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Introduction
The role of stakeholders in fostering the greersfidusiness has received

substantial attention over the last decade. Antbonge stakeholders, consumers are
of particular interest. In one of the first publions by the Greening of Industry
Network, scholars reported that managers saw theurner as the most powerful
future driving force behind the greening of busmé@sischer and Schot 1993). Such
“‘consumer power” is easily conceivable since bussneannot survive without
customers. If consumers decided to switch fromirenmentally inferior to
environmentally superior goods, they would giveosty incentives to business to
comply with their environmental preferences. Tdeddowever, consumers have
shown limited willingness to send strong signalsbigsiness that environmental
superiority will be rewarded.

From the perspective of the policy maker, this lagk environmental
consumerisrhis unfortunate. Given the continuing scarcityegources in the public
sector and current antagonism to a large statecidlgein Western societies, the
consumer can only be a most welcome influence ertivironmental performance of
business. In terms of economic and political cbestions, the reliance on the
consumer to provide economic incentives to businageer than on the government
to impose top-down regulation provides higher degref economic efficiency and
political acceptability For the policy maker, therefore, a bigger roleafisumers in
influencing the greening of business and produaslavbe desirablé.

This paper explores the question how the willingnesd capacity of
consumers to play a bigger role in improving theiiremmental performance of
business can be enhanced. Specifically, the papallyzes the selection of policy

instruments to increase environmentally superioisamption choices by consumérs.

! The greening of business is broadly defined ag@mwmental improvements in products and
processes.

¢ Environmental consumerism is used as a shorh#oiriclination of consumers to make
environmentally superior consumption decisions.

% In terms of the ethical perspective of liberalishe reliance on economic incentives creates an
opportunity to provide consumers with their “righitfrole in influencing the environmental
performance of their “economic contractors.”

* The same argument and therefore to a consideeat®et this analysis applies to the role of the
consumer in influencing the social performanceusibess.

®> The emphasis is on instrument choice rather thsiniment performance. The literature on the
political economy of public policy has taught uattthe policy process does not necessarily lediokto
choice of the most effective instrument. Ligtering&998) also demonstrates that many policy
measures that can be derived for steering conshefavior with respect to the environment that are
both effective and implementable, but highlightstttihese qualities do not necessarily guarantee the
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In pursuit of this objective, the paper utilizese tpolicy instrument model as a
theoretical foundation. The model allows the idesttion of characteristics of
policy instruments likely to be selected in theipplprocess on the basis of policy
network  characteristics, specifically interconnectedness and cohesion.
Interconnectedness in this context “refers botlthto contacts in the relevant policy
formation process... and also the relationships/éen the actors outside the actual
policy process at any particular time (Bressers @nicbole 1998, p.219). Cohesion
refers to the distribution of objectives among exio the network. Accordingly, the
paper assesses cohesion and interconnectednessresjiect to the interaction
between policy makers and consumers.

With respect to the policy maker-consumer dimensiba analysis finds that
the interconnectedness between policy maker anduoosrs is uniformly weak.
Cohesion in the policy network can range from reddy strong to relatively weak
cohesion, depending on the ability of environméwtaliperior consumption choices
to satisfy consumer needs and the costs assosgteduch choices. Based on this
analysis, the paper illustrates that under condtiof strong cohesion in the network
the provision of information to consumers is a Ijk@olicy instrument. Under
conditions of weak cohesion, however, the policykenais likely to choose more
interventionists instruments such as eco-taxesiar@amental housing standards, for
instance.

The paper proceeds as follows. Section | introgube policy instrument
model. Section Il applies the model to environrakrbnsumerism by identifying
network characteristics and deriving the charasties of feasible policy instruments.
Section Ill discusses the likelihood of strong e in the policy maker — consumer
network. The paper concludes with a summary offitndings and a discussion of

their implications.

The Policy I nstrument Model

To embed the discussion of policy instruments nba@ce environmental
consumerism in a theoretical context, this papawdron the policy instrument model
(Bressers 1993, 1995, Bressers and Ligteringen,1B&&sers and O'Toole 1998).
This model derives the characteristics of policstimments likely to be chosen in the

career as policy instruments. Therefore, instrunshotce has to be explored before the performafhce o
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policy process from policy network characteristispgcifically interconnectedness

and cohesiofi. Combinations of weak and strong interconnectesiaesi weak and

strong cohesion allow the creation of four “type$’hetworks. Furthermore, Bressers

and his colleagues identify six dominant charasties of policy instruments

1) normative appeal to the target group

2) proportionality of the policy maker’'s responsedaget group behavior

3) provision or withdrawal of resources to or from taeget group

4) target group’s freedom to opt for or against agian

5) the reliance on bilateral or multilateral arrangatse

6) the role of the policy-maker during the policy iraplentation phase

The policy instrumentation model links these policgtrument characteristics to the

policy network characteristics identified aboveomder to develop a model of policy

instrument choice:

Strong interconnectedness

Weak interconnectedness

Strong cohesion

No normative appeal
Proportionality

Provision of resources

Freedom to opt for/against
application

Bilateral/multilateral arrangements
Implementation by policy makers
closely affiliated organizations

No normative appeal
Proportionality

Provision of resources
Considerable freedom to opt
for/against application

Absence of bilateral arrangements
primplementation by policy makers
intermediary organizations

pr

Weak cohesion

Normative appeal

Proportionality

Limited withdrawal of resources
Absence of freedom for target grou
Many bi- or multilateral
arrangements

Implementation by policy makers ¢
affiliated organizations

Normative appeal
Absence of proportionality
Withdrawal of resources
b Limited freedom to opt for/against
application
Absence of bilateral arrangements
brinvolvement of parties other than
policy makers

Figure 1: Policy Networks and Instrument Characterstics (adapted from Bressers and O’'Toole

1998).

the chosen instrument can be estimated.
® The link between policy network characteristicd #me choice of policy instruments is based on the
argument that policy networks try to reproduce thelves: “the more an instrument’s characteristics
help to maintain the existing features of the nekwthe more likely it is to be selected during the
policy formation process” (Bressers and O'Toole&,989 220).
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The policy instrument model in its original versioand applications
(Ligteringen 1998) considers only one target grapen studying policy networks.
In this case as in many other policy issues, howedws or more target groups are
involved. The policy network of enhancing consumaéiingness and capacity to
positively influence the environmental performanoé business includes both
consumers and business. Interconnectedness aedi@olin the policy network thus
has to be determined between the policy maker,urtoass and industry.

As pointed out above, the policy instrument modelits current form, only
provides a framework for two-dimensional analysit three dimensional analysis.
Therefore, this paper will conduct a simplified essment of the environmental
consumerism policy network in two two-dimensionatsc In a first analysis, the
paper will explore interconnectedness and cohewiibin respect to the interaction
between policy maker and consumers. In a secoalysas, the paper will consider
the interaction between policy maker and business.

Such an analysis is incomplete, of course. It oatake the impact of actors
across the two-dimensional cuts and their influeocepolicy design into account.
The paper will attempt to overcome this weaknesstaking such cross-cutting
influences informally into account when analyzihg two-dimensional interactions.
Eventually, of course, the policy instrument model require further development to
provide a theoretical framework for the analysigpolicy networks with two or more

target groups.

I1. Policy Makers and Consumers

Applying the policy instrumentation model to theegent topic involves, as a
first step, the characterization of the relevanlicgonetwork. Characterizing the
network dimension policy maker — consumers in teghsnterconnectedness and
cohesion yields the following results. The degséeterconnectedness is uniformly
weak, because of the low level of accessibilityrofions of consumers as a target
group® Policy makers cannot have repeated direct comtéictonsumers as a target

group during the policy formation process or evemsile of it. Consumer

" The authors argue convincingly against the coneeat differentiation between instrument types in
terms of “incentive based” versus command-and-obrdis most instruments combine characteristics
of different types.

8 See also Ligteringen (1998) who conducts a siraitelysis of the accessibility of consumers as a
target group for the policy issue of sustainablesconption.
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representatives have this contact with the poli@ken, of course, but even they lack
direct and comprehensive contact with consumenterdonnectedness, therefore, is
weak.

Cohesion, on the other side, can range from weaktrting degrees as a
comparison of the goals of policy makers and comssanindicates. The goal of
policy makers assumed for this analysis is to E®eepurchases of environmentally
superior products versus environmentally inferiole® and thereby use consumer
demand to improve the environmental performancebusiness. The goal of
consumers is to satisfy their needs at the lowesstiple costs. As the following
discussion illustrates, the extent to which thesal gonverge or diverge is context
dependent.

The consumers’ goals will be compatible with thdiggemaker’'s goal if
purchases of environmentally superior productsaaionsumers to satisfy their needs
better at lower or similar costs, or similarly abwker costs compared to
environmentally inferior goods. The goals willllshe compatible, if purchases of
environmentally superior products allow consumersdtisfy their needs to a similar
extent at similar costs. The goals will divergewkver, if environmentally superior
consumption choices mean a lesser satisfactioreeflsat similar costs, a similar
satisfaction of needs at higher costs, and espedidhey mean a lesser satisfaction
of needs at higher costs. Goal convergence thpendis on the extent to which
purchases of environmentally superior goods satts#yneeds of consumers and on
the costs associated with those purchases. Thmviog figure illustrates the range

of cohesion likely to exist in the policy netwark.

® This strategy would also reduce the overall emvitental impact of consumption, of course, which in
itself can be a policy goal. The focus of this gaowever, is on the role of consumers in fosteri

the greening of business.

1 Bressers and O'Toole view cohesion more as a osnsepertaining to deeper issues such as shared
values and a shared world-view rather than as@walergence in specific instances. This paper, in
contrast, assumes that it is a combination ofwiethat determines policy instrument choice. Bbih
extent to which the network is characterized byesthdundamental values and the extent to which
policy makers perceive goal convergence in speitifitances is likely to matter.
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Env.Consumerism

El

Goal
Convergence

Goal

Diver

Needs Satisfactic

Figure 2. Cohesion between Policy-Makers and Consumers

The figure depicts the likelihood that consumerf miake environmentally
superior consumption choices (axis Z) as dependentthe extent to which
environmentally superior products satisfy their deeeompared to environmentally
inferior products (axis X) and the costs associatgith environmentally superior
consumption choices (axis Y). Notice that the X &nhaxes represent the satisfaction
of needs and the costs of environmentally supeomsumption choiceselative to
environmentally inferior consumption choices. Higilues on both axes indicate that
the environmentally superior product satisfies sdater and its costs arbigher.
Medium values mean that the two productseael on both dimensions, while low
values indicate kesser satisfaction of needs aholwer costs.

As the figure indicates, at the left extreme, wheosts of environmentally
superior consumption choices are higher than tebsavironmentally inferior ones

and needs satisfaction is lower, the consumer isemely unlikely to make



environmentally superior consumption choices. EWereeds satisfaction is similar
at higher costs or lower at similar costs, thelilited that the consumer will make
the environmentally superior consumption choicestif low. The other extreme
depicts situations in which environmentally supem@nsumption choices lead to
higher needs satisfaction at lower costs. As aeguence, the consumer is likely to
choose the environmentally superior products alnmostvery instant. Even when
moving slightly to the left, i.e. if needs satidfaa is higher at similar costs, or needs
satisfaction is similar at lower costs, the consum# still make environmentally
superior consumption choices most of the time. géneral, the slant of the plane
illustrates that the consumer is the more likelyriake the environmentally superior
consumption choice, the better the needs satisfaciind the lower the costs
compared to the environmentally inferior consumptotoice. The plane is slightly
raised above the “floor” of the figure because satagree of cohesion will always
exist in the policy network, as in most cases coreg are aware that, in principle, an
environmentally superior consumption choice woddobtter.

If we recall that the goal of the policy maker amsd for this analysis is that
consumers make environmentally superior consumptiarices (i.e. generally high
values on the Z axis), the figure illustrates tlegrée of cohesion in terms of the
vertical distance between the plane and the “agilof the figure. Where the plane
reaches or approaches this “ceiling,” cohesiontieng, while a large distance

between plane and “ceiling” indicates goal diveigen

Policy Instruments

The above discussion highlights that network careswith respect to
environmental consumerism can range from stronglagively weak values. Recall
that the analysis had earlier determined that dteark is also characterized by weak
interconnectedness. The policy instrumentationehedggests that instruments with
different characteristics are likely to be choserthese two cases (see Figure 3). In
practice, the characteristics of feasible policstimments are likely to range from one
extreme to the other, with specific choices exhpitrelatively more of those

characteristics fitting the particular network dozeristics in terms of cohesion.



Range of Policy Instrument Characteristics

Weak <

» Strong

Cohesion
« Normative appeal
«  Proportionality
*  Withdrawal of resources
e Limited choice to opt for or against
application of instrument

Env.Consumerism

Cohesion
» No normative appeal
» Absence of Proportionality
* Provision of Resources
 Choice to opt for or against
application o$truments

| Goal
— Convergence

Hinhei

Needs Satisfaction

Figure 3. Instrument Characteristics for Strong and Weak Cohesion

In the case of a combination of weak interconneawsed with strong cohesion, the

selected policy instrument is likely to have thidwing characteristics:

" The present discussion limits itself to threehef $ix characteristics of policy instruments iclii
by Bressers and O'Toole, as previous researchlteedg pointed out that the model is potentially
overspecified (Ligteringen 1998, for an argumentdistification of the simplification of complex
typologies under some circumstances see Schar@®)198ws, the present analysis focuses on the
specified core set of instrument characteristidgcivare likely to cover most of the variance ifigo

instrument characteristics in this policy network.
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* lack normative appeal

» provide for a proportional response

» provide additional resources to consumers

» provide considerable freedom to consumers to apbrf@against the application of

that policy instrument

Again, weak interconnectedness and strong cohesiost in the environmental
consumerism network if environmentally superior samption choices satisfy
consumer needs better and at lower costs thanoemventally inferior ones. In this
case, no normative appeal is necessary, sincedhgumer, basically, prefers the
same outcome as the policy maker. In fact, noneatippeal could even hurt the
objective of the policy maker as mandatory regatai could be perceived as
unnecessarily interventionist and thereby underntime cohesion in the policy
network (Bressers and O'Toole 1998). Furtherm@aicy makers are likely to
provide resources to the consumer rather than vatindhem, since they are likely to
be positively inclined to consumers’ aims and tfae would choose to influence
behavior by rewarding rather than penalizing (lbidFinally, the policy maker is
likely to leave consumers considerable freedomemms of the application of the
policy instrument because the objectives of thgefagroup are already similar to
those of the policy maker. Again, mandatory erdarent could be perceived as
unnecessarily heavy-handed and thereby undermhmesiam in the network
Alternatively, in cases in which weak interconnéctess is combined with strong
cohesion, the policy instrumentation model suggesiast the selected policy
instrument would have the following characteristics
* normative appeal
* lack of proportionality
» withdrawal of resources from the target group
» only limited ability on the part of consumers tat é@r or against the application

of the policy instrument

2 Furthermore, as recent research in the discipifrsaciology highlights (Horne 1999), increasing th
intervention of government in the creation and ezsément of rules and norms often leads to less
willingness of individuals to participate in suofpdvernance.”
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Weak cohesion exists in the policy network, if eomimentally superior
consumption choices are associated with higherscastl a lower satisfaction of
needs. Under these conditions, the consumer ieragty unlikely to choose
environmentally superior products out of her owside In consequence, as Bressers
and his colleagues suggest, a normative appeadsssary to induce consumers to
make the desired consumption choices. This nommaippeal can be provided in the
form of regulations or persuasive public informatmn environmental necessities, for
instance. Furthermore, the policy maker is likédy choose an instrument that
withdraws resources from the target group for nomyoliance with the policy
maker’'s preferences, i.e. penalizes undesirableswoption choices. Finally,
consumers will have only a very limited ability irofluence the application of the
policy instrument. In contrast to conditions ofosig cohesion, a policy instrument
under conditions of weak cohesion, thus, is likelyoe much more interventionist in
nature.

An example of a policy instrument to enhance emrtental consumerism
fitting conditions of strong cohesion is the praeisof environmental informatiof,
This could be in the form of general backgroundoinfation on environmental
consequences of particular consumption choicesn dine environmental implications
of the environmental characteristics of specifioducts. Having better information
on the environmental implications of consumptionichs has the potential to greatly
enhance the ability of consumers to voice enviramalepreferences through the
market place. Such information has to be easibesgible, and to be perceived as
sufficiently comprehensive and accurate, so thalladws consumers to accomplish
their goal at relatively low costs. Informatiomaths not easily accessible raises the

costs of environmentally superior choices, of ceurs

13 While the provision of information on environmemaoduct or producer characteristics is a
promising policy instrument, the task to providengwehensive and accurate information that is easily
accessible at the same time should not be undesiil. The identification of the relevant indicato
the gathering of the information, the monitoringlamforcement of requirements regarding its
accuracy require substantial institutional investtagespecially in a global economy. Furthermore,
the provision of information on the environmenthhracteristics of products is not just a questibn o
its presence or absence of that information. Thamar of provision, its accessibility both in terafs
location and comprehension, its aggregation ofrenwmental indicators without loss of
meaningfulness, its simplicity without creationaghicism all require careful design of the inforioat
“provider,” be it an eco-label or other mechanisim.addition, the current regulation of the
international economic system, personified in thEQYplaces limits on the information that
governments can require from producers. Thesésliwbuld need to be challenged or carefully
circumvented. Still, the information strategyhe teasiest and in the short-term most promisingobne
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Information on environmental implications of congutian choices fits the
characteristics described by the policy instrummedel for the identified network
characteristics well. Such information does involve a strichormative appealin
terms of legal and illegal choices, although, ofirse, an evaluation of superior and
inferior choices at least from an environmentalspective would be presetit. In
addition, consumers would havechoice whether they woulditilize the provided
information or not. The information on the envinoental implications of
consumption choicegrovides consumers with the additionadsourcesnecessary to
make the desired choice. Finally, the contenhefibformation reflects the principle
of proportionality . The political benefit of the information strayegesults from its
lack of intrusiveness. Providing the consumer wélevant information ensures the
principle of consumer sovereignty held in high estéy liberals.

Another example for a policy instrument exhibitiiegsible characteristics for
conditions of strong cohesion is provided by sulesidor environmentally superior
consumption choices. The intention behind the&sidies is to reduce the financial
disadvantage of the environmentally superior comtion choice, of coursE. Such
subsidies could exist in the form of tax reductitike those applied to the purchase
of green electricity in the Netherlands, for instanor the purchase of “clean”
automobiles in Germany. Subsidies for environnigntauperior consumption
choices wouldlack a strictnormative appeal be based omroportionality , and
provide consumers with additionalesources Freedom to opt for or against
application of this policy instrument would only be given undeertain instances,
however. Such freedom would exist if consumers danide to claim the tax
reduction on their annual tax return, but not & subsidy is automatically applied.

Moving from strong to relatively weaker cohesiontive policy network, a
policy instrument likely to be chosen are eco-tax€Reir regulative nature involves a
normative appeal but alsoproportionality . The higher costs of environmentally
undesirable productsithdraw resourcesfrom consumers who do not want to follow
the policy objective. At the same time, eco-take®mbined with a tax shifprovide

resources to consumers who do follow the policy objectivedapurchase the

the strategies available to reduce the collectitma problems associated with environmental
consumerism.

4 Not heavy handed, because of potential backlash?

!> Reducing subsidies for environmentally inferionsemption choices would accomplish a similar
objective, of course.
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environmentally superior product. Consumersnab have achoice regarding the
application of eco-taxes, but they can avoid paying higheresaky purchasing
environmentally friendlier products. Compared tee tprovision of information
discussed above, eco-taxes are an instrument degsrenvironmental consumerism
much more government driven. Still, by leaving ©mmers considerable freedom of
choice regarding the environmental characterigtfafieir consumption choices, they
are much less interventionist in nature than priaibitos.

A slightly different form of eco-taxes are charggsenvironmentally inferior
consumption choices. Such charges can be impostx iform of taxes without the
design of a general eco-tax structure. Chargeseomironmentally inferior
consumption choices also “punish” behavior throtiglwithdrawal of resources
often allow for aproportional response by the policy maker, and involve a
normative appeal andlack freedom to opt for or against the applicationof the
instrument as they have to be paid.

There is only very limited room for the use of gglinstruments which are
likely to be chosen under conditions of extremelgak cohesion in this analysis.
This is partly due to the way the question analyhede is posed. After all, the
assumed goal of the policy maker is to enhancedleof the consumer/market in
influencing the environmental performance of busseThe assumed objective, thus,
is to get away from traditional command-and-contegjulation involving for instance
prohibitions, because of their political and ecoimmpsts'® The lack of feasible
policy instruments for conditions of extremely weakesion is also due to the fact
that prohibitions so they are chosen tend to foonssale rather than purchase,

because of easier monitoring and enforcement dondit’

16 A policy instrument coming close to the charasties of instruments under conditions of weak
cohesion are household heating standards, howa\ay involve a normative appeal and the absence
of freedom to opt for or against their applicatiorthat the failure to comply with such standards ¢
lead to fines or even the prohibition of given domstion projects. Furthermore, such standardd ten
to withdraw resources from consumers as they qifteacribe the implementation of relatively more
expensive measures. Finally, standards lack taeacteristic of proportionality. However, such
standards are mainly a means for the policy makenprove the environmental implications of
consumption rather than to enhance the role ofdmsumer in improving the environmental
performance of business. Consumption standardsosughe latter objective only to a very limited
extent, as long as they leave consumers with sdwiee regarding method or provider of
implementation of measures to comply with the stadsl.

" Exceptions exist in cases in which the sale o€i§iseproducts is allowed, but only to particular
customers. Even here, however, the regulatiorsteeidentify the retailer rather than the consuarer
the responsible party.
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In sum, instruments to enhance the role of conssinte improving the
environmental performance of business can exhibbirge of characteristics. The
particular choice of instrument will depend on tbendition of cohesion in the
particular case. Under conditions of strong calresieasible policy instruments are
provision of information or subsidies of environrtaly superior consumption
choices. Under conditions of weak cohesion, egeda or charges on

environmentally inferior consumption choices arerenlikely.

[11. The Likelihood of Strong Cohesion in the Policy Maker-Consumer Network

Having determined that the relevant network cachagacterized by strong to
weak cohesion, the question naturally arises, wlmrethe consumption plane
illustrated in Figure 2 we find ourselves mostlod time. Are consumers generally in
situations making them more or less inclined to enakvironmentally superior
consumption choices? In other words, in the currpalitical economy, do
environmentally superior consumption choices temdbé associated with higher,
similar or lower costs than environmentally inferiones, and do they satisfy
consumer needs to a greater, similar, or lessantxtThe following discussion
highlights the relative extent of needs satisfacand costs generally associated with
environmentally superior consumption choicgs.

To what extent can we expect the costs of environatly superior products
to be higher, similar, or lower to the individuainsumer? A priori, there is little
reason to expect these costs to be lower. In @smtin most cases they will be
similar at best, if not higher. Environmentallypstor goods are sometimes more
expensive in terms of their monetary price, asdkernalization of environmental

impacts keeps the costs of environmentally infepooducts low. Furthermore,

18 The following discussion also reveals most cletirht the differentiation between costs and needs
that the paper makes is a false one. After adlféihegone satisfaction of needs can be vieweasts ¢
of a given consumption decision. For illustratpueposes, however, the paper will continue to make
this differentiation on the following basis. Theger uses “needs” to identify what is necessary for
humans to survive and be happy. Costs arise fhrenuse of resources in terms of money, satisfaction
and time associated with the satisfaction of neétissts, thus, are relevant for the satisfactionesfds
through additional consumption choices. Moneyegtiand energy spent one consumption choice are
not available for the next. A lower satisfactidmeeds, in contrast, is specific to the given
consumption choice. Choosing a good that provieles status, if status is what | desire, therefore,
means a lower satisfaction of the need driving toaisumption choice. Ultimately, costs translate i

a lower satisfaction of needs. The important déffce (in the context of this paper) is, howesat t
they do not result in a lower satisfaction of neefith respect to the given consumption choice.
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environmentally superior consumption choices oftecur costs in terms of less
convenience, more time, and more physical effétiese latter costs are a function of
the higher energy intensity of environmentally nde goods. Moreover,
environmentally superior consumption choices camyceosts in terms of time and
effort even if the consumer intentionally pursuesm. Often, considerable time and
effort are necessary to identify the environmealeracteristics of products.

The extent to which environmentally superior conptiom choices add to or
subtract from the satisfaction of consumer needsb# more complex. In order to
assess how environmentally superior consumptioicebaelate to the satisfaction of
needs driving consumption decisions, we first hiamvelentify what these needs are.
Scholars have described various human needs. Was{©954) hierarchy of needs,
in which he differentiates between physiologicakas safety, belonging and love,
esteem, cognitive needs, aesthetic needs, andctatilization needs is well knovh.
More recently, Max-Neef (1992) has developed anarawy of nine human needs:
subsistence, protection, affection, understandipatticipation, leisure, creation,
identity, freedonf® The most basic needs driving consumption areéeels for food
and shelter. However, much of present day consomih Western societies goes
beyond the fulfillment of these basic needs. Tod@§ consume goods to express
status and identity, to fulfill our needs for beyimg, love and esteem (as Maslow
would say) or for affection, participation, and ntiey (in the terminology of Max-
Neef)?

Environmentally superior consumption choices cadd to the satisfaction of
needs compared to environmentally inferior consuwnpthoices in a variety of ways.
In theory, environmentally superior consumptionichs could satisfy the need for
self-actualization (if environmental values ranlghion the personal value scale),
status and belonging (if environmental values raigk on the general societal value

scale, or the value scale of a particular socialvakk such as an environmental

¥ The hierarchical nature of these needs is contsialgVlek et al. 1999).

2 The two lists of needs are not exclusionary, afrse, but overlap. In the following discussiore th
paper will rather freely use the terminology of amehe other or both.

% The question frequently arises, whether thesesaesi“real” or “artificially created.” This
dichotomy is false. As scholars have shown altsese to some extent real, and yet their existence
always influenced by socio-cultural conditions adlwThere seems to be at the very least a human
predisposition (possibly derived from the humambein animal after all) to want to accumulate, and
to derive pleasure from having new and “nice” tlsind he extent, to which certain needs exist,
however, is a function of the societal contextisahe predisposition to satisfy them through mater
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group), for leisure and aesthetic satisfactiora(tiealthy and beautiful environment

and activities in it are part of the value systefo), physiological and subsistence

needs (if environmental problems are a threat te’sorhealth), and even for

participation (if environmental consumerism is @éved as a concerted action by a

group of significant size). As the “ifs” illustet the potential that making

environmentally superior consumption choices allosemsumers to increase the

satisfaction of their needs depends, in practice,one or more of the following

conditions:

1. Environmental and/or social values need to rank kig-a-vis competing values
on the personal value scale.

2. Environmental and/or social values need to rank lig-a-vis competing values
on the societal value scale.

3. Signifiers of non-environmental values ranked haghthe societal value scale
need to be associated with superior environmehtacteristics.

4. Consumers need to perceive environmental consumexssa concerted action in
which a significant number of individuals take part

5. Environmental characteristics and conditions nedokta threat to the consumer’s

health and survival.

Condition 1 highlights that the ranking of valuestetmines the extent to
which environmentally superior consumption choicean contribute to the
satisfaction of the need for self-actualizationy fmstance. If environmental
responsibility ranks high on the personal valudesgaurchases of environmentally
superior goods will allow consumers to satisfy theeds for self-esteem and self-
actualization. Likewise, if social responsibilitgnks high on the personal value
scale, the individual will be more willing to foregpotential private benefits of
environmentally inferior consumption choices for ethsocial benefits of
environmentally superior ones.

Condition 2 illustrates the same principle for st&i needs, such as the needs
for status, belonging, or esteem by others. Ih@p&invironmentally responsible ranks
high on the societal value scale or the value scdle relevant social group,
environmentally superior consumption choices wdhtibute to the satisfaction of

consumption when other means are available. Finsditisfiers of needs are to a large extent dgcial
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the above needs. If, however, other values su¢heasg successful” as indicated by
wealth rank higher in society, consumers are ligstylto choose goods on the basis
of their environmental characteristics when tryiagatisfy statué’

Societal value scales can lower or even negatpdtential contribution to the
satisfaction of needs environmentally superior comgion choices can make on the
basis of personal value scales. After all, muctoday’s consumption is competitive
and socially drived® Veblen already identified the phenomena of canspis
consumption and competitive display. Other sclsolave similarly highlighted the
relative nature of needs, the concepts of sociall@mon and positional goods.
Supportive of these theoretical insights are moeeemt empirical findings
highlighting that relative rather than absoluteoime is the main determinant of self-
evaluated welfare (Durning 1992, Schor 1998). Comion is about comparisons
and hierarchies. Consumption is about ‘keepingviip the Joneses’ (if not keeping
ahead of them), or as Juliet Schor (1998) suggexiay's ‘keeping up with
FRIENDS.** As long as individuals pursue competitive constiomp they have
substantial disincentives to downshift individuallyeven if environmental

responsibility ranks high on their personal valoals®

constructed.

#0f course, different scales exist for differentugpse in society as well as different signifiers.strme
groups, one can gain status by being different tharfmasses.” The purchase of energy from
renewable resources at a premium can become #&osigring part of the “intellectual elite,” for
instance.

2 |t is not only consumption that is intended toyide status and esteem that is competitive and a
cause of constant pressure though. Even consumiptiended to satisfy the need for belonging and to
express identity often, though to a lesser extirffers from this pressure. After all, in-groups i
Western society are often defined by wearing aerthithes, or owning certain identifiers. Thus,
expressing belonging to an in-group, which is agtethrough the exclusion of the out-group, is
inherently relational and competitive as well. Thereased need for belonging caused by the growing
social fluctuations in society, then, supports comgtion intended to keep up with ... or be as good
as...as well.

24 As Schor (1998) points out, the tendency of tosl@gnsumers to compare with characters on TV or
with colleagues (and bosses) at work has evenaserkthe necessary consumption activities in pursui
of status, as individuals tend to compare themsebith people in other income groups.

% This is a collective action problem, of coursehebest way to avoid the race to the top in gas
guzzling or other consequences of conspicuous copison would be for society to downshift
collectively. Furthermore, the predominance ofisat values over personal values should not be see
too deterministically. As the voluntary simplictyovement shows, increasing numbers of individuals
decide to leave the game. But they pay the “sacisis” of doing so. The latter might seem non-
existent to a voluntary down-shifter or actuallyguesitive, and therefore one might think this whole
discussion to be futile. The difficulties with im@tlual exits from the competition for status arstieem
driven as it is in our societies by material pos&ess, however, become much more obvious when
considered with respect to children. Which pareats easily accept difficulties their children ntigh
face with respect to their social ‘acceptance’, egr superficially the criteria for the latter are
defined?

16



Thus, competitive consumption and the questiorthef ranking of societal
values highlight that environmentally superior ammgtion choices can subtract from
the satisfaction of needs rather than contributiaéon. This is the case, for instance,
if signifiers of desirable values are associatedhwnegative environmental
consequences. An example of such a situationas ‘targe, fast, powerful, and
automated’ goods in our society are frequently @ased with status. Shifting to
environmentally superior consumption choices thatolve smaller, slower, less
powerful, and less automated goods thus can sulft@o the ability of a given
consumption choice to satisfy certain needs.

Condition 3 emphasizes that environmentally supecansumption choices
can be the result of consumers trying to satisfedsesuch as status even if
environmental values do not rank high on the satiatlue scale. This is the case if a
signifier of the satisfier of a given need happémshave superior environmental
characteristics. Thus, solar-powered equipment,irfstance, might contribute to
satisfy the need for status, because its high @moksophisticated technology signal
wealth and therefore “success.”

Condition 4 captures the potential of environmentadsumerism to satisfy the
need for participation. By definition, participati means that the individual is taking
part in some kind of group activity. Thus, theelikood that others will equally allow
environmental characteristics to influence consuonpthoices becomes important.

Finally, condition 5 illustrates the ability of @mmmentally superior
consumption choices to contribute to the satisbactf physiological needs. This
condition also highlights the collective action Iplems associated with environmental
consumerism, as the individual consumer is generallare that her individual
consumption choices make little difference in terwis overall environmental

quality?® These collective action problems apply in patéicito environmental

% Here, the collective action problems of the ingiitnal set-up come to play. In the market place,
consumers act as millions of individual voices.eTtansaction costs associated with trying to get
consumers to act collectively are extremely highe costs of this effort are likely to outweigh the
benefits for even the most environmentally concgrrmnsumers. Individual environmental
consumerism, therefore, has to either ignore ttle ddé individual influence or trust that other
consumers independently will act in a similar fashi An additional problem arises, since these
collective action problems do not exist in a cohteat provides the institutional set-up allowitgir
easy resolution. The benefit of repetition ofdit-tat, for instance, do not work, since the numiife
small actions by millions of players separated s€igpace and time does not allow for monitoring and
enforcement. As Reichart (1998) points out, the @@ structure, consequently, does not change from
one play prisoner’s dilemma to iterated gamescolmsequence, environmental consumerism is a
paradise for free-riders.
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consumer activism, i.e. the use of environmentallgerior consumption choices to
make a political statement, since the individuatistoner knows that by herself she
has little impact on the environmental performaatéusiness. Only if a substantial
number of consumers act in a similar manner wil tharket send a clear signal to
business that environmentally superior performanitiebe rewarded.’

Unfortunately, most societies today have valuecsiings that do not rank
environmental values sufficiently high comparedvbues such as success, fashion,
comfort. For the most part, status, for instangesonferred by goods that are new,
expensive, exclusive, fashionable, and/or techncédly sophisticated rather than by
environmentally superior goods. As pointed outvahon a minority of cases,
environmental characteristics may converge witleetspsatisfying other needs. Such
dynamics are noticeable with respect to environaldomtand names or fancy stores
with environmental claims, such as Patagonia oufdatWonders. Being an out-
doors person has become fashionable, and a sigfatas and success. After all, you
need to have the “right” equipment. This trendwewer, supports rather than
undermines the claim that environmental aspects @ty a very limited role in
satisfying the need for status or esteem, or ewdfastualization. Often, the
environmentally desirable characteristics of thgseds are a function of marketing
rather than reality, and frequently have no refetiop or rather a negative
relationship with being environmentally conscious.

In sum, superior environmental consumption choafesn are associated with
higher costs, rarely with lower ones. On the othiele, such choices have the
potential to contribute to the satisfaction of aamer needs. This potential is limited
though. Environmentally superior consumption chsi@re generally not seen as
important enough for immediate survival concerrs, able to provide status. For
some consumers, environmentally conscious consompmtoes help to create and
express identity and fulfill the need of self-adtzation. For some consumers in
respective communities or under conditions of cdece action, environmental
consumerism may satisfy needs for belonging anticpzation.

Yet, the potential contribution to the satisfactiminneeds by these factors is
limited, and will only increase the likelihood obrcsumers making environmentally

superior consumption choices, if the costs of sdbhbices are the same or only

2" The focus of this paper is on consumption by peivadividuals. Therefore, the situations in which
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slightly higher. Furthermore, environmentally stpe consumption choices also
have the potential to be associated with lowerltewé need satisfaction, as other
values and competitive consumption can be more ftapb than environmental
characteristics. This analysis suggests that swstumption decisions are located in
the center and left side of the consumption plafiéne cohesion between policy
makers and consumers with respect to environmeonteumerism will frequently be

weak.

Conclusion

This paper has assessed the characteristics iol postruments likely to be
chosen in the policy process if the policy makenisd to enhance the influence of
consumers on the greening of business. Usingdheypnstrument model, the paper
determined these instrument characteristics ob#sgs of the network characteristics.
For policy directed at consumers, the results etgithat the policy instruments likely
to be chosen will range from those characterizecadgck of a normative appeal,
provision of resources, and choice to opt for omiast application of policy
instrument for conditions of strong cohesion, te gresence of a normative appeal,
withdrawal of resources, and a very limited chd@ept for or against the application
of the policy instrument for conditions of weak esfon. The paper demonstrated
that the provision of information to consumers fikese characteristics of policy
instruments likely to be chosen under conditions stfong cohesion, while
prohibitions fit the characteristics of policy insmnents likely to be chosen under
conditions of weak cohesion. Assessing the extenthich environmentally superior
consumption choices are likely to satisfy consumeeeds compared to
environmentally inferior ones, and the likely calfferential between these two
choices, the paper argued that conditions of wediesion are likely to be more
frequent in the policy network than conditions ¢foeg cohesion. Future research
needs to test this argument against empirical ecele

For a complete analysis, the policy maker — busi@sension of the network
needs to be investigated in a similar manner, ofsm Intuition suggests that it is
likely to be characterized by higher levels of motennectedness, with cohesion again
ranging from high to low levels. This is partlydaeise the number of members of the

one company can have a significant voice in theketatue to its purchasing power are ignored.
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target group business — as large as it is — islemilan the number of consumers.
More importantly, industry is generally better angaed and represented by
associations in interaction with government. Alsoch interaction takes place on a
quite regular basis for a diverse range of polisgues and objective anyway.
Cohesion between policy maker and business withertgo policy goals is likely to

range from relatively weak cohesion to somewhah hé&yels. In general, it can be
expected that business does not want to give aryybmate influence on business
practices and procedures than necessary. Howewrercould argue that if such an
outside influence is necessary, business wouldkieé/Ito prefer such influence by

consumers rather than regulators. At the same tmginess is the less likely to be
inclined to giving consumers the ability to “votefi environmental business practice

the more vulnerable it feef. The following figure illustrates this relationghi

Cohesion

High

Low High

(Perceived) Environmental
Vulnerability of Business

This is just a preliminary discussion based onrdnitive assessment of the
policy network characteristics in the interacticgtieen policy makers and business,
however. Further research will have to conduchsart investigation in more depth
and juxtapose its findings with those from the eoner focused inquiry presented
here. On the basis of the common space of prolgabiyy instruments, we will then
be able to move ahead in the discussion of the npateof environmental

consumerism to contribute to an environmental itemsin the business community.

% Thus, the worst environmental performers, the &ggi.e. most visible) or those in “direct” corttac
with the consumer (i.e. producers of consumer gpasisvell as those sectors or companies facing high
implementation costs would be the most likely tpage such a policy.

20



Even though policy content was not the focus ©f paper, the above analysis
also reveals the range of potential strategiepdticy makers to foster environmental
consumerism. Most fundamentally, policy makerseh&y increase the potential
contribution of environmentally superior consumptichoices to the satisfaction of
consumer needs, and/or lower the costs of suchuoguiton choices. Increasing
needs satisfaction can be achieved through prayidimore information on the
environmental characteristics of products, foranse, so that consumers know when
they have made an environmentally superior consiomghoice. Needs satisfaction
can also be improved through the raising of envirental values on the societal
value scale or the organization of concerted efftwtgreen consumption. Relative
costs of environmentally superior consumption can Iwered through forcing
business to better internalize environmental impatut also by reducing the
collective action problems arising in associatiathvenvironmental consumerism.

While the potential for environmental consumerigtantified in this paper
might be disappointing overall (weak cohesion prethates), differences between
societies can be noticed. This should not comea asurprise since the above
discussion of needs and costs reveals that thentmdtefor environmental
consumerism depends to a large extent on societaittons and structures. The
ranking of values, for instance, has differed igistes across the globe and across
time (although increasingly a convergence towar@ddenualistic values appears to
take place). Moreover, signifiers of given valuee social constructs. Societal
structures and conditions influence the extent lickv we experience certain needs
and our predisposition to satisfy them through m@teconsumption. Even the
monetary price of a good is a social constructrtiHeumore, societies differ in their
ability to overcome collective action problems. @&sonsequence, different societies
are located in different areas on the consumptianegp The Netherlands and the
Scandinavian countries, for instance, are likely fied a higher likelihood of
consumers making environmentally superior conswnpthoices.

The societal basis of the potential for environtabrconsumerism also
suggests that policy makers can attempt to shiiblecy situation from one of weak
cohesion to one of strong cohesion. Be reduciegsitcietal causes of collective
action problems associated with environmental comsism, governments can
increase cohesion. Such strategies often regh@eges in social values or structures,

which are difficult but not impossible to achiev@.he effect would be politically
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desirable in so far as it would involve less nemdaf more interventionist strategy by
government and more reliance on providing consumérsthe resources required to
allow them to make the desired choice.

A change in the societal causes of competitivesaoption, for instance, has
the potential to reduce the collective action peoid associated with environmental
consumerism. Similarly, it would be possible taage the attributes identifying
satisfiers of certain needs. What if, for instartbe most fuel efficient rather than the
fastest car provided status? Such changes woaldatically improve the potential
for environmental consumerism. Finally, a shifinr weak to strong cohesion would
be assisted by an improvement in the ability ofietgdto overcome collective action
problems resulting from increased trust, cohesamal, better communication. Such a
strategy can be pursued through attempts at bsiteal interaction, integration, and
participation. Again, these changes are diffitalachieve and take time. Given the
potential impact and the political necessities aedefits, however, efforts, in this

respect should be extremely worthwhile.
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