
Executive Summary

The Business Role Focus Area

From a business
perspective

Sustainable
Consumption 

Facts and Trends



ForewordA statement of intent 
From the WBCSD’s Business Role Focus Area workstream on 

Sustainable Consumption & Consumers

Current global consumption patterns are unsustainable. Based on the 
facts and trends outlined in this document, it is becoming apparent that 
efficiency gains and technological advances alone will not be sufficient 
to bring global consumption to a sustainable level; changes will also 
be required to consumer lifestyles, including the ways in which 
consumers choose and use products and services.

We recognize the need for business to play a leadership role in 
fostering more sustainable levels and patterns of consumption, 

through current business processes such as innovation, 
marketing and communications, and by working in 

partnership with consumers, governments and 
stakeholders to define and achieve more 

sustainable lifestyles.

“The target of this work is to 
demonstrate that WBCSD members 
want to be proactive in addressing the 
global challenges related to shortage 
of resources, water scarcity, climate 
change and loss of biodiversity. 
Understanding and adjusting to the 
requirements of future consumers 
who will increasingly want to make 
ethical choices will be important 
to the whole business community. 
Overlooking this trend would be 
shortsighted and a risk for any 
company, and we believe it is the 
responsible companies who will be 
successful in the long run. Companies 
can also influence consumer behavior 
towards more sustainable choices, 
both through product development 
and consumer information. It is 
our aim that this trend analysis on 
sustainable consumption will act as a 
trigger for innovation and ultimately 
for more sustainable consumption.” 

Kirsi Sormunen, Vice President & Head 
of Environmental Activities, Nokia

“The role of business and the role 
of consumers are intrinsically linked 
in terms of the sustainable use of 
products. Consumers choose to buy a 
product for a combination of reasons. 
One is and will remain excellent 
performance at an adequate price. 
In the future, delivering performance 
that is both based on sustainability 
and recognized as added value will 
become increasingly important for 
consumer choices. This development 
offers great potential as a driver for 

innovative products – not merely 
in the sense of ‘green’ products, 
but in the sense of offering smarter 
consumer-relevant solutions that 
link product quality to the shared 
responsibility of producers and 
consumers. The environmental 
footprint of the product in terms 
of production and disposal and – in 
many cases even more importantly –
the proper use of the product with 
respect to its environmental impact 
will be decisive. To address this, 
we must work more closely with 
consumers, communicating top 
performance, the added value of 
sustainable products and enabling 
behavioral changes.”
C-A Weinberger, Corporate Senior Vice 
President and Global Chief Marketing 
Officer, Henkel

“Addressing sustainable consumption 
requires innovative thinking that goes 
‘beyond the fence’. The fundamentals 
of business activity in society will be 
impacted by resource shortages and 
environmental degradation. This 
document seeks to explore trends 
in business approaches that align 
corporate values and marketing 
activities in the context of the creation 
of marketable, sustainable solutions. 
Once this broadened view is 
established, it opens new dimensions 
of market opportunity but not at the 
cost of the environment.” 

Frank Henke, Vice President & Global 
Director, Social and Environmental 
Affairs, adidas Group

“We need to connect sustainable 
production with sustainable 
consumption. This means 
understanding current and future 
consumption patterns, then 
harnessing innovation to develop 
more sustainable products, services 
and behavior change initiatives. This 
publication will help us all learn from 
those leading the way in identifying 
opportunities for sustainable value 
creation for consumers, businesses 
and society as a whole.”

Dr. Peter White, Director of Global 
Sustainability, Procter & Gamble

“Technology innovation has driven 
the explosive growth of the 20th 
century – growth that now presents 
us with a new set of local and global 
challenges. Rising effectively to these 
challenges requires us to work closely 
with our consumers to redefine the 
value that we offer to them, and to 
redefine our corporate values in line 
with our vision of a sustainable and 
prosperous society.”
Hidemi Tomita, General Manager, 
Corporate Social Responsibility 
Department, Sony Corporation

“I see an important role for business 
in the discussion about sustainable 
consumption in helping to find 
an optimal balance between self-
regulating market mechanisms on 
the one hand and legislative, ‘level 
playing field’ initiatives on the other.”

Dr. Andrew Griffiths, Director EHS 
Europe, Umicore

“The role of business is to make 
markets work. This document is a call 
to action to make markets work for 
sustainable consumption.” 

Cassie Phillips, Vice President, 
Sustainable Forests and Products, 
Weyerhaeuser



Executive summary

To meet the challenge of sustainable development, businesses can help to foster 
more sustainable levels and patterns of consumption. There is a significant 
opportunity for business to help consumers choose and use their goods and 
services sustainably. In order to do so, business must create sustainable value 
for consumers by supplying products and services that meet their functional 
and emotional needs – now and for future generations – while respecting 
environmental limits and common values.

1. Global drivers of consumption
Global consumption levels and patterns are driven at the most fundamental level by:

Rapid global population growth – Population of 9 billion expected by 2050•	
The rise in global affluence and associated consumption – Global middle class expected to triple by 2030; low-•	
income consumers represent a market of US$ 5 trillion

A culture of “consumerism” among higher income groups, who account for the greatest per capita share of global •	
consumption

2. Global consumption patterns & impacts
Global consumption is putting unsustainable and increasing stress on:

The Earth’s ecosystems – 60% of the Earth’s ecosystem services have been degraded in the past 50 years •	
The supply of energy and material resources needed for industrial growth – Natural resource consumption is •	
expected to rise to 170% of the earth’s bio-capacity by 2040

Human social systems and well-being – Human well-being does not necessarily rely on high levels of consumption•	

3. The role of the consumer
Consumer attitudes and behaviors: 

Consumers are increasingly concerned about environmental, social and economic issues, and increasingly willing to •	
act on those concerns

Consumer willingness often does not translate into sustainable consumer behavior because of a variety of factors – •	
such as availability, affordability, convenience, product performance, conflicting priorities, skepticism and force of 
habit

4. The role of business – mainstreaming sustainable consumption
The business case: Business approaches to sustainable consumption can be grouped into three broad categories:

Innovation – business processes for the development of new and improved products, services and business are shifting •	
to incorporate provisions for maximizing societal value and minimizing environmental cost

Choice-influencing – the use of marketing and awareness-raising campaigns to enable and encourage consumers to •	
choose and use products more efficiently and sustainably

Choice-editing – the removal of “unsustainable” products and services from the marketplace in partnership with •	
other actors in society

5. The challenge ahead & options for change
To be able to lead sustainable lifestyles based on informed purchasing decisions and changes in behavior, consumers •	
need the support of all actors: business, governments and civil society

Business sees a need for further dialogue with stakeholders (such as consumers, retailers, marketers, policy-makers, •	
NGOs) and between businesses to define sustainable products and lifestyles and to formulate actionable responses

Leading businesses have the capacity to mainstream sustainable consumption and stakeholders welcome the •	
opportunity to work alongside business moving forward.

The issue at a glance...



Message from the co-chairs
of the World Business Council 
for Sustainable Development’s 
Business Role Focus Area

There are now clear signs that consumption issues are 
increasingly of central concern to business. Further, in 
response to these challenges, we as business leaders 
are keen to signal to our stakeholders our willingness to 
formulate innovative responses and solutions.

In 2005 a group of CEOs from the WBCSD created a 
manifesto for tomorrow’s global businesses that stated: 
“Leading businesses of the future will be those whose 
core business directly addresses global challenges.” This 
document also represents a milestone on the journey for 
business seeking to define its role in tomorrow’s society.

The compelling statements of the companies who have 
contributed to this new report, along with the data 
presented, make it clear that the role of business is to 
work in partnership with our customers and stakeholders 
to define, “what is a sustainable product?” and “what 
is a sustainable lifestyle?” Determining the answers to 
these questions will help us achieve more sustainable and 
responsible consumption.

The statement of intent from the companies contributing 
to this work states that business is at the beginning of this 
journey. We are confident that business can add significant 
value in addressing this global challenge, just as we 
have made significant progress in the area of sustainable 
production. 

We would like to congratulate the companies who have 
so readily contributed their insights and experience to this 
important discussion. We would also like to thank them for 
taking a courageous leadership stance in driving forward 
a shared understanding of what is meant by sustainable, 
responsible consumption from a business perspective. As 
our world faces rising fuel prices, serious issues of hunger 
and poverty, scarcity of water, arable land and other natural 
resources … the question of human consumption and how 
we deal with it has never been more urgent.

Samuel A. DiPiazza, Jr, Global CEO, PricewaterhouseCoopers 

Idar Kreutzer, CEO, Storebrand




