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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Unsustainable patterns of consumption and
production threaten global development and
environmental well-being. Ensuring sustainable
consumption and production should take
a life cycle approach, and central to this is
the development of product sustainability
information (PSI).

An overview of the current state of PSI begins
with an acknowledgement of the complexities
in assessing the sustainability aspects of
a product. Given this reality, the need to
determine the social, health and environmental
impact of the millions of different products
demonstrates that the ambitions of any
sustainability metric or tool are high. The only
way to deal with this complexity is to simplify
reality into an appropriate model—but one
that reduces complexity, while minimising
distortion and uncertainty. In the late 1980s,
this insight resulted in the development of an
approach, known as Life Cycle Assessment
(LCA). Yet, the ambiguity and uncertainty of
LCA results and the difficulty of communicating
them in a meaningful way have led to a flurry
of tools and approaches either to simplify or to
standardise the assessment.

Complicating the process are various
stakeholdersinthefield of productsustainability
that have unique, and sometimes overlapping
vested interests. They can have differing
influences with varying levels of intensity on
the process of creating and communicating
information.

The drivers of and barriers to PSI are varied.
On the demand side, there is a growing
interest in buying products that are considerate
of the environment and/or social concerns.
Consequently, an increasing number of
countries, local authorities, businesses and
organisations are gradually embarking on
sustainable procurement and translating their
purchasing power into active sustainability
policies. Yet, with the plethora of PSI tools,
consumers can become confused and move
from an attitude of interest to one of scepticism
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and even outright cynicism or mistrust. The
over-abundance of labels and standards in this
field is further exacerbated by the launch of
new tools, methodologies and standards that
do not have sufficient support for their efforts
to address the existing problems of quality,
accuracy and consistency.

On the supply side, the drivers for the
development and use of tools and initiatives for
the sustainability of products vary temporally and
geographically based on social and institutional
structures, cultural and traditional influences,
access to technology, and other factors. These
drivers are: business decisions, technology
enablers, market pull and policy push.

The growing complexity and inter-relationship
between the drivers of tools and initiatives has
led to the creation of a wide variety of tools
that provide information on the sustainability of
products to consumers. At least 600 tools are
estimated to be on the market. However, the
number of tools is not an indication of impor-
tance. The best way to interpret a high number
of tools in a certain area is that the landscape
is fragmented, not mature, and that there is no
consensus on what the tool should do.
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The landscape of tools and initiatives reveals
some important implications and gaps in the
current state of PSI. Some of the tools are not
available in all countries, while accessibility
of quality information is a prerequisite.
Moreover, most tools provide information
on the sustainability attributes of products,
as opposed to actually rating the product's
sustainability. Thus, a majority of the tools
do not provide value judgments on the
sustainability attributes, but rather leave it to
the users to draw their own conclusions. With
this in mind, rethinking the PSI in terms of its
accessibility is essential.

In light of the lack of a common PSI standard,
efforts should be made to have an inclusive
dialogue among nations that enjoys equal
representation from developing and emerging
economies so that they can ensure consensus
and inter-operability. Since there are too many
tools, which are not always co-ordinated and
aligned, this creates confusion and inefficiency.
To counter this, the procedures and inter-
operability of systems should be aligned.
This would allow for different and competing
tools, thereby making room for innovation and
increased effectiveness.

Because PSI labels generally address only the
key impact orlife cycle stage of a productand do
not always take a life cycle perspective, they can
be misleading and create confusion and doubt
in consumers. An agreed vision is needed to
understand what consumer information needs
to be within a given context. This perspective
may result in more success stories.

This publication provides the following four
recommendations to advance in this direction:

e Provide a global guidance for inter-
operability of PSI tools (their development
and use), and manage concerns over trade
barriers while reducing uncertainty in the
information that the tools produce. This
can be done under the umbrella of the
Consumer Information Programme under
the 10 Year Framework of Programmes.

e Encourage major PSI actors, i.e. label and
tools associations to use life cycle-based
principles as criteria for the alignment of
their work.

e Facilitate the inclusion and engagement
of representatives of developing and
emerging economies in international efforts
on PSI.

e Create an international dialogue between
brand  owners, retailers, consumer

organisations and policy-makers in order
to acknowledge the different cultures and
contexts to develop a better understanding
o be

of what consumers will recognise t
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