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Abstract
Ecolabels have emerged as one of the main tools of green marketing. Although a great deal of effort has been invested in making them more
effective and efficient, the market share of ecolabelled products is still low, partly because they have been addressed mainly to ‘green’ consumers. In a theoretical exposition of marketing theory, we find that green marketing could learn from conventional marketing in discovering
other means than labelling to promote green products. Examples include addressing a wider range of consumers, working with the positioning
strategies of price, place and promotion and actively engaging in market creation.
Ó 2006 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
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1. Introduction
Ecolabels are intended as a means for consumers to make
choices that will reduce environmental impact and enable
them to influence how products are made. In the Nordic Countries, there are ecolabels for 55 product groups and 2800
products. In Japan, 64 product groups have criteria established
for ecolabels and more than 5000 products have been accepted
[1]. The market for green products is generally considered to
be both established and expanding. One example in the food
sector is that the world market for ecological food products
has an annual increase in sales of 20% [2]. This may seem
impressive, indicating great interest on the parts of industry
and consumers in products that will do less harm to the
environment.
However, looking at the actual market shares of these
products alters the picture. Except for a handful of product
groups, the overall market share of ecolabelled products is
low. The food sector has been pointed out as one of the
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segments where the green market continued to grow when
growth in other sectors discontinued [3]. Yet today ecolabelled
food products make up only a few percent (up to 5%) of sales
in Europe [2,4]. This seemingly weak response from the market has led more than one industry representative to conclude
that there is no market for green products.
Although a great deal of effort has been put into making
ecolabelling schemes more effective and efficient, actual sales
of ecolabelled products have remained at moderate levels.
Does this modest share of ecolabelled products mean that
the green dimension of products is an insufficient marketing
incentive in promotional communication, or is it inadequately
handled or even unfit for the marketing context? Is it possible
to find other ways to market ‘green’ products?

1.1. Method
In order to analyse the issues raised, we reviewed the marketing literature and examined whether there are methods in
conventional marketing literature that have been overlooked
in the green marketing field. We did this by taking stock of
the green marketing literature and its relation to conventional
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marketing literature. We conducted a literature survey, comparing conventional marketing literature with marketing
literature that has an expressed aim to account for aspects of
relevance to the impact of products on the environment.
Marketing literature is an extensive field. We surveyed conventional marketing theory on a general level, as described in
comprehensive marketing literature by scholars such as Kotler
et al. [5]. Green marketing literature does not yet contain more
than a few general volumes (e.g. refs. [6,7]). Two strategies
were used to supplement this literature with additional material on green marketing: searching in academic article
databases and searching in selected journals. The databases
used were Science Direct and Pro Quest, and our searches
used a combination of environmental terms (green/environment/eco), marketing terms (marketing/promotion/market)
and ecolabelling terms (environmental label/ecolabel). Journals with a special focus on marketing strategy and consumer
marketing/behaviour were also searched for to find articles
concerning green considerations in a marketing context.
Below, we go through the field of green marketing and ecolabels. This exposition enables us to present some theoretical
explanations for the only moderate success of ecolabelling,
seen from the green marketing perspective. After this, green
marketing efforts are analysed from a conventional marketing
perspective, using basic models in general marketing theory.
1.2. Definitions of marketing
Marketing has been called ‘‘the interface between consumption and production’’ [8: p. 9]. Marketing activities are
involved with both production and consumption: they influence the product portfolio and the communication efforts of
the producer [8]. Accordingly, marketing has a key role to
play in the incipience of a product or service development
process as well as at its ‘end’. Production and consumption
patterns in society are increasingly seen as crucial to our route
to a sustainable future. Hence, as stated by Charter et al.:
‘‘Marketers have an involvement in the sustainability debate
both at macro and micro level, even though they may not
know it’’ [8: p. 9].
Another often used definition of marketing is that of the
Chartered Institute of Marketing, which states that marketing
is: ‘‘the management process responsible for identifying,
anticipating and satisfying customer requirements profitably’’
[6: p. 27]. Based on this definition, Peattie defined green
marketing in 1995 as: ‘‘the holistic management process
responsible for identifying, anticipating and satisfying the
requirements of customers and society, in a profitable and sustainable way’’ [6: p. 28]. More recent definitions of marketing
emphasise the relationship with consumers; the need to attract
new customers as well as to keep current ones [9].
The marketing process involves a broad set of activities in
a firm. Kotler et al. define the marketing process as ‘‘the
process of (1) analysing marketing opportunities; (2) selecting
target markets; (3) developing the marketing mix; and (4)
managing the marketing effort’’ [5: p. 93]. Hence, the marketing process covers issues ranging from strategic to tactical.

The aim of green marketing is to include environmental
issues in the marketing efforts. The idea is that if we provide
consumers with better information about the green properties
of the products offered, for example by the use of ecolabels,
they can (and will) include this information in their purchasing
decisions. This, in turn, will push companies to produce products that are better from an environmental point of view.

2. Green marketing
Green marketing dates back to the early 1970s [6]. Yet it
was not until 1990 that green marketing ‘‘arrived in earnest’’
[10: p. 46]. In the early 1990s, many different aspects of green
marketing were discussed academically. It was concluded that
more research was needed on, for example, promotion [11]
and consumer needs [12].
However, the main focuses of the green marketing literature
in the late 1980s and early 1990s came almost exclusively to
be the size of the green market and the ‘profile’ of the green
consumer. Some scholars even say that the consumer profile
was the only area of interest in studying the greening of the
consumer [13]. Surveys showed extensive ‘green market’
potential. Margrath referred, in 1992, to a study showing
that ‘‘93% of adults consider a product’s environmental impact
important when they purchase something’’ [14: p. 31] and the
same year Peattie reported that in developed countries, up to
75% of the population used environmental criteria regularly
in some purchase decisions [10]. Simintiras et al. (1994)
recalled that 42% of UK consumers chose products on the
basis of their environmental performance and that ‘‘27% of
British adults were prepared to pay up to 25% more for ‘environmentally friendly’ products’’ [11: p. 415]. And so on.
The green market identified was typically divided into
market segments based on the ‘greenness’ of the consumer
[8,10,11]. Tables 1 and 2 give two examples of such consumer
typologies.

2.1. Characteristics of the green consumer
Another area that attracted a great deal of interest early on
was the characteristics of the green consumers. Numerous
such studies were made. Diamantopoulos et al. summarised
socio-demographic surveys made in 1966e1994 to describe
the green consumer and found, among others, 39 studies on
education, 31 studies on sex, 35 about age, and 21 surveys
Table 1
Share of consumers according to typology by Ogilvy and Mather (in ref. [10]
(1992))
Consumer typology by Ogilvy and Mather
16%
34%

Activists
Realists

28%
22%

Complacents
Alienated

Likely to buy green products and services
Are worried about the environment
but sceptical about the green bandwagon
See the solution as somebody else’s problem
Are unaware of green issues or see them
as transient

E. Rex, H. Baumann / Journal of Cleaner Production 15 (2007) 567e576
Table 2
Share of consumers according to typology by US Roper Starch Worldwide
2000 (in ref. [8])
Consumer typology by US Roper Starch Worldwide
11%
5%

True Blue Greens
Greenback Greens

33%

Sprouts

18%
31%

Grousers
Basic Browns

Major green purchasers and recyclers
Will buy or give green but won’t make
lifestyle changes
Care but would only spend a little more
to buy green
Environment is somebody else’s problem
Essentially don’t/won’t care

dealing with social class [15]. (See also Straughan and Roberts
for a similar compilation [16]).
Many of the surveys aimed at identifying typical demographic qualities of the green consumer. For example, females,
young people and people with a relatively high education and
income were identified as most likely to engage in green
consumer behaviour [16]. However, in the plethora of surveys
made, many contradictory views of the probable green
consumer were put forward [16,17].
There are also surveys, notably more recent ones, using
psychographic characteristics such as political orientation
and environmental concerns to identify the green consumer.
Such characteristics turned out to be better at explaining variations in green consumer behaviour than demographic criteria
[16]. Perceived consumer effectiveness (i.e. the individual’s
belief that his or her efforts will make a difference) has been
particularly pointed out as being useful in predicting actual
buying behaviour [16e18]. Another somewhat different
approach to finding the green consumer was used by Solér,
who concluded that the extent and nature of ‘ecological
cues’, i.e. experiences of environment-related problems,
were decisive to their buying behaviour [19].
2.2. The green backlash
The enthusiasm for the big green market had barely begun
to develop before reports on significant problems, negative
publicity and an eroded green premium appeared [12,20,21].
The willingness to pay extra for green products was less
than anticipated. Actual sales of green products turned out to
be much smaller than reported by the consumer surveys: the
few statistics that exist on actual sales of green products are
more recent, but it has been concluded that the market share
for green products has not changed significantly over the
past decade (e.g. ref. [22]). In addition to the low market
shares, environmental claims in advertisements, for instance,
were often met with criticism from competitors and consumer
organizations [23], as well as regulatory resistance and sometimes even legal action [12,24]. Industry also had numerous
reports of consumers being distrustful and suspicious of environmental advertising and claims [11,25]. Davis summarised
the problems as two categories: overly complex and divergent
rules regarding green marketing and advertising, and unenthusiastic consumer response [12].
In the early 1990s, it was a common belief that the way to
overcome the problems of mistrust and multiple rules was to
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seek more consistent and appropriate regulations and standards [12]. Many organisations, including governmental organisations, NGOs, trade associations and engineering and
policy researchers, grappled with this information problem,
resulting in the development of instructions and regulations
for correct use of environmental terms and emblems (see
e.g. refs. [26,27]), environmental labelling schemes to assess
and inform about the environmental qualities of products
[11,28] and a standard for environmental labels and declarations (ISO 14020:2000) [29]. The area of environmental labels
also attracted psychologists who were curious about the
psychological determinants for the choice or non-choice of
ecolabelled products.
Davis argued that the problem of complex and divergent
rules was significant, but not determinant for market success
[12]. Instead he asserted that companies should deal with
consumer response by understanding and satisfying consumer
needs. However, this part of the problem received very little
academic attention, and then mainly from researchers in
psychology and sociology, who explained why consumers
were so positive in the survey but did not buy green products
at the end of the day.
2.3. Attitudes and behaviour
Attempts to explain the gap between consumers’ reported
attitudes and their actual buying behaviour have been the
main focus in the green faction of consumer psychology. A
model often used in this line of research is Ajzen’s ‘Theory
of Planned Behaviour’ (e.g. ref. [30]). According to this
theory, intentions towards an act are determined by attitudes,
subjective norms and perceived control. Intention, in turn,
may lead to certain behaviour. However, many factors can interfere in this process, with an impact on whether or not the
environmentally friendly attitude will result in actual behaviour (e.g. the purchasing of ecolabelled products). Factors
identified as influencing this process include if the purchase
is perceived as low-cost or high-cost [31], if the product is
associated with earlier behaviours and habits [32], if the
consumer perceives that there are alternative products [33]
and whether or not the consumer trusts the environmental
information provided [34].
After following green marketing research over the years,
we conclude that most efforts have been related to the characteristics of individuals, in terms of green consumers, how
many there are, how to identify them, and how they behave.
3. Ecolabels
It has been argued that green products have certain specific
inherent negative characteristics that have to be overcome in
order to market them successfully. One that has gained special
focus is how to demonstrate the environmental qualities of the
products [22]. Governmental and non-governmental organisations have recognised this information problem and made
great efforts to facilitate the process, by introducing and maintaining trustworthy environmental labelling schemes.
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Along with this process, a body of research on the use and
effectiveness of such environmental labels has developed. This
research deals with the recognition and use of ecolabels, but
seldom discusses ecolabels in a marketing context. The literature on ecolabels seems to have evolved to a large extent
separately from marketing research. For example, green marketing accounts for 88 references in the Science Citation
Index, spread equally over the years since the early 1990s.
During the same time period, ecolabels account for 112 references, slightly increasing in frequency over the years. Only 31
references share both of these keywords.
There are various forms of ecolabels, including both mandatory and voluntary labels. One example of a mandatory label
is the EU energy label, assessing the energy consumption for
household appliances on a scale from A to F, where A means
least energy consumption and F most energy consumption [1].
Voluntary labels are classified according to the ISO standard
into three groups: type I, type II and type III [29]. Type I is
what is most often referred to as ecolabels. These also seem
to be the most often researched ones [35]. Type II are selfdeclared environmental claims, and Type III environmental
product declarations where quantified environmental information is presented in a standardised way.
Environmental labels are used by a variety of stakeholders.
For policymakers, labels are tools to create incentives for business to change the market [23]. They may also be a first step
towards gradually increasing pressure on producers, e.g. from
voluntary to mandatory labelling. Moreover, labels can be
used by NGOs to put pressure on producers and consumers,
or labelling initiatives may stimulate public debate [23]. For
companies, the main motivation for using labels is often said
to be competitive advantages or improved market shares [1].
Interest in ecolabels has been extensive. Academically,
much effort has been invested in their design and use. The
widespread interest in ecolabels is shown, for example, in a literature review by Leire et al. [36]. They found 144 studies and
reports on product related environmental information in the
Nordic countries only, the majority concerning ecolabelling
schemes. Much of the research on ecolabels deals with how
to make them more effective. Studied issues include whether
or not consumers recognize various labels, if they understand
their meaning and if they trust the label’s message [35,37].
These issues have all been considered crucial to determining
whether consumers will use a label as intended in their decision making [34]. It has also been concluded that labels will
only influence decision making if the consumer desires
environment-friendly products [34]. However, recent studies
indicate that although some labels and regions fulfil all these
criteria, this does not automatically lead to green purchasing
decisions [35].

environmental performance has not been the subject of much
research. It is also hard to find systematic data on the market
share of green products.
Several publications have pointed out the lack of data or
knowledge about whether or not ecolabels improve the overall
environmental quality of society (e.g. refs. [1,37]). There have
even been suggestions that ecolabels may be counterproductive, for example by acting as ‘‘barriers to environmental
innovation’’ because the criteria are based on current products
[38: p. 130]. However, for specific products or product groups,
assessments can be found showing environmental improvements thanks to the introduction and use of ecolabels. For
example, the food retailer Coop Sweden has stated that, as a
result of consumers’ choice of ecological food products during
2004, the amount of pesticides used for food production was
reduced by 14,000 kg and the amount of artificial fertilizers
by 1,000,000 kg [39]. A survey of changes in household detergents in Sweden showed decreased use of chemical products
by 15% since the introduction of ecolabels for this product
group and that the surfactants used had been replaced by
more biodegradable ones [40]. One problem with these kinds
of isolated examples is that it is hard to relate to ‘ordinary’ material flows such as total product sales and overall material
flows in society. Another problem is to determine what
improvements can be attributed to the existence of ecolabels.
In the case of household detergents, the ecolabelling organisation had an expert panel to review the detergents survey and
concluded, in a general way, that ‘‘the ecolabel had had significance for the changes’’ [41]. The expert panel, however,
pointed out that the effects of the ecolabel should be seen in
combination with other efforts [42].
Also for assessments of market penetration for ecolabels,
information is fragmentary and covers a very limited number
of products. It can be concluded that the share of ecolabelled
products differs considerably with type of product and country.
Some specific products in certain regions show a remarkable
market share of green products: for example, the market share
of ecolabelled printing paper is more than 70% in the Nordic
countries [1], and in Sweden, the market share of ecolabelled
laundry detergents is around 90% [40]. On a more aggregated
level, however, market penetration is much lower. Ekologiska
Lantbrukarna (the Swedish ecological farmers’ association)
reports on a study of the share of organic food in some countries in Europe which found that organic (ecological) food
only made up a few percent of the total food sales, ranging
from 4.5% in Denmark to less than one percent in England
[2]. Similar market shares (a few percent) for ecological
food products have also been reported by Coop Norden [4].
Such a low market share could hardly be considered a success
for green products. In fact, the sales of ecological food products by Coop Norden even declined by 3.4% in 2004 [4].

3.1. Success or failure?
4. Theoretical explanations from the green perspective
The level of success of ecolabels can be assessed in various
ways. There have been a number of surveys from various
countries on consumer awareness of ecolabels [37]. It should
be noted, however that the effect of ecolabels in terms of

After finding that the market share for green products was
relatively low, we searched for explanations given in the green
marketing and ecolabelling literature and found that they were
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mainly of two kinds: the market for green products is either
non-existent or saturated and the environmental information
given needs to produce more efficient results.
4.1. The green market: Saturated or non-existent?
From a green marketing perspective, the low share of green
products sold is explained by the modest size of the green
market segment. In this view, environmental awareness is considered a precondition for green purchasing, and the small
increase in market shares for green products has been explained by saying that the number of truly green consumers
is not rising [22]. As mentioned in Section 2, the ‘true blue
greens’ are only about 10e15% of consumers. Not even all
product groups have green alternatives, so we cannot expect
higher general market shares than a few percent as long as
this segment of consumers remains limited.
It is not surprising therefore to find the argument that there
is no market for green products and that consumers in general
have never really cared about environmental qualities of products. For example, Neff argues that marketers launching green
products in the 1990s did so as a response to a ‘‘media hype
about the environment’’ [43: p. 16].
More recently, it has been questioned whether it is at all
relevant to talk about green consumers. It is argued that green
is not a fixed character of a consumer. The context in which
the purchase is made is of great importance for whether or
not people will chose the green alternative [17,22,32]. The
same consumer may well make green purchase decisions in
one situation but not in another. Green buying behaviour is
not determined by the characteristics of consumer alone.
4.2. More efficient ecolabelling needed
Researchers into ecolabelling have focused on making
environmental labels more effective as communication instruments to advance green products and efficient as a means of
giving information to be taken into account in the purchasing
situation. Rubik and Frankl found, that various environmental
product information systems such as ecolabels need to be
better interlinked and also linked to national and international
policies [1]; Thøgersen emphasised the importance of
consumer recognition, understanding and trust in ecolabels
[34]. Improved consumer information tools are continuously
being called for that are, for example, ‘transparent’ and
‘non-misleading’ [44].
Grankvist et al. take a somewhat different approach.
Related to the discussion above about targeting segments,
they found a difference in consumer response depending on
whether the ecolabel is ‘positive’ or ‘negative’ [45]. Today’s
ecolabels are primarily positive: the label signals that the product is to be preferred to a non-labelled product. According to
Grankvist et al., such information appeals to people who
already have a strong environmental interest, while people
with less environmental concern were sensitive to the negative
labels, i.e. labels signalling that the product is disadvantageous
from an environmental point of view [45]. (People with no
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environmental concern were indifferent to both positive and
negative environmental information.) Given these findings, it
may be possible to attune to more consumers by introducing
negative environmental labelling schemes. This may to some
extent explain the success of the mandatory energy label in
the EU, which classifies all products on a scale from A (least
energy consumption) to F (most energy consumption) (see ref.
[1] for an assessment of this label’s success).
4.3. Looking for other means to increase
the appeal of green products
The motivation for more effective and efficient ecolabelling
schemes has generally been that consumers need environmental information. As environmental qualities are often hidden
characteristics, producers need to make them visible to
consumers. According to this logic, the main task for the marketers is to find the green consumer and inform him or her
about the products’ environmental qualities. The extensive
focus on profiling the green consumer and developing various
forms of environmental labels fits well into this logic. The
assumption is that ecolabelling provides the producers with
a competitive advantage. It should be noted, however, that
ecolabelling has turned into becoming a policy tool (see e.g.
refs. [1,34,35]), associated with great expectations as a means
of changing consumption patterns on a voluntary basis. It is
considered to be ‘‘one of the most promising forms of environmental information policy’’ [34: p. 286]. Although ecolabelling
is seen as one of the main ‘market based’ means available to
encourage greener production and consumption systems (for
example in the Integrated Product Policy proposal currently
being debated at EU level [46]), the role of eco labels are seldom
discussed in a marketing context.
We think that neither ecolabelling nor environmental information is a goal in itself but a means of creating a more
environmentally friendly production and consumption system,
i.e. encouraging a greener market. Since market management
is the home ground for marketers and market researchers,
ecolabels need to be discussed in this context, especially in
the light of the poor market performance of ecolabelled products so far. In order to view ecolabelling in this perspective, we
compare green marketing and its focus on ecolabels with the
more general body of literature on conventional marketing.
5. Conventional marketing
The marketing process includes a broad range of activities,
ranging from strategic to tactical ones. In our discussions
about green and conventional marketing we mainly use two
basic concepts from conventional marketing: the marketing
strategy and the marketing mix. We use these concepts as presented by Kotler et al. [5]. Many similar variations exist in the
marketing literature.
The marketing strategy consists of a continuous loop where
the sequence of demand measurement, segmentation, targeting
and positioning result in competitive advantages (see Fig. 1).
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DEMAND
MEASUREMENT

SEGMENTATION

TARGETING

POSITIONING

COMPETITIVE
ADVANTAGE

Fig. 1. The marketing strategy (based on Kotler et al. [5]).

Once the strategy is developed, consumers are targeted by
a proper marketing mix. The marketing mix is a well known
concept in marketing. The mix includes the tactical marketing
tools that a firm can control and use to influence the demand
for their products. It consists of four groups of variables: product, price, place and promotion [5]. Using the framework
given by the marketing strategy and the marketing mix, the
propositions and the findings in green marketing research
can be described as follows:
1. Demand measurement e The rise of green issues in the
early 1990s led to numerous polls showing an increasing
number of green consumers. These surveys measured market demand by identifying the size of the green market.
Demand was mainly presented in terms of per cent of
the consumers who reported themselves as being green.
2. Segmentation and targeting e Segmentation and targeting
are closely related concepts. Market segmentation is the
process of dividing a market into groups of consumers
with different needs, characteristics or behaviours. In the
targeting process these segments are evaluated and the company decides which segment or segments to address [5]. The
green consumer typologies presented above (see Section 2)
are examples of market segmentation on the basis of the
green characteristics of the consumers. In line with general
marketing theory, when the segments have been identified,
the characteristics of these consumers need to be identified
to allow for efficient positioning. As we have seen, great
deal of effort in green marketing has also been put into identifying the characteristics of the green consumer.
3. Positioning e Once the green consumer has been identified, the product needs to be positioned on the market to
appeal to this group. This is achieved through a careful design of the marketing mix: product, place, price and promotion. Promotion was recognised early as important in
this perspective. However, ecolabels came to be the focus
of the attempts to position green products.

6. Green explanations from the conventional
marketing perspective
The account given in the previous section show that the
activities made in green marketing fit into a general model
of marketing strategy. Although all the phases in the marketing
strategy have been covered by the work done in green marketing, the areas focused on represent only a limited number of
the means available to marketers. These other means could
prove significant for attaining higher market shares for green
products. In order to gain a comprehensive understanding of
the premises for a greener market, a more careful exposition
of the elements of conventional marketing is made.

6.1. The green market: already existing
or in need of development?
In conventional marketing, demand analysis includes not
only the identification of the number of green consumers but
also the analysis of current and future market opportunities.
Although there have been some calls in the green literature
for emphasising consumers’ wants and needs [12,23], the
dominant focus in green market research has been on determining the size and the characteristics of the green market.
In the general marketing literature, however, the market for
a product is not considered to be limited to an existing number
of interested consumers. Markets can be extended by attracting buyers who are currently unaware of or resistant to the
product, by finding and communicating new applications of
existing products and by stimulating increased use of the product [5]. It has also been argued that customers often do not
know what they want or what it is possible to do. Instead of
responding to an existing demand, it is the task of the
marketers to understand customer needs ‘‘even better than
customers themselves do’’, to meet not only existing but
also latent and future needs [5: p. 16]. One example is found
when Sony state that they ‘create’ markets ‘‘by educating
and communicating with the public’’ (Hamel and Prahalad
1994 in [5: p. 16]). This statement reflects the view that the
company has an active role in shaping a market for its products. Such standpoints contrast with the green marketing
literature, in assuming that there is an existing green
consumer. The dilemma associated with a consumer who
does not know what he or she wants has only occasionally
been touched upon in the green literature (e.g. ref. [6]), but
without any further discussion of how to analyse the actual
needs or of the creation of green markets.
6.2. Marketing means: product labelling
or product promotion?
The most tangible discrepancy between green and conventional marketing perspectives was found regarding positioning.
When the green marketing field was still in its infancy in the
early 1990s, various positioning strategies were discussed in
the literature. It was concluded that more research was needed
about all parts of the marketing mix. Promotion, i.e. advertising, sales promotion, publicity and personal selling, was
especially pointed out as an area where there was no or very
little research done [11,13,25]. A few attempts were made to
fill this gap, e.g. by classifying existing advertisements [47],
studying the effect of various kinds of appeal [48,49] and green
consumer characteristics of special importance for advertising
[25].
Although some promising results and expectations were
raised about the effects of green advertisements [49,50], there
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seems to have been little further academic interest in the area of
promotion of green products. It has been argued that when the
green products launched in the early and mid 1990s failed, marketers lost faith [43]. This seems to be true for researchers on
green product promotion as well. In the last decade, ecolabels
have become the prevailing means used to position green products. Although intended to be used by industry and business, it
should be remembered that environmental labels (especially
type I) have developed into policy instruments rather than marketing means. In the general marketing literature, labels have
a subordinate role as positioning tools. A label is considered
part of the technical information attached to the product. As
such it is classified as ‘product’ in the marketing mix [5], not
as a promotion tool. The importance of labels for product
positioning is not accentuated in the conventional marketing
literature. Instead, the emphasis is on promotion. This stands
in stark contrast against the emphasis placed on ecolabels in
the more recent green literature.
Closely related to the discussion about whether or not a company can influence the size of the market is the question of
whether or not companies can influence consumer needs
through promotion. Advertising has been considered ‘‘.both
a reflection of and a formative influence on our culture’’ (Pollay
1986 in [47: p. 22]). Illmonen clarifies the concepts by distinguishing between wants and needs [51]: our needs are basic
and will not easily be changed. The role of marketers when promoting products is first to actualise the need and then to convince the consumers that the product concerned is the right
means to satisfy that need. Marketers thus transform consumer
need into product specific wants. In this sense, marketers cannot
influence our needs, but the way to satisfy them (our wants)
[51]. For simplicity, the term ‘needs’ is often used in a broad
sense in the literature, in such a way that it includes the ‘wants’.
Although they are one of the cornerstones of marketing,
consumer needs and wants are surprisingly little discussed in
the green marketing literature. Peattie and Crane make the
same reflection about the practice of green marketing in
industry, arguing that industry has focused on producing green
products rather than products that consumers wanted [3]. The
distinction between needs and wants still seems to be uncharted territory for most green market researchers. Instead
of studying how to take advantage of this distinction for
advancing greener production and consumption systems, green
marketing research has emphasised the need for ‘demarketing’
or ‘removing the need’ (e.g. refs. [6,52]). The active creation

THE MARKETING
STRATEGY
Focus in
green marketing:
Other means in
conventional
marketing:

DEMAND
MEASUREMENT
Market size

Market needs
and wants
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of ‘wants’ seems, if discussed, to be considered potentially
devastating to sustainable development (e.g. ref. [52]).
6.3. Areas remaining to be explored
The finding that the conventional marketing field has only
partly been taken into account in its green counterpart reveals
that there are areas remaining to be explored. Strategically,
market demand measurements have been more focused on
the number of existing green consumers than on market needs
(and wants) and new market potentials. Tactically, focus has
been on informing consumers about technical qualities and
not on influencing consumers through promotion. In comparison with green marketing, conventional marketing seems both
richer (in terms of means used) and more active (in terms of
industry involvement).
Fig. 2 summarises the comparison of green and conventional
marketing, using the framework of the marketing strategy
suggested by Kotler et al. [5]. The figure illustrates that the
past and current focal areas in green marketing have been the
measurement of market size, identification of the green consumer and positioning through ecolabels. However, from the
conventional marketing literature, other possible means of
green marketing can be identified, including analysing current
and potential market needs and wants and addressing not only
an existing green consumer segment but also a broader range
of consumers. For positioning, green marketing has focused
on the product and on the use of ecolabels to inform about green
credentials. In addition to the product offered, conventional
marketing literature emphasises the whole range of the marketing mix, for example pricing decisions (price), distribution
channels and assortments (place) and advertisement, publicity
and sales promotion (promotion) [5]. Adding these other marketing means to green marketing could give rise to new possibilities of gaining competitive advantages.
Historical examples of successful ‘green’ products support
the recommendation to broaden the marketing means used,
and provide examples of various alternative ways to market
green products. One example, from Coop Sweden, shows
how a company can shift consumers’ wants to increase the
market share for products with environmental credentials. In
2003, Coop launched a campaign to increase the sales of ecological eggs, including commercials on Swedish television and
banners and posters in the stores. By the end of the year, eggs
were the ecological product with the highest increase in sales

POSITIONING

COMPETITIVE
ADVANTAGE

The green consumer

Ecolabel
(product)

Doubtful

All consumers

Place, price,
promotion

Possible

SEGMENTATION TARGETING

Fig. 2. The marketing strategy from two perspectives: current and past focal areas in green marketing and examples of additional marketing means suggested in the
conventional marketing literature.
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(58%) and a market share of 21% of all eggs sold at Coop [53].
This should be compared with the average market share of
ecological food products by this retailer, which was 2% of
sales in 2003.
Another example is presented by Meyer [22]. Among the
identified success factors of NATURALine green clothing collection in Switzerland were the absence of a green price premium (same price as conventional clothes), enlarged range
of NATURALine products in the stores (place) and advertising
slogans (promotion). The analysis by Meyer highlights the
benefits of working with other positioning strategies than
ecolabelling the product. (Although Meyer uses another terminology, that of cost-benefit-analysis, the work fits well with the
marketing mix framework).
7. Furthering green marketing
The analysis made here unveils two contrasting perspectives on green marketing: on one hand informing green consumers (by the use of ecolabels), on the other a co-evolution
of supply and demand for products offered. The first perspective seems to have been the dominant one in green marketing
research. The second is derived from the general marketing
literature and is seen to having a potential for developing
green marketing.
There are at least two limitations to viewing consumers as
already green, given that the aim is to move beyond small
niche markets for greener products. First, there seems to be
an assumption that the consumer should be the active party
in increasing green production and consumption. Governments
and NGOs may help protect consumers from false market
claims by developing ecolabels, guidelines and legal action.
According to this view, it becomes the consumer’s responsibility to be environmentally conscious and favour green products.
Also, when companies nowadays often claim that ‘there is no
market for green products’, they indicate that the process of
greening production and consumption should start with consumer demand. Second, it may be questioned whether an
exclusive focus on ecolabels is the best way to tell consumers
about the green dimension of the product or whether it is only
a way to inform already green consumers.
7.1. Co-evolution of supply and demand
Taking conventional marketing theory as the starting point
alters the picture. Recalling that supply and demand are a result
of mutual influences from producers and consumers, the way
to target consumers can be modified. Instead of presupposing
the existence of an already green consumer, consumer needs
must be analysed carefully before possible offers are designed
and promoted. Such an approach may hopefully shift industry
opinion away from a passive statement that there is no demand
for green products to a more active design of greener markets
in line with consumers’ environmental interests.
In this perspective, technical environmental information
will not be at the centre of the attempts, but rather a careful
analysis of consumers’ and society’s needs, design of suitable

‘wants’ and creative promotion strategies. This will require the
use of a variety of tools from the conventional marketing toolbox. Broadened use of marketing strategies will hopefully also
allow for a wider range of consumers to be targeted.
7.2. Broaden green marketing
It has been pointed out repeatedly by prominent groups in
society that we need to change our current production and consumption patterns to achieve sustainable development [54]. To
attain any major shift, we cannot rely on a minor share of true
blue green consumers. With this in mind, the one-sided focus
on ecolabels is problematic.
It may be time to rethink green marketing: from targeting
green consumers with green products to broadening the
targeted consumer group and including green properties as
one of the appeals among others, of a product. This will
require an extended set of marketing tools and a more active
role for businesses.
We do not argue that the responsibility for greener production and consumption lies entirely with industry. However, we
conclude that there are marketing means left to be explored by
businesses and researchers given that they want to use green
product qualities to gain market advantages. To designate
one actor as responsible for the greening of production and
consumption processes is probably not the right way to
describe the problem. This presumes that the responsibility
is attached to one single stakeholder such as consumers, companies or policymakers. Each such stakeholder is actually
many actors or individuals, each influencing the other. Instead,
the solution will be found in the interaction among various
stakeholder groups.
8. Conclusions
Ecolabels have emerged as one of the dominant means of
market communication for green credentials of products, but
a sustainable production and consumption system is still far
away. In this article we have tried to look beyond ecolabels
in both time and place by comparing two fields of literature
and looking for concrete results.
We have observed diverging ways of understanding the
green market and diverging views on the potential of ecolabelling. A great deal of effort has been invested in making
ecolabels more effective. However, we cannot expect high
market shares for green products in general if the marketers
continue to rely only on ecolabels and already green consumers. From a marketing perspective, ecolabelling is seen
as technical information to the product with a subordinate
role in marketing, hardly a means of making all products
greener. To achieve greener production and consumption patterns we need to address a wider range of consumers than the
deep green segment. We recommend broadening the means of
green marketing and exploring various areas of marketing
theory, such as the analysis of consumer wants and promotion.
We welcome further research on green market communication between consumers and the business community. In this
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communication more emphasis should be placed both on promotion by businesses and on how businesses deal with signals
from the market. Such emphasis is important both theoretically and empirically, e.g. in determining whether or not special attention is needed to green issues and whether there is
a difference in how companies analyse market signals related
to green qualities compared to more traditional product qualities. Research on how to analyse consumer needs and possible
market opportunities as well as on the effects of various kinds
of promotional strategies on consumer behaviour is also
needed. To obtain more substantial changes in our production
and consumption systems, we cannot rely solely on making
the existing labels more effective and efficient, but need to
follow other avenues of market communication and research.
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