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1. Introduction

1.1 Reason for this research

Despite 20 years of policymaking on sustainable consumption (UNCED
1992), levels of material consumption and environmental impacts con-
tinue to increase in Nordic countries and Europe. As Nordic countries
have an ambition to be sustainability leaders, enabling and facilitating
sustainable consumption and lifestyles with efficient policies is an im-
portant part of the societal efforts to reduce resource use and environ-
mental impacts. Clearly, however, current consumption policies are not
as effective as they might be.

A number of reasons for this have been identified ranging from the
sovereignty principle of consumers, to lack of policy instruments and
missing political courage to engage with consumption issues. In addi-
tion, although a large share of environmental impacts depend on con-
sumption patterns, research demonstrates that evidence from behav-
ioural and social science is not routinely incorporated in policy design.

Consequently, some persistent misconceptions - myths - about con-
sumer behaviour have perpetuated in the mainstream discourse on sus-
tainable consumption especially in policy circles. Holding on to these
myths encourages policy makers to place the main focus on technologi-
cal innovation aiming at production and product efficiency, leaving so-
cial innovation, alternative value-creation models and sufficient con-
sumption without much needed support. These misconceptions prevent
policy makers from seeing the complexity of consumption in real life, the
limitations of the half-measures advocated by many sustainable con-
sumption policies and therefore from effectively addressing the sustain-
ability challenges associated with consumption.

1.2 Research goal

The goal of this study is to dispel myths that thwart sustainability by
bringing forward existing evidence on consumer behaviour, in order to
aid the development of efficient sustainable consumption policies in
Nordic countries.



1.3 Research approach

To dispel the myths about consumer behaviour, the study builds on a
substantial existing body of international research on consumer behav-
iour from psychology, sociology, and behavioural economics to policy
and anthropology. This knowledge, however, has not reached the major-
ity of policy makers working with sustainable consumption issues. The
study uses a knowledge brokerage approach that exchanges and trans-
fers the vast academic and practical multi-disciplinary knowledge be-
tween science, policy makers and practitioners in an accessible and
easy-to-use format to enable and facilitate application of existing
knowledge in real life policy.

1.4 Key messages for policy-makers

It is unrealistic to expect a sustainable society to materialise from cur-
rent political strategies on sustainable consumption. The changes need-
ed are significant, and the research explored in this study shows that
policy makers have a plethora of opportunities to create positive change
using strategies and tools synergistically.

Our society is consumptogenic: the structures of society promote
consumption patterns that Nordic people think of as normal, but which
are unsustainable. On the other hand, citizens who attempt to make sig-
nificant lifestyle changes for sustainability face insurmountable socio-
cultural barriers to sustainable practices. This highlights the need for
governments to lead the shift to cultures of sustainability.

Governments need to lead the shift to sustainability by creating the
societal structures that make sustainable living the default option. Inno-
vation in technology and infrastructure, regulation, pricing, marketing
and new social norms can be used in combination to create sustainable
choice architecture.

Regulations are often the most effective policy tools for changing con-
sumption patterns. Although regulations may be more challenging to im-
plement, evidence is available showing practical techniques for successful-
ly implementing stronger policy interventions. Regulations are often more
effective when used in combination with other policy instruments, e.g.
economic and information tools in the so-called policy packages.

Building positive social norms is essential for embedding sustainable
practices in everyday life and for increasing public acceptability for
stronger consumption policies. Even coercive, proscriptive policies that
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require significant lifestyle changes (e.g. switching from private car use
to public transport) can gain higher public acceptance by using appro-
priate framing techniques, reinforcing pro-societal and pro-
environmental social norms, and by providing safe, comfortable and
cheap sustainable alternatives to unsustainable behaviours.

A policy focus is needed on facilitating change away from high-impact
consumption areas (e.g. flying, consumption of meat and dairy products
and car driving) to lower-impact consumption areas (e.g. vegetarian
diets, public mobility, local leisure and cultural activities, and personal
development).

Understanding and supporting the drive of humans to become happi-
er and healthier, there is a need to discuss a much greater diversity of
paths to well-being than is currently offered. It may be useful to com-
municate a wider vision of well-being, which includes pro-societal values
such as resilient communities, equitable, fair and sustainable resource
use, health, education and personal development, peace and stability,
environmental and social justice and other macro-issues that indirectly
influence individuals and families. To support and encourage sustainable
ways of living new metrics of societal prosperity needs to be developed.

Nordic policy brief 9






2. Key lessons on myths

2.1 Myth 1: Green consumption is the solution

Green consumption is one, but not the only strategy for reducing resource
use and environmental impacts stemming from consumption.

Truth: Green consumption is an important - but limited - strategy that
aims to improve efficiency of production processes and to design and
sell environmentally and socially sound products.

Challenges: Increasing efficiency is essential and must continue; how-
ever, it is not sufficient: even “green” products have impacts. Also in-
creasing consumption levels and unsustainable consumption patterns
outpace efficiency improvements achieved in production and product
design stages. Thus, green consumption helps us to slow down the envi-
ronmental problems, but cannot on its own prevent or avoid them.

The myth promotes the falsely optimistic view that technological so-
lutions will be sufficient to achieve sustainability. It detracts from the
need to tackle challenging issues, e.g. the prevailing culture of consumer-
ism and materialism that is closely linked to resource use and environ-
mental impacts.

Implications: Sustainable consumption and sustainable lifestyles
strategies need to accompany efficiency strategies and could include
such sufficiency strategies as e.g. shifting from products to consumption
of services and sharing products instead of owning them, utilising the
idling capacity of goods, and promoting a culture of creativity in upcy-
cling and product repair.

2.2 Myth 2: Consumers should lead the shift to
sustainability

There is a limit to what individual behavioural change can achieve. Systemic
changes in the prevailing economic institutions and business models, regula-
tions and infrastructures are required. Governments need to lead the transi-
tion to sustainability; individuals, business and civil society have other vital
roles to play.



Truth: Consumers have some responsibility for the consequences of their
consumption and lifestyles, not least because households cause 40% of
overall environmental impacts in the society. However, governments
drive mass shifts in culture and consumption and production patterns.

Challenges: There is a false perception that consumers drive markets
and businesses are just responding to demands. Both businesses and
policy makers are choice architects, delimiting options for consumer
actions. Dominant societal values, practices and social norms are shaped
by policy e.g. through regulation, infrastructure, pricing mechanisms and
the education system.

Implications: This study shows that several stakeholders, including
businesses and consumers, call upon governments and policy makers to
show leadership. Governments are the most significant agents for driv-
ing widespread changes in our culture of consumption; citizens, busi-
nesses and civil society have other vital roles to play.

Sustainability needs to be addressed as a fundamental necessity and
not as a retail option. Currently people who try to live sustainably often
find it hard to live in opposition to mainstream norms and practices.
Some behaviours are “locked-in” by infrastructural constraints, pricing
and social conventions. Policymaking has a key role to play in normalis-
ing sustainable lifestyles. It is necessary for governments to take the lead
role in enabling sustainable lifestyles.

2.3 Myth 3: If everyone does a little we will achieve
alot

Everybody should contribute to sustainability, but big changes are needed to
shift societies to sustainability.

Truth: Small changes are an important starting point. The “if everyone”
slogan underlines that everyone’s contribution is worthwhile and signif-
icant, and that others are also taking responsibility for their behaviour
and making changes. Small changes are important, as people need to
start somewhere, feel part of the group and feel they are doing some-
thing good. However, reaching a tipping point and establishing a new
social norm is a significant challenge.

Challenges: The biggest misconception is that small individual chang-
es will lead to significant results, since the sum of small individual
changes usually only results in small aggregate improvements. Another
issue is the framing of the slogan: people know that not everybody is
“doing their bit” and might get discouraged from taking action. They
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often have difficulty seeing how small actions in household may help
solve global environmental problems and this leads to scepticism. “Free
riding” might also be encouraged when people believe that their inaction
will not have a significant impact on the aggregate level. In addition to
these problems, two types of rebound effects occur. A behavioural re-
bound effect takes place when people feel their small token actions (e.g.
recycling paper) justify inaction in other areas, e.g. driving a car instead
of taking public transport. A financial rebound effect occurs when people
save money e.g. from cycling instead of driving, and spend the money on
high impact activities e.g. long-distance holidays.

Implications: Small changes and mass movements make a difference,
but it is essential to communicate that big changes are also needed. Posi-
tive encouragement and providing a realistic picture of the scale of
change needed in society are also vital. Communication from policy
makers and civil society should emphasise both the relative importance
of the small changes that individuals can make in their life and the nec-
essary large-scale changes and the ways, in which citizens can partici-
pate in these.

2.4 Myth 4: Small and easy environmental actions
will spill-over to bigger changes

The spill-over effects are only likely to happen between similar actions or
contexts.

Truth: Marketing theory encourages us to “start where people are”, get
them moving in the right direction with an easy action, which should
then theoretically make it easier to move up the next level of behaviour
change. Research demonstrates that positive spill-over mostly occurs
between similar actions, e.g. recycling at work may encourage recycling
at home or buying eco-labelled products may spill-over to buying Fair
Trade products.

Challenges: Positive spill-over is unlikely to lead to bigger changes.
For example, small actions, sucha as recycling, do not usually spill over
to the larger lifestyle changes that are needed, such as giving up use of a
private car.

Implications: The spill-over effect may be more successful when peo-
ple take a small action and then identify themselves as a person who
cares about the environment. This can be encouraged by framing actions
as “positive for the environment and society” rather than only as “saving
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money”, and by encouraging change through empowering community
initiatives.

While it is important to encourage people to take easy environmental
actions to reduce their impacts, it is vital to realise that spill-over into
significant lifestyle changes can hardly be expected. The significant life-
style changes need to be incentivised, supported and facilitated by poli-
cies for sustainable infrastructure, pricing mechanism and sustainable
marketing messages.

2.5 Myth 5: More information leads to sustainable
behaviour

Information alone does not usually change behaviour, but it is a vital part of
policy package.

Truth: Raising awareness and providing information is a necessary part of
moving towards sustainable society. While information provision is a useful
part of policy packages, on its own it rarely leads to behaviour change.

Challenges: People are not always “rational utility maximisers”, who
have access to information and ability and time to weigh all pros and
cons of their decisions and actions. In addition to information and
awareness, consumer behaviour is steered by a range of factors, ranging
from infrastructure, institutions, marketing and pricing to emotions,
habits and norms. Changes in behaviour are unlikely if the different ac-
tors send contradictory messages, e.g. people need to live sustainable
lives, but also need to “buy us out of the financial crisis”. It is also chal-
lenging to facilitate sustainable behaviour through public information
campaigns, which compete with commercial marketing and advertising
in media, public spaces and on the Internet.

Implications: Sustainable behaviour needs to be promoted by congru-
ent messages coming not only via information provision, but also
through other strategies, e.g. infrastructure, marketing, pricing and soci-
etal institutions. There is a need to find ways to inform people about
environmental problems so that it stimulates action rather than dis-
courages them.

Information may have an effect on behaviour, but usually only when
strong instruments are used at the same time, especially regulation and
pricing. In addition, due to the attitude-behaviour gap, better results are
sometimes reached when people are given the possibility to try the be-
haviour in addition to providing them with information. Change in atti-
tudes follows once the behaviour is established.
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2.6 Myth 6: Appealing to people’s self-interest is the
path to sustainable behaviour

A balance between self-interest and pro-societal values is needed to secure
not only short term benefits, but also long term outcomes.

Truth: Appealing to self-interest, e.g. promoting environmental actions
as a way to save money, sometimes works well in the short term and for
specific behaviours that are easy to link to increasing personal utility.
But appealing to self-interest defined in materialistic terms might inad-
vertently worsen the situation in the long term.

Challenges: Selling sustainability via self-interest may backfire when
changes are needed that offer no immediate personal gain. Even the
interests of future generations might be difficult to safeguard in a society
that propagates immediate wins and prizes ruthless competition at the
cost of the environment and social equity.

Implications: Policy makers should avoid sending mixed messages to cit-
izens and not emphasise immediate personal gains when societal values are
at stake. People are likely to behave in a more civic-minded way when pro-
social values are emphasised, which could increase not only acceptance of
sustainable consumption policies, but also their effectiveness.

One possible solution is to expand the concept of self-interest to in-
clude spending time with family and friends, undertaking health-
enhancing activities, engaging with community etc. Even social status
can be linked to being a conscious consumer or living in voluntary sim-
plicity, and not necessarily by leading stressful high-pay / high-impact
career-oriented lives. To ensure a fair and equal sustainable society, we
need to balance “What’s in it for me?” with “What’s in it for us?”

2.7 Myth 7: Sustainability means “living in caves”

Examples of sustainable living are emerging. We need a planned transition to
sustainable lifestyles in order to avoid lower standards of living in the future.

Truth: Research demonstrates that an equitable share of greenhouse gas
emissions would be around 2 tonnes CO2 per person per year, which
implies much lower levels of material consumption for Nordic countries,
which currently have 6-9 tonnes of CO; per capita.

Challenges: It is utopian to think we can continue with business as
usual, but the alternative - living sustainably - has been portrayed as
living in hardship, leading a boring and inconvenient life, being pious,
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making sacrifices and having lower standards of well-being. This per-
spective makes it hard to promote sustainable lifestyles and create ac-
ceptance and public engagement. It also undermines the opportunity to
promote product-sharing schemes or closed loop systems that could
reduce overall resource use and environmental impacts associated with
consumption without affecting well-being.

Implications: Examples of sustainable living are emerging. We need a
planned transition to sustainable lifestyles in order to avoid lower
standards of living in the future.

There is a need to better understand the benefits of low-impact life-
styles for the well-being of individuals and the society, as well as for the
environment, and to advocate them based on criteria of good health,
high quality of life and sufficient material consumption, rather than on
merely material abundance. There is also a need to better communicate
the consequences of inaction, without being dramatic but rather prag-
matic, demonstrating that slow action is already leading to environmen-
tal problems (luckily not yet very visibly in Nordic countries) and reduc-
ing standards of living in many European countries.

The role of innovative value-creation business models, e.g. serviciz-
ing, in enabling sustainable living needs to be better understood. Both
governmental and business support is needed to the growing communi-
ty of individuals, municipalities and cities that enable more sustainable
ways of living through social innovation, e.g. low-carbon communities
and collaborative consumption.

2.8 Myth 8: People become happier if they gain more
money and increase material levels of
consumption

In Nordic countries increasing gross domestic product (GDP) is associated
with marginal improvements in well-being. Therefore, new indicators to
measure societal progress are needed.

Truth: There is a strong belief in our societies that having more money
and owning more material goods brings us more happiness and well-
being. Research demonstrates that until a certain point GDP increase is
closely linked to growth in subjective well-being. Above a certain
threshold, increases in GDP lead to reduced marginal levels of improve-
ment in well-being.

Challenge: Individual levels of well-being are influenced more by
wealth relative to others in society than the absolute levels of wealth.
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Some studies also demonstrate that it is possible to achieve higher levels
of well-being with lower levels of material consumption once a certain
level of material standard has been reached.

People pursue higher incomes and higher levels of material consump-
tion in an attempt to increase personal happiness, even when this some-
times entails sacrifices to health, leisure time and family and community
life. On the other hand, people who voluntarily choose to work and spend
less often report increased levels of well-being and life satisfaction.

Implications: Politicians fear alienating citizens with policies that
tackle consumption patterns and levels; perhaps framing policies and
actions as promoting sustainable lifestyles could de-dramatise the focus
on levels of material consumption and move the societal debate into a
more proactive and productive course on how the quality of life of peo-
ple can be improved. Understanding and supporting the drive of humans
to become happier, there is a need to discuss a much greater diversity of
paths to happiness than is currently offered, e.g. reaping the benefits of
technological progress not only in monetary terms, but also in terms of
meaningful leisure activities and personal development.

To support and encourage sustainable ways of living new metrics of
societal prosperity needs to be developed, e.g. alternative indicators to
GDP developed by the WAVES World Bank programme and Beyond
Growth movement.

2.9 Myth 9: Private ownership of all kinds of
products is desirable - sharing is not

Sharing economy and collaborative consumption of all kinds of products is
making a revival. Policy makers can help by reducing barriers to a sharing
and collaborative economy and by supporting research needed on its effects.

Truth: Our society is built on the institution of ownership. Sharing is
seldom desired when the costs of sharing, either in terms of money or in
terms of time spent on managing the sharing, are higher than costs of
ownership.

Challenges: Many people are concerned about the growing number of
products that take up space in their homes and that take time for their
maintenance. The rate of product replacement is increasing, and there are
rising consumption levels of poor quality, cheap throwaway products.

Although product ownership is increasing, collaborative consump-
tion of all kinds of products is also making a revival, for example through
swapping events, online trading of second-hand goods, community li-
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braries for equipment, and city rental schemes for cars and bicycles. The
Nordic countries have several traditional systems for sharing products,
such as public libraries and common laundry facilities, which can be
enhanced by new innovative forms of collaborative consumption.

Implications: Many innovative new businesses demonstrate that
there is potential to increase sharing and redistribution of existing re-
sources and products. Reusing products helps avoid environmental im-
pacts associated with production of new products and urban mining is
seen as an important future source of materials. A sharing economy can
be supported through formal and informal initiatives for lending, swap-
ping, bartering and renting products and services, instead of individual
product ownership.

2.10 Myth 10: Consumption policies are too
controversial to be accepted by the public

Policy is never neutral, but it shapes social norms and values in society. Poli-
cy makers need to create the “politics of possibility” towards sustainability by
using a plethora of existing and new strategies and tools synergistically.

Truth: Sustainability policies focusing on consumption do not have as long
a history as many other fields of environmental policy. Consumption is
often perceived of as being part of the private sphere of life, in which poli-
cy makers should not intervene. Consumers are assumed to be sovereign,
i.e. they can make choices freely in the market, and those choices reflect
their preferences. Hence, policy makers are often concerned that con-
sumption policies are too controversial to propose, even where there is a
strong public interest in influencing consumption patterns.

Challenges: There is no policy that is not value-laden. Many existing
policies already influence our individual lifestyles and consumption — we
are just accustomed to them, so they are “invisible” e.g. drink driving laws,
wearing seat belts, etc. Regulation of consumption has been effective even
when initially being considered too controversial e.g. smoking bans, con-
gestion charges, the phase-out of inefficient light bulbs and others.

Implications: Despite a reluctance to be interventionist or paternalistic,
policy is never neutral, but it shapes social norms and values in society.
For example, strict targets on greenhouse gas reductions can communi-
cate the seriousness of the environmental issue to the population.

There are several strategies that are known to increase the ac-
ceptance of sustainable consumption policies, e.g. building positive so-
cial norms supporting stronger policy interventions, the possibility for
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citizens to experiment and gain experiences of the measure, the in-
volvement of citizens in the decision, the achievement of visible positive
effects and the adaptation of attitudes once the measure is normalised.
Thus, the way a policy is communicated and implemented can greatly
increase public acceptance, even for more challenging behaviours and
proscriptive policies.

Nordic policy makers can gain inspiration from J.F. Kennedy’s deci-
sion to put a man on the moon, which was, when Kennedy first an-
nounced it, ridiculed as “impossible”. To achieve the impossible, he cre-
ated a culture of possibility, which supported previously incomprehen-
sible and unforeseeable technological breakthroughs. The effort of
putting a man on the moon implied systemic and visionary shifts that
required the support of multiple governmental departments and many
sectors that tapped into deep cultural values to create the “politics of
possibility”.
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3. Key Lessons on Knowledge
Brokerage

One of the key barriers to efficient evidence-based sustainable consump-
tion policymaking is the persistence of misconceptions, simplifications
and generalisations about consumer behaviour: what we describe here
as myths. One of the complexities is that all myths have some element of
truth. Thus, the main issue is to find and present available evidence in an
objective and balanced way. Another problem is that research on con-
sumer behaviour is indeed complex and might be difficult to utilise in
the policy realm, especially as the majority of decision-makers who de-
vise policies for sustainable consumption have backgrounds in econom-
ics, engineering, law, or natural science, while those with background in
behavioural science are underrepresented. As a result of this structural
lock-in, evidence from behavioural sciences is insufficiently utilised.

This study ventured into the vast multi-disciplinary body of
knowledge on consumer behaviour and collected and presented evi-
dence about the aforementioned misconceptions. In addition, this study
identified barriers associated with current knowledge brokerage and
outlined the best means to make knowledge provision, sharing and ex-
change more accessible. These insights were gained from interviews
with Nordic policy makers and should help reduce the barriers to effi-
cient sustainable consumption policy design and implementation.

3.1 How research results are used in policymaking

Time is the main constraint for Nordic policy makers to use results of
research. This situation suggests a need for synthetic information that is
simplified and rendered useful for policymaking. The knowledge interest
of researchers and policy makers is often quite different. While re-
searchers aim to challenge the existing views and create new knowledge,
policy makers a looking knowledge that is easy to use and that offers
clear solutions.

Policymaking is also not merely a process of applying research, but a
complex political process. Therefore, research needs to be convincing not



only for the civil servants, but also for politicians and their electorates.
This was often mentioned as one of the key areas where research falls
short of expectations. Several interviewees stressed that the lack of socie-
tal and political consensus was often a barrier to applying new knowledge.

Most of the interviewees noted that law and economics were the two
research disciplines that are used in an established way in policymaking.
Environmental policy also often makes use of natural and engineering
sciences, which were also seen as important for developing sustainable
consumption policies. The greatest problems in knowledge integration
were found in the social sciences, which are often not cumulative or
context-independent in the same way as the natural sciences are. Con-
sumer behaviour comprises various types of behaviours occurring in
different types of contexts, so there is no grand theory or strict laws to
draw on.

Many of our interviewees stressed the need for more multidiscipli-
nary research; in particular on how consumer behaviour can be changed
and on the role of public policy for consumption in society, e.g. on the
issue of consumption and its links to happiness and well-being.

3.2 Availability of sufficient research for
policymaking on sustainable consumption

The main knowledge gaps identified by Nordic decision makers can be
summarised as follows:

e [nconclusiveness: research is not conclusive, contradictory and that
consumer behaviour is not fully understood.

e Complexity: information is not collected and presented in an easy to
understand form, which leads to its invisibility and lack of use by
policy makers.

e Lacking prompt access: Many interviewees felt that it is difficult to
promptly access the necessary information at the time when it is needed.

o Lack of applied research and policy assessment: Several interviewees
stressed that there is limited evidence available on policy
effectiveness. This is partly due to a lack of policy monitoring and
evaluation, but also due to the lack of established methods for
evaluating the effectiveness of policy instruments and measures.

o Lack of country-specific research: This is more of a problem for some
countries than for others. Clearly the context influences the
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effectiveness of policy measures and studies are needed that would
test applicability of policy measures in different contexts.

e Lack of dedicated research: Since sustainable consumption policy is
quite a new policy area, it is difficult to identify what research is
relevant and how the existing research should be combined to best
serve the needs of policymaking. The larger the addressed societal
problems, the greater the need is for engaging with research from
several disciplines, although research funding does not always support
the multidisciplinary needs of sustainable consumption research.

3.3 The evidence-base of sustainable consumption
policy

Most of our interviewees felt that there is insufficient knowledge for evi-
dence-based policymaking, especially studies on policy interventions,
which are often inconclusive. They emphasised the need for more im-
pact studies, so that policy could be based on scientific evidence.

The areas were evidence is most lacking are economic impacts and ef-
fective ways to bring about changes in consumer behaviour. Often a lack
of time and money is the reason why policies are not tested, monitored
or evaluated, and the results of the few available studies are not used.
However, the evidence-base is stronger in some areas than others, e.g.
there is fairly much evidence on public recognition and trust of the Nor-
dic Swan label, but not much on other instruments.

Moreover, some of our interviewees felt that the lacking evidence-
base is not the greatest problem, as such. Rather, they stressed the role
of politics in policymaking, as well as the counter-forces to sustainable
consumption policy, such as lobbying groups.

3.4 Barriers to knowledge use and ideas for
surmounting them

The Nordic interviewees have identified two main categories of barriers:
ideological/political and practical barriers. They stressed the importance
of the role of politics in policymaking as different ministries, political
parties and agencies have different priorities, e.g. impacts on job crea-
tion or tax revenues. The main barriers however stem from a combina-
tion of the political factors and the way in which policy is made in prac-
tice. The Nordic policy makers also suggested that improving the
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knowledge base and especially knowledge utilisation practices in the
political deliberation process can perhaps help to surmount the ideolog-
ical and political problems. They also offered some ideas for overcoming
the barriers.

Several arguments were put forth for more co-operation among minis-
tries. This was seen as very important because different policy instru-
ments are often the mandate of different sectors of government, and it is
difficult in such a situation to design an effective policy mix. Certain as-
pects of consumption (such as housing) may be better covered by existing
administrative structures than others. The lack of policy coordination and
the existence of contradictory pressures make decision making difficult.

In terms of political leadership, it was suggested that researchers
should communicate more directly to politicians and the public: civil
servants cannot easily go ahead of the political process, but receive their
mandate to develop policies from politicians. On the other hand, re-
searchers might highlight the limitations of consumer sovereignty and
the fact that citizens actually value political leadership. However, some
interviewees noted that the results communicated by researchers to the
public are often contradictory and hence do not serve to promote politi-
cal leadership in sustainable consumption.

The webinars undertaken as part of this study were very positively
viewed by participants and so could serve as a useful model for future
dialogue between researchers, policy makers and other stakeholders.
The participants appreciated the “innovative way to exchange ideas”, the
opportunity to make contact with new and old colleagues, the possibility
to update their knowledge and to receive the final results of the study, to
which they have contributed through the webinars. This might increase
the willingness to use the research results.

This study confirmed that much of existing body of knowledge on
consumer behaviour is complex, nuanced and context-dependent, sug-
gesting the need for new institutions for knowledge brokerage.

o A hub for knowledge brokerage, e.g. hosted by the Nordic Council of
Ministers, which would serve to identify relevant studies from
trusted sources, assess the quality of scientific information and
communicate up-to-date knowledge to national governments.

o A “consensus panel” among researchers for synthesising and
presenting the main findings from consumption research -
something in line with what the International Panel on Climate
Change has done.
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e A think tank or forum to bring together scientific community with
consumer organisations. Such a forum could be built on the values of
solidarity and social democracy pertinent to the so-called Nordic
model, and would explore a global perspective, discussing the
consequences of consumption not only for the Nordic consumers, but
also for consumers and countries outside Nordic borders.

Practical suggestions for presenting research results included calls for
simple explanations of complex issues in accessible format, illustrations
and diagrams, good summaries of 2-4 pages and clear conclusions. Re-
search results should be presented forcefully and briefly, like the busi-
ness lobbies do at the European Commission.
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4. Research Parameters

4.1 Objective of the research

The specific objectives of the study is to improve knowledge of Nordic
policy makers on:

e Key myths about consumer behaviour that hinder effective
policymaking on sustainable consumption.

e Key lessons from multi-disciplinary research on consumer behaviour
and consumption.

e Implications of the new knowledge gained for policy implications.

4.2 Research design

This is a 1-year knowledge brokerage study that consisted of four stages:

Stage 1: A desk-top study included literature meta-analysis of the ex-
isting body of knowledge on each myth according to the following struc-
ture: 1) its origins; 2) consequences for society, consumption patterns
and levels, actors and policy actions; 3) arguments, evidence and data
that dispel each myth; and 4) implications for existing and future policy
strategies.

Stage 2: The empirical study included collection of data through
semi-structured interviews with 22 Nordic policy makers and experts
about myths on consumer behaviour and their implications for policy-
making to promote sustainable consumption. Two focus groups were
conducted with 10 researchers in sustainability field and with 8 citizens,
members of the Swedish Association of Sustainability Psychology.

Stage 3: Analysis and synthesis brought together the academic re-
search with the real-life experience of policy-makers in the field of sus-
tainable consumption. It provides a comprehensive evaluation of the
issues relevant for sustainable consumption policymaking.

Stage 4: Dissemination and finalisation of findings included soliciting
feedback from the target group - primarily Nordic policy makers -
through a webinar. A second webinar was also organised to test the ac-
cessibility of the knowledge and findings on a group of SCP researchers



and practitioners, civil society experts and students from Europe and
USA. In total 68 people participated in the webinars. The second webinar
provided additional feedback about some of the more nuanced and con-
troversial issues, and added strength and validity to the final findings of
the study.

4.3 Research results

o Final report in Swedish and English
http://dx.doi.org/10.6027/TN2013-552
http://dx.doi.org/10.6027/TN2013-553

e Policy brief in English and several Nordic languages

e Blog in English http://sustainabilitymyths.blogspot.se/

e Webinar recording available online
https://connect.sunet.se/p6xwhdd4evj/
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As Nordic countries have an ambition to be sustainability leaders, ena-
bling sustainable consumption and lifestyles with efficient policies

is an important part of reaching this goal. Research demonstrates
that evidence from behavioural and social science is not routinely
incorporated into policy design. Consequently, some persistent mis-
conceptions — myths —about consumer behaviour have perpetuated in
the mainstream discourse, especially in policy circles. The goal of this
study is to dispel myths that thwart sustainability by bringing forward
existing evidence on consumer behaviour to aid the development of
efficient policies in Nordic countries. A meta-analysis of the existing
international research on consumer behaviour from psychology, sociol-
ogy, behavioural economics, policy and anthropology was conducted.
The results demonstrate that it is unrealistic to expect a sustainable
society to materialise from current political strate gies. The changes
needed are significant, and this study shows that policy makers need

to create the “politics of possibility” towards sustainability by using the
plethora of existing and innovative strategies and tools synergistically.
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