification Europe Ltd.; 

Synergia 2000; Novotec 2002). Instead, although interviews conducted with current 

participating companies found that "about ¾ of the participating companies 

(strongly) agreed that the Flower has influenced their demands on their suppliers” 

(IEFE- Università Bocconi 2005:98), many of the companies that have been 

supporting the EU ecolabelling scheme seem to have had limited power to impose 

their interests along the supply chain, (IEFE and ICEM CEEM 1998:62, Allison and 

Carter 2000:16; IEFE- Università Bocconi 2005:107; Sofres Consulting 1998:68).  

6.4.2.6 Mobilising allies among household consumers 

As said above, MSC entrepreneurs have tried to mobilise support from producers, 

manufacturers and retailers by highlighting potential positive consequences 

associated with the attraction of green consumers. To help materialise such claims, 
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the EU ecolabelling organisations have tried to influence household consumer’s 

legitimacy evaluations by relating the use of the EU ecolabel during purchase 

decisions not only to norms of environmental protection but also pragmatic interests 

in health, cost and quality aspects. This manipulation has mainly happened through 

the scheme’s website, various publications and some (although limited) promotional 

activity by the national Competent Bodies. In addition, the EU ecolabelling 

entrepreneurs have tried to motivate business actors to align their communication to 

consumers with the EU ecolabelling scheme, for example through the publication of a 

marketing guide (European Commission 2007a), the organisation of marketing 

workshops (European Commission DG Environment 2008) or the awarding of an 

“annual Communication Award” that “recognises outstanding achievement of 

Ecolabel licence holders in increasing public awareness and knowledge of EU 

Ecolabel through marketing and promotional campaigns” (European 

Commission Environment 2012).  

Yet although some promotional activity by retailers, manufacturers and producers 

has been reported, the last section has outlined how EU ecolabelling entrepreneurs 

have been only limitedly successful in mobilising the supply of ecolabelled products 

and active promotion by business actors. As outlined above, also NGOs and civil 

societal organisations have been very reserved in their active support. Some actors 

have raised concerns that because of the wide scope and focus of the EU ecolabel, 

understandability among consumers would be low as they "lose sight of what they 

are getting at" (House of Commons Environmental Audit Committee 2009:9). In the 

light of this comparatively weak relational influence on the legitimacy evaluations by 

household consumers, it is not surprising that most surveys have found that 

household consumer awareness and understanding of the EU ecolabel has been 

generally low (Jordan et al. 2006:174; Allison and Carter 2000:28; Erskine and Collins 

1997:130).48 Jim Murray, former director of the European Consumer Organisation 

BEUC, has concluded that the EU ecolabel has been rather disappointing in terms of 

its influence on purchase action (EurActiv.com 2008). Similarly, one interviewee from 

an EU level consumer and environmental NGO argues: “The recognition of the EU 

                                                        

48 See consumer surveys such as StØ and Strandbakken (2005); European Commission (2007b); The 
Gallup Organisation (2009). 
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ecolabel is rather low. So there is no real demand from individual consumers” 

(Interview 6, EU level consumer and environmental NGO). And another interviewee 

from a major retailer stocking some EU ecolabelled products concludes “I think the EU 

ecolabel still has no consumer recognition at all” (Interview 30, EU level consumer and 

environmental NGO).  

6.4.3 General legitimacy management 

and contestations 

Similar to the other case studies, procedural and consequential logics have shown to 

stage the main points of contestation in the construction of the EU ecolabel’s 

legitimacy. The following sections reflect on overall contestations around these two 

logics. In addition traditional, regulatory and knowledge logics have played a role and 

are briefly discussed.  

6.4.3.1 Consequential legitimacy 

Main aim of the EU Ecolabel is to “encourage the Sustainable Consumption and 

Production of products, and the sustainable provision and use of services” 

(Commission of the European Communities 2008a:4). Similar to the other cases, the 

organisations behind the EU ecolabelling scheme have tried to positively influence 

consequential legitimacy evaluations by building a record of success in achieving 

above aim. This has included highlighting various positive environmental and 

economic consequences evolving from alignment with the EU ecolabelling scheme on 

their website as well as the publication of several impact assessments conducted by 

more or less independent research institutes.49  

These strategies seemed to have been only limitedly successful however for multiple 

reasons.  

                                                        

49 Based on a comparison of the environmental footprint of ecolabelled product with the footprint of a 
typical, non-labelled equivalent and using different market penetration scenarios, AEA Technology for 
example calculated the direct environmental gains the EU ecolabel could achieve (Cadman and Dolley 
2004). The report concludes "that there are appreciable savings and benefits to the environment that 
could be gained through the wider use of products meeting the ecolabel standard, even at a modest 5% 
market share" (Cadman and Dolley 2004:V). Another evaluation study, commissioned by the European 
Commission’s DG Environment, argues that interviews conducted with current participating 
companies found that "about every second interviewee indicated that the Flower had some effect on 
the environmental performance of the product" (IEFE- Università Bocconi 2005:91).  
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Firstly, building a clear record of success has been hampered by difficulties in 

measuring and clearly demonstrating environmental benefits due to the long-term 

dimension of environmental problems as well as difficulties in separating labelling 

effects from the effects of other dynamics (IEFE- Università Bocconi 2005:89–93).  

Secondly, some have pointed to more general limitations of type I ecolabels related to 

their relative approach and limited effect on overall amounts of consumption and 

production. For Fleming (1992), for example, even the “best award winning products 

can do is to reduce, slightly, the rate at which the global environment deteriorates" 

Similarly, one interviewee raises: “[the EU ecolabelling scheme] implies that we can 

make the changes that we need to make to create a more sustainable world by 

consuming differently than by consuming less and I think that is one of the big problems. 

[…] We’re in effect allowing, or saying that we can consume our way to victory” 

(Interview 14, National competent body for the EU ecolabel). 

Thirdly, others (see e.g. Cadman and Dolley 2004:75; Erskine and Collins 1997:130) 

have questioned consequential legitimacy due to the previously described currently 

low diffusion levels. Here a negative feedback mechanism becomes apparent where a 

lack of diffusion across the production and consumption system results in negative 

consequential legitimacy evaluations. These in turn further hinder the mobilisation of 

allies, which is crucial to increase the diffusion of the scheme.  

Next to these more general consequential doubts, mobilisation of allies has been 

hampered by different interpretations of positive consequences in relation to the 

appropriate focus, stringency and specificity of the EU ecolabelling standard and 

assessment procedures.  

In regard to the focus of the EU ecolabel, while the use of life-cycle assessment 

methods to develop standards has arguably value in enabling a comparison of system 

alternatives and accounting for all impacts along a product’s life-cycle (Prakash et al. 

2008: I–II; Eberle 2001:99), the tool has also been heavily criticised. Because 

comprehensive life-cycle assessment, especially based on primary data, is usually 

very complex, time-consuming, expensive and data-intensive, a simpler and more 

‘scoped’ approach to life-cycle assessment tends to be applied (Hale 1996:90). Most 

life-cycle assessments make use of different types of average data during their 

calculation (DEFRA 2010a; Schaltegger et al. 2004:97). Due to variability in the 
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source for this average data, the boundaries of the assessment (which parts of the 

life-cycle are taken into account) and the valuation of different types of impacts, 

product-labelling criteria that are based on life-cycle assessment have been 

repeatedly criticised for being highly relative, arbitrary (e.g. Gallastegui and Spain 

2002:318; Morris 1997:33) and not necessarily reflecting the most significant 

impacts (Prakash et al. 2008:11; Edser 2009a:2; Sofres Consulting 1998:69). As by 

definition life-cycle assessments do not account for unquantifiable issues, they have 

also been accused of neglecting more complex environmental issues as well as socio-

economic impacts (Christiansen et al. 2006:39; IEFE – Università Bocconi 2005:115). 

In fact, the EU ecolabel has faced repeated demands to take into account additional, 

specifically social, dimensions (Lohse and Wulf-Schnabel 2000:41). To conform with 

such demands, the revised EU ecolabel regulation now asks to consider health and 

safety aspects along the life-cycle as well as social and ethical “where appropriate” 

(European Commission 2010a:4). It also has been discussed to expand the EU 

ecolabel into a sustainability label.50 Yet at the same time, the large focus of the EU 

ecolabel has been criticised for causing confusion on the side of the consumer (see 

section 6.4.2.6) and other actors. For the UK Sustainable Consumption Roundtable 

(2006:22–23) for example “labels have driven change, but only when they are 

designed specifically for a small number of key issues closely associated with that 

product. [...] This further reinforces the flaws in any catch-all generic schemes, and 

could explain the continued failure of the EU Ecolabel Scheme to find appeal in the 

market place.” 

Another point of contestation have been appropriate stringency levels. According to 

the EU ecolabelling regulation, criteria "shall correspond indicatively to the best 10-

20% of the products available on the Community market" (European Commission 

2010a:10). In their public communication EU ecolabelling organisations highlight that 

“standards must remain sufficiently high to maintain the Eco-label’s distinction of 

environmental quality” (European Communities 2006). Yet similar to the other 

product-labelling cases, the EU ecolabelling organisations have had to find a difficult 

balance between defining criteria that ensure a wide applicability on the one and 

demands for stringent criteria, equalised by many with more positive consequences, 

                                                        

50 As outlined in previous sections, this option has been rejected however on various grounds. 
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on the other hand. In regard to the former, some actors have judged the EU 

ecolabelling criteria as being too demanding and requested lower standards (Erskine 

and Collins 1997; Vermeire et al. 2003:33; Erskine and Collins 1996:42; IEFE 2005:8). 

In regard to the latter, meeting these demands through less stringent criteria has 

often resulted in negative effects on legitimacy evaluations not only by environmental 

and consumer NGOs (see e.g. Erskine and Collins 1997:129; Sofres Consulting 

1998:72; BEUC and EEB 2007:8; interview 6) but also some business actors.  

An example of the delicacy of finding a level of stringency that ensures wide 

legitimisation can be found in the paper sector. Erskine and Collin (1997:128) have 

reported conflicts regarding appropriate stringency levels between Member States, 

environmental NGOs and industrial actors already during the development of the 

initial criteria. According to Erskine and Collins (1996:46), as a result, the European 

Tissue symposium and the Confederation of European Paper Industry withdrew their 

support for the EU ecolabel and even warned retailers about the limitations of the 

scheme. The revision of the criteria for copying paper staged similar major conflicts. 

The first draft of the revised criteria required only 30% of the total fibres in paper 

products to be either recycled or to originate from certified sustainably managed 

forests (European Commission 2009c:14–15). One interviewee supports such 

specifications, arguing that lifecycle assessments suggest that recycled paper is not 

necessarily lower in its environmental impact (interview 14). However, BEUC and 

EEB called instead for at least 80% recycled content; 70% of the virgin fibres to be 

independently certified as originating from sustainably managed forest; and stronger 

demands for the certification of the remaining fibres. Like their opposing parties they 

related their arguments to academic studies (Tebert et al. 2009). Some suggest that 

the conflict was further fuelled by the controversial public debate around issues such 

as deforestation and illegal logging. Indeed, after only some of the NGO demands were 

met in a revised draft, the NGO ‘Forest and European Union Resources Network 

(FERN)’ published a report with the title "EU ecolabel allows forest destruction." The 

report openly questions the EU ecolabel’s consequential legitimacy arguing that 

criteria for sustainable forest management for copy and graphic paper would be "very 

weak" and "the EU Ecolabel can therefore not give any guarantee that the product is 

coming from well managed forests" (Lang 2010:6). In particular the report criticises 

the award of the EU ecolabel to two brands of photocopy paper, produced by the 

company Pindo Deli. Shortly after publication, their criticism found its way into the 
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mass media (see Pearce 2010). To repair legitimacy, the French EU Ecolabel 

Competent Body that had been in charge of the certification of Pindo Deli published a 

report outlining how Pindo Deli complied with the criteria of the EU Ecolabel valid at 

that time (AFNOR Certification 2011). This repair was only limitedly successful as the 

international NGO WWF, which arguably has charismatic legitimacy influence at least 

for some actors, published a document in which they argue that “the EU ecolabel 

provides inadequate assurance that the fibre used in the Pindo Deli Products is 

sourced from sustainably managed forests and not controversial sources” (WWF 

2011:2). Slightly more successful seemed to be a restructuring strategy, during which 

the EU ecolabelling organisations tightened the requirements for independent 

certification of virgin fibres. This caused a more positive response from BEUC and 

EEB (see Hammer 2010b:1). However, BEUC and EEB still criticised insufficient 

requirements in regard to recycled content (Hammer 2010b). These discussions 

show the deep dissonances that can arise during the development of product labelling 

criteria.  

Moreover, the whole conflict “triggered a discussion within the NGO and consumer 

organisation community” which “identified some general challenges in the 

implementation of the EU Ecolabel" (Hammer 2010a). The just mentioned report by 

WWF points to “structural weaknesses in the Ecolabel standard and its 

implementation procedures” (WWF 2011:2). Criticism mainly concerned insufficient 

transparency from Competent Bodies, the need for a formal complaint procedure and 

the harmonisation of the implementation of the Ecolabel (Hammer 2010a; Lang 

2010). The last point fuelled long ongoing harmonisation discussions: Throughout its 

development the EU ecolabelling scheme has been criticised for inconsistencies in 

regard to the assessment procedures applied across the national Competent Bodies 

(Allison and Carter 2000:32) with allegations that that “it is easier to get an ecolabel” 

in some countries compared to others (IEFE- Università Bocconi 2005:103). 

Moreover, some companies have complained about parts of the EU ecolabelling 

criteria being too vague (Lohse and Wulf-Schnabel 2000:40). Hale (1996:93) 

highlights how "manufacturers operating in more than one country will not want to 

have different product specifications." For them, harmonisation and centralisation 

through precise specifications is often preferable. As a repair strategy, the revised 

regulation has formalised a Competence Body Forum to foster consistent 

implementation of the regulation and information exchange. Moreover, a new 
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document on criteria interpretation has been developed to facilitate a uniform 

interpretation of criteria across Competent Bodies (European Commission DG 

Environment 2010). 

Yet with such restructuring the EU ecolabelling organisations have risked to 

negatively affect other consequential concerns. Because environmental conditions 

and preferred product mechanisms vary on a national, regional and company level, 

between and within different product groups, centrally defined criteria have been 

repeatedly criticised for being inflexible and not adaptable to local and sector specific 

conditions (Hale 1996:93; Synergia 2000:8; Lohse and Wulf-Schnabel 2000:40; 

Novotec 2002:18; Erskine and Collins 1996:43). Moreover, formal application 

procedures have been considered to be too bureaucratic and time-consuming, 

especially for products with a short and dynamic life-cycle and for companies with 

less power to impose documentation demands along the supply chain (Lohse and 

Wulf-Schnabel 2000:45; Vermeire et al. 2003:21; Novotec 2002:18; Synergia 2000:8; 

Erskine and Collins 1996:43). Like for the other studied cases, the latter has triggered 

marginalisation concerns in regard to European and especially developing country 

small-scale businesses (Rubik et al. 2007; Lohse and Wulf-Schnabel 2000:40; Hale 

1996:92). Others have argued that too precise criteria can "negatively influence the 

manufacturer's ability to innovate, since adoption of a radical innovation can result in 

extended debate and loss of time before the eco-label can be used" (Allison and Carter 

2000:46; see also IEFE- Università Bocconi 2005:121). Here the challenge of needing 

to balance demands for flexibility for different local conditions and technological 

change and reducing burdens on small scale businesses on the one and consistent 

implementation on the other hand become again very apparent. 

 To find this balance, the EU ecolabelling organisations have introduced maximum 

fees for small-scale businesses and operators from developing countries (European 

Commission 2010a:14). Furthermore, the revised EU regulation calls not only for 

consistent implementation but also to streamline the assessment and verification 

procedures. The Directive suggests reducing the number of criteria, consider criteria 

compliant with even if technologies are used that have not been foreseen by the 

standard specifications and use “an easy to handle scoring system where the criteria 

have points and the Eco-label can be achieved with different combinations of points” 

(IEFE – Università Bocconi 2005:97–100).  
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6.4.3.2 Procedural legitimacy 

The EU ecolabelling organisations have tried to manage procedural legitimacy 

evaluations through various strategies. On a global scale, the European Commission 

has participated in previously mentioned Global Ecolabelling Network (GEN). GEN 

has developed its own procedural "code of good practice" for ecolabelling, been 

actively involved for example in ISO meetings and made "presentations on 

ecolabelling to a range of international inter-governmental bodies" (GEN N.D.). Thus, 

similar to MSC’s and Fairtrade’s membership in ISEAL, this can be seen as a cognitive 

manipulation strategy trying to influence taken-for-granted (amongst others) 

procedural norms through collective action.  

In regard to their own scheme, the EU ecolabelling organisations highlight in their 

public communication how their procedures comply with dominant procedural 

norms. For example, criteria are developed and revised “in a transparent way” 

(European Commission Environment 2012) and are based on “a balanced 

participation of all relevant interested parties concerned with a particular product 

group” (European Commission Environment 2012). In regard to assessment it is 

emphasized how "to be awarded with the Flower, products must pass rigorous 

compliance tests in a process verified by an independent, publicly accountable body" 

(European Communities 2006). Moreover, the revised regulation highlights that the 

composition of the Competent Bodies needs to “guarantee their independence and 

neutrality and their rules of procedure shall be such as to ensure transparency in the 

conduct of their activities as well as the involvement of all interested parties” 

(European Commission 2010a).  

While these strategies seemed to have successfully influenced some actor’s 

procedural legitimacy evaluations, others have been more critical. Next to previously 

mentioned criticism regarding insufficient transparency and inclusiveness of 

assessment procedures, especially standard setting and main decision-making 

procedures have raised major objections.  

Some actors have positively highlighted the participation of multiple actors in the 

standard setting process. Nadai (2001:21) reports from the paint sector for example 

that industry influenced the course of the negotiation “thanks to the information it 

owned about paint products and their market shares.” Baldo et al. (2002:274) 
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describe how agreement between the different actors involved was fundamental to 

determine the final positive vote on the criteria for hardfloor coverings.  

Yet many actors have stated negative procedural legitimacy evaluations. Firstly, and 

similar to previous case studies, there have been allegations the EU ecolabelling 

scheme would reflect only the environmental conditions and interests dominant in 

the country or region they are developed in, giving little consideration to conditions 

and interests dominant in other countries (Erskine and Collins 1997:130; IEFE- 

Università Bocconi 2005:89–93). Such arguments have amplified already mentioned 

consequential concerns the scheme could restrict developing country producers 

which are less advanced in environmental terms or whose preferred process and 

production methods do not coincide with those pertaining in Europe, even if they 

might be appropriate to their local conditions (Hale 1996:92; Erskine and Collins 

1996:46). Moreover, some environmental and consumer NGOs have raised 

insufficient inclusion of their interest. Many have criticised too much influence of 

economic and business interests not only during wider engagement processes but 

also through influencing parts of the Commission and Member State representatives 

(BEUC and EEB 2007:1; Allison and Carter 2000:32; Rubik and Frankl 2005:136). In 

interviews conducted in 1998 in the UK, environmental and consumer organisations 

stated they were not intending to actively push the EU ecolabel as they "do not want 

to be involved in the promotion of something exterior to them without any control” 

(Sofres Consulting 1998:72). Also the interviews conducted for this study suggest that 

a lack of wider inclusion in the main decision-making procedures has facilitated 

frustration and stronger opposition against the decisions that have been made (e.g. 

Interview 6, EU level consumer and environmental NGO). But also business actors “do 

not feel fully involved in the scheme because, while they can contribute to the 

working groups on the development of the criteria documents, their comments are 

often not responded to” (Commission of the European Communities 2008a:16). Lohse 

and Wulf-Schnabel (2000:53) found that practical problems of potentially interested 

companies and manufacturers realities were often not adequately integrated during 

the procedure of criteria development. Next to procedural legitimacy this has also 

negatively affected consequential legitimacy (see IEFE and ICEM CEEM 1998:63).  

After a revision of the EU ecolabelling scheme between 1997 and 2000 (Jordan et al. 

2006:173), another revision in 2002 gave the EU Commission the opportunity for 
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major repair strategies at this point. The revision study concluded with a suggestion 

for a pragmatic conformity strategy: allocating the formal decision-making powers to 

a more participatory EUEB in order to strengthen perception of multiple actors to feel 

as "owners" of the scheme (IEFE – Università Bocconi 2005:78). To conform to such 

demands, the revised regulation emphasizes that the EUEB is supposed to consist of a 

"balanced participation of all relevant interested parties in respect of each product 

group" (European Commission 2010a) and now allows any interested party to “lead 

the development or revision of EU Ecolabel criteria” (European Commission 

2010a:4). However, main decision-making has remained with the Commission and 

the Regulatory Committee of national authorities (Scheer and Rubik 2005:51).51 

Like in previous cases, increasing participation faces multiple barriers though. Some 

argue, and the last section has given multiple illustrations, that too many opposing 

interests have already been involved and have often resulted in blockages during 

multiples stages of the criteria development process (interviews 6, 13, 14&30; Rubik 

and Frankl 2005:136; Nadai 1999:203). This includes not only consultation processes 

and decision-making within the multi-actor EUEB but also (and in fact especially 

highlighted by many interviewees) inter-service consultation within the EU 

Commission and the final vote by the Regulatory Committee. Many have thereby 

charged the large geographical scope of the EU ecolabel and the resulting need to find 

agreement between more parties. Others have emphasized the fact that interests on 

EU level are usually represented through associations, which tend to represent the 

lowest rather than most progressive members (Karl and Orwat 1999:217). One 

interviewee from an EU level NGO concludes: “this EU system might not be extremely 

appropriate to run such a labelling scheme. Because it is very slow and you very often 

have situations where you have in the end the smallest common nominator. […] because 

we have so many Member States involved and because we have inter-service 

consultation where the criteria get very often weakened and diluted the EU ecolabel is 

structurally quite weak” (Interview 6, EU level consumer and environmental NGO). 

And one interviewee from the retail sector reports how they have dropped out of the 

criteria development process as it was too time-consuming: “I think there is so much 

stakeholder engagement particularly for the EU processes. You have got the different 

                                                        

51 See Appendix 1 for more detail on the standard setting process.  
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MS who have their own issues you have the various institutions of the EU who all have 

their issues so that makes everything quite complex” (Interview 30, Large-scale UK 

retailer). According to Nadai (1999:205), due to oppositions between the different 

participating parties, criteria development has taken very long, often three to four 

years, for most groups of products. Similar statements can be found in Erskine and 

Collins (1997); Edser (2009b); Allison and Carter (2000:22) and Baldo et al. 

(2002:274). The recent revision study concluded that long decision-making 

procedures not only drain time but also financial resources. They can also collate with 

demands for regular revisions in order to facilitate innovation (Commission of the 

European Communities 2008a:16).  

6.4.3.3 Knowledge legitimacy 

Similar to the other product-labelling cases, the EU ecolabelling organisations have 

tried to positively influence procedural legitimacy evaluations through 

professionalization strategies and repeatedly highlighting scientific engagement. The 

EU ecolabelling scheme is supposed to be “based on scientific evidence” (European 

Commission 2010a:1) with criteria "set by a panel of experts" (European 

Commission Environment 2012) based on “scientific studies” (European 

Communities 2006).  

Also similar to other schemes the empirical research has shown how this has indeed 

positively influenced legitimacy evaluations by some. One small manufacturer of EU 

ecolabelled products for example positively highlights: “I mean it is very scientific, very 

academic, a very mathematical process you have to go through” (Interview 23, Small-

scale manufacturer using the EU ecolabel). Yet the EU ecolabelling scheme has also 

shown some limitations related to professionalization strategies. The development of 

standards for paper products for example has illustrated how the mobilisation of 

science is not necessarily sufficient, especially in case of an already existing highly 

controversial discourse. Moreover, opposing parties can each base their arguments 

on opposing scientific data.  

Lastly, imbalances in the financial, time and knowledge resources available to 

different actors to enable their participation become an even greater issue with 

highly professionalised debates (IEFE – Università Bocconi 2005:79).  
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6.4.3.4 Traditional and regulatory legitimacy 

To what extent the strong role of EU organisations in the EU ecolabelling scheme has 

positively influenced legitimacy evaluations has been debated. Previous sections have 

shown how it has negatively affected some actor’s procedural and consequential 

legitimacy evaluations as they felt a lack of influence in the scheme and insufficient 

inclusiveness. Others have raised a general mistrust in EU organisations.  

However, some have reported positive influences on legitimacy evaluations by actors 

who associate EU organisations with traditional legitimacy or are convinced that 

other actors will do so (see e.g. Drury Communications and Certification Europe 

Ltd.:19; Vermeire et al. 2003). In regard to the latter, some interviewed 

manufacturers, for example, have highlighted expectations that governmental 

engagement creates trust among household consumers (interviews 23&24).  

Like with the EU energy label, governmental involvement has also triggered 

regulatory legitimacy. Although alignment with the maxims of the EU ecolabel has not 

been directly legally enforced, it has been related to other regulatory frameworks, 

such as the EU Ecodesign Directive or the ‘Directive 2004/18/EC on the coordination 

of procedures for the award of public works contracts, public supply contracts and 

public service contracts’. 
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7 DISCUSSION OF THE POTENTIAL 

INSTITUTIONALISATION OF A 

SUSTAINABILITY META LABEL IN THE LIGHT 

OF THE CASE STUDY FINDINGS 

Chapter 4 outlined how current discussions around the notion of Sustainability Meta 

Labelling centre on finding optimised forms of sustainability information, in order to 

enable information hungry household consumers to make more sustainable purchase 

decisions. By moving to a more abstract level, chapter 5 suggested that rather than by 

finding an ideal communication format, the institutionalisation of product labelling 

schemes is driven by a dynamic construction of legitimacy. Chapter 6 then illustrated 

how these causal mechanisms have played out under the concrete conditions posed 

by the four product-labelling cases. It was shown how legitimacy constructions are 

complex and often inherently conflicting processes. The subsequent chapter now 

analyses actual conditions and causal paths that have shaped the institutionalisation 

processes across the studied cases. This includes the theoretically informed 

identification of common strategies applied by labelling entrepreneurs to influence 

legitimacy evaluations as well as common interests, norms and relationships shaping 

these.  

As outlined in chapter 3, cases have been selected in a way that their actual 

conditions are similar to the potential Sustainability Meta Labelling conditions. 

Moreover, their empirical conditions are understood to resemble different aspects of 

current Sustainability Meta Labelling implementation discussions, taking into account 

a review of the respective empirical Sustainability Meta Labelling information. Hence, 

the actualities and casual paths discussed in this chapter, together with the real level 

causal knowledge outlined in chapter 5 and the knowledge from chapter 4 about how 

the notion of Sustainability Meta Labelling is currently empirically discussed, are also 

used to address the overall aim of this study and reflect upon the prospects and 

potential challenges for the institutionalisation of a Sustainability Meta Labelling 

Scheme.     
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The chapter starts with a discussion of the institutional logics, around which 

legitimacy constructions have found to cluster. It is then outlined how these and 

common interests, norms and relationships influence the legitimacy construction 

during the emergence of product-labelling schemes as well as the mobilizations of 

allies. The latter illustrates how actors mutually shape legitimacy evaluations of 

product labelling schemes, which can ultimately lead to their wider diffusion and 

institutionalisation.  

7.1 Institutional logics 

For Leca and Naccache (2006:644), "successful institutional entrepreneurs will be 

those who select skilfully the institutional logics, according to the context and to the 

interests and values of the actors whose support they seek.” However, they also 

highlight that “institutional logics do not provide ‘ready-made’ institutions” and do 

not constitute a coherent whole but are conflicting, especially in contemporary 

western societies with many inconsistent logics (Leca and Naccache 2006:633). 

Indeed, the case studies have shown that in particular procedural and consequential 

logics can stage major disagreements and controversies. Traditional, regulatory, 

knowledge and charisma related logics can be utilized to circumvent some of these 

conflicts as they are associated with strong validity cues provided by particular 

taken-for-granted institutions. The resulting more passive legitimacy evaluations can 

thus avoid active and potentially conflictual procedural and consequential 

evaluations, at least among some actors. The following section discusses these 

different logics in more detail, before sections 7.2 and 7.3 outline how they have 

shaped the emergence of product labelling schemes as well as the mobilisation of 

allies.  
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7.1.1 Consequential legitimacy 

“As long as there are different needs or different expectations you will have different 

labels.” (Interview 3, Social NGO mainly working on Fairtrade) 

The research has found many actors’ basing their reasoning for supporting or not 

supporting a particular labelling scheme on evaluations of their accomplishments in 

regard to individual self-interests and greater societal welfare (e.g. interviews 1, 2, 5, 

30). This has supported arguments, outlined in section 5.5.2, about the importance 

for institutional entrepreneurs to highlight a general problem and present the 

institutionalisation project, in this case the labelling scheme, as a solution or 

treatment, in a way that resonates with interests and values of potential allies. It has 

also resonated with arguments made in section 2.1.2 about dominant norms of ‘Good 

Governance’, which include a call to achieve results "that meet the needs of society" 

(UN Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific 2012). Such norms have 

been formalised, for example, in ISEAL’s ‘Code of Good Practice’ for ‘Assessing the 

Impacts of Social and Environmental Standard Systems’ (ISEAL Alliance:3). For this 

study, these arguments have been essentially encapsulated in the notion of 

consequential legitimacy.  

Although some consequential norms, such as efficiency aims, the avoidance of a 

marginalisation of less resourceful actors or the facilitation of innovation, have found 

to be dominant across many contexts, the case studies have shown how there is not 

necessarily one definite interpretation of a positive societal consequence, but 

interpretations vary across different actors. This resonates with Suchman 

(1995:580), who highlights that consequential legitimacy from a normative 

perspective does not exist in any concrete sense but is socially defined. Moreover, 

considering that legitimacy has been conceptualised as being shaped not only by 

normative but also pragmatic dimensions, consequential evaluations arguably also 

depend on the extent to which actors perceive alignment with the order of a 

particular labelling scheme as fulfilling consequences they have an individual interest 

in. In fact, boundaries between the two tend to be blurred with, as Suchman 

(1995:579) highlights, actors often fusing their good with the good of society as a 

whole. 
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The labelling entrepreneurs analysed in this study have all engaged in different 

manipulation, selection and restructuring strategies to positively influence 

consequential legitimacy evaluations against their stated aims. In so doing, they have 

sought to mobilise support for their institutionalisation projects. The following 

sections reflect upon the most dominant of these strategies, the related challenges 

that have become apparent and how these challenges could play out in regard to the 

consequential legitimacy of a potential Sustainability Meta Labelling project.  

7.1.1.1 Manipulation 

An important normative manipulation strategy applied by Fairtrade, MSC and EU 

ecolabelling entrepreneurs has been the participation in umbrella organisations, such 

as ISEAL or GEN, who not only engage in general promotion activities but also 

actively push for the institutionalisation of new procedural and consequential norms 

(e.g. ISEAL 'Code of Good Practice for Assessing the Impacts of Social and 

Environmental Standards'). In fact, participation in these umbrella organisations 

could even be subsumed under what Suchman (1995) describes as cognitive 

manipulation (attempting to influence taken-for-granted societal norms through 

standardisation) applied to facilitate passive acceptance of the participating schemes. 

As these umbrella organisations allow only certain organisations to participate, one 

might also associate them with cognitive selection strategies.  

Another critical strategy has been joining with other actors to proselytize for a 

morality in which the consequences associated with the alignment with the 

respective product-labelling scheme occupy positions of honour. Such dynamics have 

played a crucial role, for example, for the institutionalisation of the Fairtrade scheme. 

With its strong grassroots support among NGOs and civil societal organisations, there 

have been various occasions of actors from across different classes working together 

to promote the goals of the Fairtrade scheme (such as fair labour conditions, no child 

labour, equality etc.), show how Fairtrade can contribute to meet these goals and, in 

doing so, drive its wider diffusion.  

The most dominant strategy to influence consequential legitimacy evaluations across 

the studied cases has been the building of a record of success in fulfilling individual 

actors’ self-interests (see also discussions in section 7.3) as well as contributing to 

greater societal welfare. Next to general communication measures, for example 
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through websites, the publication of evaluation studies has appeared to be a 

prominent strategy. In particular, the commissioning of evaluation studies with 

professional bodies (e.g. research institutes), which actors could associate with 

knowledge logics and therefore passive acceptance of the labelling scheme (see 

section 7.1.3), has been a popular practice. In doing so, all studied labelling 

entrepreneurs have faced problems however in clearly measuring and demonstrating 

positive consequences. These have posed major challenges for the wider diffusion of 

all studied product-labelling schemes. Firstly, there have been difficulties in 

accurately measuring environmental impacts due to the long-term dimension of 

environmental problems as well as troubles with separating labelling effects from the 

effects of other dynamics. Secondly, Suchman (1995:580) highlights that some 

consequences can be inherently difficult to measure due to ambiguous definitions, an 

issue many of the studied product-labelling entrepreneurs have faced. Thirdly, in all 

studied cases, worries have emerged about potential rebound effect, where 

improvements made through the consumption of products, labelled to be more 

sustainable, are compensated by a growth in consumption (e.g. the purchase of a 

more efficient car can be compensated by increased use of the car). Typically, there 

has been a perceived need for more fundamental changes.  

Similar difficulties have also been suggested for the institutionalisation of a 

Sustainability Meta Labelling Scheme. Regarding the first two aspects, Sustainability 

Meta Labelling initiatives are currently largely consequentially framed as making 

general contributions to more Sustainable Consumption and Production. As discussed 

in section 0, the notions of Sustainable Development and Sustainable Consumption 

and Production are affected by societal disagreement and controversy around the 

problem, its sources, and boundaries. These imply an additional challenge for the 

development of clear metrics for measurement. Regarding the third difficulty, 

concerns regarding rebound effects associated with the potential institutionalisation 

of a Sustainability Meta Labelling and a need for more fundamental changes have also 

been voiced during the interviews conducted for this study (e.g. interviews 2, 5, 27, 

28, 30) and have already emerged in regard to the recent development of the ISO 

26000 standard (see Schwartz and Tilling 2009:298).  

Next to these difficulties in providing a clear ‘proof’’ for a contribution to more 

Sustainable Consumption and Production, a major challenge for a potential 



254 

Sustainability Meta Labelling Scheme seems to relate to the need to prove an 

additional positive consequence, over and above already existing schemes, to justify 

its existence. As outlined in previous sections (see mainly section 5.2.1.1), so far, this 

additional positive consequence has been mainly framed as overcoming a stated 

confusion amongst household consumers regarding a plethora of product-labelling 

schemes; facilitating more sustainable purchase decisions and thereby contributing 

to more Sustainable Consumption and Production. Interviews conducted for this 

study suggest rather negative evaluations in regard to such a consequential framing 

however. One expert from an international environmental NGO questions: “what 

would be the greater environmental benefit? Because people would still for example 

perform to MSC standards so there wouldn't be any improvement to the MSC. I suppose 

what you would be hoping for is that it would be so simplified for the consumer that 

they would buy more products of more types that it would make it worthwhile […] I am 

not hugely convinced of the benefits of a meta scheme. I can see there might be but I can 

also see huge costs in trying to achieve it. And I am not convinced that what the benefits 

might be that I can stand up and say 'obviously we have to entertain these costs' […] I 

don't think the consumer is the major driver. The consumer is an allied support 

instrument” (Interview 4, Environmental NGO involved in product-labelling schemes). 

And one interviewed member of a national consumer organisation asks: “would 

people actually use it? If you spent all this time and effort and no one would actually use 

it that would be quite sad” (Interview 1, National consumer organisation). Another 

interviewee states in regard to proposals of a meta scheme communicated through 

smart-phone applications: “but you know if you’re going to buy a bottle of laundry 

detergent are you going to scan the label and check its eco-environmental credentials 

before you put it in your trolley? There will be a certain customer segment I guess who 

want to do that but I would have thought that that would be quite a small segment of 

the market and they’re probably already environmentally conscious in the first place 

over those who wouldn’t have bought the app. So you know, it’s a fun thing for those 

who are interested to use but I’m not sure it’s going to significantly affect purchasing 

habits” (Interview 14, National competent body for the EU ecolabel). And one 

consultant states: “people won’t care because the message about what this label 
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signifies is too complicated” (Interview 29, Consultant).52 Some seemed more positive 

in regard to other potential positive consequences however. “A potential benefit could 

be that having the score for something might enable you to do choice editing, if you 

wanted to (we do not sell any reds or below 50 or whatever). It might enable you to 

change your range to get some reputational benefit. So it could be quite useful for 

businesses to have that kind of information but whether that translates into useful 

consumer information I am not that sure” (Interview 30, Large-scale UK retailer). 

Such concerns resonate with the case study findings of this project, where household 

consumers have generally not emerged as the main drivers of product-labelling 

institutionalisation projects, but rather as contributing indirect influences (see 

further discussion of the role of household consumers in section 7.3.6).  

7.1.1.2 Selection 

The last quotes along with the case studies have demonstrated a close relationship 

between measurable consequences and the wider behavioural consequences a 

labelling scheme induces, or in other words its institutionalisation progress. One 

interviewee illustrates this dynamic in her response to the question whether she 

thinks a Sustainability Meta Label could facilitate more Sustainable Consumption and 

Production: “If the uptake of the label was a lot and the label was widely recognised I 

think it would. If it was just another label there would not be a benefit” (Interview 11, 

National governmental organisation). In particular the EU ecolabelling case has been 

a good illustration of how this relationship can result in a negative feedback where a 

lack of behavioural consequences and their related impacts negatively affects 

consequential legitimacy evaluations, which negatively affects its institutionalisation 

and further decreases its impacts and so forth.  

A prominent strategy to avoid such negative feedback is selecting to promote the 

labelling scheme to particularly resourceful manufacturers and retailers, who are in a 

position to widely influence other actors’ legitimacy evaluations and push for the 

wider diffusion of the labelling scheme across the production and consumption 

system. This can then result in the according behavioural impacts (see section 7.3.7 

for further discussion of how resourceful branders and retailers can act as key 
                                                        

52 See also interviews 2, 5, 15. 



256 

legitimacy actors). Especially the Fairtrade scheme is an illustration of the successful 

application of such a selection strategy. Through an explicit mainstreaming, Fairtrade 

entrepreneurs have managed to move the scheme out of a niche movement into a 

wide diffusion across the production and consumption system, resulting in what 

some see as a greater measurable impact. Such successes have not come without 

difficulty however. Some have criticised that mainstream business actors have often 

implemented Fairtrade standards in a much narrower sense and have demanded 

restructuring of the scheme that is in line with industrial-market conventions. Similar 

arguments have also been made in regard to the other studied cases. In fact, for 

Klooster (2010:119) “the effect of mainstreaming on certification is often, but not 

always, a straightforward erosion of rigor.” Moreover, as will be further discussed in 

section 7.3.7, the involvement of resourceful manufacturers and retailers can 

facilitate buyer driven, modular supply chains, many associate with marginalisation 

of smaller scale businesses, which has shown to be in opposition with many actors’ 

perceptions of models of appropriateness. Legitimacy evaluations of the MSC scheme, 

for example, have been repeatedly threatened by accusations of a marginalisation of 

small-scale fisheries from developing countries. Similar problems have been 

identified during the other case studies conducted for this research, and beyond 

those, for example, by Brenton et al. (2010) in regard to carbon labelling standards or 

by Dehue et al. (2007a) in regard to recent EU biofuel initiatives.  

All such developments can majorly threaten the consequential legitimacy evaluations 

by other key legitimacy actors. This conflict has been particularly strong for the 

Fairtrade scheme, where many have seen in the involvement of mainstream actors, 

and respective transformations, a threat for Fairtrade’s original fundamental critique 

of the market system. With the engagement of mainstream business like Starbucks, 

Procter&Gamble, Nestle or Chiquita some core constituencies of the Fairtrade 

organisation, among them NGOs, civil societal organisations, ATOs and purely 

Fairtrade manufacturers, have gradually started to question their support. Also the 

MSC has been repeatedly accused of eco imperialism for favouring large 

industrialised, centralized, and company-owned fishing operations from the 

developed world. In a sense, the mobilisation of resourceful manufacturers and 

retailers often comes not only with increased diffusion, but also with restructuring 

demands which can conflict with meeting consequential and procedural demands of 

other (key legitimacy) actors. This resonates with arguments for example by Taylor 
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(2005:130) for whom "one of the most serious challenges of certification and 

labelling initiatives today is actually to be ‘in the market but not of it’, that is, to be 

able to pursue alternative values and objectives such as social justice and 

environmental sustainability without being captured by the markets conventional 

logic, practices and dominant actors." 

7.1.1.3 Conformity and restructuring 

The just described conflicts amplify the already challenging task of balancing between 

diverging legitimacy demands in regard to appropriate standard-setting, assessment 

and communication. The subsequent section discusses some of these conflicting 

conformity and restructuring demands in more detail.  

Standard setting 

Focus 

According to current discussions (see chapter 4), a Sustainability Meta Labelling 

product standard would base upon synergies and criteria that cut across existing 

product information schemes as well as product life-cycle assessment to identify key 

sustainability aspects. Studying the EU ecolabelling scheme has shown that life-cycle 

assessment based criteria can stage criticism for deriving a standard focus that is 

arbitrary and not necessarily reflecting the most significant impacts. Moreover, the 

focus on particular key aspects can result in ignorance of, or potentially even negative 

effects on, other sustainability dimensions. Such focus decisions can stage major 

disagreements, as they often bring together fundamentally opposing paradigmatic 

views. All studied product-labelling entrepreneurs have faced repeated legitimacy 

withdrawals for having decided to focus on issues some actors have not considered as 

most relevant or even wrong in regard to their consequences for consumption and 

production. The MSC standard for example has been accused of ignoring important 

environmental impacts during the fishing and other production stages as well as 

socio-economic impacts. The focus of the EU energy labelling scheme on energy 

efficiency has been criticised for indirectly facilitating other negative environmental 

impacts for example related to the toxicity of materials. The Fairtrade entrepreneurs 

have faced fierce debates over the appropriateness of paying fixed price premiums or 

promoting democratic producer organisations versus an argued need to leave 
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development to market forces. And the EU ecolabel has been demanded to include 

social dimensions while at the same time being criticised for having a too large focus. 

The empirical research conducted for this study suggests that such conflicts could be 

even greater for a Sustainability Meta Labelling Scheme. Nearly all interviewees have 

raised concerns about how to measure and especially weight different sustainability 

aspects against each other when deciding about the focus and precise criteria of an 

overarching sustainability standard. One interviewee explains: “For example we are 

looking at some of the ethical considerations of the large farms and modern dairy so 

moving towards a more US type of dairy industry where the cows probably don’t have 

access to outside. Now, from a carbon perspective that is probably an amazing thing to 

do - you know exactly what is coming in what is coming out. Actually you could do that 

very efficiently and also from an animal welfare perspective if you base that purely on 

access to vet the usual score of such farms where you have 3000 cows and probably a 

vet on site might be actually quite good. But for other people it is more about life worth 

living” (Interview 30, Large-scale UK retailer). “If someone just says I want you to 

produce greener; I’d also laugh him or her in the face. Like, yeah, what do you mean? 

Greener this way, greener that way, what is green for you?” (Interview 12, EU supra-

governmental organisation 2). Another indication of such potential challenges can be 

found with the recent development of the ISO 26000 standard, where several issues 

raised deep dissonances (Ward 2012:19).53  

This seems hardly surprising considering that an overarching sustainability meta 

scheme would need to bring together the variety of different aspects related to the 

notion of Sustainable Development. Many authors have extensively argued how the 

concept of Sustainable Development is highly ambiguous in clarifying the relative 

priority or weight within and between the environmental, economical and socio-

cultural aspects of development (see e.g. van Zeijl-Rozema et al. 2008:412; Kemp and 

Martens 2007:3; Zaccai 2012). In the light of these ambiguities the fundamental 

content of Sustainable Development, especially in regard to the social and economic 

                                                        

53 These issues included for example human rights, equal opportunities and non-discrimination; 
stakeholder engagement (cultural norm in many settings is to engage only with entities of power 
whereas in other cultural backgrounds it is all interested parties); or the precautionary principle. Some 
interpretations (such as non discrimination on grounds of sexual orientation) even resulted in clashes 
with some national laws (Ward 2012). 
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dimensions, has remained highly contested. For Jordan (2008:28), “this messiness 

has a lot to do with the fact that sustainability concerns nothing less than the future 

direction of human civilisation. Is there anything more likely to generate discussion 

and dissent than this? Even if society broadly agrees on what a more sustainable 

future would look like, the underlying causes of (and hence remedies for) un-

sustainability are likely to be so deeply contested that consensus on even the most 

basic of policy packages will probably always remain elusive.”  

Such contestations could pose a major challenge not only for finding a widely 

legitimised focus and precise criteria for a possible Sustainability Meta Labelling 

standard, but also setting relational reference points and the related definition of 

appropriate product group categories (see chapter 4).  

Stringency 

Another contested issue has been the stringency of product-labelling standards. On 

the one hand, some argue that less stringent criteria give larger scope for 

improvements due to its wider applicability. In the case of a meta scheme, less 

stringent criteria would also enable wider applicability across existing product-

labelling schemes, including ones with less demanding standards. Moreover, many 

(especially mainstream) businesses actors have shown interests in marketability 

which often requires compromises in environmental or social stringency (Boström 

and Klintman 2008:191). Teufel et al. (2009) predict that also in regard to a potential 

sustainability label only a few businesses would to be willing to adhere to very 

extensive sustainability criteria.  

On the other hand, less stringent criteria can negatively affect legitimacy evaluation 

by other key legitimacy actors who associate stringent criteria with positive 

consequences. All studied product-labelling cases have faced major legitimacy threats 

due to criticism for insufficiently stringent criteria, mainly by NGOs and other civil 

societal actors, but also companies who can meet more stringent criteria. During the 

implementation of the biofuels meta standard in the UK a low level of stringency 

resulted in strong opposition by many environmental and development NGOs 

(Upham et al. 2013). Interviews conducted for this study suggest similar tendencies 

in regard to the implementation of a Sustainability Meta Labelling Scheme with some 

interviewees from the NGO sphere already raising concerns about a Sustainability 
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Meta Labelling standards being potentially not stringent enough (e.g. interviews 15 

and 16).  

Specificity 

Next to varying degrees of stringency, the criteria of a standard can also be more or 

less centrally defined resulting in different levels of detail. Arguably, one of the aims 

of many product-labelling schemes, especially a unifying one, is to define standards 

that cross governmental and national boundaries and meet consequential demands of 

an increasingly global market. Yet because definitions of unsustainable practices and 

ideals can vary greatly across regions (water scarcity for example can be huge 

problem in some yet not in other areas) product-labelling scheme also tend to face 

demands to reflect geographic variability. Moreover, some actors see in highly 

centrally defined criteria threats to innovation goals. Others associate them with 

posing undue burdens on less resourceful businesses (see discussion above about 

dominant marginalization concerns). Fairtrade entrepreneurs for example have faced 

repeated requests from Southern producers to enable them to adapt the standards to 

local conditions rather than imposing a universal model. Similarly, the EU ecolabel 

has seen its consequential legitimacy threatened by accusations of inflexible criteria 

not adaptable to local industries and innovation processes. In line with such criticism, 

the MSC labelling entrepreneurs have decided for more local interpretation of the 

standards through decentralised assessment bodies. Similarly, some of the actors 

interviewed for this study, along with Schlegel et al. (2008), propose a meta scheme 

to define key impacts on a global level and leave it to each standard to measure those 

impacts using indicators that are adapted regionally. Yet while Fairtrade and the EU 

ecolabel faced criticism for insufficient adaptability to local conditions and 

technological change, the MSC label has seen its consequential legitimacy threatened 

by accusations of arbitrary and inconsistent interpretation of criteria, with less 

stringent implementation in some places compared to others. In a sense such 

decentralised interpretation has transferred some of the just outlined discussions 

about appropriate focus and stringency to the assessment phase. This again shows 

the delicacy of managing different perceptions of positive consequences and 

accordingly diverting legitimacy demands. This delicacy can be expected to increase 

rather than decrease with a Sustainability Meta Labelling standard that would aim to 

have an even wider scope and area of application in order to meet unification aims.  
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Revision 

Most of the meta and sustainability schemes suggested and implemented so far as 

well as the interviewees of this study have proposed a continuous and timely revision 

of any sustainability meta standard (see e.g. Eberle 2001; Golden et al. 2010; The 

Sustainability Consortium 2010a; Rewe Group N.D.). Such dominance of norms for 

regular revisions (amongst others) to ensure the facilitation of innovation have also 

been found in the studied product-labelling cases.  

Yet while many NGOs and actors from fast moving industries have shown to demand 

such timely revisions to ensure continuous improvement and the facilitation of 

innovation, other actors, for example from capital intensive industries, have shown 

the opposite interest. As the EU energy labelling case has illustrated, in case of a 

graded scheme, revisions can also be hampered by business interests in avoiding the 

consequences of a downgrading. In the case of the EU energy labelling scheme, for 

example, such opposing interests have resulted in nearly 2 years of battle between 

manufacturers, consumer and environmental NGOs and Member States. Schlegel et al. 

(2008:17) point out that in the case of a meta scheme an additional time lag for 

regular revisions is likely to occur as changes in the meta standard would need to 

materialise through respective changes in the qualifying standards. Here again 

conflicting consequential norms, but also potential conflicts between consequential 

(related to efficiency and innovation) and procedural logics (demanding lengthy multi 

actor decision-making processes) become apparent.  

Assessment 

For the assessment phase, conflicts have centred in the studied cases mainly on 

conditional versus unconditional assessment and the right amount and nature of 

assessment bodies.  

In regard to the former, while some actors praise a conditional assessment (as also 

proposed for a meta scheme) approach for its usefulness as a pedagogical tool and to 

ensure wide applicability (and related wider diffusion across business actors); others 

seem to associate it with negative impacts. The MSC scheme, for example, has faced 

opposition and legitimacy withdrawals from key legitimacy actors, such as 

Greenpeace, because of their conditional certification approach. Here again the 

difficulty in meeting different legitimacy demands becomes apparent.  



262 

In regard to the latter, dominant norms (for example formalised in ISO standards) 

demand a separation between certification and standard setting body. Moreover, 

some actors seem to demand a large amount of assessment bodies that can provide a 

strong representation across the world and between which competition can reduce 

assessment costs, particularly for less resourceful businesses. Meeting such demands 

however can raise consequential concerns about competition between assessment 

bodies, especially when paired with imprecise standards, facilitating inconsistent and 

astringent interpretations of a labelling standard.  

Such inconsistency risks could be even greater for a Sustainability Meta Labelling 

scheme, in particular in case of local interpretations of standards through the 

assessment bodies (see discussion above). Sustainability weighting decisions would 

need to be made not only for deciding on the focus of a standard but also when 

devising overall assessment results. For both, the scoring and basic requirement 

approach discussed in Chapter 4, the interviews conducted for this study suggest that 

contestation about appropriate weighting between different sustainability 

dimensions could pose major consequential conflicts. One interviewee from a 

consumer organisation argues for example: “Because obviously there are things you 

can identify you can do footprints for such things as carbon or water. But how do you 

combine all these things together and give them a relative weighting and importance. 

Someone has to make that value judgement in the end” (Interview 1, National 

consumer organisation). And another interviewee highlights: “we then need to agree 

the exchange rate for these different impacts and so how to combine them together into 

a single currency. And the debate about whether, for this one product, whatever it is, is it 

worth emitting another ton of CO2 to save a thousand litres of water” (Interview 29, 

Consultant). In fact, also on the GoodGuide website it is highlighted: “rational people 

can disagree over the relative weight to give health vs. environment vs. social impacts 

and there is no objective, correct solution to the problem of how to aggregate such 

disparate concerns” (GoodGuide Inc. N.D.).  

These arguments resonate with recent discussions about expanding the EU energy 

label into an EUP label, where concerns have been raised about a "lack of applicable 

methodology that would allow rating, comparing and ranking products on their 

global environmental performance (mixing energy consumption with emissions to air 

or soil, noise or recyclability etc) throughout the lifecycle" (Commission of the 
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European Communities 2008b:37). In a joint statement the European Environmental 

Citizens Organisation for Standardisation (ECOS), the European Environmental 

Bureau (EEB), Climate Action Network (CAN)-Europe, International Network for 

Sustainable Energy (INFORSE)-Europe, Greenpeace, WWF and Friends of the Earth 

conclude: “for practical and pragmatic reasons the energy labelling should be 

retained, as it is far too early for an ‘Ecodesign’ or ‘LCA’ style label to exist. A lot of 

expertise and discussion are still needed. Access to data and monitoring might also 

prove to be a huge problem when all life-cycle phases are included” (ECOS et al. 

2008:4). Actors from across different classes have raised similar concerns (see e.g. 

Marcogaz 2008:2; European Alliance of Companies for Energy Efficiency in Buildings 

2008; European Lamp Companies Federation 2008:3; CECED 2008:2). 

The last point relates to reservations about potential problems in acquiring the data 

necessary for the assessment process, which have been raised also by other actors. 

“For example measuring the carbon footprint of a product is hard, but actually it’s 

probably the easiest impact to measure. You’ve then got water, waste, energy, toxicity, 

labour standards, land use change. These things are all hard to measure so it massively 

increases the complexity of the exercise. [...] I’m still concerned that doing anything to 

any real scale is either too complicated or it’s done in a simplistic way that means it is 

not meaningful” (Interview 29, Consultant). “It requires a lot of evidence which is 

usually expensive to collect and organise because you would need to gather that from all 

manufacturers or as many as you can” (Interview 11, National governmental 

organisation). And the international retailer M&S states in an enquiry by the UK 

House of Commons on sustainability related product-labelling and the idea of an 

overarching scheme: “You would have to be generating vast databases of information 

across multiple locations. So, as I say, M&S has got 15,000 farmers supplying it. I 

would guess the supermarkets probably have 40—50,000. You would basically have 

to have the information on the reforms of every single one of those locations to be 

able to come up with an aggregate label” (House of Commons Environmental Audit 

Committee 2009: Ev. 19). This problem has been particularly emphasized for 

dynamic supply chains. Again M&S have responded to the UK House of Common: 

“With product development in supermarkets you are basically changing a quarter to a 

third of your products every year […] You might get your apples from Chile, then from 

France, then from New Zealand, every single one of which will have a different carbon 

footprint, a different issue to do with labour standards, a different issue to do with 
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pesticides. Your whole system will have to shift. You will have to change all your 

labels on your apples to say, ‘It was an amber apple, no it is a green apple’ and then 

back to an amber one. So I just think in practice it will be too complex to manage” 

(House of Commons Environmental Audit Committee 2009: Ev. 19). Similarly, when it 

has been considered to expand the EU ecolabel towards a sustainability scheme, 

many actors have pointed to the complexities and costs related to controlling and 

managing such as scheme (BEUC and EEB 2007:10; IEFE – Università Bocconi 

2005:115).  

These costs can pose a major challenge for the product-labelling organisations, but 

also for the assessed entities, if the assessment costs are passed on to them. The latter 

links again to dominant marginalisation concerns. Especially for the MSC, but also the 

Fairtrade and EU ecolabelling schemes, accusations have been made they favour 

producers that have access to the necessary resources to prove compliance. These 

have negatively affected consequential legitimacy evaluations across the production 

and consumption system, and majorly threatened their institutionalisation process.  

Communication 

Section 4.2 has outlined some major conflicts of interests also in relation to the 

communication phase, in particular regarding the degree of information aggregation 

and the design of the communication.  

On the one hand, information aggregation seems crucial to ensure the 

understandability of a product-labelling scheme, which has shown to be an important 

dimension when actors pragmatically evaluate how instrumental a product-labelling 

scheme is for various communication activities. In the case of the EU energy labelling 

scheme for example, many actors question their future use of the scheme in their 

communication with consumers, after the latest restructuring has, in their view, 

resulted in less understandable information to be conveyed on the product. On the 

other hand, aggregation is essentially related to weighting decisions. As has been 

already discussed for the standard setting and assessment phase, such weighting 

decisions can stage major contestations. One interviewee from a national consumer 

organisation questions: “Who could say which issues are more important? How could 

you rate these issues? It kind of depends on what issues are important to you. [...] What 

are the important issues of the day? For each person what issues are important to them 

might vary” (Interview 1, National consumer organisation).  
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Next to aggregation, the case studies have shown that demands tend to divert also in 

relation to the design of the information on the product. While some actors focus on 

unified understandability on the side of the household consumer, others aim to 

mobilise product-labelling schemes for educational or marketing means. Especially 

the latter is often related to differentiation goals, which tend to have an inherent 

opposition to the unified communication message, which is at the heart of a 

Sustainability Meta Labelling Scheme. One interviewed NGO for example talks about 

the different design approaches of different NGOs: “with carbon labels environmental 

NGOs support that the carbon footprint is expressed in kg of CO2 as an absolute value 

because we consider that this can give some kind of order of magnitude to the consumer. 

Each time they read the label they are also educated on what is the order of magnitude 

of carbon footprints. [...] But maybe a consumer representative would think that an 

absolute quantified value is misleading or meaningless or not really helping the 

consumer to really compare products” (Interview 7, Environmental non-governmental 

EU umbrella organisation). And another interviewee predicts regarding the 

communication design interests of manufacturers and retailers: “Maybe one retailer 

might want to present that information system on their shelving and not on the 

products. And another retailer may want to present that information with green letters 

because that is the colour of the rest of its brand. So I think it would take a long time to 

ever converge around a single company and a single way of presenting information” 

(Interview 17, International meta initiative).  

7.1.2 Procedural legitimacy 

According to Suchman (1995:580), the more difficult a clear establishment of positive 

consequences, the more important becomes procedural legitimacy. Indeed, nearly all 

interviewees have highlighted the importance of procedural logics, specifically norms 

of transparency and participation, in relation to product-labelling in general and 

Sustainability Meta Labelling in particular. One interviewee argues for example: “And 

we have to make trade-offs, that’s the issue, and so therefore the way in which the 

process by which these trade-offs are made is really important [...] so for any omni-label 

that you’re talking about, the process and the trend of consultation and transparency, 

accountability is really important. Because if it’s not there then you are not going to get 

something that’s meaningful at the end of the day, it will be bias in one way or the other 

[...] Processes of consultation, the process of making sure that the significant impacts are 
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taken into account, that where’s conflict between criteria they’re resolved in an open 

manner and that every stakeholder has an opportunity to discuss that” (Interview 14, 

National competent body for the EU ecolabel).  

The case studies have shown how conforming to such procedural norms of 

transparency, participation and wider inclusion in decision-making processes can 

positively influence not only actors’ procedural but also consequential legitimacy 

evaluations. This resonates with findings cited in Biermann and Gupta (2011:1860) 

about actors, who have been involved in certain processes, tending to evaluate the 

consequences of these processes more positively. It also underpins Suchman’s (1995) 

suggestion that an important dimension of pragmatic legitimacy is the extent to 

which audiences see that an organisation is being responsive to their larger interests. 

Moreover, and further discussed in section 7.2, participatory organisational 

structures can give crucial access to the member’s resources and facilitate the 

mobilisation of allies.  

To conform to dominant procedural norms, all studied labelling entrepreneurs have 

formalized (and in fact often constantly restructured) standard setting and 

assessment procedures that include multi-actor decision-making and public 

consultations as well as extensive documentation to ensure transparency. Similar 

trends have become apparent in regard to sustainability meta initiatives (see e.g. 

Climate Labelling for Food:4; Rewe Group N.D.:10; GoodGuide Inc. N.D. but also 

reports by Ward 2012:20 on the development of the ISO 26000 standard which had 

consensus as the "key aim"). 

Another common strategy applied by labelling entrepreneurs to positively influence 

procedural legitimacy evaluations has been the combination of mimetic and 

professionalization strategies by following procedures, formalised by organisations 

associated with traditional and knowledge legitimacy. Adherence with ISO standards 

has shown to be a dominant practice and seems to have had a positive influence on 

the legitimacy evaluations at least by some actors.  

Also manipulation has played a role. This includes engagement in umbrella 

organisations, like ISEAL, pushing for the institutionalisation of favourable 

procedural norms. It also includes publicly highlighting how dominant procedural 

norms have been met.  
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Yet despite the application of such strategies, all studied product-labelling cases have 

faced legitimacy threats due to allegations of insufficient inclusiveness. Yet the case 

studies have also demonstrated how improving perceptions of inclusiveness faces 

multiple barriers.  

Firstly, enabling more participation does not necessarily need to result in perceptions 

of more inclusiveness, due to technical, financial and knowledge resource imbalances. 

All studied labelling schemes have been criticised for insufficient engagement of less 

resourceful and organised actors, particularly from developing countries or small 

businesses and NGOs, with disproportionate influence by more resourceful ones, 

often from the business sphere. As outlined in the previous sections, such 

marginalisation accusations can majorly threaten not only wider procedural but also 

consequential legitimacy evaluations. In particular, they can be a challenge for above 

discussed consequentially related selection strategies addressed at resourceful 

manufacturers and retailers. Considering that the development of an overarching 

meta scheme does not seem to be likely to necessitate fewer resources to enable 

participation, such problems could also pose a challenges for a Sustainability Meta 

Labelling scheme. In fact, concerns along these lines have already been raised during 

the interviews conducted for this study. “The difficulty of the stakeholder engagement 

routes is that almost always there are more industry people engaged than anybody else 

because there are more of them and they have a powerful financial interest to be 

involved. That almost inevitably means that they outnumber everybody else in the 

stakeholder process and therefore tend to successfully lobby against progress. So I have 

worries” (Interview 5, Sustainability non-governmental umbrella organization; but 

also interview 16).  

Secondly, section 7.1.1.3 has illustrated how some issues, like conditional certification 

or the appropriate stringency and specificity of standards, can raise fundamental 

disagreements with a consensus that is satisfactory to all seemingly impossible. Such 

difficulties further increase if there are pre-existing antagonist relationships and deep 

mutual mistrust, as has been identified for example between WWF and some 

fisheries. As already indicated in previous sections, a lot of sustainable development 

topics are affected by societal disagreement and controversy around the problem, its 

sources, dynamics and boundaries. Thus, conflicts seem likely to be even greater for a 

meta scheme that would need to find a wide scoped agreement on overarching 



268 

sustainability standards, assessment procedures and appropriate communication 

between a multitude of actors, potentially even on an international scale. As one 

interviewee simply puts it: “The more complicated and the more things that are 

covered the more likely that somebody is not happy with it” (Interview 2, International 

environmental NGO). Another interviewee argues: “If you are trying to create a broad 

sustainability label I can’t imagine getting easy agreement among all these experts 

about how you would actually calculate this. I can’t even comprehend how that could be 

achieved” (Interview 1, National consumer organisation). And another interviewee 

fears: “you might end up in an ideological debate” (Interview 12, EU supra-

governmental organisation 2). In fact, the interviewee cited in the introduction to this 

section, ends his statement with “at the end of the day, yeah, there has to be some way 

of arriving at a decision and that can be difficult” (Interview 14, National competent 

body for the EU ecolabel). Another indication of the potential procedural challenges 

for a Sustainability Meta Labelling Scheme to find satisfactory agreements can be 

found with the recent development of the ISO 26000 standard where several issues 

raised deep dissonances and conflicts, with agreement on basic decision making 

procedures already being strongly contested (Ward 2012:19).  

Thirdly, and related to the just described barrier, increasing the degree of 

participation and finding mutual adjustment is usually coupled with increased 

complexity, time and financial costs, especially in the case of conflicting interests and 

interpersonal barriers. All studied cases have given examples of how blockages 

between different interests and interpretations can result in major time lags. 

Similarly, Brunsson (2000a:35) reports how "the average time required to develop a 

standard at ISO has been seven years." Similar challenges can be expected for an 

overarching Sustainability Meta Labelling Scheme. “There will be a lot of disagreement 

about individual criteria and somebody has to compromise somewhere. So it is that 

process of getting that compromise can take a lot of time” (Interview 30, Large-scale 

UK retailer). And another interviewee argues: “After the stakeholder engagement I 

have been involved with last year I really struggle how such a broad set of 

environmental and ethical issues can be drawn into one overarching scheme. It would 

be hugely complex (although not impossible) and very, very costly to administer” 

(Interview 19, Large-scale seafood manufacturer). Moreover, a meta scheme would 

face an additional time lag as decisions would need to go through a double layer - on 

the level of the meta scheme and on the level of the individual product-labelling 
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schemes. Such time lags thereby not only result in costs, but also collate with 

consequentially related efficiency norms (Meyer and Rowan 1977:341) and demands 

to facilitate innovation through regular revisions. In relation to the MSC scheme, some 

have referred here to “an efficiency versus democracy issue" (Hoel 2004:36). In fact, 

in the case of the MSC fears of “cumbersome decision-making processes, complex 

structures and time-consuming procedures” (Gulbrandsen 2010:118) have been the 

main arguments against more participatory decision-making structures. However, 

this decision has negatively affected many actors’ legitimacy evaluations and caused 

serious threats for the overall institutionalisation process of the MSC scheme.  

These three aspects illustrate a major conflict for the legitimacy construction of 

product-labelling schemes in general and a Sustainability Meta Labelling Scheme in 

particular. On the one hand, excluding actor’s interests from decision making can not 

only threaten the legitimacy evaluations from that actor (group), but also result in 

accusations of insufficient participation and consensus orientation. On the other 

hand, increasing participation and perceptions of inclusiveness faces multiple 

barriers related to technical, financial and knowledge resource imbalances, 

antagonist relationships, fundamental disagreements and an inherent conflict 

between efficiency and democracy or, in other words, procedural and consequential 

legitimacy aspects. Thus compromises are usually necessary between a deliberative 

ideal and ensuring wider diffusion of the scheme. The key issues seems to relate less 

to finding an uncontested consensus in order to meet some deliberative ideals, and 

more to which interests are crucial to include and to what extent should they be 

included, if support across the production and consumption system is to be 

maximised. This has shown to be a highly difficult task, as will be further discussed in 

section 7.3.  

7.1.3 Knowledge legitimacy 

Knowledge legitimacy has been defined in section 5.6.7 as the belief in superior 

knowledge or skills of particular actors. A prominent strategy to circumvent some of 

the just outlined procedural and consequential conflicts and facilitate labelling 

institutionalisation projects based on knowledge logics have been professionalization 

attempts - as in linking to external bodies of competence, through the inclusion of so 

called experts with scientific or other form of expertise. Especially the engagement of 
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scientific experts amongst the core constituencies or to provide consequential 

evaluations has been used by all of the studied labelling entrepreneurs to trigger 

legitimacy re-evaluations and provide validity cues to those who associate these 

actors with superior knowledge and skills. This is in line with arguments about how 

actors, activities and settings are today increasingly “shaped in the name of science"” 

(Sahlin and Wedlin 2008: 234). 

Similar dynamics can be found with existing meta initiatives, such as the GoodGuide 

(GoodGuide Inc. N.D.), the Sustainability Consortium (Arizona State University and 

University of Arkansas 2009-2011) and the ISO 26000 standard. For example, the 

ISO 26000 standard has been developed involving "an initial democracy of ‘balanced 

experts’" (Ward 2012:20). 

The case studies have also illustrated however that professionalization is far from 

being a silver bullet to solve the challenges outlined in the previous two sections.  

Firstly, the case studies have suggested potential trade-offs between knowledge, 

procedural and consequential legitimacy, due to the resources needed to participate 

in highly professionalised decision-making procedures, adding not only to financial 

and time costs but also fuelling marginalisation concerns.  

Moreover, opposing parties have often been found to mobilise a variety of experts to 

support their different paradigmatic views rather than blindly believing any expert 

arguments. While an extensive study of the role of expertise in society, and science in 

particular, has been out of the scope of this study, this resonates for example with 

arguments by Borras and Conzelmann (2007:535) who point out: “to arrive at 

noncontroversial and hegemonic definitions of the public good has become close to 

unachievable in modern industrialized and socially and culturally differentiated 

societies. This is particularly important in the context of the EU, given its high level of 

social, political and economic diversity. Even the scientific expertise that policy 

makers in the independent quasi-regulatory agencies regularly draw on has lost its 

traditionally uncontroversial nature." As the notions of Sustainable Development and 

Sustainable Consumption and Production have been affected not only by large 

societal controversies but also by high levels of scientific uncertainties (Biermann and 

Gupta 2011:1859), the scope for professionalization strategies in regard to a 

Sustainability Meta Labelling project is arguably even further reduced. In line with 
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such conclusions, the Agriculture and Environment Research Unit at the University of 

Hertfordshire have concluded in their study for DEFRA on food omni-labelling that 

"we do not believe that the science is sufficiently robust to develop an outcome-

based, environmentally broad, omni-label at this time” (DEFRA 2010a:3).  

7.1.4 Charismatic legitimacy 

Weber (1922) highlights how a belief in the holiness or heroism or exemplariness of a 

person can facilitate the alignment with a particular order. Here the endorsement of 

labelling schemes by heroic actors, such as TV or sport stars, selected for example in 

mobilisation strategies by EU ecolabel, Fairtrade and MSC entrepreneurs, come to 

mind. Yet more than individual leaders, the involvement of certain trusted 

organisations that "have our best interests at heart", that "share our values", or that 

are "honest", "trustworthy", "decent" and "wise" (Suchman 1995:578) have shown to 

be an important driver of institutionalisation processes. A good example is the 

significant role NGOs and civil societal organisations, like churches, universities or 

schools, have played in triggering legitimacy (re)evaluations, providing validity cues 

and driving the wider diffusion of the Fairtrade scheme. Section 7.3 discusses further 

how such groups can influence the institutionalisation of product labelling schemes in 

general and Sustainability Meta Labelling in particular.  

7.1.5 Traditional legitimacy 

According to Weber (1922: part 1, III, 1, §2), traditional legitimacy refers to the 

holiness of traditions that have always prevailed. For Suchman (1995:581), some 

organisations in their overall structure are some kind of “repository of public 

confidence” because they are simply seen as "the right organisation for the job.” 

Although March and Olsen (2006:15) argue that "modern citizens have lost some of 

the naive respect and emotional affection for traditional authorities", especially 

governmental organisations have seemed to be still associated, at least by some 

actors, with some sort of trust in the rightness of their procedures and overall 

structures. Such dynamics have arguably provided positive validity cues for the EU 

eco- and EU energy label, who have been mainly driven by governmental actors. But 

also governmental endorsements of the Fairtrade and MSC schemes seems to have 
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had some positive influence on wider legitimacy evaluations, based on traditional 

grounds. Again, section 7.3 discusses the roles these actors can play in more detail. 

7.1.6 Regulatory legitimacy 

Next to support based on traditional grounds, governmental involvement can also 

enable regulatory legitimisation, which, according to Tost (2011:693), mainly 

emerges from conformity with laws (or other forms of collective regulation). 

Regulatory legitimacy has been a particularly strong force in the institutionalisation 

of the EU energy labelling scheme, where alignment with its maxims was partially 

legally enforced.  

Next to such direct legal enforcement to align with the maxims of a product-labelling 

scheme, the institutionalisation of some product-labelling schemes has been 

facilitated through indirect regulatory influence. For example, both, the EU eco and 

energy label have been related to other legal frameworks, such as minimum 

standards or regulation in regard to public procurement.  

The study of the EU energy labelling scheme has also shown however that a strong 

governmental (or supra-governmental) role, despite having the capacity to create 

regulatory legitimacy and enforce the alignment with certain maxims, does not 

necessarily reduce wider institutionalisation difficulties. This relates not only to 

enforcement difficulties but also to limited coercive capacity in regard to the wider 

social activities that shape production and consumption and can be more or less 

aligned with the maxims of a product-labelling scheme. Regulatory enforcement 

cannot ensure, for example, that NGOs, consumers and other actors, shaping demand 

for a particularly labelled product, align their social action with the maxims of the 

product-labelling scheme.  

7.1.7 Summary 

The last sections have outlined how all studied product-labelling entrepreneurs have 

struggled with demonstrating clear consequential impacts as well as contesting 

consequential evaluation criteria and according diverting legitimacy demands. All of 

these issues have shown to be likely to be a challenge also for a wide scoped 

Sustainability Meta Labelling Scheme, in fact in many cases even in amplified form. In 
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line with arguments by Suchman (1995), such consequential contestations tend to 

increase the demands regarding procedural legitimacy. But also here, contestations 

and other barriers are likely to occur and pose major challenges for homogenous 

legitimacy management, in particular in regard to conforming to ideals of 

inclusiveness and deliberation. While the mobilisation of knowledge, traditional, 

regulatory and charismatic logics has shown to be able to circumvent some of these 

conflicts, they have also been demonstrated to be anything but a silver bullet. 

Especially in the beginning of a labelling institutionalisation project more active 

evaluations along procedural and consequential logics seem difficult to avoid. Thus, 

the crucial question for any labelling institutionalisation project appears to be which 

actor’s demands are important to include in order to minimise procedural and 

consequentially related criticism and maximize the support across the production 

and consumption system. The following sections discuss this question in regard to the 

emergence phase as well as the mobilisation of allies.  

7.2 Emergence and coordination 

Sections 5.4 and 5.5. indicated that a key factor for institutionalisation projects is the 

mobilization of resources. However, "research is often vague as to what is meant by 

resources as well as what is done with them” (Hardy and van de Ven 2008:206–207). 

The following paragraphs outline, what type of actors could drive the emergence and 

main coordination of a Sustainability Meta Labelling Scheme and, based upon the case 

study findings, what type of resource such actors could potentially draw upon and 

how they could positively and negatives influence legitimacy constructions.  

Many have suggested a strong role for governmental actors, partly in the light of the 

potentially huge financial and administrative task related to the implementation of a 

meta scheme but also, as outlined in chapter 4, to enable the implementation of a 

graded communication format through regulatory enforcement. The French initiative 

seems to follow this path already. According to the Department of the Commissioner 

General for Sustainable Development (2010:2), “all products will eventually be 

required to display the requisite environmental information."  

Indeed, it has become apparent that governmental involvement in the emergence and 

coordination of a product-labelling scheme can have significant positive impacts on 
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legitimacy dynamics, enabling (although not guaranteeing) not only regulatory 

enforcement but also easier mobilisation of support from other governmental actors 

as well as indirect regulatory legitimisation by linking the product-labelling scheme 

with related legal frameworks. It can also have positive influence on legitimacy 

evaluations by actors for whom core governmental involvement creates traditional 

perceptions that an initiative is more public, democratic, trustful and accountable 

(Frankl et al. 2005:307; Boström and Klintman 2008:92). However, it has also been 

argued in the last section that regulatory capacity is limited in regard to enforcing 

alignment with a particular product-labelling scheme across the whole production 

and consumption system. Moreover, the case studies have shown how 

governmentally driven schemes, at least on an EU level (see also argument in section 

7.1.3), can be problematic. This is partly due to the need to find agreement between 

multiple bodies and the interests and institutional environments that prevail across a 

variety of different Member States; but also because interests tend to be represented 

through umbrella organisations. These dynamics can pose significant challenges for 

procedural and consequential legitimisations due to the contestations and time lags 

they can create as well as accusations of facilitating lower stringency levels. Without 

having the scope within this study for a detailed discussion of EU policy making, such 

empirical findings seem to resonate with dominant academic thinking. The EU 

political system is often referred to as "multi-levelled", "without a single point of 

governing (or government)" (see e.g. Jordan et al. 2012). According to Jordan et al. 

(2012:46), there is a general assumption that "the more levels (and hence veto 

points) there are, the more likely policies are to be blocked or watered-down.” Some 

have also raised concerns about potential conflicts with WTO laws, in case of a 

governmentally driven emergence.54  

As outlined in section 2.4.3, next to governmental (or supra-governmental) initiatives, 

meta schemes are also emerging amongst non-governmental (e.g. WWF publications) 

and business actors (e.g. REWE Pro-Planet label) as well as organisations bridging 

                                                        

54 While in-depth studies of this aspect have been outside the scope of this project, discussions of this 
issue can be found for example with the Bio Intelligence Service (2012) as well as Schlegel et al. 
(2008). 
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across actor classes (e.g. Sustainability Consortium). Golden et al. (2010)55 advocate 

that "multinational retailers and final product manufacturers arguably have more 

influence now on product standards than any single government agency because of 

their broad reach across global supply chains. To maximize the value of this 

knowledge, governments should allow such businesses to develop sustainable 

product indexing in coalition with other groups, including government institutions."  

Indeed, the case studies have suggested that involving actors from across different 

actor classes in the emergence and main coordination of product-labelling schemes 

can not only positively influence procedural legitimacy evaluations against norms of 

participation and inclusiveness, but also facilitate (although not guarantee) the 

mobilisation of allies, when these note that an actor from the same actor class (and 

thus potentially similar interests and normative orientation) is amongst the core 

constituencies. It can also improve the adaptiveness and maintenance of legitimacy 

by advancing the monitoring of interests and dominating norms in the institutional 

environment (Biermann et al. 2009:50; Suchman 1995:595). Moreover, DiMaggio 

(1988:15) highlights how involving multiple actors as “core constituencies” allows 

drawing from the member’s resources, which can be crucial to influence wider 

legitimacy evaluations and create a supporting environment. This can include not 

only financial and knowledge resources but also structural resources related to their 

social position.  

For the case of the MSC, for example, the coalition between the powerful 

manufacturer Unilever and the NGO WWF has had multiple positive (although also 

negative) influences on legitimacy evaluations and wider mobilisation processes. 

Firstly, the resourceful manufacturer Unilever and their decision to source only MSC 

fish has had an arguably large influence on the extent to which many actors in their 

supply chains, but also among their competitors, have seen positive consequences 

associated with the alignment with the MSC scheme. Secondly, WWF’s engagement 

has contributed to positive legitimacy evaluations and according support with actors 

who associate an NGO, like WWF, with charismatic logics. Indications of how a strong 

NGO role in the emergence of a product-labelling scheme can benefit the 

                                                        

55 It has to be highlighted here that some of the authors of this piece are involved in the multi-actor 
Sustainability Consortium! 
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institutionalisation project can also be found with the Fairtrade scheme: Fairtrade’s 

strong grounding in NGO and civil societal support has had not only positive influence 

on charismatic legitimisation but the networks such organisations could build upon 

has also demonstrated to be a strong facilitator for wider influences on legitimacy 

evaluations and mobilisation of allies (see also discussion in section 7.3.1). This 

resonates with arguments made by Finnemore and Sikking (1998), who remark that 

norm entrepreneurs often act within organizational platforms and advocacy 

networks from and through which they can promote their norms. This suggests that 

in particular actors’ social positions and relational embeddedness can majorly shape 

institutionalisation projects. 

It might be for these reasons that institutional entrepreneurship in relation to 

product-labelling institutionalisation projects has appeared to be seldom driven by 

one single organisation. As highlighted in section 2.3, product-labelling schemes 

usually have a formalised organisational structure of standard setting, assessment 

and communication. This organisation is not necessarily driven by the same actor(s), 

who have driven the emergence of a scheme. In fact, they are often hybrid meta 

organisations, that involve actors from across different actor classes, each 

representing other organisations (Boström and Klintman 2008:135). In addition, the 

organisational structures often involve multiple bodies with standard setting and 

assessment for example split between two organisational bodies. Thus the 

emergence, mobilisation of allies and the involved legitimacy management tends to 

be split between various actors, who can change in the course of an 

institutionalisation project. Similar tendencies can be seen with emerging meta 

initiatives.  

7.3 Mobilizing allies 

Mobilising allies has been highlighted by DiMaggio (1988) as the most essential task 

for institutionalisation projects. The studied cases have confirmed this important role 

showing how the institutionalisation of product-labelling schemes is majorly driven 

by influencing legitimacy evaluations and mobilising support from key legitimacy 

actors who can facilitate wider diffusion. The following sections reflect upon how 

common interests, norms and relationships can shape legitimacy evaluations and 
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according support from different actors, and how their support can in turn influence 

wider legitimacy evaluations and institutionalisation of a product-labelling scheme. 

By connecting these actualities with the empirical research on the potential 

conditions for a Sustainability Meta Labelling Scheme, the prospects for the 

mobilisation of wider support for a Sustainability Meta Labelling Scheme are 

discussed.  

7.3.1 Mobilising allies among NGOs  

Previous sections have already indicated how NGOs have played a fundamental role 

in the legitimacy construction and wider institutionalisation of the studied product-

labelling cases. This importance can be explained with NGOs having become powerful 

players in the international arena (Eden and Bear 2010:84), increasingly fulfilling 

“public roles that within a traditional state are usually performed by governmental 

authorities” (Vedder 2008a:13). In many fields (in particular in contemporary 

Western societies) they have developed moral authority, partly related to above 

described charismatic and knowledge logics.56 Boström and Klintman (2008:158) 

argue that a good part of the public holds a "simple, excessive (blind) trust” in NGOs, 

which can spread to labelling schemes, if NGOs are part of their core constituencies. 

In a consumer survey in Germany, Norway, Spain and Italy Sto and Strandbakken 

(2005) found for example, in response to the question, which source was trusted 

most to give information on environmental issues and who should administer an 

environmental labelling scheme, that consumer and environmental organisations 

were ranked highest in all four countries. Also Frankl et al. (2005b:184) highlight that 

“consumers tend to prefer NGOs and consumer organisations as competent or 

guarantee bodies and generally do not trust producers and retailers as sources of 

environmental information." But also if NGOs only generally endorse a particular 

product-labelling scheme, without being part of its core constituencies, positive 

influences on wider legitimacy evaluations have become apparent.  

                                                        

56 While some authors question the legitimacy of this authoritative position (e.g. Reed 2009:19 or 
Biermann et al. 2009:53), others argue that NGOs build their authority on a complex legitimacy 
process, including claims to represent marginalised or less powerful actors, claims for a certain 
expertise on a particular issue (Boström 2006b:352) and appeals to moral principles (Levy and Newell 
2002. 96). A helpful discussion of the sources for NGO authority can be found for example with Vedder 
(2007).  
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Next to providing positive validity cues, NGOs can use their position in society to 

contribute to the proselytization of a morality in which the maxims of a particular 

labelling scheme occupy positions of honour (and coercive pressure). Both, the 

institutionalisation of the MSC and Fairtrade schemes, have been greatly influenced 

by general awareness raising campaigns by various advocacy groups, who triggered 

legitimacy (re)evaluations and built up a general societal coercive pressure to 

support more sustainable fishing practices or fairer trade conditions, respectively. If 

considered legitimate, labelling schemes can be used within this process as education 

measure and to offer a simple and easy to communicate solution. For example, the 

publication of sustainable fish consumer guides, which endorsed the MSC scheme, has 

been an important dimension in its institutionalisation. In the case of the Fairtrade 

scheme, Fairtrade NGOs have organised various awareness raising campaigns directly 

promoting the alignment of purchase action with Fairtrade maxims. Here the above 

mentioned transnational advocacy networks, highlighted by Hay (2006:69) and 

Finnemore and Sikking (1998), NGOs can build upon are of particular importance.  

In addition to awareness raising campaigns, building coercive pressure can also 

include a politics of praise and shame of actors, in particular businesses. If considered 

legitimate, such action can be directly related to the support of a product-labelling 

scheme, as they can offer an easy identification of existing and non-existing 

commitments; but also easy to communicate solution. “So if we are talking to people 

[within businesses] about these issues [...] it means that we can point out that there are 

solutions and that there are people who are making it better. And there is an 

independent third party review of that situation. [...] So it means we can say those guys 

are doing it the right way you should support them” (Interview 2, International 

environmental NGO). A straightforward illustration of how NGOs can facilitate the 

diffusion of particular product-labelling schemes can also be found with the NGO 

Fairfood (2010). Fairfood have developed a set of sustainability criteria, including the 

compliance with certain product-labelling schemes, against which they measure 

branded products. In case the brand owners are not able to prove the compliance of 

their products with these criteria, Fairfood threatens the staging of negative public 

campaigning. Next to this shaming tactic, NGOs can also positively highlight 

companies that adapt certain labelling schemes. Fairfood for example rewards 

companies who do align with particular labelling schemes with the ability to use the 

Fairfood name and logo as well as the prospects for the generation of "positive 
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attention". A less proactive, but still very important, influencing factor, seen in the 

studied cases, is the potential abdication of negative campaigning in case companies 

have aligned their action with a particular labelling scheme.  

Another very significant mechanism is the public ranking of products as well as whole 

organisations against sustainability criteria. In Germany and the Netherlands, for 

example, the NGO ‘Rank a Brand’ provides a website where any web-user can 

evaluate the publicly available information of branded companies against a set of 

closed questions about carbon emissions, environmental policy and labour 

conditions. Depending on the number of positively answered questions ‘Rank a 

Brand’ produces a rank for that company and displays it on the website.57 In the UK, 

the charity organisation People&Planet ranks universities on their green and ethical 

performance. Such rankings or “indices” (Benoît and Vickery-Niederman 2010:10) 

are also increasingly been produced and used by profit seeking entities and research 

institutions (see for example Bio Intelligence Service 2008). Rankings across these 

sectors can use the adherence with certain product-labelling schemes in their criteria 

and, in doing so, majorly influence wider legitimacy evaluations and diffusion of these 

schemes (see e.g. People&Planet 2011 and ‘Rank a Brand’). ISEAL claims that, for 

example, the financial sector has started to draw upon such rankings when deciding 

about lending policies (ISEAL Alliance and AccountAbility 2011:4). 

Section 7.2 has indicated that one strategy for labelling entrepreneurs to facilitate 

such NGO support in positively influencing legitimacy evaluations and the wider 

diffusion of their labelling scheme is to engage NGOs as core constituencies, as seen in 

the cases of the Fairtrade and MSC schemes. Emerging meta initiatives seem to follow 

similar paths. The GoodGuide, for example, highlights on its website that it works 

with a wider range of NGOs (GoodGuide Inc. N.D.). Also the Sustainability Consortium, 

REWE’s Pro-Planet scheme and the environmental footprinting initiative in France all 

involve major NGOs in their organisational structures. Moreover, there has been some 

initiation among NGO actors themselves, as the report by Schlegel et al. (2008), 

commissioned by WWF Germany, but also the initiate by the NGO People4Earth 

shows.  

                                                        

57 See http://rankabrand.org/ for more detailed information.  
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To what extent such dynamics could result in broader support among NGO actors for 

a Sustainability Meta Labelling Scheme is difficult to say. Some indication can be 

found in a recent statement by BEUC in regard to initiatives to extend the EU energy 

label toward an EuP label: “we do not consider it useful to drop the energy label and 

develop a new, more general ‘eco-design’ label instead. [...] People are already 

confused by environmental information that is on display” (BEUC 2008:6). As 

outlined in section 2.4, such arguments by BEUC have been accompanied by other 

NGOs complaining about an inflation of product-labelling schemes, with some of them 

suggesting the implementation of condensing measures. The umbrella organisation of 

German environmental advocacy groups, for example, highlights the inflation of 

labelling and certification schemes; questioning their further proliferation (Maier 

2008b). One interviewee from an EU level consumer and environmental NGO states: 

“our general position is don’t add additional labels and add to the confusion but rather 

extend and improve existing schemes (Interview 6, EU level consumer and 

environmental NGO). All such arguments could play into the hands of initiators of a 

Sustainability Meta Labelling Scheme. Indeed, Schlegel et al. (2008:13) argue that 

given “a common interest […] to encourage social and environmental sound 

management of natural resources towards more sustainable production patterns, 

there should be support for a Global Standard-Setting Scheme for Natural Resources” 

amongst NGOs. For them the most important benefit “is that a generic standard […] 

allows stakeholders to concentrate their efforts and contributions on one forum. It is 

therefore much less cost-intensive than participating in different roundtables and 

standard-setting schemes, which comes as a consequence of the current proliferation 

of standards" (Schlegel et al. 2008:13). They also argue that “international experts 

from different standard-setting organisations, NGOs and research institutes [...] have 

shown strong support for the idea of a Global Sustainability Standard-Setting Scheme” 

(Schlegel et al. 2008:31) 

Research conducted for this study suggests a less positive picture however. Especially 

NGO actors who have been already involved in the organisational structures or 

broader support of existing product-labelling and certification schemes could be 

reluctant to give up the sovereignty of these schemes and open them up to a meta 

assessment which could blur them with other schemes or potentially be even 

negative. Mirroring arguments made by Frankl et al. (2005:320) and Teufel et al. 

(2009), some interviewees have seen the potentially largest opponent to a 
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Sustainability Meta Labelling scheme in organisations that have been involved in 

existing product-labelling and certification organisations (interviews 4, 11, 13, 20, 

22). Indeed one FLO representative, for example, has stated during an interview: “I 

certainly can’t accept that our scheme per se should be made equivalent of something 

else because there are lots of things that we do differently for a reason.” Another 

indication of such potential problems can be found in the implementation of the 

biofuels meta standard, where organisations involved in the FSC scheme opposed a 

standard that put them on an equal footing with their rival the ‘Programme for the 

Endorsement of Forest Certification’ (PEFC). And in fact, in a later publication in the 

Journal for Cleaner Production, also some of the authors of the WWF Germany report 

raise that "recent discussions among stakeholders of standard initiatives revealed 

low acceptance for a new generic standard if it ultimately led to the replacement of 

existing standards" (Kaphengst et al. 2009:100). Also the NGO People4Earth, whose 

original intent it was to enable the implementation of an overarching Sustainability 

Meta Labelling Scheme including communication with or on the product, have shifted 

their focus towards enabling companies to assess their performance, determine the 

potential compliance of supply chain actors with different internationally accepted 

standards for sustainability, facilitate their business-to-business communication and 

assist governmental procurement (People4Earth.org 2012).  

Next to such empirical indications, the case studies have shown how NGO 

engagement amongst core constituencies is by no means a guarantor for wide spread 

NGO support. Instead, wide spread NGO support has been found to be very fragile and 

greatly influenced by procedural and consequential legitimacy evaluations. In fact, the 

MSC case has shown how different NGOs can follow obviously different agendas with 

organisations, like WWF, taking a more collaborative approach and organisations, 

such as Greenpeace, focussing on negative pressure through close examination and 

criticism not only of businesses and governments but also of labelling organisation’s 

procedures and consequences. Accordingly, the mobilisation of support among NGOs 

has proven to be majorly associated with gaining and maintaining positive procedural 

and consequentially related legitimacy evaluations. Section 7.1 has discussed how 

this is an extremely difficult task however, with the challenge likely to increase rather 

than decrease for Sustainability Meta Labelling entrepreneurs.  
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7.3.2 Mobilising allies among academics 

Academics have also played a relevant role in the institutionalisation processes of the 

studied product-labelling cases. This has been not only limited to their active 

engagement in organisational structures and decision-making processes in order to 

increase knowledge legitimacy (see section 7.1.3). Academic research has been also 

often at the epic centre of procedural and consequential criticism and the triggering 

of legitimacy re-evaluations. In the case of the MSC, for example, negative press 

coverage followed the publication of two reports by research institutes 

(commissioned by NGOs) making negative procedural and consequential evaluations 

of the MSC scheme. Similarly, a report by the Adam Smith Institute, criticising the 

Fairtrade scheme on procedural and consequential grounds, was picked up in the 

British newspaper The Guardian titling “Not so Fairtrade” (Chambers 12.12.09).  

On the other side of the coin, academic research has also been mobilised to facilitate 

positive procedural and consequential legitimacy evaluations. This has involved 

previously mentioned consequential evaluation studies mobilised by all studied 

labelling entrepreneurs as part of their consequential manipulation strategies (see 

section 7.1.1.1). Some academics, like Smith (2009a, b, 2010) in the case of Fairtrade, 

have even actively contributed to legitimacy repairs. In fact, it appears that in some 

cases the boundaries between academic organisations and advocacy groups have 

become fluid with academic institutes, such as the Adam Smith institute in the case of 

the Fairtrade scheme, pursuing a clear agenda and actively trying to influence wider 

legitimacy evaluations. This is in line with arguments made in section 7.3.2 about 

dominant governance norms, which imply that (amongst others) networks of 

scientists as well as NGOs increasingly influence environmental politics through 

research and policy advice. 

7.3.3 Mobilising allies among media and 

other public opinion leaders 

Media stories and campaigns are frequently acknowledged as an important 

influencing factor on general perceptions of models of appropriateness, the building 

of coercive pressures, the triggering of legitimacy (re)evaluations and the provision of 

validity cues and within many organisational and individual fields (Hughes et al. 
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2008:354). Most interviewees agreed on the important role of press and television 

media. One interviewee states: “it is almost all through media because this is nowadays 

how people find out about life. […] For the vast majority of the population most of their 

information comes through magazines, newspapers and TV programmes. And if media 

decides to raise a high profile campaign then it will raise awareness incrementally every 

time they do that” (Interview 19, Large-scale seafood manufacturer). Indeed, a UK 

survey among 1134 adults by Ipsos Mori found in 2007 for example that television is 

the most trusted source when it comes to environmental and social action of retailers 

(Ipsos Mori 2008a:32).  

Such media coverage can positively influence wider legitimacy evaluations of 

product-labelling schemes not only by proselytizing a supportive normative 

environment (e.g. by raising awareness about labour conditions, overfishing etc.), but 

also by drawing attention to the existence of (and potentially endorsing) particular 

labelling schemes; negatively highlighting actors who do not align with them; or 

positively highlighting actors that do so. An example can be found with the MSC 

scheme being indirectly and directly promoted through multiple TV channels. 

Another example is national Competent Bodies of the EU ecolabelling scheme staging 

media campaigns, including the mobilisation of public opinion leaders who publicly 

pledge their support of the scheme. Fairtrade organisations and their allies have 

recently started to engage new social media, like Facebook, in their promotional (and 

legitimacy influencing) strategies.  

However, media actors can also exert negative influence on legitimacy evaluations, 

for example, by publishing negative procedural or consequential evaluations of a 

particular scheme. All studied product-labelling schemes have become repeated 

subjects of such negative media coverage.  

The case studies have suggested that in exerting these positive and negative 

influences, media actors often react to other actor’s legitimacy evaluations and 

according support or questioning of a particular scheme. Next to academic research 

being picked up in the mass media (see section 7.3.2), many NGOs seem to hope to 

garner coverage in newspapers, radio and television as a driver for influences on 

societal models of appropriateness. Clarke et al. (2007:240) report for the British 

media landscape for example "a significant increase in the amount of regular news 

coverage of ethical consumption [...] since the early 1990s" often depending on 



284 

information generated by surveys and opinion polls and "the emergence of a select 

number of organisations as important and credible sources of news." In a sense, 

media actors can be seen more as an amplifier of all sorts of relational influences on 

legitimacy evaluations, including shaping the perceptions of self interests and 

dominant models of appropriateness, the provision of validity cues and the triggering 

of legitimacy (re-)evaluations. 

In regard to Sustainability Meta Labelling, although an extensive wide scoped media 

analysis for each emerging imitative has been outside the scope of this research, there 

are indications that the GoodGuide scheme could already harness a fair amount of 

positive news coverage mainly in the United States (GoodGuide Inc. N.D.). However, in 

the light of the arguments made above about procedural and consequential legitimacy 

challenges for a Sustainability Meta Labelling Scheme, potential amplifications of 

negative legitimacy evaluations through media actors should be kept in mind.  

7.3.4 Mobilising allies among 

governmental actors 

The case studies have demonstrated that next to the potential positive effects of 

engaging governmental actors as core constituencies described in section 7.2, 

mobilising governmental actor’s support can have several positive influences on 

wider legitimacy constructions, including the provision of financial support, 

regulation of production practices, the creation of public procurement demand and 

influence on broader models of appropriateness. 

7.3.4.1 Financial support 

Governmental actors tend to have large financial and human resources, which they 

can use to support labelling organisations as well as other actors in their alignment 

with a particular product-labelling scheme. Some governmental actors have, for 

example, contributed to the costs of MSC certification for some fisheries. Or, in the 

case of the EU energy label, governmental actors have provided subsidies to 

incentivise the purchase of more energy efficient labelled products amongst 

household consumers. 
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7.3.4.2 Regulating production 

As indicated in section 7.1, governmental actors shape individual and organisational 

fields through regulation, which, if related to product-labelling schemes, can majorly 

influence wider legitimacy evaluations. Examples are the relation of fiscal measures, 

such as taxation, to the adherence with certain labelling schemes or the use of 

labelling standards as a guide for setting minimum standards. Both have been major 

drivers for the institutionalisation of the EU energy label. While these initiatives tend 

to be mainly related to governmentally driven labelling schemes, the recent UK 

biofuel regulation shows that governmental regulation gets also increasingly linked 

with and can be a major driver for the institutionalisation of private product-labelling 

schemes (Upham et al. 2011). In fact, Upham et al. (2013) suggest that the 

sustainability biofuel initiative represents a novel hybrid of both state and non-state 

forms of rule making that “takes the trend of an increasing blending and blurring of 

the public and private spheres to a new level.” 

In addition, the pure threat of stronger regulation has shown to be a potential 

influencing factor. In line with earlier outlined normative trends away from 

traditional state rule making, commitments to align with the maxims of a product-

labelling schemes have been sometimes accepted as an alternative to direct 

regulation (see for example the EU ecolabelling case but also reports by Pedersen and 

Neergaard 2006:25; Gulbrandsen 2006:478; UNEP/Wuppertal Institute Collaborating 

Centre 2007:7; Boström and Klintman 2008:101).  

Next to such rather blunt relational links, Meidinger (2008:276) reports that some 

governments "may offer certified firms preferential treatment. […] It seems likely that 

governmental regulators will be prone to view certified firms more positively than 

uncertified ones. Thus, over time, absorption or incorporation of certification 

standards and routines into state law seems likely to occur informally, through 

infusion into the general expectations and conventional assumptions of regulatory 

communities.” For example, it has been reported how MSC certification has 

influenced the allocation of fishing quotas. 

7.3.4.3 Public procurement 

According to one interviewee, “more and more governments are acting as well through 

procurement which, okay, it’s not regulation but it’s very influential, public 
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procurement. […] So this puts a lot of pressure on businesses who want to keep contracts 

in the public sector” (Interview 11, National governmental organisation). The case 

studies have supported that alignment of public procurement with particular 

product-labelling scheme can indeed be an important factor in influencing legitimacy 

evaluations and the wider institutionalisation of product-labelling scheme, not only as 

it provides resource for other actors but also to set examples of best practice and 

influence norms of appropriateness. This resonates with arguments for example by 

Lohse and Wulf-Schnabel (2000:49); Searle et al. (2004:14); Rubik et al. (2008:401); 

Meidinger (2008:274) and Allison and Carter (2000).  

7.3.4.4 Shaping broader models of appropriateness 

Governmental and supra governmental organisations can also engage in the 

proselytization of a morality in which the maxims of a particular labelling scheme 

occupy positions of honour. Next to the symbolic message of aligning own 

procurement with particular schemes, governmental actors can openly point to the 

potential public and individual benefits of ordering action in accordance with 

particular labelling schemes. Examples can be found on the website of the British 

government highlighting the benefits of product-labels, such as the MSC or the EU 

ecolabel58. Fairtrade Towns and Nation campaigns are another example. As argued in 

previous sections, such activities can provide important triggers for legitimacy re-

evaluations and validity cues to actors who associate governmental organisations 

with traditional, knowledge or charismatic legitimacy.  

7.3.4.5 Legitimacy management strategies and reflection on 

Sustainability Meta Labelling 

Motivations for governmental actors to engage in such supporting activity can be 

manifold. Some of the studied labelling entrepreneurs have tried to manipulate 

governmental actor’s legitimacy evaluations through active promotion and 

engagement in political processes, as found for example with the Fairtrade lobbying 

organisation FINE or the ISEAL initiative. For one interviewee supporting product-

                                                        

58 See 
http://www.direct.gov.uk/en/Environmentandgreenerliving/Greenerhomeandgarden/Greenerlabels
andclaims/index.htm but also publications by the House of Commons Environmental Audit Committee 
(2009); UNEP (2006) or UNEP/Wuppertal Institute Collaborating Centre (2007) 
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labelling schemes “is a policy tool that will be rolled out or used to meet some policy 

goals of a government. Either they have targets to meet or they want to stimulate 

innovation or they want to protect industry or they want to protect the environment. 

Different governments have different motivations. [...] Another motivation is that 

governments want to be seen as being active to the voters they want to appeal to voters 

to have something to say about green, environment, sustainability” (Interview 28, 

Consultant). This resonates with arguments by DiMaggio (1988:15) who highlights 

that, if the institutionalisation project is successful, subsidiary actors have the 

consequential prospects of becoming legitimated themselves. Accordingly, such 

motivations tend to be stronger, the further the product-labelling scheme has 

progressed in its institutionalisation process.  

As indicated in section 7.2, another important factor influencing the degree of 

governmental support is the formation of the core constituencies of a product-

labelling scheme. The Fairtrade scheme, for example, has been able to build upon a 

long standing support among development agencies. Even stronger than that, the EU 

eco- and energy labelling scheme have been majorly pushed by EU officials and have 

therefore been accompanied with a strong pressure on other governmental actors to 

support the schemes. The MSC case study, on the other hand, has illustrated how a 

lack of strong governmental engagement amongst core constituencies and the instead 

strong role for private actors, has negatively affected legitimacy evaluations by some 

governmental actors. According to Boström and Klintman (2008:92), in particular in 

countries with a tradition of state centred policymaking, such dynamics can be a large 

obstacle. Moreover, as indicated in previous sections, product-labelling, although 

often acting globally, so far tends to be more of a phenomenon in early industrialised 

countries with actors from these regions dominating their emergence and 

coordination, including governmental actors.  

A similar picture seems to emerge in relation to Sustainability Meta Labelling, with 

especially the French government and EU officials pushing for the establishment of an 

overarching environmental footprinting scheme as well as British and US American 

governmental organisations being involved in the Sustainability Consortium (see 

section 2.4). Some of these actors explicitly highlight how they see these initiatives as 

a part of “new governance” and “multi-stakeholder approaches” (Interview 18, 

National governmental official involved in the development of harmonised 
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environmental product information). However, despite such suggestions of support 

within the governmental sphere at least in some early industrialised countries, 

interviews conducted for this study have suggested that there are also some major 

reservations amongst governmental actors (e.g. interviews 14 and 13). As already 

discussed for NGOs, such reservations could be particularly strong in regard to actors 

who are involved in already existing schemes.  

7.3.5 Mobilising other civil societal 

organisations 

In addition to environmental, social and consumer advocacy groups, other civil 

societal organisations, such as churches, schools or universities, can align their action 

with particular product-labelling scheme and, in doing so, greatly influence wider 

legitimacy evaluations. In the UK, for example, different organisations have formed 

the Food for Life Partnership to assist schools and communities across England in 

getting access to seasonal, local, freshly cooked and organic food. Part of this initiative 

is to award schools and universities who implement measures to achieve these aims. 

Within this awarding scheme the partnership refers to the procurement of organic 

and MSC certified food in their award criteria (Food for life partnership 2011). Next 

to the MSC, especially the Fairtrade scheme has shown how support from civil 

societal organisations, such as churches, schools and universities, can greatly 

influence wider legitimacy evaluation and institutionalisation processes. This 

includes not only changes in their procurement but also general promotion activities. 

Public support by these organisations can trigger legitimacy re-evaluations, provide 

validity cues and influence definitions of norms of appropriateness with actors who 

associate these organisations with charismatic, traditional and knowledge logics.  

In regard to the motivations for such support, the Fairtrade case suggests some 

positive influence from having civil societal organisations among the core 

constituencies of a product-labelling scheme. In other cases, civil societal support has 

been closely linked to governmental legitimisation. As part of their support for the 

MSC, DEFRA for example is involved in the MSCs "fish and kids" campaign that tries to 

facilitate the selling of MSC certified fish at schools. Similar to governmental support, 

some civil societal support has been related to mutually legitimacy reinforcing 

dynamics. This implies that civil societal organisations have associated the alignment 
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with a particular product-labelling scheme with the prospects of becoming 

legitimated themselves. Such dynamics can only emerge with already widely 

institutionalised schemes. 

7.3.6 Mobilising allies among household 

consumers 

As discussed earlier, much of the current Sustainability Meta Labelling initiatives 

focus on individual household consumer as the major potential ally for the 

institutionalisation of a Sustainability Meta Labelling Scheme.  

In the studied cases, labelling entrepreneurs have tried to mobilise household 

consumer support mainly through manipulation strategies by relating the alignment 

of purchase action to contributions to greater societal welfare as well as individual 

benefits such as health, quality or cost savings. Many interviewees have suggested 

however that household consumer support based on such active legitimacy 

evaluations along pragmatic and normative dimensions tends to be limited and, as 

indicated in section 7.1.1.1, would probably be limited also for a Sustainability Meta 

Labelling Scheme. One interviewee from a consumer organisation states: “You have to 

consider the length of time people take to make decision on what to buy which is very 

short. And there are decision-making short cuts on promotion, brand and things. […] So 

we have the niche green consumers who will pay attention to those things but for the 

general population I suspect that people don’t look at it” (Interview 1, National 

consumer organisation). And a major branded manufacturers states: “There is no 

average consumer. But what I would say is that there is a limited number of consumers 

who are looking carefully at labels on the pack” (Interview 21, Large multinational 

food and drink brander). Similarly, M&S have highlighted during the recent 

environmental labelling enquiry by the UK House of Commons Environmental Audit 

Committee that, even though detailed information is necessary, it will only reach a 

small amount of consumers. According to them, most of the consumers won´t have 

the time to care for labels but want the retailer to sort the things out (House of 

Commons Environmental Audit Committee 2009: Ev 15). This mirrors arguments by 

the University of Hertfordshire in their recent report on ‘Effective Approaches to 

Environmental Labelling of Food Products’ for DEFRA: "labels only appeal to a small 

consumer segment, the size of which depends on the type of label” (DEFRA 
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2010a:14). For such reasons, "changing industry behaviour was seen as the more 

important goal in contributing to substantial, direct and large-scale improvements in 

environmental impact" (DEFRA 2010a:14).  

Also in the case studies conducted for this research, household consumer support has 

appeared to be very much driven by relational dynamics, following wider diffusion of 

product-labelling schemes across the production and consumption system and the 

increased alignment of various activities by non-governmental, governmental and 

civil societal organisations, media and business actors, rather than being the major 

pull factor for labelling institutionalisation processes. The appreciation of this wider 

societal embeddedness of purchase action should not result in completely abolishing 

the role of the (household) consumer in labelling institutionalisation projects 

however.  

Firstly, some interviewees emphasized that the influence of changes in purchase 

action of a few committed household consumers should not be neglected. As 

highlighted in section 6.1, one interviewee engaged with the retailer sector has stated 

in regard to the MSC scheme for example: “Even if the MSC influenced only 8% [of 

consumers], supermarkets don’t know which consumers they are but [the supermarkets] 

start adopting a scheme to make sure that all the supply chain is MSC certified so that 

the consumer can be sure that all the fish is certified” (Interview 28, Consultant). And 

also for the other cases studies it has been reported how labelling schemes have been 

used by some manufacturers and retailers to target committed green or ethical 

consumers.  

Secondly, as has been introduced in section 5.4.1.1, diffusion processes are very much 

linked to resource dependencies. Thus, for NGOs and other organisations to be able to 

exert the previously described coercive pressure, they need to show their control 

over needed resources. As household consumer purchases are arguably one of the 

main resources for many businesses, one way to do so is to try to speak in the name 

of consumers and present issues as indicative of coherent trends in consumer 

preference (Clarke et al. 2007:234). One interviewee from a consumer organisation 

states: “I think there is a general principle that consumer organisations want to help 

consumers have access to good quality information so that they can be helped to make 

informed purchasing decisions. [...] So I think it is rather organised groups than 

individual consumers requesting it. But you could argue that civil societal organisations 
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are representative voices of consumers. You would need those organised groups to speak 

on their behalf. I don’t think consumer would spontaneously request. So I think it 

[product-labelling] is more demand from civil societal organisations such as NGOs, 

consumer groups.” (Interview 1, National consumer organisation). Such descriptions 

have resonated with the ones provided by interviewees from the business sphere. 

One interviewee from a retail background, for example, describes the role of NGOs in 

driving the institutionalisation of product-labelling schemes as “to create consumer 

awareness as a precursor to consumer demand and to then chase the brands into doing 

something about it” (Interview 29, Consultant). Clarke et al. (2007:234) use the term 

“individualised collective action” at this point, which can build on two main dynamics:  

Firstly, NGOs can threaten to stage negative publicity. According to Jordan et al. 

(2006:176), supply chain producers and service providers are often driven "by fears 

about a loss of market shares rather than the hope of increasing their market share.” 

Such risks can relate to “generalized concerns about brand reputation” that exists 

even if consumers only demonstrate limited direct interest in sustainability labelled 

products (Vandenbergh et al. 2011:5). For Auld et al. (2007:3), product-labelling has 

therefore often become a tool “for mitigating exposure to bad public relations by 

bolstering a company’s overall ethical and environmental profile” or, as has been the 

case with the EU energy label, avoid negative evaluation, rather than a tool to target 

individual, highly committed consumers. This builds on the assumption that even if 

most consumers tend to stick with conventional shopping action, they can play latent 

roles by being mentally prepared to discriminate among products because of 

concerns related to sustainability issues (Boström and Klintman 2008:180). Similar 

conclusions can be found in a recent review by White et al. (2009:11) of existing 

policy-relevant evidence on consumer behaviour and attitudes to food and 

environment in the UK. Also many of the interviews conducted for this study have 

supported this view (interviews 19, 30). One consultant working on climate change 

issue states: “I think for many it [supporting a particular product-labelling scheme] is 

as much about managing a future risk that customers move away from their brand than 

there is a genuine green or sustainable consumer in the main stream today.[…] And they 

increasingly see that it is important for them to stay in business. […] I guess a bit like, 

people over night wanted their tuna to be dolphin friendly, they wanted their cars to be 

safe and have seat belts but that similar things are expected in everyday consumables, 
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consumer products, and they need to be future proofed against that” (Interview 29, 

Consultant).  

Secondly, even if household consumers might not change their actual purchase 

behaviour they seem to be more prone to express Sustainable Development concerns 

verbally. This is commonly referred to as ‘value action gap’. A strong example has 

been the EU energy labelling scheme with various consumer survey stating a 

consumer demand for more energy efficient products and high awareness of the EU 

energy labelling scheme. Such statistical relevance can be brought into the discourse 

and amplified by environmental and consumer advocacy groups through the 

mobilisation of market research, surveys and other technologies, often involving 

professional consultancies or research institutions.  

Some interviewees have highlighted, and the conducted case studies have supported, 

that individualised collective action, based on such dynamics, can be sufficient to 

increase coercive pressures on businesses but also governmental actors and, if 

related to a labelling scheme, majorly influence legitimacy evaluations and wider 

diffusion of that scheme (e.g. interviews 29 and 11). 

Indications of the mobilisation of individualised collective action can already be found 

in regard to Sustainability Meta Labelling initiatives. The website informing about the 

French environmental footprinting initiative, for example, cites multiple French and 

European consumer polls to support a stated demand on household consumer side 

for clearer product information (Vergez 2012:3). A similar picture can be found on 

the website of the Sustainability Consortium (Arizona State University and University 

of Arkansas 2009-2011). A recent survey by the Bio Intelligence Service, 

commissioned by the European Commission, in fact illustrates how surveys can 

potentially be much more powerful than actual purchase changes with 96% of 

respondents favouring the establishment of environmental labelling but only about 

half stating to look for it (Bio Intelligence Service 2012:10). Other consumer surveys 

have supported such claims for a statistical household consumer demand for clearer 

product information (see e.g. The Gallup Organisation 2009; Icaro Consulting 2009; 

Eckert et al. 2007; Penn 2006 and Ipsos Mori 2008a). And also some consumer 

organisations have joined this creation of coercive pressure through individualised 

collective action. The UK non profit consumer organisation Which (2010:8), for 

example, argues that consumer studies they have conducted found participants to be 
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"overwhelmed and confused by the current range of labels in use." They highlight that 

"if labelling schemes were clearer, 69% say that they would pay more attention to 

these issues – and this was reinforced by people in our focus groups. [...] Some 

thought it would be helpful to try combine different elements on the label under a 

single scheme" (Which 2010:16). And the UK National Consumer Council has built 

direct coercive pressure stating that “Environment Direct should incorporate publicly 

available information on the environmental performance of individual products, with 

some form of scoring or ranking system.” This kind of ranking system "would provide 

necessary clarity about manufacturers’ claims on sustainability" (Steedmann 

2005:16).  

However, despite such potential positive influences on legitimacy evaluations and 

facilitator for the institutionalisation of a Sustainability Meta Labelling Scheme, 

earlier sections have outlined how meta labelling entrepreneurs could potentially 

face major challenges in mobilising wider support among consumer and other NGOs, 

who are arguably one of the main drivers of individualised collective action.  

7.3.7 Mobilising allies among 

manufacturers and retailers 

Section 7.1.1 has already indicated how selecting the mobilisation of resourceful 

manufacturers and retailers can be a key strategy to influence wider legitimacy 

evaluations and facilitate the diffusion of an alignment with a particular product-

labelling scheme across the production and consumption system. This has been 

supported by many interviewees (interviews 2, 5, 14, 16, 17, 27, 28). It also resonates 

with arguments in the extant literature about many supply chains having become 

increasingly buyer driven and dominated by retailers and manufacturers.59 Next to 

branded manufacturers, who have traditionally had large social control over other 

actors, especially in food supply chains, many buyer driven supply chains have seen a 

huge rise in social control by retail companies (Wrigley and Lowe 2002:52–54; Busch 

and Bain 2004:328; Lebel 2005:12; Gallastegui and Spain 2002:321; Boström and 

                                                        

59 Next to buyer driven supply chains, Gereffi et al. (2005) list producer driven supply chains in which 
producers holding technological and production information face a fragmented retail sector. To this 
list Lee et al. (2010) add bilateral oligopolies with both sides being concentrated and traditional 
markets with both sides being fragmented.  
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Klintman 2008:146; Dewick and Foster:2011). By moderating and directing between 

the production and consumption side, retailers influence which goods, information 

and values reach the customer and vice versa (Hansen 1988:336; UNEP/Wuppertal 

Institute Collaborating Centre on Sustainable Consumption and Production 2007:11–

12; Durieu 2003:8; Fox and Vorley 2004:4; Dewick and Foster:2011). Some refer here 

to a so called “gate-keeper” function (IEFE and ICEM CEEM 1998:71–72). During the 

last decade or so retail companies have further expanded this influence through 

vertically integration60 and concentration (Iles 2007b:293; Busch and Bain 2004:332; 

Schoenheit et al. 2008:14–15; Jones et al. 2005:34; McGoldrick 1990:18; Burt and 

Sparks 2003:239; Wrigley and Lowe 2002:22–23; Gardner and Sheppard 1989). 

Especially food retailing in industrialised as well as middle income countries has 

become increasingly oligopolistic. In fact, in 2001 for the first time a retail company 

had the biggest business volume in the world: with 220 billion US$ Walmart left 

behind Exxon Mobile and General Motors (Wortmann 2003:1). With production 

outsourced to many producers and yet the selling of products concentrating among a 

few branded retailers and manufacturers61, these branders often have become “the 

main ‘gateway’ to the largest, Northern markets” (Dauvergne and Lister 2012:37), 

and (potentially) also increasingly to large markets emerging in economies like China, 

Brazil or India. “A relative handful of retailers often now control access to enormous 

numbers of consumers” (Kumar 1996:92). Especially small-scale suppliers, have 

become increasingly dependent on the resources branded manufacturers and 

retailers inhibit (van Wijk et al. 2008:12) and are usually eager to meet their 

demands (Dauvergne and Lister 2012:40). Many scholars therefore argue that these 

manufacturers and retailers act as "key agents", who can exert coercive pressure and 

delegate, manage and enforce production processes that are in accordance with their 

interests (Gereffi 1994). Other terms used at this point are “focal actors” (Dewick and 

Foster:2011) or "lead" companies (Ponte and Gibbon 2005:5). The latter, Ponte and 

Gibbon (2005:5) define as companies who inhibit a functional position that enables 

                                                        

60 In the UK for example retailer’s own branded products have a market share of 40% (Fox and Vorley 
2004:4). 
61 In fact, many scholars argue, that due to increasing vertical integration on both retail and 
manufacturer side, the traditional distinction between (at least branded) retailers and manufacturers 
is increasingly blurred (Dauvergne and Lister 2012:36; McGoldrick 1990:3; Schoenheit et al. 2008:14-
15). To account for this blending, instead of referring to manufacturers and retailers, Dauvergne and 
List (2012:36) distinguish between not branded and branded companies.  
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them to "shape who does what along the chain (and at what price, using what 

standards, to which specifications and delivering at what time)."  

Hence, if product-labelling entrepreneurs find support among such focal actors, they 

have the prospects of this coercive pressure being related to the alignment with 

particular product-labelling schemes, which can have significant impacts on the wider 

production and consumption system (Lebel and Lorek 2008:248–249; Raynolds and 

Ngcwangu 2010:75; Dauvergne and Lister 2012:40: Boström and Klintman 

2008:146). In a sense, “rather than rewarding certified companies with higher prices” 

major manufacturers and retailers, alongside NGOs and other societal organisations, 

can make the alignment with a particular product-labelling scheme “a cost of doing 

business” (Gulbrandsen 2006:486). Morris (1997:55) reports, for example, how the 

Swedish retailer IKEA in the early 1990 “put pressure on certain major producers of 

consumer goods to obtain ecolabels for their products […]. Most of the targeted 

manufacturers initially refused to comply, so IKEA responded by decreasing the shelf 

space devoted to their brands and increasing the space devoted to ecolabelled brands. 

Still, many manufacturers refused to budge. Members of the Swedish Nature 

Federation then initiated a public campaign against products not bearing ecolabels, 

sticking labels saying ‘I’m not ecolabelled, don’t buy me’ on the product wrappers. In 

response, Swedish consumers, wary of being seen to be unfriendly towards the 

environment, reduced their consumption of these products. At this point, the targeted 

producers caved in and applied for ecolabels.” 

Next to influencing resource dependent suppliers, retailers and manufacturers also 

have access to major marketing resources, which can be used to trigger legitimacy 

(re)evaluations, provide validity cues and facilitate diffusion of particular product-

labelling schemes among consumers and other actors. This, in turn, can further 

contribute to pressuring other businesses to follow suit through increased demand 

from consumer side but also mimetic and normative processes.  

These dynamics have been crucial drivers for the diffusion of both the MSC and 

Fairtrade scheme. On the other side of the coin, the EU ecolabel has illustrated how a 

lack of buy in from these key legitimacy actors has majorly hindered the diffusion of 

the scheme in many fields.  
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The question is however, how labelling entrepreneurs can mobilise the support from 

resourceful branders and retailers.  

Judging from the empirical research conducted for this study, it could be assumed 

that meta labelling entrepreneurs could run open doors in their mobilisation of 

support among this actor class. According to a recent study by the Bio Intelligence 

Service (2008:49), conducted for the EU Commission: “Most retailers are in favour of 

developing and implementing legislation aimed at harmonizing the existing labels, as 

they believe confusion exists concerning the currently available labels on the market 

and what they represent, which could in turn discredit the developments achieved to 

date regarding green products.” Retailers and their associations have been involved 

in complaints about confusing labelling situations (see e.g. EuroCommerce 2009). In 

one statement Eurocommerce (2006a) states: “It is clear that we retailers want less 

labels, not more. […] Our customers are as confused as we are with all these labels.” 

And in another statement Eurocommerce (2006b:3) highlights that "the commerce 

sector strongly believes that there is an urgent need for a comprehensive 

simplification of the EU labelling legislation." The Retail Forum for Sustainability 

(2011:1) has recently stated that “with the proliferation of information, consumers 

could become overwhelmed and insecure about which information they can trust.” 

This results in "a situation where consumers have more positive attitudes and are 

more receptive to environmental messages than what their actual purchasing 

decisions demonstrate" (Retail Forum for Sustainability 2011:5). Similarly, 

manufacturing associations such as CECED (2008:1) have argued that the 

“proliferation of different labels should be avoided, be it multiple labels at European 

level or at European and national level. It would be confusing to consumers and lead 

to unnecessary burdens on producers without, in principle, an added value.” And also 

some manufacturers and retailers interviewed for this study showed some general 

support for implementing an overarching Sustainability Meta Labelling Scheme (e.g. 

interviews 20, 26, 27, 28, 30).  

The previous chapters have shown however, that much self-interest related dynamics 

can actually speak against the support of a product-labelling scheme by retailers and 

manufacturers. This includes not only associated costs but also fears of negative 

influence on the selling position by potentially acquiring negative rating (in case of a 

graded scheme), revealing confident information or negative effects on other 
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products. Especially for retailers, the immediate interest has appeared to be 

investment into the overall brand rather than a particular label that can be found 

across different outlets and is outside direct control. “We don’t do that [alignment 

with a particular product-labelling scheme] likely at all. Just because there is a potential 

because we are not in control of that and it is a third party scheme. If they did 

something we didn’t agree with that could damage our reputation because of that 

association” (Interview 30, Large-scale UK retailer). During the recent ecolabelling 

consultation conducted by the UK House of Commons Environmental Audit 

Committee (2009: Ev 15), M&S argued that with an overarching meta scheme “you 

aggregate to such a broad level that it is meaningless for the consumer and they may 

as well just buy into the M&S brand itself to shop with rather than this hugely 

complex aggregate label." And another interviewee highlights similar dynamics for 

manufacturers “My experience [...] was that they resisted putting a cross category 

environmental label on their product. Their motivation seemed to be that it would 

reduce their own flexibility to differentiate themselves and to control the marketing mix. 

They did not want someone else to determine on their products a particular and more 

standardised labelling scheme” (Interview 28, Consultant). An overarching meta 

scheme that cuts across product groups and brands could be in major contrast with 

such interests.  

To overcome such antithetical interests, studied labelling entrepreneurs and also 

emerging meta entrepreneurs have tried mobilizing support among manufacturers 

and retailers by highlighting potential benefits associated with following their scheme 

in regard to individual interest and well as greater societal welfare. They have also 

tried to amplify mimetic pressures by showcasing how various actors have gained 

benefits from aligning with their product-labelling scheme.  

One strong motivation, highlighted for example in regard to the support of the MSC 

and Fairtrade scheme, has been the assurance of future supplies through the creation 

of more sustainable supply chains (see also section 5.2.1.2). An interviewed large-

scale chocolate manufacturer reports: “prices of key agricultural commodities are 

rising rapidly, you factor this together with the increase in wealth in India and China 

particularly, and the demand for food stuff is increasing and at the same time the 

farmer base is declining. So long term the picture isn’t very good. And that is why during 
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the last 1-2 years all major food companies have signed up for some kind of 

sustainability scheme” (Interview 20, Large chocolate manufacturer). 

Moreover, the MSC scheme has shown how having key manufacturers or retailers 

among the core constituencies can be beneficial in positively influencing legitimacy 

evaluations and facilitating the diffusion of the scheme among this actor class (see 

section 7.2). The Sustainability Consortium, initiated by the world largest retailer 

Walmart, could have a major advantage at this point. In fact, the first step of Walmarts 

initiative to establish a sustainability index has been a survey of its more than 

100,000 suppliers (Walmart 2010).  

Arguably the most prominent strategy to mobilise manufacturer and retailer support 

has been the promotion of potential market benefits resulting from a household 

consumer demand for labelled products. As argued previously, emerging 

sustainability meta schemes seem to put even more emphasis on this strategy. Yet 

section 7.3.6 has outlined how rather than direct household consumer demand, 

individualised collective action, driven by NGOs, as well as wider societal demand, 

driven by civil societal, governmental and media actors, seem to be the more 

significant potential influencing factors. Because of the fragility of their brand 

(Dauvergne and Lister 2012:38) on the one hand and their huge power to exert 

coercive pressure along the supply chain on the other, even though they may not be 

directly responsible for the major environmental or social impacts within the supply 

chain (UNEP/Wuppertal Institute Collaborating Centre 2007:39; Dewick and 

Foster:2011; Iles 2007b:291), individualised collective action and coercive pressure 

to meet sustainability demands is often considerably higher for branded 

manufacturers and retailers. The NGO Fair Food for example specifically targets 

sustainability issues of branded manufacturers (Fairfood International 2010). Also 

many retailers have come under increased pressure from NGOs and governmental 

agencies alike (van Wijk et al. 2008:12; Schoenheit et al. 2008:7). Many of the 

previously mentioned publications by NGOs (e.g. Ipsos Mori 2008a:66; Accenture:2; 

Dibb:26; The Gallup Organisation 2009:37; Steedmann 2005:12; Forum for the 

Future 2008:24; Forum for the Future 2007:61) and governmental organisations (see 

e.g. HM Government 2005:59; House of Commons Environmental Audit Committee 

2009:21; UNEP/Wuppertal Institute Collaborating Centre 2007:10; UNEP 2006:14–

16; European Environment Agency 2012:52) highlight the special responsibility of 
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the retail sector. This also includes an increased publication of ratings, in which 

retailers are evaluated against a set of sustainability criteria, among them often the 

adherence with labelling standards (see e.g. Dibb N.D.:3).  

In the light of such coercive pressure and being aware of the fragility of their brand 

value, sustainability-oriented restructuring has been increasingly diffused across 

many branded retailer and manufacturer fields. According to a recent survey 

conducted by the Massachuttes Institute of Technology in collaboration with the 

Boston Consulting Group with more than 4000 managers from 113 countries, 70% of 

companies have placed sustainability on their management agendas across sectors, 

most of them over the last 6 years, 68% said their sustainability commitment has 

increased in the past year and two thirds perceived that it was necessary to being 

competitive in today's marketplace (Massachuttes Institute of Technology 2012:4). 

Dauvergne and Lister (2012:36) point out that “since 2005 the world’s largest 

branded multinational corporations like Walmart, Coca-Cola, McDonald’s, HP, and 

Nike have entered a competitive race to become what they are [terming], ‘global 

sustainability champions’.” In the space of one week in 2007 two major British 

retailers for example “made ambitious commitments that put sustainability at the 

core of their businesses” (Forum for the Future 2008:4). On a European level, the 

European Commission launched in 2009 in cooperation with the retail sector a 

Sustainability Retail Forum (European Commission 2009a). For the European food 

sector a European Food Sustainable Consumption and Production Roundtable has 

recently been set up, co-chaired by the European Commission and consisting of 

various trade and manufacturer associations but also other actor groups such as 

governmental organisations or consumer unions (Gruner et al. 2009). In spring 2009 

‘Retailing today’ (Sustainability Accelerates, April/May 2009:8-11) reported that also 

Walmart will broaden its efforts in terms of sustainability. As mentioned above, on 

16th July 2009 Walmart announced its plans to develop a worldwide sustainable 

product index to establish "a single source of data for evaluating the sustainability of 

products" (Walmart 2010).  

Busch and Bain (2004:330–331) explain such dynamics with especially food retailing 

in industrialised as well as middle income countries having shifted from price 

competition to non-price competition based on the creation of demand and the 

supply of variety, convenience, quality, and year-round supply. According to the UK 



300 

Sustainable Development Commission, in the “fiercely competitive retail market” 

sustainability has often become another point of differentiation (Sustainable 

Development Commission 2008:34). In doing so “supermarkets can and do copy each 

other with extraordinary rapidity. An innovation that is successful in one chain will 

soon be copied by others” (Busch and Bain 2004:330–331). Such mimetic and 

normative dynamics can also be seen with many branded manufacturers.  

Yet in fulfilling the just outlined promises, branded companies face major challenges. 

Increasingly differentiated goods produced across global geographic spaces and firms 

have provided them not only with more flexibility, cost savings and inexpensive 

inputs, “but it also forfeits some direct control and introduces new risks, particularly 

around quality and reliable supply” (Dauvergne and Lister 2012:37). According to 

Burt (2003:240) and Wrigley (2002:54), to ensure the adherence with sustainability 

criteria, managed networks of aligned members, usually based upon information 

sharing, trust and long term collaboration, are crucial. At this point aligning with a 

product-labelling scheme can become attractive as the standards and criteria upon 

which they are based, can facilitate such a shift by offering supply chain actors their 

criteria as a guide and to core across the chain to coordinate knowledge of quality 

(Eberle 2001:61; van Wijk et al. 2008). In doing so they "enhance the credibility of the 

information provided, will help to standardise the format of that information and can 

facilitate, therefore the exchange of appropriate information between different 

stakeholders from one phase to another along the product or service life-cycle" 

(Frankl et al. 2005:303). As this happens, and information becomes embedded and 

codified in criteria and standards, there is less need for repeated interactions and the 

building of the ‘personalized’ relationships (Gereffi et al. 2005:84–85; Lebel and 

Lorek 2009:262; Ponte and Gibbon 2005:2). In a sense, trust becomes embedded in 

the labelling scheme rather than by reference to a specific firm (Ponte and Gibbon 

2005:15). This enables more modular, hands off forms of coordination and easier 

switching between suppliers (Gereffi et al. 2005:84–85; Ponte and Gibbon 2005:2). 

In then communicating the alignment of the supply chain with the maxims of a (or 

multiple) product-labelling schemes, branded companies can potentially improve 

their own legitimacy and meet above coercive pressure and enhance the overall 

image of their brand. As one interviewee puts it: “It [product-labelling] is a way to 
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avoid having NGOs throwing eggs at your head office in the press - metaphorically” 

(Interview 28, Consultant; see also for example interview 30).  

Here it becomes clear, that for major manufacturers and retailers to see a benefit in 

alignment with a particular product-labelling scheme, it is crucial for that scheme to 

have wider legitimisation not only among household consumers but also NGOs and 

broader society. This again shows the huge inter-linkages between different 

legitimisation dynamics. One interviewee from a large-scale UK retailer illustrates 

these inter-linkages and explains when asked about the benefits of aligning with a 

particular (external) product-labelling scheme: “It is the brand reputation – it builds 

on our brand credentials as a responsible retailer and doing the right thing. And for that 

it needs to be an absolutely credible scheme for us to even dream of putting somebody 

else’s logo on our packaging [...] I was mentioning how important it is that that 

particular labelling scheme has the endorsement or is credible of the NGOs. If it didn’t 

and we would use a label that would say this product is sustainable and some of the 

NGOs didn’t agree with that that could be very damaging if we then became the front of 

their campaigning activity” (Interview 30, large-scale UK retailer). A recent study by 

the ISEAL alliance mirrors the importance of these relational dynamics. In a survey 

among 80 business and 20 government and NGO respondents, 33% of the business 

respondents, when asked how they measured the value of using standards, referred 

to the reputation of the standard system in question (ISEAL Alliance 2011:13). 

However, as outlined in section 7.1, consequentially and procedural related 

legitimisation and support from NGOs and other actors driving coercive pressures 

can become threatened by the very increased support by major manufacturers and 

retailers and the restructuring such increased engagement can bring. Generally, the 

last sections have shown, that wider legitimisation is very difficult to achieve and 

maintain, as it seems, even more so for Sustainability Meta Labelling entrepreneurs.  

7.3.8 Mobilising allies among primary 

producers 

Although primary producers have been amongst the voices complaining about too 

many different product-labelling schemes (see e.g. House of Commons Environmental 

Audit Committee 2009: Ev 1), some interviewees have raised that a merging of 

different schemes into one overarching product-labelling scheme would primarily be 
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in the interest of the buying end but not in the interest of primary producers: “Why 

would you put fish and forest into one scheme. You would do it from a consumer 

perspective but you would never do it form a producer perspective because they have 

nothing in common. So you are adding a whole burden of collaboration cost on the 

forest and fish people as the producer chain without benefit to neither of them. So the 

consumer benefit would need to outweigh that" (Interview 4, Environmental NGO 

involved in product-labelling schemes). The case studies suggest however, that a 

belief in such potential consumer benefits outweighing these burdens among primary 

producers tends to be scarce. It appears that the motivations for many primary 

producers to align with the maxims of product-labelling schemes have related mainly 

to the just described pressures built by manufacturers and retailers on which they are 

resource dependent, rather than the prospects for individual benefits or benefits for 

the greater societal good. This can be traced back not only to the above described 

trends towards buyer driven supply chains, which are associated with less power for 

primary producers, but also to the costs of aligning action with product-labelling 

schemes often being higher for the producer end (Boström and Klintman 2008:148). 

This has raised concerns about labelling costs being moved up the value while 

eroding producer’s financial margins. At the same time, there generally seems to be 

less societal pressure exerted on producers to meet sustainability demands, 

especially if they are working on a small-scale and produce non consumer facing 

goods (Boström and Klintman 2008:148). This further reduces the positive effects on 

producer’s legitimacy evaluations. 

Such dynamics could be an explanation why producer driven supply chains seem 

generally less prone to the institutionalisation of product-labelling schemes, as has 

been seen, for example, with the EU energy and EU ecolabel. However, more research 

is needed to evidence these claims. 

In any case, as outlined in section 7.1, fewer incentives for primary producers to align 

with product-labelling schemes, due to potential erosions of their profit margins, can 

not only negatively affected support among primary producers, but also wider 

legitimacy evaluations. Building upon what seems to be a general normative dismissal 

of disproportionate influence by resourceful companies; small-scale primary 

producers have repeatedly raised marginalisation concerns. Often amplified by NGO 

campaigning, such concerns have threatened consequential legitimacy evaluations of 
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all four studied labelling cases. Here again, the interconnected and fragile nature of 

legitimacy constructions comes to the fore. 

7.1 Reflections 

The last sections have summarised some common legitimacy management strategies 

applied by labelling entrepreneurs to gain and maintain legitimacy as well as 

interests and norms shaping legitimacy evaluations within different actor classes. 

Legitimacy constructions have thereby shown to cluster around a rather stable set of 

abstract institutional logics. The last sections have also shown however, how 

legitimacy evaluations across different actor classes are highly dynamic and 

interrelated. In fact, it has become clear that it is these relations that can potentially 

drive the diffusion, or cascade, of alignment of various activities with a product-

labelling scheme across the production and consumption system –that can drive their 

institutionalisation. Labelling entrepreneurs can amplify such dynamics by 

communicating their support from across different actor classes as well as bringing 

these different actors together in collective endorsement campaigns. Especially the 

various collective campaigns organised by Fairtrade organisations come to mind 

here. Generally, the Fairtrade case study has given many give insights how alignment 

with its maxims has diffused across the production and consumption system making 

it increasingly difficult to pinpoint particular actors and factors driving this diffusion. 

Although, due to the nature of describing such processes, dynamics have been 

presented here as happening sequentially, they are in fact often dynamically 

interrelated mutually reinforcing each other.  

It is also these relationships that make institutionalisation projects not linear and 

consecutive but highly fragile and ready to reverse at any point. Just like positive 

legitimacy evaluations can diffuse across the production and consumption system so 

can negative ones. Here arguments of section 5.6.3 have to be remembered about 

how the questioning of legitimacy, for example by competitors or respected 

individuals or organisations, can trigger legitimacy re-evaluations but also provide 

validity cues. Thus, increased institutionalisation should not be understood as 

legitimacy management becoming obsolete. Instead, it arguably becomes ever more 

complex and conflictual as the more actors become involved, the more conflicting 
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legitimacy demands seem to be posed, to which labelling entrepreneurs have to 

respond through various strategies, including restructuring. This resonates with 

Garud et al. (2007:960), who highlight in their introduction to a special issue on 

institutional entrepreneurship that “as novel outcomes from entrepreneurial efforts 

spread, more diverse social groups will be affected and possibly mobilized, and, in the 

process, new legitimacy battles will be spawned.”  

At these points, the main challenges seem to arise for a Sustainability Meta Labelling 

Scheme. Managing conflicting demands in a way that support from key legitimacy 

actors can be gained and maintained has already been shown to be a highly 

challenging task. Many of these challenges suggest being even greater for the case of a 

Sustainability Meta Labelling Schemes.  
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8 CONCLUSION 

Product-labelling schemes have become one of the most prominent measures to 

facilitate more Sustainable Consumption and Production. But with a plethora of 

labelling schemes striving to become institutionalised and provide social order, there 

have been increasing accusations that the situation has become more confusing 

rather than facilitating. As a result, multiple actors have begun to consider seriously 

the implementation of what has been referred to in this study as ‘Sustainability Meta 

Labelling Scheme’ - a scheme that condenses existing product-labels and other 

communication measures into an overarching sustainability message. Largely based 

on ‘information deficit models’, these emerging initiatives seem to assume that by 

providing such condensed information, currently confused household consumers 

would be enabled to make rational choices in line with Sustainable Development 

goals and, in doing so, facilitate more Sustainable Consumption and Production. So 

far, more holistic investigations of what the prospects for such an overarching 

scheme to become institutionalised are missing, a research gap this study has sought 

to address. More precisely, the following objectives have guided this research:  

1. Understanding and explaining the causalities behind the institutionalisation of 

a variety of product-labelling schemes.  

2. Exploring the potential conditions shaping the institutionalisation of a 

Sustainability Meta Labelling Scheme.  

3. Discussing how a Sustainability Meta Labelling Scheme could become 

institutionalised and what might facilitate and hinder this institutionalisation. 

Addressing these objectives within a critical realist framing has resulted in research 

findings that are relevant on the real, actual and empirical level. The following 

sections reflect on how these findings make contributions to knowledge; how these 

contributions meet the above three objectives of this study and address multiple 

research gaps; and how further research could expand on these contributions.  
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8.1 A research framework to study the causalities 

behind the institutionalisation of product 

labelling schemes and beyond 

A key objective of this study has been to develop an understanding of the causalities 

behind the institutionalisation of product labelling schemes. Trying to meet this 

objective has lead into the identification of another gap however. The so far 

undefined nature of a Sustainability Meta Labelling Scheme necessitates a rather 

universal understanding of the casualties behind a variety of product labelling 

schemes – a necessity the extant academic literature does not seem to be able to meet 

and had hence to be addressed in this research.  

From a critical realist perspective, generalizability across contexts can only be 

assumed for real level causal mechanisms (although also here only conditionally as 

will be outlined in the next section). Hence, in order to address this additional gap in 

the academic literature, knowledge had to be gained about the real level causalities 

behind product labelling institutionalisation processes.  

Following arguments by Danermark et al. (2002), such knowledge has been 

generated through case study research of the Fairtrade, MSC, EU eco- and EU energy 

labelling scheme. Chapter 5 described the result of this case study research and how 

constructivist institutionalism and concepts of institutional entrepreneurship 

emerged as being best able to shed light on the empirical regularities discovered for 

these product labelling cases. These concepts have established product labelling 

organisations and their initiators as institutional entrepreneurs who can influence a 

scheme’s institutionalisation, in particular through the mobilisation of allies. Yet 

while these concepts have shown to be very useful to develop an overarching model 

of institutionalisation processes and understand how particular actors can drive the 

emergence of product labelling schemes, they fall short in explaining how 

institutional entrepreneurs can successfully mobilise allies and contribute to 

institutionalise the change they promote. To address this gap in the new institutional 

literature, this study has combined current models of institutional change and 

institutional entrepreneurship with a concept that is inherent to many models of 

institutional change, yet tends to be not expanded upon – the concept of legitimacy. In 

doing so, the study expands on Tost (2005), who started a discussion on how his 
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understanding of legitimacy could contribute to a more in-depth understanding of 

institutional change models. Legitimacy has thereby been understood as the social 

consent and alignment with a product labelling scheme based on actor’s evaluations 

against societal norms (normative legitimacy) and socially conditioned self-interests 

(pragmatic legitimacy), both shaped by the relational context actors find themselves 

in (relational legitimacy). Drawing upon Suchman (1995), labelling entrepreneurs 

have been conceptualised as able to affect the construction of legitimacy by 

conforming with dominant societal norms and self-interests, selecting actors whose 

legitimacy demands are easy to meet and manipulating (often collectively) self-

interests and dominant societal norms. While legitimacy constructions have shown to 

be highly complex and dynamic, they have also shown to cluster around a set of 

aspects or institutional logics, namely tradition, regulation, charisma, knowledge, 

consequences and procedures. 

In essence, the study has met the first research objective by framing 

institutionalisation processes as contingent on a dynamic and interactive legitimacy 

construction between micro-level actors, macro-level norms of appropriateness and 

meso-level relationships. Next to outlining how particular macro level societal models 

of appropriateness seem to shape evaluations along different institutional logics 

across various contexts (e.g. norms of inclusiveness and equity) , the study has 

especially highlighted the importance of the meso level and how legitimacy 

evaluations and according alignment across different actor classes are highly 

interrelated. It has been argued that a crucial ingredient for successful 

institutionalisation projects is the gaining and maintaining of the support by key 

legitimacy actors, who are highly embedded in relational networks and have the 

resources to widely influence other actors’ legitimacy. In particular, they can trigger 

legitimacy (re)evaluations, shape perceptions of normative and pragmatic legitimacy 

and potentially provide validity cues that facilitate the passive acceptance of a scheme 

based upon identity building, coercive and normative pressure and mimetic 

processes. Alignment with a particular order can become legitimating for 

organisations themselves, with the support of these organisations potentially setting 

in motion mutually legitimacy reinforcing dynamics. Through these processes, it can 

become increasingly difficult to avoid the alignment with a particular order and 

legitimacy evaluations can become increasingly based on validity cues and a more 

passive acceptance of and alignment with an order.  
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Unlike suggested in some models of institutional change, this has framed 

institutionalisation projects not as linear and consecutive but highly dynamic and in 

fact fragile and ready to reverse at any point. Especially procedural and consequential 

logics can give rise to large contestations, at least in the here studied context (see next 

section). But just like positive legitimacy evaluations can diffuse across the 

production and consumption system so can negative ones. Hence, the main task in 

regard to what Suchman (1995) called legitimacy maintenance seems to be the 

management of diverting legitimacy demands in a way that avoids disruption of 

generalised positive legitimacy and the diffusion of negative evaluations. Thus, 

increased institutionalisation should not be understood as legitimacy management 

becoming obsolete. Instead, it arguably becomes ever more complex and conflictual 

as the more actors become involved, the more conflicting legitimacy demands seem 

to be posed. This seems to be especially the case under conditions posed in 

contemporary Western societies with many inconsistent institutional logics (see next 

section). 

It can be imagined that the just summarised theoretical framework could facilitate 

future research on institutionalisation processes of product-labelling schemes and 

potentially also other ordering mechanisms. However, George and Bennett (2005:90-

91) highlight how explanations provided by case study researchers may always be 

challenged for having overlooked relevant data or misunderstood its significance. Due 

to the messiness of social systems and the stratification of the world, there are 

arguably large risks of developing false or incomplete causal relations. Thus, rather 

than attempting to find absolute truth, research might be rather seen as a constant 

and redeveloping attempt to make sense of the complex world. These attempts 

arguably benefit from constant testing against further empirical data. In the light of 

the overall aim of this study, the empirical base of this research has been limited to a 

set of four sustainability related product labelling schemes. Further empirical testing 

of the explanatory power of the here presented framework in a wider empirical 

context, including not only sustainability related product-labelling but also other 

product labelling schemes as well as other ordering mechanisms, seems therefore 

crucial to validate to what extent the framework developed here could have wider 

applicability.  
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8.2 Exploration of the potential conditions shaping 

the institutionalisation of a Sustainability Meta 

Labelling Scheme  

While critical realist thinking assumes a higher generalizability of real level 

causalities, it also argues that the effects of these causal mechanisms are contingent 

on actual and empirical conditions. Hence, in order to use this study to derive 

conclusions for the case of Sustainability Meta Labelling, the conditions shaping its 

potential institutionalisation had to be investigated too. To do so, the research 

followed the following questions:  

i. How is the notion of Sustainability Meta Labelling currently discussed in regard 

to its initiation, standard setting, assessment and communication? 

ii. What actors are currently involved in emerging Sustainability Meta Labelling 

Schemes? 

iii. What types of strategies are emerging to influence legitimacy constructions? 

Chapter 4 addressed these questions by outlining how Meta Labelling Schemes, 

currently discussed among business, governmental and NGO actors, tend to have the 

following building blocks: 

1. A meta standard specifying: 

a. what a more sustainable product implies; 

b. procedures, considered necessary to follow. 

2. Defined rules and principles for the meta scheme to follow in the assessment of: 

a. The criteria of existing sustainability related product information schemes 

against the meta-standard; 

b. Products and their production processes and producing organisations 

against the meta-standard; 

c. The procedures of existing product information schemes against the 

procedural requirements of the meta-standard. 

3. A communication of the results of that assessment with or on the product. 

It was also identified how current Meta Labelling discussions tend to centre on 

finding optimal forms of communication in order to enable household consumers to 

make more rational choices and, in doing so, pull producers to offer more sustainable 
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products.  

The developed causal framework summarised in the previous section suggested 

however that the potential conditions shaping the institutionalisation of a 

Sustainability Meta Labelling Scheme are much more complex. To achieve an insight 

into these complexities, chapter 6 mobilized the developed causal framework and 

identified particular causal paths that showed how legitimacy had been constructed 

under the concrete conditions posed by the four studied product labelling schemes. 

The concretization process was thereby guided by the following research questions:  

a) How does the construction of legitimacy shape the institutionalisation of 

Sustainability related product labelling schemes in the context of early 

industrialised societies for the EU eco-, EU energy, Fairtrade, and MSC label? 

i. What types of actors are involved in this legitimacy construction?  

ii. How do legitimacy constructions cluster around the different institutional 

logics?  

iii. How do different types of empirical implementation in regard to initiation, 

standard setting, assessment and communication influence legitimacy 

constructions?  

iv. What types of strategies can be employed by labelling entrepreneurs to 

influence legitimacy constructions?  

In finding answers to these questions, chapter 6 illustrated how especially the extent 

to which product labelling organisations can mobilize support from NGOs, 

governmental and broader civil societal organisations to use product labelling 

schemes to exert coercive pressures can be a potentially tremendous driver for 

institutionalisation projects, as they can greatly influence wider legitimacy 

evaluations. This is especially the case if this pressure is exerted on branded 

manufacturers and retailers, whose focal positions offer them key resources to 

further influence legitimacy evaluations across the production and consumption 

system. Within such dynamics, household consumer demand has often shown to play 

more of an indirect role, with many NGOs building their coercive pressures upon 

“individualised collective action” (Clark et al. 2007). Such action can include the 

threat of staging consumer boycotts or highlighting a particular demand on consumer 

side. Here, a statistical demand or the perception of a potential shift in demand can 

already be highly effective in building coercive pressures, even if it might not 
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substantiate into actual changes in purchase behaviour. At this point, this study has 

differed from many other studies questioning simplified, rational choice based, 

information deficit models as it has not gone as far as completely neglecting the role 

of household consumers in driving the institutionalisation of product-labelling 

schemes.  

It has been also highlighted however, how these diverse actors can have very 

different interpretations of the meaning of product labelling schemes, making 

legitimacy construction highly conflictual, especially in regard to procedural and 

consequential logics.  

A dominant strategy to manipulate consequential legitimacy evaluations across the 

studied cases has been the building of a record of success in fulfilling individual 

actors’ self-interests as well as contributing to greater societal welfare. Yet rather 

than managing and conforming to coherent perceptions of positive consequences, 

product labelling entrepreneurs have been faced with conflicting consequential 

evaluation criteria and according very diverting legitimacy demands in regard to 

appropriate standard setting; assessment; and communication. At the same time, not 

meeting particular demands can not only threaten consequential legitimacy 

evaluations by the disregarded actor(s), but can also negatively affect wider 

procedural legitimacy evaluations.  

In line with arguments by Suchman (1995), consequential contestations seem to 

increase the demands regarding procedural legitimacy. The case studies have shown 

how conforming to procedural norms, which in an early industrialised societal 

context have appeared to dominantly relate to norms of transparency, participation, 

consensus orientation, responsiveness, inclusiveness, accountability and equity, can 

positively influence actors’ procedural as well as consequential legitimacy 

evaluations. All studied labelling entrepreneurs have formalized (and often 

constantly restructured) standard setting and assessment procedures that include 

multi-actor decision making and published extensive documentations to ensure 

transparency. Nevertheless, they have all been faced with allegations for 

insufficiencies in meeting these procedural norms. At the same time however, the 

case studies have demonstrated how increasing participation and perception of 

inclusiveness faces multiple barriers related to technical, financial and knowledge 

resource imbalances, antagonist relationships, fundamental disagreements and an 
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inherent conflict between efficiency and inclusiveness or, in other words, dominant 

norms shaping procedural and consequential logics.  

Prominent strategies to circumvent some of these procedural and consequential 

conflicts have been professionalization strategies through the inclusion of (often 

scientific) experts. These experts can facilitate passive alignments among those who 

associate them with superior knowledge and skills. However, there are limitations to 

such strategies as opposing parties have been found to often mobilise a variety of 

experts to support their different paradigmatic views. Moreover, trade-offs can again 

emerge between norms shaping different legitimacy logics, considering the resources 

needed to participate in highly professionalised debates.  

Another strategy to circumvent legitimacy threats from active procedural and 

consequential legitimacy evaluations is to engage key governmental organisations in 

order to facilitate passive acceptance. However, the study of the EU energy labelling 

scheme has shown that a strong governmental (or supra-governmental) role, despite 

having the capacity to create regulatory legitimacy and enforce the alignment with 

certain maxims, does not necessarily reduce wider institutionalisation difficulties. 

This relates not only to enforcement difficulties but also to limited coercive capacity 

in regard to the wider social activities that shape the institutionalisation of a product 

labelling scheme, such as support by NGOs, civil societal organisations and household 

consumers.  

Lastly, the involvement of charismatically trusted organisations can be a major 

facilitator for institutionalisation processes. A good example is the significant role 

NGOs and civil societal organisations like churches, universities or schools have 

played in driving the wider diffusion of the Fairtrade scheme. However, wide spread 

NGO and civil societal support has appeared to be very fragile and greatly influenced 

by procedural and consequential legitimacy evaluations, which, as argued above, can 

be subject to great contestations.  

In summary, while the mobilisation of knowledge, traditional, regulatory and 

charismatic logics can circumvent the procedural and consequential conflicts and 

facilitate a passive acceptance instead, they have also been demonstrated to be 

anything than a silver bullet. Especially in the beginning of a labelling 

institutionalisation project, more active evaluations along procedural and 
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consequential logics seem difficult to avoid. Hence, the crucial question for any 

labelling institutionalisation project appears to be which actor’s demands are key to 

select in order to minimise procedural and consequentially related criticism and 

maximize the support across the production and consumption system. However, the 

notion of key legitimacy actors is difficult to clearly define. In fact, key legitimacy 

actors tend to vary across individual and organisational fields, with the potential of an 

actor being key for positive legitimacy evaluations by one actor (or a group of actors) 

yet at the same time legitimacy threatening for another. This makes the legitimacy 

management in the course of product labelling institutionalisation projects a highly 

challenging task. In order to facilitate the institutionalisation of Sustainability related 

product labelling schemes, much more attention should be paid to these complex 

challenges.  

With such, arguably much more holistic, account of the causalities behind 

Sustainability related product labelling schemes, this study contributes to the 

emerging literature that investigates product-labelling schemes not in the light of 

some form of information deficit models but as a part of a more complex governance 

trend (see Gulbrandsen 2010; Cashore 2002; Boström and Klintman 2008; Meidinger 

2008). The focus of this research has thereby been on institutionalisation 

commonalities across product labelling schemes, in particular on a macro and meso 

level. Additional research could contribute further to the product labelling literature 

by focussing instead on how contextual variations on a micro, meso or macro level 

can differently shape legitimacy construction and overall institutionalisation 

processes. Such research would resonate with Battilana et al. (2009:86) who highlight 

that “little is known about [...] which approaches to managing the process of divergent 

change implementation work best in which contexts.”  

In regard to meso level factors, it was suggested in the theoretical review how field 

characteristics can shape institutionalisation projects. This study suggests that in 

particular the existing societal discourses and their degree of fragmentation; the 

positioning of traditionally, charismatic and knowledge-based trusted organisations; 

and the structure of the involved supply chain, including the position of the focal 

actors, the diversity of interests involved and their vulnerability against coercive 

pressures, could influence legitimacy construction in different ways across different 

fields. In regard to the last point, this research highlighted the important role of key 
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legitimacy actors, including resourceful businesses with focal positions in the supply. 

In particular, the research suggested how the support from major retailers and 

branders can greatly influence product labelling institutionalisation projects. Such 

arguments could suggest that more fragmented supply chains which lack such focal 

or lead companies in the supply chain as well as more producer-driven ones could be 

less prone for labelling institutionalisation projects. A comparison between buyer 

versus producer driven as well as more fragmented versus more oligopolistic supply 

chains could shed interesting light on such indications. .  

On the macro level, some overriding societal models of appropriateness, such as 

procedural norms of transparency, participation and inclusiveness or consequential 

norms of efficiency, innovation and equality, have been shown to shape the product 

labelling institutionalisation processes. Moreover, the dominance of certain societal 

models of appropriateness, such as liberalist values rather than state centrism, seems 

to have facilitated positive legitimacy evaluations of some product labelling schemes 

by some actors. A comparative study on how such models of appropriateness might 

differ across geographical and cultural contexts would certainly offer an interesting 

and relevant future study.  

In relation to micro dynamics, additional empirical research could focus on the 

institutional entrepreneur(s) or on particular allies, on an individual as well as 

organisational level. This could take into account more insights from cognitive 

psychology (Hardy and Maguire 2008), as already initiated by Tost (2011).  

More related to the social positions of institutional entrepreneurs as well as their 

potential allies, this study has indicated how involving a multiplicity of relationally 

embedded actors from across different groups can facilitate institutionalisation 

processes. Such findings oppose arguments, for example by Greenwood and Suddaby 

(2006:29) or Thornton and Ocasion (2008:116), about how institutional 

entrepreneurship is more likely to emerge from less embedded organizations at the 

periphery of a field. Instead it supports arguments about the importance of resource 

access based on social positions (e.g. Hardy and Maguire 2008; Battilana et al. 2009). 

The case studies have thereby particularly highlighted how the advocacy networks 

NGOs can draw upon as well as the gate keeper position of major branded retailers 

and manufacturers can be great facilitators for institutionalisation processes. Future 

research could focus more on this aspect and evaluate how particular characteristics, 
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qualities and abilities of labelling initiators as well as allies can influence legitimacy 

management and wider institutionalisation processes. Such work could also expand 

upon the notion of power. While power has been discussed in this study only very 

briefly, the just made arguments about the relevance of social positions of initiating 

actors and potential allies, in particular of what has been referred to here as key 

legitimacy actors, could certainly be further theorised. Such an expansion would 

resonate with statements by Hargrave and van de Ven (2006:878-879) and 

Greenwood et al (2008) about how institutional work has largely remained silent on 

issues of power. The here presented work could therefore offer an important starting 

point for such future expansions of new institutional theory.  

8.3 The potential institutionalisation of a 

Sustainability Meta Labelling Scheme 

The last step of this research has been to find answers to its main and overall 

question: how could micro, meso and macro level legitimacy constructions shape the 

wider institutionalisation of a Sustainability Meta Labelling Scheme and pose 

particular facilitators and barriers? This question could be detailed into the following 

sub-questions: 

a) How could different types of actors be involved in this legitimacy construction?  

b) How could it cluster around the different institutional logics?  

c) What are the prospects for different strategies to be employed by Sustainability 

Meta Labelling entrepreneurs to influence legitimacy constructions?  

Looking at the first sub-question on a purely empirical level suggested a potentially 

great support for the implementation of a Sustainability Meta Labelling Scheme 

amongst a variety of resourceful governmental, business and NGO actors. However, 

taking into account the findings outlined in the previous two sections, unveiled 

potential major challenges for the potential institutionalisation of a Sustainability 

Meta Labelling Scheme.  

Transferability to the case of Sustainability Meta Labelling was thereby assumed on 

an actual level, as cases were selected that also address wider Sustainability issues 

and, like currently discussed and emerging Meta initiatives, act within the context of 
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early industrialised societies. In regard to the empirical level, it was ensured that the 

selection of cases allowed for variation across different conditions a potential 

Sustainability Meta Labelling Scheme might pose. However, it could not be assumed 

that the conditions for a Sustainability Meta Label would directly resemble the ones 

found in the four studied cases and that it was possible to make any form of definite 

prediction. Instead the discussion remained on a more abstract level.  

On such a more abstract level, the case studies showed how managing conflicting 

legitimacy demands in a way that support from key legitimacy actors can be gained 

and maintained is a highly challenging task. Many of these challenges thereby 

suggested being even greater for the case of Sustainability Meta Labelling. Especially 

procedural and consequential legitimacy logics and the balance between the two 

could pose major problems. 

Demonstrating positive consequences has appeared to be notoriously difficult, even 

more so if framed as a general contribution to a highly contested notion such as 

Sustainable Development. Moreover, a Sustainability Meta Labelling scheme would 

need to prove a positive consequence over and above already existing schemes to 

justify its existence. As mentioned above, so far organisations behind current Meta 

Labelling initiatives have largely framed this additional positive consequence around 

a need to resolve household consumer confusion and provide them with more 

streamlined information in order to enable them to better shape the production and 

consumption system through their purchase decisions. Yet although many surveys 

have supported such a framing (by indeed stating a household consumer demand for 

clearer and condensed sustainability related product information), many actors from 

academia and beyond have questioned to what extent such a statistical demand 

would transform into changes in purchase action and substantiate itself into actual 

consequences in the production and consumption system. As outlined in the previous 

sections, this study has supported such questioning of perceptions of production and 

consumption systems in general and the institutionalisation of product-labelling 

schemes in particular being mainly shaped by rational, information based consumer 

choices. Hence, a complete focus on the household consumer in the consequential 

framings and the mobilisation strategies related to Sustainability Meta Labelling 

institutionalisation projects can be seen as misinformed. At worst, it could even be 

detrimental if it negatively affects the crucial mobilisation of key legitimacy actors. 
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However, even if such consequential framings and mobilisation foci would change, 

the study has brought to the fore some other major challenges for the legitimacy 

management and wider institutionalisation of a Sustainability Meta Labelling scheme. 

Many of the consequential contestations, mentioned in the previous section, have 

been shown to be likely to be even greater for the case of an overarching 

Sustainability Meta Labelling scheme. Inclusion of all such demands to ensure 

procedural and consequential legitimisation has appeared seemingly impossible and 

is further hindered by multiple barriers. Firstly, more participatory processes do not 

automatically result in actual wide spread inclusion partly due to technical, financial 

and knowledge inequalities among actors. Such inequalities do not seem likely to 

decrease for the implementation of a complex overarching Sustainability Meta 

Labelling scheme. Secondly, finding a consensus between participating parties is 

usually coupled with increased complexity and time consumption. The potentially 

large scope, focus and area of application of a Sustainability Meta Labelling scheme 

with the need to find definitions in regard to the highly contested notion of 

Sustainable Development, seems to make this task even more difficult.  

While the mobilisation of knowledge, traditional, regulatory and charismatic logics 

has shown to be able to circumvent some conflicts, they have also been demonstrated 

to be anything but a silver bullet. This seems particularly the case when a highly 

contested notion like Sustainable Development is addresses by an ordering 

mechanism with limited regulatory capacity. In a sense, the very issue that drives the 

establishment of a Sustainability Meta Labelling scheme –the different interpretations 

of the Sustainable Development concepts through different product-labelling 

schemes- might in fact pose one of the main challenges for its institutionalisation.  

These institutionalisation challenges could arguably majorly threaten any 

Sustainability Meta Labelling initiative in effectively facilitating more Sustainable 

Consumption and Production. Such arguments can build upon Underdal (2002b), who 

suggests distinguishing between three dimensions of effectiveness: output, defined as 

the principles, norms and rules constituting the scheme itself; outcome, defined as the 

behavioural consequences induced and facilitated by a scheme; and impact, defined 

as the (biophysical influence) on the environment or the social sphere. For Underdal 

(2002b:6), these three dimensions are part of a causal chain of events "where one 

serves as a starting point for analyzing the subsequent stages." From such a 

perspective, the outcome of a product-labelling scheme can be seen as the main link 
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between output and impact and essential, although not sufficient, for the 

effectiveness of any effort to solve environmental or social problems and facilitate 

(relatively) more Sustainable Consumption and Production (Young 2008:19; Mitchell 

2008:84). Considering that institutionalisation has been established here as the 

extent to which there is probability for the alignment of various social activities with 

the maxims a product labelling scheme provides, the institutionalisation of a product 

labelling scheme can arguably be crucially related to the behavioural consequences, 

or outcome effectiveness, a product labelling scheme induces. One might therefore 

see it as a necessary (although not sufficient) condition for the effectiveness of any 

harmonising and condensing product labelling scheme in facilitating more 

Sustainable Consumption and Production.  

However, such arguments should not be interpreted as neglecting any potential 

impact related to the initiation of a Sustainability Meta Labelling Scheme. It could well 

be imagined that even if such a scheme might struggle with the management of its 

legitimacy perceptions, become widely institutionalised and thus widely effective in 

regard to its outcome, influencing only some social activity could already have some 

impacts. One interviewee involved in a current harmonisation attempt has for 

example reported how “the label is not yet in the shops, has not reached consumers yet, 

but [...] the producers are heavily involved in the methodology core working groups, 

data gathering and all that […] By pushing the producers to measure the environmental 

impacts of the products ultimately it should push for better products” (Interview 18, 

National governmental official involved in the development of harmonised 

environmental product information). Such potential impacts just from developing 

product-labelling schemes have also been highlighted, for example, by Bostroem and 

Klintman (2008:189) and Vandenberg et al. (2011:5), as well as during some other 

interviews conducted for this study (e.g. interviews 2, 20, 28). A more normatively 

driven research than followed in this study with a definition of some form of desired 

state against which existing product labelling impacts could be evaluated would 

certainly offer interesting insights here.   
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8.4 Reflections 

This PhD study has set out with a rather empirically driven aim to discuss the 

prospects for the institutionalisation of a Sustainability Meta Labelling Scheme. In 

doing so, the study aimed to give crucial theoretical underpinning to an increasingly 

prominent discussion amongst businesses, NGOs and governmental actors, which is 

so far largely based upon simplified information deficit models. Addressing this 

overall aim unveiled two further gaps in the more theoretical literature however: a 

lack of frameworks that would allow to study the causalities behind the 

institutionalisation across a variety of product labelling schemes; and a gap in the 

new institutional literature in regard to limitations of current institutional 

entrepreneurship and institutional change models in explaining the success of 

institutionalisation projects in mobilising allies and achieving wider 

institutionalisation. 

To address these further gaps this study established the institutionalisation of 

product labelling schemes as driven by an interactive legitimacy construction 

between actors involved in the initiation and organisation of product labelling 

schemes and a variety of other actors from across the production and consumption 

system, all shaped by the existing societal models of appropriateness. This enabled 

this study to make important theoretical contributions to the wider product labelling 

and new institutional literature, which, after further empirical testing, could facilitate 

future studies on the institutionalisation of product labelling schemes and other 

ordering mechanisms.  

Moreover, using these theoretical insights to investigate the case of Sustainability 

Meta Labelling has shown that even though an initial empirical investigation suggests 

great support for potential Sustainability Meta Labelling endeavours, its 

institutionalisation could face major challenges that go far beyond finding the optimal 

information format.  
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10.1 Marine Stewardship Council 

10.1.1 Initiation 

In 2006 global capture fisheries production reached over 90 million tonnes, with an 

estimated first-sale value of US$91.2 billion (FAO Fisheries and Aquaculture 

Department 2009: 5).The fish sector is of high importance both in terms of food 

supply and employment: according to the Food and Agriculture Organisation of the 

United Nations (FAO) 2006 “about 520 million people could be dependent on the 

sector, or nearly 8 percent of the world population” (FAO Fisheries and Aquaculture 

Department 2009: 7). “Fish provided more than 2.9 billion people with at least 15 

percent of their average per capita animal protein intake” (FAO Fisheries and 

Aquaculture Department 2009: 3). This demand continues to grow mostly driven by 

countries like China (FAO Fisheries and Aquaculture Department 2009: 9). But the 

increased demand faces a major problem: “80 percent of the world fish stocks for 

which assessment information is available are reported as fully exploited or 

overexploited and, thus, requiring effective and precautionary management” (FAO 

Fisheries and Aquaculture Department 2009: 7). Fish stocks are declining and aquatic 

ecosystems are increasingly imbalanced. Reasons include “overfishing fostered by 

inadequate regulation and oversized fishing fleets, wasteful fishing practice, damage 

to habitat caused by certain fishing practices and by coastal development and 

pollution” (May et al. 2003: 15). For example “in 2004 by-catch discard was estimated 

at 20 million tonnes, nearly one fourth of the total global production” (Auld 2007: 13). 

The urgent need to protect marine resources and stop overfishing has been 

increasingly realized during the last two decades on the side of governments and 

NGOs but also consumers. National and international bodies like the UN have 

implemented a wide array of multilateral, bilateral and regional legislations. Next to 

these hard laws, there are also softer approaches like the Code of Conduct for 

responsible fisheries by the FAO.  

So far, there has been limited progress in reducing the urgent problems of the fishery 

sector. However, “the challenge today is not lack of international instruments, but 

failure to adhere to them and insufficient or failing implementation of them at 

domestic and regional levels” (Hoel 2004: 51). Sustainable fishery management faces 
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various complexities (Kaiser and Edwards-Jones 2006: 394). These complexities 

include the common property context for many fish stocks; the multi-jurisdictional 

nature of fish populations (many fish stocks are transboundary and migratory); or the 

vast scales of space and time that characterize the connectivity of most marine 

populations and ecosystems (Ward 2008a: 170). Governments manage most capture 

fisheries under systems that range from open access to “highly constrained and 

intensively managed local fishing controls” (Ward 2008b: 209). The fish supply chain, 

like most supply chains nowadays, is extremely international, decentralised and 

complex. “Most fishers and fish farmers are small-scale, artisanal fishers, operating on 

coastal and inland fishery resources” mainly in Asia (FAO Fisheries and Aquaculture 

Department 2009: 7). More than 37 percent of total production enter international 

trade “as various food and feed products” (FAO Fisheries and Aquaculture 

Department 2009: 8). Over 50 percent of the world’s fish production underwent some 

form of processing (mostly freezing) (FAO Fisheries and Aquaculture Department 

2009: 8). Some therefore argue “fish processing companies, trade firms and retailers 

increasingly replace fishermen as the central agents in the supply chain (Oosterveer 

2008: 797).  

In reaction to the constant failure to address the unsustainable practices in the 

fishery sector and motivated by the successful implementation of the Forest 

Stewardship Council (FSC) two major players within the sector established a 

partnership to form an equivalent construct. In early 1996 market giant Unilever and 

the environmental organisation WWF announced their joint commitment to establish 

the Marine Stewardship Council (MSC) within two years (Sutton 1996: 17). Unilever 

published an obligation to purchase only MSC certified fish by the year 2005. Shared 

aim of the initiative is “to contribute to reversing the decline in global fish stocks, to 

deliver quantifiable improvements in marine conservation, and thereby, contribute to 

securing the livelihoods that depend on this industry. […] This will operate through 

an independent, market-based certification and eco-labelling programme that 

promotes the best environmental choice to consumers and to the trade” (Marine 

Stewardship Council 2007a: 6). However, the motives of both players clearly differ. 

Certainly, overexploitation of fish stocks threatens the future resource basis for 

Unilevers operations (OECD 2005: 255). Constance and Bonnano furthermore see 

Unilever’s motivation based on the attempt to legitimize its business practices “by 

resolving (at least temporarily) the historical antagonism between capitalist 
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accumulation and environmental protection through a ‘neutral’ NGO-based joint 

venture” (Constance and Bonanno 2000: 133).  

10.1.2 Organisational Structure 

During its initiation phase in 1996/1997 the MSC held a series of workshops around 

the world and launched a ‘Letter of Support’ campaign to introduce the MSC initiative 

to diverse stakeholders and achieve their support (Sutton and Whitfield 1996: 33; 

Constance and Bonanno 2000: 130). A consulting firm was retained to develop “an 

organizational blueprint” based on comparative studies of certification organizations 

(e.g. the Forest Stewardship Council) (Sutton and Whitfield 1996: 34) as well as 

interviews with fishery stakeholders (Constance and Bonanno 2000). According to 

Auld (2007: 25) “the idea was to create a streamline organization, with little 

bureaucracy, but highly competent, to operate strategically early on to get the 

program running.” In February 1997, the MSC was officially established as an 

independent organization (Sutton 1998: 27). According to Michael Sutton, Director of 

WWF‘s Endangered Seas Campaign, the MSC was “originally advised to choose a non-

membership model, with a board of directors and a consultative forum to ensure 

sufficient representation and inclusiveness of all stakeholders” (Sutton 1998: 29). It 

therefore initially decided to run the scheme by a Secretariat to coordinate the 

activities of a Standards Council, an Advisory Board, and National Working Groups. 

The Advisory Board was close to a membership body. However, members only served 

an advisory role without holding voting rights (like in the FSC for example) (Auld 

2007: 25).  

10.1.2.1 Financing Structure 

To initiate the scheme, both Unilever and WWF (evenly split) invested 1Million US 

dollar (May et al. 2003: 17). After this money came to an end funding was obtained 

from independent sources such as private foundations, trusts, and charities 

(Constance and Bonanno 2000: 130; Gulbrandsen 2009: 655). The MSC evolved into 

an independent, registered non-profit charity organisation (Marine Stewardship 

Council N.D.a). This helped “to fend off assertions of WWF and Unilever control and 

domination” over the scheme (Gulbrandsen 2008: 571–572). Today the MSC is 

funded by a wide range of stakeholders from governments, over businesses to NGOs 

(Marine Stewardship Council 2009a: 21). Additionally there is a fixed annual fee for 
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the use of the logo on consumer facing packaging plus a fee over 0,1% of the sales of 

labelled fish paid to an MSC trading company62. The trading company gives any 

surplus to the MSC charity (Howes 2008: 88). Still, according to May et al., the 

MSC has faced “constant danger of financial collapse and loss of funder confidence" 

(May et al. 2003: 30). Due to increased certification and sales rates though funding 

from licensing is more and more substantial and enables the MSC to become 

independent from their foundations. For the future, the MSC is even aiming to 

“migrate to a self-sustaining commercial model based largely on logo licensing 

revenue” (Marine Stewardship Council 2007a: 4). Some scholars however are 

concerned that “such a shift is an incentive to certify large, high volume fisheries, as 

these will generate more revenue than smaller fisheries” (Hoel 2004: 35). In addition, 

“even with these successes, financial considerations still held. To address them, the 

MSC recently moved to increase the licensing fee for the use of its logo in the hopes of 

generating more funds to cover core expenses” (Auld 2007: 36).  

10.1.2.2 Criticism 

Producers and Environmental Groups 

“The [MSC] initiative was applauded by numerous individuals, businesses and non-

governmental organisations across the globe” (OECD 2005: 254) but also faced 

repeated criticism. According to an FAO report from 1996 industry associations such 

as the International Fishmeal and Oil Manufacturers Association (IFOMA) and the 

International Coalition of Fisheries Associations (ICFA) had serious reservations 

about the MSC and “took a stance of opposition. Others, like the Ground Fish Forum, 

“may not have taken a definite stance but expressed concern” (FAO 1996). Main 

criticism in the early stage regarding the organisational structure63 from producers 

but also environmental groups and governments was that WWF and Unilever would 

control the MSC inappropriately without offering enough room for participation and 

inclusive decision-making. A member of the International Collective in Support of 

Fishworkers (ICSF) France for example concludes: “The agreement between the 

                                                        

62 The logo licensing has been sourced out to a wholly owned for profit company Scott (2003). 

63 There has been also major criticism from the developing world regarding problems for small scale 
fisheries especially from developing countries to access certification. This will be further explained on 
page 16ff.  
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powerful multinational company and the famous international environmental 

organization seems to have ignored the fisher people” who are usually not as well 

established as e.g. environmental groups (Le Sann 1996: 19). Fishermen from the 

developing world criticised that “representatives from developing countries were 

only invited to one consultative meeting in London” (Ponte 2008: 164). Also, “out of 

about 10 workshops that were carried out to present the initiative to various 

fisheries, only one took place in a developing country (South Africa)” (Ponte 2008: 

164). The initiating actors were “considered by some producers to be intrinsically 

antithetical to the interests of fishermen” which led to doubts if they could “apply its 

standards objectively” (OECD 2005: 254). WWF was mistrusted by some fishers 

mainly due to their earlier conflicts on the protection of marine living resources 

(Broathen 1999: 27). Regarding the involvement of Unilever fears arose that 

"Unilever will retain a quasi-monopoly control over a large segment of the market 

and can then set the environmental standards it likes and dictate the prices it wants, 

both at the consumer and the producer end" (Kurien 1996: 24). Unilever’s 

commitment to purchase only MSC-certified fish by the year 2005 was seen as a 

useful target on the one hand but also inhibiting the danger that it “could lead to less 

stringent standards being applied to certification in order to maintain supplies of the 

raw material” (Broathen 1999: 26). The MSC (and labelling schemes in general) were 

also criticised for viewing the market as a place to vote. Neis for example argues that 

the market leaves more votes to some (richer) consumers than others (e.g. in 

developing countries) and that consumers "have little control over who or what they 

vote for” (Neis 1996: 36). Generally, it was questioned if a goal like sustainable fishery 

should be left to the market or if government involvement is rather needed (Kurien 

1996: 24).  

Governments 

The responses from governments were mixed. 1996 the Latin American Fisheries 

Development Organization for example rejected the MSC initiative (FAO 1996). Also 

northern European countries took an opposing stance. According to a Nordic 

Council’s brochure, cited 1998 by O`Riordan in the Sumatra magazine, the MSC was 

“regarded as a process with a lack of transparency and thereby lacking credibility 

within both the fisheries sector and governments. Others also questioned how 

genuinely participatory the MSC consultation process had been. Genuine consultation 
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should not merely involve informing stakeholders of an already devised scheme […]. 

Stakeholders should also be involved in the process of establishing ecolabelling 

schemes […] they felt” (O’Riordan 1998: 22). “In June 1998, the MSC initiative 

suffered a setback at a meeting of the FAO Sub-Committee on Fish Trade when a 

Norwegian minister argued that the ecolabeling of fisheries stocks is an issue for 

fisheries authorities, not NGOs such as WWF and Unilever” (Constance and Bonanno 

2000: 132). When MSC tried to get a foothold in Sweden in 1996, they obtained 

"sufficient financial and symbolic support, especially among food retailers and the 

fish processing industry, to start their labelling activities" (Boström 2006: 143). 

However, they faced objection by governmental bodies and fishermen. According to 

interviews conducted by Boström (2006: 143) with representatives from the Swedish 

National Board of Fisheries, "primarily because a private transnational company was 

a main sponsor and played a central role." Other concerns were that officials would 

not be welcomed as participants but also a feeling "of dependence, as well as the 

exclusiveness and opacity of MSC". WWF on the other hand argued that (again 

according to interviews by Boström) "it was difficult for government authorities to 

accept that private actors stepped in and claimed responsibility for what has 

traditionally been seen as the sole responsibility and concern of the state" (Boström 

2006: 143). Especially northern European countries pushed the establishment of an 

FAO led labelling scheme instead. Even though no agreement could be reached on 

such a labelling scheme (Gulbrandsen 2009: 656–657) the MSC gave up their efforts 

to try to convince the Nordic states of their scheme. In 2003 FAO guidelines for fish 

and fishery product labelling were formed rather than a labelling scheme. For 

Gulbrandsen “although the guidelines fell short of prescribing mandatory 

requirements for the use of eco-labels, they represented a step toward increasing the 

government influence over non-state labeling schemes. In essence, the creation of 

labelling guidelines was an effort by certain governments to regain control of an issue 

area predominated by non-governmental actors" (Gulbrandsen 2009: 656–657). 

After pushing back the MSC the Nordic Council of Ministers took initiative to 

investigate setting up an own Nordic labelling scheme. In a report by the Nordic 

Council of Ministers on ‘An Arrangement for the Voluntary Certification of Products of 

Sustainable Fishing’ they "implicitly, albeit consciously, criticized the MSC model" as 

not being transparent and traceable (Boström 2006: 143). In 2003, an alternative 
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fishery certification was set up in Sweden by KRAFT (a Swedish labelling organisation 

to label organic products).  

Next to these negative reactions there was also positive feedback by countries like 

Australia and New Zealand which “have made major efforts towards improved 

management and believe that they may have good candidates for labelling among 

their national fisheries" (FAO 1996). In the UK DEFRA has acively and finacially 

supported the spread of MSC in schools and restaurants (Marine Stewardship Council 

24.07.09)In their food and catering standards the Uk government for example refers 

explicitly to the MSC as a way o meet their standards. (DEFRA N.D.) 

10.1.2.3 Restructuring 

The MSC responded to the early criticism in various ways. First, they highlighted that 

"an important characteristic of the MSC will be its independence from both the 

environmental community and the industry" (Sutton and Whitfield 1996: 34). 

According to WWF (as cited in Eden and Bear 2010) “there’s been a big step back’ 

from supporting […] MSC, precisely so that each NGO can more effectively claim 

financial and operational independence” (Eden and Bear 2010: 92). Second they 

pointed out that organisational structure was still under development (Sutton 1998: 

29). They invited the critics to take part in their multistakeholder dialogue in form of 

conferences, workshops etc. across the world. Additionally the MSC made several 

changes to its organisational structure between 1998 and 2001: a Board of Trustees 

now sets the strategic direction of the MSC, monitors progress and ensures the MSC 

meets its objectives. The board has a maximum of 14 members making up a finance 

committee and an executive committee. The trustees "are chosen for their knowledge, 

expertise and support for the MSC" (Marine Stewardship Council N.D.a). There is no 

formal membership structure. However the MSC highlights that "the Board should be 

balanced with representatives from different sectors and geographical 

regions"(Marine Stewardship Council N.D.a). New Board members get appointed 

subject to identification by a member, provision of favourable references, and 

consensus amongst all Board members on the appointment. Fixed members however 

are the chair of the Technical Advisory Board and both Co-chairs of the Stakeholder 

Council. The Technical Advisory Board functions as an advisory body to the Board of 

Trustees on technical and scientific matters mainly regarding the MSC standards and 

methodologies for certification and accreditation. It has 15 members appointed by 
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the board to bring in "a range of experience, skills and geographical 

representation"(Marine Stewardship Council N.D.a). The board is also supposed to 

consider inputs from the Stakeholder Council in its decisions. Its 30-50 members are 

nominated (or if needed appointed by the Board) from the following sub groups: 

public interest; commercial and socio-economic; developing world. In addition to 

these three governance bodies, committees and working groups address specific 

regional or topical issues. Their members come from the MSC Board, Technical 

Advisory Board and Stakeholder Council, and sometimes include other invited 

experts (Marine Stewardship Council N.D.a).  

The reactions to this new organisational structure have been mixed: Gulbrandsen for 

example concludes, “in sum, the governance reform resulted in an inclusive multi-

stakeholder organisational structure” (Gulbrandsen 2009: 655). Greenpeace 

positively highlights the “professionalism of the bodies involved in the programme 

following acceptable industry practice and the “acceptable stakeholder engagement“ 

(Greenpeace 2009: 2–3). Yet, according to Gale and Harwad (2004), the MSC 

structure is more corporative. The ultimate decision-making authority lies with the 

Board of Trustees rather than the Stakeholder Council (Gulbrandsen 2009: 655). The 

Stakeholder Council can only advise the Board of Directors on its view but not compel 

them to take action (Gale and Haward 2004).The Board of Trustees “is appointed, not 

elected, and functions like a corporate Board of Directors“(Gale and Haward 2004). 

According to Gulbrandsen with such a structure the “MSC wanted to prevent a 

governance arrangement that would be expensive to operate, unwieldy and open to 

potential capture by particular interest groups or stakeholders“(Gulbrandsen 2008: 

571–572). 

After restructuring MSC still faced critique from various stakeholders. In 2004, the 

Guardian wrote the "Marine Stewardship Council lacks credibility and will collapse 

unless drastically reformed" (Brown 2004). Two reports were conducted by 

environmental organisations to evaluate the MSC certification of various fisheries. 

They question the sustainability of some of the certified fisheries and conclude “that 

without the backing of environmental and conservation groups the credibility of the 

organization will be terminally undermined” (Brown 2004). The MSC reacted to this 

criticism by inviting the authors of both reports to join part of their deliberation (MSC 

Board of Trustees 2004: 23). It also compelled to “engage in discussions on how 
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better to involve key stakeholders in the organization. Specifically, a working panel 

will be created to investigate how engagement between the Board and Stakeholder 

Council can be improved (MSC Board of Trustees 2004: 23). In 2007 MSC announced 

"a review of the effectiveness of MSC’s Stakeholder Council structure and 

implementation of required reforms where necessary to improve its overall 

effectiveness" (Marine Stewardship Council 2007a: 4). 

On the side of governments, despite the early criticism especially from Nordic 

countries, the support from other developed countries governments is nowadays 

rather high. According to the MSC annual report 2008/2009 “the strongest signal 

came from Germany. In an EU consultation on minimum criteria for fishery ecolabels, 

the German government recommended consistency with the MSC’s Principles and 

Criteria for sustainable fishing. A French parliamentary report on the future of the 

national fishing industry includes an evaluation of existing eco-labelling schemes, 

which concludes that MSC was the only scheme consistent with the FAO guidelines. 

The report recommends an independent, third-party certification programme such as 

the MSC standard for sustainable and well-managed fisheries. Following the 

announcement in June 2008 that the Dutch North Sea demersal fleet is to seek MSC 

certification, the Dutch parliament voted in December to amend the government’s 

2009 budget to make one million Euros available for fishery assessment and 

certification. In July 2008, the government of British Columbia in Canada committed 

CAD 100,000 to support MSC assessment for fisheries, while the government of Nova 

Scotia committed CAD 3.75 million over three years for fisheries industry renewal, 

including support for MSC certification” (Marine Stewardship Council 2009a: 19). 

However, if the growth in support is due to an enhanced organisational structure or 

rather due to an increased market penetration is hard to tell.  

10.1.2.4 The MSC as an Example of New Governance 

Traditionally labels are seen as a marketing tool for companies to overcome 

information asymmetries and facilitate product differentiation. Others see labels as a 

mean to pre-empt or influence future government standards (van Wijk, Danse and 

van Tulder 2008). Facing a globalised world however, national governments 

influence is increasingly limited. For Osterveer “globalization is fundamentally 

altering social and economic dynamics at different levels of scale and therefore 

alternative governance arrangements are required which are much more flexible and 
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include more stakeholders than only governments such as fishermen, consumers and 

traders" (Oosterveer 2008: 799). In the case of the fish sector its products “travel 

across national borders linking various localized social practices sometimes at large 

distances“ (Oosterveer 2008: 799) and each of those includes specific governing 

actors, institutions and technologies. For Oosterveer these complex, deterritorialised 

and decentred mobilities in global fish provision constitute a complex governance 

challenge making it difficult to govern through local or even national governmental 

regulation and therefore need other social actors like NGOs, consumers, and traders 

to become engaged (Oosterveer 2008: 804).  

The MSC can be seen as reregulation away from public regulation by individual 

nation-states towards a supranational solution in the private arena (Constance and 

Bonanno 2000: 134). Oosterveer argues that the MSC uses a network approach to 

global governance rather than top down regulation. Aim is to build a network to 

connect the “local stakeholders, involved in particular sustainably managed fisheries, 

with retailers and consumers throughout the world” (Oosterveer 2008: 804). It 

involves and connects various private actors at different locations along the flow of 

fish and applies locally translated performance standards (Oosterveer 2008).  

According to Constance and Bonnano the MSC is additionally linked to larger global 

coordinating mechanisms and initiatives like the World Bank, OECD, governments, 

food retailers, major environmental and conservation organizations. This “political 

spread” of the MSC coalition is substantial and “a critical factor in its success” 

(Constance and Bonanno 2000: 135). Yet they see the MSC slightly more critical: The 

MSC represents “a tool of neo-liberal restructuring over and above the jurisdiction of 

nation-States” (Constance and Bonanno 2000: 134) via the creation of a 

“supranational State-like NGO” by a major transnational company paired with a major 

NGO (Constance and Bonanno 2000: 133). It uses centralized control to coordinate 

and link the various actors and thereby only provide “the illusion of a decentralized 

craft-based system” (Constance and Bonanno 2000: 133).  

10.1.3 Labelling Phases 

The works stream includes the development and review of criteria defining 

sustainable fishery products, the assessment and auditing against these criteria, and 
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the communication. With all these component parts the MSC is making major efforts 

to be in line with FAO guideline for ecolabelling of seafood (Thrane et al. 2009: 422).  

10.1.3.1 Standard 

All, the development, review; modification and approval of the MSC standard are 

designed to comply with international codes of conduct. These are for example the 

FAO Code of Conduct for Responsible Fishing, the ISEAL Code of Good Practice for 

Setting Social and Environmental Standards, the ISO/IEC Guide Code of good practice 

for standardization, and the WTO Technical Barriers to Trade (TBT) Agreement 

Annex 3 Code of good practice for the preparation, adoption and application of 

standards (Marine Stewardship Council 2007b: 2;Hoel 2004: 26–27). For 

Gulbrandsen this “was clearly a strategy to enhance the legitimacy of the private 

certification scheme operating in a dense regulatory context and to reassure 

governments that MSC-initiators did not seek to establish a competing non-state 

regime to the elaborate international fisheries regimes" (Gulbrandsen 2008: 570). 

Development 

Important to establish trust and an impression of independence and thereby support 

the credibility and legitimacy of a scheme (for further explanation see p.404ff) is an 

inclusive standard development. The standard should be "informed and supported by 

technical knowledge" (Ward 2008b: 229). For Boström therefore referring to natural 

science and including scientists in some way is essential (Boström 2006: 142). 

However, also other stakeholders need to be included to assure the standard reflects 

community norms (Ward 2008b: 229). The MSC states that their standard setting 

incorporates “the values of transparency, participation and fairness” (Marine 

Stewardship Council 2007b: 2). For its initiation in 1996 more than 20 experts 

including authorities in fisheries economics, fish stock assessment, ecosystem 

analysis and fishery conservation held a three day meeting in England to draft a set of 

guidelines for defining “sustainable” fisheries (OECD 2005: 255). Based on this draft a 

team of consultants hold meetings with a broad range of fisheries experts to prepare 

a set of principles and criteria. The criteria then got circulated to stakeholders in the 

fisheries arena. The MSC sponsored a series of regional, national, and international 

consultative workshops in the Americas, Europe, Australasia and Africa to debate, 

redefine the principles, and develop a process of implementation (Constance and 
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Bonanno 2000: 130). The participants in these meetings came from many 

constituencies and were those considered by the MSC to be its future stakeholders: 

the fishing industry, environmental and consumer organisations, government, 

seafood buyers and processors, and science (Hoel 2004: 21; OECD 2005: 255). In 

April 1998, the MSC announced its first public draft of the Principles and Criteria for 

Sustainable Fishing (Constance and Bonanno 2000: 131). In addition, test cases were 

run in 1999-2000 “to assess the feasibility of the principles and criteria in practice” 

(Hoel 2004: 21). 

Next to the fishery standard there is also a Chain of Custody standard. “The MSC 

Chain of Custody standard for seafood traceability was established in December 1999 

and based on existing best practice traceability standards. In August 2005, following 

international consultation with stakeholders Version 2 of the standard came into use” 

(Marine Stewardship Council N.D.a). 

For Hoel the development of the MSC standard has been very inclusive (Hoel 2004: 

21). However, there has been still critique from some producers, governments and 

environmental organizations the development of the standard was not sufficiently 

open to all stakeholders (Broathen 1999: 26; O’Riordan 1998: 22 ). The International 

Collective in Support of Fishworkers64 for example criticises that “there were no 

consultations whatsoever in regions with the largest number of fishworkers and the 

largest production of food fish in the world. Moreover, the list of signatories and 

supporters of MSC mainly includes wholesalers, retailers, environmental groups and 

consultancy companies; there are no fishworker organisations from any developing 

country” (Mathew 2000: 11). 

Review Process 

The MSC is committed to a periodical review of their environmental standards for 

sustainable fisheries as well as their chain of custody standards in a lengthy and 

complex process. The process involves different bodies consisting of various 

stakeholders: “Proposals to develop a new MSC international standard may originate 

                                                        

64 “The International Collective in Support of Fishworkers (ICSF) is an international non-governmental 
organization that works towards the establishment of equitable, gender-just, self-reliant and 
sustainable fisheries, particularly in the small-scale, artisanal sector” 
(http://icsf.net/icsf2006/jspFiles/icsfMain/about/english/aboutIcsf.jsp). 
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from the MSC Board of Trustees (Board), Technical Advisory Board (TAB), 

Stakeholder Council or MSC staff members (MSC Executive)" (Marine Stewardship 

Council 2007b: 3). After circulation of the proposal to the MSC Board, TAB and 

Stakeholder Council for review and comment, the Board takes the formal decision to 

authorise the development of an MSC standard. An International Policy Director 

coordinates the development of the standard with participation of various other 

bodies. In consultation with a Steering Committee (comprised at a minimum of the 

International Policy Director, Chief Executive, and Director of Operations) the 

International Policy Director drafts a standard and a standard development-working 

plan. The latter includes the establishment of any technical working groups and/or 

expert-panels as well as an outline of the consultative process to be used. The TAB 

directs and reviews the production of written drafts of the standard. In particular, it 

assures the consultation and participation of the Stakeholder Forum (number of 

members not limited) and an Interested Party Advisory Committee (IPAC) (usually 

consisting of 12 members representing different stakeholders; suggested by the TAB 

and approved by the board). Prior to finalisation there are also at least two rounds of 

public consultation on the draft standards. The IPAC informs the TAB when there is 

consensus among stakeholders on a standard proposal. The TAB Chair then forwards 

the draft standard to the Stakeholder Council for review and comment. Taking into 

account any further comments from the Stakeholder Council the TAB agrees on the 

proposal of this standard (might be by vote) and publishes it on the website. The final 

step is the approval and adoption of the standard by the Board of Trustees. The MSC 

Steering Committee oversees the whole process (Marine Stewardship Council 2007b: 

3). 

Content 

Fishery Standard 

At the centre of the standard are three principles, each broken down into a subset of 

criteria (Bell 2002): 

1. “A fishery must be conducted in a manner that does not lead to over-fishing or 

depletion of the exploited populations and, for those populations that are 

depleted; the fishery must be conducted in a manner that demonstrably leads to 

their recovery. 



374 

2. Fishing operations should allow for the maintenance of the structure, 

productivity, function and diversity of the ecosystem (including habitat and 

associated dependent and ecologically related species) on which the fishery 

depends. 

3. The fishery is subject to an effective management system that respects local, 

national and international laws and standards and incorporates institutional and 

operational frameworks that require use of the resource to be responsible and 

sustainable.” 

MSC therefore defines a sustainable fishery as one “that is conducted in such a way 

that: 

• it can be continued indefinitely at a reasonable level; 

• it maintains and seeks to maximise, ecological health and abundance, 

• it maintains the diversity, structure and function of the ecosystem on which it 

depends as well as the quality of its habitat, minimising the adverse effects that it 

causes; 

• it is managed and operated in a responsible manner, in conformity with local, 

national and international laws and regulations; 

• it maintains present and future economic and social options and benefits; 

• it is conducted in a socially and economically fair and responsible manner” (Bell 

2002: 2). 

 

Area of application 

So far, the MSC only certifies wild capture fisheries and their products (Bell 2002: 2). 

It has been repeatedly discussed to expand this scope to include aquaculture 

productions systems. Nevertheless, after several studies and consultations into the 

feasibility of such an inclusion the MSC Board of Trustees reconfirmed in 2008 not to 

include aquaculture productions systems (Marine Stewardship Council N.D.b). 

Part of the Lifecycle 

“The scope of the MSC Principles and Criteria relates to marine fisheries activities up 

to but not beyond the point at which the fish are landed” (Bell 2002: 2). Any activities 

aboard a fishing vessel after landing the fish or at shore-side facilities are not 

included, “unless they have a direct effect on the in-water activities of the fishery" 

(Chaffee et al. 2003: 63). Some authors criticise the limited scope and the restriction 
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to fishery activities (e.g. Thrane et al. 2009: 418–422; Iles 2007: 585; Molyneaux 

2008). For Iles such a narrow focus ignores other forms of production, ranging from 

processing factories to distributor warehouses (Iles 2007: 585). Thrane et al. note 

that “it must be taken into consideration that LCA [Life Cycle Assessment] studies 

single out energy consumption and antifouling agents used on the fishing vessels hull, 

as highly important factors contributing to impact categories such as global warming, 

nutrient enrichment, acidification and eco-toxicity” (Thrane et al. 2009: 418–422). 

Yet some studies support the narrow focus of the MSC saying “that the fishing stage is 

the most important stage in terms of environmental impacts for most types of 

analyzed seafood products" (Thrane et al. 2009: 4). 

Scope 

The primary focus of the standard is the ecological dimension. Additionally, according 

to the MSC, “the principles also embrace the human and social elements of fisheries” 

(Bell 2002: 2). Yet they do not provide any explicit evaluation of the social and 

economic aspects of a fishery (Leadbitter and Ward 2007: 464). This caused repeated 

criticism (Le Sann 1996: 19). Even so, the idea to include such aspects in separate 

principles has not been implemented since worldwide consultation could find no 

agreement “on how a fishery should perform in socio-economic terms” (Leadbitter 

and Ward 2007: 464).  

Precision 

An essential question is if the standards should rather be very precise or leave room 

for interpretation. Each fishery varies in terms of the nature of the species, capture 

method used, the nature of the ecosystem, etc. Very precise standards can be too 

narrow to address these differing conditions. The MSC therefore decided originally to 

fix only very broad standards that are then specified by the certification bodies. 

However, such an open approach entails the risk that different certifiers interpret the 

standard inconsistently. “If the standard is unclear, ambiguous, implicit rather than 

explicit or in any way not definitive, then assessments carried out to verify 

compliance of a venture may not provide clear outcomes" (Ward 2008b: 217). In fact 

environmental organisations like Greenpeace (2009:2) criticised the “weak language” 

used (e.g. the use of should instead of shall which implies it is conditional and not 

mandatory) in the MSC standard leading to inconsistent interpretations of the 

standard. In an opinion piece in Nature Jaquet et al. criticise "loose wording in the 
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MSC criteria" resulting in fisheries getting certified despite objections of major NGOS 

and scientist about declines of fish stocks of the respective species (Jacquet et al. 

2010: 28). 

Ward therefore suggests that next to a not technical version for public information 

“the standard should be expressed in clear technical terms where possible, including 

the use of numerical benchmark. […] Where a benchmark is to be derived through a 

process, either in the management system, or in the verification process, the precise 

steps and methodology need to be defined in clear technical detail in the standard” 

(Ward 2008b: 226). “The scope of an effective standard should also cover the nature 

of evidence, data and information, and be specific about how certifiers should make 

decisions in the absence of appropriate data on each specific aspect of the standard” 

(Ward 2008b: 220). In 2007, the MSC decided to specify their standards as will be 

further explained on page 378ff.  

Stringency 

Another huge debate centres on the stringency of the standard. While some call for 

very high standards, others highlight the trade off between very ambitious standards 

and a broad coverage. The MSC itself points out: “The MSC cannot have meaningful 

impact on the world’s oceans as a niche player. We ultimately need to account for a 

substantial (if not total) share of global wild catch output” (Marine Stewardship 

Council 2007a: 7). Rupert Howes, CEO of the MSC, recently stated: “Fisheries science 

is an evolving business. At some stage in the future, standards will be reviewed. In the 

interim, don’t let expectations of perfection obscure the significant progress that is 

being delivered” (Pope 2009). These statements show that the MSC is not aiming to 

certify against a high gold standard. Instead it “has taken the broad coverage 

approach" (Ward and Philips 2008: 431). This opens the opportunity for other 

schemes but also for criticism to evolve. Greenpeace (2009) for example concludes, 

“requirements are not stringent”. Beneath others they criticise the requirements for 

marine resources65, the MSC aim for Maximum Sustainable Yield66, the fact that the 

                                                        

65 Regarding the marine resources Greenpeace criticises: "Although the MSC Principles and Criteria 
state that no-take zones should be established ‘where appropriate’ this is left open for interpretation. 
MSC states that it is ‘non-prescriptive’ in relation to marine reserves and other types of Marine 
Protected Areas (MPAs), viewing them only as ‘one of several potentially valuable options’ for 
achieving sustainable fisheries […] In fact, the MSC certification scheme could undermine processes to 
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‘destructive catching methods’ only include poisons or explosives but not bottom 

trawling practices, as well as the need for fisheries only to demonstrate that the 

fishery leads to a recovery of the stock rather than a total exclusion of fishery from 

depleted stocks (Greenpeace 2009). Moreover, Hoel criticises “that the criteria do not 

set requirements that can effectively contribute to the reduction of IUU [Illegal, 

unreported and unregulated] fishing67 and “do not point much to the fundamental 

driver of overfishing: overcapacity” (Hoel 2004: 27). Repeated criticism of certain 

fishery certification from organisation such as greenpeace has repeatedly resulted in 

negative press coverage of the MSc scheme. The Guardian for example writes in 

January 2010 “a series of decisions allowing controversial fisheries to be granted the 

prized MSC label has prompted severe criticism of the organisation” (Smith 2011). In 

2010 an opinion piece in nature titled "Seafood stewardship in crisis" (Jacquet et al. 

2010). The authors highlight multiple objections that have been raised against recent 

certifications from NGOs and scientists. Jacquet et al. critique for example the 

certification of "the Pacific hake (Merluccius productus), which was certified in 2009 

despite a population decline of 89% since a peak in the late 1980s" (Jacquet et al. 

2010: 28) 

Chain of Custody Standard 

To assure that only seafood from a certified fishery carries the MSC label businesses 

along the products supply chain must prove to be in line with the Chain of Custody 

Standard. Most importantly, this implies to show that they have effective storage and 

record-keeping systems. “Every company with a valid Chain of Custody certificate is 

                                                                                                                                                                        

implement MPAs by allowing destructive fisheries that operate within areas recognised as worthy of 
protection into its full assessment process. MSC certified fisheries are only required to stop fishing in 
particular areas if there is legislation requiring them to do so" Greenpeace (2009). 

66 They also question the MSC aim for a Maximum Sustainable Yield (MSY): "In practice, the stock level 
and the fishing rate that will produce the MSY are very difficult to determine accurately, and this can 
change with changes in the environment. Scientists have argued for years that even at MSY, stock 
instability and risk of recruitment failure are already high" (Greenpeace 2009). 

67 For Hoel (2004: 28) “while stating that fisheries in contravention of international agreements will 
not be certified, a more effective approach here would probably have been to require fisheries to be 
managed by states that have ratified the Law of the Sea Convention, the 1995 UN Fish Stocks 
Agreement, as well as the 1993 Compliance Agreement. That way, only fisheries in countries that back 
up the global framework for enforcement of fisheries regulations in a comprehensive and credible way 
could be certified. Actors would have to change their behavior. This would however exclude major 
markets for the MSC, as USA has not ratified the Law of the Sea Convention and Australia has not 
acceded to the Compliance Agreement”. 
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given a unique code which must be displayed on certified seafood products to show 

buyers and consumers that they are buying from an approved supplier" (Marine 

Stewardship Council N.D.a). The Chain of Custody Standard applies from the point of 

landing. For Greenpeace this restriction “allows a loophole for IUU activities to occur 

at sea” (Greenpeace 2009: 5–7). 

10.1.3.2 Assessment 

Fishery Certification 

The Client 

MSC “develops each certification not for a geographical space, but for a relational unit 

of ‘a fishery’” (Eden and Bear 2010: 95). “The notion of a “fishery” for MSC purposes is 

very wide, and can denote more than one fish stock, one particular fishing method for 

a certain fish stock, or a very limited fishery on a large stock for which there are 

numerous other fisheries” (Hoel 2004: 38). In fact MSC certifies “a combination of 

site, species and fishing gear, making its object of governance a fluid hybrid of 

cartography, ecological taxonomy and technology” (Eden and Bear 2010: 94). 

Additionally certification shifts over time. “Indeed, some fisheries are also seasonally 

defined for certification, depending on the lifecycle of the target species” (Eden and 

Bear 2010: 95). Usually “clients are […] associations of fishing operators that catch 

and handle one or more species in a specific area” (Ponte 2008: 161). The ICSF is 

concerned at this point “that, since the unit of certification under the MSC scheme is a 

fishery in its entirety, there is no hope to reward responsible artisanal fishing 

methods and to reprimand destructive large-scale fishing activities if these co-exist in 

the same fishery. In such fisheries, unless the artisanal and large-scale fisheries 

cooperate, there is no way of obtaining MSC certification” (Mathew 2000: 11). 

The Certifier 

If a fishery wants to get certified it first selects an accredited assessment body. 

Various authors argue that essential for a credible scheme is an independent certifier 

(e.g. Boström 2006: 135). To be in line with FAO guidelines the certification itself but 

also the accreditation of the certifiers is done by third organizations outside the MSC 

(Marine Stewardship Council N.D.a). With such an approach, competition between 

different certifiers can be induced to keep the costs for fisheries low. The best 

approach at this point is highly debated. While some scholars argue that there is still 
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not enough competition between certifiers to reduce the costs for fisheries especially 

from developing countries sufficiently (Ponte 2008: 164) others construct the 

complete opposite argument. Pope for example fears that a scheme working with 

competing independent certifiers "leaves the door open to ‘special arrangements’ 

between them and the fishing companies which pay to be evaluated" (Pope 2009). In 

addition, some argue that competition between the certifiers paired with imprecise 

standards leads to inconsistent interpretations of the standard. To address this 

criticism but still stick to the idea of independent certifiers the MSC decided to specify 

their standards as will be further explained in the following chapters.  

Pre-Assessment 

The assessment starts with a confidential pre-assessment. Based on the results of this 

pre-assessment the fishery decides if it wants to get certified (Marine Stewardship 

Council N.D.a). In case of a positive decision, the certifier announces that the fishery is 

undergoing full assessment.  

Assessment Team 

The certifier forms an independent assessment team. He takes into account 

comments by stakeholders who should be in the team (Marine Stewardship Council 

N.D.a).  

Assessment Tree 

To meet the different conditions and demands of the various fisheries the general 

principles and criteria for sustainable fishery (see above) used to be broken down 

into a hierarchy of sub-criteria and performance indicators by the certification body 

and the assessment team for each particular case. This team also used to define 

conditions that would allow the fishery to reach different amounts of scores, so called 

scoring guideposts, for each performance indicator as well as weightings to calculate 

overall scores. Together performance indicators and scoring guideposts comprised 

the assessment tree.  

To fend off the accusation of different interpretations of the standard depending on 

the certifier and “increase the consistency, efficiency and transparency within the 

labelling program” (Marine Stewardship Council N.D.a) (see discussion on page 375ff) 

the MSC specified their standard in 2007/2008. An assessment methodology now sets 
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out how the MSC standards for sustainable fishery should be interpreted during 

assessment.68 A so called “default assessment tree" is supposed to be used as basis for 

all assessments unless a certification body can show that a variation needs to be 

applied. Approval for such an exception needs to be received from the MSC’s Senior 

Fisheries Assessment Manager and shall stay the exception (Marine Stewardship 

Council 2009c: 6). The new Assessment Tree structure is divided into three levels: 

- Level 1: MSC Principle as described in the MSC’s Principles and Criteria for 

Sustainable Fishing 

- Level 2: high level sub-division of the Principles 

- Level 3: a further sub-division of the Principle, called (default) Performance 

Indicators, for scoring (Marine Stewardship Council 2009c: 9).  

The methodology then outlines guidance for the assignment of scores and their 

weighting against the principles and performance indicators (default scoring 

guideposts).  

Reactions to this new methodology are limited so far. Greenpeace however concludes: 

“A review of the document as part of a detailed assessment of the MSC certification 

programme shows that while it may address issues of consistency in future 

assessments, it does not address the fundamental concerns that Greenpeace has with 

the MSC Principles and Criteria [see chapter Stringency]. In addition, it will only apply 

to new fisheries as they enter the certification process. It will not apply to those that 

are certified until they enter the recertification process” (Greenpeace 2009: 2). 

Data Gathering 

The fishery is required to provide the team with the information needed to score the 

fishery against the assessment tree. To gather additional data the team conducts site 

visits and interviews with fishery and other stakeholders. “Where concerns are 

raised, the team has an obligation to further explore these concerns” (Thrane et al. 

                                                        

68 The assessment methodology has been developed in a three years project based on an international 
consultation process, expert drafting and testing sessions and expert calibration work including 
contributions from experts, stakeholders, peer reviewers and the Technical Advisory Board Marine 
Stewardship Council (2009c). 
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2009: 418–419). To reduce the costs for stakeholders to provide their input into the 

assessment the MSC launched a new fund in 2002 to "make small grants available” 

(Humphreys 2002: 25).  

Since its initiation, the MSC faced heavy critique from small-scale fisheries especially 

from the developing world.69 Main concern has been that “small-scale, decentralized, 

community-based fisheries, prevalent in the South, might be discriminated against” 

(O’Riordan 1996: 11). ICSF states that "it would, in fact, be almost impossible to show, 

as required by the MSC Principles and Criteria, that a developing country fishery is 

subject to an effective management system” (Mathew 2000: 11). Barriers to their 

certification range from institutional weakness (e.g. lack of expertise and access to 

networks), over financial costs, to lack of sufficient data (Mathew 2000: 11; 

Gulbrandsen 2009: 657; Ponte 2008: 164). So far, the MSC has focused on a high 

amount of quantitative data to prove a fishery is operating sustainable. The collection 

of such data is usually very costly and time consuming. This can make it difficult for 

smaller and more traditionally operated fisheries to become certified (Ponte 2008: 

170; Molyneaux 2008: 34). The MSC has therefore been accused to favour large 

industrialised, centralized, and company-owned fishing operations from the 

developed world (O’Riordan 1996: 11). For Johan Williams, director general of 

Norway’s Department of Marine Resources and Environment: “Ecolabelling schemes 

are most complex. […] They require a lot of documentation, both on stocks and the 

actual fishing. Obviously, this is easier to accomplish in industrial fisheries” 

(Molyneaux 2008: 34). Indeed a map of MSC certified fisheries (Millerold 2008: 12–

13) shows that especially fisheries in developing countries are clearly 

underrepresented. In case demand for eco-labelled fish becomes a reality, “many fear 

that the MSC certification process will restrict developing countries’ access, especially 

to Europe and the United States, the biggest markets for fish and fish products after 

Japan” (Mathew 2000: 11). The same is an issue for the chain of custody certification. 

Due to these problems, the MSC has been confronted with allegations of eco-

imperialism, and lack of attention to the social and economic needs of the fisher 

                                                        

69 As mentioned above already the Latin American Fisheries Development Organization for example 
rejected the MSC initiative in a resolution adopted at the Ministerial Meeting in Habana on 6 November 
1996 FAO (1996). A heated debate on this issue can be found in the early editions of the International 
Collective in Support of Fishworkers (ICSF) magazine sumadra. 
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people of the world (Constance and Bonanno 2000: 134). Oosterveer also raises that 

fisheries where “all stakeholders are interested to engage in a complicated and long-

term process while the necessary data on historic fishing efforts and stock 

development are available […] are not necessarily those fisheries that are most 

environmentally threatened. Rather they are the ones that provide for interesting 

markets where the additional price for labelled fish can be paid (Oosterveer 2008: 

804). 

The MSC has tried to address these concerns since its early years. In 1998, it engaged 

a consultant to help to devise “a strategy for the South”; in September 1999 it hired a 

fishery scientist to work on expanding the MSC’s outreach in developing countries. To 

overcome the barrier of the cost of undergoing a pre-assessment, the WWF set up a 

Small Grants Fund for Community Fishers (OECD 2005: 260). Next to financial 

assistance, the WWF also provided technical assistance to several fisheries in 

developing countries (May et al. 2003: 19). So far only a few of the five companies 

that are accredited to certify fisheries have offices located in developing countries. 

The MSC has therefore initiated a programme to enhance the auditing and 

certification infrastructure in these regions through workshops etc. Another outcome 

it hopes to achieve through these efforts is greater competition among certifiers and 

thus lower costs of certification (OECD 2005: 260). Additionally the MSC introduced a 

Developing World Fisheries Program. Main aims of the programme are to raise 

awareness of the MSC program, increase the involvement of stakeholders in 

developing countries, and ensure the MSC certification program is relevant and 

applicable to developing world fisheries. To achieve these aims the MSC engages with 

fisheries and stakeholders in developing countries, sets up partnerships with local 

and international NGOs to raise awareness, shares knowledge and promotes the 

scheme, and reviews the chain of custody assessment to make it more accessible for 

small, independent businesses (Marine Stewardship Council N.D.a). In 2009 the MSC 

also launched a Risk-Based Framework for scoring data deficient fisheries. In the 

absence of sufficient quantitative data, the framework allows certifiers to assess the 

risk that a fishery is operating unsustainably based on a qualitative, stakeholder-

driven process that gathers expert opinions and (if necessary) a semi-quantitative 

assessment. The application of the assessment framework is based on the precaution 

principle. The risk-based indicators used include qualitative and semi-quantitative 

proxies for scale and intensity of fishing activity. They correspond with the level of 
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utilisation of the resource. “In addition, the approach requires the assessment team to 

adopt the worst case scenario approach to scoring the risk indicators in the absence 

of credible evidence, information or logical reasoning to the contrary” (Marine 

Stewardship Council 2009c: 118). Especially a lack of consensus on particular 

information will result in the most cautious score being applied. All this increases the 

likelihood to achieve a low score under the risk based framework, especially for big 

fisheries. This, according to the MSC, creates an incentive to use the conventional 

approach whenever data is available (Marine Stewardship Council 2009c: 118). The 

framework has been informed by expert workshops, public consultations and lessons 

learned from pilot studies of small scale/data deficient fisheries (Marine Stewardship 

Council N.D.a). 

Scores and Conditions 

The assessment team uses decision-making software for weighted aggregation. The 

aggregated scores culminate at the level of principles. If the fishery obtains a certain 

amount of scores (80 and above out of 100 overall and for the particular indicators) it 

can be directly certified. If a fishery reaches a score between 60 and 80, the fishery 

client gets still certified. However, it must agree to make further improvement(s) 

(conditions) within a given timeframe (Marine Stewardship Council 2007c: 3). Such a 

conditional certification is usually the case since in reality the requirements are more 

recent and higher than the standards generally adopted by mainstream fisheries 

management practice (Agnew et al. 2006: 8). If the risk assessment framework has 

been used it is very likely that one of the conditions is the gathering of sufficient data. 

If a fishery fails the assessment “the certifier defines improvements that would be 

needed to raise the relevant scores to meet these minimum thresholds, thus defining 

a potential pathway for the fishery to become certified” (Marine Stewardship Council 

2007c: 3).70  

According to the MSC their conditional/continuous improvement/hybrid approach 

(instead of a gold standard approach) allows to address the high diversity of fisheries 

                                                        

70 Certifiers generally do not make specific recommendations. Rather, they identify the problems and 
then seek solutions from their client. The reasons for this are not to impose potentially inappropriate 
solutions and to avoid a conflict of interest between consultancy and auditing Leadbitter et al. (2006). 
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in terms of production, amount and type of information available etc. (May et al. 

2003: 20). A recent evaluation of the environmental benefits of the MSC certification 

also highlights that “there is a strong positive relationship between the number of 

conditions and the overall gains realised” (Agnew et al. 2006: 5). Nevertheless, “the 

environmental community is deeply divided on this issue” (Hoel 2004: 29). While Iles 

for example positively highlights the condition setting (Iles 2007: 585) environmental 

groups, including Greenpeace and the US-based National Environmental Trust, 

criticise MSCs conditional approach. National Environmental Trust demands to wait 

with certification until the fisheries actually have met the conditions (Pearce 2003). 

Greenpeace does not go that far but calls for a demanding timeframe and that the 

claims made for the product must be true and verifiable at all times” (Greenpeace 

2009: 8). Furthermore, Greenpeace criticises that the MSC approach to certify 

fisheries that have reached a score of 80 unconditionally does not provide any 

incentives to move towards scores of 100 (Greenpeace 2009: 5–7). This criticism 

results in Greenpeace UK highlighting on their website: “Greenpeace does not 

currently endorse the MSC scheme because under its rules, fisheries that are still 

unsustainable (even though they are working to improve) can be awarded the MSC 

logo” (Greenpeace UK 2010). Others flag the problem that most conditions concern 

issues that have to be decided upon by governments (Hoel 2004: 37). 

Review and Objections 

Following the scoring, the team publishes a preliminary report for comment from the 

client, peer review by two experts and public comment. The report outlines the 

outcome of the scoring including potential conditions to be met (Marine Stewardship 

Council N.D.a). “After reviewing, considering and responding to all comments, the 

certifier revises the draft report and makes a determination as to whether the fishery 

should be certified as meeting the MSC environmental standard for sustainable 

fishing” (Marine Stewardship Council N.D.a). The report is published by the MSC and 

stakeholders are allowed to lodge their objections.  

Originally, the responsibility was with the certifier to implement procedures to address 

objections. The process could be referred to the MSC if no agreement could be reached. 

However, the procedure did not entail a time limit when to lodge a dispute, nor a procedure 

or timetable how the MSC should handle a dispute. To address these issues the MSC 

developed a new procedure in 2001. To achieve compliance with the FAO ‘Guidelines for the 
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Ecolabelling of Fish and Fishery Products from Marine Capture Fisheries’ from 2005 an 

independent process for receiving and responding to objections to fishery assessments was 

set up (Auld 2007: 35). Today there is a clear objection procedure to "provide an orderly, 

structured procedure by which specific concerns about certification decisions can be formally 

lodged, reviewed and resolved, fairly and transparently" (Marine Stewardship Council 

2009d): Objections can be made by any party that was involved in the assessment process or 

who feel they were prevented from participating. An independent adjudicator (appointed by 

the MSC every three years) assesses the objections. They get accepted in case (Marine 

Stewardship Council 2009d):  

a. The objection identifies a serious procedural or other irregularity in the 

assessment process that made a material difference to the fairness of the 

assessment; 

b. The score given for one or more performance indicators cannot be 

satisfactorily justified by the certifier due to factual errors, omission of 

relevant information or arbitrariness; 

c. Additional information has been identified that is relevant to the assessment 

by the date of Determination and was not available or known to the certifier. 

If the objection is allowed, it is published by the MSC and any stakeholder that 

participated in the assessment process can submit written submissions on the 

matters raised in the objection. After a written response by the certifier, the 

independent adjudicator consults with the objector, the fishery, and the certifier. In 

case the issue cannot be resolved through the consultation the matter proceeds to 

oral hearing and adjudication. The costs for the adjudication must be paid for by the 

objector but must not be higher than 15,000pounds. In exceptional circumstances, a 

waiver to costs will be allowed (decided upon by the independent adjudicator). The 

independent adjudicator then decides to either confirm the original certification 

decision or remand it. In the latter case, the certifier composes a written response. 

The independent adjudicator can then accept this response as adequate resolution or 

uphold the objection (Marine Stewardship Council 2009d).  

Jaquet et al. also critique that objecting to an assessment used to come at a cost: up to 

£15,000 until the MSC lowered the maximum fee to £5,000 in 2010. They also critique 

that objections are reviewed by layers rather than experts in fisheries management 

and biology (Jacquet et al. 2010: 29). 
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Certification and Continuous Auditing 

If no objection is raised the fishery is directly certified for a maximum period of five 

years. The certifier issues a final report in which the assessment team must 

demonstrate that all stakeholder comments have been considered (Gulbrandsen 

2009: 656). In order to be granted and maintain the certificate “the fishery client also 

must establish an agreed surveillance program for the fishery. These surveillance 

audits ensure meeting required achievement of the agreed fishery improvements and 

also assess whether any changes in the fishery’s circumstances have occurred that 

could affect the original assessment decision. The surveillance audits happen at least 

annually throughout the period of the certification. The certifier also may carry out 

short notice monitoring as circumstances in the fishery warrant" (Marine 

Stewardship Council 2007c: 3). “After 5 years, the fishery must be reassessed in full if 

it wants to continue to be certified” (Marine Stewardship Council N.D.a). 

Chain of Custody Certification 

After a successful certification decision for the fishery all companies in the supply 

chain (including restaurants, retailers etc.) need to be assessed against the chain of 

custody standard for the end product to carry the MSC label (Marine Stewardship 

Council 2005: 2). To get certified businesses within the supply chain appoint an 

independent, accredited certifier. Costs for the chain of custody certification are 

agreed between the certifier and the customer and depend on the size and complexity 

of the supply chain (Scott 2003: 93).  

The certifier assesses the business against the chain of custody standard according to 

the MSC chain of custody certification methodology. Main requirement for the 

companies is “to have in place clearly defined and independently verified systems to 

ensure segregation of certified from non-certified fish and to have an ability to trace 

back to source” (Marine Stewardship Council 2009b: 5).  

Amount and method of verification taking place vary depending on the perceived risk 

of loss of traceability (Marine Stewardship Council 2009b: 5). The assessment shall be 

in line with guidance on auditing provided in ISO 19011. Generally the assessment is 
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mainly based on on-site visits71 to review the client’s management system, records 

relating to the receipt, processing and supply of certified fish (e.g. bills, invoices, 

processing records), and measures to assure separation of certified fish (Marine 

Stewardship Council 2009b: 11). Most organisations in the food preparation sector, 

especially in the US and Europe, already operate product identification and tracking 

systems to be in line with national/international standards (e.g. ISO9000 

certification) (Scott 2003: 89). In case the standard is a recognised one the 

certification body only conducts a gap analysis to identify the additional 

requirements of the MSC chain of custody standard (Marine Stewardship Council 

2009b: 9). For multiple branch or multidivisional businesses, the chain of custody 

certificate is sought by the head office and the respective requirements are added to 

the internal audit programme (Scott 2003: 87).  

After a positive audit, the certification is directly attested. If there are minor non-

conformances, certification is made subject to the implementation of an action plan. 

In the case of major non-conformances, measures to assure conformance have to be 

implemented before a certification can be issued (Marine Stewardship Council N.D.a).  

The initial assessment is followed by regular audits. Their extent and frequency is 

governed by the past performance of the client and a risk assessment performed by 

the certification body. The certification body should also determine whether 

irregularly timed short-notice visits and/or requests to examine documentation 

related to the processed product’s CoC (e.g. bills of lading) are required (Marine 

Stewardship Council 2009b: 11). After certification, the business is revisited to check 

that it continues to meet the MSC Chain of Custody Standard. After 3 years, the 

business must be reassessed if it wishes to remain in the MSC program. In case of a 

positive result for the whole supply chain, the end product is allowed to carry the 

MSC label (Marine Stewardship Council N.D.a).  

                                                        

71 In exceptional cases "where it can be demonstrated to MSC that on-site visits prior to certificate 
issue are impractical and the risks to the integrity of the MSC logo are minimal" MSC executives can 
allow to hand out interim certificates for a period of three months Marine Stewardship Council 
(2009b). 
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Stakeholder Participation 

Stakeholder input during the assessment (like in the governance and criteria 

development) is seen as essential by various authors (e.g. Leadbitter and Ward 2007: 

460). The MSC certification has met both positive but also negative feedback 

regarding this issue. Hoel and Pott highlight the widespread opportunities for 

stakeholder input in the certification process for example during the data gathering, 

the public consultation on the draft assessment report, or the conflict resolution 

mechanism for potential objections after the assessment (Hoel 2004: 21; Potts 2006: 

275–276). Hoel questions however “whether the [assessment] process is too 

inclusive, and that the access enjoyed by stakeholders can threaten the effectiveness 

of MSC when it comes to produce decisions. It may well be an issue that some NGOs 

may seek confrontation to add to the time a final decision on certification takes72, so 

as to force fisheries that are perceived to be unworthy of certification decides to 

withdraw from the process” (Hoel 2004: 36). The certification of Alaska Pollock for 

example lasted over four years (Gulbrandsen 2008: 574). The MSC is therefore aiming 

to reduce certification time to 12 months by streamlining the assessment process 

(Marine Stewardship Council 2007a: 7). Environmentalist on the other hand criticise 

the MSC for not giving enough attention to objections to certification. Even though 

there has been objection to various certification "to date, no objections have resulted 

in a rejected application. Only one fishery — for lobsters, in British waters — has 

been turned down after an assessment has been paid for” (Pope 2009).  

Costs and Benefits 

Various costs emerge along the supply chain in order to offer MSC certified products 

to the end consumer: costs of the pre-assessment, the full assessment for certification, 

and the chain of custody certification; the fee for the right to use the label (royalty 

fees); cost of evaluations during the 5-year term and costs of complying with the 

recommendations of the certification panel (Hoel 2004: 34). Grants are available to 

cover (part of) the costs for the certification. In the EU for example half of the costs 

for the assessment for European fisheries "can be met from relevant EU grants 

                                                        

72 Particularly easy is to focus on ecosystem impacts of fishing. “Such impacts are yet difficult to quantify, as there is no agreement on what ecosystem-based 

management means, and scientific uncertainties abound” Hoel (2004). 
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available in each member state" (Howes 2008: 87). Still certification can remain very 

costly, time consuming and demanding. 

The decision to become certified depends on the balance between the certification’s 

current and discounted future costs and its benefits. According to the MSC, potential 

benefits include (Millerold 2008: 9): 

- For fisheries: access to new markets; new and secure supply contracts; in 

some cases a price premium; independent third-party confirmation of good 

management; credible and internationally recognised sustainability claim73; 

improved relationships and reputation; financial stability; confidence in the 

future.  

- For the supply chain: a differentiated selling point; preferred supplier status; 

improved traceability; new contracts; long term greater security and stability 

of supplies.  

- For retail and brands: a sign that seafood suppliers are credible, traceable and 

trusted; a powerful corporate social responsibility message for customers and 

consumers; enhanced brand image and corporate reputation; promotional 

opportunities; new product development; growing market demand and 

supply; clear and easy way to engage customers with company sustainability 

policy.  

- For foodservice and restaurants: assurance of provenance of supplies; 

communications opportunity; customer and staff pride and loyalty; enhanced 

reputation; evidence of sustainable sourcing; supporting responsible supply 

chains.  

Especially the benefit for a company in economic terms is debated though. While 

some state an increased demand for certified products (e.g. Howes 2008: 87) offering 

the producers financial benefits other actors have been sceptical at this point (e.g. 

Hoel 2004; Ponte 2008; Kaiser 2006). If we look into particular cases of certification, 

                                                        

73 Acording to Ward this can also help to be treated favourably in resource allocations by governments Ward and Philiips (2008). 
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proofs for both sides can be found. In the course of their 10th anniversary in 2009, 

MSC published a brochure on their schemes “net benefit”. According to this brochure, 

“most fisheries say the MSC label has helped them retain existing markets and gain 

access to new ones, geographically or in terms of opportunities arising from new 

product category developments. […] Some fishers reported price premiums” (Marine 

Stewardship Council 2009e: 4–5). They prove these statements with a showcase of 

various positive examples of specific fisheries. Ponte on the other hand argues that 

for example in the case of South African hake fishers expected economic benefits did 

not fulfil: “Hake suppliers of MSC fish have received the same price as for ‘regular’ fish 

from their buyers. Their market share has not improved either” (Ponte 2008: 168). 

According to Ponte "it is mainly a ‘preferred supplier’ status that retailers and 

importers offer to certified suppliers instead of a premium paid to producers on a 

regular and predictable basis (Ponte 2008: 169).  

The cost benefit balance surely depends on the individual case and cannot be 

generalized. An important and more general point however has been raised by the 

ICSF (Mathew 2000: 11) as well as scholars like Ponte (2008) and Kaiser (2006): For 

them retailers need to offer sufficient long term price premiums to the producers 

(especially in developing countries) on top of the willingness to promote and offer 

shelf space for certified products. This is especially important where the compliance 

with certain standards start to become the norm to be able to sell products rather 

than an exception. Otherwise certification risks to just outsource the extra costs of 

achieving food safety, environmental and social standards and move them up the 

value chain toward producers (Ponte 2008: 170) while eroding their financial 

margins. As long as this is not the case many fisheries will potentially remain 

“sceptical of a process that might bind them financially to the whim of retail giants” 

(Kaiser and Edwards-Jones 2006: 396). 

10.1.3.3 Communication 

Another key success factors is the open communication and transparency of the 

whole scheme (e.g. Leadbitter and Ward 2007: 461–462). Beside information on 

preassessments (which is confidential) the MSC is very transparent. Information on 

the standards, methodologies, certified fisheries etc. can be found on the MSC 

website. Thrane et al. point out “the MSC puts great effort into the openness of its 

processes, and this is encouraged by posting key procedural and reporting documents 
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to their website for public comments, requiring assessors to actively solicit inputs 

from all stakeholders, and providing clear objections procedures if any party feel that 

issues have been addressed inadequately” (Thrane et al. 2009: 418). Also Greenpeace 

positively highlights the “acceptable availability of documentation and information” 

(Greenpeace 2009: 2–3).  

10.1.4 Evaluations 

There are various approaches to evaluate labelling schemes and, accordingly, achieve 

different results. For Gulbrandsen for example the MSC represents one of “the most 

advanced and successful cases of nonstate rulemaking and governance in the 

environmental realm to date” (Gulbrandsen 2006). Others however see the scheme 

much more critical. The OECD concludes in 2005 “it would probably not be an 

exaggeration to say that the MSC has been one of the most controversial private 

labelling schemes with global aspirations to appear in recent years” (OECD 2005: 

263). 

One way to evaluate the MSC is to measure to what degree it achieves its own aims. 

According to the MSC itself aim of the scheme is “to contribute to the health of the 

world’s oceans” (Marine Stewardship Council N.D.a). However, eco-labels work in an 

institutional environment together with numerous other activities directed at the 

same ends. Issues like climate shifts, habitat changes and food availability affect fish 

stocks and ecosystems. These complexities make it very difficult to evaluate or even 

predict the effect of ecolabelling on the conservation status of marine resources (Hoel 

2004: 51). Hoel therefore evaluates the MSC along five components “that can be 

argued to contribute to effectiveness, in the sense of furthering the adoption of 

environmentally “good” decisions and change actor behaviour in desired ways“: 

inclusiveness, strength of conservation standards, quality of auditing, supply side 

participation, and market penetration" (Hoel 2004: 51). Next to a review of existing 

evaluations of the environmental gains resulting from MSC certification, the following 

sections will therefore also elaborate on these aspects. 

10.1.4.1 Environmental Gains 

As outlined above MSC certified fisheries are not necessarily those fisheries that are 

most environmentally threatened, but rather the ones that provide for interesting 
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markets and where stakeholders are willing to participate in the lengthy certification 

process (Oosterveer 2008: 804). Certifications of various fisheries were heavily 

debated. Examples include the certification of the New Zealand hoki, Alaskan salmon, 

the South Georgian tooth fish, and Aleutian Islands Pollock (Brown 2004). Critical 

environmental groups therefore called the MSC “to restore its credibility and prevent 

the organization’s failure. The burden of proof to show that certification will enhance 

the marine environment was with the MSC and it must show that it did not provide an 

undeserved “green shield” for inadequate fisheries management” (Brown 2004).  

MSC has repeatedly attempted to do so and are even aiming to “build a strategic 

framework for the future analysis of environmental impacts of certification and to 

investigate evidence that the MSC programme has wider impacts on ecological 

sustainability” (Marine Stewardship Council 2007a: 36). In the course of their 10th 

anniversary in 2009 MSC published a brochure on their schemes “net benefit”. For 

them “measurable [environmental] improvements have occurred under MSC 

certification” (Marine Stewardship Council 2009e: 4). They prove these statements 

with a showcase of various positive examples of specific fisheries. Next to such 

qualitative studies MSC conducted in cooperation with the Marine Resources 

Assessment Group a more quantitative study.74 Aim was to establish whether 

environmental gains can be detected in the certified fisheries, attributed directly or 

indirectly to the certification process, or can be related to certification conditions. To 

answer these questions they distinguished 5 categories of gains: no-gain; institutional 

gain; research gain; operational gain in terms of actions leading to environmental 

gains; operational gains in terms of results of actions leading to environmental gains. 

The results of the analysis identified 89 environmental gains over the ten fisheries. 

“Taking all gains into account, and whether the gain was partially or mostly 

stimulated by the certification process, it appears that the certification process has 

stimulated about 65% of the gains observed”75 (Agnew et al. 2006: 5). Agnew et al. 

                                                        

74 “The study examined the ten certified fisheries that, by late 2005, had been the subject of at least one 
post certification audit” (Agnew et al. 2006). 

75 There were eight instances of no-gain identified. Sixteen of the gains were operational result gains, 
which in the project team’s view, represent the most desirable gains and demonstrate real 
improvements in controlling the impact of fisheries on the environment: 11 arose directly from a 
condition, and 5 did not appear to be directly related to a condition. Of the 11 that arose directly from a 
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identified a strong positive relationship between the number of conditions and the 

overall gains realised, and a positive (although not statistically significant) 

relationship between the number of gains and the length of time the fishery has been 

certified. The early-certified fisheries showed a lower average environmental benefit 

than the later certified fisheries. Agnew et al. explain this difference with the fact that 

the expectations contained in conditions were not as well articulated in the earlier as 

in later certifications. “The analysis also shows the fisheries demonstrating the 

greatest overall environmental ‘gain score’ could be classified as more difficult or 

controversial” (Agnew et al. 2006: 5). For Ponte the results of this study create “a 

dilemma for MSC: on the one hand, certification is deemed to be a good pedagogical 

tool for all fisheries, and the worse the fishery, the higher the potential gains. On the 

other hand, stricter certification conditions seem to lead to higher environmental 

gains, but this makes it more difficult to be certified and thus decreases the incentive 

for all fisheries (and especially for ‘‘difficult fisheries’’) to apply. If fisheries do not 

apply, the market coverage of MSC-labeled products cannot expand further“(Ponte 

2008: 163). Ponte therefore concludes that “to some extent, there is a trade-off 

between market spread and environmental gain” (Ponte 2008: 163).  

On the one hand, scholars like Ward (2008) point out that the above report 

“underestimates the real environmental gains directly and indirectly created by the 

MSC" since most of the environmental improvements will happen after the 

preassessments, whose results are confidential (Ward 2008b: 236). On the other 

hand Ward raises major critique: “Although there have been a number of process 

improvements that could lead to future improvements in biodiversity conservation 

[...] there has been only one major ecological improvement related to the MSC 

certification programme. […] The two remaining biodiversity outcome achievements 

of the MSC programme identified [...] were either not directly related to the MSC 

certification or proved to be a temporary benefit respectively” (Ward 2008a: 175–

176). For him there is a “poor track record of ecological improvements from MSC 

certifications” (Ward 2008a: 175). The Sustainable Development Commission argues 

that "the story of the Marine Stewardship Council (MSC), […] tells an important story 

                                                                                                                                                                        

condition, 8 were judged to be most likely stimulated or partially stimulated by the certification 
process itself; and for three, the certification process could not be identified as the primary catalyst. 
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for both its successes – in awareness raising, benchmarking, best practice sharing – 

and limitations. Certification schemes, labelling and consumer consciousness raising 

are useful but not the sum of what is necessary to deliver sustainable sources of 

essential fish oils. The sober facts suggest that fish stocks are still under threat, not 

least due to longterm industrial fishing, compounded by the Common Fisheries 

Policy.[…] Pressure on Governments to lead the radical reform that is necessary will 

inevitably continue" (Sustainable Development Commission 2011: 30). 

Without looking into each single certification, it is hard to judge how successful the 

MSC certification has been in terms of marine conservation. Surely, the certification of 

some fisheries was heavily debated and the certification of some fisheries has lead to 

more environmental gains than others. It has to be kept in mind however, as pointed 

out by the MSC itself (Agnew et al. 2006: 10), that the original aim of the MSC is not to 

consult fisheries in how to reduce their negative environmental effects (even though 

most fisheries were only certified conditionally). Instead, its aim is to help fisheries 

that act in a sustainable manner to market their products. The ultimate 

environmental gain is supposed to result from replacement of purchases of 

unsustainable caught fish by MSC certified fish. Assuming the MSC is really based on 

proper sustainability standards, this should then lead to the recovery of the marine 

fish stocks in the long term. Looking into the rising market penetration this aim 

seems on the way to be achieved. If the increased purchase of MSC fish really leads to 

a decrease of unsustainable operating fisheries and this in turn leads to a recovery of 

fish stocks remains to be seen though. As with all labels the threat of rebound effects 

cannot be excluded. Especially when considering the rising demand for fish.  

Indirect Benefits 

In a more broad definition of effectiveness, one should also include the indirect 

benefits of a certification scheme. Phillippe and Warde for example see one of the 

main benefits of the MSC in "creating the institutional structures and gradually 

developing consumer awareness and engagement that will provide for more effective 

voluntary and government programmes of the future” (Ward and Philips 2008: 430).  

10.1.4.2 Strength of Conservation Standard 

As outlined in the above chapters, the MSC is not aiming for a very high gold standard 

but rather for a wide applicability. This can be seen in the stringency of their criteria 



395 

but also their conditional certification approach. The decision against a very stringent 

implementation led to major criticism mainly from environmental groups but also 

other stakeholders.  

10.1.4.3 Quality of Auditing 

On the positive sides, it has to be highlighted that independent certifiers conduct the 

audits, the possibility for stakeholder input and objection along the whole 

certification process and the ability to meet individual fishery demands via the 

conditional certification. However, there are major problems for small-scale fisheries, 

especially from developing countries to achieve certification. The existing 

competition between certifiers, coupled with the imprecise standard and the 

possibility for conditional certification lead to inconsistent interpretations of the 

standard and certification of fisheries.  

10.1.4.4 Influence on the Market 

Very broadly an increased interest for the MSC can be indicated by a substantial rise 

of the visitors to the MSC website from 29000 in 2005 (monthly average of web 

sessions across all of the MSCs websites) to over 60000 in 2007 (Howes 2008: 98). In 

a survey among 80 business and 20 government and NGO respondents commissioned 

by the ISEAL alliance, 20% percent of respondents, when asked to list social and 

environmental standards systems, mentioned MSC next to (Fairtrade, Forest 

Stewardship Council, Rainforest Alliance Certified and organic standards). When 

asked for the use of the labels MSC showed a higher awareness than use (ISEAL 

Alliance 2011: 7). 

Consumer Demand 

According to the MSC (2007), Thrane et al. (2009) and Searle et al. (2004) consumers 

are showing an increased interest in sustainable seafood especially in Europe. The 

general awareness of the MSC label seems to be limited however. A recent study with 

British consumers conducted by the nonprofit consumer organization Which76 found 

                                                        

76 The study consisted of three parts: a hall test involving 30 depth interviews (15-20 minutes 
duration); four qualitative focus group discussions (group 1, pre family, 18-25 years old; Group 2, 
younger family, 26-40 years old, Group 3, older family, 41-60 years old, Group 4, empty nester, 65+ 
years old); a face to face survey of 1,043 people representative of the UK population aged 16+. 
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a prompted awareness for the MSC label of only 6% (compared to 82% percent in the 

case of Fairtrade for example) (Which 2010: 6). More concrete studies investigating 

consumer’s preference and willingness to pay are limited however. Existing studies 

mainly analyse stated rather than revealed preference and willingness to pay 

(Roheim 2008: 46). Their results are therefore prone to social desirability biases. 

Wessel et al. (1999) for example investigated the potential acceptance and demand 

for ecolabelled seafood based on a contingent choice survey77. The survey found that 

the price premium generally influenced the willingness to choose certified products 

negatively in all cases, with differing magnitudes in these effects depending on the 

type of fish. Gender (women appeared to be more likely to choose certified products) 

and variables like perception of environmental state, membership in environmental 

groups or subscription to environmental magazines, as well as the general purchase 

behaviour for seafood (e.g. respondents indicating they generally purchase seafood in 

frozen form are less likely to choose certified fish compared to consumers usually 

consuming fresh fish) influenced the likelihood to choose certified fish. Variables like 

age, income, education, political affiliation however seemed to be irrelevant. In 

addition, there were no effects on consumer’s decisions measured by the certification 

agency even though focus groups previously conducted indicated consumers 

preference for governmental bodies. Brecard et al. (2009) have also found the 

influence of the general seafood purchase behaviour (consumers are more likely to 

purchase labelled fresh food rather than labelled frozen fish) in a consumer study.78 

Like Wessel they found gender (purchaser of labelled products are more likely to be 

female) and perception of the marine state influencing but income not influencing 

consumer decisions. Other than Wessel however they saw age and also profession 

(individuals in intellectual professions are more inclined to want an eco-label than 

farmers and workers) as influencing factors.  

                                                        

77 Data was collected in 1998 from a telephone survey of 1640 randomly selected households. 
Consumers compared certified and uncertified seafood products (three different types of fish). 
Certification was described as assuring that fish has been caught in a way that protects over fishing. 
The products were described as being identical but with a higher price for the certified product 
(between 2-5 Dollar per pound). Consumers were also asked about additional social facts like 
geographic location, seafood consumption habits, membership in environmental organisations etc.  

78 Brecard et al. undertook an econometric analysis of European consumer demand for eco-labelled 
seafood. Their study is based on an European survey carried out on more than 5000 consumers in 
Belgium, Denmark, France, Italy and the Netherlands Brécard et al. (2009). 
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Next to the endconsumer also the restaurant and catering sector is of major 

relevance. In the US for example over 60% of the seafood is consumed in restaurants. 

The MSC therefore focuses also increasingly on this sector (May et al. 2003: 28) as 

well as facilitating the consumption of MSC certified fish e.g. in schools.  

Market Penetration 

"An eco-label has to be recognized in the market, as well as be as pervasive in the 

market so as to persuade other fisheries to join, and possibly also exert influence over 

resource management policies of governments and regional organizations” (Hoel 

2004: 45). A large market presence can also contribute to the “widespread acceptance 

of the conservation norms the label subscribes to” (Hoel 2004: 48). For Ward (2008) 

and Hoel (2004) one of the key aspects for the effectiveness of labelling schemes is 

therefore its extent of market acceptance and penetration. Market penetration is 

typically reported as the number of certified or labelled products, and the extent of 

coverage of the intended market (Ward 2008b: 214). 

Products on Offer 

Including fish sales that do not enter international trade, the total global market for 

fish and fish products “is well in excess of US$ 100 billion” (Hoel 2004: 45). The 

number of MSC-labelled products on sale worldwide has more than doubled from 608 

to 1,421 in 2007 (Millerold 2008: 3). In 2008 the number of products grew another 

67% and the retail value reached 1,5 Billion US Dollar (Marine Stewardship Council 

2009a: 3) which equals around 1,5% of the global market for fish products. Key 

markets with growth in sales (more than 100% in the US and Germany) for MSC 

labelled products in 2007 included Germany “with retail sales of over US$ 270 

million; the USA with retail sales of more than US$ 220 million; and the UK with a 

retail sales value of approximately US$ 140 million” (Millerold 2008: 10). Top five 

countries in terms of MSC products on offer in 2008 were Germany (410 products), 

the UK (328 products), the US (305 products) the Netherlands (286), Sweden (154 

products).  

Retailer Involvement 

Retailers especially in the UK, Germany and other parts of Europe expand their offer 

of certified products and increasingly build MSC certification into their procurement 

policies. According to a recent study by the Bio Intelligence Service conducted for the 
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EU Commission "11 out of the 18 studied retailers (Ahold, ASDA, Carrefour, Coop 

Italy, Delhaize, METRO, Mercadona, Migros, MandS, REWE Group, and Tesco) offer 

MSC-labelled fish products, but most of them also sell endangered fish species 

products." (Bio Intelligence Service 2008: 43). Sainsbury`s for example doubled the 

sales of MSC-labelled product over 2007 and committed to further increase these 

sales (Millerold 2008: 7). German retailers like Metro and Lidl ask their suppliers to 

become MSC-certified and are increasing the number of MSC-labelled products sold in 

Germany but also other countries. Another German retailer, Edeka Group, pledged to 

offer 100% sustainable seafood by the end of 2011. To achieve this aim Edeka has 

entered into a cooperation agreement with WWF Germany (Marine Stewardship 

Council 2009a: 7). Carrefour in France launched its first MSC-certified products in 

2008 and is now offering 18 products under the Carrefour brand (Marine 

Stewardship Council 2009a: 5). According to the MSC, Migros has been a great 

supporter of the MSC in Switzerland for almost ten years offering a wide range of MSC 

labelled products. Like Sainsbury´s they committed to double sales of MSC-labelled 

products in 2010 (Marine Stewardship Council 2009a: 17). “Marks and Spencer has 

created a Forever Fish campaign that adds a consumer communications layer to its 

Marine Stewardship Council commitment” (SustainAbility 2011: 30). 

In the past the demand in the US has been lower (Searle et al. 2004: 6) but seems to 

increase rapidly now as well. In May 2011 MSC reported that "Kroger, the United 

States’ largest traditional grocery retailer […] has set a 2015 goal of sourcing 100% of 

its top 20 wild-caught species from sources that are certified by MSC, in full 

assessment, or involved in a Fishery Improvement Project with the World Wildlife 

Fund (WWF). […] Costco, the […] third largest food retailer in the United States, stated 

it would stop selling certain wild-caught species universally identified as at great risk 

unless their sources are MSC-certified. […] Supervalu, one of the nation's largest 

grocery retailers, announced it will source 100% of its top 20 wild-caught seafood 

products from MSC-certified fisheries, fisheries that are in full assessment, or 

involved in a Fishery Improvement Project with World Wildlife Fund (WWF) by 2015. 

[…] Walmart will […] require all their wild-caught seafood products to be certified 

sustainable to MSC or equivalent standards […] no later than June 2012" (Marine 

Stewardship Council 2011). Canada’s largest food retailer committed itself to source 

all seafood sold in its retail locations from sustainable sources by the end of 2013. In 

2008 they carried 12 MSC-certified seafood products under its private label brands. 
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“Promotion of these MSC-certified products has included prominent in-store signage 

and national television commercials” (Marine Stewardship Council 2009a: 19). 

According to the MSC a rising demand from retailers can be also measured in Japan 

(Howes 2008: 96).  

Jacquet et al. argue "that the incentives of the market have led the MSC certification 

scheme away from its original goal, towards promoting the certification of ever-larger 

capital-intensive operations" and the certification of fisheries that rose objection by 

NGOS and scientists (Jacquet et al. 2010: 29). Such critique in turn now has also 

resulted in negative influence on the retail sphere. For example "in 2009, the 

European supermarket chain Waitrose refused to buy or sell MSC-certified New 

Zealand hoki (Macruronus novaezelandiae) because the fishery concerned uses 

bottom trawling. In May 2010, Whole Foods stopped selling fish-oil supplements 

made from krill, despite MSC certification, because of concerns about sustainability? 

(Jacquet et al. 2010: 29). 

Processor Involvement 

Looking at sales data processors are very powerful actors in the seafood chain (Iles 

2007: 582) who are increasingly adding MSC certification into their procurement 

policies. For example, sales of MSC-labelled salmon grew to account for 37% of 

German Gottfried Friedrichs, market leader in Germany for delicates fish (Gottfried 

Friedrichs KG 2010), turnover (Millerold 2008: 17). Other such examples include 

Young Seafood or Deutsche See (Howes 2008: 95). With Unilever as its initiating 

partners has surely had a strong support on this part from the beginning. In 

November 2000, Unilever launched its first product carrying the MSC logo […] which 

it marketed in Switzerland under the Iglo® brand name” (OECD 2005: 258). 

Unilever’s promise to sell only sustainable sourced seafood from 2005 has not been 

met though.  

Future Development 

By the end of the decade, the MSC is aiming to achieve 30-40% market penetration of 

certified product – in the UK and Germany and secure a strong position with at least 5 

of the top 10 US retailers. Despite the successes in Europe, North America and Japan 

however “the Asian seafood markets, by far the world's largest, have yet to see any 

breakthrough in seafood labeling. Also, considering that most of the seafood in 
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developing countries is consumed locally, in markets with little or no interest in eco-

labelling, fisheries certification probably has limited potential to spread among the 

fisheries in these countries" (Gulbrandsen 2009: 657). The MSC therefore wants to 

“actively develop” the Asia-Pacific programme with a focus on the Japanese market. 

Ultimately, the MSC aims to secure “a meaningful presence in all major producing and 

consuming countries, beyond 2020” (Marine Stewardship Council 2007a: 3). 

However, the MSC also points out “growing interest and market momentum present a 

double-edged sword. The MSC could find itself drawn into an expanding number of 

initiatives in ever more countries, and in support of fisheries and commercial 

partners of all sizes. There is a risk of fragmenting limited resources across an 

overwhelming number of initiatives that might result in a proliferation of activity, but 

a shortfall in terms of market impact” (Marine Stewardship Council 2007a: 3). 

Competition with other Schemes 

Next to single-issue labels aiming to reduce by-catch of dolphin in tuna fishing and of 

turtles in shrimp fishing different organic labelling schemes evolved for aquaculture 

fish during the 1990s. There were ongoing debates for these schemes to include wild 

captured fish. Most schemes, like for example the US organic label, decided against 

such an inclusion. However, in 2001 KRAV implemented an organic label for wild fish 

for Sweden and Norway (see page 365). Till 2008 only four fisheries got certified by 

KRAV. 2007 German Naturland announced its intentions to develop wild-capture 

fisheries standards including criteria addressing the livelihoods of fishers (Auld 2007: 

37). Nevertheless, the MSC remains “the only multicriteria certification and labelling 

scheme applicable to fisheries all over the world” so far (Gulbrandsen 2006: 480).  

MSCs decisions to focus on wild capture fisheries, pay little specific attention to their 

social side, and not to apply a gold standard (see above) supports other schemes to 

enter the market (Auld 2007: 38–39; Ward and Philips 2008: 431). To understand the 

development of different certification schemes Auld applies the theoretical 

framework to evaluate the emergence of new technologies. In doing so he shifts the 

attention to an investigation of the whole arena and concludes that “the problems 

certification programs are seeking to address are often contested and in flux. Thus, a 

certification program developed at Time 1 to address the then-dominant problem 

definition may find itself less qualified to address the problem definition at Time 2. 

The actions of early programs may also be complementary to the development of 
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later programs. That is, a pioneer program (like a pioneer species in an ecosystem) 

may alter the market, shifting consumer and societal expectations, and possibly 

generating a greater consumer demand for certified products. These shifts result in 

opportunities for later programs to establish and quickly grow. These factors of 

changing problem definitions, organizational inertia, and program complementarities 

work together to inhibit the emergence of a single dominant program” (Auld 2007: 4). 

Philippe and Warde even see labels as part of a bigger "evolutionary path" that 

usually happens after the implementation of labels like the MSC: They predict that 

after the MSC competing ecolabels will get developed and promoted addressing other 

issues, having higher standards, or lower standard but cheaper certification than the 

MSC etc. This will be followed by individual purchaser-provider agreements and 

standards (e.g. store labels). The individual agreements will be condensed into 

procurement standards "and applied by resellers as a group to suit specific regional 

market demands" (Ward and Philips 2008: 430). Afterwards usually industry wide 

standards are developed that compete with ecoabels and certified products. Lastly, 

national government sustainability standards are further developed to meet 

international requirements and embed developing national expectations (Ward and 

Philips 2008: 430). What kind of processes will follow the MSC and if Philippe and 

Ward prove to be right remains to be seen. 

Additional Instruments to facilitate Market Penetration 

There has been also major support, especially in recent years, from the non business 

and governmental sector. In the UK for, the most mature market for MSC labelled fish, 

there has been a consistent media interest in the MSC supported by celebrity chefs 

and other opinion leaders (Howes 2008: 97). In the UK DEFRA has acively and 

financially supported the spread of MSC not only in their own procurement but 

also in schools and restaurants (Marine Stewardship Council 24.07.09). In the UK 

different organisations have formed the Food for Life Partnership to assist schools 

and communities across England in getting access to seasonal, local, freshly cooked 

and organic food. Part of this initiative is to award schools and universities for 

measures to achieve these aims. Within this awarding scheme the partnership makes 

use of existing labelling schemes as they refer to the procurement of organic and MSc 

certified food in their award criteria. (Food for life partnership 2011) 
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Supply Side 

The number of MSC certified fisheries is rapidly increasing. During 2008, the number 

of fisheries certified as sustainable to the MSC standard rose to 42, “with a record 14 

new fisheries becoming MSC certified” (Marine Stewardship Council 2009a: 3). “At 31 

March 2009, the annual catch of all MSC-certified fisheries reached 2,421,585 MT. A 

further 3,742,328 MT of seafood were in assessment. Together that amounts for 7% 

of the world’s total wild capture production” (Marine Stewardship Council 2009a: 6). 

Especially in the whitefish market MSC certification has gained considerable 

momentum (Hoel 2004: 46). And the supply side is predicted to rise: The Danish 

Fishermen’s Association (DFA) for example plans to have all Danish fisheries certified 

as sustainable under the Marine Stewardship Council (MSC) ecolabelling scheme 

before the end of 2012. Still, according to the Bridgespan Group, in some cases the 

supply side has not been able to keep pace with the demand for certified fish (Searle 

et al. 2004: 6).  

As explained above so far industrialised fisheries from developed countries dominate 

the scheme. The MSC therefore points out itself “MSC will not be viewed as 

internationally relevant unless it can demonstrate meaningful application and 

benefits to developing world fisheries” (Marine Stewardship Council 2007a: 7). 

Otherwise, it will see itself facing repeated criticism of eco imperialism, 

protectionism, and a concentration on inter- instead of intergenerational equity 

(O’Riordan 1996: 11). The MSC is therefore aiming for “participation from a diverse 

range of fisheries located throughout the world (including developing country and 

data deficient fisheries)” (Marine Stewardship Council 2007a: 6–7). To achieve this it 

surely needs to increase the benefits for fisheries (for example through sufficient long 

term price premiums paid) and reduce the costs especially for small scale fisheries. 

The implementation of the new framework for data deficient fisheries might be an 

important step to achieve this aim. The success of this scheme remains to be seen 

though. 

10.1.5 Reflections on Key Actors 

While some believe that corporations like retailers and processors mainly demand 

certified seafood because their customers want them to act (e.g. Jacquet et al. 2009: 

10) others do not see consumers as key drivers of the sustainable seafood market. For 
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Hoel (2004) and Roheim (2008) there is no major demand from the side of the 

consumer that would drive the spread of the MSC. Oosterveer concludes that “overall 

the development and promotion of this innovative governance arrangement have 

been primarily driven by the providers“ (Oosterveer 2008: 802). Next to producers 

who translate “the general criteria of the label into the concrete and specific local 

practices aimed at reducing the environmental” (Oosterveer 2008: 802) processors, 

traders, retailers and also increasingly restaurants are of key importance. In the case 

of the MSC especially processors like Unilever and big retail chains seem to have been 

actively involved in supporting the scheme. The MSC itself states: Globally, retailers 

have led the demand for MSC-labelled seafood, supported by leading brands in frozen 

white fish. Restaurants and foodservice companies are also active, and public 

procurement contracts represent a growing segment with great potential (Marine 

Stewardship Council N.D.a). 

Some fisheries used MSC certification to address criticism from NGOs regarding their 

fishing methods (Eden and Bear 2010: 100). Indeed, many authors argue that the 

main reason for companies involvement and support is “to improve image relating to 

quality standards and corporate responsibility” (Hoel 2004: 47). For Gulbrandsen 

even with the limited power of national governments to address problems like 

overfishing there is still pressure from society on businesses to address certain issues 

like reduction of negative and/or social impacts of production. In adopting voluntary 

standards and implement labelling schemes businesses can meet this pressure and 

protect their reputation. For Gulbrandsen this forms an alternative approach to 

explaining the emergence of markets for labelling schemes and its essential actors 

(Gulbrandsen 2006:479). For him especially “the study of fishery and forestry 

labelling demonstrates the need for focusing on the interactions of social movement 

organizations, states, consumers and companies when analysing the rise of labelling 

markets. […] In the cases of fishery and forestry certification, it was not actual buying 

behaviour that mattered, but the fact that retailers were aware of the power of 

environmental organizations to ‘name and shame’ companies and industries, as well 

as consumers’ ability to express political and ethical preferences through boycotting 

and ‘buycotting’ (i.e. positively choosing) products and brands” (Gulbrandsen 

2006:486). According to a personal communication with a fish producer and member 

of the MSC steering committee the scheme was mainly driven by companies desire to 

meet pressure from NGOs as well as secure their future ressources rather than 
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endconsumer pressure. In fact for many products the label is not even printed on the 

endproduct (Anonymus 2010). From this perspective, actors like NGOs might appear 

much more powerful and essential for the labelling process than end consumers, who 

have been traditionally targeted. 

10.1.6 Reflections on Inclusiveness 

For Constance and Boannao aim of the MSC is “to establish a socially legitimate 

system of standards” (Constance and Bonanno 2000: 133). According to Boström, 

alternative governance forms like labelling schemes “cannot rely on traditional 

enforcement capacities and they have, by definition, cut themselves off from the 

political system of representative democracy which has long been assumed to be the 

ultimate source of policy- and rule-making legitimacy and authority” (Boström 2006: 

153). They therefore rely on active and explicit approval from the broad field of their 

stakeholders (Boström 2006: 153). While Boström calls for credibility to achieve the 

approval of a labelling scheme Gulbrandsen calls for “accountability arrangements”. 

He identifies two distinct forms of accountability arrangements: “In the first the 

standards organization is primarily accountable to the industry associations that 

established the organization in the first place; in the second the standards 

organization is accountable to multiple environmental, social, and economic 

stakeholders” (Gulbrandsen 2008: 578). The MSC is clearly an example for the latter.  

One key factor for the credibility/accountability of a scheme is the inclusion of 

essential stakeholders in the development and execution of the scheme (Boström 

2006; Hoel 2004; Leadbitter and Ward 2007). Closely related to inclusion is the ideal 

of independence. In fact inclusiveness can create independence: “Whereas most 

individual members reflect a certain ‘interest’ relative to the aim of the project—they 

are not ‘independent’ or ‘neutral’—it is the combination and mutual adjustment of 

interests that create this image” (Boström 2006: 141). Boström distinguishes such an 

independency from the notion used to describe "independent" third party labels set 

up by organisations that are outside the respective industry.  

Inclusiveness can be achieved through consultation, constructive dialogue, reflection, 

negotiation, compromise and especially mutual recognition. Opinions if the MSC is 

sufficiently inclusive differ. For Hoel, “stakeholder participation is widespread, both 

in the development of the conservation standard according to which the MSC 
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operates, as well as in the MSC governing bodies. In addition, stakeholders also have 

the opportunity of providing input at various stages in the certification process” (Hoel 

2004: 21). The MSC policy of transparency of its operations further contributes to 

facilitate stakeholder involvement (Hoel 2004: 23). Thrane et al. point out that “the 

MSC puts great effort into the openness of its processes” (Thrane et al. 2009: 418). 

Despite these positive voices, the MSC faced repeated criticism regarding a lack of 

sufficient stakeholder inclusion in its institutionalisation, organisaitonal structure, 

standard development and fishery certification (see above chapters). Even though 

Greenpeace positively highlights an “acceptable stakeholder engagement”, they raise 

that “the MSC’s approach to stakeholders tends to be more restrictive than other 

schemes in that it is biased toward science rather than local traditional fisheries 

knowledge and tends toward a formal objections/complaints process. In addition the 

centralized nature of MSC makes it harder for local groups to become informed” 

(Greenpeace 2009: 2–3). Also Hoel points out that “current representation may be 

biased towards large-scale industrial country fisheries”(Hoel 2004: 23). In 2010 an 

opinion piece in nature concludes that if the MSC does not undergo major reforms 

"there are better, more effective ways to spend £8 million, such as lobbying to 

eliminate harmful fisheries subsidies, or creating marine protected areas" (Jacquet et 

al. 2010: 29).  

For Constance and Bonanno, “the wide ranging critiques of the MSC from both the 

fisher people of the North and South show that the MSC does not represent all 

stakeholders” (Constance and Bonanno 2000: 133). Auld’s explanation at this point is 

that “by not giving organizations a direct stake in the MSC, it was easier for these 

other groups to stay outside the process, creating their own initiatives, or raising 

criticisms about the program without having to then help implement those changes” 

(Auld 2007: 39). “Perhaps, had they been offered membership, groups like the ICSF 

would have jumped at the opportunity to be involved” (Auld 2007: 39). 

The inclusion of essential stakeholders is not only important to achieve their approval 

of the scheme but also an instrument “for the mobilization of dispersed resources" 

(Boström 2006: 139). The involvement of third parties (NGOs) for example “is 

essential as they seem more capable of building trust among consumers than either 

governments or private companies. NGOs are in general much more flexible than 

private companies in responding to various and varying consumer concerns and in 
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establishing innovative forms of communication about the capture and production 

practices applied in the provision of more sustainable fish (-products)” (Oosterveer 

2008: 798–804). On the other hand the involvement of the NGO WWF also lead to 

tensions with fishermen due to their anti whaling campaigns etc. in the past. The 

involvement of Unilever proved to be very helpful most notably to push the market 

penetration. On the other hand it led to major retention and opposition on the side of 

producers, NGOs and governments. MSC had to separate themselves from a too close 

link with both, the NGO and the business part. Especially in the case of ecolabelling in 

fisheries, commanding credibility also with governments is critical, as “governments 

are the key actors in managing resources” (Hoel 2004: 35). However, “unlike most 

standardization bodies, MSC allocates no preferred position to governments, which 

they treat like all other stakeholders” (Gulbrandsen 2009: 657). The 

institutionalisation of the MSC in the Nordic countries then showed how the lack of 

support from governments and producers led to a major failure of the scheme in 

these areas. In fact, especially during the initiation phase, the support from these 

groups, next to NGOs, retailers and processors, proved much more important than for 

example the demand from consumers. 

The implementation of the MSC has also shown that developing mutual recognition 

“is likely to be difficult, especially if there are pre-existing antagonist relationships 

and deep mutual mistrust among the relevant stakeholders and if they exist under 

asymmetrical power relationships” (Boström 2006: 140). There is a risk that 

powerful actors utilize their power to advance their own position (Boström 2006). 

But, as pointed out by May et al., “one tiny concession to one group at the expense of 

another can have damaging political consequences for the programme and its 

credibility” (May et al. 2003: 32). For Bonano and Constance the critique of the MSC 

from the various stakeholders backs up their hypothesis “that the globalization 

project is a more negotiated” and that “where and how the global manifests at the 

local is not a unilateral decision but rather a contested arrangement” (Constance and 

Bonanno 2000: 133). In fact satisfying all stakeholders seems impossible. Regardless 

of which approach is taken there will be always stakeholders that prefer a different 

approach. Too much participation can therefore evolve into a major barrier for 

efficient decision-making (Hoel 2004: 21). Hoel names this "an efficiency vs 

democracy issue" (Hoel 2004: 36). One of the most essential but also most difficult 
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tasks for a certification scheme therefore is to find the right balance between too 

much and too less inclusion of each single stakeholder group.  
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10.2 The Fairtrade Label 

10.2.1 Initiation and Organisational 

Structure 

10.2.1.1 Basic Vision and Aims 

According to the charter of Fairtrade principles issued by the World Fairtrade 

Organization and Fairtrade Labelling Organizations International, "Fairtrade is, 

fundamentally, a response to the failure of conventional trade to deliver sustainable 

livelihoods and development opportunities to people in the poorest countries of the 

world” (World Fairtrade Organization and Fairtrade Labelling Organizations 

International 2009: 4). Even though the Fairtrade movement still believes “that trade 

can be a fundamental driver of poverty reduction and greater sustainable 

development” for them it can only do so “if it is managed for that purpose, with 

greater equity and transparency than is currently the norm" (World Fairtrade 

Organization and Fairtrade Labelling Organizations International 2009: 4).  

For the Fairtrade Labelling Organisation the vision of Fairtrade is "of a world in which 

all producers can enjoy secure and sustainable livelihoods, fulfil their potential and 

decide on their future" (Fairtrade Labelling Organizations International 2009d: 4). 

More precisely the goals of the Fairtrade movement are: “1. To improve the 

livelihoods and well-being of producers by improving market access, strengthening 

producer organisations, paying a better price and providing continuity in the trading 

relationship. 2. To promote development opportunities for disadvantaged producers, 

especially women and indigenous people, and to protect children from exploitation in 

the production process. 3. To raise awareness among consumers of the negative 

effects on producers of international trade so that they exercise their purchasing 

power positively. 4. To set an example of partnership in trade through dialogue, 

transparency and respect. 5. To campaign for changes in the rules and practice of 

conventional international trade. 6. To protect human rights by promoting social 

justice, sound environmental practices and economic security” (Traidcraft 2004). 

The currently generally accepted definition of Fairtrade therefore is: “Fairtrade is a 

trading partnership, based on dialogue, transparency and respect, that seeks greater 
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equity in international trade. It contributes to sustainable development by offering 

better trading conditions to, and securing the rights of, marginalized producers and 

workers – especially in the South. Fairtrade Organizations, backed by consumers, are 

engaged actively in supporting producers, awareness raising and in campaigning for 

changes in the rules and practice of conventional international trade” (World 

Fairtrade Organization and Fairtrade Labelling Organizations International 2009: 4). 

10.2.1.2 Historical Development 

While some link the origins of Fairtrade to the European cooperative movement 

(Reed 2009: 4) most authors trace it back to a variety of alternative trade 

organisations (ATOs) which proliferated in Europe and North America between the 

1950s and 1980s (Gendron et al. 2009: 64; Mohan 2009: 22). Actors involved in these 

organisations ranged from religious organisations, over activists opposing capitalism 

and neoliberalism, to developing agencies (Gendron et al. 2009: 65). Their shared 

objective was to help disadvantaged groups in poor countries by purchasing (mainly 

handicrafts) from them at above market prices and selling their products to conscious 

consumers often through stores known as world shops (Raynolds and Long 2007: 

16). According to Gendron, these commerce forms had two main characteristics:  

1. “Buyers are already aware and convinced of the pertinence of the projects 

supported by their purchases; new buyers are not necessarily sought unless they 

are known to be already supporting similar causes;” 

2. “Products can be sold at a price higher than comparable conventional products, 

regardless of its quality” (Gendron et al. 2009: 65).  

 

In the late 1980s and early 1990s, ATOs consolidated their efforts within four major 

associations which contributed to a more strategical approach and 

institutionalisation of the Fairtrade movement: The Network of European 

Worldshops (NEWS!) as institutional consolidation of the various networks of 

dedicated Fairtrade shops; the European Fairtrade Association (EFTA) bringing 

together traders and importers; the Fairtrade Federation (FTF); and the International 

Fairtrade Association (IFAT), now called the World Fairtrade Organization (WFTO), 

as the global expression of the movement (Mohan 2009: 22; Fisher 2009: 988; 

Wilkinson 2007: 221). 
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To enable Fairtrade products to be sold not only in specialised shops but also through 

mainstream markets the first Fairtrade label, the Max Havelaar label, for coffee was 

introduced 1998 in the Netherlands (Gendron et al. 2009: 66). The initiative “was an 

immediate success” (Reed 2009: 5) and was replicated in several other markets 

across Europe and North America during the late ‘80s/early ‘90s: Max Havelaar (in 

Belgium, Switzerland, Denmark, Norway and France), Transfair (in Germany, Austria, 

Luxemburg, Italy, the United States, Canada and Japan), Fairtrade Mark in the UK and 

Ireland, Rättvisemärkt in Sweden, and Reilu Kauppa in Finland (Gendron et al. 2009: 

66). 1997 the Fairtrade Labelling Organizations International (FLO) was established 

in Bonn, Germany to unite the labelling initiatives under one umbrella and harmonize 

worldwide standards and certification. 2002 FLO launched a unified, international 

FAIRTRADE Certification Mark to improve the visibility of the Mark, facilitate cross 

border trade and simplify export procedures (Reed 2009: 4).79 According to the 

Fairtrade Labelling Organisation their mission is “to connect consumers and 

producers via a label which promotes fairer trading conditions through which 

producers who are disadvantaged by conventional trade can combat poverty, 

strengthen their position and take more control over their lives” (Fairtrade Labelling 

Organisation: 5). Long-term goal for the FLO "is to help make trade fair by setting an 

example of how Fairtrade principles can become the norm for international trade" 

(Fairtrade Labelling Organisation: 8). By now, 90% of all the Fairtrade products are 

sold as labelled products (Krier 2008: 8). 

1998, FLO, IFAT [WFTO], NEWS and EFTA also created an umbrella organisation 

called FINE. Aim of the organisation is “to provide strategic leadership within the 

Fairtrade movement”(Fisher 2009: 988), promote member activities by sharing 

information, harmonizing Fairtrade guidelines, and pursue joint interests through an 

informal alliance and maintaining a joint Fairtrade advocacy office in Brussels 

(Raynolds and Long 2007: 17). 

                                                        

79 Currently there are three FLO International members that have not yet adopted the International 
Fairtrade Certification Mark: Transfair USA, TransFair Canada and Max Havelaar Switzerland Sidwell 
(2008). 
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10.2.1.3 Organisational Structure 

This study focuses on the labelling part of Fairtrade, institutionalised through the 

FLO. Initially, the FLO was in charge for the development of the standards as well 

regulating and providing the certification services. To avoid potential conflicts of 

interest and be in line with ISO labelling procedures FLO split into two organisations - 

one, FLO e.v., responsible for development and review of the standards and producer 

support, and one, FLO Cert, responsible for monitoring and certification. As such 

Fairtrade has now become increasingly similar to other standard systems (Tallontire 

2009: 1006; Raynolds and Long 2007: 19; Reed 2009: 6).  

FLO e.v. 

FLOs main roles include: setting international Fairtrade standards, organizing 

support for producers through local liaison officers, develop global Fairtrade strategy, 

and promote trade justice internationally in partnership with other international 

Fairtrade organizations (Fairtrade Labelling Organizations International e.V. 2009).  

FLO currently consists of 19 Labelling Initiatives, who license and promote the 

FAIRTRADE Certification Mark in 23 countries80, three Producer Networks 

representing (on a voluntary basis) small-scale producers, workers and other 

producer stakeholders in Africa, Asia and Latin America and the Caribbean, and two 

Associate Members. All members participate in FLO’s decision-making through their 

right to vote at the General Assembly and the Labelling Initiatives' Assembly or 

respectively the relevant Producer Network Assemblies. The General FLO Assembly 

decides on membership issues, approves the annual accounts, and ratifies new Board 

directors. The Board currently includes five representatives from the Fairtrade 

Labelling Initiatives, four representatives from Fairtrade certified producer 

organizations (at least one from each of the regional Producer Networks), two 

representatives from Fairtrade certified traders, and three external independent 

experts. The Board appoints three committees:  

                                                        

80 Additionally there are Fairtrade Marketing organizations in South Africa and the Czech Republic. 
Here FLO directly licenses companies to use the Fairtrade mark. 
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 A Standards Committee, consisting of external experts and representatives for 

producers, Fairtrade Labelling Initiatives and traders, which supervises the 

development of Fairtrade standards.  

 A Finance Committee, responsible for supervising FLO’s finances and developing 

financial policies to ensure funding.  

 A Nominations Committee, responsible for recommending and reviewing 

appointments to the Board and the Committees, defining the roles and 

responsibilities of these positions, and reviewing the performance of Board and 

Committee members (Fairtrade Labelling Organizations International e.V. 2009). 

Flo Cert 

FLO Cert consists of a certification, technical service, and finance and central service 

department. Their head is the management director, advised by an advisory board. 

Additionally a quality manager designs, implements, and monitors the Quality 

Management System. Two bodies, the certification and appeals committee, function 

as controlling bodies. The certification committee, consisting of all relevant 

stakeholders in Fairtrade certification, advises the certification department and 

performs quality tests of their certification decisions. Through the appeals-

committee, producers and traders can appeal against certification decisions (FLO - 

CERT 2009). 

10.2.1.4 Financing Structure 

The different bodies involved in the Fairtrade movement are financed through 

various sources. Financing of FLO is based on donations and membership 

contributions including license and certification fees.  

10.2.1.5 Transformations resulting from the 

Introduction of Labelling Initiatives 

For some the introduction of the labelling schemes mainly meant an increased 

formalization with the introduction of the FLO also leading to an increased 

standardization (Shreck 2005: 18). Additionally FLO highlights that mainstreaming 

has always been one of the fundamental aims of FLO (Fairtrade Labelling 

Organisation: 3). Some refer to this mainstreaming also as institutionalisation 

including not only institutionalisation in a political but also an economic 
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institutionalisation (Gendron et al. 2009: 69). Regardless how the process might be 

termed it lead to significant changes in the movement in terms of participants, sales, 

ideology and the products supply chain as will be outlined in the following sub 

chapters.  

Change in Participant 

Till the 1980s little corporate support was involved in the movement (Fridell 2009: 

82). Founders of labelling schemes like the Max Havelaar label, for instance, believed 

however “that the Fairtrade market could not be substantially increased if it did not 

spread beyond alternative retail outlets to mainstream grocery chains” (Reed 2009: 

5). According to Davies, the introduction of labelling schemes first facilitated the 

emergence of other Fairtrade companies and Fairtrade adopters like Day, Green and 

Blacks, Clipper Teas etc. Even though these companies shared the fundamental 

motives of Fairtrade they were, unlike the ATOs, not supported by donations and had 

to make a profit to survive. As a result, these new participants still viewed Fairtrade 

from a political perspective but used Fairtrade products to pressure through sales 

rather than campaigning. However, participants still shared a long term commitment 

with Fairtrade. Suggestions to work outside this group with companies like Wal Mart 

or Sainsbury´s were discarded. According to interviews conducted by Davies with the 

UK Fairtrade Foundation, Fairtrade did not want to award licenses to major brand or 

multinational companies because "we can’t control that and we would struggle to 

believe that they were actually interested in the long term development of Fairtrade" 

(Davies 2007: 465). Davies refers to this era as the niche market phase. 

The niche market era has been followed by a mass market phase (Davies 2007: 465). 

Since the introduction of the labelling system also enabled businesses to participate 

in Fairtrade by devoting only a small portion of their total sales to the network’s 

ethical standards (Fridell 2009: 83) the mass market phase started with independent 

retailers and service sector organizations offering Fairtrade products as part of their 

normal range (Davies 2007). Such approaches diverted the above refusal of larger 

companies "by using the existing licensees such as Day to sit as a middleman holding 

the license and ensuring the Fairtrade status of products" (Davies 2007: 465). Yet, in 

a second stage, these retailers and service organisations were soon followed by major 

retailers like Tesco and Sainsbury´s and traditional branders like Nestle demanding 

their own licenses (Reed 2009: 5; Davies 2007: 465). According to Davies (2007) 
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"Starbucks was probably the first large, non-ATO organization to be awarded the 

mark. This was achieved by working with Transfair (FLO representative in the US) to 

convert their existing suppliers towards Fairtrade principles. Since then, other 

organizations have been awarded licenses to carry the Fairtrade mark by purchasing 

existing quantities of Fairtrade produce on the open market (Davies 2007: 465).  

Accordingly, the group of participants in the marketing of Fairtrade products was 

majorly expanded now including:  

– Fairtrade authorities like FLO, Fairtrade Foundation or IFAT who audit 

organizations but do not trade Fairtrade products. 

– Non-profit organizations, including charities and ATOs such as Oxfam, with a 

significant role in the Fairtrade development who work closely with producer 

communities to improve standards of living.  

– Fairtrade companies with a specific Fairtrade agenda selling solely or majorly 

Fairtrade products. Typically, they are also classified as ATOs (as will be done in 

the following case study). However, unlike charities, they have an additional 

commercial interest next to an ideological purpose.  

– Fairtrade adopters: companies (mostly organic organisations) that existed prior 

to adopting FT principles but have since adopted their principles.  

– Fairtrade branders: companies who mainly deal with non-fair marketed products 

but have FT as a brand extension to capitalize market growth. However they 

usually are not significant adopters of the Fairtrade ideology (Davies 2007: 459).  

– To this list one has to add mainstream retailers selling Fairtrade products as 

(small) part of their product range. This can be either their own-branded products 

or other Fairtrade certified brands.  

Growth in Sales 

Many argue that the increased involvement of corporations lead to “tremendous 

growth in the sales of certified Fairtrade products since the introduction of the first of 

these goods in the Netherlands in 1988” (Reed 2009: 3). In the US for example with 

the creation of Transfair in 1998 “Fairtrade sales exploded compared to former sales 

through ATOs” (Wilkinson 2007: 226). The Fairtrade certified market is “by far the 

biggest part of the Fairtrade market today […] where an evergrowing number of 

products available for certification attract an ever-growing number of commercial 

partner” (Krier 2008: 8). In 2007 the “increase in sales generated by the Fairtrade 
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Foundation in the UK in 2007 alone added more to the global Fairtrade volume than 

the value of all products sold in all European Worldshops in a year” (Krier 2008: 9).81 

Changes in the Supply Chain 

Depending on the structure of the supply chain and the actors involved the 

governance of supply chains can drastically change. The increased involvement of 

mainstream corporations not only leads to increased sales of Fairtrade products but 

also to greater influence of these players over Fairtrade networks and the product 

supply chain (Mohan 2009: 23). In an attempt to identify the differences in supply 

chain governance related to the respective actors involved many authors (e.g. Smith 

and Barrientos 2005; Reed 2009: 8) working on Fairtrade refer back to Gereffi et al. 

(2005).  

EXCURS: VALUE CHAIN GOVERNANCE 

Gereffi et al. (2005) distinguish between five forms of value chain governance: 

1. MARKETS 

This type of value chain governance is most likely to occur when the complexity of 

information that needs to be exchanged for product and process specification is 

relatively low; the information can be easily codified "and suppliers have the 

capability to make the products in question with little input from buyers" (Gereffi et 

al. 2005: 86). Market linkages do not have to be completely transitory, as is typical of 

spot markets; they can persist over time, with repeat transactions. Most essential 

point is low costs for both parties for switching to new partners (Gereffi et al. 2005: 

83). 

2. MODULAR VALUE CHAINS 

“Typically, suppliers in modular value chains make products to a customer’s 

specifications, which may be more or less detailed. However, when providing ‘turn-

key services’ suppliers 

                                                        

81 See page 35 ff. for further detail on the market penetration of Fairtrade.  
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take full responsibility for competencies surrounding process technology, use generic 

machinery that limits transaction-specific investments, and make capital outlays for 

components and materials on behalf of customers" (Gereffi et al. 2005: 84). They 

usually have “the competence to supply full packages and modules, which internalizes 

hard to codify (tacit) information, reduces asset specificity and therefore a buyer’s 

need for direct monitoring and control" (Gereffi et al. 2005: 86). Modular forms are 

likely to occur when complexity of information that needs to be exchanged for 

product and process specification is relatively high but can be still codified and 

"transmitted efficiently and without transaction-specific investment between the 

parties to the transaction" (Gereffi et al. 2005: 85). Even though complex, codified 

information is still exchanged, this happens with little explicit, power asymmetric 

coordination. Therefore "like simple market exchange, the cost of switching to new 

partners remains low" (Gereffi et al. 2005: 86). For Gereffi et al. such governance 

forms therefore inhibit the benefits of market governance like “speed, flexibility, and 

access to low-cost inputs – but are not the same as classic market exchanges based on 

price" (Gereffi et al. 2005: 86). 

3. RELATIONAL VALUE CHAINS 

"In these networks we see complex interactions between buyers and sellers, which 

often creates mutual dependence and high levels of asset specificity. This may be 

managed through reputation, or family and ethnic ties" (Gereffi et al. 2005: 84). 

Relaional value chains can be expected "when product specifications cannot be 

codified, transactions are complex, and supplier capabilities are high. […] This is 

because tacit knowledge must be exchanged between buyers and sellers" which 

makes the above described relations based on reputation, relational ties and face to 

face interactions and high levels of coordination necessary (Gereffi et al. 2005: 86). A 

switch of partners in these cases is usually very costly.  

4. CAPTIVE VALUE CHAINS. 

"When the ability to codify – in the form of detailed instructions – and the complexity 

of product specifications are both high but supplier capabilities are low" this usually 

leads to captive governance forms (Gereffi et al. 2005: 86). Such networks are 

frequently characterized by a high degree of monitoring and control by lead firms 

which smaller suppliers are transactionally dependent on. Suppliers face significant 

switching costs and are, therefore, ‘captive’ (Gereffi et al. 2005: 86). 
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5. HIERARCHY 

"When product specifications cannot be codified, products are complex, and highly 

competent suppliers cannot be found, then lead firms will be forced to develop and 

manufacture products in-house" (Gereffi et al. 2005: 87). "This governance form is 

characterized by vertical integration. The dominant form of governance is managerial 

control, flowing from managers to subordinates, or from headquarters to subsidiaries 

and affiliates”(Gereffi et al. 2005: 84). 

Along these five forms, the power asymmetries grow with power being quite 

symmetrical in markets but very asymmetric in hierarchies (Gereffi et al. 2005). 

 

In line with the above outlined phases and participants of mainstreaming, approaches 

in the governance of the Fairtrade supply chain drastically changed. In its original 

form, Fairtrade products were sold solely through ATOs. Their supply chain 

governance was based on complex interactions between buyers and sellers and a 

symmetrical power balance mediated by social ties, trust and reputation, which 

directly link ATOs and producers to reduce the number of profit-generating nodes 

between small producers and consumers (Reed 2009). The principles of Fairtrade, 

such as stable supply relations, minimum prices and the provision of a social 

premium, facilitate this relational interdependence (Smith and Barrientos 2005: 193; 

Tallontire 2009). For some such a form of governance therefore represents "what 

Gereffy et al. (2005) termed relational value chain governance” (Smith and Barrientos 

2005: 193). As pointed out by Smith and Barrientos “the establishment of trading 

principles according to moral rather than market values is a classic form of civic 

coordination"(Smith and Barrientos 2005: 193). Similarly Taylor argues, based on 

global commodity chain analysis combined with assumptions of the social 

embeddedness of markets, that the traditional Fairtrade governance approach objects 

to the usual abstraction of the market as a depersonalized mechanism operating 

outside of social institutions and cultural values" (Taylor 2005: 138). Indeed "it 

recognizes that economic activity is a social activity invested by humans with social 

and cultural meaning" (Taylor 2005: 138). It therefore "counters neoliberalisms view 

of the economy as a level playing ground by arguing that conventional markets are 

dominated by the most powerful actors who shape market rules in their own interest. 

Conventional market organization marginalizes weaker participants unfairly and can 
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produce outcomes which are irrational for society" (Taylor 2005: 139). The Fairtrade 

concept repersonalizes such trade relations especially through close cooperation and 

by offering higher prices rather than accepting prices as a depersonalized automatic 

response to demand and supply. In fact, similar arguments make Reed (2009) place 

Fairtrades supply chain governance approach outside of the traditional corporate 

forms of supply chain governance as described by Gereffi et al. (2005). He therefore 

terms them alternative or social economy value chains rather than referring to 

relational governance. For him the fundamental difference between such social 

economy value chains and corporate value chains is that the former are oriented 

towards the social goals of maximizing the value that goes to small producers rather 

than maximizing profits (Reed 2009: 8).  

Some argue that the introduction of a labelling scheme based on bureaucratic 

standards and monitoring is in itself already antithetical to the Fairtrades original 

supply chain governance based on trust (Raynolds and Murray 2007: 230). However, 

during the niche market phase and early forms of mainstreaming larger corporations 

got involved on a limited basis and, most importantly, through transactions with 

ATOs. According to Reed (2009) therefore the form of governance did not change 

majorly. For him "the only difference is that corporate retailers are included along 

with alternative outlets as part of the distribution network" (Reed 2009: 10). 

However, this early phase of mainstreaming was soon followed by retailers and 

branders pushing for a more active role and even becoming licensees themselves. In 

fact, Reed argues, larger corporations like Starbucks are "only likely to agree to offer 

Fairtrade products if they can do so as licensees” (Reed 2009). For Reed (2009) main 

reason to do so is to gain greater opportunities for influencing the governance of the 

value chain. This usually implies a transformation from the above described social 

economy value chain towards more buyer driven forms with increasingly strict buyer 

standards "as key mechanisms for exerting control within global supply chains" 

(Raynolds and Ngcwangu 2010: 75). According to Reed, these supply chains often 

entail modular types of governance (Reed 2009: 12). In fact “in the case of 

supermarket own brand Fairtrade products, these are increasingly sourced through 

category managers. Category managers are agents or large suppliers that are 

contracted to supply a range of items within one product category (e.g. ‘salads’ or 

‘citrus fruit’). Fairtrade products may be treated by the supermarket as no different 

from any other product in a particular category. The category manager is usually 
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responsible for the relationship with producers, ensuring that they deliver according 

to the supermarket’s standards, and the supermarket may have little direct contact 

with individual producers”(Smith and Barrientos 2005: 196). Raynolds and 

Ngvwangu (2010) report such approaches for example for the Rooibos tea sector 

where "market-driven Rooibos distributors pursue conventional sourcing strategies, 

purchasing bulk tea through export brokers that is produced mostly on large South 

African estates82. In this case Fairtrade networks do not fundamentally transform 

international relations, but largely reproduce traditional inequalities which 

concentrate control and profits in the hands of American buyers and allied South 

African exporters" (Raynolds and Ngcwangu 2010). 

There are different motives for a change towards modular types of governance: First 

companies need to assure a certain scale of supply (Wilkinson and Mascarenhas 

2007: 127). Second, some argue Fairtrade products have been often of lower quality 

(Sidwell 2008). Mainstream companies therefore want (and need to) secure a certain 

quality especially since Fairtrade products usually target the higher end of the 

market. This can be achieved through shifting between different suppliers based on 

the quality they provide83 as well as supporting them in raising their quality. Third 

companies usually aim for cost reductions. The Fairtrade fixed price premium (see 

later chapters) prevents direct cost reductions through competition between 

producers. Unlike ATOs though mainstream companies usually implement Fairtrade 

standards in a much narrower sense. In doing so they reduce costs for things like 

involvement in extra support or extra premiums paid (as is usually done by ATOs) 

(Reed 2009: 12). Also, Fairtrade principles, such as formation of a long term 

relationship based on dialogue and respect are not directly monitored. According to 

Smith and Barrientos, if large corporations are therefore able “to sell Fairtrade 

products without incurring the extra ‘costs’ of relational governance, their profit 

motivation may well lead them to do so”(Smith and Barrientos 2005: 196).  

                                                        

82 See later chapters for discussion on the involvement of large scale producers.  

83 Shreck for example reports rejection rates in the Fairtrade banana sector of up to 50% Shreck 
(2005). 
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The involvement of large corporations therefore inhibits certain benefits but also 

risks for the supply chain. On the risk side, the involvement of mainstream companies 

can, as just explained, result in less direct resources and support for local 

diversification, less motivation to move up the supply chain and empowerment, and 

less encouragement for greater democratic activity for producers (Reed 2009; Smith 

and Barrientos 2005). Instead, there tends to be a greater focus on technical 

development with an "almost exclusive emphasis on improving quality" (Reed 2009: 

13). Many argue, Fairtrade risks to become more of a supply chain standard that is 

passed down the chain, rather than an opportunity to work in long term partnership 

with particular buyers (Tallontire 2009: 1012). This means not only a threat to 

producers directly involved in such altered supply chains but also new forms of 

competition amongst ATOs, between ATOs and corporates, and amongst corporates 

potentially leading to negative outcomes for the producers (Reed 2009; Fisher 2009: 

992).  

On the positive side one obviously has to point first to the tremendous growth in the 

sales of Fairtrade products arguable leading to an increased effectiveness of the 

movement. In many cases using existing mainstream supply routes “avoids the need 

to develop a new infrastructure and it reduces the problems and costs involved in 

penetrating the market. By adding a label to existing brands, it is possible to take 

advantage of the image already created around those brands, as well as the 

knowledge the corresponding industrials have with regard to the market demand” 

(Renard 1999: 496). Also, the involvement of large corporations does not necessarily 

need to lead a less stringent interpretation of the Fairtrade concept. In fact, some 

mainstream corporations and supermarkets “especially those with lower market 

share and eager to differentiate themselves amongst more exacting consumers” 

(Smith and Barrientos 2005: 196) are keen to pursue a more relational approach to 

their supply chain governance fostering a more equitable balance of power (Smith 

and Barrientos 2005; Raynolds and Murray 2007: 225). For Smith and Barrientos the 

potential for Fairtrade to transform governance of supply chains “may therefore come 

down to company values and strategies” (Smith and Barrientos 2005: 196). However, 

with “modular forms of governance currently dominating, Fairtrade […] in 

mainstream global value chains may do little to address the unequal balance of power 

that lies at the heart of much conventional commercial trade” (Smith and Barrientos 

2005; Raynolds and Murray 2007: 225).  
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Tallontire concludes that "many of the challenges faced by producers are not only 

related to the systems of standard setting per se, but also how they are internalised in 

different value chains” (Tallontire 2009). For her therefore “policies are needed that 

tackle value chain governance as well as institutional governance" (Tallontire 2009). 

Change in Ideology 

The general critique for trying to tackle global challenges through the market, most 

labelling schemes face, is of particular importance in the case of the Fairtrade label. 

As outlined in the last chapter original forms of the Fairtrade movement are 

grounded in a fundamental critique of the mainstream market system. They aim 

towards broader objectives by “not just setting minimum standards for licensees but 

campaigning for major reforms to the international trading system that would extend 

Fairtrade standards to poor workers and farmers worldwide. Ultimately, the network 

seeks to have Fairtrade adopted by national and international governing bodies as ‘an 

integral part of public and political policy” (Fridell 2009: 82). For the more militant 

actors Fairtrade implies a socially policy reform oriented approach enabling trade 

networks to develop in order to circumvent the corporate sector (Fisher 2009: 987). 

Original Fairtrade models "selling strictly Fairtrade products and educating 

consumers about the injustices of global trade, along with their aspirations to 

promote structural reforms to the international trading system” are much more 

compatible with such aspirations. As pointed out by the developers of labelling 

schemes such models though are usually not "capable of reaching large masses of 

consumers in a global economy" and therefore potentially limit the reach of the 

network (Fridell 2009: 92).  

However, new forms of Fairtrade that achieve a far higher reach through the 

participation of mainstream corporations on the other hand risk to lose sight of 

Fairtrades critical origin. While advocates of free markets like Sidwell (2008) still 

oppose Fairtrade for its underlying critique of free markets, others argue that the new 

model of Fairtrade is not compatible with Fairtrades fundamental aims of change. As 

Fridell puts it, traditional Fairtrade companies and new involved companies like 

Starbucks represent not only "two different routes to the same goal, but of 

contrasting goals that, ultimately, lead to incompatible visions of the future of 

Fairtrade" (Fridell 2009: 82). Most of the larger companies get involved in some way 

or the other in furtherance of their CSR agenda (Mohan 2009: 26; Fridell 2009: 82). 
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For Fridell such activities are usually used as public relations and marketing tool and 

are, "money-driven" rather than "mission-driven". In fact, for him “CSR programmes 

are viewed as deriving largely from corporate manager’s desire to protect or enhance 

the private wealth of their shareholders” (Fridell 2009: 82) as a reaction to civil 

pressure and prevention of regulation (Fridell 2009: 87). Some fear that collaborating 

with large distribution channels might therefore lead to “compromises between 

ethical principles and commercial considerations" resulting in a much narrower 

interpretation of Fairtrade (as pointed out above) rather than "the denunciation of an 

international trading system which is unjust"(Gendron et al. 2009: 69). For Fridell the 

inclusion of mainstream companies therefore “may actually threaten to limit the long-

term growth of the network by re-envisioning Fairtrade as a token project supported 

by giant Transnational Companies on the sidelines of their larger marketing efforts” 

(Fridell 2009: 82). As pointed to above some also argue that by working through the 

market rather than challenging it, Fairtrade risks to actually reinforces existing 

inequalities in international relations. For Shreck it even implies forms of colonialism: 

“ Fairtrade attempts to make the present patterns of exchange more equitable. But, 

colonialism is based on a model of dependency, and even a ‘‘fair’’ version of such 

relations can threaten to reproduce the same patterns, under a more socially and 

environmentally friendly guise” (Shreck 2005: 26). 

10.2.1.6 Stakeholder Reactions 

Internal Stakeholders and NGOs 

Main criticism from internal stakeholders centres around the following three themes: 

the role (and influence) of small producers in the decision-making structures, understanding 

of what Fairtrade means, and the role of corporate participation: 

Participation 

“When FLO was founded, its board consisted entirely of representatives from the 

FLOs with only one nonvoting member from producer organizations“(Reed 2009: 6). 

Especially during its initiation phase, FLO therefore faced repeated criticism of 

Southern producer groups (by IFAT and its African, Asian and Latin American 

regional bodies) for a lack of sufficient participation (Reed 2009: 6; Wilkinson and 

Mascarenhas 2007: 132). Related to this is also the worry of western bias in the 

conception of the schemes and its decision making. In fact, as pointed out by Shreck, 
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most of the groundwork like the definition of Fairtrade have been developed in 

Europe and are then applied to Southern countries. According to interviews with 

Fairtrade banana producers in the Dominican Republic conducted by Shreck this can 

lead to producers in the south feeling like receiving aid rather than being empowered 

(Shreck 2005: 25). According to Mohan, smallholders and workers, sometimes see 

Fairtrade as “exclusionary, unrealistic and imposed by stronger stakeholders" 

(Mohan 2009: 25). 

Role of Corporations and Fairtrade Identity 

As outlined above the introduction of the labelling scheme and increased 

institutionalisation in economic as well as political terms slowly lead to 

transformations of the original principles and structures of the Fairtrade movement. 

On the one hand some see this institutionalisation very positive and as a guarantee 

for its success (Gendron et al. 2009: 67). According to Fridell in fact, “most major 

Fairtrade organizations have demonstrated cautious optimism about growing 

corporate involvement and have celebrated the increase in sales that it has ushered 

in. To many, the primary goal of the network is to expand its ethical market niche to 

provide Fairtrade standards to as many Southern partners as possible” (Fridell 2009: 

83). By operating within the major distribution circuit Fairtrade avoids "being 

relegated to the sidelines, as is typically the case for ‘alternative’ networks" (Renard 

1999: 485).  

Original movement actors, mainly including ATOs and Southern small scale producer 

representatives, on the other hand fear that “corporations are having too large an 

influence on the governance of the fair labelling network” (Reed 2009: 21). Especially 

by allowing organizations with a questionable historical record with the developing 

world, many original and more militant participants “felt betrayed by the FLO and FtF 

and that the floodgates had been opened to anyone able to gain the mark” (Davies 

2007: 467). They see the original aims and identity of Fairtrade threatened due to the 

above outlined changes resulting from the mainstreaming process. For some 

mainstreaming therefore implies a "cut off from its roots leading to a loss of 

significance and transformative potential" (Gendron et al. 2009: 67).  

Since its initiation there have been major tensions between these militant and radical 

streams and softer, more commercial streams which have become more apparent 
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with the movement becoming more and more institutionalized or formalized 

(Gendron et al. 2009: 64; Mohan 2009: 23). The decision to make the shift towards 

large distribution channels “and to rely on conventional circuits of distribution came 

only after months of difficult discussion and strong resistance” (Shreck 2005: 18). 

This resistance still holds. Licensing Nestle for example lead to open criticism by 

many ATOs and NGOs (Wilkinson 2007: 221). In the US coffee sector some ATOs even 

gave up their Far Trade certification in reaction to the involvement of large 

corporations like Starbucks, Procter and Gamble etc. (Raynolds and Murray 2007: 

225).  

External Stakeholders (Governments) 

According to Le Mare to achieve complex developmental goals not only market agents 

but also actors, such as local government, national governments, and international 

agencies need to be involved and cooperated with (Le Mare 2008: 1938). Fairtrade 

has actually been quite successful in doing so. According to Wilkinson, in reaction to 

market mainstreaming also a public mainstreaming has taken place mainly in Europe 

but also increasingly in the South. Fairtrade actors, which means the traditional ATO 

strand but also the certification strand, are increasingly getting involved in various 

national and international policy arenas and state institutions. And, the other way 

around, there is also a growing state involvement in Fairtrade. This involves 

politicians, civil servants, and companies that supply goods to the public sector 

(Fisher 2009). In Brazil "Fairtrade is firmly positioned within the official policy arena 

with substantial producer and network support being provided by State offices 

charged with fostering agrarian reform, small and medium enterprises, and the 

solidarity movement. In South Africa, Fairtrade has been tied to official Black 

Economic Empowerment policies" (Raynolds and Murray 2007: 232). Fairtrade has 

also had an active role in shaping international policy and multilateral venues. Within 

the FINE organisation for example, "labeling and ATO organizations have worked 

together, preparing a joint position statement for the 2005 WTO Ministerial 

Meetings" (Raynolds and Murray 2007: 232). In the EU the Fairtrade Advocacy Office 

(FTAO) in Brussels (representing FLO, IFAT, EFTA and NEWS!) is lobbying for a 

comprehensive European Commission policy that supports Fairtrade (Fairtrade 

Labelling Organizations International 2009d: 13). In a sense they seem to be pushing 

open doors. Especially the EU has positioned itself favourably with regard to 
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Fairtrade since 1998. In 2006 the European Parliament published a report on 

Fairtrade and development highlighting their support for and positive evaluation of 

the Fairtrade System. Beneath others this report "recalls that […] while international 

trade agreements fail to deliver for the poor countries, the Fairtrade system has 

proved to be effective in poverty reduction and sustainable development” (European 

Parliament 2006). It believes “that, in the long term, it could facilitate an equitable 

participation of developing countries in the multilateral trading system, guarantee 

them stable and sustainable access to the European market and raise consumer 

awareness“(European Parliament 2006). It therefore “calls on the Commission and 

the Council to promote Fairtrade, and other independently monitored trading 

initiatives” and “to liaise with the international Fairtrade movement in supporting 

clear and widely-applicable criteria against which consumer assurance schemes can 

be assessed, underpinning consumer confidence in such schemes and consolidating 

the Fairtrade product sectors” (European Parliament 2006). Also it calls “on the 

Commission to take the Fairtrade and other social and environmental trading 

approaches into account when formulating the EU trade policy" and even “asks the 

Commission and the Council to study and to consider implementing a low VAT rate 

for Fairtrade products and to eliminate import duties on Fairtrade products from 

developing countries” (European Parliament 2006). The Committee of the Regions 

recently adopted calls “on the local and regional authorities, EU Member States, 

European Commission, and the Committee of the Regions, to join forces to further 

support Fairtrade. Specifically, it calls on the need to adopt a European Strategy and 

action plan for Fairtrade for Local and Regional Authorities” (Fairtrade Labelling 

Organizations International 13.02.10). In a recent report the European Commission 

judges that Fairtrade “achieved significant levels of consumer recognition in those 

markets where it is operating. Recognition goes with a good measure of 

understanding of the issues that Fairtrade promotes. The criteria and standards 

applied by Fairtrade are among the most comprehensive and ambitious in terms of 

addressing a broad set of issues and conditions that impact the producers in 

developing countries, including in particular a minimum price for the producer and a 

premium paid to the community of the producer” (The Commission of the European 

Communities 2009: 5). They highlight the role of labelling schemes in general and 

Fairtrade in particular as a dynamic mechanism "that develops along with societal 

and consumer awareness and demands. […] In some cases, they are at the forefront of 
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issues; raising awareness and pushing consumer interest and understanding of new 

and emerging sustainable development challenges” thereby influencing mainstream 

business and government policy making (The Commission of the European 

Communities 2009: 6). European support has been provided so far mainly on two 

fronts—the promotion of consumer awareness and the implementation of public 

procurement policies (Wilkinson 2007: 234). Regarding the latter however, the 

European Commission raises that “according to European public procurement rules, 

contracting authorities that wish to purchase Fairtrade goods, cannot require specific 

labels because this would limit the access to the contract of products which are not so 

certified but meet similar sustainable trade standards” (The Commission of the 

European Communities 2009). Procurement bodies are therefore only allowed to 

include "the relevant sustainable criteria, that must be linked to the subject matter of 

the contract" (The Commission of the European Communities 2009). Nevertheless, in 

the UK, Europe, and recently the USA local governments enrolled in so-called 

Fairtrade town campaigns. Wales took that even further and became the first 

"Fairtrade Nation". These campaigns have stimulated demand for Fairtrade products 

especially on the side of public procurement. In doing so state actors are actively 

"pushing the boundaries of established practice and law" set by the EU regarding 

explicit requirement for labels in public procurement policies (Fisher 2009: 995).  

On a national level the British Government, through its Department for International 

Development (DFID), for example has been a key supporter of Fairtrade, “not only in 

the provision of enabling services, but also in the promotion of innovative business 

structures"(Wilkinson 2007: 234). “In France public support has gone a step further 

initiating measures for the regulation of the Fairtrade market. After a long period of 

discussions with Fairtrade movement representatives, the French norms body, 

AFNOR, has now reached agreement on a definition of Fairtrade which it is hoped will 

provide the framework for future regulation. The pressure for public regulation of 

Fairtrade has in this case come from the ATOs who hope that in this way they will 

prevent the shift to mainstreaming from reducing Fairtrade to a niche market 

segmentation strategy. This would become the case, it is argued, if food companies 

and retail resort to their own Fairtrade labels, rather than licensing the movement’s 

label” (Wilkinson 2007: 234). Even though the EU highlights in their recent report 

that they are not intending to take the role of regulating criteria related to private 

trade-related sustainability assurance schemes since this would inhibit its dynamic 
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character (The Commission of the European Communities 2009: 6) Wilkinson expects 

similar development on EU level. 

10.2.1.7 Restructuring 

Reactions to Criticism regarding Participation 

FLO has been a constantly evolving organisation. For example, when Fairtrade labels 

were first introduced private companies that used the labels were not included in the 

formal standard setting architecture of FLO (Tallontire 2009: 1010). Also, “when FLO 

was founded, its board consisted entirely of representatives from the FLOs with only 

one nonvoting member from producer organizations“(Reed 2009: 6). Both changed 

with producer representatives joining the board of FLO in 2003 and also private 

companies recently being allowed to participate. Since 2006 FLO also underwent a 

strategic review resulting in a new strategy approved in 2008 (Fairtrade Labelling 

Organisation: 16). Aim of the new strategy is to become “more flexible in setting 

qualifying conditions for entry and allow more diversity in the types of organization 

that can take part” (Fairtrade Labelling Organizations International 2009d: 17). To 

further enhance producers participation in decision making FLO has made the three 

continental producer networks full members of the organisation with voting rights on 

the Board (Tallontire 2009). Additionally a new Producer Support Network has been 

established to address the needs of small-scale farmers and workers (Taylor 2005: 

140). However, according to Reed, “producers are still not happy with this 

distribution and still feel that FLO takes decisions in an arbitrary fashion” (Reed 

2009: 6). Nevertheless, Tallontire concludes that "important changes have been made 

in FLO in terms of institutional governance, making it more dynamic and better 

equipped than many other standards to deal with the challenges of mainstreaming" 

(Tallontire 2009: 1012). Taylor agrees that FLO has "made serious efforts to 

encourage greater balance among the diverse interests represented in their formal 

governance schemes" (Taylor 2005: 132). 

Reactions to Criticism regarding the Role of Corporations 

and the Fairtrade Identity 

In reaction to the repeated criticism of FLOs mainstreaming efforts the former Chair 

of FLO emphasizes that the Fairtrade movement "has always been driven more by the 

desire to make a practical difference to the lives of people […], than by a need to 
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conceptualise generic solutions to the problems of trade and development” (Fairtrade 

Labelling Organisation: 3). The strategy highlights that mainstreaming has always 

been one of the fundamental aims of FLO and that FLO "welcome the increasing 

interest from large and well-established commercial traders in Fairtrade. We regard 

this as a sign of success and hope to extend the range of such partnerships in the 

future" (Fairtrade Labelling Organisation: 7). However, they also appreciate that 

"stakeholders clearly want us to ensure that the engagement of these companies with 

Fairtrade is based on commitment to our vision. Such commitment should be 

proportionate to the resources at their disposal and the marketing benefits they get 

from use of the Fairtrade label" (Fairtrade Labelling Organisation: 3). So far no details 

can be found how exactly Fairtrade is aiming to achieve this. A step towards this 

direction though might be their plan to "set up a new Strategy and Policy Unit to 

provide the Board with research, analysis and an understanding of the operating 

environment. […] it will also take a lead role in developing external partnerships and 

will be the focal point for monitoring, evaluation and impact assessment" (Fairtrade 

Labelling Organisation: 12). Additionally, some see the institutionalisation of FINE as 

attempt to bring the ATO strand and the FLO strand closer together again and 

collectively fight against threats like newly evolving corporate labelling schemes 

(Raynolds and Murray 2007: 232). 

10.2.1.8 Fairtrade as an Example of New Governance 

Like other labelling schemes, Fairtrade can be seen as representing a new form of 

governance. For Smith for example Fairtrade is "a system of private governance that 

organizes the production and trade of specific commodity goods" thereby 

accomplishing market forces as one of the factors governing the economy (Smith 

2009b: 457). Pointing into a similar direction Wilkinson (2007) and Gendron et al. 

(2009) introduce the concept of new social economic movements based on the school 

of social movements. This school defines social movements as "collective control of an 

alternative societal project, a fight that is not directed towards the State but against a 

social class opponent" (Gendron et al. 2009: 71–73). The Fairtrade movement is in 

line with this definition representing a new form of “collective action—NGOs and 

networks—rather than trade unions and political parties, and directs its demands 

primarily to the market rather than to the State" (Wilkinson 2007: 228). For Gendron 

new social economic movements like the Fairtrade movement are therefore a 
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variation of social movements rather than a new form in its essence as such. Main 

difference or additional aspects for them are the methods of action, which involve 

different tools like socially responsible investment and buycotting (Gendron et al. 

2009: 72). Here they connect the concept with the idea of political consumerism. For 

them both these actions "use economic status (that of the consumer or the investor) 

to pressure businesses on a socio-political level. They adapt the economic 

mechanisms, modelling them according to their values. In short, the arrival of social 

movements in the economic sphere leads to a redefinition, a re-politicization, and a 

re-socialization of economic transactions". To do so both rely, beneath others, on 

"measures of traceability and labelling" (Gendron et al. 2009: 71–73). However, 

Wilkinson raises that the Fairtrade scheme differs from other such labelling schemes 

"to the extent that it focuses primarily on traditional issues of redistributive justice 

rather than a new generation of rights and duties. It also works to reinforce 

traditional organizations—cooperatives and trade unions—as instruments of 

collective action" (Wilkinson 2007: 232). So, as pointed out above, while it, like the 

other instruments, works through the market, it questions its basic principles at the 

same time. For Wilkinson Fairtrade, therefore, represents in fact “a hybrid social 

movement based on traditional values of redistributive justice but sharing with 

modern social movements an organizational base in NGOs and networks and a 

priority focus on the market for the realization of the movement’s objectives” 

(Wilkinson 2007: 232). Bringing both authors together one can therefore speak of 

Fairtrade representing a new, hybrid form of social economic movement.  

10.2.2 Labelling Phases 

Like most other labelling schemes Fairtrades work stream includes the development 

and review of criteria, the assessment and auditing against these criteria, and the 

communication. Additionally in the case of Fairtrade, producer support is of key 

relevance.  

10.2.2.1 Standard 

According to FLO key objectives of their standards are to: 

 “ensure that producers receive prices that cover their average costs of sustainable 

production; 
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 provide an additional Fairtrade Premium which can be invested in projects that 

enhance social, economic and environmental development; 

 enable pre-financing for producers who require it; 

 facilitate long-term trading partnerships and enable greater producer control over the 

trading process; 

 set clear minimum and progressive criteria to ensure that the conditions of production 

and trade of all Fairtrade certified products are socially, economically fair and 

environmentally responsible” (Fairtrade Labelling Organizations International e.V. 

2009). 

Development and Revision 

Within FLO the Standard Unit is responsible for developing Fairtrade standards 

including generic standards, product standards, Fairtrade minimum prices and 

Fairtrade premiums. The development of a new or revision of an existing standard as 

well as the development and review of minimum prices and premiums can be 

proposed to the Standards Unit (in the case of prices and premiums via the FLO’s 

Producer Business Unit) by various stakeholders including e.g. the FLO Board, 

labelling initiatives, Fairtrade producer networks, Fairtrade trader networks etc. In 

case a substantial need for such a project can be identified, the Standards Unit 

considers the proposal. Depending on the breadth of the project it is either 

considered as minor project, in which case it needs decision making by the Standards 

Unit director, or major project, in which case it needs decisions made by a Standards 

Committee. The latter consists of representatives of key stakeholders like producers, 

traders, labelling initiatives and external experts. Once a Project proposal has been 

approved, the Standard Unit commences a planning stage in order to generate the 

scope, objectives, time lines, work plans, a budget and allocations of responsibilities, 

goals or minimum criteria for critical performance indicators, and identify all 

stakeholders who need to be involved during development and consultation. The 

latter usually includes external stakeholders (like consumers, retailers, unions, NGOs, 

governments, authorities, researchers and academic bodies) and internal 

stakeholders (like applying and certified operators affected by the standard, FLO’s 

Producer Business Unit, labelling Initiatives). The planning stage results in a project 

description which is placed on the website for input from further stakeholders 

unknown to FLO yet. After the planning stage, the Standards Unit collates input from 

stakeholders, internal sources and external sources in the so-called research stage. 
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Based on this input the Standards Unit develops a draft standard or price proposal. 

Once a draft has been prepared, a cycle of consultation with stakeholders, revision 

and communication of revisions to stakeholders is set in motion and repeated as 

often as deemed necessary to resolve relevant issues. When all issues are resolved, a 

final draft is submitted to either the Standards Unit Director (for minor projects) or 

the Standards Committee (for major projects). In case of an approval, the standards 

are published. In case of a rejection, the project returns to the research phase. After 

publication, the Standards Unit continuously collates feedback from stakeholders 

about the application of Standards in practice and undertakes reviews usually at least 

every five years. Reviews might lead to a project proposal for the revision of a 

standard (Kratz 2006). 

Due to the diversity of interpretations of Fairtrade (see above) as well as different 

interpretations among producer organisations, across regions and product categories 

Fairtrade standard setting is complicated (Tallontire 2009: 1011). Especially the right 

price setting has proven to be very difficult. The recent consultation process on the 

introduction of a Fairtrade pricing structure for tea for example “was long and 

protracted with divisions between producers from different countries and alliances 

between traders and producers, in some cases to ensure lower price with a view to 

protecting some (lower quality) origins” (Tallontire 2009: 1011). Normally “any 

strategy around finding a niche in the market implies adjusting the supply to remain 

below the demand, in order to preserve a level of adequate prices” (Renard 1999: 

498). In the case of Fairtrade, however, the initiative’s principles are aimed at helping 

as many producers as possible. Thus, any strategy for excluding or restricting access 

to the market niche would be totally incompatible with its policy, as long as Fairtrade 

requirements are met. But since consumption of Fairtrade products is usually not 

increasing at the same rhythm as its production an oversupply and therefore more 

intense competition can occur (Renard 1999: 497–498). Setting the right price 

including finding the right balance of commercial objectives and developmental 

objectives is very complex (Tallontire 2009: 1011). To achieve this right balance and 

adjust to latest market developments Fairtrade Liaison Officers are in charge to relay 

product and regional information to FLO, “to make sure FT can anticipate and adjust 

to market demand and the needs of producers” (Fairtrade Labelling Organizations 

International 2009d: 8). However, Fairtrade also points out that "as markets become 

more volatile and uncertain we need to improve Fairtrade’s ability to set prices more 
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quickly and work in a way that adapts more quickly to trading conditions" (Fairtrade 

Labelling Organisation).  

Content84 

To achieve the above objectives there are currently generic standards for the trade 

relationship, generic standards for small scale producers; generic standards for small 

scale producers and organizations which employ hired labour as well as small-scale 

producers who are not yet democratically organized (on a temporary basis). These 

generic standards are further defined in specific product standards. 

Generic Trade Standards 

FLOs generic standards set out the minimum requirement for every operator buying 

or selling Fairtrade certified products. The generic trade standard entails six general 

criteria: 

– All operators taking ownership of Fairtrade certified products and/or handling 

the Fairtrade price and premium are inspected and certified; 

– Operators need to demonstrate physical traceability of the product (not applicable 

e.g. for sugar, cacao, tea). The method to do so is at the discretion of the operator. 

Additionally identification must be possible on the related documentation 

including e.g. seller of the product, the physical form of the product when 

transacted, alterations performed and relevant yields, disposals, quantities bought 

and sold, date of transactions, payment of Fairtrade price and Fairtrade premium 

and pre-financing (where applicable); 

– Contractual obligations are mutually agreed, well documented, accessible to all 

parties and clearly understood by the contracting parties. As a minimum it has to 

outline agreed volume, quality, price, payment terms, and delivery conditions; 

– Buyers (including those making purchases via marketing boards) must provide a 

sourcing plan to each producer from whom they plan to buy, as well as to 

conveyors in order to create sustainable trade partnerships between producers 

and their buyers, which enable producers to have long-term access to markets 

                                                        

84 The following gives a broad overview about the content of the Fairtrade standards. More detail can 
be found on FLOs webpage http://www.fairtrade.net/standards.html. 
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under viable conditions. Additionally buyers are also encouraged to give 

additional assistance like information sharing, price updates, quality training etc.  

– Producers may request pre-finance from Fairtrade payers against agreed time 

periods and, where required, against specific quantities up to 60% of the contract 

value, unless otherwise specified in the product standards. 

– Fairtrade payers must pay to producers at least the Fairtrade Minimum Price for 

the product contracted, where it exists, or the relevant market price where no 

Fairtrade Minimum Price exists. When the relevant market price for a product is 

higher than the Fairtrade Minimum Price, then at least the market price must be 

paid. 

– Fairtrade payers must additionally pay a fixed Fairtrade Premium for the product. 

Where applicable, conveyors are responsible for passing the Fairtrade Premium 

on to the producer. Payments are made e.g. to the certified Small Producers’ 

Organization in the case of small scale producers or to the Joint Body of the 

certified Hired Labour operator in the case of hired labour situations(Fairtrade 

Labelling Organizations International 2009b)  

Generic Producer Standards 

Next to the generic trade standards there are generic standards for small scale 

producers and since 2007, organizations which employ hired labour.85  

Standards for Small Scale Producers 

“Small producers can participate in Fairtrade if they have formed producer 

organizations (cooperatives, associations or other types of organization) that are able 

to engage in commercial activities, contribute to the environmentally sustainable 

social and economic development of their members and of their communities” 

(Fairtrade Labelling Organizations International 2009c: 3). To achieve this (beneath 

others) the Fairtrade premium must be administered in a transparent way including 

an annual plan as progress requirement, with the use of the premium decided by a 

general assembly. The organisation should also try to assure more control over the 

whole trading process to maximise the return to the members. The organization must 

                                                        

85Additionally there are standards for small-scale producers who are not yet democratically organized 
and can still temporarily apply for certification.  
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have democratic, participative structures and transparent administration in place and 

consist majorly of small scale producers (Fairtrade Labelling Organizations 

International 2009c: 3). Next to such social and socioeconomic requirements there 

are also requirements regarding the environmental development including for 

example: assessing the environmental impacts and develop a plan to mitigate these as 

well as monitor these mitigations; reduce the volumes and types of agrochemicals 

used; proper and safe management of waste; maintenance of soil fertility and water 

resources; no use of genetically modified organisms; prevention of the use of fire in 

ways that adversely affect natural systems. Regarding labour conditions, all small 

producers’ organizations are expected to meet the ILO labour requirements as far as 

possible, including employment policy, freedom from discrimination, freedom of 

labour, freedom of association and collective bargaining, appropriate working 

conditions and Health and Safety. Additionally Fairtrade should lead to the 

demonstrable empowerment and environmentally sustainable social and economic 

development of the organization and its members, and through them the workers 

employed by the organization or by the members (Fairtrade Labelling Organizations 

International 2009c).  

Hired Labour 

The hired labour standards apply to all companies working with hired labour 

provided that a product-specific Fairtrade standard exists for the goods that they 

produce (Fairtrade Labelling Organizations International 2009a). “Some of the core 

elements are: training opportunities, non discriminatory employment practices, no 

child labour, no forced labour, access to collective bargaining processes and freedom 

of association of the workforce, condition of employment exceeding legal minimum 

requirements, adequate occupational safety and health conditions and sufficient 

facilities for the workforce to manage the Fairtrade Premium” (Fairtrade Labelling 

Organizations International e.V. 2009). Additionally the organisations need to meet 

certain criteria in terms of Development Potential and Capacity Building to assure 

workers empowerment and social welfare. Similar to small-scale producers 

companies are also expected to meet certain environmental criteria (Fairtrade 

Labelling Organizations International 2009a: 4). 
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Specific Product Standards 

Although the basic principles of Fairtrade are the same for each commodity, there are 

certain characteristics that are unique to each product (Shreck 2005: 19). Next to the 

general standard FLO therefore also developed specific product standards for the 

various product groups to complement and add specific requirements. As long as the 

product standards do not outline specific exceptions, the generic Fairtrade standards 

supersede the product standards (Fairtrade Labelling Organizations International 

2009d: 9). 

Area of Application (Product Groups) 

Even though craft products were at the origin of the Fairtrade movement agricultural 

products (during its initiation phase especially coffee) have soon become the major 

focus of Fairtrade and will remain so (according to FLO). Yet, next to their traditional 

commodities like coffee, cacao, and tea Fairtrade has now also moved e.g. into fresh 

fruits, flowers, cotton and sport balls (Barrientos et al. 2007: 59). Apart from this, 

manufactured products made form more than one ingredients are becoming more 

and more important for Fairtrade certification. Therefore separate standards have 

been developed for so-called composite products like cakes, bars, ice cream etc. (Krier 

2008: 45).86 Producers currently out of the scope of certification "eager" FLO to 

further expand their focus. Especially the increased mainstreaming facilitates an 

extension of Fairtrade into new products (Mohan 2009: 23). However, there are 

certain risks and costs connected with such expansions. For example, the different 

product groups majorly differ in their supply chains. Compared to labelled food 

products, craft products for example are involved in a longer production chain. The 

certification model of Fairtrade products that is used for food products can therefore 

not be used for craft goods (Gendron et al. 2009: 68). Furthermore the range of 

products is restricted due to the limited acceptance in Northern diets (Wilkinson and 

Mascarenhas 2007: 131). To address such difficulties FLO aims to "develop a clear 

                                                        

86 For composite products, at least 50% of the volume must be Fairtrade certified in the case of liquid 
composite products. For all other composite products the significant ingredient (for example cocoa in 
chocolate, sugar in conserves) must be Fairtrade certified, and must be at least 20% of the products’ 
dry weight. On such products a statement appears on the packaging to clearly highlight which specific 
ingredient/s are certified Fairtrade Labelling Organizations International e.V. (2009). 
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and consistent policy framework for further extending the product scope of 

Fairtrade" (Fairtrade Labelling Organisation: 7).  

Part of the Life Cycle 

As outlined above standards currently mainly target the primary producer 

organizations. Additionally, since 2007 Fairtrade has standards for traders. Many 

criticize this approach for being too narrow (see e.g. Shreck 2005; Fridell 2009; 

Wilkinson 2007: 237). Especially the lack of standards and transparency for Northern 

branders and retailers is heavily opposed. As outlined above many fear that the 

general business philosophy of these corporations is in fact contrary to Fairtrades 

philosophy thereby reducing the certification ad absurdity. According to Fridell 

Starbucks practices like the use of prisoner workers in North America, anti-union 

activities or the their support of, for him, less stringent sustainability standards, for 

example are "at odds with the network’s moral mission" (Fridell 2009: 91). Other 

examples include retailers like Lidl selling Fairtrade products but at the same time 

not complying with labour regulations in their countries (Krier 2008: 57). Fridell and 

others (e.g. Raynolds and Murray 2007) therefore call for the implementation of 

standards also for Northern producers. For Fridell such standards should “stipulate 

that they purchase a specified percentage of their goods Fairtrade (well above 1 or 

2%) and adhere to labour standards with their Northern employees that are more in 

line with the network’s moral mission, such as a unionized workforce. In addition, 

Fairtraders should explore the possibilities of placing some limitations on how 

Northern licensees promote their non-Fairtrade products” (Fridell 2009: 92). Shreck 

on the other hand points out that "supermarket participation becomes highly unlikely 

if Fairtrade organizations would hold retailers to a set of criteria similar to the one to 

which producers must comply" which would threaten the whole initiative (Shreck 

2005: 26). 

Scope 

Fairtrade standards mainly target the social and socio-economic dimension of 

products. However, as outlined above, there are also some environmental 

requirements included in the standards. Additionally, even though organic standards 

are not directly part of the Fairtrade certification and not required, farmers are 

encouraged to work towards organic practices. Additionally Valkila reports a 

pressure on Fairtrade coffee producers for example to produce organically due to the 
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much higher demand for organic coffee products compared to only Fairtrade certified 

coffee. In many cases, Fairtrade certification is therefore coupled with organic 

certification (Valkila 2009: 3018). In fact, “in 2008 over 48% of Fairtrade certified 

coffee was also certified as organic” (Fairtrade Labelling Organizations International 

2009d: 9). 

Precision 

As with other schemes like the MSC also for the Fairtrade standard there is discussion 

how precise the standard should be and how much room it should leave for 

interpretation. In the case of Fairtrade the spread of certified production “across 

dozens of countries requires adjusting this model to varied local political economic 

circumstances and to varied local producer and worker organizations" (Raynolds and 

Long 2007: 28). Fairtrade has therefore faced repeated requests from Southern 

producers to enable them to adapt the standards to local conditions rather than 

imposing a universal model on them (Wilkinson 2007: 232). In fact South Africa 

already has developed their own country specific rules and new evolving labelling 

organization in countries like Mexico request the same (Raynolds and Murray 2007: 

230). In their latest strategy paper FLO therefore highlights that “while the 

underlying principles of our standards need to be applied universally in a consistent 

manner, a ‘one size fits all’ approach is not helpful. Our empowerment model will 

provide a basis for producers to prepare their own development plans, including the 

milestones and indicators needed to monitor implementation” (Fairtrade Labelling 

Organisation: 10). 

Stringency 

Like with most criteria setting also in the Fairtrade case there is a tradeoff between 

ambitious criteria and a high coverage. “The lower the required social standards, and 

therefore the lower the costs for meeting them, the higher the number of producers 

who can be given the opportunity to keep up these standards. The more extensive 

and cost-intensive the required social criteria are, the lower the number of producers 

who will profit from these social standards and be able to produce their goods under 

improved working conditions” (Steinrücken and Jaenichen 2007: 214). Similarly also 

too stringent organic and environmental requirements for Northern markets can 

represent a barrier to market access, particularly for smallholders, and are not always 

appropriate to local conditions (Nelson and Pound 2009: 36).  
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To address such difficulties the Fairtrade schemes has decided (like e.g. the MSC 

scheme) for a continuous improvement certification approach. Their standards 

requirements are therefore divided into general requirements, which all producer 

organizations must meet from the moment they join Fairtrade; minimum 

requirements, which must be met before initial certification; and progress 

requirements, against which producer organizations must demonstrate compliance 

over time and by means of continuous improvement (Fairtrade Labelling 

Organizations International 2009c: 3). Also like the MSC standard, there is debate 

around the appropriateness of such a conditional approach. Henderson, for example, 

argues87 that Fairtrade standards "have only little to do" with how a company treats 

its employees (Henderson 2008: 62). For Smith on the other hand especially the fact 

that labour standards are process requirements is a positive one: "Instead of 

presenting an arbitrary stance discriminating against organisations currently unable 

to meet ‘Western’ expectations, the method seems to me to reflect a genuine effort to 

use labour codes as a means through which to facilitate genuine improvement" 

(Smith 2009a: 30). However, with increased involvement of mainstream actors many 

fear these companies might pressure FLO to lower their social standards (Reed 

2009). Tallontire argues that “despite, or perhaps in reaction to, the perceived power 

and influence of corporate bodies, there is evidence of Fairtrade standards being 

strengthened” (Tallontire 2009: 1011). As examples for this strengthening he quotes 

the clarified and consolidates trader standards “to facilitate monitoring of criteria 

such as ‘sustaining trade’” and the introduction of more explicit traceability 

requirements (Tallontire 2009: 1019).  

10.2.2.2 Assessment 

The Fairtrade scheme mainly targets the certification of the primary producer. The 

typical supply chain however involves next to the producer, also the trader, the 

brander/manufacturer and the retailer. The latter can thereby function as retailer 

and brander at the same time.  

                                                        

87 Without giving any real evidence for this statement though.  
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Certification of Producers and Traders 

In order to sell Fairtrade products producers as well as traders need to be certified 

against the above-described standards.  

The Client 

Producers 

Certification can take place either for individual producers or for whole producer 

organisations. In terms of location Fairtrade certification focuses on producers in the 

Global South (Fairtrade Labelling Organisation: 8).88 

PRODUCER ORGANIZATION 

As outlined above, Fairtrade standards require that producers are part of democratic 

and transparent producer organizations (e.g. cooperatives, associations or other 

types of organization). This requirement has lead to both support and major criticism. 

Henderson for example argues that it leads to the majority of the price premium paid 

by the consumer being "eaten up by the cooperative bureaucracy" and makes the 

system more vulnerable for corruption (Henderson 2008: 63). In response to this, 

Smith highlights that financial capital used by the co-operative is a positive 

developmental investment providing funds for the expansion of infrastructure, 

business development, education etc. “and a far cry from the view that co-operatives 

are wasting consumers’ money” (Smith 2009a: 31). “While there is certainly 

corruption in some co-operatives, […] we must consider if this is a product of the 

institutional form or the nature of the wider economic system" (Smith 2009a: 31).  

PRODUCER STRUCTURE/SCALE 

Producer organisations are required to consist majorly of small-scale producers. 

Fairtrade has developed several criteria defining a small-scale producer. For example, 

the producer and its family need to constitute a significant proportion of the total 

labour of the farm with most of their working time spent on the farm, and revenues 

from the producer’s agricultural activities need to constitute the major part of their 

total income. An additional requirement for products that are not (highly) labour 

                                                        

88 Fairtrade has repeatedly accused for under representing producers in the poorest countries as will 
be discussed on page 28 ff. 
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dependent is that they are not structurally dependent on permanent hired labour. For 

products that are (highly) labour dependent the number of permanent hired workers 

is not allowed to exceed a specific factor per hectare per crop, and the production 

area under cultivation needs to be below or at the level of the average range of farm 

size in the district or region (Fairtrade Labelling Organizations International 2009c: 

3). Due to these requirements, Sidwell and Henderson argue, Fairtrade not only 

supports landowners rather than casual workers in general, but even hinders 

permanent work relation and facilitates seasonal workers instead. For the latter the 

accordance with labour standards is very hard to measure (Sidwell 2008: 15; 

Henderson 2008: 62). Smith conflicts with these accusations by highlighting that co-

operatives certified under the Small Farmers Standard do can contract hired labour 

for seasonal work but more significantly are allowed to be supplied by individual 

farms reliant on full-time hired labour for up to 49% of their goods. Also the FLO has 

recently revised the definition of a ‘small producer’ to further ensure that producer 

realities are accurately reflected. It now explicitly acknowledges that farmers have 

the option to hire non-family labour so long as, it does not exceed a specific factor per 

hectare per crop (see above) (Smith 2009a: 30). Also in response to Sidwell and 

Hendersons critique of Fairtrade neglecting hired labour Smith raises that “any 

producer group that is structurally dependent on hired labour still has the option to 

register under alternative certification” (Smith 2009a: 30). Here he refers to the fact 

that, even though plantation production was initially forbidden within Fairtrade, the 

scheme now allows plantation and large scale production for some products like 

fresh fruits and tea, if they adhere to the respective standards for hired labour 

(Mohan 2009: 23). While the restriction to support small-scale producers let to 

criticism by some the decision to open up to larger scale production and thereby also 

supporting landless workers led to criticism by others. 

Initial steps for the expansion towards large scale production were done by ATOs 

who started to import commodities produced on plantations, which operated 

according to high standards of corporate responsibility (Reed 2009: 15). In recent 

years more and larger scale commercial production has been included, with partly 

highly debatable CSR performances. In the banana sector for example, Transfair USA 

recently tried to convince one of the major banana producers, Chiquita, to become 

Fairtrade Certified.  
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According to FLO, main reasons for the increased involvement of large mainstream 

producers are difficulties to include certain commodities without allowing plantation 

production. Furthermore, FLO highlights in their new strategy that even though the 

needs of small scale producers remain the priority FLO has wider ambition and also 

wants to in include landless labourers. They are therefore aiming to extend the reach 

of Fairtrade to more areas of production (Fairtrade Labelling Organisation: 6). Others 

however see the main reason for Fairtrades expansion in increased pressure from 

large corporations and competing labelling schemes. According to Barrientos et al., it 

has mainly been "volume requirements of major retailers and brand corporations" 

that "have put pressure on FLO to increase rapidly the integration of estate and 

plantation suppliers" (Barrientos et al. 2007: 59). Support for this standpoint can be 

found in the American banana sector. In 2004, Fairtrade bananas were launched in 

the US with the commitment of some major retailers to offer them. Bananas were 

originally sourced from FLO certified producers in Ecuador including two 

cooperatives and one plantation. While the newly developed commodity circuits 

linking Latin American Fairtrade banana producers with emerging US markets 

appeared to work initially it soon began to unravel (Raynolds 2007: 73). Current 

small suppliers and distributors experienced problems to maintain the volume of 

high quality demanded by the large retailers. As a result, banana imports fell and the 

US market stagnated. To resolve this problem and grow the market, Transfair argued 

Fairtrade certification of one of the top three banana transnational corporations Dole, 

Chiquita, or Del Monte would be inevitable (Raynolds 2007).  

The involvement of such big mainstream producers clearly has its benefits but also 

entails certain risks. On the positive side the inclusion of plantation production can 

potential lead to major growth of the Fairtrade scheme. According to Raynolds “many 

of the world’s most disadvantaged populations are landless and […] major 

commodities like tea are primarily produced on a large-scale” (Raynolds and 

Ngcwangu 2010: 76). Fairtrades expansion might contribute significantly to 

ameliorating the situation for landless agricultural workers (Reed 2009: 15) by 

improving labour standards, providing social premiums, and supporting union work 

on these production sites (Raynolds and Murray 2007: 228).  

In terms of potential negative effects, some fear that the involvement of actors like 

Chiquita can potentially damage Fairtrades reputation. Where plantation production 
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exists side by side with production by small producers, the latter may eventually be 

squeezed out of the Fairtrade market. “An additional risk in allowing plantation 

production in some markets is that it might spread to all Fairtrade markets, including 

those, such as coffee, which have until now been able to restrict production to small 

producers” (Reed 2009: 15). Like the inclusion of other major mainstream 

corporations (see above), the involvement of large mainstream producers will in 

most cases lead to a transformation of Fairtrades alternative value chains into 

modular or hierarchical forms of supply chain governance since the way a supply 

chain is governed is not part of Fairtrades monitoring (Smith and Barrientos 2005). 

As social economy actors become more or less completely eliminated from such new 

chains the scheme risks turning into "a form of corporate accountability the primary 

goal of which is to regulate the activities of corporations rather than to promote 

socio-economic development by social economy actors" (Reed 2009: 15) and alter 

power relations (Smith and Barrientos 2005). For many such development would 

“signify the end of Fairtrade" (Reed 2009: 15). Even though such wording sounds a 

bit dramatic Smith points to the fact that such a transformation of Fairtrade would 

make the scheme very similar to codes of conduct like the Ethical Trade Standard 

(Smith and Barrientos 2005) and can indeed lead to "greater confusion about what 

the Fairtrade brand represents" (Reed 2009: 15).  

Due to these positive but also potentially very negative effects of including 

mainstream producers reactions to Fairtrades expansions have been mixed. In Africa 

for example Fairtrade finds major advocates for the opening towards plantation 

production and some even argue that it leads to the empowerment of black rural 

workers and advancement of land reforms (Wilkinson and Mascarenhas 2007: 

132)89. Opposition has come from small scale producer organisations mainly in South 

America, NGOs, ATOs and other activist groups(Wilkinson and Mascarenhas 2007: 

132). In order to valuate small-scale production as opposed to large scale production 

one Fairtrade organization has recently launched a small farmer symbol (Raynolds 

and Murray 2007: 229). In the US ATOs, students, and NGOs opposition against 

Transfairs plans to involve Chiquita caused Transfair to "shore up its demands in 
                                                        

89 Case studies conducted by Raynolds and Ngcwangu on the other hand showed that certification of 
large plantations resulted in far less empowerment than traditional cooperatives (see below for 
further detail).  
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negotiating the certification of transnational companies bananas" (Raynolds 2007: 

77). While initially only requesting that corporations meet FLO standards they now 

also requested concrete plans to buy from cooperatives, respecting the rights of 

workers, engaging with banana workers unions, demonstrate significant demands, 

and agree to invest in marketing and promoting the Fairtrade brand (Raynolds 2007: 

77). In response to these oppositions, FLO promises in their new strategy to "analyse 

the different types of supply chains we work with and identify factors that 

discriminate between different producer set-ups and ways of addressing them" 

(Fairtrade Labelling Organisation: 13). 

Traders 

Fairtrade traders standard apply to every operator buying or selling Fairtrade 

certified products. This includes the payers of the Fairtrade price premium and the 

receivers of the premium (Fairtrade Labelling Organizations International 2009b). As 

part of Fairtrades mainstreaming many of the newly entering traders, according to 

Wilkison are oriented towards the conventional retail sector (Wilkinson and 

Mascarenhas 2007: 127). 

The Certifier 

2004 FLO sourced the certification and inspection part out and created an 

autonomous, legally separate international inspection and certification company, the 

FLO-CERT (Mohan 2009: 23; Tallontire 2009: 1006). FLO Cert has 90 auditors 

available. Each of them has to conduct a one-week long training with FLO cert every 

year. The auditors are locally based and (supposed to be) familiar with the local 

culture, law and language (FLO - CERT 2009). 

The Certification Process 

The Fairtrade certification process follows ISO 65 rules.  

Certification Standard 

For each Fairtrade standard requirement FLO cert has developed so called 

compliance criteria as verifiable control points. Each compliance criterium is linked 

to a specific timeline indicating when it needs to be fulfilled. Major compliance 

criteria are linked to a major Fairtrade principle and need to be complied with at any 
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time. In some cases, FLO cert needs to interpret the Fairtrade standards. Such 

interpretations are outlined in so-called Certification Policies (FLO - CERT 2009). 

Preparation and Opening Meeting 

In a first step, the auditor prepares the audit and informs about most important 

points of the visit including the “Agenda” and structure of the visit, the list of 

interviews that need to take place as well as the documents that need to be ready for 

inspection. In the first meeting, the auditor usually meets with board representatives 

and other committees and representatives for initial explanation and discussion of 

major changes (FLO - CERT 2009). 

 Information Gathering 

The auditor then controls documents like organigrams, financial and accounting 

documents, internal policies, work plans, labour documents etc. to check if the 

organization confirms with Fairtrade standards. The information gathered is checked 

through physical site visits as well as interviews and focus group discussions with 

members of the organisation and other stakeholders. For larger organizations there is 

a group certification model, which includes the audit of the central organization and 

random checks of a representative sample of individual farmers. A full Fairtrade audit 

can take from 4.5 days for a small producer organisation, up to six or seven weeks for 

the largest co-operative unions (FLO - CERT 2009; Fairtrade Labelling Organizations 

International e.V. 2009). 

Closing Meeting and Certification 

After a final meeting for explanation and discussion of ways in which to correct the 

detected non conformities a report is sent to FLO-CERT for evaluation. The operators 

have then time to suggest measures to correct the non conformities. Selected staff 

members evaluate the corrective measures taken by the operator to make sure that 

all relevant requirements of Certified Fairtrade are adhered to. Once all non 

conformities are fixed, another certifier who was not involved in the inspection or 

evaluation process makes the final certification decision. Once certified by FLO-CERT, 

Operators may contact FLO International e.V or a FLO Labelling Initiative in order to 

obtain the right to use the International Fairtrade Certification Mark (FLO - CERT 

2009). After they receive their initial Fairtrade certification, producers are inspected 
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on-site on an annual basis. In some circumstances, where organizations have 

demonstrated excellent compliance over many years, they may qualify for a ‘desk-top’ 

review as part of a three year inspection cycle (Fairtrade Labelling Organizations 

International e.V. 2009). 

Objections 

Operators can appeal against decisions of certification, denial or suspension. In 

addition, they can request a review of a certification decision related to detected non-

conformities, suggested corrective measures and/or objective evidences required by 

an evaluation decision. In case of such an objection the quality management first 

determines if the request contains an actionable review or appeal or if the request 

should be dealt with according to the complaints procedure. In the former case it 

informs the Appeals Committee, respectively the Review Committee. The appeal 

committee consists of senior staff that has not been involved in respective 

certification decisions. The Review Committee has a rotating membership of four 

Regional Managers. If the appeal/request is based on reasonable grounds, the 

committees can either confirm or overturn the original certification decision. 

Operators have then also the possibility to appeal against decisions by the review 

committee (FLO - CERT 2009). 

Branders and Retailers  

In order to get permission to use the FAIRTRADE Certification Mark on products and 

sell them to end consumers branders as well as retailers need to obtain a license from 

their national Fairtrade Labelling Initiatives. In Germany for example to achieve a 

license, branders and retailers need to, beneath others, conform to the guidelines of 

usage, report Fairtrade sales on a regular basis, and pay a license fee, whose amount 

depends on the type of product (Transfair N.D.). Some criticise at this point that 

supermarkets can use the Fairtrade label on their own branded products without 

having to become a licensee. Reason for this is that only the companies attaching the 

actual label on the product are registered as licensees. When supermarkets therefore 

outsource the packaging, a retailer can have the Fairtrade logo on the own branded 

products next to the supermarkets brand name without having a direct connections 

or being bound to Fairtrade rules. This, according to Barrientos and Smith, gives them 

"the freedom to pursue a largely commercial oriented agenda" while still be Fairtrade 

labelled (Barrientos and Smith 2007: 103). 
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Costs and Benefits 

While Fairtrade used to be “unique among certification schemes worldwide because 

the buyer, rather than the producer, pays the cost of certification and monitoring by 

FLO” this has changed (Taylor 2005: 134). FLO now charges certification fees also 

from producers as well as traders (Raynolds and Long 2007: 19). However, the 

amount of this charge depends on the size of the producer organisation and is usually 

smaller the smaller the organization is (FLO - CERT 2009). 

Like with other voluntary certification schemes the decision to become certified 

depends on the schemes costs and benefits. Among the main individual and direct 

economic benefit of Fairtrade certification for producers is a higher guaranteed sales 

price (Gendron et al. 2009: 74; Steinrücken and Jaenichen 2007). The amount of the 

additional price paid thereby depends on the current market prices. While some 

studies support such benefits, others highlight that the additional prices paid can be 

quite modest sometimes (Valkila 2009: 3023). Based on an economic costs benefit 

model Steinrücken and Jaenichen argue that “due to the increased production costs, 

participation in Fairtrade is not always rational for a producer” (Steinrücken and 

Jaenichen 2007: 211). According to findings by Valkila in the coffee sector in 

Nicaragua especially in the case of organic production, production costs are usually 

higher than for normal products and, farmers and their hired labour are not very well 

compensated by Fairtrade (Valkila 2009: 3023–3024). According to Steinrücken and 

Jaenichen Fairtrade therefore risks that only producers "who have no great additional 

costs caused by the change in production, will adjust production to more social 

methods. Even though the inclusion of marginalized producers is along its main aims 

Fairtrade therefore risks to favour regions where producers are closer to fulfilling 

Fairtrades standards as well as the strongest and most established producer 

organizations rather than the most marginalized ones (Steinrücken and Jaenichen 

2007: 211; Taylor 2005: 137). Indeed Fairtrade has been repeatedly accused for a 

strong presence in countries like e.g. Mexico rather than in least developed countries 

(Sidwell 2008). Smith however highlights Fairtrades increased involvement in Africa. 

In addition, even though Mexico seems to be less vulnerable than countries like e.g. 

Ethiopia it is still “one of the most unequal societies in the world" (Smith 2009a: 30). 

Nevertheless Fairtrade admits that currently producers in least developed countries 

are underrepresented in the scheme and that FLO is aiming to expand this reach 
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(Fairtrade Labelling Organisation: 8). In 2005, FLO introduced a Contract Standard 

designed to make the certification system more accessible for those with lower levels 

of financial and business development (Smith 2009a: 31). According to FLO, small 

farmers' organizations are eligible for a co-financing grant if they lack sufficient 

financial resources to pay the full certification fee (Fairtrade Labelling Organizations 

International e.V. 2009). Generally, Fairtrade tries to reduce certification costs. This 

includes seeking collaboration with other schemes and certifiers to reduce the need 

for multiple audits (Fairtrade Labelling Organisation: 11). In their new strategy they 

announce to further facilitate “easier access to the system for those in most need of 

Fairtrade through more pro-active support services as well as certification processes 

that are more user-friendly and (where possible) less costly" (Fairtrade Labelling 

Organisation: 9).  

Moreover, it has to be kept in mind that in the case of Fairtrade, benefits for 

marginalized producers and workers are the schemes main aim and include more 

than the just described direct economic benefits.90  

Producer Certification Support 

Next to the just outlined producer support, FLO created a Producer Services and 

Relations Unit in 2004 to improve producer organizations understanding of the 

Fairtrade system and support them in complying with Fairtrade standards. This is 

done through providing training in local languages, offering guidance on certification 

requirements, helping producers to gain access to new markets, facilitating 

relationships with buyers. The work of the Producer Services and Relations Unit is 

supported by Liaison Officers based in the region. The role of a Liaison Officer is to 

seek new suppliers and products, introduce Fairtrade to producers, helping them 

comply with Fairtrade standards, support work following inspections, source and 

liaise with support agencies, help coordinate the pricing process, provide information 

about local networks, and represent Fairtrade in local workshops/conferences 

(Fairtrade Labelling Organizations International e.V. 2009; Fairtrade Labelling 

Organizations International 2009d: 8). 

                                                        

90 Additional benefits are discussed on page 30ff. 
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10.2.2.3 Communication  

Like the MSC scheme, Fairtrade is fairly open in their communication. Information on the 

standards, procedures, participating producers etc. is easily accessible via internet for 

the standard setting as well as certification organisation.  

10.2.3 Evaluations 

Le Mare concludes that “in summary, Fairtrade can be seen as making a significant 

contribution to development by improving the well-being of individuals and families 

and in fostering sustainable institutions” (Le Mare 2008: 1938). However, Fairtrade 

has also faced major opposition and harsh critique. The Guardian for example 

recently titled "Not so Fairtrade" highlighting the, according to them, negative sides of 

Fairtrade (Chambers 12.12.09). Main criticism thereby centres on Fairtrade being a 

potential barrier to diversification; oversupply as a result of fixed prices; and 

insufficient consideration of most marginalized producers and workers. As with other 

labelling schemes, the evaluation of the Fairtrade labelling scheme is highly debatable 

and depends on the viewpoint and criteria used for its assessment. 

Some criticise Fairtrade for not giving "hard evidence" on the impacts of their scheme 

(Sidwell 2008: 10).91 Fairtrade has made repeated attempts to address such criticism 

and evaluate and proof their effectiveness. Next to an outline of a variety of case 

studies on existing certifications on their website, FLO recently published two 

reports. The first one gathers existing information on Fairtrade certified producer 

organizations during 2007. This is part of a of FLOs broader plan to implement a 

comprehensive system for monitoring and evaluating its impact (Fairtrade Labelling 

Organizations International 2010: 1). The second one entails an extensive review of 

the existing literature on the impacts of Fairtrade (Nelson and Pound 2009).  

Additionally, there is an array of independent literature evaluating mainly the social 

impacts of Fairtrade, especially in the coffee sector. While some studies focus on the 

certification of particular cases, others take a more general approach. Accordingly, the 

outcomes of these evaluations differ quite substantially. The particular benefits 

                                                        

91 Even though this is a fair point critics like Sidwell miss to present “hard evidence” for non 
effectiveness on Fairtrade as well (as pointed out by Smith (2009a).  
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obviously depend on the particular case and product. It is outside the scope of this 

study to look deeply into every single product group. Therefore, a rather broad 

discussion of the main points of criticism will follow. Like for the MSC labelling 

scheme the next paragraphs evaluate to what degree Fairtrade currently achieves its 

own objectives. Additionally, they discuss Fairtrade’s influence on the market, 

strength of standards, quality of auditing, and inclusiveness.  

10.2.3.1 Own Objective: Fairer Trade 

According to the World Fairtrade Organization and Fairtrade Labelling Organizations 

International Fairtrade seeks greater equity in international trade by offering better 

trading conditions to, and securing the rights of, marginalized producers and workers 

– especially in the South (World Fairtrade Organization and Fairtrade Labelling 

Organizations International 2009: 4). The next section will therefore look into 

Fairtrades contribution in terms of social/community gains, economic gains, better 

working conditions, and empowerment of marginalized groups.  

Social/Community Gains 

In 2007 small producer organizations were able to invest 24.5 million Euros as a 

result of their Fairtrade premium income (Fairtrade Labelling Organizations 

International 2010: 6). Typically, the premium is invested in education, healthcare, 

farm improvements or processing facilities to increase income (Fairtrade Labelling 

Organizations International e.V. 2009). According to Le Mare involvement in 

Fairtrade has for example “a significant correlation with improved health and 

increased food consumption and schooling" (Le Mare 2008: 1937). Furthermore, 

“many studies have identified the achievement of social benefits, such as 

improvements in confidence, self-esteem, dignity and increases in social capital”. 

Moreover, even though Fairtrades requirement to be part of democratic 

organizations has lead to criticism (see above) many argue that it facilitates the 

implementation of a democratic structure (Gendron et al. 2009: 74; Murray and 

Raynolds 2007: 5; Nelson and Pound 2009: 37).  

Economic Benefits 

According to Le Mare most studies suggest that Fairtrade improves the economic 

position of producers, although there is disagreement on whether it is a living wage, 

and whether all basic needs are met” (Le Mare 2008: 1937). Main economic benefits 
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for producers, according to many studies, include a higher guaranteed sales price, 

improved access to credit and the right to be pre-financed, as well long-term supply 

relationships resulting in stability and the ability to predict revenues (Gendron et al. 

2009: 74; Steinrücken and Jaenichen 2007). The argument within Fairtrade is that 

these benefits will contribute to reducing poverty (Le Mare 2008: 1932). 

Shreck reports from the banana sector in the Dominican republic that ”with 

increasing national and international competition, the Fairtrade market is the only 

reason many farmers are able to continue harvesting bananas at all” (Shreck 2005: 

23). In his study “over half (52%) of the non-Fairtrade, versus only 1% of the 

Fairtrade producers, had been unable to export for over a year. Thus, Fairtrade sales 

must be understood as having a significant impact within this context" (Shreck 2005: 

23). Valkila on the other hand reports from cases in the coffee sector where “the 

increase in income is very modest, because so little coffee is produced by 

marginalized farmers” (Valkila 2009: 3023). As outlined above some therefore point 

to the risk that Fairtrade mainly applies to producers whose additional costs for 

certification are relatively low and ignores most marginalized producers within and 

between different countries. Fairtrade has worked on making certification easier and 

less costly for such groups. In addition, they aim to spread the scheme especially in 

least developed countries in the future (Fairtrade Labelling Organisation: 9).  

Yet Fairtrade has not only been criticised for discriminating against most 

marginalised groups but also for directly harming other producers via paying a fixed 

price. Advocates of free markets argue that fixed prices can lead to a surplus of 

commodities. If these oversupplies are substantial enough they can result in a 

depression of global commodity prices. This can then lock Fairtrade farmers into 

greater Fairtrade dependency and further impoverishes farmers outside the 

Fairtrade umbrella (Chambers 12.12.09; Sidwell 2008: 14; Henderson 2008: 63). In 

response to such accusations the Fairtrade Foundation highlights that most Fairtrade 

certified coffee co-operatives for example “currently sell only a small part of their 

crop to the Fairtrade market; therefore their main incentive is to increase sales to the 

Fairtrade market rather than expand overall production. […] The reality for most 

farmers is that they simply don’t have the finances to increase planting or purchase 



451 

additional land to up their production92" (The Fairtrade Foundation N.D.). Also in 

response to such criticism Smith highlights that the Fairtrade organization informs 

producers about existing demand who then can react accordingly (Smith 2009a: 32). 

Working Conditions 

According to Smith "the sections covering Labour Conditions in FLO standards are [...] 

some of the most detailed and considered. [...] FLO standards are based on those 

advocated by the conventions of the International Labour Organization. […] In 

contrast to other established labour codes, these are largely not only applicable to 

full-time workers, but […] to all waged employees of the producer organization and of 

its members” including migrant, temporary, seasonal, sub-contracted and permanent 

workers (Smith 2009a: 30). For le Mare “at the very least, Fairtrade reduces 

exploitation. Thus, one could argue that Fairtrade makes a significant contribution to 

the achievement of economic and social developmental goals for individual producers 

and their families” (Le Mare 2008: 1937). But, as mentioned above, there is debate if 

labour standards within Fairtrade are high enough. Similar to Henderson (2008) 

Valkila argues that labour standards for seasonally hired labour are usually not very 

strict and many Fairtrade organic farmers even “struggle to pay the minimum wages 

for their hired workers" (Valkila 2009: 3023–3024). Facing these different statements 

a general conclusion seems difficult at this point especially since, according to the 

literature review commissioned by FLO, “there is a very limited coverage of 

plantation and hired labour situations in Fairtrade and the impact on workers” 

(Nelson and Pound 2009: 38). 

Empowerment 

Closely related to social and economic gains is the degree of empowerment of 

marginalized groups. Some argue Fairtrade leads to improved institutional capacity, 

growth of networks and collaboration with NGOs and other organisations, increased 

access to new techniques, knowledge and marketing skills, improved quality of 

production and thus improved market access and diversification (Gendron et al. 

2009: 74; Le Mare 2008; Murray and Raynolds 2007: 5; Le Mare 2008: 1937). A 

                                                        

92 As has been criticized itself.  
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literature review commissioned by FLO concludes that "there is strong evidence of 

positive empowerment impacts for individual producers and producer organizations 

flowing from Fairtrade participation" (Nelson and Pound 2009: 37).  

Such success stories can surely be found. Raynolds and Ngcwangu for example report 

of cases in the tea sector where Fairtrade "has provided important opportunities for 

historically disadvantaged small-scale black producers to gain a foothold in export 

markets" (Raynolds and Ngcwangu 2010: 78). In their described case of two 

cooperatives in South Africa resources accessed through Fairtrade networks could be 

used "to increase small farmers’ control over value-added activities, in this example, 

through cooperative owned post-harvest processing facilities and, even more 

importantly, a tea packaging plant" (Raynolds and Ngcwangu 2010: 78). This enabled 

them to integrate "forward along the commodity circuit, becoming involved in more 

profitable processing, blending, packaging, and exporting activities previously 

dominated by large white-owned enterprises" (Raynolds and Ngcwangu 2010: 78). 

According to Smith and Barrientos, despite the difficulties producers face when 

competing with large mainstream actors93, some Fairtrade brands have been 

successful in doing do. Such brands can create a degree of power in the lower part of 

the chain and potentially improve the bargaining position of producers. “This is 

particularly true where producers have an ownership stake in the brand, permitting 

them to ‘upgrade’ their position in the value chain” (Smith and Barrientos 2005: 196). 

Examples for such successful Fairtrade brands are Cafédirect (who captured in 2004 

8.9% the UK’s roast and ground coffee market) and the Day Chocolate Company 

(Smith and Barrientos 2005: 196). 

However, if such cases are generalisable is highly debated. Valkila for example 

reports about cases in the Fairtrade and organic certified coffee sector where price 

premiums are often not sufficient “to enable the low-intensity small-scale farmers to 

                                                        

93 In the coffee sector for example large corporations have access to budgets in the millions for 
publicity and for developing innovations. In addition, there is often a high degree of loyalty among 
consumers for certain brands. The product’s identity is more closely associated with the industrial 
brand than with its agricultural origin. Responding to clients’ particular tastes is part of roasters’ 
know-how. Therefore, it is difficult for coffee producers to offer equivalent products which are adapted 
to the demands of consumers. Additionally, countries which import coffee usually impose tariffs on 
already-roasted, instant coffee in order to protect their own industries Renard (1999). 
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intensify their production or to expand their activities by buying more land" (Valkila 

2009: 3023). Also the literature review commissioned by FLO admits that “whilst a 

few of the studies mention dramatic improvements in livelihoods, most emphasize 

that producer families are still only surviving and covering basic needs. Those within 

the Fairtrade movement would not claim that Fairtrade can solve all the problems of 

rural development, and it is important not to expect too much of Fairtrade" (Nelson 

and Pound 2009: 36). Fairtrade therefore highlights the importance of other larger 

scale measures in the fight against poverty (Nelson and Pound 2009: 36).  

In fact, the degree of empowerment seems highly related to the actors involved in the 

supply chain and the extent to what additional measures like investment into 

education etc. are made as well as the form of supply chain governance that gets 

applied. The involvement of mainstream actors, producers as well as retailers and 

branders, tend to result in the application of hierarchical forms of supply chain 

governance and reduction of empowerment measures to the minimum amount (see 

discussion above). Such transformations can turn Fairtrade more into a supply chain 

standard rather than opportunity to work in partnership with and empower 

particular producers (Tallontire 2009: 1012). This has also been pointed out by 

Raynolds and Ngcwangu. According to them, while the certification of the above 

described corporation lead to a major success in terms of empowerment, 

certifications of large scale producers usually draws a different picture: "While FLO 

certification of large producers in South Africa requires adherence to AGRI-BEE 

policies, there is mounting evidence that these share-equity schemes are not 

significantly improving black worker ownership or control of rural enterprises. FLO’s 

2008 Rooibos pricing policies channel benefits to estate workers (rather than 

owners) by requiring that a third of the overall price (US$ 1.57 out of US$ 4.59) goes 

to the worker controlled social premium. Although this price structure may ensure 

Fairtrade’s contribution to poverty alleviation in the estate sector, Fairtrade’s 

empowerment agenda is less secure" (Raynolds and Ngcwangu 2010: 78). 

Some even go further in their critique arguing that Fairtrade is actually a barrier to 

diversification and development in itself. For Sidwell and Henderson, fixed prices can 

potentially lock suppliers into old, mainly agricultural, technology, and thereby 

prevent diversification and development (Sidwell 2008: 14; Henderson 2008: 63). 

This is reinforced via Fairtrade requirements e.g. regarding technologies like 
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pesticides or genetic modification (Chambers 12.12.09). In conclusion, Sidwell calls 

for markets free from price fixing and trade barriers instead (Sidwell 2008: 14). 

Sidwells main other suggestion is to aim for quality premiums rather than Fairtrade 

premiums, with the former being, according to him, far higher and more reliable 

(Sidwell 2008: 14). Smith responses to Sidwell’s call for free markets by raising two 

issues: For him such criticism is not based on reality but deductive reasoning based 

on perfect market theory. “In reality, the policy choice is not between effective perfect 

markets and distorting intervention, but between market failures—empirically 

proven to retard diversification—and some form of compensating intervention” 

(Smith 2009b: 458). In this reality, he argues, supporting agricultural technologies 

will most likely not generate the growth needed to reduce north-south income 

inequalities but still offers important short- and medium term contributions. He 

emphasizes that individual firms or whole countries often have few opportunities to 

compete effectively in other sectors. So in fact, he argues, removing Fairtrade would 

sharpen the distress push incentives for farmers to diversify away from their current 

practice. However, in the current system in most cases there would be no guarantee 

for a demand pull in form of suppliers for alternative inputs, equipment, knowledge 

required, contact to respective exporters etc. Furthermore the investment into new 

businesses is usually highly risky (Smith 2009b: 458). In a similar response, the 

Fairtrade Foundation highlights that they indeed "agree with many others, from 

Oxfam to neo-conservatives, that small-scale coffee farmers would benefit from 

access to market information, technical support, investment in diversification, a co-

ordinated strategy to promote consumption, the reduction or scrapping of tariff 

escalators on processed agricultural products, and the scrapping of rich nations’ 

agricultural subsidies” (The Fairtrade Foundation N.D.). Until that day arrives 

“Fairtrade will continue to engage with producers, consumers and commercial 

organisations in the development of an equitable coffee market" (The Fairtrade 

Foundation N.D.). 

In response to Sidwells suggestion to aim for quality premiums instead, Smith raises 

three things: First, Fairtrade directly promotes diversification in two of their product 

standards suggesting the organisations to promote to farmers the marketing also of 

other crops and explore other sources of income. Second, Fairtrade indeed also 
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pressures producers to meet certain quality standards through buyers94 as well as 

encourages high quality directly. Third, Smith points out that a pure quality strategy 

would be market based and therefore not offer stability. Yet, for Smith stability is key 

for diversification. Fairtrade offers this stability e.g. via embedding farmers in 

cooperations and building producer capacity through providing funds for the 

expansion of infrastructure, business development, education etc. (Smith 2009b: 

467). However, as just explained, the degree of such additional empowerment 

measures in the current Fairtrade scheme seems strongly dependent on the actors 

involved in the supply chain.  

Indirect Benefits 

Next to the direct benefits for marginalized groups, Fairtrade also aims to raise 

consumer awareness and influence the general policy framework towards a fairer 

trading scheme. As outlined above Fairtrade is increasingly getting involved in 

shaping policies on national and international level as well as raising consumers 

demand and awareness. 

Conclusion 

The evidence seems to show that Fairtrade leads to a certain degree to enhanced 

labour conditions, and social as well economic benefits for marginalized groups. 

These benefits in some cases also result in substantial empowerment of marginalized 

groups. However, the degree of this empowerment is to a large degree affected by the 

actors involved in and the form of governance applied to the supply chain. The 

increased mainstreaming of Fairtrade involving more and more mainstream actors 

therefore has to show to what extent empowerment will be achieved in the future. It 

might make it necessary to expand the requirements for Northern retailers and 

branders. Tallontire concludes that "many of the challenges faced by producers are 

not only related to the systems of standard setting per se, but also how they are 

internalised in different value chains. Policies are needed that tackle value chain 

governance as well as institutional governance" (Tallontire 2009). Additionally 

Fairtrade has to keep assuring the inclusion of most marginalized groups.  

                                                        

94 Which in fact has lead to cricism by more radical stances within the Fairtrade movement as outlined 
above.  
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10.2.3.2 Influence on the Market 

The introduction of the labelling scheme has lead to an institutionalisation in 

economic terms and increased involvement of large corporations. To evaluate the 

influence of the Fairtrade scheme on the market the following chapters will outline: 

supply side participation; consumer demand for Fairtrade products; market 

penetration of Fairtrade products including products on offer, retailers and branders 

involvement, future development and competition with other scheme. In a survey 

among 80 business and 20 government and NGO respondents commissioned by the 

ISEAL alliance, 20% percent of respondents, when asked to list social and 

environmental standards systems, mentioned Fairtrade (next to MSC, Forest 

Stewardship Council, Rainforest Alliance Certified and organic standards). Fairtrade 

showed the highest awareness after the ISO family. (ISEAL Alliance 2011: 7) 

Supply Side Participation 

Over the last past decade, "Fairtrade production has grown dramatically" with Latin 

America representing "the hub of certified Fairtrade production and Mexico 

remaining the world leader” (Raynolds and Long 2007: 24). In 2008, there were 

around 746 certified Fairtrade producers worldwide in 59 developing countries with 

474 new applicants requesting certification (Fairtrade Labelling Organizations 

International 2009d). However, Wilkinson raises that, still on average only 10 

producers per country are Fairtrade registered (Wilkinson 2007: 233) which limits 

Fairtrades effects. Also, as outlined above, Fairtrade has been especially accused for 

insufficient participation of least developed countries. In their new strategy FLO 

states that they aim to “at least a doubling of the number of Fairtrade Certified 

Producers over the next five years, with a strong focus on those areas where 

Fairtrade could have more impact on fighting poverty” (Fairtrade Labelling 

Organisation: 9). 

However, Fairtrade has always faced the problem that the amount of supply of 

Fairtrade products could not be sufficiently absorbed by western markets (Wilkinson 

and Mascarenhas 2007: 131; Renard 1999: 497–498; Obermiller et al. 2009: 160). 

This has been one of FLOs main drivers to push demand by mainstream buyers. 



457 

Consumer Demand 

The introduction of labelling schemes and later the FLO enabled Fairtrade to be 

distributed on a larger scale through corporate retail circuits and sold in 

supermarkets rather than specialised shops (Fisher 2009: 989; Gendron et al. 2009: 

66). By bringing the products into the range of average consumers and make them 

available where they shop acceptability for consumers who might be aware but not 

identify themselves as ‘activists’ or ‘alternative’ could be introduced and new markets 

created (Fisher 2009: 989). Many argue that consumer demand for Fairtrade 

products has majorly increased since then (Krier 2008: 54; Barrientos and Smith 

2007: 105). A consumer study, conducted in 2005 by Market and Opinion Research 

International in the UK, showed that 50% of the adult population could identify the 

certification mark, up from 25% in 2003. Of those aware of the FAIRTRADE Mark, 

over three quarters (78%) said they have bought a product carrying the Mark. This 

has risen substantially from the year before when a similar question showed 63% had 

done so. The highest recognition of the FAIRTRADE Mark was among the 25-34 age 

group with most of them being recent converts. More than half of Fairtrade buyers 

(53%) first bought a Fairtrade product in the past year, including 7% who first 

bought Fairtrade in the past three months. One third of those who recognise the Mark 

regularly buy one or more products at least once a month. Four out of five people who 

recognise the Mark said its independent guarantee of a fair deal for growers in 

developing countries is ‘very’ or ‘fairly’ important (The Fairtrade Foundation 2005). 

Similar results were found three years later on a global scale. According to a 2008 

survey by GlobeScan, commissioned by Fairtrade Labelling Organizations 

International, with a sample size of 14,500 in 15 countries "half of the public (50%) in 

the fifteen countries surveyed are now familiar with the FAIRTRADE Certification 

Mark, or in North America the Fairtrade Certified™ label. Of these people, nine out of 

ten (91%) trust the label. 64% of all consumers believe that Fairtrade has strict 

standards, a quality that also closely correlates to consumer trust. Almost three 

quarters of shoppers (72%) believe independent certification is the best way to verify 

a product’s ethical claims” (Fairtrade Foundation 2009). In the UK, the awareness has 

even increased. It now has the “highest level of awareness with 82% of people saying 

they recognize the FAIRTRADE Mark. Of these people, 94% say they trust the 
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FAIRTRADE Mark" (Fairtrade Foundation 2009). A recent study with British 

consumers conducted by the non-profit consumer organization Which95 found a 

prompted awareness for the Fairtrade label of 82% (Which 2010: 6). Galarraga and 

Markandya found that the price elasticity of British consumers for Fairtrade coffee is 

higher than the price elasticity for regular coffee (Galarraga and Markandya 2004: 

131-132). For the English National Consumer Council “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’” (Steedmann 2005: 8). 

However, Reed points out that Fairtrade also risks to loose some of the traditional 

consumers who oppose the participation of certain mainstream licensees like Nestle 

etc. (Reed 2009: 13). 

Market Penetration 

Products on Offer 

During the last year, Fairtrade products have shown tremendous growth rates. From 

2004 to 2008 retail value of global Fairtrade certified sales (including different labels 

like Max Haavelaar, Fairtrade, TransFair) have more than tripled, going up from 

€832m to € 2.9 billion in 2008 (Krier 2008: 8; Fairtrade Labelling Organizations 

International 2009d: 21). In 2008, Fairtrade certified products have been sold in over 

60 countries (Fairtrade Labelling Organizations International 2009d: 17). In terms of 

absolute sales the most important national markets are the United States and the 

United Kingdom, accounting for 31% and 30% of the global labelled sales respectively 

(Krier 2008: 8). These two markets alone have added more than €800m of new 

additional Fairtrade certified sales within two years. This additional turnover is in 

fact only slightly less than the worldwide Fairtrade certified sales were in 2004 (Krier 

2008: 42). By the end of 2008 highest growth rates in Fairtrade retail value could be 

found in Norway (73%), Sweden (75%), Australia and Neuseeland (72%), Canada 

(67%), Finland (57%), and Germany (50%) (Fairtrade Labelling Organizations 

                                                        

95 The study consisted of three parts: a hall test involving 30 depth interviews (15-20 minutes 
duration) ; four qualitative focus group discussions (group 1, pre family, 18-25 years old; Group 2, 
younger family, 26-40 years old, Group 3, older family, 41-60 years old, Group 4, empty nester, 65+ 
years old); a face to face survey of 1,043 people representative of the UK population aged 16+. 
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International 2009d: 21). However, there have been also much smaller growth rates 

for example in countries like Italy and Switzerland. This can be partly explained by 

the already quite high penetrations achieved for example in Switzerland with actually 

the highest per capita consumption of Fairtrade products (the average consumer 

annually spends more than 21 Euros on purchasing Fairtrade certified products) 

(Krier 2008).  

“On the market side this may translate into consumers being able to buy between a 

few hundreds (e.g. in Austria and Belgium with about 350 products) and some 3,000 

different products with the Fairtrade certification mark, such as for the UK case” 

(Krier 2008: 45). In total, there are now over 6,000 Fairtrade certified products 

available to consumers (Fairtrade Labelling Organizations International 2009d: 21). 

For some products, the Fairtrade market has reached quite mature stages. The 

market share of Fairtrade coffee in France for example grew from 0.1% in 2000 to 

7%. and in the UK from 1.5% to 20% in 2004. The share of Fairtrade bananas in 

Switzerland grew from 15% in 2000 to 55% (Krier 2008: 46). Overall however, the 

majority of Fairtrade products in most countries still have only a limited market 

share. Ellis and Warner point out that the volume of Fairtrade sales relative to total 

merchandise trade is still "less than one hundredth of one percent despite significant 

growth in recent years” (Ellis and Warner 2007). Fairtrade admits that “the extent to 

which the Fairtrade model can be adopted by the world market is debatable" (The 

Fairtrade Foundation N.D.). 

Retailer and Service Sector Involvement 

Many argue that the exponential growth of Fairtrade sales in recent years is due 

largely to the expansion of Fairtrade certified products in mainstream distribution 

and retail channels especially into retailers own brands (Barrientos and Smith 2007: 

103; Mohan 2009: 23). In the beginning retailers were sceptic of Fairtrade products. 

NGOs and cooperative grocers had to actively convince them that there was a market 

for such goods and that ATOs could be reliable suppliers of quality products through 

campaigns etc. (Reed 2009: 10–11). They gradually managed to do so. Initially most 

retailers got engaged with ATOs (who were already importing Fairtrade coffee and, 

later, other products) on the basis of market transactions (Reed 2009: 10). Especially 

Transfair USA has been a primary force in the mainstreaming with introducing 

Fairtrade for example to the Warehouse brand of Wal Mart or regional McDonalds 
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(Barrientos et al. 2007: 57). “The number of outlets where Fairtrade products can be 

purchased from or can readily be consumed on the spot has been steadily rising over 

the last few years” (Krier 2008: 8). According to Krier the number of supermarkets 

stocking Fairtrade products will be somewhere in the region of 75,000 in Europe and 

50,000 in the US, Canada, Japan, Australia and New Zealand. Fairtrade products can 

now be found in most major supermarket chains (Mohan 2009: 23). For example, the 

UK’s Co-operative Group converted all of its own-label coffee and chocolate to 

Fairtrade in 2002 and 2003, respectively. In December 2006, British retailer 

Sainsbury’s announced it would offer only Fairtrade bananas (Mohan 2009: 23). 

Additionally, “the number of out-of-home places where Fairtrade certified drinks or 

food is being served is also going into the tens of thousands” (Krier 2008: 8). 2009 

Starbucks for example announced to double Fairtrade purchases in 2009 and offering 

100% Fairtrade espresso in the UK and Ireland (Fairtrade Labelling Organizations 

International 2009d: 12).  

Branders Involvement 

Not only retailers own brands but also other branders are getting increasingly 

involved. Ben and Jerrys for example have been involved in Fairtrade since 2006, 

when it launched the world’s first Fairtrade vanilla ice cream. Since then, they have 

expanded this range and included Fairtrade into a range of marketing activities 

(Fairtrade Labelling Organizations International 2009d: 12). Other branders have 

completely changed their conception of Fairtrade. While Cadbury for example stated 

in 2002: "We do not believe it is possible to manipulate or regulate the market for a 

crop that is produced in many different countries and consumed in many different 

market. […] In addition, the majority of cocoa farms are small family-owned 

operations in rural areas. They are not part of a co-operative group and are therefore 

unable to benefit from the Fairtrade system. Fairtrade accounts for less than 0.1pc of 

all cocoa produced, with the actual economic benefit to farmers therefore being very 

limited" (Murray-West 2002). In 2009, Cadbury launched their first Fairtrade 

chocolate bar. Similar changes have occurred with other branders. Nestle led a 

consortium of the dominant coffee companies in 1998 against governments who were 

supporting the Fairtrade initiative Coffee Challenge (Davies 2007: 459). In 2005, 

Nestle launched their first Fairtrade certified coffee in the UK with their UK head of 

beverages, Fiona Kendrick stating: "Fairtrade is quite clearly growing enormously in 
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terms of its awareness. Specifically in terms of coffee, Fairtrade is 3% of the instant 

market and has been growing at good double-digit growth and continues to grow" 

(BBC 2005). “At the end of 2006 the Fairtrade labelling initiatives worldwide counted 

a little less than 2,000 licensees who had gained the right to market products with the 

Fairtrade Certification Mark” (Krier 2008: 8–9) including brands like Procter and 

Gamble, Kraft, Sara Lee, Chiquita, Del Monte, Dole, Ben and Jerry’s, Starbucks, and 

Costa (Mohan 2009: 23). 

Additional Instruments to facilitate Market Penetration 

The Fairtrade movement has always been accompanied and promoted by various 

activities like Fairtrade Weeks, festivals, TV commercials, Fairtrade producer tours, 

sports activities, product testing, photo exhibitions etc. (Fairtrade Labelling 

Organizations International 2009d: 14). Fairtrade has found support among various 

civic organisations ranging from students unions, over the Youth Hostel Association 

to the Salvation Army as well as different social movements and campaigns for trade 

justice etc. (Jones, L. 2004; Wilkinson 2007: 227). As outlined above, also many 

governmental organisations and local authorities have supported Fairtrade. Major 

examples here are Fairtrade town campaigns. Worldwide there are now over 650 

Fairtrade villages, towns, cities, and regions in 18 countries including cities like 

London, Rome, San Francisco and Brussels. “Fairtrade Towns must attain at least five 

core goals which increase Fairtrade awareness and availability by engaging local 

councils, businesses, schools, faith groups, workplaces and media. This has inspired 

spin-off campaigns such as Fairtrade Schools, Fairtrade Churches, Synagogues and 

Mosques, and Fairtrade in the workplace” (Fairtrade Labelling Organizations 

International 2009d: 15). Moreover, the increased involvement of mainstream 

companies comes with heavily boosted marketing efforts. Examples include Ben and 

Jerry’s inviting consumers to invent a new Ben and Jerry’s flavour, with the winner 

receiving a trip to a Fairtrade certified cocoa farm (Fairtrade Labelling Organizations 

International 2009d: 12) or large retailers and branders advertising for Fairtrade 

produce on television and in store (Davies 2007: 466).  

Competition with other Schemes 

In recent years, mainly corporations have introduced various other socially oriented 

schemes threatening Fairtrades position. This includes first party programmes as 
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well as rival third party certifying programmes such as Utz Kapeh and the Rainforest 

Alliance’s certification programmes. According to Reed these programmes “mimic 

FLO certification in some ways but differ in that they are oriented almost exclusively 

towards corporations (rather than ATOs), do not offer price subsidies to small 

producers, and are much more amenable to the use of plantation production” (Reed 

2009: 7). An example for a first party standard is the "Coffee and Farmer Equity" 

(C.A.F.E.) standard by Starbucks. Advocates of free markets, like Sidwell (2008), 

praise this standard for not paying fixed prices and supporting coffee of premium 

quality. However, others majorly criticise this standard for being “disproportionately 

focused on environmental criteria”, only referring to basic and general social 

standards, a price commitment that remains tied to market fluctuations, and 

verification agents that are “hand-picked and trained by Starbucks” (Fridell 

2009:93).96  

Additionally, many products are covered by baseline (mainly codes of labour 

practice) standards for the supply chain that aspire to be "industry-wide" (Codes of 

conduct) but are usually not communicated to the consumer through a label (e.g. 

ethical trade) (The Commission of the European Communities 2009: 5). In fact, some 

argue, that Fairtrade provided the environment for the emergence of such 

(Barrientos et al. 2007: 60). Codes of Conduct are usually not based on relational 

forms of governance but tend "to reflect industrial coordination of the value chain, 

doing little to alter power relations" (Smith and Barrientos 2005: 196).  

If companies set up less stringent certification schemes, Reed calls these tactics 

"fairwashing". For Reeds, "these fairwashing practices represent a real threat to the 

Fairtrade value chain. For small producers, this means that they are not receiving the 

full benefits that they should from the Fairtrade brand, as corporations are siphoning 

off profits from consumers who think they are contributing to small producers 

through Fairtrade when they are not. For Northern ATOs, it means that they are 

placed at a huge competitive disadvantage, as corporate licensees pass their products 

off as Fairtrade (or equivalent thereto) without actually paying the full costs of 

certification. […] Finally, there are also implications for the Fairtrade brand. 

                                                        

96 A detailed evaluation of this standard is outside the scope of this study. But it seems to be justifiable 
to say that the C.A.F.E. standard is less demanding than the Fairtrade standard. 
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Consumers will become more confused and even leery of the worth of Fairtrade as it 

is increasingly portrayed as just one among many equivalent certification schemes, all 

of which seem closely tied to large corporations"(Reed 2009). To fight off threats 

through newly evolving corporate labeling schemes and define common guidelines 

for real Fairtrade FLO and ATO strands are therefore cooperating and working 

together in the FINE network (Raynolds and Murray 2007: 232).  

However, as pointed out above, through the mainstreaming process and increased 

involvement of large retailers, branders, and producers Fairtrade has in fact moved 

much closer into the metier of these less demanding standards (Raynolds and Murray 

2007: 228). Especially when certifying large plantations developmental goals of 

Fairtrade rather relate to waged workers, than marginalized producers. “As well as 

benefiting from a social premium fund for socio-economic development, workers are 

guaranteed decent working conditions through FLO’s established standards for hired 

labour” which can be (and often is) ensured through industrial (and market) rather 

than civic coordination (Smith and Barrientos 2005: 194). Fairtrade then turns out to 

be very similar to the codes of labour practice used for example in ethical trade 

(Smith and Barrientos 2005: 194).  

Ellis and Warner from the Overseas Development Institute recently discuss the 

implementation of a broader "Good For Development label which encompasses a 

much wider range of products from developing countries than Fairtrade currently 

does, which recognises the broader development benefits of trade (including benefits 

from market-priced, non-Fairtrade, products), and which ensures the carbon 

footprint of such goods is placed in context" (Ellis and Warner 2007). They suggest a 

scheme which grants "the label to all agricultural exports from developing countries 

that meet some basic minimum standard reflecting the beneficial development 

impact vis-à-vis a developed country substitute" (Ellis and Warner 2007). 

Additionally, "‘points’ could be available for products which are likely to have 

particularly good macro and/or community-level development impacts, and could 

also potentially take into account environmental impacts. In other words, the 

labelling scheme could be graded according to performance against a range of 

criteria, rather than simply pass/fail. […] It might even be possible to link the grading 

of products to their alignment with a country’s unique development priorities, as 

defined in a country’s national strategic development plan, national sustainable 
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development plan, poverty reduction strategy paper, or relevant sector plans or 

country-specific Millennium Development Goals" (Ellis and Warner 2007).  

If such a new labelling scheme is really going to be developed remains to be seen. 

From the perspective of Aulds (2007), concept of the emergence of labelling schemes 

(see case study MSC) the introduction of a labelling scheme with higher or broader 

standards, next to the recent emergence of mainly less ambitious standards, would 

not be surprising though.  

Additionally, Fairtrade is having increasing convergence with organic but also health 

standards in a non competitive environment. Wilkinson points out that "social justice 

is no longer dissociable from demands for the sustainability and healthiness of 

production systems. It is increasingly required, therefore, that Fairtrade products also 

be both organic and environmentally friendly. […] FLO and International Federation 

of Organic Agriculture Movements (IFOAM) have carried out pilot joint certification 

projects and certification bodies are increasingly recognized by both movements" 

(Wilkinson 2007: 229). 

However, in recent years also conflicts between environmental and social product 

attributes arise. Actors become increasingly aware of the sometimes-conflicting 

interests between supporting developing countries and reduce environmental 

impacts from transport. Many groups increasingly push for local production. The Soil 

Association for example recently proposed to “to remove organic certification from 

most air-freighted products” (Ellis and Warner 2007). Such dynamics could 

negatively affect the support of developing countries. For Ellis and Warner it “would 

deny consumers information on many genuinely ‘organic’ developing country 

products” (Ellis and Warner 2007). In addition, they point out that “while the 

environmental impacts of trade are clearly a valid concern for consumers, there is a 

risk that they are being overstated by some interest groups to enhance the 

attractiveness of buying locally grown produce. Compared to other sources of carbon 

emissions, the contribution from trade is small […] The environmental impacts of 

consumers shopping by car [for example] vastly outweigh those from transport 

within the food distribution network” (Ellis and Warner 2007).  
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Future Development 

Some predict that in the future even "more products will become available as the 

queue for accreditation by the FLO gets bigger” (Davies 2007: 466). FLO is aiming to 

continue the mainstreaming process including the facilitation of consumer demand 

for Fairtrade in mainstream consumer markets, further involvement of mainstream 

actors and at least double the number of Fairtrade certified producers over the next 

five years (Fairtrade Labelling Organisation: 4). Some predict a further growth in 

Fairtrade especially within the service sector, business headquaters etc. (Davies 

2007: 466). In the US, as in the case of Europe, it is expected that non-food products, 

particularly clothing (following on the campaign No Sweat against Nike, Gap and 

other firms’ outsourcing based on sweatshops), but also accessories and jewellery, 

will similarly experience strong growth in the coming period” (Wilkinson 2007: 227). 

Fairtrade concludes that “comparing the situation in the North America and Pacific 

Rim region with that of the more mature European markets (like UK, Netherlands, 

Switzerland, or Germany) one can state with a high degree of certainty that there is 

still a huge potential for further growth in North America and the Pacific Rim region” 

(Krier 2008: 55). Also within Europe there are still emerging markets. Even though 

“commercial success still seems a few years away, the sheer size of these markets 

leaves a lot of room for further growth” (Krier 2008: 55). 

So far, labelling initiatives mainly focus on Northern markets but are increasingly 

introduced into Southern markets like India, Mexico and Brasil. “Mexico was the first 

Southern country to create a national Fairtrade system and similar tendencies are 

now at work in other countries—Brazil, South Africa and India” (Wilkinson 2007: 

233). In Brazil, some are seeking to launch Fairtrade supermarkets with sales based 

on better product characteristics and prices only slightly higher (Wilkinson and 

Mascarenhas 2007: 133). In their new strategy FLO states to develop new markets o 

facilitate such South-South schemes (Fairtrade Labelling Organisation: 8). With 

wealth in such countries growing, awareness for issues like Fairtrade might soon 

follow.  

Conclusion: Key Actors and Factors 

As the above sections have shown Fairtrade has grown its market influence 

substantially during the last decade. For Murray and Raynolds "Fairtrades success 

has been remarkable. In less than two decades it has grown from an obscure niche 
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market to a globally recognized phenomenon" (Murray and Raynolds 2007: 5). And, 

according to Krier, it is currently “expanding like never before” (Krier 2008: 8). Fisher 

concludes that “the Fairtrade movement has been fantastically ‘successful’—if one 

measures success through how a market has been created and continues to grow, 

messages conveyed, people mobilised, and positive impacts on the lives of at least 

some producers” (Fisher 2009: 998).  

As key driver for this ‘success’ some list a growing range of products, a more 

strategical approach to Fairtrades institutional governance, enhanced systems for 

standards and certification, and new political and organisational alliances including 

major support by governmental actors as important drivers of Fairtrades increased 

market influence (Fisher 2009: 985–986). In addition, the repeated campaigning by 

NGOs and other actors has to be highlighted. Yet most argue that it is mainly driven 

by the increasing involvement of mainstream corporate entities including their 

marketing efforts. Different processes seem to be among the reasons why companies 

start getting increasingly involved. Many argue that most of the larger companies do 

so in some way or the other in furtherance of their CSR agenda (Mohan 2009: 26; 

Fridell 2009: 82). In the coffee sector for example “most of the dominant coffee 

roasters such as Nestlé, Kraft, Procter and Gamble and Sara Lee have introduced 

niche brands, mostly high value, symbolising their commitment to social and ethical 

labels, including the Fairtrade label (Mohan 2009: 26). Why companies see an 

increased need to do so is debated. For some the reason for the high growth rates in 

Fairtrade products is a high and further growing consumer demand (Krier 2008: 54; 

Barrientos and Smith 2007: 105). Others argue that corporations only get involved to 

react to civil pressure (Fridell 2009: 87). The commitment of Starbucks for example 

was, according to Barrientos et al., mainly due to the increased pressure by the 

NGO Global Exchage who turned planned demonstrations into celebrations of 

Starbucks after they signed their Fairtrade commitment (Barrientos et al. 2007: 56). 

Some also say corporations do so to preamp regulation (Fridell 2009: 87). According 

to Fridell there has been a "growing condemnation by global justice and human rights 

groups that have criticized the negative social and environmental impact of neo-

liberal policies, and they have called on states to pursue a more highly interventionist 

approach towards regulating corporate activities" (Fridell 2009: 87). Certification 

schemes are then a way for companies to avoid such stronger regulation and push for 

self regulation instead (Fridell 2009: 87). And companies are also increasingly 
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benefitting financially from getting involved in Fairtrade. For the US company Green 

Mountain Coffee Roasters certified organic and Fairtrade coffee is the most rapidly 

component of their total sales. In 2005 it became one of the largest vendors of 

certified Fairtrade cofee in the US (Grodnik and Conroy 2007: 83). In the retail sector 

some report that many retailers put additional premiums on Fairtrade products to 

enlarge their margins (Sidwell 2008).97  

Once initial companies got involved this has usually a pulling effect for other 

companies. The breakthrough in terms of sales of certified Fairtrade products in the 

US for example came when Starbucks made their commitment. Shortly after other 

speciality-coffee companies followed (Barrientos et al. 2007: 56; Fridell 2009: 86). In 

the UK Sainsburys became the first retailer selling Fairtrade products in 1996. A 

major push happened in 2000 with the involvement of the co-op retailer who started 

selling Fairtrade bananas and the first own brand, Fairtrade certified chocolate bar. 

By the end of 2002 all major supermarkets in the UK sold at least one Fairtrade item 

and had impressive growth rates in Fairtrade - with 112 % increase for the Co-op, 70 

percent for Tesco, 4 percent for Waitrose from 2002 to 2003 (Freshinfo 2003 cited in 

Barrientos and Smith 2007). Co-op now has converted all heir own brand chocolates 

and coffee lines to Fairtrade and is competing in their Fairtrade market share with 

other major retailers like Tesco. According to Barientos and Smith, the uptake of 

Fairtrade in UK supermarkets relates to the fact that they are engaged in a "fierce 

battle for market share, and closely monitor both competitor and consumer 

behaviour for signs of possible market advantage" (Barrientos and Smith 2007: 105). 

Due to the above explained increase consumer demand and civil pressure Fairtrade 

                                                        

97 As pointed out by Fairtrade UK "As long as the Fairtrade standards are met, the way the finished 
product is traded is the responsibility of the trading partners, i.e. the Fairtrade-licensed company and 
the supermarkets or other retail outlets. They decide at what price it will be sold to the consumer and 
the Fairtrade Foundation has no control or responsibility over this. Supermarkets and their suppliers 
negotiate the retail price of each product, a process that incorporates the revenue/profit targets for 
each square foot of shelf space, and supermarkets obviously have the upper hand in this process. One 
element, however, that can increase the price of Fairtrade products is the retail margin that 
supermarkets take. They always work on a percentage margin of the retail price, so the higher the 
initial price the greater the retail margin in monetary terms even though the percentage is the same. 
Therefore the monetary margin taken on a Fairtrade product would be higher than on a comparable 
conventional product if the RRP of the Fairtrade product were higher" (Fairtrade Foundation). Smith 
(2009) highlights however, that such practices have become less of an issue since competition between 
retailers also on Fairtrade products has grown. 
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has become strategically important to retain their market share in an increasingly 

competitive environment (Barrientos and Smith 2007: 105).  

10.2.3.3 Quality of the Auditing 

In their auditing Fairtrade is following international standards thereby ensuring its 

independence, sufficient involvement of stakeholders and a standardised objection 

procedure. Discussions have taken place around the usefulness of requiring clients to 

be part of democratic organisations and the expansion towards large-scale 

production. Also, Fairtrade risks to exclude most marginalized producers and needs 

to continue its efforts to include them.  

10.2.3.4 Strenght of the Standard 

Generally, Fairtrade standards appear to be fairly strict enabling social and economic 

benefits for participating producers as well as enhanced working conditions for 

labourers. However, the scheme needs to assure not to impose Northern conceptions 

on Southern producers as well as leave room to adapt to local requirements. 

Additionally an extension of Fairtrade standards to also include requirements for 

northern retailers and branders might be necessary.  

10.2.3.5 Reflection on Inclusiveness 

The mainstreaming of the Fairtrade movement, starting with the introduction of the 

labelling scheme and moving on with increased involvement of economic actors, 

support by governmental actors, and a more strategical approach, enabled Fairtrade 

to respond to the urgent need to expand its market. However, it also set the scene for 

changes on power dynamics and the emergence of a different set of actors conferring 

political legitimacy (Fisher 2009). In terms of external stakeholders, Wilkinson 

concludes that Fairtrade "has legitimacy high both in the market place and the state" 

(Wilkinson 2007: 236). However, as explained in the previous chapters, Fairtrade has 

faced major tensions with producer groups requesting equal participation in the 

institutionalisation of the scheme to prevent Northern bias as well as traditional 

movement groups and their advocates. The latter includes ATOs, NGO´s, consumers, 

and other societal groups. These tensions are mainly due to different (and sometimes 

contradictory) conceptions of Fairtrade and its objectives. In fact, Taylor points out 

that certification schemes like Fairtrade “are complex and often contradictory 
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projects in which diverse stakeholders pursue a wide range of objectives" (Taylor 

2005: 144). In an attempt to classify these different streams within the Fairtrade 

movement Laine and Laine distinguish between three discursive voices98: the 

entrepreneur, the NGO actor, and the anticapitalist. According to them, the 

entrepreneur tends to measures success in terms of commercial outcomes, economic 

growth, financial success, increasing volumes, and fulfilling customer needs. He 

usually calls for tighter demands on producers, puts emphasis on efficiency and 

quality in the supply chain, and aims for short-term goals based on tangible control of 

the supply chain (certificates and principles). The NGO actor on the other hand tends 

to measure success in terms of successful partnerships, developing general solidarity, 

and facilitating co-operation. He aims for mutual trust in partnerships, long-term 

commitment, self-assurance, and personal relationships in the supply chain. Lastly, 

the anticapitalist measures success in terms of broader social and economic change. 

Trade and supply chain management as such is less relevant for him. He aims more 

on the socio-political level for equal exchange relations based on partnerships (Laine 

and Laine 2009: 280). Obviously, tensions between such contraire conceptions are 

unavoidable and have become more apparent with the movement becoming more 

and more institutionalized and mainstreamed (Gendron et al. 2009: 64; Mohan 2009: 

23).  

For Raynolds and Murray "Fairtrade conflicting orientations reflect the contemporary 

merging of economic and noneconomic actors and activities and the shift of 

movement efforts from social critique to the co-construction of market parameters" 

(Raynolds and Murray 2007: 224). 

Even though originally developed to question the mainstream market the schemes 

very success (the increased spread of its products in the conventional market) 

subjects it “to increasing pressures from conventional market logics and 

practices" (Taylor 2005: 132).  

While most authors see these two side of the Fairtrade movement - one the 

traditional one critical of the market, and one the mainstreaming side - as 

contradicting and leading to tensions, one can also see them as benefiting, reinforcing 

                                                        

98 Their classification is based on a qualitative study on the Fairtrade movement in Finnland. 
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and in fact dependent on each other, taking over different activities. On the one hand 

one party secures the effectiveness of the scheme in terms of market penetration and 

influence on the supply chain, on the other hand the other party secures its 

legitimisation in society "endorsing its definitions and inhibiting its dilution into a 

mere marketing strategy" (Wilkinson 2007: 231–232). If Fairtrade “are to make 

meaningful progress toward their goals, they can neither isolate themselves from 

mainstream markets nor abandon their alternative visions of the market" (Taylor 

2005: 143). For Taylor therefore "one of the most serious challenges of certification 

and labelling initiatives today is actually to be ‘‘in the market but not of it,’’ that is, to 

be able to pursue alternative values and objectives such as social justice and 

environmental sustainability without being captured by the markets conventional 

logic, practices and dominant actors" (Taylor 2005: 130). However, making these two 

parties work together and find the right balance between them clearly is a difficult 

task. Including all relevant stakeholders and assure their legitimacy is highly complex 

and not always possible. 
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10.3 The EU Energy Label 

10.3.1 Initiation and Organisational 

Structure 

10.3.1.1 Historical Development 

According to the International Energy Agency, “residential appliances and equipment 

use 30% of all electricity generated in OECD countries, producing 12% of all energy-

related carbon dioxide (CO2) emissions. They are the second largest consumer of 

electricity and the third largest emitter of greenhouse gas emissions in the OECD. 

Since 1973, primary energy demand in the residential sector in the OECD has grown 

by more than all sectors other than transport” (OECD and International Energy 

Agency 2003: 11). 

“In 1976, France introduced mandatory comparison labeling of heating appliances, 

boilers, water heaters, refrigerators, clothes washers, televisions, ranges, and 

dishwashers. Japan, Canada, and the U.S. soon followed suit with programs covering 

these and other products. U.S. labels enacted by law in 1975 took effect under the 

name ‘EnergyGuide’ in 1980 for major household appliances” (Wiel and McMahon 

2005: 18). 1979, the European Council “passed a Directive intended to introduce a 

Community-wide voluntary scheme for energy labelling of domestic appliances. The 

Directive allowed, but did not oblige, the Member States to introduce energy labels. 

However, due to a disagreement over technical measurement standards and their 

tolerances, none of the Commission’s proposals was accepted by the Council. In a 

climate of general disinterest to make the voluntary European scheme work, several 

Member States and industry groupings started developing their own voluntary 

schemes. As the voluntary schemes proved to be failures, Denmark notified a national 

obligatory scheme in 1983. With a view to avoid several voluntary schemes based on 

different technical basis on a variety of products, and considering the Danish 

notification the Commission made a proposal for a harmonised scheme at European 

level in order to avoid hindering the functioning of the Internal Market. The ELD was 

adopted in 1992 introducing a framework that allows the Commission, assisted by a 
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regulatory committee, to adopt implementing Directives for specific household 

appliances” (Commission of the European Communities 2008b: 48). 

 

10.3.1.2 Aims 

According to the 1992 Energy Labelling Directive (ELD), the EU energy labels overall 

objective is to facilitate the "prudent and rational utilization of natural resources. [...] 

the rational use of energy is one of the principal means by which this objective can be 

achieved and environmental pollution reduced" (Council of the European 

Communities 1992). Via harmonizing national product information on the 

consumption of energy and of other essential resources and providing accurate and 

comparable information on appliances' costs in terms of energy and the consumption 

of other resources the label aims to "influence the public's choice in favour of those 

appliances which consume less energy" (Council of the European Communities 1992). 

By doing so it aims to prompt "manufacturers to take steps to reduce the 

consumption of the appliances which they manufacture; whereas it will also, 

indirectly encourage the efficient use of these appliances" (Council of the European 

Communities 1992). 

10.3.1.3 Basic Conception 

Energy-efficiency labels can be defined as “informative labels affixed to manufactured 

products to describe the product’s energy performance (usually in the form of energy 

use, efficiency, or energy cost); these labels give consumers the data necessary to 

make informed purchases" (Wiel and McMahon 2005: 9). Saidur et al. distinguish 

between four types of energy labels: 

– Seal of approval programs like the EU ecolabel,  

– Single-attribute certification programs, which "certify that claims made for a 

single-attribute of a product meet a specified definition [...] and accept 

applications from marketers for verification that their product attribute meet the 

program definition (e.g. Energy star)” (Saidur et al. 2005: 612). 

– Comparative labels, which "allow the consumers to compare energy use between 

all available models in order to make an informed choice” (Saidur et al. 2005: 

612). Saidur et al. subdivide comparative labels into categorical ranking system 
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and continuous scale or bar graph labels. The categorical labels use a ranking 

based on clear categories “so that the consumer can easily tell, by looking at a 

single label, how energy-efficient it is relative to others in the market. […] The 

continuous-scale labels provide comparative information that allows consumers 

to choose between models, but do not use specific categories" (Saidur et al. 2005: 

612).  

– Information disclosure, which "provide information on the technical performance 

of the single labeled product and offer no simple way to compare energy 

performance between products" (Saidur et al. 2005: 612). 

 

For Malia et al. a fundamental condition for energy labels is that the labels must be 

uniform. “If the labels or information flyers are introduced in varieties, it could cause 

chaos when comparing appliances, and this would lead the consumer to ignore the 

information about energy consumption. Labels must be general, and all appliances of 

a given type must be labeled” (Mahlia et al. 2002: 756). For such reasons “most of the 

countries had selected a comparative label for implementing energy labels for 

household appliances” (Mahlia et al. 2005: 64). The implementation of a comparative 

label means that all models are awarded a label, and are classed from ‘good’ to ‘bad’. 

Comparative labels "can be either voluntary or mandatory or could start as voluntary 

and evolve to being mandatory later" (Wiel and McMahon 2005: 10). Advantage of a 

voluntary scheme is that they may require little or no formal regulation. “Their non-

binding and non-regulatory approach generally means less lead time, less stakeholder 

analysis, and more marketing flexibility” (Wiel and McMahon 2005: 107) making 

them often more flexible and adaptable than mandatory labelling programs. 

Furthermore it can be easier “to reach agreement with stakeholders—particularly 

manufacturers—on a voluntary program” (Wiel and McMahon 2005: 107). Voluntary 

comparative labelling schemes have been implemented in countries like Thailand, 

Hong Kong, India, and Brazil (Wiel and McMahon 2005: 52). However, according to 

Mahlia et al., voluntary label have not worked well in many countries (Mahlia et al. 

2002: 755). “In these voluntary regimes, only appliances in the higher-efficiency 

classes tend to carry labels because manufacturers and retailers of lower-efficiency 

products have no incentive to advertise that their products are inefficient” (Wiel and 

McMahon 2005: 52). Comparative labelling schemes become than effectively 

endorsement labels only indicating the top-rated models (Wiel and McMahon 2005: 
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52). Most comparative labelling schemes nowadays are therefore based on legal 

obligations and many practitioners as well as academics feel “passionately that 

comparative labels must be mandatory to be effective" (Wiel and McMahon 2005: 

52). As a compromise “a phased approach with eventual transition to mandatory 

labeling for all products after completion of a successful, well-defined voluntary 

period can also be beneficial” (Wiel and McMahon 2005: 107).  

In the case of the EU energy label it was expected that the provision of clear and easily 

understandable information from manufacturers and retailers “is unlikely to be 

provided in the form and on the scale required without some degree of government 

intervention” (Commission of the European Communities 2008b: 13). To ensure that 

all products are being labelled in order to avoid consumer confusion and the 

uniformity across member states the EU decided for the implementation of a 

mandatory scheme (Council of the European Communities 1992). 

10.3.1.4 Regulatory Framework 

The Community regulatory framework concerning labelling of energy-related 

products is currently set in the (Council of the European Communities 1992). 

Requirements for the labelling of particular energy using and energy related products 

are defined in what used to be referred to a implementing measures, or "daughter 

Directives” (Commission of the European Communities 2008d: 3), and is now 

referred to as “delegated acts”,“ They include exact definition of the type of appliances 

to be included; measurement standards and methods to be used for these products; 

details of the technical documentation required; the design, content and location of 

the label and the fiche (Council of the European Communities 1992; Viegand and 

Maagøe 2007: 6). 

10.3.1.5 Organisational Structure 

Main implementing and coordinating body of the EU energy label is the Commission 

who adopt labelling implementing measures. The Commission is assisted by a 

regulatory committee composed of representatives of the Member States and chaired 

by the representative of the Commission (Council of the European Communities 

1992; Commission of the European Communities 2008d: 2). Member State authorities 

are in charge for the implementation of the Directives, "including both transposition 
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into national legislation and market surveillance” (Commission of the European 

Communities 2008b: 19).  

10.3.1.6 Financing Structure 

Costs for the labelling process have to be covered by the suppliers of the appliances 

(Council of the European Communities 1992). According to Hodas, “appliance 

efficiency labels that accurately inform consumers of the electricity the appliance will 

require, […] are among the most inexpensive […] means of improving the efficiency of 

residential and commercial electricity use” (Hodas 2007: 48).  

10.3.1.7 Stakeholder Reactions 

According to Boardman, the EU energy label met opposition during its initiation from 

manufacturers. They argued consumer would not be concerned about energy 

consumption. With time manufacturers attitude has changed and they have even 

implemented self regulations (see below) and have started to use the energy label 

categories in their advertisement (Boardman 2004: 170). In fact, producers have 

contributed quite a lot to the elaboration of the EU energy label "whereas 

participation of NGOs and retailers has been almost completely absent" (Rubik and 

Frankl 2005: 137). Nevertheless, according to Sto and Strandbakken, most 

stakeholders have been supportive of the EU energy label. They assume that this will 

stay the case also after the latest revision process (StØ and Strandbakken 2009: 13). 

10.3.1.8 Revision 

The ELD is currently under revision. According to the European Commission, aim of 

the revision "is to seek increased effectiveness of the ELD and its implementing 

measures while reducing the administrative burden" (Commission of the European 

Communities 2008b: 4). After a public consultation via internet, a workshop was hold 

in February 2008 for stakeholder consultation. The results fed into an impact 

assessment study. In this impact assessment study, four different option have been 

discussed:  

1. No policy change, with two sub-options: 

1a) BaU - business as usual, 

1b) BaU + 1 - full implementation of the current ELD scope. 



476 

2. Non-regulatory action (self regulation) 

3. Amend the Directive - full implementation of the current ELD scope, plus 

coverage of all energy-related products, excluding means of transport. 

4. Repeal the Directive and implement its provisions within the Ecodesign 

Directive -full implementation of the current ELD scope, plus coverage of all energy-

related products, excluding means of transport. 

 

Option 2: Mandatoriness vs. Self regulation 

According to the European Commission, "self-regulatory action by the industry would 

help to avoid administrative cost for European and national administrations. 

However, as comparative labelling schemes must be set for each product group, 

voluntary labelling of different product groups would risk using different principles 

in labelling schemes, which […] was […] one of the main reasons for the development 

of the ELD on 1992" (Commission of the European Communities 2008b: 30). “Since 

1992, the need for harmonised approaches in the Internal Market have further 

increased, not reduced" (Commission of the European Communities 2008b: 30). 

Especially in sectors where the market is very fragmented the self-regulatory 

initiative could not ensure level playing field for the industry (Commission of the 

European Communities 2008b: 30). A non harmonised scheme could not be used for 

the setting of levels for public procurement and fiscal incentives and could risk 

increasing the cost for the consumer to obtain relevant information on product 

characteristics. Moreover, "voluntary action seldom includes the whole industrial 

sector but leaves free riders outside the scheme, which can affect competitiveness of 

those who commit obeying the rules" (Commission of the European Communities 

2008b: 30). For such reasons, industry expressed their clear preference for 

mandatory labelling during the stakeholder consultation. Moreover, "self-regulatory 

initiatives would require endorsement and monitoring by Commission and Member 

States to avoid affecting the credibility of the official EU scheme. This would reduce 

the benefits in terms of administrative burden and leave various loopholes for 

possible legal action where necessary” (Commission of the European Communities 

2008b: 30). The assessment study therefore concludes that the alternative of 

implementing self regulation can be “considered marginal at best" (Commission of 

the European Communities 2008b: 4).  
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Option 3: Amend the Directive 

The third option could lead to considerable additional savings but involve some 

administrative burden for the recast. Most stakeholders supported the broadening of 

the scope of the current Directive (Commission of the European Communities 2008b: 

4).  

Option 4: Merging with the EuP Directive  

The fourth option would mean combining several significant environmental 

parameters into one EuP label. It could lead to considerable savings and would 

reduce the number of regulatory instruments (Commission of the European 

Communities 2008b: 4). However, the impact assessment study concludes that 

merging the EuP Directive and the EU energy Directive "would risk leading to 

confusion with two policy measures different in nature within one single piece of 

legislation; one focusing on minimum requirements on energy-related products 

throughout the life cycle of the product with requirements on manufacturers only and 

another one on the labelling of energy-related products with focus on use phase with 

requirements on manufacturers and retailers. The legislative effort to import the 

energy efficiency labelling provisions into the Ecodesign Directive would not be 

proportionate and would add complexity instead of clarity for the stakeholders 

affected with risk to generating a label with unclear or confusing information to 

consumer" (Commission of the European Communities 2008b: 42). Moreover, "lack of 

applicable methodology that would allow rating, comparing and ranking products on 

their global environmental performance (mixing energy consumption with emissions 

to air or soil, noise or recyclability etc) throughout lifecycle makes that the 

introduction of a comparative “Ecodesign” label is not a feasible option at this stage" 

(Commission of the European Communities 2008b: 37). Both proposals, 

transformation into an EuP label as well as extension towards other environmental 

impacts like CO2, have been rejected during the consultation process (Commission of 

the European Communities 2008b: 36).  

The study concludes that either full implementation of the current ELD scope or full 

implementation of the current ELD scope, plus coverage of all energy-related 

products, excluding means of transport "are the most cost-efficient and suitable 

options with strongest stakeholder support to achieve the policy objectives" 
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(Commission of the European Communities 2008b: 4). Based on these results the 

Commission has published a proposal for a new labelling Directive in November 2008 

in which it proposes the extension of the current scheme towards energy related 

products as well as some other alterations (as will be referred to during the study) 

(Commission of the European Communities 2008d: 4). An upgrade of the existing 

Directive is currently being prepared (Commission of the European Communities 

2008b: 4). 

10.3.2 Labelling Phases 

10.3.2.1 Standard 

Scope and Content 

Focus of the ELD is energy consumption (Council of the European Communities 1992) 

by ranking products into different categories (A-G) according to their energy 

efficiency. The concrete ranking depends on the product group. The energy labelling 

for cold appliances for example “is based on an ‘energy efficiency index’ generated by 

comparing the appliance with the average European model […] The energy efficiency 

index is derived from dividing annual energy consumption by the net volume of the 

appliance (adjusted to equalise for different temperature zones). It effectively reflects 

the consumption in kWh per litre of net volume. Thus it is possible to compare 

appliances, even though they are of varying sizes” (Winward et al. 1998: 27). 

Most product groups include additional information on the absolute amount of 

energy use on the label as well as certain technical information on the non-energy 

performance (e.g. spin speed or load capacity for washing machines) “so that any 

reduction in energy consumption attained through poorer service is clearly visible” 

(OECD and International Energy Agency 2003: 70). Furthermore, the label is 

supposed to inform about the use of other essential resources, which "means water, 

chemicals or any other substance consumed by an appliance in normal use" (Council 

of the European Communities 1992). Although the new Directive puts more 

emphasise on the use of other resources, article 10 of the new Directive highlights 

that where information about other essential resources is provided, "the design and 

content of the label shall emphasize the energy efficiency of the product" (European 

Parliament and the Council of the European Union 2010: 7). 
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This very restricted focus on energy efficiency has been criticised by different actors. 

DEFRA for example argues that high energy efficiency is actually easier to achieve the 

bigger the appliance is. Even though smaller appliances might be less energy efficient, 

their absolute energy consumption can still be lower than a large appliance with 

higher energy efficiency. According to DEFRA this might send wrong messages to the 

consumer since most consumers do not consider information about absolute energy 

consumption (the latter being usually shown in a small box below the energy 

efficiency rating). DEFRA suggests including criteria for maximum amount of absolute 

consumption in the A-G rating. An A rated product could then only have a certain 

amount of absolute energy consumption (Minotti 2010). 

Others have highlighted that the most energy efficient product does not necessarily 

need to be the product with the lowest carbon emissions (regardless of the size) 

(DEFRA 2010). During the current revision it has been discussed to include additional 

environmental impacts like CO2 emissions (Commission of the European 

Communities 2008b: 36). However, the impact assessment study conducted by 

Europe Economics et al. raises that "standardised information may be misleading at 

Member State level where the fuel mix for electricity generation may be very different 

from the EU average" (Europe Economics et al. 2007: 38). Moreover, they point to the 

"danger of overloading the label with information and undermining its simplicity" 

(Europe Economics et al. 2007: 38).  

Another option was to transform the EU energy label into a EuP label combining 

several significant environmental parameters (Commission of the European 

Communities 2008b: 36). Also this option got rejected, as outlined above.  

Product Groups 

To date, the Commission has adopted implementing Directives for eight household 

appliances: refrigerators, freezers, washing machines, dishwashers, dryers, lamps, air 

conditioners, electric ovens (Commission of the European Communities 2008d: 3). 

Furthermore the label now also applies to energy-consuming products for 

commercial and industrial use, such as cold storage rooms, display cabinets, 

industrial cooking appliances, vending machines and industrial motors as opposed to 

only household appliances (Duch Guillot, 2009).  
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However, according to the 1992 regulation "only those types of appliances whose 

aggregate energy use is significant and which afford adequate scope for increased 

efficiency need be included" (Council of the European Communities 1992). The 

proposal for a new Directive adds to this that energy related products should only be 

“covered by an implementing measure, when provision of information through 

labelling may stimulate end-users to purchase more efficient products” (Commission 

of the European Communities 2008d: 12). 

In the course of the latest revision, the Commission has proposed to extent the scope 

of the ELD to energy-related products which have a significant impact on the 

consumption of energy and, where relevant, on other essential resources during use 

and some non-energy using products such as windows which have a significant 

potential to save energy once in use or installed. Explicitly excluded, according to the 

proposed new Directive are any second hand products and means of transport for 

persons or goods (Commission of the European Communities 2008d: 13). According 

to the European Commission, the additional inclusion of further lighting sources or 

new household appliances like televisions has not been exploited yet (Commission of 

the European Communities 2008b: 15).  

Area of Application 

As outlined above, to enable comparison between products and ensure the unification 

between member states, the EU Commission has decided for a mandatory approach. 

This means for the above product groups the EU energy label has to be applied to all 

products within the group. The benefits of a mandatory approach have been 

highlighted by various stakeholders (Rubik and Frankl 2005: 142) and confirmed 

during the latest revision (see above). 

Part of the Life Cycle 

Sole focus of the EU energy label is the use phase. Despite this very restricted focus 

this approach, according to the Commission of the European Communities, still covers 

“80-90% of the environmental impacts of energy-using products” (Commission of the 

European Communities 2008b: 7). Given such figures all stakeholders consulted in 

the course of the latest revision considered the broadening of the focus at the expense 

of the clarity of information as inappropriate and were “in favour of, at least for the 
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coming years, a focus on the consumption of resources in use” (Commission of the 

European Communities 2008b: 14). 

Development  

In order to adopt new implementation measures, the representative of the 

Commission submits a draft to the Regulatory Committee. The Regulatory Committee 

delivers its opinion on the proposed measures based on ‘qualified majority voting’. In 

case of a positive opinion, the Commission adopts the measures. In case the 

Commission does not agree with the measures, the committee needs to submit a 

proposal regarding the measures to the council of Ministers. The council then need to 

decide on the proposal by majority (Council of the European Communities 1992; 

Winward et al. 1998: 30).  

Precision 

Accepted measures need to be implemented and specified by the member states. 

Especially during its early years "enforcement of the legislation by Member States has 

been minimal" however (Winward et al. 1998: 18). Consequently, some suggest 

rather than implementing Directives, which require transposition by Member States 

and the follow up of the transposition by the Commission, to have "implementing 

measures in the form of regulations or decisions[. This] would reduce administrative 

burden and respond to a strong request made by industry in order to ensure level 

playing field for competition in the Internal Market and the harmonised introduction 

of measures across the Member States" (Commission of the European Communities 

2008b: 18).  

On the other hand it has to be highlighted that already the current options have not 

been fully exploited by the Commission “mainly due to shortage of staff in the 

Commission and allocation of resources to other priorities, which has led, among 

others, to no implementing measures on boilers and water heaters" (Commission of 

the European Communities 2008b: 15). A shift of responsibilities regarding the 

implementation of the Directive towards the Commission might therefore harmonise 

the situation but at the same time also threaten the implementation.  
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Revision: Inflexibility of Scaling 

“Through technical advancements and better know-how, manufacturers were able to 

produce more energy efficient appliances faster than expected at the time when the 

labelling Directive was adopted in 1992” (StØ and Strandbakken 2009: 2). “The 

inefficient appliances seemed to disappear, and As and Bs started to dominate the 

market” (StØ and Strandbakken 2009: 2). However, only for fridges and freezers and 

washing machines efficiency scales were updated by including new energy efficiency 

categories on top of class A (A+ for washing machines, A+ and A++ for refrigerators 

and freezers) (Heinzle and Wüstenhagen 2009: 4). According to the European 

Commission, further attempts to update the scale in the past have been blocked 

(beneath others) "by industry stakeholders’ resistance […], as it implies downgrading 

of appliances in stock (an 'A' appliance becomes a 'B' or a 'C' appliance, which leads to 

decreased value of these appliances in stock due to reduced consumer interest)" 

(Commission of the European Communities 2008b: 18). “As a consequence, most of 

the appliances today have reached the A or B level” (Commission of the European 

Communities 2008b: 27) which means that “A” rated products “are no longer at the 

leading edge of energy efficiency” (Commission of the European Communities 2008b: 

66). Accordingly, there is no further incentive for innovation (see page 500ff).  

10.3.2.2 Assessment 

The Certifier 

According to the 1992 ELD and its revision, member states are responsible to ensure 

that all suppliers supply a label in accordance with the Directives requirements as 

well as a product fiche and that dealers display the label correctly (Council of the 

European Communities 1992; European Parliament and the Council of the European 

Union 2010: 1). 

Assessment Process 

For Winward et al., “a uniform product-testing procedure for each major appliance is 

a vital precursor to the development of a label or standard for that product” (Wiel and 

McMahon 2005: 29). In the case of the EU energy label the information concerning 

each type of appliance must be measured in accordance with the harmonized 

standards and methods and the application of these standards as specified in the 

daughter Directives (Council of the European Communities 1992). Suppliers are 
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thereby allowed a tolerance in measuring the energy efficiency. “For refrigerators for 

example standards governing the testing of cold appliances allow a tolerance of up to 

15 per cent” (Winward et al. 1998: 84). There is no independent assessment of the 

measurement (Winward et al. 1998: 84). According to the 1992 Directive, suppliers 

are responsible themselves for the accuracy of the labels and fiches that they supply. 

Member states shall assume that labels and fiches comply with the provisions of the 

Directive unless they have evidence to the contrary (Council of the European 

Communities 1992). 

Monitoring Process 

The monitoring process includes inspecting if retailers display the labels correctly as 

well as controlling the accuracy of the information supplied by the manufacturers.  

"Monitoring dealer compliance is relatively easy, as it involves visual inspection in the 

retail outlet” (Winward et al. 1998: 20). Nevertheless, according to a study 

commissioned by ANEC and DEFRA based on interviews with governmental bodies 

and consumer organisations, “only three out of nine Member States interviewed could 

provide centrally reported figures of the shop inspection activities” (Viegand and 

Maagøe 2007: 3). Five out of nine Member States interviewed do not follow up on 

compliance problems in the shops (Viegand and Maagøe 2007: 3). 

Regarding the monitoring of the accuracy of manufacturers’ claims, the supplier is 

obliged to establish technical documentation including (beneath others) a general 

description of the product, the results of design calculations carried out, test reports 

which shall be sufficient to enable the accuracy of the information contained in the 

label. This information needs to be available for inspection purposes for a period 

ending five years after the last product has been manufactured when member states 

"have reason to suspect it is incorrect" (Council of the European Communities 1992). 

However, according to a study conducted in 1998 by Winward et al. only four 

member states had demanded additional information from manufacturers to prove 

their calculations (Winward et al. 1998: 20). The conduction of independent test for 

monitoring purposes is even poorer. According to Viegand and Maagøe "three out of 

nine Member States do not test appliances for enforcement purposes and only two do 

many tests and report them centrally. The reason reported is the high costs of the 

tests and re-tests" (Viegand and Maagøe 2007: 3). Similar results can be found with 

Schlomann et al. (Schlomann et al. 2009: 126). 
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Other institutions have not compensated this lack of sufficient monitoring from 

member states. Only a few consumer organisations and competing businesses carry 

out tests and inform the authorities if a product does not meet the energy label class 

(Viegand and Maagøe 2007: 18).  

According to a study commissioned by ANEC and DEFRA, based on interviews with 

governmental bodies and consumer organisations, in general there has been a low 

enforcement of sanction in case of irregularities. "Only one Member State reported 

further enforcement actions via the legal system" (Viegand and Maagøe 2007: 3). 

“The fines are, however, low (about 1300 EUR) and the reimbursement of costs [...] is 

many times more expensive” (Viegand and Maagøe 2007: 23). “Member States may 

also be frightened by the fact that a model pursued in an enforcement sanction, may 

no longer be in the market, when a court case is completed. This is because it takes 

much time to carry out the first test, three re-tests and communication with the 

manufacturer on the test standards and specific test issues” (Viegand and Maagøe 

2007: 3). 

Criticism 

Especially in the early years, it was feared consumer confidence may suffer from the 

absence of challenges to the accuracy of the Label (Winward et al. 1998: 21). In a 

recent study the manufacturers' associations addressed their concerns especially 

about cheap imports of white goods from outside the European market when there is 

no control at European level before white goods from outside Europe are introduced 

onto the European market (Schlomann et al. 2009: 128).  

These fears are not without cause. According to a study conducted in 1998, "only a 

little over a third of appliances tested by independent laboratories were shown to be 

in the energy class declared on their Label. A quarter of the tested appliances show a 

discrepancy of two, three or four classes on the Label - always towards higher 

efficiency " (Winward et al. 1998: 20). Over time, this discrepancy has reduced but is 

still an issue (Winward et al. 1998: 20; Commission of the European Communities 

2008b: 65). In most countries independent studies still find significantly higher 

energy consumptions than reported on the label (Rubik and Frankl 2005: 132; 

Commission of the European Communities 2008b: 19). In fact, “surveys have found 

that many appliances only complied with the stated energy class when considering 

the tolerance” (Viegand and Maagøe 2007: 7). Moreover, also especially in the early 
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years but still nowadays, many retailers missed to display the labels correctly or at all 

(Commission of the European Communities 2008b: 19). According to a study 

commissioned by ANEC and DEFRA based on interviews with governmental bodies 

and consumer organisations, “in two Member States, up to 40 percent of appliances 

are regarded as un-labelled, while the remaining Member States report 20 to 30 

percent un-labelled appliances. These figures might even be higher if all details 

regarding correct label display are considered” (Viegand and Maagøe 2007: 3).  

Two main reasons have been pointed out for these discrepancies: first variation in 

testing procedures and their insufficient revision99, and second in many cases too 

high tolerances100 paired with a lack of monitoring leading manufacturers to give 

optimistic results (Winward et al. 1998: 84; Commission of the European 

Communities 2008b: 19; Europe Economics et al. 2007: 39; Viegand and Maagøe 

2007: 3).  

In their 1998 report, Winward et al. call for greater clarity in the test procedure 

documents about what the manufacturers are to declare. "The Commission could 

require the public deposition of data by manufacturers, so that the test results are 

available for public consultation" (Winward et al. 1998: 22). In a more recent study 

Europe Economics criticises that "there is no specification of levels of resource to be 

devoted to this [monitoring] activity, the degree of inspection required or the form of 

reporting to be adopted” (Europe Economics et al. 2007: 40). In the recent impact 

assessment for the European Commission it is highlighted that “a framework on 

better and less burdensome enforcement in the amendment of the ELD could be 

useful” (Commission of the European Communities 2008b: 35). Some authors have 

                                                        

99 "Test laboratories have reported that it may be unclear, which version of the test standards to follow 
and therefore the same appliances are tested according to different versions of the standards in 
different Member States" Viegand and Maagøe (2007). Especially consumer organisations have 
reported to use different test methods because they do not consider the tests as instructed by the ELD 
“as suitable for the consumer interest and because of high test costs" Viegand and Maagøe (2007). 
Furthermore, "those countries, who carry out tests, point out that the test standards do not always 
harmonise with the actual use of the appliance and that the test methods should develop as fast as the 
appliances themselves" Schlomann et al. (2009). 

100 According to Winward et al. in the case of cold appliances based on tolerances the efficiency index 
“could be 17.25% lower than the declared value: equivalent to up to two classes on the Energy Label” 
Winward et al. (1998).  
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also suggested implementing a requirement for manufacturers to "provide third party 

test reports for a number of appliances in each production series" (Viegand and 

Maagøe 2007: 26). According to interviews conducted in 1998 with manufacturers 

(Winward et al. 1998: 69) and a more recent survey of NGOs, manufacturers, and 

retailers (Schlomann et al. 2009: 128), all groups support more independent tests of 

the correct classification of appliances both at a national and at a European level and 

access to the results (at least for the enforcement authorities in the Member States). 

In fact, many stakeholders have stated “that just a limited additional effort may 

increase awareness towards the scheme dramatically – for example a small number 

of regular test activities in some of the large Member States followed by enforcement 

actions. “The risk of enforcement actions alone may strengthen the focus by the 

manufacturers and larger shops across the EU” (Viegand and Maagøe 2007: 22).  

Due to this criticism, some member states have started to change their approach. In 

the UK, the lead department DEFRA appointed a new surveillance body, the national 

measurement office, in November 2009. This authority is supposed to increase the 

amount of independent product testing (Department for Business, Innovation and 

Skills). To reduce the costs of increased monitoring DEFRA currently considers to 

introduce cost-sharing processes with industry and administrative cost penalties in 

case of revealed mislabelling (Minotti 2010). 

10.3.2.3 Communication  

The Label 

According to the EU Directive "information relating to the consumption of electric 

energy, other forms of energy and other essential resources and supplementary 

information shall be brought to consumers' attention by means of a fiche and a label 

related to household appliances" (Council of the European Communities 1992). Exact 

details what to include in the label are defined in the daughter Directives. 

For Mahlia et al. there are several conditions for labels to influence energy 

consumption. One of them is that “the labels should be as simple as possible in order 

to make consumers understand easily. […] The information on the labels must guide 

the consumer, and the consumer must see the information and understand it” (Mahlia 

et al. 2002: 756). To meet this condition the Commission has introduced a letter 

system combined with a traffic light system and arrows. “The A-G scale ranks 
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appliances from the best (A) to the worst (G); green denotes ‘more efficient’ and red 

‘less efficient’; the arrows show relative energy efficiency for a given level of service” 

(Winward et al. 1998: 27).  

Aim of this design is to "provide information that can easily be understood even with 

a quick look. […] Complex information can be provided in product documentation for 

more demanding consumers" (Commission of the European Communities 2008b: 6). 

According to different consumer studies and stakeholder consultations, the design of 

the EU energy label has been quite successful in achieving this aim (Europe 

Economics et al. 2007: 37; Winward et al. 1998: 82). According to a consumer survey 

conducted by Winward et al., for those consumers seeking information on energy 

efficiency who are in a hurry the energy label is the most important source of 

information together with information from the retail staff. “Among those who 

carried out research before buying, manufacturers’ brochures were clearly the most 

popular source of information” (Winward et al. 1998: 59–60). According to a more 

recent focus group study (in UK, France, Netherlands, Italy, Poland, Sweden) by Ipsos 

Marketing, consumers who had purchased white goods within the last 12 months 

referred to the product energy label as the most important source of information 

followed by product technical specifications supplied, information from retailer, and 

information on the Internet (Ipsos Marketing 2008). For Winward et al., such findings 

“suggests that the dual approach of placing Labels on the appliances themselves, with 

more detailed information in the ‘fiche’ is an appropriate one” (Winward et al. 1998: 

59–60).  

In terms of the easy understandability of the label itself “the design of the label has 

generally been commended for its effectiveness in signalling relative efficiency of 

products” (Commission of the European Communities 2008b: 66). Some argue that 

the strength of the EU energy label is the "combination of quantitative and qualitative 

information in a simple format" (Rubik and Frankl 2005: 124). At least in terms of the 

general message, consumer understanding has been quite high. During consumer 

focus groups in UK, France, Netherlands, Italy, Poland, Sweden Ipsos Mori Marketing 

found a strong general recognition and intuitive understanding of the alphabetical 

colour-coded scale (A-G) in all markets (Ipsos Marketing 2008). Similar results were 
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found in an online omnibus study conducted by Ipsos Mori in Germany, Poland, 

Netherlands, UK, Denmark, France and Italy101. However, most consumers are not 

aware of all the details on the energy label (e.g. limited familiarity with measures 

such as kW/hours and some thought the scale in an absolute one rather than a 

relative one depending on the product) (Ipsos Marketing 2008).  

As outlined above, technological development and a lack of rescaling has lead to a 

crowding of products in the A and B categories, the introduction of A+ and A++ 

categories in some sectors, and further crowding in these categories. To address this 

issue the EU Commission recently proposed to keep the A-G scale but at the same 

time introduce the possibility to label products beyond the A criteria through 

replacing current A+ and A++ categories through A 20%, A 40% and A 60% 

categories (A 20% means the product is 20% better than the A category) (StØ, E. and 

Strandbakken, P. 2009: 10). Rationale behind the commission’s suggestion is that no 

reclassification of products would be needed and an easy harmonization throughout 

all EU countries. The European household appliance industry (CECED) proposed an 

alternative numerical open ended scale to enable the label to be flexible and dynamic 

and enable innovation (StØ and Strandbakken 2009: 10). A combination of letters and 

numbers was offered as a possible solution by the Commission. In the end, the 

European household appliance industry (CECED) supported the Commissions ‘A-40% 

type’ proposal (StØ and Strandbakken 2009: 10).  

Some members of parliament and member states, consumer and retail organizations 

such as BEUC, Anec, British Retail Consortium, French retail federation and the 

European Council for an Energy Efficient Economy (eceee) opposed industries 

suggestion for a numerical system, commissions compromise suggestion of 

combining a numerical and an alphabetical scale, as well as the ‘A-40% type’ option. 

Instead, they “were in favour of maintaining the current A-G layout, provided that a 

dynamic system would be implemented in order to review the thresholds of the 

various classes every couple of years” (Heinzle and Wüstenhagen 2009: 5). Consumer 

organisations (like ANEC or BEUC) argued that a numerical scale would confuse 
                                                        

101 According to an online omnibus conducted by Ipsos Mori with 1,000 people aged 16-64 in Germany, 
Poland, Netherlands, UK, Denmark, France and Italy in May 2008 when asked to identify which letter 
signals the most energy efficient appliance the majority replied A showing that there is large 
understanding of the labels design Ipsos Mori (2008). 

http://www.brc.org.uk/
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consumers especially when for some product 7 will be the top quality product while 9 

could be the best for other products (StØ and Strandbakken 2009: 10). Several 

consumer studies were commissioned by actors like Defra, the Energy Saving Trust, 

the UK National Consumer Council, ANEC and BEUC supporting this argument. During 

focus groups in UK, France, Netherlands, Italy, Poland, Sweden with consumers who 

had purchased white goods within the last 12 months Ipsos Mori Marketing for 

example found that “the alphabetical scale and colour-coding are key to the appeal 

and clarity of the existing labelling and should thus be maintained in future labelling. 

Current pairing of the label was the clear preference for future labelling. […] A 

mixture of the alphabetical scale with a numerical one was felt to be confusing (Ipsos 

Marketing 2008).102 Same results were gained from an online omnibus study 

conducted with 1,000 people, aged 16-64, in Germany, Poland, Netherlands, UK, 

Denmark, France and Italy in May 2008 (Ipsos Mori 2008). Studies on the 

commission’s plans for the ‘A-40% type’ scheme came to similar conclusions. 

According to consumer research conducted by the consumer organisation Which with 

1,025 adults in Great Britain in September 2009, the ‘A-40% type’ label was the label 

that people find most difficult to understand. It is also the least preferred. The A+ type 

label ranked second in terms of preference and ease of understanding. The A–G type 

label is the most preferred option (Which 2009). Heinzle and Wuestenhagen 

conducted a choice based conjoint experiment on consumers perception of the 

traditional a-g scale vs. the A-40% type scheme regarding their influences on choices 

of TVs. They found that confusion introduced by the new label categories would 

lower awareness of consumers about energy efficiency. It makes consumers switch 

away from energy efficient products and shop for the cheapest TV instead. ‘A-G 

closed’ scale on consumers’ decisions is much stronger and therefore consumers are 

more willing to pay a higher premium for the highest classes of the ‘A-G closed’ scale 

than of the classes of the beyond A [‘A-40% type’] scale" (Heinzle and Wüstenhagen 

2009: 16). The effect of the old scheme is therefore much higher (Heinzle and 

Wüstenhagen 2009: 16). 

                                                        

102 The focus group study also found that in case of a rescaling the inclusion of the year of validity 
should be displayed at a prominent spot. Furthermore "a publicity campaign would be helpful before 
and during the transition period to alert consumers of the change in rating method since most have 
little faith in retailers or their floor staff being able to provide this information" Ipsos Marketing 
(2008). 
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Nevertheless, the Council reached an agreement in March 2009 to add the ‘A-40% 

type’ categories. “While the European Parliament adopted the proposed scheme for 

fridges and freezers, the decision was blocked for the product category of televisions” 

(Heinzle and Wüstenhagen 2009: 4–5). Instead, they voted in favour of retaining the 

closed A-C scale complemented by a validity period on the label, and that a regular 

rescaling should take place to ensure technological innovation are reflected on label 

(StØ and Strandbakken 2009: 10). As a result of the contradictory situation, the 

Commission decided to put on hold any changes to the labelling scheme until it had 

conducted consumer research on the new label and its design (Which 2009). In 

September 2009 the consumer organisation Which called on member of the 

parliament “to support the A-G label and ensure that it is adopted in all product 

categories” (Which 2009).  

Trialogue discussions between the EU Council, EU Commission and EU Parliament 

were held in November 2009. On the 17th November [2009], the parties agreed on a 

compromise and the revision of the system (eceee N.D.). In the future up to three 

additional classes may be added to the existing "A" to "G" scale following 

technological progress. Yet the new label may show no more than seven energy 

classes. The labelling colour scheme will be adjusted accordingly. “MEPs and Council 

representatives agreed to review this new scale of energy classes, once technological 

development has resulted in ‘a significant number of products’ being classified as 

"A++" or "A+++" or by end of 2014 at the latest when the whole energy labelling 

Directive is to be reviewed” (Duch Guillot 2009). 

The decision has been opposed by NGOs and some members of parliament to be 

confusing for consumers, too generous and to create too many A-labelled products 

(eceee N.D.). Some expect it will inevitably lead to a situation (as early as 2013 for 

fridges) when all products on the market will be A classes of one type or another 

(Reid 2009). 

Public Relations 

According to the ELD, member states are in charge for ensuring educational and 

promotional information campaigns to encourage more responsible use of energy by 

private consumers (Council of the European Communities 1992). Boardman reports 

that such campaigns have been in some cases quite effective in raising the 

prominence of the EU energy labelling scheme. For example, in the mid 90s a greater 
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influence of the EU energy label could be identified in Portugal than in the UK. 

Boardman traces these figures back to a celebrity advertising campaign conducted in 

Portugal as opposed to no advertisement in the UK (Boardman 2004: 170). 

However, “after comprehensive campaigns during the first years of the labelling 

scheme, the pace has slowed down in several Member States even though 

comprehensive information is being spread via websites all over the EU” (Viegand 

and Maagøe 2007: 19). One of the measures to increase the prominence of the scheme 

implemented during the latest revision is that “any advertisement mentioning energy 

consumption or price of a specific model will have to show the product's energy 

efficiency by reference to its energy class” (Duch Guillot 2009). 

10.3.3 Evaluation 

For the International energy Agency policies are only effective to the extent "they lead to the 

desired changes that would not have happened anyway" (OECD and International Energy 

Agency 2003: 158). Basic assumption underlying the EU energy label is the following: "if 

potential purchasers were better informed, they would tend to buy appliances which – for a 

given performance - were more energy efficient, cost less to run, and have a better 

environmental footprint. This would, through the normal competitive process, put 

considerable pressure on manufacturers to increase their efforts to produce more efficient 

appliances" (Commission of the European Communities 2008b: 7). The following paragraphs 

will first discuss the influence of the EU energy label on the market and second to what extent 

it has contributed to environmental improvements.  

10.3.3.1 Influence on the Market 

Consumer Perception 

As pointed out by Mills and Schleich "the effectiveness of the energy labelling scheme 

in terms of affecting consumer’s technology choice depends on two outcomes. First, 

consumers have to be aware of the classification system. Second, the labelling scheme 

has to influence consumer purchase decisions" (Mills and Schleich 2010: 815).  

Consumer Awareness 

According to an online omnibus conducted by Ipsos Mori with 1,000 people aged 16-

64 in Germany, Poland, Netherlands, UK, Denmark, France and Italy in May 2008 

there is strong awareness of the EU energy label across all 7 markets with even the 
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lowest country having 8 out of 10 people aware of the A-G label103 (Ipsos Mori 2008). 

Also during focus groups in UK, France, Netherlands, Italy, Poland, Sweden with 

consumers who had purchased white goods within the last 12 months Ipsos Mori 

Marketing found a strong awareness of energy issues among most consumers 

(particularly in Europe) (Ipsos Marketing 2008). Sammer et al. had similar results for 

the prompted recall of the EU energy label among washing machine customers in 

Switzerland (Sammer and Wüstenhagen 2006: 191). In an econometric analyses of a 

mail survey of private sector household energy consumption of 20235 households in 

Germany,l Mills and Schleich explored "the determinants influencing consumer 

knowledge of the EU energy labels for major kitchen and clothes washing appliances 

and the factors that affect consumer choice of class-A appliances" (Mills and Schleich 

2010: 815). They found that for all appliances the probability of knowing the energy 

class increased when the residences were newly built. Since they argue that "new 

housing is a rough proxy for new appliance purchase, the results highlight [for them] 

the fact that responses to the EU labelling scheme will only occur slowly as the stock 

of appliances is gradually renewed as older appliances reach the end of their 

lifecycle" (Mills and Schleich 2010: 822). “Given the relatively long average life of 

most major household appliance, the information provided in energy labels will 

diffuse very slowly into consumer purchase decisions” (Mills and Schleich 2010: 823). 

Furthermore, they found that "increases in regional electricity prices generate a 

strong increase in the probability of knowing the energy class of the appliance in 

response to economic incentives" (Mills and Schleich 2010: 823).104 "Increased 

awareness of household energy use and access to information through personal 

computers are also likely to influence consumer purchase decisions and should be 

incorporated into future energy classification scheme information awareness 

campaigns" (Mills and Schleich 2010: 824). However, "increasing income for every 

household by one income class, equivalent to 250 Euro per month, has little impact 

on either the probability of knowing the energy class of the appliance or the 

                                                        

103 Level of awareness of A-G label varies from 81% in Poland to a high of 95% in Netherlands, France 
and Denmark. 

104 Based on an earlier study Winward et al. on the other hand argue that “the emphasis on energy use 
is unrelated to the price of electricity” Winward et al. (1998). Further research seems to be needed at 
this point.  
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conditional probability of choosing a class-A appliance. […] Similarly, increased 

education, simulated by giving each household at least secondary school education, 

has little impact" (Mills and Schleich 2010: 823).  

Influence on Purchases 

According to consumer survey conducted in 1997, “across the EU, about a third of 

consumer purchases of cold appliances are now influenced by the Energy Label” 

(Winward et al. 1998: V).105 Slightly higher figures were found in a more recent 

consumer survey by the Gallup Organisation: “almost 4 in 10 respondents (37%) said 

that, when buying products that use fuel or electricity, they often take into account 

how energy efficient these products are, and a slightly higher proportion (40%) 

answered they always consider energy efficiency” (The Gallup Organisation 2009: 

16). In a survey involving a total of 151 choice-based conjoint interviews conducted 

in Switzerland in spring 2004 in the washing machine sector more than 50% of the 

participants ranked the EU energy label as important for their purchase decisions 

(Sammer and Wüstenhagen 2006). According to Sammer et al., there is a “significant 

willingness to pay for A-labelled energy efficient products […]. The premium for an A- 

versus a C-labelled product was 696 CHF (455 EUR) for washing machines. Compared 

with the average price of products in our sample, this represents about a 30% 

premium” (Sammer and Wüstenhagen 2006: 194–195). Similar results were found in 

a discrete choice analysis in the lightbulb sector (Sammer 2006: 478). 

For Winward et al., "the link between the Label and actual purchasing behaviour 

depends upon a complex interaction between: 

· the proportion of appliances fully labelled in the shop; 

· consumer understanding of the Label; 

· consumer concern about appliance energy use; 

· consumer concern about the environment; 

· trust in the information on the Energy Label” (Winward et al. 1998: 20).  

 

                                                        

105 “The Energy Label is noticed as much by shoppers who are in a hurry (bought on the same day) as 
those who took more than a week to purchase. Those who researched their purchase were more likely 
to say that they had noticed the Energy Label, although 50% of those who undertook no research still 
reported that they had definitely seen it” Winward et al. (1998). 
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They specifically highlight the close match between the proportion of appliances in 

the shops that were correctly labelled in an individual country and the level of recall 

of the Label by consumers in that country. “The simple presence of the Labels appears 

to be a stronger determinant of recall than personal interest in the energy use of 

appliances” (Winward et al. 1998: 58). For such reasons the basic conception as a 

comparative label that (at least in certain areas) applies to all products within the 

product group seems to have facilitated the influence of the label on purchase 

behaviour (European Commission no year: 6). Furthermore, as outlined on page 

486ff. the design of the label has been highlighted as easy understandable.106 

According to Rubik stakeholders in the washing machine sector also highlight the 

direct connection of the EU energy label to economic gains through energy saving as a 

positive feature (Rubik and Frankl 2005: 142). Similar statements can be found with 

(Commission of the European Communities 2008b: 14). However, according to 

Winward et al., many consumers underestimate energy costs and the extent to which 

energy consumption varies between similar machines and the energy cost. “Many 

therefore exclude energy use as a criterion in making their purchase” (Winward et al. 

1998: 59–60). Sammer et al. on the other hand found that the label in many cases was 

considered more important than the energy efficiency, which, for them, shows “that 

the label plays an important role in ‘translating’ energy efficiency into something 

more meaningful for them” (Sammer and Wüstenhagen 2006: 194) at least for some 

consumers.  

Summary 

The prominence of the scheme on the consumer side has been quite high. Awareness 

of the scheme is more likely the more recent the last purchase of white goods is. 

“Given the relatively long average life of most major household appliance, the 

information provided in energy labels will diffuse very slowly into consumer 

purchase decisions” (Mills and Schleich 2010: 823). Concerning the expressed 

influence on consumer purchases the figures are not as high as the prominence. 

Between a third and half of the consumers were found to use the label when making 

purchase decisions. The influence on purchases thereby depends to a large extent on 

                                                        

106 Although it remains to be seen to what extent the new labeling design will mitigate this 
understanding.  
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the proportion of appliances in the shops that were correctly labelled. Even though 

some positively highlight the connection made between energy savings and costs 

saving many consumers still underestimate the energy costs and the large variations 

between products. According to Sammer et al. however in many cases the energy 

labels helps to translate energy efficiency into something more meaningful. Sammer 

et al. also identified a considerable willingness to pay for A-labelled energy efficient 

products (Sammer and Wüstenhagen 2006: 194–195).  

Supply Side Participation 

Especially in early years, the scheme faced opposition from manufacturers. They 

showed more dilatory than would be anticipated with a scheme that is mandatory 

and enshrined in legislation (Winward et al. 1998: 19; Boardman 2004: 170). As 

outlined above false labelling was, and still is, a major issue. Moreover, 

“manufacturers have not felt it appropriate or necessary to initiate major advertising 

campaigns in support of the Energy Label and there has been limited additional 

support for the promotion of more efficient models (Winward et al. 1998: 69). One of 

the opposing arguments was that consumer would not be concerned about energy 

consumption (Boardman 2004: 170). However, as Boardman points out, repeated 

trials from manufacturers to label products more energy efficient than they actually 

were (see above) has shown that manufacturers actually did not fully believe such 

statements (Boardman 2004: 170).  

Over time opposition decreased. According to interviews conducted in 1998 with 

manufacturers, they "admit that their attitudes have become more positive over time” 

(Winward et al. 1998: 69). Schlomann et al. report from a 2009 study that the label 

now represents a factor of competitiveness (Schlomann et al. 2009: 128) and is 

increasingly used in manufacturers marketing (Attali et al. 2010: 73) (especially in 

case of a positive label Commission of the European Communities 2008b: 34). The 

massive increase of positively rated appliances shows that many manufacturers have 

made efforts to increase the efficiency of their products (Attali et al. 2010: 72). 

Nevertheless, false labelling still is an issue. 

Governmental Support 

For Winward et al., "governments have a necessary (but not sufficient) role in 

supporting the Energy Label. Through the timely implementation of the Directive in 
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domestic law, regular monitoring of compliance and taking enforcement action when 

necessary, governments send a clear signal to dealers and suppliers that the scheme 

is being taken seriously by the State” (Winward et al. 1998: 83). This role has not 

always been taken very serious. During its early years "enforcement of the legislation 

by Member States has been minimal" (Winward et al. 1998: 18). In many member 

states, the EU energy labelling Directive was implemented rather late. Many countries 

still lack a sufficient monitoring process by the member states (see page 483ff). Also, 

PR measures have slowed down.  

As with other labelling schemes, public procurement can be a huge driver for the 

effectiveness of labelling schemes. There have been several appliance efficiency 

procurement initiatives at European and national level. At European level the 

Energy+ programme for example "promotes two lists of companies and 

organisations. The first list contains the retailers and institutional buyers who have 

declared their intention to promote and/or purchase Energy+ appliances. The second 

shows the manufacturers who submit products that meet the Energy+ energy 

efficiency specifications" (OECD and International Energy Agency 2003: 68). 

For the Commission, one of the main current barriers for procurers to the uptake of 

resource efficient products is a "lack of information about the long term financial 

benefits” (Commission of the European Communities 2008b: 16). However, even 

when the relevant information and necessary credit is easily available, procurers may 

still not decide rationally but act in a myopic (i.e. short-sighted) way buying the low 

price – high lifetime cost product. The cause for this lies in the difficulty to process 

complex information in a purchase situation and to draw from it the correct (rational) 

conclusions" (Commission of the European Communities 2008b: 16). 

According to the Sustainable Consumption and Production and Sustainable Industrial 

Policy Action Plan, the energy efficiency criteria under the EU energy label “will be 

used to establish a harmonised base for public procurement […] by the EU and its 

Member States” (Commission of the European Communities 2008c: 4).  

Market Penetration 

In the case of the EU energy label two main parameters have to be distinguished 

regarding the market penetration: first the effectiveness of the labelling scheme in its 

market implementation assessed via the market share of products labelled with the 
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EU energy label in general; second, the effectiveness of the labelling scheme in driving 

a shift towards more energy efficient appliances assessed through the market share 

of positively labelled products. 

Market Share of Labelled Product in General 

Considering that the EU energy label is a mandatory scheme one should assume that 

the market penetration for the label in general is rather high. However, as outlined 

above problems with monitoring have resulted in a high share of unlabelled products 

(around 20 to 30 percent in most member states according to Viegand and Maagøe 

2007: 3). According to a study by Schlomann et al. overall “there are, however, huge 

differences between countries: the share of correctly labelled appliances ranges from 

below 10 % in one country up to 90 % in Norway” (Schlomann et al. 2009: 125). It 

appeared the longer ago the implementation of the Implementing Directives is the 

greater the share of labelled products.  

Market Share of Positively Labelled Products 

As outlined on page 482ff., the manufacturers were able to produce more energy 

efficient appliances faster than expected (StØ and Strandbakken 2009: 2). "Most of 

the appliances today have reached the A or B level" (Commission of the European 

Communities 2008b: 27) compared with the majority of products sold in 1994 

carrying a D rated label or worse (Europe Economics et al. 2007: 1). According to the 

Commission, "the take up of higher energy efficient appliances has been greater in the 

EU-15, where the Directives have been in place for a longer time, than in the new 

Member States" (Commission of the European Communities 2008b: 61). But even in 

the new Member States sales of A and B rated products predominate” (Europe 

Economics et al. 2007: 1). 

Especially refrigerators and freezers are seen as “one of the success stories of 

Community energy efficiency policy” (Bertoldi and Atanasiu 2009: 16). Cold appliance 

sales “showed a strong tendency of 'greening', with A and A+ appliances becoming 

dominant on the market, together taking a share of 85,6% and 88,1% in EU-15 and 

NMS-12 respectively. […] The appliances below B class almost disappeared from the 

market, registering only a 2,4% and 1,4% market share in EU-15 and NMS-12 

respectively" (Bertoldi and Atanasiu 2009: 16). 
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Similar trends can be found in the residential sector for washing machine and 

dishwasher. 2002 to 2007, washing machine sales were dominated by A class, with A 

and A+ classes together taking in 2007 a share of 96,7% and 95,3% in EU-15 and 

NMS-12 respectively. For dishwashers in the residential sector the A energy class 

dishwashers dominated the EU market in 2007, with more than 92% of the sales 

being in this category. Appliances below B class have almost disappeared from the 

market, registering less than 2% market share for both dishwashers and washing 

machines (Bertoldi and Atanasiu 2009: 21–24).  

For cooking appliances in the residential sector, "the impact of the energy labelling 

started to be visible on the market and the A class appliances represent more than 

50% of the EU market. Comparing to the 2005 status, the new member states markets 

had a positive change from less than 40% share of the A class appliances to almost 

60% share in 2007" (Bertoldi and Atanasiu 2009: 26). 

Dryers in the residential sector on the other hand “are the appliance where little 

progresses in energy efficiency have been achieved [...]. According to GfK, the market 

sales of domestic tumble dyers are dominated by C class appliances (above 70%), the 

B class share being more important on the new member state markets” (Bertoldi and 

Atanasiu 2009: 27). Reason for this lower success with dryers, according to (Viegand 

and Maagøe 2007: 7), is that "requirements to qualify for energy class A typically 

require the use of heat pump technology, increasing production costs substantially."  

Retailer Involvement 

According to a study conducted by Winward et al. in 1998, “compliance levels, per 

retail outlet, varied from 0-100%, indicating a strong role for the retailers” (Winward 

et al. 1998: 19). The above-described high proportion of incorrectly or not labelled 

products displayed in many retail shops shows not only a lack of commitment by Myn 

manufacturers but also of many retailers (Winward et al. 1998: 18). This is especially 

the case for small independent stores as well as mail order and internet stores which 

have shown the highest proportion of incorrect or absent labelling (Winward et al. 

1998: 19; Schlomann et al. 2009: 125). According to Winward et al., in early years 

retailers showed "more dilatory than would be anticipated with a scheme that is 

mandatory and enshrined in legislation" (Winward et al. 1998: 19). Only few retailers 

provided positive support for the Energy Label. In the majority of cases they did not 
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recognise the marketing opportunity that it provides. They believed that consumer 

interest in energy efficiency is low in most European markets and “it is not and 

should not be their responsibility to promote the Energy Label or energy efficiency" 

(Winward et al. 1998: 81). According to more recent studies, this attitude has 

changed. Interviews conducted with retail representatives in 2009 by Schlomann et 

al. “revealed a positive attitude among the majority of retailers in shops, both towards 

energy efficiency in general and the labelling of appliances in particular. Overall, the 

energy label was regarded as useful for the sales process. The effort required for 

labelling on the part of the retailer was not assessed as negligible, but as relatively 

minor” (Schlomann et al. 2009: 126). In fact, a policy officer in France reports that the 

label is often used as a marketing instrument to sell more expensive products even 

when they are not more costly to produce (Attali et al. 2010: 73). Nevertheless, there 

is still a relatively high proportion of incorrect or absent labelling across the EU. 

Competition with other Schemes 

One of the main aims of the EU energy label is to harmonies energy efficiency 

labelling across the EU. According to the 1992 Directive, member states are therefore 

supposed to ensure that display of other labels, marks, symbols or inscriptions 

relating to energy consumption which do not comply with ELD and which risk to 

confuse the consumer is prohibited (Council of the European Communities 1992). 

Accordingly, direct competition with other comparative energy labels is not a real 

issue. For the Commission the EU energy label also fits well with the other EU product 

schemes: "While Ecodesign cuts the less efficient products from the market, the 

voluntary Ecolabel grants a 'best in class' label for the upper end products 

(corresponding normally to an 'A' class in the energy labelling classification). Energy 

labelling complements the picture in providing compulsory comparative information 

on energy performance between these two extremes" (Commission of the European 

Communities 2008b: 7). However, this statement rather pictures an ideal than the 

reality. In fact, competition has occurred at least between the EU ecolabel and the EU 

energy label. According to Rubik et al. this has been the case for white goods for 

example where “producers favour the energy label and believe that all aspects that 

might be of interest to consumers are contained in this label. They think that 

coexistence with voluntary schemes is an additional burden" (Rubik and Frankl 2005: 
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140). For Rubik et al., this overlap “was certainly a factor in the failure of the ISO Type 

I label in the case of this specific product group" (Rubik et al. 2007: 188).  

Influence on Innovation 

One aim of the ELD is to stimulate innovation for energy efficiency. Ideally, 

“companies putting most efficient appliances on the European market increase their 

chances to be competitive also on other markets, as the demand for energy efficient 

products will grow […]. The possibility to differentiate products and promote the 

better ones helps manufacturers to recover RandD-investments for more efficient 

products" (Commission of the European Communities 2008b: 25).  StØ and 

Strandbakken (2009: 4) and Frankl and Pietroni (2005a: 287) argue that this has 

been the case for many sectors. With washing machines for example “the energy label 

has stimulated product innovation by indicating a target - namely a better ranking 

according to the visible energy criterion displayed on the energy label" (Rubik and 

Frankl 2005: 146). However, as outlined on page 482ff, the majority of products now 

correspond to the highest energy classes. There is no incentive for the industry to 

further develop more efficient appliances. “Furthermore, even if such appliances 

would exist, there is no mechanism for the industry to market the more efficient 

products based on a reliable (harmonized) European-wide scheme such as the energy 

labelling" (Commission of the European Communities 2008b: 48). This lack of 

revision has decreased the positive influence on innovation in many cases. For 

dishwashers for example "there was only relatively small efficiency progress between 

2001 and 2005. In 2003 the average consumption per test cycle wash of a 12-place 

setting dishwasher was 1,197 kWh: down by 10% from the average consumption in 

2001. The best model on the market (already for some years) has an energy efficiency 

index of 1,05 kWh per wash cycle" (Bertoldi and Atanasiu 2009: 25).  

Additional Instruments to facilitate Market Penetration 

The EU energy label has been related to several other policy measures to facilitate the 

market penetration of positively labelled product.  

Incentives 

The European Commission points to the importance of connecting the EU Energy 

label with incentive schemes (Commission of the European Communities 2008b: 17) 

considering the that in some sectors energy efficiency is still related to increased 
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production costs. Such incentive scheme are supposed to find a harmonised basis in 

the new labelling Directive (Commission of the European Communities 2008c: 4). 

Different countries have already implemented financial incentives in the past. 

Denmark and the Netherlands for example “have carried out subsidy campaigns […] 

to the consumers buying the most efficient appliances” (Viegand and Maagøe 2007: 

20). According to Lane et al. these subsidy have pulled the development of best 

practice (Lane et al. 2007: 746). In the UK, the Energy Saving Trust has provided a 

rebate so low-income households with an inefficient, old refrigerator can obtain an 

energy efficient one (B/C) (Winward et al. 1998: 22). Especially manufacturers have 

praised the promotional benefits that come from such rebate schemes (Winward et 

al. 1998: 69).  

Choice Editing 

A key driver for the EU energy label has been the instrument of choice editing. Choice 

editing includes the setting of minimum energy efficiency standards by governmental 

actors as well as self regulations by manufacturers and retailers.  

Minimum Standards 

 “Energy-efficiency standards are procedures and regulations that prescribe the 

energy performance of manufactured products, sometimes prohibiting the sale of 

products that are less efficient than a minimum level” (Wiel and McMahon 2005: 

9).107 For Schlomann et al., “minimum efficiency standards and labelling can be 

regarded as complementary instruments in the way that standards remove the less 

efficient products from the market and the label gives an additional incentive to 

produce and to buy the most efficient appliances” (Schlomann et al. 2009: 129). From 

1999, it became illegal for example to sell a cold appliance that is labelled D or lower 

(Winward et al. 1998: 22). For Boardman, this minimum standard on cold appliances 

“has been by far the best and strongest example of product policy in operation in 

Europe” (Boardman 2004: 172). According to her, there has been a 15% drop in the 

energy consumption of the average appliance sold over 15 months (January 1999–

March 2000) due to the minimum standards (Boardman 2004: 171). Lane et al. report 

                                                        

107 “The term “norm” is sometimes used instead of “standard” in Europe and Latin America to refer to 
the target limit" Wiel and McMahon (2005) 
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similar figures for the UK (Lane et al. 2007: 748). In the future, the EU energy label is 

also going to be connected with the EuP Directive. For refrigerators, the current Class 

A is going to become the new minimum energy performance requirement from July 

2010. From July 2012 that will rise to A+. In the case of washing machines minimum 

requirement of current energy class A are foreseen (Bertoldi and Atanasiu 2009: 19). 

However, there will be also limitations in relating the EU energy label with the EuP 

Directive. DEFRA refers to the case of boilers for example. A potential future energy 

label might rate oil boilers negatively. However, considering that there are certain 

areas in Europe which do not have access e.g. to gas supply a phase out of oil boilers 

through the EuP Directive would not be feasible (DEFRA 2010). 

Self Regulation 

An alternative to minimum standards enforced by government are voluntary 

agreements, proposed by the manufacturers. In the refrigerating sector the European 

Committee of Domestic Equipment Manufacturers (CECED) implemented a self-

commitment banning the least efficient refrigerators, freezers, washing machines and 

dishwashers from the market (Bertoldi and Atanasiu 2009: 18; Commission of the 

European Communities 2008b: 30). According to Bertoldi, the voluntary 

commitments proved to be very successful (Bertoldi and Atanasiu 2009: 23–25). In 

the British market, for example, there was a substantial jump in the proportion of 

sales meeting the minimum standard after its implementation. For Schiellerup, “it has 

guaranteed efficiency improvements that would clearly have happened at a much 

slower pace had the market been left to itself, or at a much greater expense through 

subsidies. Importantly, energy efficiency improvements did not result in price rises" 

(Schiellerup 2002: 332). 

For Waide et al., voluntary agreements "have the merit of being less controversial and 

hence sometimes easier to enact" (Waide et al. 1997: 52). However, Boardmann 

argues that voluntary agreements "tend to be weaker” than governmental minimum 

standards since they normally reflects the standards of the weaker manufacturers, 

rather than the better ones (Boardman 2004: 171). Schiellerup for example report for 

the self regulation of refrigerators that, even though some studies identified least life 

cycle cost potential for of up to 83% the self regulation agreed on a 15% reduction in 

energy consumption. "It thus, aimed to achieve a very modest part of the identified 

LLCC potential" (Schiellerup 2002: 327). Moreover, voluntary agreements often cover 
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only those manufacturers within the trade association and this often excludes 

companies from outside the EU and the models they export to the EU (Boardman 

2004: 171). This can imply a disadvantage for the signatory manufacturers in 

comparison with non-signatory manufacturers. “The fact that voluntary standards are 

seldom universal and are not obligatory means that it is very difficult to persuade 

manufacturers to agree to a measure which will either reduce their profit margin or 

increase the purchase price of their goods. This arises because of the legitimate fear 

that competitors will not follow suit" (Waide et al. 1997: 52). The International 

Energy Agency concludes: the voluntary agreements in the European residential 

appliance sector “have been less ambitious than would be expected with MEPS 

[governmental minimum standards].The target efficiency levels are significantly 

lower than recommended in independent studies, the compliance provisions are less 

stringent than MEPS, and the coverage of manufacturers is less than complete” (OECD 

and International Energy Agency 2003: 70). Despite these pitfalls, according to 

Boardman, "the European Commission is moving towards more voluntary 

agreements and less mandatory minimum standards" (Boardman 2004: 173). 

However, in the case of energy efficient appliances stakeholders like CECED and the 

European Information and Communications Technology Industry Association have 

not proposed any more voluntary schemes during the latest revision. Among the 

reasons against a voluntary agreement highlighted by the European Information and 

Communications Technology Industry Association was that their market is very 

fragmented and a self-regulatory initiative “could not ensure level playing field for the 

industry" (Commission of the European Communities 2008b: 30). Similar reasons 

were given by the CECED (Bertoldi and Atanasiu 2009: 18). Instead, the industry calls 

for “legally binding energy efficiency requirements” (Bertoldi and Atanasiu 2009: 23). 

Conclusion: Key Actors and Factors for Market Effects  

The EU energy labelling scheme has met opposition from manufacturers and retailers 

especially in its early years. Many manufacturers falsified the energy classes of their 

products and retail outlets did not display the label at all or incorrectly. Over time 

opposition decreased. Many retailers and manufacturers now increasingly use the 

label for marketing purposes. A massive increase of positively rated appliances shows 

that manufacturers have made efforts to increase the efficiency of their products. Of 

the appliances covered by implementation Directives, the impact has been greatest 
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for white goods, particularly refrigerators, freezers and washing machines. The 

majority of these products sold today carry an A or B rated label or better compared 

with the majority of products sold in 1994 carrying a D rated label or worse (Europe 

Economics et al. 2007: 1).  

However, as highlighted in the introduction to this chapter, it is difficult to evaluate to 

what extent these shifts can be traced back to the EU energy label. Mills and Schleich 

argue, "some portion of efficient appliance uptake almost certainly occurred 

independent of the incentives created by the labelling scheme. Since this 

counterfactual level of adoption cannot be determined, it is difficult to quantify the 

actual contribution of the scheme to the diffusion of energy-efficient appliances" 

(Mills and Schleich 2010: 815). On the other hand, for Bertoldi et al,  the EU Energy 

Label has been one of the most important market drivers for market transformation 

across EU-27 towards more energy efficient appliances (Bertoldi and Atanasiu 2009: 

18). Similar statements can be found with (Frankl and Pietroni 2005a: 287; Viegand 

and Maagøe 2007: 22; StØ and Strandbakken 2009: 3; European Commission N.D.: 5 

and Lane et al. 2007: 748). According to stakeholder consultations conducted by 

Europe Economics, “it was reported by some that the existence of the energy labelling 

scheme could account for up to 50 per cent of the shift to sales of higher grade 

products” (Europe Economics et al. 2007: 19).  

But even if one assumes a substantial influence by the EU energy label it is difficult to 

identify if this influence has happened due to the classical increase in consumer 

demand or through additional measures facilitated through the introduction of the 

energy labelling scheme. Different positions can be found in the literature.  

Frankl and Pietron argue that for washing machines for example the significant 

increase in sale of class A washing machines confirms that the energy label has 

induced changes to consumer behaviour (Frankl and Pietroni 2005a: 287). At least 

around 40% of European consumers appear to consider the EU energy label when 

making purchase decisions (see page 491ff.). Increase in demand from end 

consumers has thereby been facilitated by the relatively high visibility of the scheme 

(at least in some areas), an easy to understand design, and various financial incentive 

schemes.  
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Others argue that instead of consumer demand the increase in A labelled products 

has been rather driven by additional instruments implemented with the energy 

labelling scheme. Especially the setting of minimum standards by governments but 

also self regulation has proven to be very influential in phasing out the least efficient 

products. For the sustainable consumption roundtable “labelling of performance 

ratings from A-G is a key enabler for choice editing, but does not by itself drive 

significant market transformation" (Sustainable Consumption Roundtable 2006). 

It is difficult to make ultimate statements on the key drivers for the increase in 

positively labelled products. Both, attributing the transformations only to consumers 

but also only to choice editing seems oversimplified. Instead, it has been rather 

interplay between various pull factors (Bertoldi and Atanasiu 2009: 14).  

It has to be highlighted that for some product groups like dryers, technology to 

achieve highest efficiency ratings is still rather expensive. Their share in A rated 

products is significantly smaller. Moreover, false and lack of labelling is still an issue. 

A major problem at this point has been a lack of sufficient support from member 

states especially in terms of monitoring. Equally important, for most product groups 

the scheme has not been able to be up to speed with the increase in energy efficiency 

and adapt the scales accordingly. This now inhibits further innovation. Some argue, 

"the mandatory EU energy label has been hit by its own success" (StØ and 

Strandbakken 2009: 2).  

10.3.3.2 Own Objective: Environmental Gains 

The EU energy label aims to influence the public's choice in favour of less energy 

consuming appliances (Council of the European Communities 1992) in order to 

facilitate the rational use of energy and reduce environmental pollution (Council of 

the European Communities 1992). Common assumption is that it is environmentally 

advantageous to increase the lifespan of products. However, for products like 

washing machines or refrigerators and freezers, which consume considerable 

amounts of energy while they are in use, at some point it may become advantageous, 

from a total energy use perspective, to exchange the old product for a new and more 

energy-efficient one. This the case when the purchase of a more energy efficient 

product leads to savings related to in-use energy that makes up for the losses in 

indirect embedded energy. When a product reaches this point, but also in case other 
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reasons lead to the purchase of a new product, the consumer should choose the most 

energy efficient one to reduce energy consumption (Strandbakken 2009: 147).  

Energy Efficiency 

As outlined above there has been a considerable market transformation in most 

sectors covered by the EU energy label towards more efficient appliances. "It is 

estimated that energy labelling has contributed to annual energy savings in the order 

of 3 Mtoe primary energy corresponding to emission reductions of some 14 Mt of Co2 

annually over the period 1996-2004" (Commission of the European Communities 

2008b: 3). According to a report by Europe Economics, Fraunhofer-ISI, BSR 

Sustainability, and FfE, commissioned by DG Energy and Transport, “for refrigerators 

and freezers, washing machines and dryers the improvement in average efficiency 

since 1996 is estimated to be in the range 20 – 35 per cent. This move to higher 

efficiency appliances contributed to annual energy savings over this period in the 

order of 24 TWh to 34 TWh. That is a reduction of around 10 to 12 per cent in the 

energy consumed by these products” (Europe Economics et al. 2007: 1). Since many 

of the products targeted by the EU energy label have a rather high lifetime more 

energy savings are expected for the future. The average life of a fridge–freezer for 

example is 18 years. It therefore takes over 18 years to replace the present stock of 

appliances (Boardman 2004: 174).  

To what extent improvements in energy efficiency can be attributed to the EU energy 

label has been debated (see discussion above). It appears however, that at least parts 

of them would not have occurred without the implementation of the EU energy label 

and its related measures. The basic conception of the label as mandatory comparative 

label has facilitated this influence. Its relatively high visibility (at least in some areas) 

increased the influence on consumers purchase decisions. Moreover it increased 

energy efficiency since it is just as beneficial to move from a G to an F, as it is to buy 

an A instead of a B (Boardman 2004: 169). Lastly, it also facilitated the introduction of 

choice editing.  

The European Commission estimates that the full implementation of the current ELD 

mainly meaning addressing heating and water heating appliances, which have not yet 

been addressed under the ELD, the upgrading of the existing eight measures, and a 

new measure on televisions, would lead to savings of some 22 Mtoe primary energy 

by 2020, corresponding to emission savings of about 65 Mt of CO2 (Commission of 
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the European Communities 2008b: 4). 5 Mtoe additional savings of primary energy 

corresponding to emission reduction of close to 15 Mt of CO2 could evolve from 

broadening the scope of the ELD towards energy-related products based on 

considerations on three priority product groups (windows, commercial refrigeration 

and heating appliances) (Commission of the European Communities 2008b: 5). 

However, for some product groups like dryers, technology to achieve highest 

efficiency ratings is still rather expensive. Their share in A rated products is 

significantly smaller. Moreover, false and lack of labelling is still an issue, which 

potentially decreases the actual gains in energy efficiency attributed to the EU energy 

labelling scheme. Equally important, for most product groups the scheme has not 

been able to be up to speed with the increase in energy efficiency and adapt the scales 

accordingly. This now majorly inhibits further innovation. Some argue, "the 

mandatory EU energy label has been hit by its own success" (StØ and Strandbakken 

2009: 2).  

Offsetting Effects 

The just described environmental benefits from increases in energy efficiency can 

potentially be mitigated through four main dynamics:  

1. Direct rebound effects: money saved through energy efficiency is invested into 

other energy using services 

2. Indirect rebound effects: energy efficiency gains are offset though overall 

growth in economic activity and consumption 

3. No energy effectiveness: Even though appliances are more energy efficient 

they not actually use less energy since they have become larger in size 

4. Lack of replacement: instead of replacing old appliances new, more energy 

efficient appliances add to the existing stock  

Rebound Effects 

The term rebound effect within energy the energy sector refers to an “increase in the 

supply of energy services with a corresponding decrease in the effective price, the 

size of which depends upon the underlying cost structure. This in turn may result in 

an increase in demand in response to these price decreases. Therefore, increased 

demand for the service, without an offsetting increase in fuel price, can erode 

technological efficiency gains” (Greening et al. 2000: 390). This increased demand 
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might happen directly for this specific service (direct rebound effects) or indirectly 

though an increase in macroeconomic activity due to cost savings (indirect rebound 

effects). 

Direct Rebound Effect 

In the light of potential rebound effects Boardman distinguishes between energy 

efficiency and energy conservation. She illustrates the difference with an example: a 

family’s use of their car is typically 500 km per week. If the family decide to buy a 

similar, new car, which is more energy efficient they then have a range of choices. 

Either they can still drive 500 km per week, which requires less petrol in the more 

efficient car: demonstrating both energy efficiency and energy conservation. "Or they 

could continue with the old level of expenditure and the same quantity of petrol, 

which gives them a higher standard of energy service (more kilometres) and 

represents energy efficiency, but not energy conservation" (Boardman 2004: 166). 

In a review of the literature on rebound effects in energy consumption in the US 

Greening et al. conclude for the US energy sectors (for which studies are available), 

that, even though concrete estimations of the rebound effect cannot be made and will 

require further research, "estimates of the rebound are very low to moderate. The 

upper estimates, however, indicate a rebound effect that is not insignicant. Even these 

upper bound estimates, though, indicate that most or all of any reductions in energy 

use or carbon emissions are not lost to changes in behavior. This leads us to the 

conclusion that the rebound is not high enough to mitigate the importance of energy 

efficiency as a way of reducing carbon emissions. However, climate policies that rely 

only on energy efficiency technologies could lose a significant portion of the 

technologically achievable carbon and energy savings if they do not include 

reinforcement instruments” (Greening et al. 2000: 399). Similarly Geller et al. argue 

that “empirical evidence suggests that the size of the rebound effect is very small to 

moderate, with the exact magnitude dependent on the location, sector of the 

economy, and end-use. Most of the direct energy savings from technical 

improvements in energy efficiency in OECD countries remain even after the direct 

rebound effect is accounted for” (Geller and Attali 2005: 7). Apparently, rebound 

effects take place and can reduce the amount of energy saved through energy 

efficiency but in most cases they will not outweigh these savings.  
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Indirect Rebound Effects 

Energy efficiency improvements on a large scale can lead to broader macroeconomic 

impacts that in turn result in an increase in energy consumption. For example 

increasing energy efficiency can contribute to lower energy prices and/or economic 

growth, increase in total productivity, income and GDP, and thus more demand for 

energy-consuming goods and services. Furthermore, new energy-efficient 

technologies can potentially “open up new applications that increase economic 

output and/or standards of living” (Geller and Attali 2005: 31). These “growth 

effects” can overtake the energy savings sooner or later (Geller and Attali 2005: 31).  

Indeed in OECD countries “with few exceptions, the demand for energy to power 

residential appliances and equipment does not appear to be slowing down. With 

rising incomes and fewer persons per household, we are owning and using more and 

more appliances in the home” (OECD and International Energy Agency 2003: 12). 

Within "EU-27 final energy consumption grew by 8,4% between 1990-2007 and by 

4,37% from 1999 to 2007” (Bertoldi and Atanasiu 2009: 7). "Final electricity 

consumption grew by 32,8% between 1990-2007 and by 16,47% from 1999 to 2007" 

(Bertoldi and Atanasiu 2009: 8). In the residential sector (mainly targeted by the EU 

energy label) final electricity consumption for the EU-27 "has grown by 13,17% in the 

period 1999-2007, from 707,52 TWh in 1999 to 800,72 TWh in 2007 and by 2,11% in 

the period 2004-2007” (Bertoldi and Atanasiu 2009: 13). “One possible explanation 

for this growth in electricity consumption is the increased number of electricity-using 

household equipment and more operation hours, mainly the information and 

communication technologies and entertainment equipment, but also other traditional 

electricity-using equipment" (Bertoldi and Atanasiu 2009: 8).  

Geller et al. agree that "it is true that both final and primary energy use have 

continued to increase in the industrialised countries in the past 30 years in spite of 

expanded energy efficiency efforts. But it is not well established that widespread 

energy efficiency improvements in appliances, vehicles, buildings, etc. actually 

resulted in a net increase rather than decrease in overall energy use" (Geller and 

Attali 2005: 32). They do not see economic growth and thereby increase energy 

demand as mainly resulting from gains in energy efficiency but rather many factors 

including rising labour input and productivity, better education, advances in 

knowledge and technology, rising capital input and productivity, and economies. "In 
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other words, energy use is increasing more slowly than it would be if energy 

efficiency improvements were not occurring" (Geller and Attali 2005: 34). Indeed 

final electricity consumption of the residential sector for the EU-27 1999-2007 was 

lower than the economy growth of 20,57% during the period 1999-2007 and 8,23% 

in the period 2004-2007 (GDP market prices, 2000 exchange rates). For the very first 

time, in 2007 EU-27 electricity residential consumption also went down, decreasing 

by 7,5% as compared to 2006" (Bertoldi and Atanasiu 2009: 12). For Bertoldi and 

Atanasiu "this may be seen as an indication that energy efficiency policies and 

measures start to be effective. However, it is too early to conclude this 

unambiguously, given that winters were rather warm in this period and the climate 

has a great impact over the electricity and energy consumption (for heating but not 

only)" (Bertoldi and Atanasiu 2009: 81). 

Anyway, the overall increasing energy and electricity use shows that "critics are 

correct in pointing out that energy efficiency efforts alone have not been sufficient to 

halt growth in energy consumption or CO2 emissions in the OECD countries" (Geller 

and Attali 2005: 34). 

Lack of Replacement 

Next to direct and indirect rebound effects, Strandbakken found in an analysis of 

Norwegian survey data, that in the case of cold appliances in the majority of cases 

new and significantly more energy efficient cold appliances add to the white goods 

‘population’ instead of merely replacing old products. This means "the beneficial 

effects of the efficiency revolution are delayed until the next exchange of the number 

one fridges or freezers" (Strandbakken 2009: 149). In the short term, "energy 

efficient technology might actually contribute to increased energy use for 

cooling/freezing in households at least over a relatively short time perspective" 

(Strandbakken 2009: 146).108 Contrary to such findings, Bertoldi et al. argue that the 

refrigerators as well washing machine market “is characterised by a high level of 

substitution of old appliances, rather than increasing the household stock” (Bertoldi 

and Atanasiu 2009: 21).  

                                                        

108 It has to be highlighted here however that Strandbakken did not investigate to what extent that 
energy-inefficient appliances replace products that are even worse Strandbakken (2009). 
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It might well be, that the degree of replacement depends largely on the nationality but 

also the individual. Further research would be needed at this point. Nevertheless, 

Strandbakkens findings show how much the actual effects of the here discussed 

instruments also depend on societal factors. Strandbakken concludes from this: "the 

development of sustainable lifestyles will have to consider technological and social 

factors simultaneously and holistically" (Strandbakken 2009: 149). 

Energy Effectiveness 

As pointed out on page 478ff. the main focus of the EU energy label is the relative 

energy efficiency which is independent of the size of the appliance. In many sectors 

however appliances have become bigger. In the case of refrigerators for example 

there has been a “shift to bigger capacities, from 120 litre refrigerators to 161-180 

litres and from 200 litres to 251-300 litres" (Bertoldi and Atanasiu 2009: 16). This 

implies that a large A rated appliance can effectively consume more energy than a 

smaller B rated appliance. In fact, positive rating for energy efficiency is often easier 

to achieve for large appliances than for small ones. Even though also the absolute 

energy consumption is usually shown on the label this information is not emphasized 

by the EU energy label (Minotti 2010). In many cases, consumers will probably 

assume the appliance with the highest rating will be the best environmental option. 

Such false assumptions and trends towards larger appliances can potentially mitigate 

the energy savings gained through the EU energy label.  

Surprisingly however, in the case of refrigerators for example the absolute energy 

consumption of domestic cold appliances in 2007 has been 15% lower than in 1990 

(Bertoldi and Atanasiu 2009: 18). Nevertheless, the energy savings gained through 

the EU energy label could potentially be larger if the EU energy labelling scheme 

would make consumers more aware of the fact that they also need to take into 

account the size of the appliance or include absolute criteria as suggested by Defra 

(see page 478ff.). 

Conclusion  

There has been a considerable shift in many sectors towards more energy efficient 

appliances to an extent that the EU energy label has been “hit by its own success” (StØ 

and Strandbakken 2009: 2). A lack or revision of the labelling categories has 

mitigated further innovation. This shift can at least be partially attributed to the EU 
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energy label. The basic conception of the label as mandatory comparative label 

appears to have supported this influence. Its relatively high visibility (at least in some 

areas) increased the influence on consumers purchase decisions. Moreover it 

increased energy efficiency since it is just as beneficial to move from a G to an F, as it 

is to buy an A instead of a B (Boardman 2004: 169). Lastly, it also facilitated the 

introduction of choice editing. 

However, the savings gained from increased energy efficiency can be mitigated 

through direct and indirect rebound effects, a lack of replacement of old appliances, 

and a trend towards larger appliances in many sectors. The size of these mitigating 

effects depends on the sector. For domestic refrigerators and freezers, for example, 

despite a population growth of 15% over the same period and growth in the size of 

appliances, the absolute energy consumption of domestic cold appliances in 2007 is 

currently 15% lower than in 1990 (Bertoldi and Atanasiu 2009: 18). Other markets 

like for example air conditioning on the other hand are relatively young and still 

growing substantially (Bertoldi and Atanasiu 2009: 31). In countries like Italy, Spain, 

Greece and Southern-France the air-conditioning systems represent one of the main 

drivers to increases in electricity consumption (Bertoldi and Atanasiu 2009: 81). 

Generally the overall increasing energy and electricity use shows that energy 

efficiency efforts alone will not be able to halt growth in energy consumption or CO2 

emissions (Geller and Attali 2005: 34). 

However, as also Strandbakken concludes, potential rebound effects and a lack of 

respective social changes should not turned “into an argument against technical 

improvements” (Strandbakken 2009: 149). Nevertheless, they show "the 

development of sustainable lifestyles will have to consider technological and social 

factors simultaneously and holistically" (Strandbakken 2009: 149). 
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10.4 The EU Eco Label 

10.4.1 Initiation and Organisational 

Structure 

10.4.1.1 Historical Development 

The first ISO classical type 1 ecolabel was the German Blue Angel, introduced in the 

1970s, followed by the Nordic Swan, and other ecolabels in Sweden, USA, Canada and 

Japan a decade later. Up till now the majority of European member states or regions 

(including Austria, the Czech Republic, the Netherlands, France, Hungary, Poland, the 

Slovak Republic and a Spanish regional one in Catalonia) (Hontelez 2008: 8) and 

other states like China and India have introduced type 1 ecolabels (Scheer and Rubik 

2005: 50). 

This variety of different national eco labels has lead to confusion of the consumer, 

higher transaction costs since the producers have to apply for different schemes and 

need to adjust their products to different criteria, and potential discrimination of 

foreign producers if they are inhibited to influence such schemes. A common ecolabel 

scheme seemed to be the solution for such problems. Furthermore, it promised to 

provide the supply of a certain minimum level of product information to consumers, 

in particular in those countries, which have not established national labelling 

programmes. “Additionally, those member states benefit from the environmental 

effects of the common programme, such as waste reduction, without establishing a 

costly ecolabel programme as a whole” (Karl and Orwat 1999: 213).  

10.4.1.2 Initiation and Revision  

First suggestions for the implementation of a European ecolabel were published in 

1988. 1990 the European council requested the European Commission to develop a 

plan for the implementation of a European eco label (Neveling 2000: 215–225). After 

thee years of debate on criteria development, assessment and stringency, the 

regulation establishing an EU ecolabel scheme was agreed by the EU Environment 

Ministers at the Environment Council on 12 December 1991 (Hale 1996: 86; Fleming 
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1992: 6; Neveling 2000: 215–225). First criteria were developed in 1993 (Neveling 

2000: 215–225). 

The first revision of the scheme was due in 1997 though not finished until 2000 

(Jordan et al. 2006: 173). In 2002, a second revision process was started. The EU 

Commission assigned a major revision as well as an impact assessment study. 

Furthermore the Commission conducted consultations of stakeholders of the EUEB as 

well as public stakeholder including different types of organisations, public and 

private institutions, NGOs, professional bodies involved in environmental 

management and certification, individual consultants and members of the public. In a 

separate document, the Commission then outlined which of the proposed changes 

were going to be integrated into the new labelling scheme (Commission of the 

European Communities 2008a: 19). The revision was finished with the adoption of 

the regulation No. 66/2010 of the European Parliament and of the Council on the EU 

ecolabel on 25 November 2009. The next submission report is supposed to be 

submitted by 2015 (European Commission 2010aa: 7). 

10.4.1.3 Aims 

Overall objective of the EU ecolabel is to “encourage the sustainable production and 

consumption of products, and the sustainable provision and use of services 

(Commission of the European Communities 2008a: 4). Conceptualized as ISO type 1 

ecolabel it aims to do so by setting benchmarks for good environmental performance 

per product category. “The primary function of the EU ecolabel is to stimulate both 

the supply and demand of products that have a lower environmental impact 

compared to others in the same category. On the demand side, the scheme gives 

European consumers the means to make informed environmental choices when 

purchasing products. With respect to supply, the EU Eco-label has the clear objective 

of encouraging businesses to market greener, officially licensed, products. The 

"Flower" is the assurance that a product which is marketed as "green", really belongs 

to the high end of the environmental market” (Commission of the European 

Communities 2008a: 10; IEFE- Università Bocconi 2005: 82). 
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10.4.1.4 Organisational Structure 

Commission 

The scheme is managed and coordinated by the European Commission "to ensure 

correct implementation of the Ecolabel Regulation. The Ecolabel Helpdesk assists the 

Commission on a number of different matters, including marketing" (EC Environment 

2010). 

Regulatory Committee 

One of the main decision making bodies is the Regulatory Committee consisting of 

governmental experts from the Member States. The revision report proposed to 

strengthen the importance of stakeholders and their self–perception as "owners" of 

the scheme by allocating the formal decision-making powers to a more participatory 

EUEB (IEFE – Università Bocconi 2005: 78). This request was rejected however, 

based on the following argument: “the label needs to be integrated with other 

policies, and keeping Commission decision, which is the same decision making 

procedure for Ecodesign, will allow this to happen more smoothly” (Commission of 

the European Communities 2008a: 40). The revised regulation therefore still leaves 

final decision making on new criteria to the regulatory committee (EC Environment 

2010). 

EUEB 

The central organisation and administration body of the EU ecolabelling scheme is 

the EU ecolabelling Board (EUEB). Its responsibilities include the development and 

revision of criteria, reviews of the implementation of the scheme, advice and 

assistance for the commission, and recommendations on minimum environmental 

performance requirements. 

The revision study has highlighted that "the make-up of the decision making board of 

the Eco-label needs to be more representative of all stakeholders of the scheme" 

(IEFE 2005: 12), including new members like public procurement representative, a 

media representative, and an educational representative (IEFE – Università Bocconi 

2005: 78). During the consultation, a large majority of the stakeholders supported the 

restructuring of the organisational framework of the EU ecolabel including a new 

Ecolabel Board to be formed including stakeholder representation with voting rights 
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(EU Commission 2007: 19). According to the revised regulation, the EUEB is 

supposed to consist of a "balanced participation of all relevant interested parties in 

respect of each product group, such as competent bodies, producers, manufacturers, 

importers, service providers, wholesalers, retailers, notably SMEs, and environmental 

protection groups and consumer organisations" (European Commission 2010aa). Yet, 

despite the suggestions from the revision study, final decision-making still remains 

with the regulatory committee (see above).  

The EUEB has several sub-groups, so-called Management Groups and ad-hoc working 

groups. The policy management group develops and adapts the long-term policy and 

strategy of the scheme, and integrates the Ecolabel in various policies being 

developed in relation to sustainable consumption. The cooperation and coordination 

management group aims to coordinate product group development in the different 

labelling schemes in the EU. The marketing management group holds regular group 

meetings where all interested EUEB stakeholders can develop and implement joint 

marketing initiatives (EC Environment 2010). 

Competent Bodies 

Each member state needs to designate a competent body responsible for 

implementing the scheme at national level. The composition of these competent 

bodies needs to “guarantee their independence and neutrality and their rules of 

procedure shall be such as to ensure transparency in the conduct of their activities as 

well as the involvement of all interested parties” (European Commission 2010aa). 

The competent bodies participate in the EUEB and are mainly responsible for the 

assessment of companies who apply for the scheme. Furthermore, they can be 

majorly involved in the criteria development (see below). The revision study suggests 

to reduce the influence of the Competent Bodies (IEFE – Università Bocconi 2005: 

78). As outlined below, their involvement in criteria development has therefore been 

restricted in the new regulation.  

10.4.1.5 Financing Structure 

The EU ecolabelling scheme is partly financed through application fees and annual 

fees companies have to pay in order to label their products. The original intention 

was for the scheme to become self financing (Fleming 1992: 6). However, due to low 
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applications revenue gained from application fees have been quite low. In the course 

of the last revision fees have been further reduced (see discussion below). 

10.4.1.6 Stakeholder Reactions 

As with other labelling schemes many point to the key importance of support of the 

schemes from key stakeholders (e.g. Rubik et al. 2007: 186).  

Reactions to Basic Conception as Type 1 Ecolabel 

The basic approach of the EU ecolabel has found advocates as well as opponents. The 

pulp and paper sector for example positively highlights "ecological criteria that are 

established by an independent body; the identification of companies with a lesser 

impact on the environment; the ability of eco-labelling to raise awareness of what is 

better in environmental terms; and the recognition of good performance and the 

promotion of good behaviour in terms of the environment"(Erskine and Collins 1996: 

46). Especially the independent nature of the scheme with the possibility for 

stakeholder participation was positively highlighted by many stakeholders including 

NGOs, businesses and governments (Drury Communications and Certification Europe 

Ltd.: 19; Edser 2009b). On the other hand, some criticised the basic approach of 

highlighting most environmental friendly products by an independent body based on 

the following grounds:  

– Products in which environmental standards are quite high could fail to get 

awarded while products at the top of another group with more dubious 

environmental credentials as a whole might be awarded the standard. 

– If companies are not within the 10% range there is no further incentive to be 

in the second line (e.g. between 10 and 20 percent) 

– as the scheme matures the criteria which distinguish winners from losers "will 

begin to be based on some very fine distinctions"(Fleming 1992). This would 

be good from an environmental perspective but can lead to problems with 

companies that fail. 

In their study on diffusion of the EU ecolabel in Italy and Benelux in 1998 IEFE and 

ICEM CEEM found that "several federations are blocking the adoption of the Eco- 

Label in their sector, because they fear it might divide their members in a group of 

front-runners and a group of laggards. So they prefer to exclude environmental tools 

from the competitive arena" (IEFE and ICEM CEEM 1998: 3). Furthermore, many 
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stakeholders feared that the scheme could not work principally because the industry 

is too diverse. The scheme can lead to the discrimination of countries that are less 

advanced in environmental terms like many developing countries "if their own 

preferred process and production methods do not coincide with those pertaining in 

developed nations, despite being appropriate to their local conditions" (Hale 1996: 

92; Erskine and Collins 1996: 46).  

Reactions to European Approach 

Most actors have supported the European approach. However, in many cases the 

national labels have remained the preferred option. This has lead to some form of 

competition between national schemes and the EU scheme. Some argued national 

labels were preferred on the local markets (IEFE- Università Bocconi 2005: 101). 

Others feared lowering of environmental product quality because the scope of 

environmental requirements decreases from multiple schemes to only one (Karl and 

Orwat 1999: 213). “In some (northern) countries the EU label has [also] less 

credibility, because it is believed that it is easier to get an ecolabel in other (southern) 

EU countries” (IEFE- Università Bocconi 2005: 103).  

Reactions to Organisational Structure and support from 

Governments 

Next to these general reservations, specific processes of the EU ecolabel were 

criticised. This has been especially the case for the development of the criteria as will 

be explained below (Erskine and Collins 1996: 46). According to Neveling, the 

institutionalisation of the EU ecolabel was a very participatory process with 

stakeholders participating as consultation parties (Neveling 2000: 215–225). 

However, the EU ecolabel was clearly initiated and dominated by the Commission and 

the council. Member states did not show large interest and have done rather little to 

promote the EU ecolabel (Neveling 2000: 215–225; Jordan et al. 2006: 174). This has 

been the case for countries with national labelling schemes but also for many 

countries without. In the UK for example the government initially played a very active 

role in the creation and the management of the EU ecolabel scheme. “But it scaled 

down its promotional efforts after a review from 1998 found that people were not 

taking up the EU ecolabel. […] This fits the needs of British industry well, as many 

large producers in Britain are opposed to government and EU supported eco-labels 

and prefer self-declaratory labels" (Jordan et al. 2006: 172). 
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Reactions to Organisational Structure 

In terms of its organisational structure, on the one hand some see it as particular 

strength of the EU ecolabel that it is managed by public authorities and backed by 

national governments (Vermeire et al. 2003). On the other hand, the current form of 

governance as been criticised for being too bureaucratic and not sufficiently 

participatory.  

Participation 

For Jordan et al., the 1992 EU ecolabel scheme "suffered from a cumbersome and non 

transparent decision making process" (Jordan et al. 2006: 173). According to 

interviews conducted in 1998 in the UK environmental organisations and consumer 

organisations stated they are not intending to actively push the EU ecolabel. One of 

the reasons being that they "do not want to be involved in the promotion of 

something exterior to them without any control”(Sofres Consulting 1998: 72). 

According to Jordan "the revised EU ecolabel has gained greater acceptance from 

NGOs” (Jordan et al. 2006: 174) though this has not been transformed into consumer 

awareness (see below). As mentioned above, to address NGOs concerns some have 

called for a more participatory form of governance. Even though participation is 

possible it is usually "time and cost-intensive" (IEFE – Università Bocconi 2005: 79). 

Such a stakeholder lead scheme however got rejected during the last revision due to 

the above-described reasons.  

Bureaucracy 

Furthermore, the revision studies and consultations concluded, “the management of 

the scheme needs to be improved. In other words, who does what needs to be more 

clearly defined and the bureaucratic processes imbedded in the scheme need to be 

rationalised, allowing it to be run in a more business-like way” and make it more 

flexible (Commission of the European Communities 2008a: 8). One option discussed 

was even to privatise the EU ecolabel. However, according to the revision study, the 

majority of stakeholders did not support such a measure: "We conclude that any 

structural change encompassing a pluralistic approach and a complete outsourcing to 

an organisation dealing with the Ecolabel scheme as a “commercial service” would 

dramatically reduce trust in the scheme and lower its credibility." (IEFE – Università 

Bocconi 2005: 81). “At the EVER Ecolabel workshop, it was also emphasised that the 
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optimal framework for the management of the scheme should foresee a mix of public 

and private actors” (IEFE – Università Bocconi 2005: 78). 

Conclusion 

Because of these reservations concerning the general conception of the EU labelling 

scheme, its organisational structure but also its processes (as will be explained 

below) many stakeholders have been quite reserved in their support. This includes 

national governments, NGOs and businesses. In fact, some of these issues lead to 

especially the industry being “generally negative about the scheme, which has 

hampered its progress. In particular, objections have come from the insulating 

material, paper and detergents industries" (Erskine and Collins 1996: 46; Verspoor 

2004). In the pulp and paper sector, official representation bodies like the European 

Tissue Symposium and the Confederation of European Paper Industries officially 

withdraw from the ecolabel. The former even warned retailers about the limitations 

of the scheme. For Erskine and Collins "it is probable that the trade associations are 

influencing the attitudes of companies with respect to eco-labelling" (Erskine and 

Collins 1996: 46). Nevertheless the latest revision study found that “neither users nor 

non-users of the Ecolabel want to see the label abolished" (EU Commission 2007: 1). 

To what extent the revised scheme will be able to solve the existing opposition 

remains to be seen.  

10.4.2 Labelling Phases 

Like most other labelling schemes the EU eco labels work stream includes the 

development and review of criteria, the assessment and auditing against these 

criteria, and the communication of this process through the label and other means. 

10.4.2.1 Standard 

Scope 

Focus of the EU ecolabel is the ecological dimension of a product taking into account a 

wide array of different environmental issues. According to the main regulation 

criteria should take into account "the most significant environmental impacts, in 
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particular the impact on climate change109, the impact on nature and biodiversity, 

energy and resource consumption, generation of waste, emissions to all 

environmental media, pollution through physical effects and use and release of 

hazardous substances […and …] as far as possible the principle of reducing animal 

testing” (European Commission 2010a: 3–4). Furthermore, criteria should aim to 

“reduce environmental impacts due to durability and reusability of products” 

(European Commission 2010a: 4). Having faced repeated accusations of poor product 

quality (Allison and Carter 2000: 30) the EU ecolabel now also includes requirements 

that ensure that ecolabelled products "function adequately in accordance with their 

intended use"(European Commission 2010a: 4). Precise criteria are specified in 

separate documents for each product group. 

The sole focus on the ecological dimension and exclusion of social criteria from the 

scheme has been repeatedly criticised (Lohse and Wulf-Schnabel 2000: 41). In the 

course of the last revision, it has therefore been discussed to expand the EU ecolabel 

into a sustainability label. Environmental organisations have appreciated such a move 

though point to the need of putting a monitoring system in place that would be able to 

control such wide standards (BEUC and EEB 2007: 10). For many companies, 

monitoring a very complex chain would be very time consuming and expensive (IEFE 

– Università Bocconi 2005: 115). The revision study concluded: “On the basis of the 

labels and initiatives that are already existing, the perspective of the integration of 

sustainability issues into a single “sustainable development label” seems to be 

premature” (IEFE- Università Bocconi 2005: 126). Having said that the integration of 

health aspects gained much greater support (IEFE- Università Bocconi 2005: 126). 

The revised regulation now calls to consider health and safety aspects along the life 

cycle as well as social and ethical “where appropriate” (European Commission 2010a: 

4).  

On the other hand, the already wide scope in terms of the environmental dimension 

of type one ecolabels in general and the EU ecolabel in particular has been heavily 

                                                        

109 To address the current debate around climate change the additional inclusion of carbon emissions 
has been debated since 2008. Main conclusions of a consultation on this issue are that “the Flower may 
include criteria, with limits on life cycle GHG emissions, […but…] carbon footprint criteria should not 
necessarily […] be included in all flower product groups” (Baldo et al. 2009). The study opposed ideas 
to display CO2 below the flower logo (Baldo et al. 2009).  



522 

criticised. For Truffer et al. labels which are based on simpler criteria are easier to 

communicate than more complex ones (Truffer et al. 2001: 889). Others argue that 

with generic labelling schemes the decision about the relevance of issues are not 

handed over to the consumer but made by the labelling scheme. The consumer can 

actually "lose sight of what they are getting at" (House of Commons Environmental 

Audit Committee 2009: 9–10). Moreover these decisions are rather subjective. For 

the UK government department for environment, food and rural affairs (DEFRA) for 

example such arguments are one of main reason why schemes like the EU ecolabel 

find it harder to enter the market and explain the relative failure of the EU ecolabel. 

DEFRA therefore a remains skeptical regarding the EU plans to widen the scope of the 

EU eco label. 

Area of Application (Product Groups) 

The EU regulation has a very wide scope in terms of included product groups. The 

only product groups that were initially ultimately excluded of the EU ecolabelling 

scheme were pharmaceuticals, food, and drinks (Fleming 1992: 6–7). However, 

applications for the EU ecolabel can only be made once environmental criteria for the 

respective product group have been agreed and adopted by Member States and 

published in the EU’s Official Journal (Hale 1996: 89). The first products for which 

environmental criteria were agreed were washing machines, dishwashers, toilet 

paper, kitchen towels, and soil improvers (Hale 1996: 87). Since then, the number of 

product groups covered by the EU ecolabel “has steadily increased” (Edser 2009b). 

The EU ecolabel is now awarded to 26 categories of products. Tourist accommodation 

service represents 37% of the total number of licences. This is followed by all-

purpose and sanitary cleaners (11%), textile products representing 9% and paints 

around 8% (EC Environment 2010).  

The last revision process but also other experts have repeatedly highlighted that 

effort should be done to make more products groups available for the EU ecolabelling 

scheme including an extension to services (IEFE – Università Bocconi 2005: 97–100; 

Commission of the European Communities 2008a: 8; Rubik et al. 2008: 416). 

Especially the inclusion of food products has been discussed “in order to avoid the 

proliferation of environmental labelling schemes and to encourage higher 

environmental performance in all sectors for which environmental impact is a factor 

in consumer choice” (EC 2010: 1). Since the adoption of the latest regulation, food 
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products are therefore not officially excluded anymore. In fact, the regulation calls the 

Commission to undertake a study till 2011 on the feasibility of establishing criteria 

for food and feed products. One option considered is “that only those products 

certified as organic would be eligible for award of the EU ecolabel […] to avoid 

confusion for consumers” (EC 2010: 1). The EU ecolabel now applies "to any goods or 

services which are supplied for distribution, consumption or use on the Community 

market whether in return for payment or free of charge" (European Commission 

2010a: 3) with the only exception of medicinal products. Moreover, the Commission 

expanded the scope by removing the following requirements:  

 (a) Products shall represent a significant volume of sales and trade in the internal 

market. 

(b) They shall involve, at one or more stages of the product's life, a significant 

environmental impact on a global or regional scale and/or of a general nature. 

(c) Products shall present a significant potential for effecting environmental 

improvements through consumers choice as well as an incentive to manufacturers or 

service providers to seek a competitive advantage by offering products which qualify 

for the Eco-label. 

(d) A significant part of its sales volume shall be sold for final consumption or use.  

Despite the repeated calls for including more product groups such a wide approach is 

contentious. Environmental impacts that need to be addressed in the ecolabelling 

criteria depend essentially on the respective sector. Criteria taken into account by the 

label therefore differ substantially from product group to product group, which is 

hardly communicated to the consumers. The larger the scope but also the product 

groups taken into account the more the consumer "lose sight of what they are getting 

at" (House of Commons Environmental Audit Committee 2009: 9). In fact, as outlined 

above, decisions, which factors are essential are made by the labelling scheme and 

not the consumer. Furthermore, every sector is different in terms of its market 

structure and actors forming the market. Accordingly, key actors for the facilitation of 

a scheme depend essentially on the respective sector. Criteria development as well as 

assessment and monitoring become therefore much more complex the more product 

groups are included. For such reasons the UK sustainable consumption roundtable 

argues that “labels have driven change, but only when they are designed specifically 
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for a small number of key issues closely associated with that product. [...] This further 

reinforces the flaws in any catch-all generic schemes, and could explain the continued 

failure of the EU ecolabel Scheme to find appeal in the market place” (Sustainable 

Consumption Roundtable 2006: 22–23). Moreover, Erskine and Collins have criticised 

that “there appears to have been no clear rationale for the development of product 

groups in the EC scheme; instead they seem to have evolved on a random basis” 

(Erskine and Collins 1997: 131).  

On a more general line, Morris explains the difficulties in drawing the boundaries of a 

product category: Most products are not perfect substitutes for each other. Questions 

arise for example if liquid and powdered washing detergent can be allocated to one 

single category. In addition, some products can fit into several product categories 

(Morris 1997: 25).  

Part of the Life Cycle 

Many authors, but also the ISO standard for type 1 ecolabels, highlight the importance 

of taking into account the whole life cycle of a product when developing criteria for 

ecolabelling schemes in order to ensure the credibility of a scheme (Baldo et al. 2002: 

270; Allison and Carter 2000: 32; Rubik et al. 2007). Yet the application of life cycle 

analysis (LCA) as the basis of the criteria has its pros and cons. On the one hand “LCA 

is helpful in identifying the stages in the life-cycle of a product which have the most 

impact on the environment and in measuring and assessing those impacts” (Hale 

1996: 90). On the other hand "comprehensive LCA is time-consuming, expensive and 

very data-intensive" (Hale 1996: 90). An alternative at this point can be "a simpler 

and more ‘scoped’ approach to LCA where the focus of attention is restricted to the 

main environmental impact of the product" (Hale 1996: 90). Indeed the ISO standard 

for type 1 labels does not stipulate that full blown LCAs need to be conducted (Scheer 

and Rubik 2005: 64). Life cycle considerations therefore play a key role in the 

development of EU ecolabelling criteria though are “limited to the most significant 

environmental impacts of products” (EC 2010: 1). According to Scheer and Rubik, in 

many cases existing LCA data along with producer information is used. If such data is 

not available, the respective organisation usually commissions studies by external 

consultants (Scheer and Rubik 2005: 64). However, especially such a restricted 

version can lead to opposition. As with the choice which aspects to take into account 

the decision which parts of the life cycle to consider is rather subjective. Morris raises 
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that “the attempt to pick environmental ‘winners’ by setting product criteria based on 

product life cycle assessment is highly problematic, involving necessarily subjective 

judgements about impact boundaries, product usage, and valuation of 

impacts“(Morris 1997: 33). Especially industry has been very critical. Some industry 

representatives question if the typical assessment approach of an ecolabel can 

provide a full picture of ‘the environmental sustainable impact’ over the whole 

lifecycle of a product (Edser 2009a: 2). Furthermore, EU ecolabel has been accused of 

"a lack of uniformity in the use of LCA methods between different product groups by 

competent bodies and consultants" (Erskine and Collins 1997: 127). Other actors 

criticised the environmental criteria for not focussing "on the real environmental 

burden" (Sofres Consulting 1998: 69). Sainsburys for example has pointed to the 

importance of the end usage phase with products like detergents. For them it would 

therefore be "more relevant to educate the consumers on the use of the product: 

reduction of detergent consumption at high temperatures, reduction of water 

consumption" (Sofres Consulting 1998: 69).  

Finally it has to be highlighted that life cycle assessment “does not provide 

ecolabelling criteria but simply provides a coherent basis from which policy makers 

take decisions […It is a…] "decision support system, which cannot replace actual 

decision making" (Hale 1996: 90).  

Development  

Based on life cycle assessment phases are identified during which a product has the 

greatest impact on the environment. Once these phases are identified, qualitative as 

well as quantitative ecological criteria are established for each product group to take 

into account the main environmental effects incurred during the most 

environmentally damaging phase(s) so that the products gaining the ecolabel are the 

ones that have the lowest impact in the key areas (Hale 1996: 88; Erskine and Collins 

1996: 42).  

Original Development and Revision Process 

In the past, criteria development and revision have been initiated by the Commission 

either on their own rights or assigned by the EUEB. They then instructed the EUEB to 

define criteria and assessment requirements. This instruction included market and 

feasibility studies, life cycle considerations, improvement analysis, and suggestions 
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for criteria. EUEB then decided about criteria. This decision used to include the 

involvement of competent bodies who formed working groups. When agreement on 

criteria was reached, the EUEB used to inform the Commission about their decision. 

The Commission then decided if the EUEB fulfilled its mandate. If so finalised criteria 

were submitted to the Regulatory Committee of national authorities and voted upon.  

Criticism: Stakeholder Engagement vs. Complexity 

EXCURSE: IMPORTANCE OF STAKEHOLDER ENGAGEMENT 

While for some the development of ecolabelling criteria should ideally be based on 

“an objective, scientific evaluation” (Morris 1997: 23) based on product life cycle 

analysis other highlight the importance of criteria being an agreement between all 

essential stakeholders (Hale 1996: 92; Allison and Carter 2000: 32). Some argue that 

especially the support by industry in developing criteria has proofed highly essential 

(Frankl and Pietroni 2005b: 181) due to the following reasons: First, if criteria are 

well thought out it is much easier for companies to participate in the scheme and 

adopt the label afterwards (Frankl and Pietroni 2005b: 181). Second, firms can 

otherwise actively "try to block agreement on the criteria or, if these criteria are 

nonetheless adopted by the regulator, they form a cartel to avoid using the ecolabels 

on their products" (Nadaı¨ 1999: 203). Nadai argues that there are three main 

variables that determine the likelihood of support from companies: "the degree of 

technological heterogeneity of the industry (i.e. the degree of heterogeneity of the 

environmental profile of the products sold by the different firms); the threat of 

regulation of the environmental quality of the products and the final demand for an 

environmental variant of the product"(Nadaı¨ 1999: 208). He argues that if both, the 

final demand for an environmental variant of the product and the threat of 

environmental regulation, are weak "firms will not expect important gains from 

ecolabelling and the regulator will be faced with firms’ indifference or opposition 

during the negotiation phase. On the other hand, if at least one of these variables 

takes a high value (strong threat of environmental regulation or important final 

demand for a green variant of the product), ecolabelling may be a gain for the firms. 

In such a case, the third variable – the degree of technological heterogeneity of the 

industry – determines the configuration of the negotiation phase. Two polar cases of 

industry must then be considered. When all the firms of an industry sell the same 
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range of products […] they all have similar concerns with regards to the content of the 

ecolabelling criteria. The firms’ sole problem is to determine which type of criterion 

will be the most profitable for them all. In such a case, the co-operation of the whole 

industry may be expected […] When the industry is made up of firms each selling one 

product which has a different environmental profile from the products of the other 

firms, […] the exclusion of a product from the ecolabel is equivalent to the exclusion 

of a firm: rivalry appears in the negotiation of the ecolabelling criteria, for satisfying 

one firm’s interest will go against the interests of the other firms" (Nadaı¨ 1999: 208). 

Nadai illustrates the latter case with the example of the detergent industry. According 

to him, the detergent industry is split into mainstream producers and small 

producers serving a green niche (e.g. ecover). Due to more influence of the main 

detergent manufacturers trade association and imperfect information of the 

Commission on market data, Nadai argues, the negotiation process lead to “the 

adoption of criteria that were not really selective" (Nadaı¨ 1999: 209). As a result of 

the ecolabel not being selective enough, each firm was expecting to face a lot of 

followers competitors if it chose to ecolabel its product. “Moreover, the ‘green’ fringe 

of this industry thought that such a lax ecolabel could not be credible for the final 

consumer: they refused to encourage its development and so would not use it on their 

products" (Nadaı¨ 1999: 209). Nadai illustrates the case cooperation due to strong 

regulatory or market demand pressure and homogenus industry with the case of 

indoor paint and varnish where the industry "is currently under both strong 

regulatory pressure and strong market pressure for a reduction in the volatile organic 

compound (VOC) content of its products"(Nadaı¨ 1999: 210). The industry is "made 

up of producers each selling the entire range of products." (Nadaı¨ 1999: 210). As a 

result, Nadai argues, "despite strong tensions between the member states during the 

negotiation phase, a compromise of criteria has been reached. It takes into account 

the above industrial interest" (Nadaı¨ 1999: 210). Nadai illustrates the case of a lack 

of demand with the hairspray sector where "the EU ecolabelling criteria proposed by 

the UK ecolabelling board for hairspray triggered the opposition of the hairspray 

industry. According to these criteria, pump-sprays would have been eligible for the 

EU ecolabel whereas air-sprays would not have been. Hairspray producers attempted 

to develop pump-sprays several years ago, without any success. They concluded that 

the market demand for pump-sprays was not significant enough to justify this 

development. As a result, air-sprays do represent the most important part of the EU 
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hairspray market and they would have been disqualified by this ecolabel as compared 

to pump-sprays. Consequently, the cosmetics industry opposed the UKEB proposal of 

criteria” (Nadaı¨ 1999: 210). Finally, Nadai illustrates the case of the importance of 

the threat of regulation with the battery industry. Here, "the battery industry refused 

to collaborate with regulators on the development of ecolabelling criteria for its 

products. The industry argued that the cost of compliance with such an ecolabel 

would have been too high if, as proposed by the French authorities, the criteria were 

to include environmental requirements other than the mercury and cadmium content 

of batteries. Following the industry’s announcement of their position, in 1994, an 

official threat of regulating the environmental quality of these products by means of a 

minimal quality standard was announced by the French Ministry of the Environment. 

This forcing action by the government was enough to induce this industry to 

collaborate on the development of the preliminary study for devising ecolabelling 

criteria on their products" (Nadaı¨ 1999: 203). As these cases have illustrated, the 

likelihood of industries support very much depends on these factors for the 

respective product group.  

In integrating business concerns the revision study points out that “specific attention 

should be given to […] environmental advanced companies and frontrunners, so that 

the Eco-label scheme can learn from their experience and stimulate market 

innovations” (IEFE – Università Bocconi 2005: 79). Furthermore, it is important to 

not only include local businesses but also foreign ones. Companies in the awarding 

country or region are usually more readily able to participate in the process of 

developing criteria and selecting types of products. In that case decisions on criteria 

and product groups not only reflect the environmental conditions and priorities in 

the country or region but are also derived from local consumer preferences and local 

industries’ interests giving little consideration to the concerns of producers in other 

countries. All this can result in a restriction for developing country producers "if their 

own preferred process and production methods do not coincide with those pertaining 

in developed nations, despite being appropriate to their local conditions” (Hale 1996: 

92). Many therefore fear "the eco-label […] could act as both a protectionist measure 

and a barrier to trade" (Erskine and Collins 1997: 130). 

Next to industry support of ecolabelling criteria, especially NGO engagement or 

monitoring is essential to ensure that criteria are not too weak and the credibility of 
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the scheme (Allison and Carter 2000: 32). “In addition to their “natural” role in the 

diffusion of a wider awareness and information regarding environmental labelling, 

environmental and consumerist associations can promote the EU scheme also by 

directly cooperating with proactive companies” (IEFE and ICEM CEEM 1998: 72). 

Frankl et al. conclude that “there must be a good equilibrium between the different 

stakeholders. Competent bodies must have complete economic and political 

independence" (Frankl and Pietroni 2005b: 181). 

 

 

The sufficiency of the participation in the EU ecolabelling scheme has been debated. 

On the one hand Lohse and Wulf-Schnabel for example found that practical problems 

of potentially interested companies and manufacturers realities are often not 

adequately integrated during the procedure of criteria development (Lohse and Wulf-

Schnabel 2000: 53). Similar results were found by IEFE and ICEM CEEM in their study 

on diffusion of the EU ecolabel in Italy and Benelux: "in some industrial sectors (e.g.: 

light bulbs producers in Italy), for example, we reckoned a strong opposition by large 

producers against the Eco-Label criteria, which are considered unfit for the current 

technological capacities or ineffective as to their environmental improvement 

potentials" (IEFE and ICEM CEEM 1998: 63). Such cases were also mirrored in the 

latest revision study stating that “many stakeholders, including industry, do not feel 

fully involved in the scheme because, while they can contribute to the working groups 

on the development of the criteria documents, their comments are often not 

responded to” (Commission of the European Communities 2008a: 16). Some have 

also criticised a poor consultation of and reference to developing countries (Erskine 

and Collins 1997: 130). Moreover, Allison and Charter argue that especially NGO 

engagement seems to be insufficient within the EU ecolabel criteria development 

(Allison and Carter 2000: 32). Rubik reports for washing machines for example that 

there was a lack of participation in the development of criteria by consumer 

organisations (Rubik and Frankl 2005: 136). 

On the other hand, some have highlighted the important role of the negotiation phase 

in the EU ecolabels criteria development. The development of the criteria for hard 

floor coverings for example has taken approximately two years of work, "during 
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which the major part has been dedicated to the technical activities of elaborating the 

'hurdles' and organising the agreements with the stakeholders" (Baldo et al. 2002: 

274). According to Baldo et al. the activities of the Ad Hoc Working group including 

many experts "proved to be essential in order to obtain the contributions from the 

European stakeholders, whose agreement was fundamental to determine the final 

positive vote" (Baldo et al. 2002: 274). Especially industry seems to have influenced 

the development of some criteria quite substantially. For Nadai “the selectivity of the 

criteria and industry’s interest in obtaining a compromise of criteria seems to be 

important aspects in the development of an ecolabel” (Nadaï 2001: 21). He reports 

from the paint sector for example that industry influenced the course of the 

negotiation “thanks to the information it owned about paint products and their 

market shares“ (Nadaï 2001: 21). This has lead to some NGOs to criticise too much 

influence of economic interests (BEUC and EEB 2007: 1). More generally in some 

sectors stakeholders have remarked that too many stakeholders would be involved in 

the elaboration of ecolabelling criteria (Rubik and Frankl 2005: 136). According to 

Nadai in fact “one main obstacle in the development of the European ecolabel since 

1992 has been the difficulty of reaching a compromise on the criteria during the 

negotiation phase”(Nadaı¨ 1999: 203). These difficulties, Nadai argues, are due to 

many reasons: "divergence of interests between member states; divergence of 

interests between industrial interest groups within the concerned industry and 

frontal opposition of the whole industry to devising any criteria or to the 

development of the ecolabel on the final market. As a result, the negotiation phase has 

been very long for most groups of products, often taking from three to four years and 

delaying the development of the European ecolabel" (Nadaı¨ 1999: 205). Erskine 

reports similar cases for the paper industry where conflicts emerged both within 

industry and between the various interest groups including NGOs and countries 

represented on the working group (Erskine and Collins 1997: 128). On the one hand, 

Germany for example argued for tougher criteria. On the other hand Portugal and 

France criticised too high standards. While environmental NGOs are concerned 

"about the inadequate provision for forest management" (Erskine and Collins 1997: 

129)industry argued "that political interests have prevailed over scientific reasoning 

in the criteria-setting process (Erskine and Collins 1997: 128). Similar statement can 

also be found more recently with the surfactant industry (Edser 2009b). This lead to 

open opposition of the industry against the EU ecolabel (see above).  
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Next to the time consuming negotiation phase, the development process has also 

been accused of being too bureaucratic and complex (Erskine and Collins 1997: 131; 

Commission of the European Communities 2008a: 8; Allison and Carter 2000: 45). 

“Within the current organisational framework of the EU ecolabel it is possible to 

develop one or possibly two new product groups a year. However, as the total 

number of product groups increases there are an increasing number of product group 

criteria that need to be revised leading to a subsequent reduction in the resources 

available for the development of new products groups. […] the final decision-making 

process on criteria is long and political”(Commission of the European Communities 

2008a: 16). Manufacturers that had obtained an ecolabel for their products in Spain 

for example “consider the awarding process to be correct and exhaustive, although 

occasionally rather tedious and, in general, much more complex than what is involved 

in obtaining other labels, this being a barrier to joining the system" (Novotec 2002: 

18). According to Allison and Charter, the length of this development process “will 

restrict the rapidity and efficacy of developing widespread coverage of product 

categories" (Allison and Carter 2000: 22). Especially in the case of products with 

rapid scientific and technological development (e.g. all electronic products), such a 

development process is by far too long (Rubik et al. 2007: 185; Commission of the 

European Communities 2008a: 16). For Rubik et al. “this is one of the main reasons 

for failure of eco-labels in this particular category of products" (Rubik et al. 2007: 

185).  

Such debates also lead us to questions around the right approach to the revision of 

the criteria. According to the EU ecolabelling regulation, its criteria should take into 

consideration the latest technological developments and be market oriented (EC 

2010: 1). On the one hand it needs to be ensured that criteria are in line with the 

latest developments. On the other hand many companies have complained that the 

period between companies receiving information about new criteria and the next 

revision of these criteria has in many cases been too short (Lohse and Wulf-Schnabel 

2000: 45). Erskine and Collins report from interviews with stakeholders in the pulp 

and paper sector, that many criticised "a review of the criteria after only three years 

is too short for a capital-intensive industry such as the paper industry. Companies, it 

is argued, may therefore be discouraged from applying for an eco-label in the first 

place if they fear that their products may not re-qualify for an award without further 

investment (Erskine and Collins 1996: 46). Similarly, Rubik reports a mismatch 
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between the innovation cycle in the washing machine sector and the revision period 

of the EU ecolabel (Rubik and Frankl 2005: 137). In the latest revision process “an 

overwhelming 77.7% agreed or strongly agreed with the idea of allowing, in the 

future, for 'fast tracking' of revisions, corrections and appeals of criteria” (EU 

Commission 2007: 20). 

It has become clear from these paragraphs that one of the biggest challenges of 

developing and revising ecolabelling criteria is to ensure sufficient stakeholder 

participation on the one and keep processes quick and easy adjustable on the other 

hand.  

Restructuring 

In the course of the latest revision the criteria development and revision has 

therefore been changed and “streamlined” (EC Environment 2010). The Commission 

furthermore highlights in the revised regulation that "it is desirable that any 

interested party may lead the development or revision of EU ecolabel criteria 

provided that common procedural rules are followed and that the process is 

coordinated by the Commission” (European Commission 2010a: 4). Especially they 

point to the importance of environmental non-governmental organisations (NGOs) 

and consumer organisations to be actively involved in the development and setting of 

EU ecolabel criteria in order to ensure the acceptance by the general public 

(European Commission 2010a: 2). According to the new regulation, criteria 

development and revision can now be initiated and lead by the Commission, Member 

States, competent bodies and other stakeholders after consultation of the EUEB. 

However, "where such other stakeholders are put in charge of leading the 

development of criteria, they must demonstrate expertise in the product area, as well 

as the ability to lead the process with neutrality and in line with the aims of this 

Regulation. In this regard, consortiums consisting of more than one interest group 

shall be favoured"(European Commission 2010a: 4). This party should then first 

produce a preliminary report containing (beneath others)  

 a quantitative indication of the potential environmental benefits,  

 consideration of any possible trade issues;  

 analysis of other environmental labels’ criteria,  
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 current laws and ongoing legislative initiatives related to the product group 

sector, 

  current and future potential for market penetration of the products bearing 

the EU ecolabel,  

 extent and overall relevance of the environmental impacts associated with the 

product group, based on new or existing life cycle assessment studies.  

 

Following the publication of the preliminary report for comment and reference, a 

proposal for draft criteria and a technical report in support of the proposal shall be 

established taking into consideration the views of all interested parties and providing 

justification for and explain the environmental benefits related to each criterion. An 

additional technical report shall give (beneath others) scientific explanations of each 

requirement and criterion, an estimation of the expected environmental/ economic/ 

social impacts of the criteria, the relevant test methods for assessment of the different 

criteria, and an estimation of testing costs. On these draft criteria at least two open 

working group meetings shall be held, with participation of the Commission and 

invitation to all interested parties, such as competent bodies, industry, trade unions, 

retailers, importers, environmental and consumer organisations. The proposal for 

draft criteria and technical report should then again made available for public 

consultation. "Responses shall be given to all comments received during the criteria 

development process, indicating whether they are accepted or rejected and why" 

(European Commission 2010a: 10). Finally a final report needs to be developed 

including the executive summary, a proposal for a marketing and communication 

strategy as well a manual to assist potential users and competent bodies in assessing 

the compliance of products with the criteria and a manual for authorities awarding 

public contracts. All these documents need to be submitted to the Commission and 

the EUEB. The Commission then establishes the new criteria taking into account 

further comments by the EUEB and publishes them in the official EU journal. This also 

includes the establishment of requirements for assessing the compliance of products 

with the new criteria, specification of three key environmental aspects for display on 

the label, and the period of validity of criteria and assessment requirements. Where 

criteria have already been developed by other EN ISO 14024 type ecolabelling 

schemes as well as for non substantial revisions a shortened procedure exists 

(European Commission 2010a: 4)  
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Even though this new process might facilitate more stakeholder engagement (as 

remains to be seen), as highlighted above already, final decision power on criteria 

development is still not taken by the multi stakeholder body but the 

commission(Scheer and Rubik 2005: 51). Societal actors have therefore still far less 

influence than in many other labelling schemes. With such an approach it is doubtful 

that the Commission will achieve their aim of raising consumer trust through 

increased involvement of environmental organisations. In addition, to what degree 

the revised process will be less time consuming remains to be seen.  

Precision 

Another point of debate has been the right degree of precision. According to the 

revised regulation, the EU ecolabelling scheme is aiming to “be simple to understand 

and to use, […] based on scientific evidence” (EC 2010: 1) and "expressed as far as 

reasonably possible via technical key environmental performance indicators of the 

product" (European Commission 2010a: 10). One of the main aims of the EU ecolabel 

is to harmonise the various national ecolabelling schemes. However a trade off exists 

between harmonisation and meeting local requirements. On the one hand, 

"manufacturers operating in more than one country will not want to have different 

product specifications in order to meet the different criteria of various schemes" 

(Hale 1996: 93). A harmonised scheme with uniform criteria therefore seems 

preferable. On the other hand however environmental conditions and preferred 

product mechanisms vary not only between product groups but also within one 

product group on a national, regional and company level (Hale 1996: 93).  

Experiences with the ecolabelling criteria in terms of its precision on the side of 

practitioners vary. Some companies found criteria and user manuals are often too 

long and complex to understand (Lohse and Wulf-Schnabel 2000: 43). Criteria were 

in many cases "impossible to operationalize because they do not relate to the 

environmental burdens of the specific industrial sector in which the potential 

applicants are active” (Lohse and Wulf-Schnabel 2000: 40). Manufacturers that had 

obtained an ecolabel for their products in Spain criticised that "criteria, although 

exhaustive, are not sufficiently adapted to the environmental problems of the sectors 

in each country”(Novotec 2002: 18). Many have therefore considered the EU 

ecolabelling criteria as being too inflexible (Synergia 2000: 8).  
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On the other hand, other companies complaint about definitions of testing methods as 

well as precise definitions of product groups being too vague (Lohse and Wulf-

Schnabel 2000: 40). Some have highlighted inconsistencies between different product 

groups (Lohse and Wulf-Schnabel 2000). According to Erskine and Collins, the 

criteria and processes for tissues products and copying paper for example differ in 

various ways: while a load points and hurdle system is used for tissue products, a 

simpler hurdle system is used for copying paper. To make the scheme more attractive 

to manufacturers criteria have been reduced from 7 (tissue products) to 5 (copying 

paper). Furthermore, waste is dealt with differently for the two products. Finally, the 

units of measurement differ between the two product groups (Erskine and Collins 

1997: 128).The green detergent company ecover criticised that "ecolabel criteria are 

different for every category of product, so there is no overarching standard for 

maximum toxicity or biodegradability" for example. They call for a "definition for a 

maximum effect that labelled products can have on the environment"(Murray 2009). 

On chemicals the Eco Institute, BEUC, and BEE critique that the EU eolabel needs a 

more "consistent and coherent approach […] in order to maintain its status as a mark 

of “environmental excellence”.(Hontelez 2008: 28). To address such inconsistencies 

in the course of the last revision process “a whopping 91.7% of respondents agreed 

that the Scheme should aim for standardised Ecolabel criteria documents” (EU 

Commission 2007: 20). This is despite the above criticism that criteria often have not 

met local conditions. 

Rubik et al. therefore point to the challenge “to find a good compromise between the 

need to reflect local conditions and the issue of harmonisation in an increasingly 

global market" (Rubik et al. 2007: 185). This means a labelling scheme like the EU 

ecolabel faces a trade off between criteria that leave enough room for interpretation 

to ensure their adaptability to different conditions and sufficient precision to ensure 

consistency. 

Stringency 

One of the main points of contention during the negotiation phase is the stringency of 

the criteria. According to the EU ecolabelling regulation, its criteria "shall correspond 

indicatively to the best 10-20 % of the products available on the Community market 

in terms of environmental performance at the moment of their adoption" (European 

Commission 2010a: 10). This means that the EU ecolabel is essentially based on a 
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relative approach. It therefore "does not claim that the labelled product is harmless or 

even beneficial for the environment. The label only indicates that the respective 

product is environmentally preferable compared to other products in this product 

group" (Klaschka et al. 2007: 24). Since the last revision, there is also “more focus on 

the most significant environmental impacts of products, while [according to the 

Commission] keeping the ambition levels high“ (EC Environment 2010). For many of 

its criteria the EU ecolabel uses as reference points existing Directives (Hontelez 

2008: 8). Due to its notional status as a “mark of environmental excellence” however, 

“the Ecolabel scheme needs to go beyond regulation. This means [for example] it 

makes exclusions where substances are otherwise allowed in other relevant 

European legislation” (Hontelez 2008: 6). 

Main challenge is to keep a high level of ambition on the one hand while ensuring 

market applicability on the other. "Whereas criteria that are too strict may act as a 

barrier to adoption, so that the scheme will lack the visibility needed for marketing, 

criteria that are easy to meet might create mistrust among consumers and thus 

discredit the scheme” (Rubik et al. 2007: 185). To what extent the EU ecolabelling 

scheme has managed this balancing act differs from sector to sector. 

On the one hand, Klindt for example argues that the criteria of the EU ecolabel are 

more ambitious as the ones for the Blue Angel scheme (Klindt 1998: 553). Different 

authors argue that EU ecolabelling criteria are usually at least higher than existing 

legislation. Nadai reports from the paint sector that “final ecolabelling criteria are 

significantly more stringent than the former CEPE environmental standard was, so 

the shift from selfregulation to a public voluntary programme resulted in more 

meaningful environmental requirements on green products” (Nadaï 2001: 21). In a 

report from 2004 the European Consumers’ Organisation comes to the conclusion for 

hazardous chemicals that "most often the eco-label is ahead of legislation, either by 

fully banning chemicals that EU law only limits or the eco-label sets a much stricter 

limit than the law" and "that the eco-labelled product often prevents or limits the 

presence and use of […] hazardous substances" (Locret and de Roo 2004: 6–8). For 

some producers but also environmental and consumer groups the general approach 

of only labelling the best 10-20% of a product group is elitist and creates market 

access barriers (Erskine and Collins 1997; Vermeire et al. 2003: 33; Erskine and 

Collins 1996: 42). In the course of the last revision, some therefore suggested to lower 
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the stringency in order to increase the spread of the EU ecolabel. Such an approach 

was not strongly supported though (IEFE 2005: 8). 

In fact, according to Erskine and Collins in many cases and for many products the EC 

has already lowered the ecolabelling standards in order to make the scheme more 

attractive to manufacturers. (Erskine and Collins 1997: 129). As mentioned above 

already in sectors where the environmental performance of the industrial actors 

differs quite substantially more environmental friendly producers have often 

criticised the standards for being not rigorous enough. The green detergent brand 

Ecover for example recently announced "concerns that the criteria for carrying the 

label are not demanding enough (Murray 2009). Similarly, for white goods some 

criticised that “many manufacturers claim that the criteria can be more or less fully 

met without any substantial changes in the sector." (Lohse and Wulf-Schnabel 2000: 

42).  

The lowering of standards has in many cases lead to less meaning for the 

environment and less support by other interest groups like environmental and 

consumer organisations (Erskine and Collins 1997: 129; Sofres Consulting 1998: 72). 

The BEUC and the European Environmental Bureau for example conclude in a recent 

report that in practice EU ecolabelling criteria often only highlight improved products 

rather than benchmarks. In most cases, criteria are less stringent than most national 

schemes (BEUC and EEB 2007: 8). For example for copying paper there was an 

extensive debate on the amount of recycled content the criteria should ask for. 

Another point of contestation has been the amount of fibre that needs to come from a 

certified sustainably managed source. In the old criteria, at least 10 % of virgin wood 

fibres were supposed to come from certified managed forests (ISPRA 2010: 43). In 

the first draft of the revised criteria 30% (or 50%) of the total amount of fibers used, 

were supposed to be either recycled post-use fibers or originate from sustainably 

managed forests which are certified by independent third party forest certification 

schemes fulfilling the criteria listed in the 1998 Forestry Strategy for the EU. The 

remaining fivirgin wood fibers "shall come from forests that are managed so as to 

implement the principles and measures aimed at ensuring sustainable forest 

management" and not come from unacceptable origins. For certification at this point 

chain of custody certificates for example were supposed to be accepted (2009a: 14–

15). In response to the first draft of revised criteria for copying paper BEUC and 
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EEB called instead for at least 80% recycled content calling upon previous arguments 

made by the UE as well as academic studies showing the environmental benefits of 

using recycled fibre. They also argue for an increase to 70% of the virgin fibres 

needing to be independently certified as originating from sustainably managed forest 

and stronger demands for the certification fo the remaining fibres(Tebert et al. 2009). 

Even though some of the EEB and BEUCS demands were met in the third draft of the 

criteria, paper was still allowed to originate largely from virgin fibre that has to be 

only to 30 % from sustainably managed forests (50% from 2 years after the 

publication of the criteria). For the remaining fibres demands on certification were 

not significantly changed. However, paper used for newspaper print was now 

demanded to originate to 80% either form recycled or sustainably certified sources 

(2009b: 11). In March 2010 the NGO "Forest and European Union Resources Network 

(FERN)" for example published a report in 2010 with title "EU ecolabel allows forest 

destruction". They write the EU ecolabel criterion for sustainable forest management 

for copy and graphic paper would be "very weak" and "the EU ecolabel can therefore 

not give any guarantee that the product is coming from well managed forests" (Lang 

2010: 6). Their main critique is the old requirement for only 10 per cent certified 

‘sustainable forests’ as well as too weak requirements regarding the third party 

certification of this sustainability. For them also the third revised version "is not 

better" (Lang 2010: 6). These criteria, the report claims, would result in paper 

sourced from socially and environmentally destructive forestry practises being able 

to receive an EU ecolabel. They also criticise a lack of transparency on the side of the 

EU ecolabel in particular a lack of availability of information on the assessment 

process (Lang 2010). In reaction to the report the Guardian titled shortly after "The 

deflowering of the EU's green logoThe EU's Ecolabel is used to certify a product partly 

made from Indonesian rainforest timber. What a shame!" (Pearce 2010). Referring to 

the FERN report the author writes that while the EU ecolabelling website claims that 

"choosing ecolabelled paper guarantees paper coming from recycled fibres or 

sustainably managed forests" in fact this statement was “misleading” (Pearce 2010). 

In the latest draft of the criteria from July 2010 it now says "All virgin fibres shall be 

covered by valid forest management and chain of custody certificates issued by an 

independent third party certification scheme such as FSC, PEFC or equivalent. If 

certification schemes allow mixing of certified material and uncertified material in a 

product or product line, the proportion of uncertified material cannot exceed 50 % 
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and should be covered by a verifiable system which ensures that the fibres are legally 

sourced and do not come from protected areas or areas in the official process of 

designation for protection, old growth forests and controversial sources. The 

certification bodies issuing forest and/or chain of custody certificates shall be 

accredited/ recognised by that certification scheme. If recycled fibres are used, the 

applicant shall provide a declaration confirming the average amount of grades of 

recovered paper used for the product according to the EN 6433 or similar. (b) At least 

80% on the total amount of fibres used for newsprint paper shall be recycled fibres. 

The remaining fibres should be covered by a verifiable system which ensures that the 

fibres are legally sourced, and do not come from protected areas or areas in the 

official process of designation for protection, old growth forests and controversial 

sources" (31.07.10: 11). In their latest statement BEUC and EEB positively highlight 

that "the new draft criteria require forest management and chain of custody 

certificates issued by certification schemes such as the FSC or PEFC" (Hammer 2010: 

1). However they still criticise insufficient requirements in regard to recycled content 

(Hammer 2010). 

Some see the reason for the often lower level of demand in the fact that the EU 

ecolabel has to find agreement between more parties. Since “consensus may often be 

found only at the lowest common denominator, the quality of the EU scheme may be 

lower in comparison to the national ones” (Karl and Orwat 1999: 217). Some NGOs 

blame too much influence of economic interests (BEUC and EEB 2007: 1).  

10.4.2.2 Assessment 

The Certifier 

Applications for the EU ecolabel are administered in every country by the respective 

national competent body (Erskine and Collins 1996: 42). After successful assessment, 

the competent bodies conclude contracts with each operator covering the terms of 

use of the ecolabel. “Recognising that it would be impossible to draw up an ecolabel 

contract which would be valid in the legal systems of all EU Member States, the 

Commission has prepared a basic draft setting out the basic conditions which each 

Member State should incorporate in its own standard contract to ensure that 

applicants will face the same terms wherever they apply for an ecolabel” (Hale 1996: 

86). Furthermore, the basic assessment procedure is described in the ecolabelling 
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regulation. Nevertheless, some competent bodies report inconsistencies between the 

assessment procedures depending on the competent bodies (Allison and Carter 2000: 

32). 

The Client 

According to the revised regulation any operator, which means any producer, 

manufacturer, importer, service provider, wholesaler or retailer of a product covered 

by the EU ecolabelling scheme, can apply to the competent body in the country where 

a product originates. In case of multiple origins, the application can be placed in any 

of those member states, and in the case of origin outside of the EU in any member 

state where the product has been placed or marketed (European Commission 2010a: 

p.3-5). 

Assessment Process 

Main points of critique of the EU ecolabels original assessment process have 

concerned its complexity and inflexibility, difficulties in ensuring the compliance with 

criteria and lack of cooperation with other policy tools like environmental 

management schemes.  

The formal application procedure of the EU ecolabel has been repeatedly accused of 

being too slow and bureaucratic especially for products with a short life cycle and 

quick modifications (Lohse and Wulf-Schnabel 2000: 45; Vermeire et al. 2003: 21). 

Also the most recent revision process found that, even though barriers like high costs 

and efforts for application coupled with a low demand for the EU ecolabel seemed to 

be the most important barriers, “streamlining the application and validation process 

is [still] an important issue, especially for current participants” (IEFE – Università 

Bocconi 2005: 83). Especially the need for flexibility regarding new technologies that 

are not addressed in respective criteria has been raised (IEFE – Università Bocconi 

2005: 83). To improve the flexibility and the attractiveness of the scheme, the 

revision report suggests considering reducing “the number of criteria i.e. through an 

easy to handle scoring system where the criteria have points and the Eco-label can be 

achieved with different combinations of points. A set of “minor” criteria can even be 

optional (IEFE – Università Bocconi 2005: 97–100). Furthermore, they suggest that 

“for instance, even if a product innovation introduces a new technology which is not 



541 

foreseen by the relevant criteria, there could be a flexible procedure allowing the 

innovator company to obtain the EU Eco-label” (IEFE – Università Bocconi 2005: 83).  

Moreover companies have stated that in some cases the level of criteria has been a 

barrier to adopt the EU Eco-label, especially with respect to the degree of 

documentation concerning the compliance with the criteria (IEFE – Università 

Bocconi 2005: 97–100). Facing increasingly international supply chains tracking 

products and certain suppliers and ensure the adherence with ecolabelling criteria 

and provide necessary documentations for the whole supply chain can be quite 

difficult (Novotec 2002: 18; Vermeire et al. 2003: 21; IEFE- Università Bocconi 2005: 

107). This can cause major problems for companies especially in the case of SME with 

low bargaining power (IEFE and ICEM CEEM 1998: 3).  

Furthermore, some companies have criticised a lack of cooperation with 

environmental management schemes. Companies in Germany for example have 

reported that even though "for some individual product groups the criteria do 

actually refer to existing environmental management systems […] the practical 

validation procedure for the fulfilment of criteria is not made easier for the applicant" 

(Lohse and Wulf-Schnabel 2000: 50) if they have an environmental management 

system in place. Vice versa, some suggest to include companies procurement of 

ecolabelled products into the EMAS framework (Lohse and Wulf-Schnabel 2000: 50).  

In their latest regulation, the EU Commission admits that "in order to simplify the EU 

ecolabel scheme and to reduce the administrative burden associated with the use of 

the EU ecolabel, the assessment and verification procedures should be streamlined" 

(European Commission 2010a: 2). The Commission especially highlights that "when 

establishing EU ecolabel criteria, care shall be taken not to introduce measures whose 

implementation may impose disproportionate administrative and economic burdens 

on SMEs" (European Commission 2010a: 5). According to the revised regulation the 

applicant has to provide the competent body with documents on the product as 

specified in the respective product group criteria and requested by the competent 

body. Documents usually include a full description of the product and product tests 

provided by a certified laboratory. Based on the documentation sent the competent 

body then assesses the ecological and performance criteria for the products against 

the respective ecolabel criteria. The concrete assessment process is specified in the 

regulations for each product group. Generally, it is based on a basic requirement 
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approach. If EU ecolabel criteria require production facilities to meet certain 

requirements, they need to be met in all facilities in which the product bearing the EU 

ecolabel is manufactured. Therefore, in some cases the competent body organises 

additional site visits. If the product complies with the respective criteria, the 

competent body assigns a registration number to the product and concludes a 

contract with each operator. The operator may then place the label and the 

registration number onto the product (European Commission 2010a). If the revised 

assessment process will lead to a simplified assessment process remains to be seen. 

Especially problems in ensuring the compliance of the whole supply chain and 

provide the necessary documentations for such seem to be difficult to address.  

Monitoring 

Unless product group criteria expire in the mean time, the duration of the ecolabelling 

certification is fixed in the respective contract between the competent body and the 

client (European Commission 2010a: 16). After that, the producer has to reapply for 

certification. In terms of monitoring during the duration of the contract, the 

competent bodies are supposed to verify on a regular basis that the product is still in 

compliance with the ecolabelling criteria. Such compliance checks may take place as 

random spot-checks or upon specific complaints. In the latter case, the labelling 

holder needs to be informed about any complaints made (European Commission 

2010a: 6). In the UK for example “trading Standards Officers will be able to take 

action against any false or misleading ecolabelling of a product. However, it is 

assumed that manufacturers themselves will be keen to check the validity of 

ecolabels awarded to competitors’ products and will bring suspect ‘awards’ to the 

attention of Trading Standards Officers” (Hale 1996: 89).  

Despite these requirements, the EU ecolabel has been criticised for insufficient 

monitoring processes. The green brand Ecover for example recently announced 

"concerns […] that products displaying the label are not being adequately policed […] 

An investigation commissioned by Ecover […] undertaken by an independent 

laboratory found that from a sample of 15 washing products boasting the label, 13 did 

not meet the European Commission's criteria” (Murray 2009).  
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Costs and Benefits 

For Rubik et al., one of the key influencing factors on the success of an environmental 

product information scheme are the costs related to it (Rubik et al. 2007). One aim of 

the EU ecolabelling scheme is to reduce costs for businesses related to the application 

for many different national ecolabelling schemes (Häßler et al. 1998: 20–21). 

However, since its initiation, the EU ecolabelling scheme has been repeatedly accused 

of a too low cost benefit ratio. In the 1998 study on the marketing of the ecolabelling 

scheme in Germany and Austria Lohse and Wulf-Schnabel found that for many actors 

the over-all costs "appear disproportionately high in relation to the economic benefit 

expected from its use”(Lohse and Wulf-Schnabel 2000: 39). Similar results were 

found in the analogues study for retailers in Ireland (Drury Communications and 

Certification Europe Ltd.: 19) and in Belgium (Vermeire et al. 2003: 3) but also in the 

latest revision study (IEFE – Università Bocconi 2005: 110). While initial application 

fees have been often considered as bearable annual fees have been regarded too high 

by many actors (Lohse and Wulf-Schnabel 2000: 39). Next to the application costs 

and the annual fees, there are also testing costs as well as "internal preparatory effort 

and costs which arise already before a company is in the position to take a decision 

whether or not to apply for the Eco-Label"(Lohse and Wulf-Schnabel 2000: 40). To 

assure the compliance with the respective ecolabelling criteria companies need the 

sufficient technological and human resources.110 Additionally, facing the low 

awareness of the scheme in the public, "applicant companies would additionally be 

faced with costs for marketing" (Lohse and Wulf-Schnabel 2000: 40). Such costs and 

resources necessary for application can particularly become another barrier for SMEs 

especially from developing countries (Rubik et al. 2007; Lohse and Wulf-Schnabel 

2000: 40; Hale 1996: 92).  

Ideally, costs are compensated by economic benefits gained from the use of the EU 

ecolabel. Benefits include the use of the label as a marketing instrument to show 

consumers in a credible way that products have an enhanced environmental 

performance. Rubik et al. argue “that product certification [like the EU ecolabel] 

                                                        

110 However, according to the latest revision study, technical considerations, such as the lack of internal 
human resources and competence and the lack of external technical support and information, are not 
seen as nearly such significant barriers as has traditionally portrayed by the existing literature (IEFE- 
Università Bocconi 2005). 
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provides great credibility, hence improving the image and being a crucial factor for 

customer satisfaction […] Indeed, consumers nowadays develop a positive perception 

of those companies providing them with environmentally friendly products" (Rubik 

et al. 2008: 413). According to the latest revision study main reasons stated by 

certified producers to sign up for the EU ecolabel were most importantly increased 

consumer interest, followed by recognition as leader (and benchmark) by 

competitors or other economic actors (trade associations, rating agency, etc.), 

improvement of national and international competitive capabilities, increased access 

to public procurement procedures, and improvement of environmental performance 

(IEFE- Università Bocconi 2005). “Most of the interviewees expressed positive 

assessments of the overall effect of the EU Eco-Label registration on the customer 

satisfaction” (IEFE- Università Bocconi 2005: 120). “The interviews carried out are 

consistent with the idea of a positive but “soft” push given by the EU Flower to the 

competitiveness of firms […]. The effect of the EU Eco-Label on sales and market 

shares is not overwhelming as yet, but still positive, with most firms experiencing, 

due to its adoption, an increase in such dimensions” (IEFE- Università Bocconi 2005: 

117). Furthermore Jordan et al. report that even if companies do not apply for it, the 

EU ecolabel is still used as a benchmark by some (Jordan et al. 2006: 174).  

Despite such positive statements such benefits are quite uncertain. According to 

Vermeire (Vermeire et al. 2003: 20) “it is difficult for companies to predict how much 

the turnover will increase as a result of a product obtaining the Eco-label.” In fact 

demand for ecolabelled products and their visibility has been quite weak (see page 

Consumer  ff.).  

As a result of the revision process, IEFE therefore suggest two different types of direct 

support measures to decrease the costs of the EU ecolabel: "technical measures, 

relating to the provision of know-how and tools, and financial incentives, relating to 

the possibility of subsidising or reducing the costs that applicants currently face" 

(IEFE 2005: 13). According to the European Commission one of the targets of the 

ecolabel is to have "an ecolabel that can be attained by companies with limited costs 

and efforts for them while still maintaining a high ambition" (EC Environment 2010). 

Therefore, reduced fees apply since the latest revision: Competent Bodies “shall 

charge a fee according to the real administrative costs of processing the application. 

This fee shall be no lower than EUR 200 and no higher than EUR 1 200” (European 
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Commission 2010a: 14). Furthermore “the competent body may require each 

applicant who has been awarded an EU ecolabel to pay an annual fee of up to EUR 1 

500 for the use of the label (European Commission 2010a: 14). As already mentioned 

above the Commission especially highlights that "when establishing EU ecolabel 

criteria, care shall be taken not to introduce measures whose implementation may 

impose disproportionate administrative and economic burdens on SMEs" (European 

Commission 2010a: 5). The scheme has therefore introduced maximum fees for small 

and medium enterprises but also operators from developing countries. Furthermore 

“the application fee shall be reduced by 20 % for applicants registered under the 

Community eco-management and audit scheme (EMAS) and/or certified under the 

standard ISO 14001” (European Commission 2010a: 14). However, operators still 

need to bear the costs of testing and assessment of conformity with EU ecolabel 

criteria (European Commission 2010a: 6). If the reduction of costs is sufficient to 

remove barriers for the application especially for SME in developing countries 

therefore remains unsure but rather unlikely. Moreover, the scheme has already been 

accused by some NGOs for too much influence of economic interests (BEUC and EEB 

2007: 1). Such accusations might now even increase.  

10.4.2.3 Communication  

Label Communication 

Some environmental and consumer groups have criticised that the ecolabel “does not 

provide any information about the environmental impact of the eco-labelled product” 

(Erskine and Collins 1997: 131). As outlined above it is hard for consumers to tell 

what exactly the label stands for but also “how its performance compares with like 

products” (Erskine and Collins 1997: 131). To address such criticism, since the last 

revision, the label can now include up to three main reasons for obtaining the EU 

ecolabel. 

Furthermore, some have highlighted a lack of "distinction between products which 

have failed to meet the criteria for the award and those that have not been submitted 

to the scheme"(Erskine and Collins 1997: 130). Moreover, the ecolabel “does not 

provide any information [...] of how its performance compares with like products” 

(Erskine and Collins 1997: 131).Since its initiation it has been therefore repeatedly 

discussed to implement a graded ecolabelling scheme (Fleming 1992: 7). Alternative 
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to a graded scheme, some environmental organisations have suggested a separation 

into two labels to address the current restriction to highlighting relative 

environmental improvements (see above): 

a) a product ‘innovation’ ecolabel - given to a separate ‘class’ of products that is 

intrinsically (environmentally) superior to the other products that deliver the same 

function  

b) ecolabel criteria that select the ‘best in class’ in a continuum of product 

performance – for example products not containing certain substances based on the 

most important environmental criteria, taking into account public perception and 

civil society expectations (BEUC and EEB 2007: 6).  

Despite these critiques such suggestions have been finally and ultimately dismissed 

as being too complex in the course of the last revision (IEFE 2005; Jordan et al. 2003: 

569–570). In contrast, the single label is seen as being “easily recognisable” (Vermeire 

et al. 2003: 19).  

Additional information 

In terms of additional information, the EU ecolabel has been criticised for a lack of 

easy accessible information about the scheme (Erskine and Collins 1996: 46). Indeed, 

the EU ecolabel website appears to contain far less information than for example the 

Fairtrade or the MSC label.  

10.4.3 Evaluation 

The last revision study has highlighted that “successful eco-labelling activities rely on 

both market efficiency and environmental effectiveness” (IEFE- Università Bocconi 

2005: 82). The following paragraphs will first evaluate to what extent the EU ecolabel 

has influenced the market and second the environmental benefits that could be 

gained from it.  

10.4.3.1 Influence on the Market 

In terms of its influence on the market the US EPA suggests the following indicators 

for measuring the effectiveness of eco labels: consumer awareness of the label, 

consumer acceptance of the label (credibility and understanding), changes in 
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consumer behaviour, and changes in manufacturers behaviour (United States 

Environmental Protection Agency 1993: iii). Frankl and Pieroni add to this list:  

– number of labelled products available 

– number of licensed products on the market 

– market shares of labelled products 

– significance of the available goods 

– producer acceptance of the label (Frankl and Pietroni 2005a: 241). 

The following paragraphs will elaborate on consumers’ perception of the EU ecolabel 

(including awareness, understanding and credibility), supply side participation 

(producer acceptance of the label), governmental support, market penetration in 

terms of products on offer, retailer involvement, and competition with other schemes. 

Changes in producers behaviour will be dealt with in the following chapter (direct 

environmental benefits). The significance of the chosen product groups will be 

touched on in the very last concluding chapter.  

Supply Side Participation 

Basic assumption voluntary ecolabelling schemes like the EU ecolabel are based on is 

that producers use the label to signal the environmental advantage of their product in 

order to increase their competiveness (see chapter cost benefits for further 

elaboration on this). "Once a critical mass of businesses has successfully applied for 

an ecolabel within a certain market segment the remaining companies find 

themselves under considerable market pressure to seek the label for their competing 

products" (Jordan et al. 2006: 176). According to Jordan et al. producers and service 

providers are often driven "by fears about a loss of market shares rather than the 

hope of increasing their market share due to an eco-label award"(Jordan et al. 2006: 

176). For them this explains why eco-labels can have a very high uptake in certain 

markets but fail to get a hold in others. 

The general interest in application for the EU ecolabel has remained rather low. This 

is despite the fact that, according to interviews conducted in the course of the last 

revision study, also companies not applying for the eco-label could fulfil its 

requirements (IEFE- Università Bocconi 2005: 85). The reasons for this reservation 

are vast. In their study on diffusion of the EU ecolabel in Italy and Benelux in 1998 

IEFE and ICEM CEEM identified a lack of detailed and product group-specific 

information in terms of regulation requirements, costs, possible business and 



548 

competitive benefits (IEFE and ICEM CEEM 1998: 62). In different studies on 

marketing strategies for the ecolabel in EU member states conducted for the EC 

between 1998 and 2004 many companies reported that one of the main barriers to 

apply for the ecolabel has been the lack of awareness and demand from end 

consumers, public institutions and retailers (e.g. Bakken Consulting 2004; Drury 

Communications and Certification Europe Ltd.; Synergia 2000; Novotec 2002). This 

has started to gradually change however. Later studies in the paint sector in Belgium 

found for example that “producers gradually begin to assume that consumers find 

environmentally friendly arguments important. Several […] even think an 

environmentally friendly policy is important in any case, with or without the support 

of the consumers" (Vermeire et al. 2003: 31). This is surely even more the case today. 

General awareness of environmental product aspects has grown substantially in 

recent years  

However, this does not seem to have majorly influenced the uptake of the EU ecolabel 

by producers. In the course of the last revision process among the most stated 

reasons for non application has been still the lack of awareness and demand from end 

consumers, public institutions and retailers (Rubik and Frankl 2005: 141; IEFE- 

Università Bocconi 2005: 108). Some companies also point to hardly existing social 

pressure from NGOs in many sectors (Rubik and Frankl 2005: 140). This sensed lack 

of competitive advantage meets several disadvantages producers have identified. 

Associated costs are among the most important barriers at this point (Allison and 

Carter 2000: 16; IEFE- Università Bocconi 2005: 107). Many companies have also 

reported difficulties in ensuring the adherence of the supply chain with respective 

criteria and the documentation of such (see discussion on page 446ff. on cost benefit 

ratio). Furthermore, “antagonisms can occur where disclosure of data relating to 

significant environmental aspects may lead to the exposure of new technical 

developments or product composition with subsequent loss of competitive 

advantage“(e.g. disclosing the use of a particular substance, not used yet by 

competitors) (Allison and Carter 2000: 16). Voluntary labelling schemes that require 

sensitive data to be revealed are therefore unlikely to have a high uptake by 

producers (Allison and Carter 2000: 16). Moreover, even though the latest revision 

study reports that many companies have expressed positive assessments of the 

overall effect of the EU Eco-Label registration on the customer satisfaction (IEFE- 

Università Bocconi 2005: 120), some producers fear that "the application of any 
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voluntary label could influence the selling position and discriminate against other 

products in the range of the same company" (Rubik and Frankl 2005: 140). Lastly, in 

some sectors and countries the market structure makes it very difficult for new 

suppliers proposing an eco labelled product to break in especially when they lack 

bargaining power for example against large retailers (Sofres Consulting 1998: 68) 

(see below). On the other hand, the “uptake of Type I labels by just one producer can 

be extremely effective in a market with few major players, particularly if the label is 

applied to a popular brand”(Allison and Carter 2000: 51). In general, Rubik et al. 

argue that in markets where few producers are dominant voluntary approaches like 

the EU ecolabel might be very effective (Rubik et al. 2007). 

Consumer Perceptions 

Rubik et al. argue that consumer awareness is at the basis of any behavioural change 

and a crucial key for success (Rubik et al. 2007: 184). Once set in motion, Allison and 

Charter highlight that "the relationship between this parameter [consumer 

awareness] and label types can be circular, with labels themselves raising generic and 

product specific consumer environmental awareness"(Allison and Carter 2000: 28). 

Yet consumer awareness and understanding of the EU ecolabel has been low 

especially in countries with their own national eco-label (Jordan et al. 2006: 174; 

Allison and Carter 2000: 28; Erskine and Collins 1997: 130). In a telephone survey, 

conducted with a representative sample of around 1000 participants in Germany, 

Norway, Spain and Italy during summer 2001, Sto and Strandbakken found that only 

between 0,4-1,7% of the respondents mentioned the EU ecolabel when asked to name 

any ecolabel they could think of (StØ and Strandbakken 2005). According to the 2007 

Eurobarometer, when asked what the flower, symbolising the European Eco-label, 

stands for almost half of Europeans (48%) answered that they do not know what the 

label means. The label was correctly recognised as symbolising ecological products 

and services by only a small group of 11% of EU25 citizens (European Commission 

2007a). In a more recent study by the Gallup Organisation even “61% EU citizens 

interviewed in the survey admitted never having seen – or heard about – the EU 

ecolabel and its Flower logo. Almost a fifth (19%) of interviewees said they have seen 

the EU ecolabel, or have heard about it, and have also bought products bearing the 

Flower. A similar proportion of interviewees (18%) had seen the label, or had heard 

about it, but had not bought Flower-labelled products. […] Respondents with a higher 
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level of awareness about the environmental impact of the products they buy or use 

and those who pay more attention to a product’s environmental impact, energy 

efficiency and/or ecolabels when making purchasing decisions were not only more 

likely than their counterparts to answer that they have seen – or heard about – the EU 

ecolabel, but were also the most likely to have actually bought products bearing this 

label“ (The Gallup Organisation 2009: 26–28). In terms of social demographics, the 

Gallup organisation argues that “awareness of the Flower [...] was the lowest among 

respondents with the lowest level of education. [...] Other socio-demographic groups 

with lower awareness levels were both the youngest (under 25) and oldest (over 54) 

respondents, and those not working. The 25-54 year-olds, those with the highest level 

of education, self-employed respondents and employees, on the other hand, were the 

most likely to have bought products with the EU ecolabel” (The Gallup Organisation 

2009: 26–28). Moreover consumer awareness strongly differs depending on both 

country and product group (Rubik et al. 2007: 184). According to the Eurobarometer, 

awareness of the European Eco-label is at its highest level in Finland, where almost 

one-fourth (24%) of the respondents correctly recognises the label as standing for 

ecological products and services. Results for Greece show a figure of 22% knowing 

the label, followed by 18% of respondents in Slovenia. Lowest levels of recognition of 

the label are recorded in Ireland (5%), Poland, Hungary and Estonia (all 7%) 

(European Commission 2007a). Nevertheless, overall figures remain very low. 

Accordingly, Jim Murray, former director of the European Consumer Organisation 

BEUC, concludes that the EU ecolabel has been rather disappointing in terms of its 

influence on purchase behaviour (EurActiv.com 2008). 

In their latest regulation the EU Commission highlights that "it is necessary to inform 

the public and to raise public awareness of the EU ecolabel through promotion 

actions, information and education campaigns, at local, national and Community 

levels, in order to make consumers aware [...and...] make the scheme more attractive 

to producers and retailers" (European Commission 2010a: 2). Yet marketing 

campaigns are not the only factors determining consumers’ awareness of a labelling 

scheme. Allison and Charter argue (based on questionnaire consultation and a one-

day workshop with key stakeholders from interest groups such as environmental and 

consumer organisations, government bodies and industry on environmental 

labelling) that most important parameters influencing consumers awareness are: 

label format and visibility, credibility including endorsement by stakeholders, and 
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length of purchase decision (Allison and Carter 2000: 24). Rubik et al. highlight that 

especially "credibility and trust in a scheme is crucial (Rubik et al. 2007: 184). Data on 

the credibility of the EU ecolabelling scheme on the consumer side could not be 

found. It can only be assumed, that due to the involvement of governmental actors 

and its multistakeholder approach the credibility of the scheme is at least 

significantly higher than is usually the case for self-declarations. However, the scheme 

has been repeatedly criticised by various actors including not only businesses but 

also environmental and consumer organisations. Moreover, the participation of these 

actors is restricted. Final decision-making remains with EU bodies even after the 

latest revision. This will most likely negatively influence the credibility of the scheme 

with endconsumers.  

Governmental Support 

Authors like Jordan et al. highlight that also an active role of governments is a 

necessary, although not sufficient, condition for the establishment of successful eco-

label schemes (Jordan et al. 2006: 176). Especially the importance of greening public 

procurement has been repeatedly highlighted. Where endconsumers demand has 

been quite low governmental bodies can become a source of strategic demand (Lohse 

and Wulf-Schnabel 2000: 49). According to the latest revision study, “there is some 

evidence that eco-labelling schemes have greater impact […] when they are used as 

tools to identify green products for government procurement and institutional 

purchasing” (IEFE- Università Bocconi 2005: 97). In the Nordic countries for example, 

public procurement increasingly gets aligned with environmental criteria. In Finland 

it is required that by 2010 at least 70% of all purchases within the governmental 

sector take into account environmental aspects, and by 2015 all governmental 

purchases should do the same. Similar movement can be found in Denmark, Norway 

and Sweden. To a certain degree ecolabelling schemes are used to meet such 

requirements (Bauer and Fischer-Bogason). Generally however, public demand for 

ecolabelled products has been quite low so far. As a result of the latest revision 

process it therefore got decided that “the Ecolabel scheme will deliver harmonised 

environmental criteria for public purchasing which can easily be introduced into 

technical specifications” (Commission of the European Communities 2008a: 41). 

Suggestions to make the inclusion of Ecolabel criteria into calls for tender mandatory 

got rejected though. However, according to Allison and Carter, public procurement 
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bodies highlight a lack of availability of labelled products as problematic in terms of 

incorporating ecolabels into procurement policies (Allison and Carter 2000: 22).  

In addition, many argue that relating ecolabelling schemes with other policies can be 

supportive. This can include enhancing the cooperation with environmental 

management schemes or environmental reporting guidelines. In Ireland a study on 

marketing the EU ecolabel commissioned by the EC found that "if the Eco-label could 

be tied with regulations emerging from the Integrated Product Policy it would 

dramatically increase interest in the label" (Drury Communications and Certification 

Europe Ltd.). During the latest revision of the scheme it was also considered to link 

the EU ecolabel to fiscal incentives. However, such proposals got rejected as "beyond 

the scope of the Ecolabel Regulation at this time" (Commission of the European 

Communities 2008a: 38). Finally some highlight the need for strong and clear 

regulation on advertising and ISO type II labels (IEFE – Università Bocconi 2005: 87–

97). As outlined above, so far governmental support especially from member states 

has been quite limited. According to the EU Commission in the future the EU ecolabel 

is therefore going to be better linked to other policy instruments (European 

Commission 2007b: 13). In the Nordic countries, except for greening public 

procurement, there have not been many example of using ecolabels in coalition with 

other policy instruments (Bauer and Fischer-Bogason: 51). 

Market Penetration 

According to a popular line of argument, the more ecolabelled products are bought 

the more damaging products are substituted (IEFE- Università Bocconi 2005: 83–86). 

For Allison and Charter “type I schemes need to ensure a certain degree of visibility in 

the market and level of product availability if they are to be successful” (Allison and 

Carter 2000: 51). Accordingly, many argue that a first way to assess the effect of an 

ecolabelling scheme on environmental performance is to evaluate to what extent 

ecolabelled product are diffused throughout the market (IEFE- Università Bocconi 

2005: 83). According to Frankl et al. to assess the market penetration of labelled 

products one should take into account the number of labelled products available, 

number of licensed products on the market, and market shares of labelled products. 

Concrete data on market shares is very difficult to obtain. The following paragraphs 

will summarise only the total number of licensed products (products on offer) and a 
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general discussion on the labels market penetration including the involvement of 

retailers, and the competition with other schemes. 

Products on Offer 

During its history, the uptake of the EU ecolabelling scheme in the market has always 

been rather low. For example 1998, 5 years after its initiation, there was not one 

applicant in Germany or Austria. Some argue that in recent years the EU ecolabel has 

seen increased interest (European Environmental Bureau 2008). The total number of 

licenses has gone up from 6 in 1996 to 1016 in the beginning of 2010. “Italy and 

France have the greatest number of Ecolabel holders, with 336 and 186 licences 

respectively. They are followed by Spain and Germany who each have more than 60 

licences” (EC Environment 2010). Market penetration has been much higher in some 

sectors. According to Frankl and Pietroni although numbers are limited in absolute 

terms paper for example “might be considered a success story within the EU flower 

scheme. At least in the number of companies involved and in the number f products 

labelled over the past few years" (Frankl and Pietroni 2005b: 173). Nevertheless, as 

Jordan et al. concluded in 2006 already "the [overall] market impact and trade 

implications are […still...] rather meagre. […] The market share of EU ecolabelled 

products remains low, even in member states without their own national ecolabel or 

without labels for certain products" (Jordan et al. 2006: 174).  

In the light of such figures criticism has evolved that the achievements of the EU 

ecolabel to date “are not commensurate with the vision bestowed upon it the early 

1990s when it was first devised" (Cadman and Dolley 2004: 75). Many have said and 

still say that for the scheme to promote products with a reduced impact on the 

environment a much larger number of ecolabelled products needs to be available in 

the market-place (Erskine and Collins 1997: 131; Randa Group 2003: 28). In fact, the 

low availability of labelled products has been among the reasons to hold back major 

marketing campaigns (Randa Group 2003: 28). 

Retailer Involvement 

Many have pointed to the determining role of retailers and their procurement policies 

in forming markets structures (Sofres Consulting 1998: 3; IEFE- Università Bocconi 

2005: 97). IEFE and ICEM VCEEM found that “in many markets, and for several 

product groups, retailers are more important than consumers, because they orient 
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consumer purchasing preferences and they decide which goods should be proposed 

to a client who asks for an environment-friendly product. [...] most companies 

interviewed [...] declared that they were ready to respond to any request made by the 

retailers on the environmental performance of the supplied products” (IEFE and 

ICEM CEEM 1998: 71–72). “Retailers and traders [...] act as «mediators» between 

consumers and focal-companies. The retailer is a sort of «gatekeeper» of product 

environmental quality: on one side, he is a sensor of environment-oriented 

consumption trends, as he can transfer consumer demand for green products 

upwards to producer companies on the other side, he is an amplifier of “environment-

friendly supply”, as he can guarantee for the credibility of producers’ statements and 

information and support their green marketing campaign by offering a direct contact 

with the final consumer“ (IEFE and ICEM CEEM 1998: 71–72). According to a recent 

study by the Bio Intelligence Service, conducted for the EU Commission, “Only 8 out of 

the 18 studied retailers include EU Eco-labelled products in their assortment 

(Carrefour, CandA, Coop Italy, Delhaize, H&M, Kesko, Kingfisher, REWE Group)” (Bio 

Intelligence Service 2008: 43). 

According to the latest revision study the huge lack of availability and visibility of the 

eco-labelled products in stores is one of the largest barriers to create a consumer 

demand for eco-labelled product (IEFE – Università Bocconi 2005: 97–100). This can 

be blamed not only on a lack of interest on the producer side but also on a lack of 

demand by retailers. In some markets, structures make it very difficult for new 

suppliers proposing an eco labelled product to break in. In the UK for example there 

is "an historical high level of loyalty from [the large] retailers towards existing 

suppliers […] the supply chain is very integrated with industrialists selling a large 

share of their production to a single retailer" (Sofres Consulting 1998: 68). It would 

therefore need such large retailers to push for ecolabelled products.  

However, especially in the early years of the scheme there has been a low awareness 

of the scheme amongst retailers in most countries (Erskine and Collins 1997: 130). 

This has not majorly changed. In the UK for example, major retailers have taken a 

rather opposing stand (Jordan et al. 2006: 172). In Ireland, it was reported that 

“retailers are not convinced that extra demand will be generated by labelling a 

product” (Drury Communications and Certification Europe Ltd.: 19). Yet even though 

companies do not apply for it, Jordan et al. report that nevertheless there is 

considerable interest in the EU ecolabel among some large retailers as a benchmark 
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(Jordan et al. 2006: 174). Moreover, in some countries like France Sofres Consulting 

found that "the EU eco-label is perceived by the main retailers interviewed as a way 

to guarantee both a good quality and an environmentally friendly image for private 

label products, to bring further credibility and loyalty to private labels products and 

to improve the ethical and caring image of the retailers" (Sofres Consulting 1998: 59).  

According to the latest revision study, among the reasons for the generally low uptake 

of the scheme among retailers in most markets is that retailers want a wide range of 

labelled products in the stores before they will proceed to actively promote the 

ecolabel (IEFE – Università Bocconi 2005: 97–100). Furthermore, for some the use of 

an eco-label implies a "downstream control process with sanctions, largely 

incompatible with the loyalty existing between retailers and suppliers" (Sofres 

Consulting 1998: 68). In addition, it can be a problem when retailers have already 

acquired an ethical and quality positioning of their name and private labels image. In 

such cases they often argue that the “retailers’ image does not need the eco-label to 

differentiate their products” (Sofres Consulting 1998: 68). According to Jordan et al. 

large retailers in the UK often think that “their brand name is already a sign of quality, 

which should not be compromised by competing labels" (Jordan et al. 2006: 172). 

Some retailers in the UK even fear a "major adverse effect of using the eco-label: it 

could undermine the trust of the customers towards a retailer” (Sofres Consulting 

1998: 68). Due to the selectivity of the label (it only labels best products) only some of 

the retailers products could be labelled. Some retailers then worry that "awarding the 

eco-label to some products would only confuse customers and make them wonder 

why all products are not labelled" (Sofres Consulting 1998: 68). In other counties (e.g. 

Spain) the retail sector is more fragmented and the negotiation power of most 

retailers is quite low. Additionally, the share of retailers own brand products is much 

smaller. In such structures, retailers’ potential to push the market is therefore more 

limited (Sofres Consulting 1998: 68).  

Competition with Other Schemes 

One of the main reasons for the introduction of the EU ecolabel was to address the 

existing confusion between various national ecolabelling schemes. Yet this aim seems 

to have failed (Scheer and Rubik 2005: 66). Many have criticised a lack of cooperation 

between the EU ecolabel and other labelling schemes even though repeated efforts 

have been made to address this (Scheer and Rubik 2005: 66). National ecolabelling 
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schemes still exist alongside the EU ecolabel. In many cases, they even achieve a 

higher awareness and penetration of their national markets (IEFE- Università 

Bocconi 2005: 100). In the Nordic countries, such as Finland, Norway and Denmark, 

the national eco labels dominate with the EU ecolabel being less well known. Among 

the Nordic countries Denmark generally is the country with the highest amount of 

ecolabelled products with nearly 500 licenses covering almost 5000 products. Of 

these products however only 500 carry the EU ecolabel while 4500 are labelled with 

the Nordic Swan (Bauer and Fischer-Bogason: 27–29). According to the latest 

revision study, “main advantages of the national labels are that they cover product 

groups not covered by the EU Eco-Label of today and that national labels are suited 

for – and in many cases preferred on – the local markets” (IEFE- Università Bocconi 

2005: 101). Despite these advantages however over 70 % of the stakeholders 

interviewed for the revision study do not recommend a national rather than a 

European label. Their main reasons relate to the applicability on the entire European 

market. “While some believe more in an EU label in the long run, others see them as 

supplementary” (IEFE- Università Bocconi 2005: 101).  

Another issue is a failure in coordinating the different European environmental 

product information schemes. For Rubik et al., "the most striking example is the 

overlapping of the energy label and the ISO Type I label in the case of white goods” 

(Rubik et al. 2007: 188). In such areas, "producers favour the energy label and believe 

that all aspects that might be of interest to consumers are contained in this label. 

They think that coexistence with voluntary schemes is an additional burden" (Rubik 

and Frankl 2005: 140). For Rubik et al. this overlap “was certainly a factor in the 

failure of the ISO Type I label in the case of this specific product group" (Rubik et al. 

2007: 188).  

Consequently, reports conducted for the EC on marketing strategies for the EU 

ecolabel in the member states found that producers as well as consumers still feel 

confused by the different national ecolabels but also self declarations and other forms 

of labels (Drury Communications and Certification Europe Ltd.; Bakken Consulting 

2004; Vermeire et al. 2003: 21; Commission of the European Communities 2008a: 

15–16).  

According to the revised regulation, the Commission is therefore aiming to "enhance 

the coherence and promote harmonisation between the EU ecolabel scheme and 
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national ecolabelling schemes in the Community" (European Commission 2010a: 2). 

In order to do so "EU ecolabel criteria shall […] take into account existing criteria 

developed in officially recognised ecolabelling schemes in the Member States" 

(European Commission 2010a: 7). Additionally any member state can propose 

criteria that have already been developed under another ISO 14024 type ecolabelling 

scheme for development under the EU ecolabelling scheme. In such cases, a 

shortened criteria development procedure may apply. Finally “where EU ecolabel 

criteria for a given product group have been published, other nationally or regionally 

officially recognised EN ISO 14024 type I ecolabelling schemes which do not cover 

that product group at the time of publication may be extended to that product group 

only where the criteria developed under those schemes are at least as strict as the EU 

ecolabel criteria” (European Commission 2010a: 2). If these requirements will be able 

to address the existing confusion between the various existing labelling schemes is 

doubtful. Especially the overlaps with the EU energy label have not been addressed so 

far.  

Additional Instruments to facilitate Market Penetration 

Both the EVER study and previous marketing studies argue that the lack of 

knowledge and recognition of the EU Eco-label from consumers, costumers and 

retailers is by far the largest barrier for the diffusion of the Ecolabel. 

Correspondently, the most significant driver for implementing the EU Eco-label in 

their view is increased knowledge among consumers and professional purchasers, 

and increased demand for labelled products through promotion and marketing. This 

should include mass communication to raise short term awareness but also dialogue 

activities and network communication to build partnerships between industry 

federations, manufacturers, retailers, public procurement organisations and 

environment and consumer organisations and thereby motivate more manufacturers 

to apply for the Eco-label and more retailers to distribute ecolabelled products and 

participate in future campaigns (IEFE – Università Bocconi 2005: 100–106). 

The EU Ecodesign Directive mentions EU-flower as one way to prove that a product 

fulfils the requirements of the Directive. So far the Ecodesign Directive focuses on 

energy and -using and related products but the aim is to also include other 

environmental and life cycle aspects during early phases of product developments. 
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Accordingly, there might be bigger potential for policy-mixing with eco-labelling. 

(Bauer and Fischer-Bogason: 32) 

Conclusion: Key Actors and Factors for Market Effects 

In the early years of the EU ecolabelling scheme its low popularity was linked to “the 

typical pattern of development for ecolabel schemes. In the beginning, both 

consumers and producers show only reluctant willingness to accept the ecolabel 

scheme. The lack of publicity, the absence of environmental criteria for most product 

groups and the lack of operational experience could be partly responsible for the 

cautious attitude of producers and the low recognition by consumers” (Karl & Orwat 

1999: 215). Since then, the situation has slightly improved. However, the EU ecolabel 

still lacks awareness and support on both sides of the supply chain. Even though the 

general awareness of environmental issues has gone up, consumers awareness and 

understanding of the EU ecolabel is still very low, its credibility improvable. Likewise, 

also public purchasers have shown limited demand so far. In most sectors, producers 

do not feel sufficiently pressured to sign up for the EU ecolabelling scheme. Moreover, 

some feel unable to push for an ecolabel due to difficulties in and costs for controlling 

the supply chain as well as insufficient bargaining power upstream or downstream 

the supply chain or both. Retailers on the other hand complain about a lack of supply 

with ecolabelled products. In addition, they fear to confuse the consumer and threat 

their own image by only offering some ecolabelled products. Such fears of confusion 

seem legitimate considering that the EU ecolabel failed so far in condensing existing 

national but also European ecolabelling schemes. Some retailers also see ecolabels as 

downstream control process that is incompatible with the loyalty existing between 

retailers and suppliers. The lack of push from producers as well as retailers leads to a 

lack of visibility of labelled products and discourages marketing campaigns. This in 

turn further decreases the demand from the consumer side. In their study on 

diffusion of the EU ecolabel in Italy and Benelux in 1998 IEFE and ICEM CEEM 

therefore conclude that "a vicious circle is hindering the development of the Eco 

label” (IEFE and ICEM CEEM 1998: 63). The latest revision study adds that the 

overcome belief that market forces automatically guarantee the success of eco-labels 

did not fulfil. As a result, many argue that most urgently awareness of the scheme 

needs to be increased especially on the side of consumers by various communication 

measures (see above). However, awareness is surely not the only factor influencing 
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the success of a labelling scheme. IEFE and ICEM CEEMM argue that "raising the 

awareness of the actors involved is, with no doubt, a very important action and could 

be considered a minimal and necessary condition for the «take off» of the scheme. But 

this kind of actions is not enough in situations where the hindering factors [...] are 

preventing producers to adopt an Eco-Label-oriented strategy" (IEFE and ICEM CEEM 

1998: 122). Jordan et al. conclude that "a complex relationship between government 

and citizen/NGO activity, as well as consumer demand and business supply, is at 

work, which affects the legitimization and uptake of ecolabel schemes" (Jordan et al. 

2006: 177).  

To identify ways how to break through the above described vicious circle IEFE and 

ICEM CEEMM have applied a network model to identify essential actors facilitating 

the diffusion of the ecolabelling scheme. For them "voluntary environmental policies 

rely on the possibility to set out a «virtuous circle» among the actors involved in their 

implementation. [...it..] implies that each actor involved pursues its interest by 

(consciously or unconsciously) supporting other actors’ aims. By participating in an 

eco-labelling scheme:  

 industrial and other business actors are allowed to use a marketing tool to 

enhance their competitiveness, meanwhile 

 social actors (consumer, citizens, communities...) obtain correct and credible 

information on product environmental impact, meanwhile 

 institutional actors achieve public policy objectives in terms of environmental 

performance improvement" (IEFE and ICEM CEEM 1998: 71). 

Many point out that especially end consumer demand should not be overestimated 

however. Frankl and Pietroni report for the paper sector in Italy, where the amount of 

labelled paper products is relatively high, that most essential push factors were 

demand by retailers and manufacturers aiming to differentiate their products from 

their competitors. Actual market demand has been still very low (Frankl and Pietroni 

2005b: 173). IEFE and ICEM VCEEM argue instead, the key driver for a voluntary 

ecolabelling scheme like the EU ecolabel are not consumers (like many other argue) 

but the producing company: "it is the company that should be convinced of the 

opportunity to adopt the Eco-Label and use it as a marketing tool. It is the company 

that perceives consumer trends and may stimulate them towards more «ecological» 

patterns. It is the company that makes the first move and challenges the sector or 
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market immobility. It is the company, finally, that makes all the necessary efforts to 

obtain the Eco-Label and value it on the market" (IEFE and ICEM CEEM 1998: 64). 

They therefore place the company at the centre of a network of actors that are 

essential to facilitate the application of a company for the EU ecolabel. These actors 

for them are  

 Consumers to assure final demand 

 Retailers as gatekeepers between suppliers and consumers (see discussion 

above) 

 Environmental and consumer NGOs to assure the credibility of the scheme and 

diffuse information 

 Institutional actors involved in the implementation of the scheme for technical 

and informative support  

 Public Administration mainly for public procurement  

 Media to circulate and diffuse information in order to draw the attention of 

manufacturers and retailers to the label and raise awareness of the public and 

the consumer 

 Intermediate institutions such as chambers of commerce, local agencies, 

voluntary consortia, centres of excellence, etc. to remove barriers especially 

for SME.  

 A catalyst to start up the network, and keep it alive by promoting the network, 

facilitating information exchanges, promoting cooperation initiatives, 

proposing collective actions, mediating between conflicting interests. For IEFE 

and ICEM VCEEM NGOs and non profit institutions like universities "are 

natural candidates to play this role for their neutrality, capability to establish 

contacts and relations with all the other actors and availability to promote 

actions for public interests" (IEFE and ICEM CEEM 1998: 74). 

As outlined on page 482ff. the likelihood for support of a scheme by economic actors 

furthermore depends on the degree of technological heterogeneity of the industry; 

the threat of regulation of the environmental quality of the products (but also 

pressure from other societal actors like NGOs) and the final demand for an 

environmental variant of the product. 



561 

10.4.3.2 Own Objective: Environmental Gains 

Primary function of the EU ecolabel is to stimulate both the supply and demand of 

products that have a lower environmental impact compared to others in the same 

category. Rubik et al. distinguish between direct and indirect environmental benefits 

induced by ecolabels. Most environmental benefits however are hard to measure due 

to the long-term dimension of environmental problems. Furthermore, the effects of 

labelling, like with most policy instruments, are difficult to separate from other 

environmental policy instruments (IEFE- Università Bocconi 2005: 89–93). Probably 

for such reasons, as pointed out by Rubik et al, “research on the environmental 

effectiveness of labelling programmes remains anecdotal” (Rubik et al. 2008: 408). 

Nevertheless, the following paragraphs will give an overview about existing findings 

on the direct and indirect environmental benefits gained from the EU ecolabel.  

Direct Benefits 

Direct environmental benefits mean “environmental improvements attained through 

the practised application of eco-labelling on products and services” (Rubik et al. 2008: 

398). They can be mainly gained from influencing product development and 

innovation in order to adhere to respective ecolabelling criteria "either by modifying 

its composition or materials, or by changing its environmental features or by 

improving production processes” (Rubik et al. 2008: 397). By doing so, companies 

can also positively influence the management of the supply chain. According to 

interviews conducted with current participating companies in the course of the latest 

revision study, “nearly 74% of the participants observed an influence on the 

information exchange with commercial clients” (IEFE- Università Bocconi 2005: 98). 

Moreover, ecolabelling schemes may be used "to identify the potential environment-

oriented demand for the product and for its characteristics” (Rubik et al. 2008: 399).  

So far, there has been only little research done on how manufacturers change in order 

to adapt to eco-labels (Rubik et al. 2007). Among the rare exception are interviews 

conducted with current participating companies in the course of the latest revision 

study. They found that "about every second interviewee indicated that the Flower had 

some effect on the environmental performance of the product in the areas of air and 

water emissions, waster/recycling and water/material use. Improvements with 

regard to accidents/spills were rare and for noise/smell observed by ¼ of 
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interviewees. […] 42% of the participants indicated that the Flower has contributed 

to the setting of environmental targets in all or most areas" (IEFE- Università Bocconi 

2005: 91). “About ¾ of the participating companies (strongly) agreed that the Flower 

has influenced their demands on their suppliers” (IEFE- Università Bocconi 2005: 98). 

Despite such positive reports from actors using the EU ecolabel many argue however 

that with the currently low uptake in the market the direct environmental benefit are 

quite limited (Cadman and Dolley 2004: 75; Erskine and Collins 1997: 130). 

Moreover, in terms of product innovation according to the interviews conducted for 

the revision study “there are doubts that eco-labels spur spontaneous processes of 

environmental innovation. […] The average grade obtained by the improved product 

innovation capability option is positive […] but places among the least important 

benefits gained by the EU Eco-Label registration (none of the interviewees regarded it 

as “very important”)” (IEFE- Università Bocconi 2005: 121). Rehfeld et al. found, 

based on a statistical and econometric analysis of case studies and a telephone survey 

in the German manufacturing sector, that labelling only plays a minor role in 

facilitating environmental product innovation (Rehfeld et al.). In fact some fear that 

ecolabels like the EU ecolabel can "negatively influence the manufacturer's ability to 

innovate, since adoption of a radical innovation can result in extended debate and 

loss of time before the eco-label can be used" (Allison and Carter 2000: 46) (see also 

discussion above).  

During the ecolabels revision in 2000 the EUEB was called to develop and improve 

the methodology and parameters for estimating the direct and indirect 

environmental benefits of the EU ecolabel. As a result the European Commission 

commissioned a report on the direct and indirect benefits of the European Ecolabel. 

In their report, AEA Technology calculates the direct environmental gains the EU 

ecolabel could achieve "by comparing the environmental footprint of ecolabelled 

product with that of a typical, non-labelled equivalent" (Cadman and Dolley 2004: 

VI).. Different market penetration scenarios (5, 20 and 50%) were applied to assess 

the environmental benefits "in terms of a lower consumption of energy, water and 

raw materials as well as the minimisation of emissions to the environment during 

production and use for all product groups covered by the ecolabel" (Cadman and 

Dolley 2004: VI).. They found "that there are appreciable savings and benefits to the 

environment that could be gained through the wider use of products meeting the 

ecolabel standard, even at a modest 5% market share" (Cadman and Dolley 2004: V). 
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Potential CO2 savings from electricity usage for example could be 9,318,000t with a 

5% take up, 37,270,000t with a 20% take-up and 93,175,000t with a 50% take up. 

Hazardous substance use could be reduced by 13,800t (5%), 55,400t (20%) and 

138,400 (50%). For them the ecolabel also "has potential to be highly cost-effective. 

Considering the direct benefits and the 5% market penetration scenario, the amount 

of CO2 emissions saved is 9Mt. We estimate that the ecolabel scheme costs €3.4M per 

year to operate. Hence the ecolabel could potentially achieve CO2 abatement at a cost 

less than €1 per tonne" (Cadman and Dolley 2004: VII). However, such calculations 

do not take into account the costs for individual companies to align their production 

with the ecolabels requirements. Furthermore, it has to be kept in mind, as pointed 

out by AEAT themselves, that in all the calculations performed for this study, a lot of 

assumptions and extrapolations were made in order to come up with concrete 

calculations. In addition, the EU ecolabel is only aiming for a 20% take up in the 

market on a voluntary basis. This inherently limits its potential influence.  

Some authors have also pointed to the more general limitations of type 1 ecolabels in 

facilitating environmental benefits. Fleming, for example, points to the lack of 

incentive for companies to still improve their environmental performance if their 

products do not meet the requirements for being awarded the EU ecolabel (Fleming 

1992: 6). Even more importantly, ecolabels like the EU ecolabel do not address the 

question if products are necessary in the first place. Fleming calls this the "fourth 

hurdle". Usually ecolabelling take the view at this point that if there is demand for the 

product it should be ensured that the environmental impact of that product is 

minimised (Fleming 1992: 6). Yet he highlights that even the “best award winning 

products can do is to reduce, slightly, the rate at which the global environment 

deteriorates. To address the real issues requires radical steps. Indeed, and the Eco-

label scheme, along with the razzamatazz which is proposed for it could be seen as a 

case of displacement activity - focusing on a minor problem as a relief from having to 

think about the major one" (Fleming 1992). This also relates to the risk of rebound 

effects: Environmental benefits gained from more environmentally efficient products 

can potentially outweigh by an increase in the overall consumption of that particular 

product. Even more sceptical Dosi and Moretto argue that "the adoption of a green 

production process and the supply of more environmentally benign products may be 

accompanied not only by conservation of conventional production lines – a 

phenomenon generally accepted by the current ecolabelling programs – but also by 
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an increase in investment in “polluting capital” before the adoption of the technology 

required to submit products which qualify for the label. […] In particular, if firms 

expect that the label – obtained for a specific product – will project a positive image 

over the entire firm, then ecolabelling, while encouraging the supply of green 

products, could at the same time induce increased investment in conventional 

technologies (Dosi and Moretto 2001: 121). So far, no further research exists if this is 

really the case. 

Indirect Benefits 

"Indirect environmental effects mean environmentally positive impacts induced by 

eco-labelling schemes on its surroundings in policy, business and society outside the 

effects on the applicant and participant of the European eco-label" (IEFE- Università 

Bocconi 2005: 93). Cadman and Doley argue that most of the ecolabels wider 

influence remains unseen. In their report they assess the indirect benefits the EU 

ecolabel has had and could potentially have in the future. The following indirect 

benefits can be summarised (based on Cadman and Dolley 2004; Frankl and Pietroni 

2005a: 253; Wrigley and Lowe 2002: 82–83):  

 The use of the Ecolabel criteria by another eco-label scheme, to generate Type III 

labels (environmental product declarations), industry recommendations on how 

to make green claims (Type II) (Cadman and Dolley 2004), or for product tests of 

third parties (e.g. consumer tests) (IEFE- Università Bocconi 2005: 95). 

 The use of the Ecolabel criteria in public and private procurement calls for tender 

(Cadman and Dolley 2004). 

 The use of the label by other market actors without asking or applying for it e.g. to 

inform on environmental “hot spots” (Wrigley and Lowe 2002: 82–83). Indeed, 

during the interviews conducted for the latest revision study “about half of the 

interviewed non-participating companies declared to use the eco-label in all or 

some areas” (IEFE- Università Bocconi 2005: 96). 

 The use of the Ecolabel criteria and procedures/structures to generate minimum 

environmental requirements applicable to all products of a product category on 

the market that could then be discussed with industry with a view to 

implementation, perhaps, for example, via voluntary agreements (Cadman and 

Dolley 2004). Such an indirect effect was slightly supported by stakeholders n the 
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latest revision study for example for bed/mattresses, textiles, paints and tourist 

accommodations (IEFE- Università Bocconi 2005: 96). 

 Compliance with EU ecolabelling criteria can be used for example to show that a 

product is in accordance with the Energy Using Products (EuP) Directive (Cadman 

and Dolley 2004). 

 The use of the Ecolabel logo, eco-label criteria and related discussion, to raise 

stakeholder awareness of the environmental impact of products, with 

stakeholders including manufacturers retailers, consumers, environmental NGOs 

and public administrations. Especially where environmental impacts are located 

in the use phase environmental product information schemes can play an 

important educational role (Frankl and Pietroni 2005a: 253). Furthermore, such 

better informed consumers will potentially demand more effective environmental 

legislation (Cadman and Dolley 2004). 

 The use of the Ecolabel and its criteria as a basis for establishing fiscal measures 

to promote green products, (e.g. criteria for energy rebate schemes) (Cadman and 

Dolley 2004). 

For Cadman and Doley, such indirect benefits are "the key to unlocking and realising 

the direct benefits" (Cadman and Dolley 2004: 76). Especially in "promoting the use 

of ecolabel criteria to Member States’ governments (and their agencies, health 

services, schools and colleges etc) as a resource to help define procurement 

specifications" AEAT sees high potentials for environmental gains (Cadman and 

Dolley 2004: VII).  

Conclusion 

Cadman and Doley found that the uptake of the EU ecolabel could potentially lead to 

large direct environmental benefits at relatively low costs. In addition, there are also 

large potential for indirect benefits especially from the use of ecolabelling criteria for 

public procurement. Only limited research has been conducted on the actual benefits 

of the EU ecolabelling scheme already gained so far. The rare exceptions have found 

that the use of the EU ecolabel has lead to certain environmental product 

improvements along the supply chain with current users as well as the use of the 

label by some non participants for example to derive minimum requirements. 

However, taking into account the currently low uptake of the label in the market, 

these positive influences remain quite small. Cadman and Doley conclude from their 
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study that "clearly, the ecolabel has within itself the potential to achieve a great deal 

more" (Cadman and Dolley 2004: VII). Moreover, the influence on innovation 

processes was reported to be limited or might even be negative. Finally, many 

authors also point to the general limitations of voluntary ecolabelling approaches 

mostly related to potential rebound effects. 

10.4.3.3 Overall Conclusion on Key Actors and Factors 

A helpful summary of the main factors influencing the success of environmental 

product information schemes can be found with (Frankl and Pietroni 2005a).111 They 

argue that the majority of factors and actors influencing the success of labelling 

schemes depend substantially on the sector the labelling scheme is working in. For 

that reason they distinguish between general success factors, including the costs and 

fees of a scheme and its credibility, and factors specific to the product groups (Frankl 

and Pietroni 2005a: 261). 

General Success Factors 

Costs, Fees and Verification 

Frankl and Pietroni argue, "in some cases, companies may prefer to invest in more 

profitable marketing tools rather than environmental product information schemes 

(EPIS). Verification costs can represent another important bottleneck for SMEs. The 

amount of time required to obtain the EPIS, especially if proceedings are delayed by 

the verification process, is also cited by companies as a weak point" (Frankl and 

Pietroni 2005a: 184). As outlined above a weak cost benefit ration as well as 

difficulties in assuring the accordance with the ecolabels criteria has been highlighted 

by many companies in many sectors as one of the main reasons not to apply for the 

EU ecolabel.  

Credibility 

Frankl et al. conclude that the success of at least voluntary EPIS "depends greatly on 

their credibility to stakeholders, including supply side actors, who perceive a 

successful label as marketing tool must, as well as consumers, who will pay attention 

                                                        

111 Similar key success factors have been highlighted for example also by Allison and Carter (2000). 
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to environmentally credible information" (Frankl et al. 2005: 296). This credibility 

among consumer, they argue, is "fundamentally based on multi stakeholder 

responsibilities" (Frankl et al. 2005: 296) and is usually highest when environmental 

and consumer organisations are involved. “Consumers tend to prefer NGOs and 

consumer organisations as competent or guarantee bodies and generally do not trust 

producers and retailers as sources of environmental information" (Frankl and 

Pietroni 2005a: 184).  

Erskine and Collins conclude in 1997 that credibility of the EU ecolabelling scheme 

has been low amongst many interest groups including industry, retailers, and 

consumers (Erskine and Collins 1997: 132). As outlined above it can be assumed that 

due to the involvement of governmental actors and its multistakeholder approach the 

credibility of the EU ecolabelling scheme is at least significantly higher than is usually 

the case for self declarations. However, the scheme has been repeatedly criticised by 

various actors including not only businesses but also environmental and consumer 

organisations for its working processes and institutionalisation having business bias. 

Moreover, the participation of these actors is restricted. Final decision-making 

remains with EU bodies even after the latest revision. This will most likely negatively 

influence the credibility of the scheme. In fact, Frankl et al. assume that especially the 

accusation of a bias towards industry „might be one reason for the low level of 

awareness for the EU ecoflower and its only modest success" (Frankl et al. 2005: 

297). 

Product Dependent Success Factors 

Determination of the main Environmental Impacts 

The identification of the life cycle stage in which the main environmental impacts of a 

product or service occur is necessary for establishing targets, formats and criteria for 

EPIS. These main impacts depend very much on the product group.  

Consumer Awareness 

As outlined above, consumer awareness and understanding is one of the highly 

influencing factors but depends essentially on the country as well as the product 

group. Consumer awareness and understanding of the EU ecolabelling scheme has 

been generally low. However, end consumer demand should not be overestimated. In 
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many cases success of the labelling scheme was rather driven by supply and retailer 

push.  

Integration of Key Stakeholders 

"The integration of stakeholders is another key factor for success of EPIS" (Rubik et 

al. 2007: 186). This is especially the case, Rubik et al. argue, “when several 

stakeholders are responsible for environmental impacts throughout the life-cycle of 

the product or service concerned" (Rubik et al. 2007: 186). For any new labelling 

scheme they therefore suggest to build on existing cooperation between stakeholders 

and establish "product panels consisting of motivated, innovative actors from across 

the whole life cycle to agree strategies for environmental innovation. This might 

consist of working groups within national or supranational labelling schemes which 

elaborate criteria based on the involvement of the most relevant stakeholders. In the 

long term these working groups can then be drawn into network activities covering 

the whole industry sector” (Frankl et al. 2005: 296–297). They highlight that an 

essential early step before implementing any environmental product information 

scheme is to “identify the drivers who have to be the ‘champions’ or ‘first movers’ to 

pull the whole process along. These subjects must be involved from the very 

beginning in a product panel approach and in the eventual establishment phase of 

EPIS” (Rubik et al. 2007: 184). For them key stakeholder have to be the strongest link 

(politically, economically or in terms of control over the market) in the supply chain. 

“Such influential stakeholders are in a position to force positive change" and can 

potentially break the vicious circle of lack of demand from consumers and lack of 

action by producers, often mentioned in discussions of EPIS (Frankl and Pietroni 

2005a: 250). “In this step, it is of utmost importance not to restrict attention only to 

producers and consumers (as subjects causing or suffering from the impacts) but to 

widen the gaze to look at intermediate actors" (Rubik et al. 2007: 189). As explained 

on page 503ff. there are various actors and factors facilitating the uptake of a labelling 

scheme by businesses including NGOs, retailers, public authorities, media, 

universities, institutional actors, and intermediate institutions. How these different 

actors play out varies majorly depending on the product group. In terms of political 

or societal power in some sectors the demand by consumers but also the pressure on 

businesses by societal actors like governments and NGOs might be much higher than 

in others. Rubik et al. therefore highlight that the relationship between various 
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stakeholders needs to be studied in advance in order to implement effective eco 

labelling strategies (Rubik et al. 2007: 188). Furthermore, it has to be assured to 

facilitate the participation of producers from developing countries to prevent 

labelling scheme evolving into Un-Fairtrade barriers.  

On the one hand, some see the EU ecolabelling scheme as highly participatory since 

its initiation that has even evolved into a barrier for quick and flexible processes in 

some cases. On the other hand some have criticised a lack of stakeholder involvement 

especially from environmental and consumer groups. In terms of business 

participation, some argue industry has influenced criteria development quite 

substantially leading to NGOs criticising the scheme for being too business focused. 

However, companies themselves have often complaint about a lack of involvement. 

The market effects of the EU ecolabel have shown that current business participation 

at least is not sufficient to ensure the uptake of the scheme in the market. In general 

because of reservations concerning the general conception of the EU labelling 

scheme, its organisational structure and its processes many stakeholders have been 

quite reserved in their support. This includes national governments, NGOs and 

businesses. As Erskine and Collins conclude finding a balance between integrating all 

stakeholder interests “and creating a scheme that will appeal to both industry and 

consumers, which is capable of improving the environment is the challenge of eco-

labelling (Erskine and Collins 1997: 131) and keeping processes quick and easy 

adjustable is one of the main challenges of ecolabelling schemes. If, after its revision, 

the EU ecolabel will gain an image of a multistakeholder scheme with major 

participation of environmental NGOs and in doing so increases its trust seems 

doubtful (considering that final decision making still remains with EU bodies). 

Though, as Jordan et al. highlight, “without stakeholder support, the EU ecolabel is 

unlikely to become a successful new environmental policy instrument that helps to 

bring about more sustainable consumption patterns" (Jordan et al. 2006: 174). 

Market Structure 

In terms of economic power, "in those markets where one link in the supply chain 

contains only a few companies such companies, even though they may not be directly 

responsible for the environmental impact of the industry, can play an active role in 

encouraging other actors in the supply chain to adopt environmental product 

information schemes" (Frankl and Pietroni 2005a: 250). Furthermore, agreements 
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are more likely to achieve as fewer people are involved. If such key actors exist and 

who they are depends on the respective sector. While in some sectors retailers can 

have high market power, other sectors have high concentration of power on the 

producer side. On the other hand, if there are many small and medium enterprises the 

complexities in their adaptation need to be addressed. 

Label Format 

In terms of the format of the label Frankl and Pietroni argue that the label "must be an 

appropriate compromise between conciseness and clarity. Simple products such as 

paper need only a very short and simple item of environmental information. On the 

contrary, with more complex products like washing machines, a logo or a phrase may 

not be enough. In particular, for those products that have the main impact in the use 

phase, additional user information is needed. In this case, EPIS play an important 

education role. This can be either provided by including information in the EPIS itself, 

or requiring specific information and education activities"(Rubik et al. 2007: 185). 

Criteria 

Allison and Charter highlight the importance of ensuring stringent, significant and up-

to-date criteria developed with stakeholder participation to maintain credibility 

(Allison and Carter 2000: 40). This should include businesses from developing and 

developed countries as well as NGOs. However, stakeholder participation essentially 

leads to more time consuming processes. Some therefore argue that for all products 

with rapid technological development (e.g. all electronic products), classical ISO-type 

I timing for criteria elaboration and revision (typically three years) is by far too long 

(in some cases longer than the products market lifetime) (Rubik et al. 2007: 185; 

Allison and Carter 2000: 45). For Rubik et al., this is one of the main reasons for 

failure of eco-labels in this particular category of products” (Rubik et al. 2007: 185). 

Rubik et al. furthermore point to the challenge to achieve an appropriate balance 

between too strict and too lax requirements. Whereas too strict criteria may act as a 

barrier to adoption, so that the scheme will lack the visibility needed for marketing, 

criteria that are easy to meet might create mistrust among consumers and thus 

discredit the scheme. Criteria of the EU ecolabel have been accused of being too 

business focused and not sufficiently strict in many cases. Among the reasons for this 

relatively low level of demand, some argue, is the need to find agreement between 

more parties. Since “consensus may often be found only at the lowest common 
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denominator, the quality of the EU scheme may be lower in comparison to the 

national ones” (Karl and Orwat 1999: 217). Another challenge is to find a good 

compromise between the need to reflect local conditions and the issue of 

harmonisation in an increasingly global market. This is especially important to 

prevent unfair barriers for developing countries.  

Quality 

Regarding quality, Rubik et al. report that "in some cases, the perception of 

consumers is that protection of the environment automatically means lower quality. 

In order to combat this misperception, it can be useful to emphasise the link between 

technological and environmental improvement" (Rubik et al. 2007: 185). 

Policy Integration 

As outlined above, it seems important to relate labelling schemes with other policy 

tools including green public procurement, legislation, environmental management 

schemes and reporting guidelines. Furthermore, Allison and Charter argue that "type 

I Eco-labels should not be developed if planned or existing legislation will address the 

most significant impacts in the near future” (Allison and Carter 2000: 51). They refer 

to the case of the EU energy label, which already addresses the environmental issues 

most important for consumers for white goods. Some see this as the main reason why 

the EU ecolabel has been quite a failure in such areas (Rubik et al. 2007: 188; Allison 

and Carter 2000: 51). However, Allison and Charter highlight that should “a jump in 

technology such as the introduction of ultrasonic washing machines, achieve 

improvements in energy and water consumption which cannot be easily incorporated 

into the EC Energy label, then Type I Eco-labels may once more become relevant" 

(Allison and Carter 2000: 51). 

Product Categorisation and Significance of the Product 

Groups 

As an additional success factor, Allison and Charter add appropriate selection of 

products (Allison and Carter 2000: 40). As outlined above, on the one hand the EU 

ecolabel has faced repeated calls to expand the included product groups. On the other 

hand, many argue that type 1 ecolabels should only be developed for certain 

products. How to choose such products is debatable however.  
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Most studies take an impact approach by looking for the areas with the highest 

negative sustainability impacts or so called “hot spots” (Baedeker et al. 2005: 94) 

usually based on life cycle assessments.112  

A more consumer focused approach would be to either look for areas where purchase 

decisions and consumer behaviour have a relatively high influence on the supply of 

products or to look for product groups for which it is most likely that consumers use 

the label. Regarding the latter BjØrner et al. (2004) suggest, based on a study of 

Danish consumer usage of the Scandinavian ecolabel, that ecolabelling is more 

influential with frequently bought products since consumers have the impression to 

actually make a difference by changing such purchase behaviour (BjØrner et al. 2004: 

412–413). A similar statement can be found with (Erskine and Collins 1997: 131). On 

the contrary some suggest that labelling is more influential in case of high 

involvement products (Bougherara and Grolleau 2005: 420–421; Rubik and 

Weskamp 1996: 36).  

Banerjee and Solomon suggest a more cost benefit oriented impact approach by 

selecting product groups for which there is large room for improvement in product 

standards and where these improvements can be achieved with relatively little effort 

(Banerjee and Solomon 2003).  

A supply side or company oriented approach will make the selection of the product 

groups dependent on the relevance for the business, potential for market expansion, 

and the improvement potential including the ability to effectively control or influence 

the respective supply chain (UNEP/Wuppertal Institute Collaborating Centre 2007: 

12).  

Others argue that type one ecolabels are likely to be successful only for some 

products. As has been described in the last chapter Frankl and Piertoni highlight that 

the success of environmental product information schemes depends on the interplay 

                                                        

112 The German Eco Institute for example conducted life cycle assessments for various sectors to 
identify areas with high environmental impacts for the project “Eco Top Ten“. They found that 
nutrition, mobility, and housing have a particularly high environmental impact Grießhammer (2001). 
Similar results were found in expert interviews conducted by Baedeker et al. on a broader 
sustainability level Baedeker et al. (2005). The German project “Nachhaltiger Warenkorb” (sustainable 
shopping basket) adds to this list tourism, textile, and the finance sector as having a high sustainability 
impact Schoenheit et al. (2002). 
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of various factors which are different for each product group. However, they found 

that these factors depend not only on the single product group but on broader 

product categories. They differentiate between six main product categories and 

illustrate how the above described factors play out for each of them (Frankl and 

Pietroni 2005a): 

1 .  NON-R EC OV ER ABL E C ON SU MAB LE G OODS  ( E . G .  T I SSU E P AP ER ,  D ET ER GE N T S)  

“Non-recoverable consumable goods usually have their main environmental impacts 

during the production phase. More precisely, they might also have significant impacts 

during the end-of-life phase, but the consumer cannot influence this process to avoid 

impacts on the environment. Such impacts are strictly connected with the materials, 

which constitute the product itself. […] As a consequence, criteria of EPIS on non-

recoverable consumable goods should focus primarily on the production phase and 

on the primary resources involved” (Frankl and Pietroni 2005a: 267). They are 

usually low involvement product. Frankl and Pietroni therefore argue that a quickly 

understandable logo like classical type 1 ecolabels are most appropriate here. Main 

stakeholders involved are producers and distributors. Consumers influence is limited 

mostly to the purchase choice. Especially distributors are important since they can 

influence consumers’ awareness as well as put pressure on producers. Since only two 

major stakeholders are important, potential links to other policy tools are limited to 

green public procurement and environmental management systems. In general, they 

argue, the consumer awareness in this category is fairly high for some of the 

products. Frankl and Pietroni therefore conclude that EPIS can be an effective tool for 

this category. 

2 .  R ECO VER A BL E CO NSU MA B LE G OODS ( E . G .  COP Y I N G P AP ER )  

“Recoverable consumable goods can be collected and their materials recycled. 

Therefore, their main environmental impacts may occur both during the production 

phase and at end-of-life, depending on whether the material is recycled or not. 

Criteria for EPIS should focus on the production and end-of-life phases” (Frankl and 

Pietroni 2005a: 268). The importance of the end of life phase should be reflected in 

the label e.g. via recycling advices. Like non-recoverable consumable goods 

recoverable consumable goods are usually low involvement products and therefore 

quickly understandable logo like classical type 1 ecolabels are most appropriate. Next 

to producers and distributors consumers, local authorities and recyclers play a 

crucial role in reducing the environmental impacts throughout the life cycle. 
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Therefore other IPP tools gain in importance like direct legislation, voluntary 

agreements, economic incentives etc. According to Frankl and Pietroni, consumer 

awareness especially on the importance of the end of life phase is relatively low. 

Raising this awareness is therefore potentially an important success factor.  

3 .  ENER G Y -C ON SU M ING DU R ABLE P R ODU CT S (E .G . ,  CAR S ,  R E FR IG ER A TOR S)  

“The main impacts over the life-cycle of several durable energy-consuming goods are 

clearly related to the use phase. The same considerations developed below hold for 

goods that are not labelled, such as cars and housing. For this specific product group 

category, criteria in EPIS should therefore focus primarily on the use phase” (Frankl 

and Pietroni 2005a: 269). Main stakeholder for a reduction of the environmental 

impacts are producers, distributors and users. However, due to the complexity of the 

product other actors along the chain are important as well. Frankl and Pietroni argue 

that unlike e.g. the EU energy label current type 1 ecolabels are not focused on these 

main environmental challenges and a stricter more targeted focus would be 

necessary. They believe the complexity of most type 1 ecolabels in this product group 

as well as their condension into one symbol "is a major factor in their failure" (Frankl 

and Pietroni 2005a: 269). The EU energy label in comparison focuses on the main 

environmental aspects, gives the consumer more information and is therefore more 

effective. However, consumer would still need more advice on and support how to 

reduce environmental impacts during the use phase. Furthermore, there is great 

potential to link labels with other instruments like direct legislation, economic 

instruments. Generally, Frankl and Pietroni argue, consumer awareness has been 

quite low but has been risen due to the EU energy label.  

4 .  ENER G Y -P AS SI V E DU R ABLE P R OD U CT S (E .G .  FU R N ITU R E ,  T EX TI LE S ,  FO OT WEAR )  

“In contrast to the products in the previous category, the main impacts of energy-

passive products such as furniture, building materials and so on are in the production 

and end-of-life phases. As a consequence, similar considerations to those for 

recoverable consumable goods hold both with regard to EPIS criteria and with regard 

to format. As far as the format is concerned, it should be simple and easily 

understandable, providing guidance on appropriate action at the end-of-life phase" 

(Frankl and Pietroni 2005a: 270). As any extension of the products life implies an 

environmental gain "labels for energy-passive durable products should give guidance 

on best methods of maintenance and for extending the product lifetime” (Frankl and 
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Pietroni 2005a: 270). Similar to recoverable goods many different actors inhibit 

essential roles along the life cycle. "Therefore direct legislation and voluntary 

agreements are crucial in this product group category" (Frankl and Pietroni 2005a: 

270). Due to the large scope, Frankl and Pietron do not make any considerations 

regarding the consumer awareness.  

5 .  SI MP L E S ER V IC ES ( E .G .  C AR  WAS HI NG AND LAU N D R ET TE SER V IC ES)  

“Simple services have their main impacts in the use phase. The impacts are generated 

mainly by the service providers. However […] in some cases consumer behaviour 

might also play a major role. For those specific service groups in which consumer 

behaviour is of high importance (e.g., in the use of laundrettes), guidance for the best 

use of the service is needed.” (Frankl and Pietroni 2005a: 271). If the supplier is 

mainly responsible for the environmental impacts a summarizing symbol as a label 

can be sufficient.  

6 .  COMP LE X SER V IC ES (E . G .  TOU R I S T AC CO MMODA T I ON)  

“The distinction between simple and complex services refers to the number and 

complexity of interactions between the stakeholders involved rather than to the 

simplicity or complexity of the technologies involved. The main environmental 

impacts of complex services, such as tourist accommodation, airports, public 

transport, car-sharing, derive from all three phases of the life-cycle: the purchasing 

phase, the provision of the service and the waste management stage. This is the most 

complex case, with a large variety of service types and geographical conditions, which 

must be taken into account in EPIS criteria. This is reflected in the fact that criteria for 

‘successful’ ISO Type I-like labels, as well as of the EU Flower, have a mixture of 

hurdle and scoring criteria and a mixture of mandatory and voluntary requirements, 

as a response to the need for flexibility” (Frankl and Pietroni 2005a: 271). Since 

general awareness is still quite low in these areas, EPIS must also play an educational 

role through a wider range of formats (not only labelling schemes) targeting a wide 

range of stakeholders (Frankl and Pietroni 2005a: 261)  

Even though this categorisation includes many generalizations and probably not 

every product out of each category will accord to Fankl and Pietronis description, it 

still illustrates a fundamental problem: huge variations exist between the various 

product groups in terms of essential actors and factors. The large variations in the 

success of the EU ecolabel depending on the sector seem to support this hypothesis. 



576 

For Fankl and Pietronis this implies the potential need for individual EPIS aimed at 

each type of stakeholder essential in the respective product category “rather than 

trying to create a one size fits all ecolabel for all stakeholders" (Frankl et al. 2005: 

300). Some therefore argue that the general approach of including many different 

product groups dooms the EU ecolabel to remain unsuccessful. Surely the inclusion of 

many product groups leads to various complications. In the light of increased 

consumer confusion however an alternative implementation of many different highly 

specified labeling schemes seems problematic as well. Nevertheless it has to be kept 

in mind that the implementation of a label that addresses the necessary success 

factors and actors for each product group will be highly difficult. In fact, it will be very 

likely that the successes will vary substantially between the various product groups. 
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11 APPENDIX 2: CONSENT FORM 

 

 

 

Sustainability Meta Labelling – an effective measure to support more 
sustainable consumption and production? 

CONSENT FORM 

If you are happy to participate please complete and sign the consent form below 

 
Please Initial 
Box 

1. I confirm that I have read the attached information sheet on the above project and 
have had the opportunity to consider the information and ask questions and had 
these answered satisfactorily. 

 

 

2.  I understand that my participation in the study is voluntary and that I am free to 
withdraw at any time without giving a reason and without detriment to any 
treatment/service. 

 

 

3. I agree with audio recording of the interview.  

 

4. I request my organisation to be anonymised in the transcripts.  

  

5. I agree with the publication of specific statements I made including the name of my 
organisation. 

 

  

6. I agree with the publication of specific statements I made including my belonging to 
a particular group. 

 

Name of participant  Date  Signature 

Name of person taking consent   

 

Date  Signature 
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12 APPENDIX 3: INTERVIEW GUIDE 

Broad introduction for interviewees 

This interview is conducted in the course of a PhD research on sustainability product 
labelling at the University of Manchester. I am interested in how such labelling 
schemes try to shape the production and consumption system of products; from raw 
material production at one end of the system to consumption and waste at the other.  

It is often claimed that the growing number of existing labelling schemes has caused 
confusion for both producers and consumers. To reduce this confusion there have 
been calls to condense existing labelling schemes into some form of overarching, 
higher level sustainability meta scheme which communicates the sustainability of a 
product in a simplified form. I would like to discuss this idea and your views during 
this interview.  

It would be great if you could base your answers on your experience with the ...... 
labelling scheme but also include comments and experience you might have in regard 
to the broader labelling landscape.  

The interview will be conducted on a semi structured basis. This means that I will 
introduce quite broad questions, and encourage you to talk freely of your thoughts 
and experiences, and offer any examples to support your views. I will prompt you or 
ask specific questions if I need further detail on a particular topic. This method is 
designed to allow the interviewee to identify the most important aspects, rather than 
me imposing my preconceived ideas.  

I will transcribe part of the interviews for analysis purposes. If you don’t mind I 
would record this interview to help me doing that. During transcription your name 
will be codified to keep the confidentiality of all of your responses. If you request so 
also your organisation will be codified. 

The results of this PhD research are aimed to be published in form of articles and 
working papers in academic journals as well as the publicly available domain. The 
thesis and publications may include specific statements made by the interviewee. 
Please indicate in the form if you agree with that. Statements will at no time include 
the name of the discussant. If you do agree so they might include the name of the 
organisation however. If you do not want the name of your organisation to be 
included but agree to include the broad grouping your organisation belongs (e.g. 
government, NGO, small-scale producer, large-scale retailer etc.) please identify also 
in the form.  

Do you have any further questions?  
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Questions 
 
Part A 
 
1. What does sustainable consumption and production mean to you? How would you 

define it in a few sentences? 
 

2. (Do you support the ... labelling scheme?) 
 
3a  What has been the main motivation for you to do so?  
 

Probe Questions 
For business actors: 
a. Meeting consumer demand?  
b. Meeting the demand of a particular NGO? 
c. Meeting government demand? 
d. Help with modification of the supply chain?  
e. Meeting the demand of other business actors? 
f. Personal values? 
For governments: 
g. A way to avoid or simplify regulation? 
h. Simplify public procurement? 
i. Simplify communication with consumers, etc.? 
j. Personal values? 
For NGOs:  
k. Helpful to pressure businesses? 
l. Simplify communication with end consumers? 
m. Personal values? 

 
3b What has been the main reasons not to support it? 
 

Probe Questions 
n. Lack of societal demand (e.g. from consumers, governments, NGOs….)? 
o. Structure of the supply chain?  
p. Conflicts between involved actors? 
q. Scheme biased towards a particular actor group? 
r. Organizational structures e.g. in terms of decision-making, certification, 

standard setting process? 
s. Negative impacts for the environment or human beings? 

 
3. Whom would you consider as the main actors driving the ......... labelling scheme 

and why? 
 
Probe Questions 

a. Consumers 
b. Environmental or social NGOs (e.g. Greenpeace, WWF...) 
c. Business actors like retailers, producers, manufacturers. Which role do 

large corporations play? Which role do small corporations play? 
d. Governments (on which level?) 
e. Media 
f. (Academia) 
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4. What in your opinion are the main factors influencing the effectiveness (and your 

support) of labelling schemes in general? 
 
Probe Questions 

a. Do you have any experience how certain organizational structures for 
example in terms of the decisions making process, the setting of the 
labelling standard or the certification process have positively or negatively 
influenced the effectiveness and your support of a labelling scheme? 

b. Have you experienced any conflicts between involved parties that have 
occurred that might have negatively influenced the labelling scheme? (for 
example difficulties in finding agreement between NGOs and business 
actors, pre existing mistrust, profit orientation of business actors....) 

c. Have you experienced any synergies between involved parties that have 
occurred that might have positively influenced the labelling scheme? (for 
example some actors already experienced with labelling schemes and 
cooperation) 

d. Do you think these actors and factors vary significantly between regions, 
product groups and the issue the respective labelling scheme tries to 
address? (e.g. in regard to the structure of the supply chain involved, the 
existing demand from consumers or the pressure from NGOs and 
governments)  
 

5. What do you think are the positive and negative impacts of labelling schemes in 
terms of supporting more sustainable consumption and production?  
 
Probe Questions 
More direct impacts:  

a. Positive social, economic and\or environmental impacts? 
b. Facilitation of more sustainable consumer behaviour? 

Could you also think about more indirect benefits or disadvantages?  
a. Do you think labelling schemes might increase the general awareness of 

sustainability issues? 
b. Have you experienced an increase or decrease in cooperative behaviour 

between involved actors? 
c. Do you think labelling scheme can contribute to a reduction of overall 

amounts of consumption and if so how? 
d. Do you think labelling schemes are equally representative of all 

stakeholder groups or have you experienced power imbalances (e.g. North 
vs South producers, rich vs. poor consumers, businesses vs NGOs, small 
NGOs vs large NGO)? 

e. Do you think labelling schemes trigger product innovation or can rather 
become a barrier for innovation processes? What do you think are the 
sustainability related implications here? 

f. Do you think the introduction of labelling schemes might distract from or 
facilitate stronger measures to support more sustainable consumption and 
production? 
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Part B  
 
In regard to gathering expectations on a Sustainability Meta Labelling Scheme the 
main questions are as follows: 
  
1. How could you imagine the implementation of a Sustainability Meta Labelling 

Scheme?  
 
Probe Questions 

a. Who would set up such a scheme?  
b. Who would be the main driving organization?  
c. What might the  

 decision-making  
 standard setting 
 certification 

process look like and who should be involved? 
d. Which regions would such a scheme apply to? 
e. Which product groups would be involved? 
f. What are the sustainability issues such a scheme should address?  

 
2. What do you think would be the main advantages of such a scheme? 

 
Probe Questions 
a. Could it trigger more demand for more sustainable products? 
b. Could it trigger supply of more sustainable products? 
c. Could it reduce the confusion for producers and consumers? 

 
3. What do you think could be the main obstacles and limitations of such a 

scheme? 
 
Probe Questions 
a. In terms of the  

i. decision-making  
ii. standard setting 

iii. certification 
process 

b. Potential conflicts evolving 
4. Are there any more indirect effects you would like to raise in relation to such a 

scheme that you have not already mentioned earlier? 
5. Are there any more questions you think are missing here and you would like to 

discuss? 
 

If you can think of any other issues you would like to raise in the future please get in 
touch with me.  
 
Are you interested in receiving a summary of the outcome of this research?  
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13 APPENDIX 4: INTERVIEWEE EMAIL 

Dear ….,  

I am a PhD researcher working on sustainability oriented product labelling at the 
University of Manchester. My main research interest is to investigate how labelling 
schemes try to shape the production and consumption system of products; from raw 
material production at one end of the system to consumption and waste at the other. 
Part of this research is based on interviews with experts.  

I met you during the … conference where you kindly offered to be interviewed for this 
purpose. As an expert on.... I would like to draw from your considerable experience of 
product labelling and would welcome your thoughts on 'actors and factors' that 
influence the effectiveness of labelling schemes in general and the … scheme in 
particular.  

It is often claimed that the growing number of existing labelling schemes has caused 
confusion for both producers and consumers. To reduce this confusion there have 
been calls to condense existing labelling schemes into some form of overarching, 
higher level sustainability meta scheme which communicates the sustainability of a 
product in a simplified form. I would like to discuss your views on this idea. In 
particular, I would like to invite you to imagine potential forms of introducing such a 
Sustainability Meta Labelling Scheme.  

The interview would be conducted on a semi structured basis. This means that I will 
introduce quite broad questions, and encourage you to talk freely of your thoughts 
and experiences, and offer any examples to support your views. I will prompt you or 
ask specific questions if I need further detail on a particular topic. This method is 
designed to allow you to identify the most important aspects, rather than me 
imposing my preconceived ideas. For your information I have added the concrete 
questions I would like to ask you at the bottom of the email. 

It would be most beneficial if you could base your answers on your experience with 
the ...... labelling scheme but I would welcome your comments and experience you 
might have in regard to the broader labelling landscape.  

The outputs of the research will be largely academic in nature (e.g. academic 
journals). The project will run until 2012 and is funded by the Sustainable 
Consumption Institute (www.sci.manchester.ac.uk), which is an interdisciplinary 
University of Manchester research centre. It was established in 2007 with a grant 
from Tesco to conduct high quality academic research into sustainability issues. The 
SCI has subsequently been supplemented by further grants from public and private 
bodies. All SCI research is conducted under the ethical protocols governing university 
research activities. Confidentiality is a cornerstone of the ethical approach to research 
and in case wish so your responses to my questions will remain anonymous in any 
analysis and reporting of the research. You are not obliged to engage in the research, 
or, if you do, to answer any questions you do not want to; you can withdraw from the 
process at any point without explanation.  

If you agree to be interviewed for this project I would like to talk to you briefly to 
arrange a time for the interview. Telephone or skype would perhaps be best, though if 
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you are visiting the North West I would be delighted to host the interview at the 
University. Please do not hesitate to contact me about any concerns or queries you 
still have. And if you don't want to take part in the research, then that is fine, and you 
need not offer a reason. 

Thank you very much in advance and for having taken your time to read this email. 

Kind regards, 

Leonie Dendler 

Questions 

Part A 

1. If you would need to define sustainable consumption and production in a few 
sentences how would you define it? 

2.a) (Are you involved in/support the ... labelling scheme. If so, what has been the 
main motivation for you to support the ... labelling scheme?  

2.b) What have been the main reasons not to support the ... labelling scheme? 

3. From your involvement in the … scheme, whom would you consider as the main 
actors driving the scheme? 

4. What in your opinion are the main factors influencing the effectiveness of 
labelling schemes? 

5. What do you think are the positive and negative impacts of labelling schemes to 
support more sustainable consumption and production?  

Part B 

1. How could you imagine an implementation of a Sustainability Meta Labelling 
Scheme?  

2. What do you think would be the main advantages of such a scheme? 

3. What do you think could be the main obstacles and limitations of such a scheme? 

4. Are there any more indirect effects you would like to raise in relation to such a 
scheme that you have not already mentioned earlier? 
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14 APPENDIX 5: KEYWORDS 

 Keywords  

Sustainability 
Meta Labelling 
Scheme 

label* AND meta* AND sustainab* 
meta AND label* AND environment* 
label* AND sustainab* 
label* AND omni* AND sustainab* 
label* AND omni* AND environment* 
certific* AND meta* AND sustainab* 
certific* AND omni* AND sustainab* 

certific* AND meta* AND environment* 
certific* AND omni* AND environment* 

Fairtrade Fairtrade    
 "Fairtrade"  
MSC "MSC" 
 MSC AND label*  
 MSC AND certific*  
 MSC AND "product information" 
EU ecolabel "EU ecolabel"  
 "EU flower"  
 "European ecolabel" 

 "European flower"  
 "European eco-label" 
 "EU eco-label"  
 EU OR europäisch* AND umwelt* OR oeko* AND blume OR 

label* OR zeichen*OR logo 
 EU OR european AND environment* OR eco* AND flower OR 

label* OR certification* OR logo 
EU energy label "EU energylabel"  
 "European energylabel 
 "European energy-label" 

 "EU energy-label"  
 "European Union energylabel" 
 "European Union energy label" 
 "label household appliances" 

 

 


