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Abstract 
 

In a world increasingly focused on sustainable development, growth and consumption are by 

some appointed to being the overseen parts of the equation. This study investigates the role of 

consumption as a contributor to unsustainable living. The study does so within the scope of 

business strategies, as it uncovers ways for companies to merge the goal of decreased 

consumption with the goal of caretaking for the interests of the business. This is done through 

the use of a quantitative study in which consumer behavior and consumer culture is mapped, as 

well as a qualitative study of the Swedish axe producer Gränsfors Bruks, which has attempted to 

combine decreased consumption and growth. The research has resulted in an outline of 

considerations for other companies about to embark upon the journey into sustainable 

development beyond the low hanging fruit. This includes considerations of the macroeconomic 

forces as dictators of unsustainable growth, consumer ambivalence and the psychological 

weaknesses that enforce consumption, leadership mindset and values as indicators of successful 

sustainable implementation, and how to combine dematerialization, efficiency, quality and 

durability in order to promote sustainable consumption in the consumer. The study concludes 

that consumption is indeed an important determinant of sustainable development, and that there 

is both an opportunity for companies to approach the issue of decreasing consumption, as well as 

a range of tools to do this, and a likelihood of consumer cooperation. Overall this amounts to a 

broader perspective of sustainable development, and contributes the field with a fresh set of eyes 

for a brighter future. 
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Introduction 
 

When Newton articulated the foundations of the laws of mechanics, a developmental leap was 

taken by mankind, as we suddenly in a much more focused and scientific manner could shape 

nature in order to meet our needs. This started the Industrial Revolution, which over the next 

couple of decades advanced our civilization to such a degree that it has changed the whole planet 

and its inhabitants.  

The societies based on Newtonian physics favor a mechanistic worldview. This has helped us 

master the material world and develop scientific knowledge and technology that has allowed us 

to survive, and fight disease to a previously unimaginable level (Korten 1999). But the 

mechanistic worldview has also nurtured a highly destructive aspect of the human psyche. It has 

offered the trail of thought that the universe is a vast empty space in which everything acts like a 

machine, and where life is coincidental rather than purposeful. 

“Consciousness is an illusion; life is only an accidental outcome of material complexity. 

We evolved through a combination of chance genetic mutations and a competitive struggle in 

which those more fit survived and flourished as the weaker and less worthy perished. Neither 

consciousness nor life have meaning or purpose. People are just extremely complicated 

machines, whose behavior is dictated by knowable natural laws.”1 

Such a view of one’s existence is bound to leave a person hopeless and devoid of moral 

responsibility for his actions, as he either fights the world as a brutish beast, or indulges himself 

in material gratification in order to distract himself from his existential loneliness. 

According to Korten (1999) this view has also fostered an embrace of money as the only 

defining value in our societies, which has in turn been the breeding ground of capitalism, 

economic liberalism, and consumerism.  

 

Nevertheless, it is the Industrial Revolution, in part, that has led us to where we are today. Senge 

et al. (2008) argues that the Industrial Age can be considered as an expansion of an idea (a 

bubble), as a step in our evolution. When such an expansion is occurring, two parallel realities 

develop; one inside and one outside the bubble. They refers to the dot-com bubble of the late 

1990s, and says that for the people “inside” the bubble, all that mattered was webpage visits in 

order for a company’s stocks to be attractive. At some point it became apparent that profit also 

mattered for these companies that it-technology was not enough, and the bubble burst (Senge et 

al. 2008). Following Senge’s logic, the bubble had a certain “time” of instability (growth) which 

did not correlate with the world in which it was  growing, at the end of which, it was balanced 

out and became stable (by bursting).  

Senge et al. draw this image because they believe The Industrial Age is such a bubble, which has 

expanded for hundreds of years. They argue that it is common that when inside the bubble, you 

cannot imagine any alternatives, and that the more people and resources are pulled into the 

                                                 
1 Korten (1999), p. 9 
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bubble, the more dominance it gets. But they also argue that there are some very clear signs that 

the domain of the Industrial Age has run its course, and that its growth does not correlate with 

the world “outside the bubble”: 

- A large percentage of the energy that powers all our doings, are from finite sources 

- The way we feed ourselves is largely dependent on centralized production and 

transportation of food 

- Our means of production leave enormous amounts of waste that we struggle to bring back 

into the ecosystem in a benign way 

Senge et al. continue to argue that this way our systems continuously contradict the “rules” of 

nature, cannot go on indefinitely, and that change is imminent. They refer to the Maya of Central 

America, who had a highly sophisticated society, but whose civilization perished within a 

generation due to unsustainable agriculture. There is no comfort to find in the demise of the 

Mayas but perhaps in the thought that we are not the first civilization to find itself in trouble, and 

having to change something drastically in order to continue to thrive (Senge et al. 2008). 

 

The global community is gradually recognizing this need for change. In 1972 The United 

Nations held a conference on topic of the environment. By then it was established that pollution 

and poisoning of nature was a concrete problem, but it was also the dawn of realization of 

another problem – resource depletion. The Brundtland report by The World Commission on 

Environment and Development in 1987 brought “sustainable development” into the public 

debate which encompasses preservation of the three aspects: social, economic, and 

environmental (Sanne 2002). Sustainable development is by this report defined as “development 

that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to 

meet their own needs”.  

Within the areas of sustainable development, consumption is becoming a more frequent point of 

focus (Sanne 2005). This is likely because it has appeared as a new way to approach the 

problem, as change in lifestyle seemingly can reduce many of the tolls our civilization has on the 

three aspects of sustainable development. In 1992, Durning wrote: 

“At least population growth is now viewed as a problem by many governments and 

citizens of the world. Consumption, in contrast, is almost universally seen as good – indeed, 

increasing it is the primary goal of national economic policy. (p. 21) Consumption is the 

neglected variable in the global environmental equation. (p. 58).”2 

In the same year as Durning wrote this, it was concluded at the Earth Summit conference in Rio 

that the lifestyles of many developed countries included a level of over-consumption that is 

incompatible with global sustainable development (Sanne 2005). The Worldwatch Institute went 

so far in their report in 2010, as to directly link excessive consumption levels to a series of 

problems related to industrial production. The list includes climate change, air pollution, loss of 

                                                 
2 Quoted by Kilbourne et al. (1997), p. 6 
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natural habitat and forests, soil erosion, hazardous waste, abusive labor practices, obesity, and 

stress (Worldwatch Institute 2010).  

 

Many voices express the urge for change both in mindset and in practice - a cultural paradigm 

shift that fosters symbols, values, norms, and traditions that strive to restore the earth’s well-

being. On the thoughts of Catholic priest and ecological philosopher Thomas Berry, the 2010 

Worldwatch report says: 

 “A tremendous shift is necessary in society’s institutions, in its very cultures, if humans are 

to thrive as a species long into the future. Institutions will have to be fundamentally oriented on 

sustainability.”3 

 

Let us dwell for a moment at the idea of consumption as being a considerable contributor to the 

difficulties involved with sustainable development. Despite focus being drawn to it subsequent to 

Durning’s labeling of consumption as the “neglected variable”, one could think that his label still 

applies. After all, we are in fact consuming more than we ever have previously in time. And 

consumption is intensive in material and energy use (Daly 1996). In the U.S. consumption in 

2008 was 6-fold to that of 1960, while the population had only grown by a factor of 2,2. This 

yields a tripling of consumption expenditures (Worldwatch Institute 2010).  

 

A brief and very simplified lesson in economics is due here. Consumption represents demand, 

and demand is met by supply, and supply represents production output. This means that when 

consumption is increasing (which we just established is the case), production output increases, 

and this can be labeled as economic growth. So what will inevitably happen to growth if 

consumption suddenly decreases? A crude assumption is that many would consider lack of 

growth to be uniformly negative. Pearce (2001) admits that a large school of economists stand 

firm on the belief that economic growth is beneficial, and that any problems caused by growth 

are outweighed by the benefits attributed to growth. He is cautious in arriving at the same 

conclusion, and argues that growth should be questioned rather than assumed beneficial. Even 

when looking beyond the many symptoms of environmental and social illness, he thinks it is 

worthwhile to question our striving for growth and wealth. The same can be said about 

consumption, but a closer look will reveal that just like growth and wealth, consumption is in 

some ways very dear to our hearts. This makes it very difficult to find simple answers when 

questioning growth and consumption with the purpose of sustainable development.  

 

Despite the connection drawn between consumption and sustainability, very little action is being 

taken and the issue seems to have stayed in the realm of debate rather than in policy and 

intervention (Opschoor 2001).  Obviously, changing the values and norms of a whole civilization 

is not something that just happens overnight. Nor does it easily become incorporated in all our 

                                                 
3 Worldwatch Institute (2010), p. 16 
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institutions and businesses. A point of departure in understanding how to approach this, is to be 

found in the before mentioned scientific literature. But not even here is there accordance in the 

opinions of authors. When digging into this literature, a wide range of areas are questioned in 

order to understand the lack of intervention:  

Is the answer to be found in the behavior of consumers? Are we so deeply entrenched in 

consumerism, that we are not able to see our way out of it, when the answer is right in our faces? 

Or is it the economic systems which Korten claims have become so dominant, that are the causes 

of our lack of ability to adjust? Are the foundations on which our economies and companies rest, 

not able to foster both sustainable development and growth at the same time? Are corporations 

deliberately aiming at increased consumption by the use of planned obsolescence? Or are there 

actually companies that are already combining growth and decreased physical output? 

 

These are some of the questions that have inspired this project. There will not be answers for 

them specifically, as the inability to answer them simply, is core to the whole issue. They are 

however the starting point of an investigation that seeks to illuminate some of the obstacles of 

incorporating decreased consumption in a quest for sustainable development. 

 

Problem statement 
In a finite world, the larger the population gets, the smaller the world becomes. This is what has 

dramatically shown itself to be a fact during the past couple of hundred years. Resource scarcity, 

overpopulation, and pollution are some of the global threats that have become apparent as our 

civilization has continued to grow. No matter how this has come to be, it is obvious that these 

threats are caused by us (the human race), through our acts and decisions. When looking at how 

much we have been able to accomplish since our species was sitting in caves, one would think 

that we somehow would be able to solve some of these problems we are faced with. It lies in the 

very nature of business that where there is incentive, there should be action. With this very clear 

incentive just described, a closer look is taken at how a potential action might look.  

 

That is why this study seeks to uncover methods for companies to be thriving in their 

environment, while developing in sustainably sound ways, as this is believed to be the necessary 

adaptability of the successful corporations of the future. More specifically the study attempts to 

understand how companies can combine the goal of sustainable consumption with that of 

sustainable production, without compromising the “good health” of the business.  

In the process of finding solutions for businesses, it is necessary to take a thorough look at the 

influencing factors surrounding consumption and growth. This includes the scope of the study, 

and as a working guideline through it, the following problem statement has been articulated: 

 

How can sustainable development be successfully incorporated in the strategies of businesses in 

such a way that consumption is minimized? 



    

 Master’s Thesis  Cand. Merc. IMM  

 

Kasper Folnæs Page 8 

Thesis structure 
In order to ease the reading process, the following is a description of the structure of the study in 

its parts. Main sections are introduction, methodology, literature review, research findings, 

analysis & discussion, and conclusion: 

The first chapter introduces the study, and places it in a context of history and development of 

the human civilization. The chapter also outlines how the study relates to a concrete problem, of 

which a guiding question is formulated, constituting the backbone of the remainder of the study.  

The second chapter presents the methodological considerations. It outlines all the aspects of the 

academic work as they have been used to answer the problem formulation. In particular this 

deals with the research conducted for the study, and the various considerations in relation to this 

process. Limitations to the study are also presented and discussed in this chapter. 

The third chapter is the literature review. This chapter gives a thorough overview of literature 

relevant to the study, and uncovers aspects that are crucial to understand in order to intelligently 

approach the problem. This includes a comprehensive list of influencing factors when dealing 

with a decrease in consumption and growth. It also includes influential authors’ suggestions of 

how to combine growth and decreasing consumption as a tool for businesses and their leaders.  

The fourth chapter presents the findings of the research conducted. This is partially in the form of 

a series of questionnaire results, in which consumers have responded to a range of questions 

based on the literature review. Secondly, it is the results from several interviews conducted with 

the management of the Swedish company Gränsfors Bruks. The outcome of these interviews is a 

profound understanding of how the management has been able to implement a decrease of 

consumption and sustainable development in their strategy. 

The fifth chapter is a combined analysis and discussion based in the two previous chapters. In 

this part, the highlights of the literature review are applied to the analysis of the research 

findings, in order to discuss similarities and deviations between the two. Finding a potential 

intersection between theory and research results, and uncovering where these two complement 

and contradict each other, is believed to give the best foundation of answering the problem 

statement.  

The sixth and final chapter is the conclusion. This part presents an answer to the problem 

statement and places this answer into a larger perspective.  



    

 Master’s Thesis  Cand. Merc. IMM  

 

Kasper Folnæs Page 9 

Methodology 

The nature of the research 
This study contains work on 3 different levels, as it serves the purposes of being (1) exploratory, 

(2) descriptive and (3) explanatory. This combination is believed to shape the best foundation of 

a predictive study (Blumberg et al. 2005), in which predictions (and thus a higher level of 

control) can be formulated in relation to the topics presented.  

The exploratory element is seen as fitting for “getting a feel of the situation”, and in investigating 

a phenomenon (Saunders et al. 2003; Remenyi et al. 1998). This is done by looking into the 

existing literature on the topic of strategically minimizing physical output, sustainable growth 

and environmentally conscious consumption. All of these topics are to some degree related, and 

a great deal of overlap has been found in the opinions of authors that are central to these themes. 

The exploration of these themes has proved fruitful, as it has helped shape the subsequent next 

steps of the study. Concretely it has helped shape the specific selection of subjects for further 

investigation as well as the research design and data collection methods to be used in relation to 

these choices. An exploratory mindset has also been used in the approach to Gränsfors Bruks 

when trying to understand what made their approach successful. Because it has proven difficult 

to pinpoint what exactly caused their apparent success, the approach towards them was focused 

on getting an overall insight into their situation, rather than having a specific target of interest. Of 

course the research has had an overall focus area, but it is still considered to be quite exploratory 

in nature. 

The study furthermore contains considerable descriptive and explanatory elements, as it 

describes and explains its findings in relation to the use of strategies based in sustainable 

development. The study reports on the existence of such strategies in theoretical academia, as 

well as grouping companies and consumers that are either in use of such a strategy, or in request 

of it. In this process the study accounts for the existence and current use of such theories. The 

study goes further than this, as it predicts on the outlook for the future with regards to this type of 

strategy. Through the nature of the strategy, and it’s relation to environmental concerns, it bears 

with it a consideration for the future. The study attempts to explain and predict this, so as to offer 

a more realistically founded sense of control for the business leaders of tomorrow.  

Purpose of the research 
The purpose of the research is to investigate a specific branch of strategies, in which physical 

output is minimized by the company in question, in such a way as to decrease consumption. This 

investigation is founded in a theoretical overview, recorded company experiences, and consumer 

research. An insight into academia’s view on the topic is important to create an overview of the 

entire “field” related to the topic. Company experiences are crucial to the purpose of the study, as 

these reveal examples of how these strategies are actually being implemented and brought into 

life. The fact that many companies are seemingly competing well by using such strategies are 
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direct proof that it can be done, and the research will try to understanding how this is done. The 

final element is the consumer research, which serves the purpose of indicating to what degree the 

consumers are cooperative and in request of companies that act in accordance to theories on 

minimized consumption and physical output. These elements are included as to give the best 

foundation of a discussion that seeks to predict whether this type of strategy is a viable option for 

companies to adopt in the future.  

The research process 
Secondary data 

Literature on the topic has been found through various sources. Some books have been 

announced in the Danish media (Hildebrandt & Stubberup 2010; Rifkin 2009; Senge et al. 2008). 

Articles on services as solutions to sustainable problems have been offered through the course 

“Business Strategies for Sustainable Innovation” at Copenhagen Business School. These articles 

have led the author in the direction of several companies and other articles on the subject and 

related subjects. All these articles have been found through CBS library or Google Scholar. 

Triangulation has been useful during the process of finding literature, as the articles and books 

that were closest to the topic of focus, had a lot of sources in common. When following up on a 

source that one author had quoted extensively, and this source in turn referenced to many of the 

other authors that work had been found on, the triangulation method seemed very efficient in 

finding the most influential authors on the topic.  

Primary data 

The primary research of this study is divided into two groups.  

Qualitative data has been gathered by means of interviews with Gränsfors Bruks. Questions for 

this data gathering have been derived from the theories discussed in the study, by methodically 

finding the key pillars of these authors’ arguments and comparing them to each other. This has 

been done in order to derive what crucial areas are of common interest in relation to the growth 

strategies. The questions have furthermore been through a series of adjustments, as to ensure as 

precise answering possibilities as possible for the people answering them. Interviews have been 

conducted over a time period of 2 days, which has made it possible for the researcher to 

continuously evaluate the answers and have the interviewee elaborate or give further answer. 

Quantitative data has also been gathered, by the use of an online questionnaire. Through careful 

consideration it has been deemed that applicable respondents for the questionnaire fit the 

following profile:  

- They have to be members of a society in which consumption of material products is a “normal” 

phenomenon (this excludes aboriginal societies and tribes as well as people living in isolation 
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from any trade routes. It also excludes people living in extreme poverty and people who due to 

religious beliefs are without ownership of things) 

- They have to be of age to express needs that go beyond thirst, hunger, sanitation and shelter
4
 

- They have to actively seek to address these needs (this can for instance exclude some people 

suffering from mental or physical diseases, that inhibit them from being conscious or aware)  

To fit this profile, respondents have been targeted through e-mail and social networks. When 

contacting people, they have been asked to share the questionnaire invitation with their friends 

and family, so as to expose it to as wide a proportion of society as possible. With the researcher’s 

circle of acquaintances as the epicenter, primarily people in the western world have been 

targeted. In addition to this, it is deemed a reasonable conclusion that people able to use a 

computer and answer an online questionnaire with sophisticated questions, are all of age and 

mental state to fit the desired respondent profile. Further considerations on this topic will be 

discussed in the following section on “sample”.  

 

The survey questions have, like the questions for the qualitative data, been formulated and 

chosen based on a critical view on chosen authors’ arguments and theories. These questions have 

also been through a selective process in which they have been moderated and rated according to 

importance for the study. The platform of the questionnaire and response gathering has been the 

website www.surveymonkey.com, which provides a range of services in relation to survey 

research.  

  

                                                 
4 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Basic_needs 
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Research design 

Sample 
Regarding the sample of questionnaire respondents, the degree of representativeness is of 

particular concern. At its most optimal, the sample should represent the global consumer society. 

Whether this is the case, is difficult to answer. However, it does give reason for consideration 

that a large percentage (83,3%) of the respondents are either Danish or living in Denmark. It is 

also noteworthy that the age distribution is not quite as representing as would be desirable. One 

third (33,3%) of respondents were between 19 and 25 years of age, 43,8% were between 26 and 

25, and together these two age groups amount to more than three quarters of the respondents. 

Comparing this to an age distribution of Danish citizens in 2011, shows that approximately one 

quarter of the citizens belonged to these two groups. The outcome of these concerns must be, that 

when considering results from the questionnaire, it should be kept in mind that the respondents 

are predominantly young people within the age of 19 and 35 who live in Denmark. 

In order to give as accurate statistics as possible, only completed questionnaires have been used. 

This included 349 out of 443, which leaves an answering percentage of 78,78%. Of these 349, 7 

responses were removed due to reliability reasons due to the country of residence. The following 

countries were removed: Slovakia (1), Romania (1), China (1), Greece (1), Ecuador (1), Nepal 

(1), and Afghanistan (1). This was due to uncertainty about the consumer culture in these 

countries as well as their minute representation. The sample included other examples of very few 

respondents from one particular country, but these were kept in the sample as the author felt safe 

in assuming that they were reliable in relation to the desired profile. This left the sample 

consisting of 342 responses, and all statistics mentioned are based on these fully answered and 

reliable responses. 

Validity and reliability 

Questionnaire 

The research design has been planned with the goal of obtaining as valid results as possible. This 

particularly concerns the objectivity of the questions and corresponding answers.  

All questions in the questionnaire have been carefully worded as to avoid bias or “leading” the 

respondent in a particular direction. This has been done by moving the words associated with a 

particular opinion, into the answer section. E.g. by avoiding the construction: 

 Is it your impression that the general consumption level is increasing? 

This question offers answer opportunities of “Yes”, “No” and “I don’t know”, and has been 

reworded to: 

 Is it your impression that the general consumption level is changing? 
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Now the question offers the answers “Yes, it has increased”, “Yes, it has decreased”, “No” and 

“I don’t know”. By keeping the question free of words loaded with a particular viewpoint or 

“direction”, objectivity is maximized. Furthermore, the use of an online questionnaire, and thus 

avoidance of personal confrontation, offers greater opportunity for respondents to be as honest as 

possible. It is recognized that this change in answer possibilities can make it somewhat more 

difficult for the respondent to distinguish between answers. This has been deemed an acceptable 

risk, and precautions have been made, as the respondents are informed in the beginning of the 

questionnaire that they should carefully read all answers before making their choice.  

An adjustment has been made to the wording in order to simplify questions. An operational 

definition5 of the word “consumption” has been made, so that consumption is to be understood as 

“the purchase of physical products”. This is done to rule out the consumption of services, and 

focus on products that have a physical production line. This is clearly explained to the 

respondents prior to answering questions, in such a way that any reasonable and competent 

person would understand it in the same way. 

To be able to get as many responses as possible, the questions were written in both English and 

Danish. The translation was emphasized to be as precise as possible, as to avoid reliability issues. 

The answers corresponding to each question, in respectively Danish and English, have been 

pooled together. This leaves a minute but nevertheless possible risk that the same question can be 

understood differently when in two different languages. A translation of questions is available in 

appendix A. 

Interviews 

Interview questions were difficult to keep as objective as possible. In order to make questions 

clearer, and lead the interview in the desired direction, wording was used that could be 

considered “suggestive” in nature. The interviews were though much less formal, and more 

based on fluent conversation rather than structured questions and answers. This means that the 

risk of a question becoming suggestive is minimal, as the interviewees always engaged in long 

answers rather than simple “yes” or “no” responses, and this is deemed to have made the 

interviewees consider their answers. The questions that shaped the interviews can be found in 

appendix B. 

For authenticity and reliability reasons, all interviews have been audio recorded, and can be 

found in appendix D (Cd-rom). Present at every interview was also Jakob Myrhøj, brother of the 

researcher. 

                                                 
5 Blumberg et al. (2005), p. 35 
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Number of questions 
In order to limit the participants’ potential discouragement due to length of the questionnaire a 

balance has been found in the trade-off between number of relevant questions and the length of 

the survey, in order to entice participation. Given the number of questions and the complexity of 

these, it is believed that an average completion of the questionnaire lies within a timeframe of 

around 5-8 minutes. This corresponds well with the general rule of thumb, which states that a 

questionnaire should not take more than 10 minute to fill out (Blumberg et al. 2005). 

Structure of questions 
Questions have been structured in a logic manner as to utilize the trail of thought the respondent 

is going through. To get the respondents started, the “easy” questions regarding background is 

asked in the beginning. Questions then move into the category in which the respondents are 

asked about their feelings about “consumption in general”. This logically moves on to a series of 

questions about their personal consumption. The logic is that people are gradually moved into 

position to answer more personal questions, and this is believed to be a more comfortable 

transition. The last series of questions is in relation to some of the sustainable solutions found 

previously in the study. In these questions, the respondents reveal to which degree they agree 

with these, and find them applicable in their lives. This rounds off the questions and the 

respondents are thanked for their time. 

Measurement scale 

The following response options have been used for the questionnaire (for list of questions, see 

appendix A): 

 

Q1 – respondent’s age – uses the “multiple-choice, single-response scale” – nominal data 

Q2 – country of residence – text input 

Both of these questions are only used to ensure respondents fit the profile of the sample 

 

Q3 - “multiple-choice, single-response scale” nominal data 

Q4 - “multiple-choice, single-response scale” nominal data 

Q5 - “multiple-choice, single-response scale” nominal data 

Q6 - “multiple-choice, multiple-response scale” nominal data with an “other” field added, in case 

the respondent has an answer that is not offered  

Q7 – Q12 - “multiple-choice, single-response scale” nominal data 

Q13 – “simple category scale” (dichotomous scale) nominal data 

Q14 – Q19 - “multiple-choice, single-response scale” nominal data 

 

For all questions using the “multiple-choice, single-response scale”, the response options are 

offered in relation to what is desired to measure. This is in direct relation to the theories 

examined, and are thus considered the only valid answers to these questions. The questionnaire 
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serves the purpose of measuring how many consumers feel a particular way about some aspects 

of consumption, and this reflects limited response options. 

 

In all questions, the option “I don’t know” is offered. This serves the purpose that if the 

respondent for whatever reason is not able to answer with one of the offered answers, he/she can 

opt out of the question without skipping it. This makes the analysis easier, as incomplete 

responses do not have to be dealt with. 

Test of questionnaire 
The questionnaire has been through a series of drafts and tests prior to publication. This has been 

done to ensure questions were understandable, and the logic behind their wording and placement 

was sound.  

Two drafts were written and subsequent tests were run, after each of which modifications were 

made. One point of consideration in relation to this, was that due to the nature of the questions 

and the offered answers, some of the test persons found the questionnaire to be difficult to 

answer. It was not a matter of the questionnaire not being understandable, but rather that the test 

persons had not been used to thinking about these things before. This made it “new territory” to 

them, and they felt it was necessary to really focus in order to answer correctly. 
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Influences on social research 

Epistemological considerations 
In a study like this, it is important to consider how theoretical reasoning and observations relate 

to each other. There are different schools of how knowledge is developed on the background of 

how these relate, and this is what constitutes different research philosophies. The two most 

distinguished philosophies are positivism and interpretivism, and in between these are a range of 

other philosophies that rely to different degrees on the principles of these two positions 

(Blumberg et al. 2005).  

According to Blumberg et al., the basic principles of positivism are: 

1. The social world exists externally and is viewed objectively 

2. Research is value-free 

3. The researcher is independent, taking the role of an objective analyst 

And the basic principles of interpretivism are: 

1. The social world is constructed and is given meaning subjectively by people 

2. The research is part of what is observed 

3. Research is driven by interests 

This study is believed to adhere primarily to the interpretivistic paradigm. This is because the 

researcher’s approach to theories as well observations are determined by his interpretation of 

these, and how he thinks they should be applied to the investigated problem statement. It is also 

believed that both the people interviewed and the respondents of the questionnaire, apply 

meaning issues they are faced with, and it is their perception of these issues that are being 

measured in the research.  

The interpretivistic philosophy however, does not usually relate well to quantitative research, in 

which generalization is often the goal (Blumberg et al. 2005). This study does include a 

quantitative measurement, as it includes a questionnaire. The purpose of this is however, still 

aimed at understanding how people feel and think about something, or what their impression is 

of a presented issue. The study acknowledges that according to the interpretivistic philosophy, 

these impressions and perceptions of the respondents are in constant change, which makes it 

difficult to apply them as a generalization across a large group of people over a significant period 

of time. The conclusions drawn from the questionnaire are however believed to indicate how the 

majority of these respondents experience their social world at the present time, and it is deemed 

useful in saying something in general about consumption patterns and sustainable development, 

even with these philosophical limitations applying. On the topic of the questionnaire, this is how 

the study to some extent is also influenced by positivistic aspects. This is because theory is also 

used to outline “rules” or hypotheses which will in turn be confirmed or rejected in relation to 

the perceived reality of questionnaire respondents.  

The study is influenced by these considerations, as they shape and determine what type of 

research is seen fitting, and how knowledge is derived on the basis of this. Further details of the 
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consequences of the study being influenced by both philosophies, are elaborated upon in the 

following sections. 

Induction vs. deduction 
As the previous section outline, the study includes different approaches to how knowledge is 

developed. This influences the reasoning behind the relation between theory and observation; 

known as deductive and inductive methods. 

The deductive approach suggests that the research starts developing a theory that can be tested in 

further stages, while in the inductive approach, the researcher collects and analyzes data and 

develops theory based on this (Blumberg et al. 2005). 

 

This study uses both deductive and inductive methods.  

Deduction is used when claims from the reviewed literature are tested for their applicability to 

real life. This reasoning is used to a large extent, as the questionnaire is intended to confirm or 

reject the highlights of the theories on reduced consumption.  

Induction is used in relation to the qualitative research of Gränsfors Bruks. In their case, it is 

concluded that they successfully combine decreased consumption with nurturing the interests of 

their business, and this is in turn used to help build theories on how and why this is the case.  

Ontological considerations 
 “Questions of social ontology are concerned with the nature of social entities. The 

central point of orientation here is the question of whether social entities can and should be 

considered objective entities that have a reality external to social actors, or whether they can 

and should be considered social constructions built up from the perceptions and actions of social 

actors.”6 

This is Bryman’s outlay of ontological considerations, and he further mentions objectivism and 

constructionism as the two most common positions in social science. Objectivism asserts that the 

social world holds and external “truth” that is beyond our reach or influence. Conversely, 

constructionism asserts that the meaning of the social world is determined by how individuals 

and their interactions interpret and produces this meaning.  

 

Constructionism recognized the influential power of organizations and culture, but 

fundamentally believes people are in an ongoing process of defining and adjusting these 

(Bryman 2008). This viewpoint applies to this study, both in relation to the organizational culture 

of the business visited, and the societal cultures of the respondents of the questionnaire. This also 

counts for the researcher’s presented version of social reality; that it is not definitive, but a 

perception. 

                                                 
6 Bryman (2008), p. 18 
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Mixed methods research 
It can be argued for and against having a combination of quantitative and qualitative research. 

Some argue that it strengthens the study, as the two types are good for measuring different 

things, and hence they complement each other. Others criticize this, arguing that research 

methods and epistemological assumptions are intertwined, and cannot be mixed (Bryman 2008).  

Bryman defends mixing research methods, arguing that keeping methods in tune with 

epistemologies and paradigms is both unrealistic and unnecessary. He also says that it is not 

necessarily a recipe for greatness. 

This study has chosen to mix the two types of research because they each serve a different 

purpose. The qualitative research is conducted in order to gain deep insight into the many aspects 

of running a company in a sustainably sound way. Getting closer to a specific company, its 

management and understanding their values, norms, and perception of ethics and responsibility 

was a task that seemed suitable for a qualitative research method. 

The quantitative aspect of the research on the other hand, is directed at groups of consumers 

rather than individual companies. For the purpose of understanding what the majority of a 

population felt about something, quantitative research was the right choice.  

Research Ethics 
With regards to research ethics, it has been taken into consideration so as to avoid unethical 

methods. There has however not been found any particularly “vulnerable” aspect of the study 

that needed special attention with regards to ethical procedures.  

Limitations 
It is crucial that limitations are revealed and considered carefully. The design of this study is not 

perfect, as they rarely are, and it is thus important to be sensitive to the potential effects this 

might have on the validity and reliability of the study (Blumberg et al. 2005). This is what the 

following outline of limitations will serve to do. 

Qualitative research 

A primary and most determining limitation to the project is the fact that only one case company 

is included in the primary research. A total of 7 companies applicable for the study were 

approached, but only this one agreed to participate. This limits the degree of validity of the 

conclusions that are based on the findings in the qualitative research. This validity insecurity is 

kept in mind throughout the study. 

As mentioned previously, some of the interview questions are subject to limiting factors, as they 

are not absolutely subjective in their formulations. On some occasions questions can be seen as 

“suggesting” of desirable characteristics, e.g. in a question like this: 

Do you consider your services to be adding to your growth? 
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When asking a question like this, there is a risk of the interviewee leaning towards answering 

“yes” or in other ways agreeing with the statement, because it can seem desirable. When 

interviewees respond like this, it can be because this is rather how they would like the situation 

to be, than how it actually is.  

Quantitative research 

As discussed in the section on “Research design”, there is a bias in the sample for the 

questionnaire. There is a significant dominance of respondents living in Denmark, and a skewed 

age distribution. The possible effect of this is that consumers living in Denmark have a tendency 

to feel a certain way about the topics of the questions, which is inconsistent with that of a global 

consumer trend. This is however very difficult to say, and it can only be kept in mind when 

concluding on the results, that the demographics of the respondents are this way. 

A noteworthy problem when performing questionnaires is to what degree the respondents can be 

expected to answer truthfully. It is likely that when questions give an indication of what kind of 

person the respondent is, he/she might “lean” in the direction of the more desirable 

characteristics. This means that in a society where trends are moving towards being more 

“natural” and “environmentally conscious”, some respondents might lean in this direction. This 

can be anywhere between outright lying to a totally subconscious reaction. It is the impression of 

this researcher that if there is to be such a limitation in this questionnaire, it would be in the form 

of a tendency for respondents to answer more “environmentally friendly”.  

The following questions from the questionnaire have wording that might “lead” the respondent: 

“Do you feel a conflict between your intentions and your actual actions with regards to 

consumption?” 

“Is it your experience that products become obsolete or break earlier than you wish they 

would?” 

With both questions there is the risk that the words “conflict” and “obsolete or break” have a 

suggestive nature that might lead the respondent in some direction. Despite this it has been 

decided to keep both questions, as it is believed that their answers are still capable of giving an 

indication of how the majority feels about this. The possible bias is noted when commenting on 

the results of these.  

There is a possible issue of reliability of answers to questions that include the word 

“consumption”. It has been explained to the respondents that the definition of “consumption” has 

been altered, but there is still the risk that some respondents either did not notice this, or did not 

answer in accordance with the instructions. On the topic of understanding the question wording, 

there is also the issue of translation. There might be a difference in perception of concepts when 

moving across language borders. This limitation has been sought diminished, as 

conceptualization has been made very clear, and a great deal of effort to avoid 
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misunderstandings of concepts. Translation has been done with purpose of the question in mind, 

rather than strictly word-by-word.  

Literature review 
The purpose of the literature review is to outline which context the study is in. By outlining 

crucial aspects of previous work in the field related to the problem statement, a more clear sense 

of direction is given for the research conducted, and thus the purpose of the study and its 

contribution to the field (Blumberg et al. 2005). 

 

The review will go through a series of literature that directly or indirectly relates to the matter of 

decreasing consumption, and incorporating this in a business strategy. The literature is divided 

into two distinct groups which have been named “macro environment” and “microenvironment”.  

The area of “macro environment” deals with global economic forces and how they influence the 

issue of decreasing consumption in relation to sustainable business practices. In particular it 

presents views on the economic framework, globalization, and politics which are in turn 

discussion in how they affect growth and consumption. 

The topic of “microenvironment” focuses on (1) Understanding consumers and (2) 

Understanding the mindset of running a business from the point of view of the leadership, both 

of which are in relation to decreasing consumption. 

 

Heiskanen & Pantzar (1997) say that environmental issues are hybrid problems, as their causes 

are to be found both in social and economic behavior. This is also the belief of this author, and it 

is believed to be necessary to understand how these topics (macro- and micro environmental 

forces) influence sustainable business strategies, in order to give well founded advice on how to 

articulate and implement such strategies successfully. Examples of tools that can be used in as 

strategies in relation to sustainable consumption are presented in the last part of the review. 

Macro environment 
This is a presentation of macroeconomic influences on consumption and growth, as outlined by 

the dominant literature within the field of the problem formulation.   

The economic  framework 
In this context, the economic framework is also referred to as capitalism. This constitutes the 

dominant economic system in the western world, and it includes (among many other aspects) 

private ownership, means of production, and competitive markets7.  

 

Some authors take a very offensive stance towards capitalism. It is argued that the economic 

principles are built on scarcity, because only scarce products are of real value (Korten 1999; 

                                                 
7 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Capitalism 
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Sanne 2002). Korten uses the money system as an example, and argues that bank business is 

based on loans and interest founded in credibility calculations. The system only works as long as 

people are in debt, and money is in circulation rather than in possession. This creates pressure 

(and dependence) on growth as the only factor to bring more money to the table, so to speak. 

This ultimately means that the system is an unstable one that is never in balance, and must either 

grow or collapse. The losers in this battle, Korten argues, are the working people and 

entrepreneurs. 

 “The insatiable demand it makes on corporations to produce ever greater profits creates 

a powerful pressure on corporate management to destroy real productive capital, the source of 

all real wealth, to generate quick profits. In contrast to the scarcity of money, which is to a large 

extent artificial, the loss of real capital creates real scarcity.”8 

This “scarcity in the guise of plenty”, as he calls it, moves ownership rights and money to 

impersonal institutions, and thus further away from real people and real needs. 

 “Driven by a single-minded dedication to generating ever greater profits for the benefit 

of their investors, global corporations and financial institutions have turned their economic 

power into political power. They now dominate the decision processes of governments and are 

rewriting the rules of world commerce through international trade and investment agreements to 

allow themselves to expand their profits without regard to the social and environmental 

consequences borne by the larger society. Continuing with business as usual will almost 

certainly lead to economic, social, and environmental collapse.”9 

 

In an attempt to explain his views, Korten expresses that capitalism rests on assumptions of 

market theory that are nowhere near true to real life, and refers to Adam Smith’s Inquiry into the 

Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations. He writes of the assumptions of the hypothetical 

self-organizing economy is that:  

1. Buyers and sellers must be too small to influence the market price  

2. Complete information must be available to all participants and there can be no trade 

secrets  

3. Sellers must bear the full cost of the products they sell and pass them on in the sale 

price  

4. Investment capital must remain within national borders and trade between countries 

must be balanced  

5. Savings must be invested in the creation of productive capital10.  

 

Korten argues that the economy of the global society is nowhere near these assumptions, and that 

liberalism (political and economic) has suppressed the self-organizing potentials of living 

                                                 
8 Korten (1999), p. 35 
9 Korten (1999), p. 6 
10 Korten (1999), p. 39 
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communities. The failure to adhere to these economic assumptions has ultimately failed to 

eliminate “oppressive institutional hierarchy, elite rule and majority exclusion”11. He thus urges 

the establishment of an economic framework that mimics the assumptions of market theory as 

closely as possible. 

 

Criticizing the economic framework is much easier than actually changing it. Korten’s views 

should be kept in mind, while also keeping in mind that capitalism has helped our civilization 

develop to the point it is now. As an economic system is deeply entrenched in society and every 

aspect of trade and production, a change as he suggests is incredibly difficult and only applicable 

over a considerable timeframe. While some of the assumptions of market theory seem possible to 

implement by individual businesses, others such as complete disclosure of information are highly 

dependent on a cooperative attitude from all businesses within a given industry. This makes 

Korten’s criticism noteworthy, while aspects of it are difficult to approach.  

Political influence 
What some perceive to be the problem is that the economic system keeps a given situation “in 

place”. As argued in the previous section, many multinational corporations have reached a size 

where their economic power is translated into political power. This means that corporations have 

a potentially great influence on how politics are shaped in relation to their businesses.  

 

One way of looking at how governments can influence consumption, is how they shape 

economic incentives and regulations, and how this affects the business world. Some think that 

this should be shaped in such a way, that businesses meet consumer needs more closely, instead 

of creating the needs which they in turn can satisfy (Worldwatch Institute 2004). An example of 

this is the transport industry, in which new solutions like car sharing and leasing are gaining 

interest, as they tend to needs that have until recently gone unmet. By directing subsidies in the 

direction of companies that are implementing solutions like this, such incentives are created 

(Worldwatch Institute 2004). Conversely, many subsidies allow for a series of materials and 

fuels to have a much lower price than they would otherwise12. This in turn promotes business 

models where consumption is maximized. However, countries look differently on the 

environmental issue and far from everyone share the concern of consumption as being or soon 

becoming unsustainable. An example is that George W. Bush, former president of the United 

States, at the Kyoto Protocol, expressed that he was willing to cooperate in order to reduce 

greenhouse gasses, but would not accept a plan that would hurt American workers and the 

American economy (Schaefer & Crane 2005). Most politicians have complex prioritizing to do, 

and it would be naïve to expect by default that sustainable consumption be highest on this list of 

priorities. 

                                                 
11 Korten (1999), p. 144 
12 OECD estimates global subsidies to total $1 trillion every year 
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Another suggestion of political intervention is to affect consumers’ behavior through information 

and education, in the belief that they will adopt more environmentally benign behavior. The 

OECD has attempted this in the form of information in school education, product labeling and 

data banks. Information to consumers should not only be regarding products, but also direct 

attention to the influential power of the commercial world. The goal being that all consumers, 

but especially those vulnerable to marketing (young people) are to be better prepared for 

commercial influence. Some authors believe that limiting the promotion of sign value of goods 

in general is very important (Kilbourne et al. 1997), while others highlight that areas such as 

schools in particular should be protected from commercial content (Sanne 2002; Schaefer & 

Crane 2005). This should be done in order to let a wider range of information be available, as 

public service media should balance out commercial media in order to give another perspective 

for the consumer (Sanne 2002).  

In addition, government information could promote more environmentally benign ways of 

fulfilling e.g. social and cultural needs, in the belief that consumers are prone to turn to 

consumption to gain social acceptance, or create cultural manifestation (Schaefer & Crane 2005).  

 

A third tool for political intervention is in the form of sustainability-related taxes, as a strategy of 

“pushing” the consumers towards more environmentally benign consumption behavior. One such 

suggestion is an “end-of-life tax”, which puts responsibility on the end-user when he wants to 

discard a product (Dobers & Wolff 1999). Another suggestion is a potential tax on luxury goods. 

Taxing the consumers is by some (Worldwatch Institute 2004) seen as a complication, as it is not 

seen as desirable to create a “command-and-control” approach, in which governments 

manipulate consumers. It is suggested that one tries to distinguish between purchase situations in 

which the consumer should have the ultimate decision power, and the types of purchases in 

which the government should see to it that the consumer is not contributing to consumption 

problems. Such an intervention could e.g. be by rewarding purchases of products that are high-

quality, durable and environmentally friendly. It is recognized that these products are likely to 

have a higher premium price than competing products, and consumers should thus be financially 

motivated to purchase such products (Worldwatch Institute 2004). 

 

A fourth proposal is by Sanne (2002) who suggests that public service offerings can replace 

individual consumption or promote shared consumption. Libraries, public baths and beaches are 

existing examples of this. Another example is e.g. a policy that allows cars with several 

commuters to drive in the bus lanes. 

 

The four points outlined here, are indirectly related to business strategies in relation to decreased 

consumption. They are however considered important to have in mind, as they largely influence 

how businesses can be run. Although they are suggested tools for governments, and thus not 
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currently present to the extent they are presented, they are deemed worthwhile for businesses to 

consider and strategize in accordance with.  

Globalization 
Daly (1996) distinguishes between internationalization and globalization, in that the former is 

“between” nations, while globalization is an integration (assimilation) of nations. He believes 

globalization in the form of economic integration and free capital mobility erases the policy 

significance of national boundaries. The celebrated functionality of free trade, that it produces 

cheaper products, is by Pearce (2001) argued to be a trap in the long term for the consumer 

societies in the developed part of the world. As long as population in the developing world is 

growing, globalization will pressure the competitiveness of developed countries, as they will 

have higher labor costs. This will ultimately lead to higher unemployment in the high-

consumption countries.  

 

The only winners in this game are the multinational corporations, which have the opportunity to 

move production to wherever the cheapest supply of labor is to be found, which in turn forces the 

global competition to intensify even further, as the developing world will strive for foreign 

investment (Daly 1996; Pearce 2001). According to Worldwatch Institute (2004), the number of 

“export processing zones” (minimally regulated manufacturing areas) globally amounted to 

3.000 in 2002, employing more than 43 million workers, at fractions of the wages offered in 

developed countries.  

 

In addition to lowered labor and material costs, cost of transportation, and increased dependence 

on distant supplies and markets are some of the disadvantages pointed to, as inevitable 

consequences of international trade and specialization (Daly 1996; Pearce 2001). Further it is 

argued that in order for free trade to promote cheaper products (and thus yielding advantage), 

many producers will externalize costs to as large a degree as possible (Daly 1996; Opschoor 

2001). This is possible due to lack of international laws against cost externalization, and the 

producers can thus easier get away with producing a product that is of a lower price, but also 

tends to be of lower standards: 

 “The scope of internalized costs within nations is enormous: workplace safety, minimum 

wage, welfare programs, social security, length of the working day, abolition of child labor, 

medical insurance, pollution control, liability for accidents, and so on. All of these social and 

environmental measures raise costs and cannot withstand the standards-lowering competition 

induced by free trade with countries that have lower standards. The consequence is that a 

greater share of total world production will move to those countries with the lowest standards – 

that is, those that do the poorest job of counting and internalizing costs will produce an 
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increasing share of world output – hardly a move in the direction of global efficiency! In the 

quest for efficiency the most important rule is to count all costs”13 

 

An example of how the lure of efficiency is a false one when not including all costs, is 

transportation of goods across the world. Only because the environmental costs are not included 

in the price of e.g. air freight, it is possible to transport perishable products such as fruit and meat 

across the globe still be economically feasible (Worldwatch Institute 2004). By making products 

available virtually all over the planet, and by fostering production that is inherently inefficient 

and of lower quality than were it local and small scale, globalization stimulates consumption 

incredibly. 

  

Proposed solutions 

Solving the problems acclaimed by globalization is no easy task. Some suggest that growth in the 

population must be stopped, with the less developed part of the world particularly in mind. These 

are the countries which pose a real threat in terms of population growth (In Worldwatch Institute 

2004, 99% of global population growth is projected to occur in developing countries). This can 

be helped by supporting family planning, education and improvement of women’s status. This is 

however by some authors believed to contribute even further to the problem, as population is 

only believed to curb in accordance with increased development and societal maturation, which 

is exactly the factor that has made western consumption unsustainable.  

Because it is so difficult to gain clarity of the implications of the encounters between population 

growth, consumption growth and a finite natural-resource base, one suggestion to gain this 

clarity, is for each community to attempt to live within the limits of this resource base (Korten 

1999; Schumacher 1973; Daly 1996). The global economic system, in which some areas are 

being exhausted while others are living beyond their means, is believed to be a short lived and 

naïve perspective that will ultimately dig its own grave for all parties involved. One of the 

problems in doing so, however, is that the interdependencies inherent to globalization are 

difficult for national policies to affect. 

Opschoor elaborates on this: “…one could argue that, in the absence of internationally agreed 

basic environmental standards and without well-defined and protected rights (property, or 

access) in relation to environmental quality and natural resources, free trade may enhance 

inequality and unsustainability rather than welfare.”14  

Growth 
Growth measurement 

Daly (1996) believes that if economic academics were to take a closer look at growth, they 

would dissect it into 1. A quantitative physical component (resource throughput growth) and 2. A 

                                                 
13 Daly (1996), p. 147 
14 Opschoor  (2001), p. 75 
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qualitative non-physical component (resource efficiency improvement). When looking separately 

at these two, the resource throughput growth is a major cause of environmental degradation, 

while the other, resource efficiency improvement is sparing of the environment, because it either 

allows a reduction in throughput or a more benign mix of products. Too much emphasis on the 

former of these, and too little on the latter, makes GDP and GNP capable of being antieconomic 

growth masquerading as economic growth. He is not the only one to share this concern, as Simon 

Kuznets, the inventor of GDP on more than one occasion has expressed thoughts to bear in mind 

when dealing with GDP: 

 “[t]he welfare of a nation can … scarcely be inferred from a measurement of national 

income.” 15 

 

GDP and GNP are also criticized of being imprecise in relation to the damage that should be 

included when the measure rises (Daly 1996; Korten 1999; Pearce 2001). In microeconomics 

there are rules of equilibrium between marginal cost and marginal benefit. This is not the case 

for macroeconomics, and the marginal benefit is thus never put in relation to the marginal costs, 

leaving GDP and GNP as ever increasing figures (Daly 1996). Examples are that the faster 

human-made capital depreciates and the more products we throw away or replace, the faster the 

figures grow (Korten 1999). Pearce (2001) jokes that if all American housewives were to do the 

household chores for each other, GNP would increase considerably overnight. 

 

Consumer apartheid 

One problem put forth, is that of consumer apartheid in which the developed world expects the 

undeveloped world to curb consumption without doing so self (Rifkin 2009). Some calculations 

suggest that in order to accommodate two imperatives of environmental protection and social 

equity, rich nations will have to decrease materials consumption by as much as 90% over the 

coming decades (Worldwatch Institute 2004). This is grounded in the belief that while aiming at 

goals of a more sustainable world strategies have to be compatible with growth in the poorer 

countries. It is important to take into consideration that these countries are tied into the global 

economy, and can be expected to have desires to live more material lives, just as the developed 

world went through a similar development during the past century. This seems to be a common 

oversight. A grim fear is expressed on this topic by Rifkin (2009), as it would be horrible if 

western countries in a pursuit of sustainable development lock the third world in poverty and 

despair from not being offered the opportunity to increase their economic development.  

 

Growth is not the problem 

Economic growth is by many believed to be a good thing. In a large perspective, it is pushed 

because it is believed to be the answer to 3 central problems of the human civilization: 

overpopulation, unjust distribution and involuntary unemployment (Daly 1996).  

                                                 
15 Rifkin (2009), p. 548 
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Population is believed to level off as economic activity rises. This is based on comparison of 

birth rates in developed and non-developed countries. This is criticized by Daly as he argues that 

in order for India’s birth rate to fall to that of the Swedish, the consumption would have to rise to 

that of the Swedish. How would this affect the ecosystem, he asks.  

 

Daly says that the increased growth has so far not ensured a more just distribution of wealth. In 

fact, it has increased the gap between rich and poor, within countries as well as between 

countries.  

 

Employment is said to be ensured by an increase in demand, and thus an increase in investment 

stimulation (Borgmann 2000). Schor (1998) says this is not necessarily the case, as she believes 

that as people begin to consume less, they will also tend to work less, as more free time is the 

ultimate goal of downshifting. Daly (1996) asks if we must grow beyond our optimal scale in 

order to ensure employment. 

 

Some economists believe “the environmental Kuznets curve”16 to illustrate the relationship 

between economic growth and environmental pollutants (World Bank’s 1992 World 

Development Report). They believe that the technological innovations that can solve a great deal 

of the environmental threats are to be developed by increased growth. This is obviously counter 

to several authors’ arguments, and the answer would thus be found in continuous intensified 

economic growth, and waiting for the “upswing” effects of the curve to kick in.  

Opschoor (2001) is critical of this, and though he admits that the Kuznets relationship might be 

true for some pollutants, but far from all of them, and it is thus a very dangerous theory to put too 

much faith into. He further points to environmental policies and instruments as the explanation 

of the reduced environmental damage, rather than growth. 

 

The arguments against growth as a benefactor are intended to question the way growth is used as 

a tool for humanity’s problems. If a clear limit to growth is found, a lot could be spared by not 

continuously striving for it. Some authors suggest that a U.S. consumption standard for the entire 

planet is impossible or very short-lived. If this is deemed to be true, the resources saved by not 

trying to realize this will be infinite (Daly 1996; Worldwatch Institute 2004). As efficiency is 

core to the solution of many environmental problems, this could be a worthwhile consideration. 

Daly does make a calculation of how much production would have to increase annually in order 

to meet such a demand, and this turns out to be a 7-fold multiplication. This is just the production 

output, the gross output flow would be considerably larger.  

 

                                                 
16 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kuznets_curve#Environmental_Kuznets_Curves 
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Individual companies relate to macroeconomic growth as discussed in this section, as their 

growth is what largely accumulates to create the overall growth of the national economies. This 

is important for companies to keep in mind, and that there are arguments for and against growth.  

To quote Simon Kuznets; Thirty years after the presentation of the measurement to congress, he 

once again commented on the use of GDP: 

 “[d]istinctions must be kept in mind between quantity of growth and quality of growth… 

Goals for ‘more’ growth should specify more growth of what and for what.”17 

In the light of the debate about growth and the disputes of its positive or negative contribution to 

sustainable development, it can be seen as healthy mindset to apply. This section dealt with 

growth on a macroeconomic level. Growth in relation to companies and sustainable strategies 

will be individually addressed in the following section of “microenvironment”. 

 

Micro environment 
“Many ‘solutions’ to environmental, social and economical problems have been 

presented over the years. They include national and international legislation, the development of 

advanced technologies reducing our use of material and nonrenewable energy and a myriad of 

tools and concepts embracing presented as tools for achieving sustainability (including 

initiatives such as LCA, dematerialization, factor four and factor 10, ecological footprints, 

natural capitalism and environmental management systems). Most of them have been formulated 

and introduced with good intentions. However, they come short in understanding the underlying 

needs and ambitions of individuals and human interaction. The human side of society is often 

different from the rational characteristics attributed to people in the normative models 

mentioned above.”18 

Here, Dobers and Strannegård (2005) recognize that people are not calculating machines, but are 

in fact people, whose nature it can seem difficult to understand. This is nevertheless important 

when articulating solutions for problems that are as complex as these, and the human aspect of 

them is thus crucial to understand. This section of the literature review accounts for some of the 

underlying processes that influence people with regards to decreasing consumption. It also 

outlines how businesses are influenced by the mentality and psychological aspects of the people 

working in them. 

 

Understanding consumption 

How did we get here? 

Consumption is associated with many things. There must be no doubt that it developed to what it 

is for a reason. When moving beyond people’s basic needs, consumption has been a significant 

part of the development of society, as it has contributed to divide society into classes. In addition 

                                                 
17 Rifkin (2009), p. 548 
18 Dobers et al., 2001b - Quoted in Dobers & Strannegård (2005), p. 331 
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to this, consumption triggers a range of psychological buttons in people, and acts as a tool for 

them to express who they are, by allowing them to create identities and break with old ones 

Cross (2000).  

 

In 2000, the global amount spent on goods and services at the household level topped $20 

trillion. In 1960 it was $4,8 trillion (in 1995 dollars). Even considering the population growth, a 

major contributor has been increased consumption (Worldwatch Institute 2004). In 2003, there 

were more private cars than licensed drivers in the U.S. In comparison to 1975, new houses in 

2002 were 38% larger, despite a decrease in the average household size. Several authors agree 

that such statistics are symptoms of societies organized around consumption (Schor 1991, 1998; 

Cross 2000; Dobers & Strannegård 2005). Of the $20 trillion, North American and Western 

European countries (12% of the world population) accounted for 60%, while South Asia and 

sub-Saharan Africa (33% of the world population) accounted for 3,2%. 

 

Credit possibility has been a major cause of increased consumption in these countries. Many 

consumers become accustomed to buying products before they have the money for it, and once 

they have allowed for themselves to be in debt, they most likely do not get out of debt again 

(Schor 1991). American consumers’ lack of savings, and personal debts higher than ever before, 

literally lock-in consumers if they are to avoid personal bankruptcies (Schor 1998). Schor argues 

that it is a societal problem, an turns to a range of European and Asian countries that are able to 

save considerably more money than their American fellow consumers. Even in China and India, 

people with a considerably smaller income, are able to put money aside. This corners the 

problem – in a study of American consumers, the majority admitted that they could save more 

money, but that they are unwilling to cut back on “essentials”.  

 

In relation to this sense of what is essential, Sanne (2005) argues that the western countries are 

beyond scarcity, and beyond satisfying reasonable needs. However, relatively there is still 

uneven distribution, and consumers still have unmet desires. He argues that this is not a problem 

of lacking resources, and the fact that we know the ecological limits, means that the problem is 

with the political system and in the consumers’ mind. He refers to Horkheimer and Adorno 

(1972) in saying that ours is “a society which skillfully manages to keep a threatening surplus at 

a distance”. 

 

According to Van Dam & Apeldoorn (1996) it is to be expected that people do not cut back on 

consumption. They argue that even though mass media or science can perceive events on a 

global scale, it is beyond the scale of human perception (also Gibson 197919). “Only processes 

limited in time span, size and location are perceptible.”, and even when presented to global 

environmental problems, it is only rational that personal consequences outweigh these. When 

                                                 
19 Quoted by Van Dam & Apeldoorn (1996), p. 47 
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this is the case for everyone however, consumption becomes a global problem. When every 

individual increases their personal welfare at the cost of someone else, the global society is 

driven towards collapse (Van Dam & Apeldoorn 1996). The British National Consumer Council 

says that people generally have a positive but passive view of sustainable behavior, explained by 

them having more immediate concerns (Sanne 2005). Ultimately, a lot of people are aware of 

how decreased consumption will be sustainable, but they have a very passive attitude towards it. 

This is commonly associated with an expectation that others (e.g. other consumers or the 

authorities) should do something about the problem first. 

Needs 
One obstacle in decreasing consumption is in relation to needs, and defining them. When it is not 

agreed upon what constitutes necessity, excessive consumption remains a point of discussion 

(Worldwatch Institute 2010). The Oslo Symposium on Sustainable Consumption defined in 1994 

sustainable consumption as  

“the use of goods and services that respond to basic needs and bring a better quality of 

life, while minimizing the use of natural resources, toxic materials and emissions of waste and 

pollutants over the life cycle, so as not to jeopardize the needs of future generations”(Dolan 

2002) 

This definition still leaves a series of unanswered questions, as it is still up for discussion what 

constitutes basic needs.  

Schor (1991) divides needs into 2 types: (1) absolute needs, which we feel no matter how our 

fellow man is doing, and (2) relative needs, which satisfy us by letting us feel superior to our 

fellow man. Although this author thinks relative needs are not necessarily determined by how we 

feel in relation to other people, the argument serves the purpose of acknowledging that there are 

different purposes for different types of needs. This distinction makes it possible to question the 

prioritizing of these purposes, and it can be argued that some needs are more important than 

others. Borgmann (2000) says this well, as he explains that consumption is a condition of life, 

that should not be opposed. Life-sustaining consumption is however something that is typically 

constant for an organism and this is where human consumption gets off the tracks. 

 

A type of need that is of particular threat to sustainable consumption, is that which does not use 

products for their utility, but rather for the images that they represent or the psychological 

associations they have. This is what causes hyperconsumption, which is consumption in which 

there is no logical connection between the thing consumed, and the consumption act itself 

(Kilbourne et al. 1997). Some authors think that this makes consumption limitless, and that true 

welfare is not increased, as the needs tended to are not genuine to human nature (Worldwatch 

Institute 2004; Heller 1974; Featherstone 1991)20 argues that western societies are becoming 

                                                 
20 Cited in Dobers & Strannegård (2005), p. 328 
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increasingly aestheticized due to marketing that takes advantage of hyperconsumption, by 

constantly inventing new fashions, styles and sensations that have expressive qualities. 

Dolan (2002) argues that it is not only companies that influence how we express ourselves 

through products. He says that identities are always in the development, and that the “essence of 

modern selfhood is to be self-transforming … and to continually reinvent oneself”. This means 

the essence of modern consumption is insatiability.  

 “We need more objects to communicate more subtle, nuanced differences in identities, 

social statuses, roles, subcultural allegiances, and subjective dispositions. … one could posit that 

these long-term social processes are as much responsible for growing consumer desires as the 

promotional capabilities of Ford or McDonalds.”21 

 

These arguments lead in the direction of a conclusion that consumers gradually change needs, 

and commodities become more difficult to live without once they have been acquired and 

incorporated into the lifestyle. This means that despite consumption without objectively defined 

needs can be considered wasteful from an environmentalist perspective, it can be considered 

contributing in a social and cultural context. Although a common criticism of consumer culture 

is to be found here, change in consumption patterns is very likely to be met with hostility by 

many, as it is deeply entwined in consumer culture (Schaefer & Crane 2005; Worldwatch 

Institute 2010; Dolan 2002). 

Greed 
Gandhi once said: “Earth provides enough to satisfy every man’s need, but not every man’s  

greed”22 

The difference between the two is that need is partially physical, while greed is entirely 

metaphysical. Greed is thus unlimited (Pearce 2001). 

 

Schumacher (1973) argues that most people already have values and deeply rooted knowledge of 

how to live life in more healthy, ethically, and morally decent ways. It is especially greed as a 

psychological concept that traps us in the desire for more, and persuades us away from the path 

we already know to be better. If request for wealth and possession becomes too dominant in us, 

we dig our own graves – on a personal scale and a global scale. “The man who wants more than 

he is able to obtain, or that he will do damage on himself in order to obtain, he is a poor man” 

Schumacher uses the example of the farmer, who has to find the balance between utilizing the 

carrying capacity of the land (how much can grow on it), and reaching an exhaustive point in 

this. He desires to grow the maximum amount that the land can carry without reaching 

exhaustion. 

 

                                                 
21 Dolan (2002), p. 175 
22 Hildebrandt & Stubberup (2010) 
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It could seem that we trick ourselves into believing that bigger and more really IS better, and that 

quality supersedes quantity when it comes to many things (Pearce 2001).  

“The problem with homo economicus (concept of man as rational and self-interested) is 

that nonsatiation shades all too easily into nonsatisfaction. Once he sees (as the perspicacious 

economic man does) that having more will make him ‘better off’, it is hard to keep from wanting 

it. If more is better, discontent will not be far behind. Discontent is relieved, over and over again, 

by acquiring more. Where desires are infinite, the process of acquisition will become infinite 

itself”23 

Consumers often only see one of two ways to approach greed, by striving to obtain satisfaction 

through acquisition. A proposed solution could be a reduction of desire; the so called Zen path 

(Schor 1991). A contributing factor, Schor argues, is that the social norm affects the consumer to 

a large degree. From a psychological perspective, consumer satisfaction is influenced by 

aspirations and expectations to a larger degree than by actual belongings. A study of post-

purchase regret, points to a common tendency for consumers to lose interest in the product once 

acquired. This very clearly shows the metaphysical aspect of greed. 

Does consumption make us happier? 
The previous section will have us believe that in the nature of greed there is a repetitive cycle of 

approaching satisfaction but ending up with dissatisfaction.   

“[C]onsumerism is a cultural pattern that leads people to find meaning, contentment, and 

acceptance primarily through the consumption of goods and services. While this takes different 

forms in different cultures, consumerism leads people everywhere to associate high consumption 

levels with well-being and success.”24 

It seems that the pursuit of happiness is related to consumption, as if happiness it to be found in 

the products we bring into our lives. Research shows that after having satisfied the basic needs of 

food, shelter, transportation, medical assistance, there is very little increase in the level of 

happiness25. This research is supported by many authors (Schor 1991, 1998; Rifkin 2009; 

Worldwatch Institute 2010).   

Some studies show that income beyond a certain point (which is quite low) does not sustain 

happiness, but rather increases the desire to consume more. Studies show that on the contrary, 

western countries have more crime, alcoholism and drug abuse, psychological illnesses and 

lifestyle diseases such as obesity and stress (Dobers & Strannegård 2005; Rifkin 2009).  

 

Based on this, the lure that greed and consumerism will have consumers follow is deceptive in 

nature. If in fact additional wealth and consumption do not help people live more satisfying lives, 

any acts that promote consumerism and consumer culture should be reevaluated, as there is a risk 

such acts are counterproductive to sustainable development.  

                                                 
23 Schor (1991), p. 137 
24 Worldwatch Institute (2010), p. 8 
25 Gore (2009), p. 311 
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Consumers locked-in 
One in particular important counter argument to all the pitfalls of consumption, is that of the 

consumer realistically seeing himself as part of the problem. Cross (2000) says: 

“Mass consumption wonderfully combines hedonism with work, fantasy with hard-nosed 

realism, often maximizing extremes in a flurry of numbing activity. It surely has produced a 

harried society. But who would voluntarily abandon this way of life for the confining worlds of 

our ancestors or the stagnant and hypocritical existences of the former communist East? The 

consumer culture may be for cowards and the lazy, people who cannot find themselves or relate 

to others without the crutch of goods. But who among us does not fit this definition in some way? 

How many of us are really outside that culture?” 

Cross argues that at the same time most of us are repulsed by the absolute identity of society, the 

market and individual choice with shopping. He argues that we restrict consumption to some 

degree, by e.g. prohibiting drugs, and keeping products like tobacco and pornography out of 

reach of children. This reveals ambivalence in how we look at consumption. Consumers have a 

tendency to claim a personal striving for more spiritual, rational and sensitive selves, while at the 

same time they see competition, quest for happiness, youth, sexuality and power, in other people 

(Cross 2000).  

 

An American study yielded these results: 

80 % felt they should be saving more, 40% would like a simpler life, 70% described the “average 

American” as “very materialistic”, while only 8% felt they were materialistic themselves 

(Kilbourne et al. 1997). This type of mentality is incredibly dangerous, the criticism will say, as 

it makes consumers think they are responsible for sustainable consumption, when actually they 

are contributing to the problems without their own awareness. 

 

Some authors argue that even those consumers that are aware of their contribution to 

unsustainable consumption, feel locked-in and helpless in trying to do something about it (e.g. 

Heiskanen & Pantzar 1997). Our ambivalence with money is a good point of departure for this 

problem. While we want it, and strive for what it can give us, it is also a taboo how much we 

make and spend, and we call it both profane and polluted (Schor 1998). Schor refers to several 

studies when saying that a majority of the American population desired less materialistic and 

money-based lives. She adds to this, that it is largely against their will, and argues that it is due to 

powerful constraints that trap consumers in a work-and-spend cycle. After crime and drugs, 

American people saw materialism as the most serious problem for families, when Schor did her 

study. 

 

One argument is that consumers are caught by habit and convenience. 

“consumption systems are strongly characterized by habit and …  anarchic consumption 

patterns are difficult to achieve. This makes it difficult for consumers to break away from the 
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dominant social paradigm of consumer society, and consumer action in itself is therefore 

unlikely to affect the major shifts in affluent consumption behavior that a move toward more 

sustainable consumption would seem to require.”26 

 

Others argue that being locked-in is largely due to a work-and-spend cycle, in which consumers 

feel the need to work longer in order to support the lifestyle, which in turn grows as income and 

desire is increased (Dobers & Strannegård 2005; Schor 1991, 1998). According to this theory, 

dependency on certain products is shaped in the mind of the consumer, e.g. a car, which once 

acquired and incorporated in the lifestyle, quickly becomes a perceived necessity for the 

consumer. Contributing to the problem is, as there tends to be a shortage of jobs, an employer 

preference towards employees willing to have longer hours (Schor 1991). Working more and 

having less leisure make many consumers spend money earned by working hours they did not 

wish to, which in turn feeds into a need of more money (Dobers & Strannegård 2005).   

 

A final reason consumers express, as to why they feel locked-in, is that they see themselves in 

relation to other people, and use this as a benchmark of how well they are doing. An argument is 

that the social status one has, is a powerful indicator of how well one “should” feel, and this 

makes everyone strive for high social status. Ironically, Rifkin (2009) says that higher 

materialistic standards and increased consumption tends to do the opposite, and feed envy and 

greed in a continuous cycle that limits empathy for fellow men and care for the environment.  

It is a problem that consumers see themselves in relation to other consumers, because when 

everyone does so, there is never a relative change. This means whole societies can increase 

wealth, without anyone feeling any better about themselves, and this is believed to be what has 

happened to many societies today (Schor 1998). 

 

The point of establishing whether, or to what degree, consumers feel locked-in by consumption 

is to establish, where appropriate action should be taken. Some argue that the consumers by 

default are environmentally conscious, and make logical and rational decisions based in values, 

knowledge and information search (Schaefer & Crane 2005). This logic runs counter to the 

impressions that consumers are helpless victims of affluent cycles and consumer culture. 

Heiskanen & Pantzar (1997) also argue that consumers should have a great bargaining power in 

their demand, but at the same time say that knowledge and responsibility are so highly diffused 

in western society, that no one feels responsible to do this. 

Solutions 
As the previous pages have shown, there are many proposed problems and considerations to 

have in relation to decreasing consumption. Some can seem difficult for companies to do 

anything about, as they largely involve the psyche of the consumer, while other problems/issues 

                                                 
26 Appadurai (1986, 1996) – quoted in Schaefer & Crane (2005), p. 87 
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are possible to influence once their nature has been determined. Common to any solution is that 

it depends on the approaches to consumption, and the implications for their relation to 

sustainability. Schaefer & Crane (2005) distinguish between four different ways of looking at 

consumption: (1) consumption as a rational process based in individual information processing 

and decision making. (2) consumption imbedded in social and cultural practices. (3) hedonic 

consumption, with shopping as a pleasure giver. And (4) consumption as a communicator and 

identity creator. Each of these categories represents a different set of challenges when trying to 

incorporate more sustainable consumption, but they serve to understand differences in consumer 

mindset.  

For instance, if one looks at category 1, and thinks that consumers make purely rational 

decisions, a goal for more sustainable consumption would be to seek to get as many people as 

possible to incorporate this view.  

If on the other hand, consumption is looked at as being bound in a social and cultural context, the 

goal would be to affect cultural and social norms, as to change consumer behavior in a more 

sustainable direction.  

 

Consumption for affluent desire is a more difficult thing to have correspond with sustainability. 

Schaefer & Crane suggest that this type of consumption is linked to culture, because the products 

that are typically consumed for the pleasure of buying them bear with them a social status or 

cultural meaning. They argue that the consumer can learn to become free of this connection, and 

this would in turn decrease the hedonic consumption. They also think it is likely that this 

pleasure can instead be coupled to sustainable consumption or no consumption at all.  

This relates to the idea of consumption as being an identity constructor, and a mean of 

communicating who the consumer “is”. This is also possible to influence, and try to make it 

“trendy” to be sustainable and environmentally conscious. If this is the socially acceptable norm 

that is worth striving for, the consumers would in this way be guided in a more desirable 

direction. As long as people will desire to materialize their self-image there will be a market for 

the production of images. This can be influenced by the corporate world by using brands, design, 

images, and celebrities to create desirable images for consumers to adopt. Whether this tool is 

used for sustainably helpful or damaging actions, is up to the marketer.  

 

Overall, these suggestions all promote the goal of consuming less and more sustainably. 

Worldwatch Institute (2010) propose that there are several levels on which this can take place. 

Consumption cutbacks, they argue, will not suffice for a lifestyle change unless they are 

grounded in a philosophical approach that questions motives and reasons for purchase. For the 

consumer to ask himself, what really matters and is important, is their proposed way to a life of 

voluntary simplicity. They say that the “hidden treasure” is the acknowledgement that less 

consumption can lead to more fulfillment, richer relationships, and overall balance in life. 

Noteworthy is that knowledge lies at the core of the behavior of the consumer.  
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Solér (1996) summarizes a range of findings like this: 

“Specific knowledge about the consequences of environmentally conscious behaviour, 

preferably based on personal experience, is the most important factor when engaging in 

environmentally conscious behaviour.”27 

And she links it to social norms like this: 

 “knowledge of the consequences of environmentally conscious behaviour is a condition 

for the existence of norms and for the norms exerting an influence on such behaviour.”  

 

Helping the consumer culture obtain this knowledge, and obtain a philosophical foundation of 

the positive outcomes of decreased consumption, seems to be the strongest tool for businesses in 

trying to combine consumption with sustainable development. 

 

This concludes the section involving consumer culture, and what are the highlights of what the 

literature sees as considerable influencing factors in relation to obtaining sustainable 

consumption. These will in the discussion be compared to the research findings, from which 

conclusions will be drawn. 

A new business mentality 
Some authors say that in order to solve problems related to consumption and growth, there is a 

call for political influence and macroeconomic changes (e.g. Norgaard 2001). Others argue that 

change can find place at a smaller scale, and that individual companies can contribute by having 

as little an impact on the environment as possible, and using the influencing powers they possess, 

to inform their customers of the best possible way to consume their products (e.g. Schumacher 

1973). This section uncovers what the literature has to say about the approach of the individual 

business. 

A changed mindset 
As previously mentioned, some believe no one feels the responsibility to act more sustainably.  

Schumacher (1973) argues that this includes the businessman. Schumacher calls ‘The Market’ 

‘the institutionalization of individualism and non-responsibility”. He thinks that the businessman 

is separate from his private self, in that even if he believes in truth, goodness, and beauty, he will 

only prioritize profit. Pearce (2001) puts it this way: 

“Call a thing immoral or ugly, soul-destroying or a degradation of man, a peril to the 

peace of the world or to the well-being of future generations; as long as you have not shown it to 

be ‘uneconomic’ you have not really questioned its right to exist, grow and prosper.” 

 

Dolan (2002) contributes to the issue of non-responsibility, and argues that power is contingent 

on relations, and hence neither consumers nor producers have power (and thus responsibility). 

Both consumers and producers need each other in order to fulfill their needs, and the relationship 

                                                 
27 Solér (1996), p. 283 
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between them is thus a matter of cooperation and mutual understanding, and shared 

responsibility, rather than one having authority or power over the other. If companies are to 

uphold their end of the unwritten mutual agreement, they act on their responsibility.  

 

This is by Schumacher (1973) said to include a liberation from greed and envy in the 

businessman’s mind, and find the wisdom of what is right within him. This wisdom, Schumacher 

believes, is the foundation of “correct” behavior, and it will take the shape of ethical and 

responsible behavior. This will also make man experience himself as part of nature, rather than 

the owner of it, and this will ultimately make him treat nature and its resources as a precious part 

of himself (also Bragdon 2006).  

 

The mindset of the businessman is the foundation of a change in business practice. Rifkin (2009) 

is positive about the natural change in mindset, and says that the business students of tomorrow 

will automatically ask “why” and not just “how to” when a strategic decision is to be made (also 

Van Dam & Apeldoorn 1996). This is one way moral and ethics can be weaved into business 

management. This way, it can be questioned whether a product should be made or not – is there 

any need for it? Will it do any good, other than make the company money? A deeper 

consideration can then in turn question how the product should be made, considering the full life 

cycle of the product, from the choice of materials and suppliers, to the end of life options, and 

what will happen to the product when it is no longer in use (Worldwatch Institute 2010).  

Early adapters to a paradigm shift 
“What underlies the malaise of so many large and successful organizations worldwide is 

that their theory of the business no longer works”28 

A change in mindset is believed to be the foundation of the change that is called for. Senge et al. 

(2008) believe this change is already in the making, and that once more sustainable practices 

have been implemented, there is no turning back: 

“No matter what the reason, more and more companies are moving to take advantage of 

the new realities of business. And as with every trend, for all the early adopters, there are the 

laggards who wait to see how the prevailing winds are blowing before jumping in. … Once 

organizations make this commitment, however, customers and employees will hold them to it. If 

they don’t deliver, these same customers and employees will go elsewhere, to others who are 

demonstrating a serious commitment to moving forward.” 

 

The advantages of such behavior are already starting to show. In a study for the Center for 

Advanced Purchasing Studies, it was found that “increased corporate social responsibility is 

generally correlated with higher revenues, healthier and safer work environments, and improved 

relationships with customers and suppliers” (Worldwatch Institute 2004). Hildebrandt & 

                                                 
28 Peter F. Drucker, “The Theory of the Business – quoted by Bragdon (2006), p. 227 
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Stubberup (2010) say that once a corporation has focus on life affirming virtues and  self-

organizing processes, they will reflect the work of the employees, in the form of increased 

inspiration and ”drive”. This contributes significantly to a healthy working environment, in 

which the goals of the employees correlate with the goals of the business.  

 

These points put forward easily make it seem like change is a very straightforward thing that 

anyone can implement. Some noteworthy criticism is also expressed: 

The Worldwatch Institute (2004) says that it should not be underestimated how strong the 

“staying power” is for many companies. Change is almost always met with reluctance, and 

business models that go “all in” on the environmental front are highly unfamiliar territories for 

many businesses.  

Schaefer & Crane (2005) argues that industries will promote environmentally responsible 

consumption where there is an attractive market for it, and there is an opportunity for growth. 

However, he adds to this, that he does not think industry will promote less consumption, as this 

would be counterintuitive.  

Cautious of growth 
Company growth is typically associated with the advantages of economies of scale. This does 

not translate well into decreasing consumption.  

“Today’s state-of-the-art semiconductor manufacturing plant, for instance, now costs 

around $3 billion, a huge investment that must be paid for even when sales are poor. Fixed costs 

therefore represent financial risk. This danger can be reduced by increasing output and sales so 

that fixed costs are spread over a greater volume of products and a greater diversity of 

markets.”29 

When business leaders create a company mentality where productivity growth is used to 

maximize output, it contributes to an ever expansion of industries and competition that partially 

occurs because everyone is doing it.  

Growth is often strived for from a firm perspective, and not from the point of view of society or 

the natural environment Kilbourne et al. (1997). When taking perspectives other than the firm, 

growth is not necessarily advantageous.  

 

Schumacher (1973) understood from an early point in time that bigger is not necessarily better 

(also Daly 1996; and Schaefer & Crane 2005). Especially the size of businesses is difficult. The 

large corporation has structured efficiency that can accomplish incredible things due to greater 

scale. The small business has creative autonomy and closer ties to personal beliefs. These two 

have to find a balance as a company grows, and Schumacher reminds us that it would be a 

crucial mistake to assume growth to be only beneficial. 

                                                 
29 Worldwatch Institute (2004), p. 14 
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”Schumacher counteracted the idolatry of giantism with the beauty of smallness. People, 

he argued, could only feel at home in human-scale environments. If structures – economic, 

political or social – became too large they became impersonal and unresponsive to human needs 

and aspirations. Under these conditions individuals felt functionally futile, dispossessed, 

voiceless, powerless, excluded, alienated”30 

Schumacher (1973) realized that large corporations were here to stay, and urged in this context, 

that these try to obtain smallness within their businesses. He argues that large organizations go 

through a series of centralizations and decentralizations, and that it is vital that it ultimately 

becomes each of these that characterize the organization.  

Korten (1999) adds to this, by summarizing the message of a series of authors: 

 “hierarchy is a limited and inefficient mode of organization. All counsel that when given 

the necessary freedom, people are both responsible and innovative and will come up with far 

more creative products and problem solutions than they could produce when restrained by 

authoritarian hierarchies. All advocate greater reliance on lateral networking structures that 

function on the basis of shared values and information feedback.”31  

Copying nature 
In the attempts of adapting a business strategy to be compatible with the goals of sustainable 

development, Korten (1999) suggests that companies use life as a measure. This would mean 

looking beyond growth and monetary increase, and looking at the impact the company has on the 

environment, the customers, and the employees, and using other measurements to indicate how 

well the business is doing. For instance, a company that produces vaccines could measure 

success by how many people are no longer in need of the vaccine, or how many people have 

been “cured” with it. For each aspect of the business, it can be measured how living assets are 

affected; how good the positive impact is, and how little the negative impact is. Goals should be 

set as to respectfully increase and decrease these as much as possible. As mentioned previously 

in the study, it is also important to include all costs in the sales price. Including the toll on the 

environment is in line with this measurement. 

“It is much more likely that resource consumption will be minimized and the generation 

of wastes and emissions avoided if manufacturers factor environmental considerations in from 

the very beginning when they design products, develop production technologies, and select 

materials.”32 

 

Relating to this approach, Bragdon’s (2006) recipe for the business model of the future is called 

Living Asset Stewardship. Central to the concept is that companies ask themselves why they 

exist (what is their purpose), what they stand for (what are their values) and how they operate 

(what are the organizational qualities and corporate culture like). He argues that companies that 

                                                 
30 Pearce (2001), p. XIV 
31 Korten (1999), p. 174 
32 Worldwatch Institute (2004), p. 106 



    

 Master’s Thesis  Cand. Merc. IMM  

 

Kasper Folnæs Page 40 

act like living communities are best fit for future growth and adaptability. Living assets (people 

and nature) are true irreplaceable value, where profit is not, and he further argues that when these 

assets are protected, the productivity and longevity of companies are ensured. The best 

foundation for a company of being a “living asset steward” is to be found in high integrity of the 

management and its processes. He also argues that corporations are living systems and must be 

treated as such. Mechanistic command-and-control techniques are thus self-defeating. Instead, 

the management must try and work in unison with the employees (and nature) and make sure 

their needs are tended to as well, which will in turn tend to the needs of the company (also Van 

Dam & Apeldoorn 1996). 

“these companies are different from their traditionally managed peers in two other  

respects: they are more decentralized and networked; and they manage more by qualitative 

means (e.g., building learning capacity) than by quantitative ends.”33 

Statistics show that through Living Asset Stewardship, companies do exceptionally well 

financially. Bragdon (2006) says that this is due to synergies rather than financial gearing.  

 

This concludes the highlighted considerations the literature offers in relation to incorporating a 

business mentality that is more applicable for sustainable development and decreased 

consumption. The points that have been outlined, shape the foundation of what is in the 

discussion to be compared with research findings. 

Tools for businesses 
The literature review has thus far covered macro environmental considerations, noteworthy 

aspects of consumer culture and consumer behavior, as well as aspects of the foundation of 

businesses, all in relation to decreased consumption and sustainable development. This part of 

the review will take a closer look at some of the more tangible aspects of decreasing 

consumption. This includes more “hands-on” strategies, and considerations in relation to these, 

as a company seeks to combine goals of decreasing consumption with the goals of keeping a 

healthy business. 

Dematerialization and eco-efficiency 
Dematerialization and efficiency are ways for companies to minimize the environmental toll of 

their production. Dematerialization is here defined as ‘a decrease of material and energy use in a 

process’ (Sun 2000). It lies very close to the term eco-efficiency, which by Opschoor et al 

(1995)34 is ‘the strategy of reducing the material content of goods without reducing their utility’. 

Eco-efficiency has been related to the school of believers of the “technology-fix”, because it 

promotes a view of technology as the solution to environmental problems (Bragdon 2006; Daly 

1996). Daly criticizes this view and says “we can surely eat lower on the food chain, but we 

cannot eat recipes!” 

                                                 
33 Bragdon (2006), p. 24 
34 Quoted by Dobers & Wolff (1999), p. 33 
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Others join this criticism, and argue that the growth in population and consumption is far greater 

than the material advances in industrial production. It is already starting to happen, and the 

forecast for the future is even worse, that the amount of physical products, no matter how 

environmentally friendly and efficient their production, inhibits the trail toward more sustainable 

economies (Dobers & Strannegård 2005) 

An example of how energy reduction cannot keep up with increase in production is found in the 

Chinese steel industry. Even 90% energy efficiency improvements can be overcome in app. 15 

years (Senge et al. 2008). 

 

While some authors are busy criticizing dematerialization and eco-efficiency, authors argue that 

it is important that businesses do not altogether abandon the goal of making production efficient. 

Especially because there are many technologies and processes that have existed for many years, 

which have long been outdated by newer and much more efficient methods (Gore 2009).  

Worldwatch Institute (2004) urges increased attention from both consumers and producers on the 

full lifecycle of products, expressing that attention has to go deep; how much energy is required 

for production, which materials are used, and what types of waste is associated with the whole 

production process. But it goes further, as producers also should think about the extent the 

product serves the consumer need, how long it lasts, and what should happen to the product once 

the lifecycle is reaching its end. Daly (1996) argues that by minimizing output and limiting 

production to what is necessary is an investment in natural capital. Thus, investments by 

companies in innovation that enable them to reduce volumes or throughput are indirect 

investment in natural capital.  

Planned obsolescence 
Planned obsolescence refers to the concept of products that are designed to become obsolete, 

resulting in repetitive consumption patterns. Gillette was one of the first to adopt it as a strategy, 

when disposable razor blades were invented in the beginning of the 20th century (Worldwatch 

Institute 2010). The 1920’s vice president of General Motors Research Corporation, Charles 

Kettering put it this way: 

 “business needs to create a ‘dissatisfied customer’: its mission is ‘the organized creation 

of dissatisfaction’.”35 

This mindset became incredibly successful throughout the 20th century, in which many industries 

periodically made new models, accustoming the consumer to new feels and designs and 

functionalities of the same product. Planned obsolescence made “sense” economically speaking 

back in a time when there was not yet made the connection of production and cost to the 

environment. Before anyone could comprehend that resources are finite, planned obsolescence 

boosted the economy (Pearce 2001). 

 

                                                 
35 Quoted by Schor (1991), p. 120 
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Planned obsolescence is by many considered a threat to sustainable consumption, as population 

growth and pushed consumption amounts to enormous output rates for the future (Durning 

199236; Dobers & Wolff 1999; Sun 2000, Sanne 2002).  

In many categories of products, there are examples that are made of poorer quality and often 

offered at a much lower price too, so that the consumer will replace them much sooner than the 

competing products of higher quality. IKEA furniture is a great example of this. Compared to 

furniture made of hard wood, meant to last for a long time, most IKEA products are made of a 

much poorer quality that simply cannot withstand the same toll of use and deterioration that time 

will offer it, and the product quickly becomes obsolete. IKEA has great success in selling this 

type of product, because it can be offered at a very low cost, and the consumer can thus have a 

much more relaxed relationship to the product, and its value and lifetime will be much less 

appreciated. 

Another type of planned obsolescence is that in which a fully functional product becomes 

obsolete in the mind of the consumer. Electronics are great examples of this; the cell phone or 

computer that works just fine will no longer satisfy the need of the consumer, who desires to stay 

“up-to-date”, and perfectly well-working products will be quickly discarded and replaced with 

new ones.  

Both of these examples of planned obsolescence might be considered “good business” from the 

point of view of the respective producers, but from a sustainability point of view, they are 

contributing extensively to consumption, and an unnecessary one that is.  

 

The knowledge of planned obsolescence and consumer attitudes towards it, is useful for 

companies to implement into their strategy. It could prove to be a win-win situation to offer 

consumers products that are of high-quality and long-lasting (Schor 1991). 

Services 
Services offer the opportunity of creating substantial value for the consumer, while using 

considerably less resources. Heiskanen & Pantzar (1997) defines service efficiency as 

“providing a maximum of useful end-services to consumers using a minimum of materials and 

energy”. Some authors believe that a service industry is a great step towards a more sustainable 

economy (e.g. Worldwatch Institute 2004). 

Services can be complementary to products, as they contribute to the value of the products. This 

gives the business the opportunity of having much loyal customer that keep coming back for 

more business, but without it resulting in increased consumption of products. 

Another suggestion is to sell functions and services instead of products, but related to the use that 

the products previously had. This could e.g. be automobile producers that sell transportation, or 

lawn mower producers could mow lawns (Dobers & Wolff 1999). 

                                                 
36 Quoted by Kilbourne et al. (1997), p. 6 
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A third suggestion is that businesses offer a service so that the customers can lease or pool 

products instead of buying them (Dobers & Wolff 1999; Heiskanen & Pantzar 1997; Korten 

1999). This is for instance applicable to products that are used relatively infrequent (Fisk 1973). 

It is argued that this is in the interest of the producer because the recycled and end-of-life aspects 

remains in their control, as well as the money invested in the product, which comes back to them.   

“The product provides a service to the customer while the manufacturer maintains 

ownership of the product’s material assets. At the end of a defined period of use, the 

manufacturer takes back the product and reuses its materials in another high-quality product. 

Widely practiced, the product-of-service concept can change the nature of consumption as 

human systems powered by renewable energy reuse valuable materials through many product 

lifecycles.”37 

 

A criticism of leasing and pooling products, is whether customers are willing to give up private 

ownership as they have been used to having (Dobers & Wolff 1999). Ownership is at the heart of 

capitalist ideology and has been shaped over hundreds of years. There is also the risk that the 

lack of ownership will cause the consumers to treat products worse, or maintain them less, 

because responsibility tends to walk hand in hand with ownership. This would lead to more 

repair and renewal, and thus higher environmental strain (also Fisk 1973). Another consideration 

is whether it yields environmental benefits to lease or pool. Perhaps it gives access to goods that 

some consumers would otherwise not be able to afford, or upgrading can be done so frequently 

that the overall production becomes unsustainably high, where it otherwise would not (Dobers & 

Wolff 1999).  

Repair, maintenance and upgrades 

A solid criticism of typical business methods is that products are of such quality and price that 

more often than not they are rendered impossible or very difficult to repair or upgrade. 

Discarding and buying a new product is the more common and economically sound option. This 

calls for more durability, repairability and upgradability (Worldwatch Institute 2004), but in such 

a way that it does not discourage companies from making a profit of it.  

 

Offering products that encourage maintenance, repair, upgrades, recycling, reuse and 

remanufacturing are all examples of far more sustainable solutions than your typical buy-and-

throw-away option, and additionally it creates a relationship between producer and consumer, 

and makes it possible for the producer to generate profits from a product throughout its lifetime 

(Worldwatch Institute 2004; Senge et al. 2008; Dobers & Wolff 1999). 

 

                                                 
37 Worldwatch Institute (2004), p. 105 
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A noteworthy consideration is products that last longer and are of higher quality, usually include 

higher prices, as the quality should walk hand in hand with safer working conditions and well 

compensated workers (Schor 1998; Worldwatch Institute 2004).  

 

This concludes the highlights of business tools related to decreased consumption. The literature 

review has now covered a broad range of topics considered to be of value to companies in 

implementing decreased consumption as part of a business strategy. This includes considerations 

of the economic and political aspects of globalization and macroeconomic growth, and how these 

influence businesses. It also has included a view on consumption, and an outline of what keeps 

consumption in place and difficult for businesses to challenge. Lastly, it has included a range of 

suggestions of what a business should look like in order to successfully include sustainable 

development and consumption in its strategies. In addition to this, has been a brief outline of 

strategies for businesses to develop, which are intended to decrease consumption. 

This concludes the literature review. In the following, the research findings will be presented.  
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Research findings 
This part of the study presents the findings of the primary research; a questionnaire in which 

consumers were asked about decreased consumption and a series of interviews with the Swedish 

company Gränfors Bruks that relate to the implementation of sustainable development and 

decreased consumption as a business strategy.  

The questionnaire results are presented as highlights, in order to gain as clear an overview of 

responses as possible. This will be utilized in the analysis and discussion later in the study. 

The interview results are outlined as an overall description of the company, its leadership 

mentality, and strategic tools in relation to sustainable development. This is done even though 

the interviews had specific questions, but as these acted as a frame of getting to understand the 

company and its activities. Thus, the responses to these questions have resulted in an overall 

impression of the company, and how it is placed in relation to the applicable aspects of the 

literature review. 

Questionnaire results 
In the following, the highlights of the questionnaire results will be outlined. To see all questions 

and responses, see appendix C. 

 

Q3 - Is it your experience that the overall culture you live in, affects consumption? 

The answers to this question were very clear. Almost all respondents had experience that culture 

encourages consumption. 42% thought so to a high degree, and 46% to a low degree. 10% found 

that culture either did not encourage, or did not affect consumption in any way.  

 

Q4 - Is it your impression that people’s overall consumption level is changing? 

On this question there was not a uniform answer. A total of 44% thought the overall 

consumption is increasing (12% to a high degree, and 32% to a low degree). A total of 41% 

found consumption to generally be decreasing (35% to a low degree and 5% to a high degree). 

Overall, 84% found no change or a change of a low degree, so no major changes are apparent in 

people’s impressions. 

 

Q5 - Do you think there is a need for change in the level of consumption? 

A total of 29% thought the level of consumption should be increased (4% to a high degree, and 

25% to a low degree). A total of 50% thought it should be decreased (32% to a low degree, and 

18% to a high degree). 12% thought there was no need for change. Generally speaking the 

majority thought that if change were to be made, it should be in the form of a decrease.  

 

Q6 - Whose responsibility do you think it is to decrease consumption? (several answers 

possible) 
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The 50% that thought consumption should be decreased, were in this question to answer whose 

responsibility they think it is to make sure this happens. Several answers were possible. 

88% thought that the consumers are responsible for this. 44% thought it is the companies, and 

46% thinks governments are responsible. 

 

Q7 - When you buy a product, do you ask yourself whether you need it or not? 

In this question, the vast majority answered that they do ask themselves whether they need a 

product. 40% said that they always do, and 52% said that they sometimes do. Only 7% answered 

that they rarely do, and none answered that they never do.  

 

Q8 - Do you feel your consumption needs are changing? 

Approximately 1/3 of respondents said that their needs are not changing (32%). 29% said their 

needs are increasing to a low degree, and 27% that they are decreasing to a low degree. So 

generally speaking, needs are either not changing or only changing to a low degree (a total of 

88%). 7% felt that their needs are decreasing to a high degree, and only 2% felt that they are 

increasing to a high degree.  

 

Q9 - Do you feel the level of how much you actually consume is changing? 

In relation to the previous question, respondents were asked if their actual consumption is 

changing. Again, approximately 1/3 (32%) said that their consumption is not changing. 25% said 

it is increasing to a low degree, and 33% that it is decreasing to a low degree. Noteworthy is that 

a total of 90% feel there is no or little change in their consumption.  

 

Q10 - How do you feel about the consumption act itself? (going out and buying new things) 

The responses show that consumers generally enjoy consumption. 29% say they also do, and 

58% say they sometimes do. 11% rarely enjoy it, and 1% never enjoy it. This indicates that more 

often than not, the consumption act is enjoyed. 

 

Q11 - How do you think you would feel if you consumed less? 

Despite learning in the previous question that the act of consumption is generally enjoyed, it does 

not seem that the majority of respondents would feel much different if they were to consume 

less. 59% answered that they would not feel any different if they consumed less. A total of 19% 

said they would feel happier (with 2% a lot happier, and 17% happier to a small degree). A total 

of 17% would feel less happy (of which 1% would feel a lot less happy). 

Overall it seems that consuming less would have minor psychological impact on the respondents. 

 

Q12 - Do you feel a conflict between your intentions and your actual actions with regards to 

consumption? 
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On this question, the respondents were quite divided. A total of 53% said that more often than 

not, they feel a conflict between their intentions and their actions. A total of 44% feel a conflict 

either rarely or never.  

 

Q13 - Do you feel your actions as a consumer influence the supply of products on the 

market? 

This question also divides the respondents in two. 49% feel that their actions influence the 

market, while 42% do not.  

 

Q14 - Do you feel aware of the environmental consequences of the purchases you make? 

In this question, there is a tendency that the respondents do feel aware of the environmental 

consequences of their purchases. 10% said they are always aware of this, and 56% are some 

times. 33% in total feel less aware, as 24% answered they rarely feel aware, and 9% that they 

never do.  

 

Q15 - If you had to choose between the following, what kind of product would you 

preferably buy? 

In this question, respondents were asked to choose between “a long lasting product at a high 

price” or “a short lasting product at a low price”. This question is built on the assumption that 

quality and price mostly walk hand in hand, and that if companies produce longer lasting 

products (and thus less products), it will likely be at a higher premium price. The question is 

meant to indicate to what extent respondents are thinking in short term or long term.  

78% preferred the longer lasting product at the higher price, and 12% preferred the shorter 

lasting product at the lower price. 9% were not able to choose between the two, which is 

understandable, as it is a hypothetical question that is not based in a realistic scenario.  

 

Q16 - If you had to choose between the following, which option would you prefer when you 

have a product that is no longer working? 

Similar to the previous question, here respondents were asked to choose between having a 

product repaired or renewed. The purpose is to get an impression of respondents’ tendency of 

thinking sustainably. Repairing a product will in most cases be sparing of the environment. Also, 

the question can indicate the psychological element of having something that is new. 

The answers are divided in two, almost exactly. 46% prefer having the product repaired, and 

47% prefer having it renewed. Again, a large percentage (7%) were not able to make a choice.  

 

Q17 - What do you generally think companies' position is on maintenance of their 

products? 

In this question respondents were asked what their impression is of companies’ position on 

maintenance of their products. A large majority of respondents answered that they think 
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companies discourage maintenance (67%), and only 13% think they encourage it. 10% chose 

that they do neither of these, and 10% answered that they do not know.  

 

Q18 - Is it your experience that products become obsolete or break earlier than you wish 

they would? 

This question is meant to get an impression of how consumers feel about the products they 

purchase, and whether they last as long as the consumers wish they do. In other words, do 

consumers feel that they have to renew or repair products sooner than they wish. To this, 65% 

answered that they sometimes do. 15% said they always feel this way, making a total of 80% that 

more often than not, feel this way. 18% experience this rarely, and only 1% never experience it. 

Generally speaking, almost all respondents (98%) experience to some degree that products do 

not last as long as they wish they would.  

 

Q19 - Would you be interested in a different kind of ownership of products to ensure a 

more environmentally friendly consumption? (for instance by leasing products from 

companies, or buy sharing products with other consumers) 

To this, a total of 63% answered that it is likely they would be interested (of these 15% highly 

likely).  A total of 32% answered that this was unlikely. Generally there is a willingness to have 

different kinds of ownership.  

 
This concludes the findings in the questionnaire.  
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Gränsfors Bruks interviews 
In the following, highlights will be presented from a series of interviews with Gränsfors Bruks 

AB. Interviews were conducted with Gabriel Brånby, former owner of the company, as well as 

Adam Brånby, and Daniel Brånby, sons of Gabriel and current owners. Full interviews are in 

appendix D as audio recordings. 

Introduction and history 
Gränsfors Bruks is an example of a company that has taken a stance in relation to more 

sustainable business practices. The company produces axes, and has done so for more than 100 

years. The company suffered from the introduction of the chainsaw in the 1960s, as well as 

globalization which made competition from other countries and larger companies an increasing 

threat to the small company. Gränsfors Bruks tried to compete with this during the following 

decades, but with poor results. In an attempt to compete, the company increased production 

output by making axes as fast and inexpensively as possible. Both products and workplace was 

suffering from this, as poor quality products, poor working environment and increased 

environmental burden, lead the company to bankruptcy in the 80s. This is when new 

management arrived, and Gabriel Brånby took over the company with a set of new ideas.  

He wanted to produce a high quality product, and he thought this was only possible if the 

company was also of high quality38. He believed this was to be obtained by creating a healthy 

working environment and business that produced the best axes, with care for customers, 

employees and environment. This ultimately meant a change in the business strategy, as the 

company would be producing high quality products that last longer, and thus have decreased 

physical output.  

Quality 
Since the takeover of the company, Gabriel had a vision: that the company had a responsibility to 

the axe culture. Bound in this sense of responsibility, the company set out to learn as much about 

axes as possible. Before they knew how to forge an axe, they had to understand how it is used.  It 

is through this deep knowledge that the company has come to make such good products. As 

Gabriel says: “the one who knows the most, is the winner”. Once they understood the purpose of 

an axe, it was much easier to remove everything added to the product over many years of 

production, and arrive at a much more “honest” product – a product that serves exactly the 

purpose it is meant to, and nothing more or less39. Along with the product, Gabriel knew, 

information would have to be supplied. In this case the consumer would be informed about the 

product, where it was from, how it was made, how to use it, and how to maintain it. This helps 

the consumer understand what he needs, and he is able to make better choices based on this 

knowledge.  

 

                                                 
38 Interview Gabriel Brånby 
39 Interview Gabriel Brånby 
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Gränsfors Bruks has understood that a product sends an excellent message in itself when it is 

honest about what it is. For this to work however, it must be a consistent message, which means 

that the quality of the product must always be high. This is something Gabriel says is difficult to 

help all employees to see. Because it is not enough that only management has the vision that the 

products should be excellent quality, the entire company needs to have this foundation. This is 

why Gränsfors Bruks changed the salary for the blacksmiths, so that instead of being on 

commission, they had a fixed pay. Furthermore, blacksmiths forge their initials into every axe 

head, as to signify who has made it40. This has a series of positive outcomes; the blacksmiths 

make products of better quality, they put pride in their work, and the consumers are given the 

impression that they buy a product which both the company and the smith who made it, sets a 

guarantee for.   

 

When talking about high quality products, it is obvious that this contributes significantly to the 

ability to sell their products. Because their products are of so good quality, their customers stay 

loyal to them, and give them a lot of business. They also act as ambassadors among other 

consumers, as they spread the word about how happy they are with the products, which then 

comes back to the company in the form of viral marketing and word of mouth. Offering a 

product that people like has also yielded other advantages. Several magazines in the “outdoors” 

and “wild-life activities” categories have put Gränsfors Bruks products in their catalogues, 

without charging the company41. This sort of synergy effects can only come from offering a 

genuine product that people come to have a relationship with.  

Products that are based in knowledge, honesty, trust, and quality deserve to be sold at a higher 

price. And these are also the types of product consumers tend to care for the most. Gabriel says 

that when a product does not disappoint, and the consumer can put his trust in it, it becomes like 

a friend. But it is not only fair to the consumer that the product should have a higher price, 

Gabriel says. It is to everyone involved in the creation of this product; the employees, the 

environment, and the overall society42. This price, when consumers are willing to pay it, is the 

approval that the product and the company is “allowed” to exist. Likewise, if a company creates 

a poor product, not worth paying much for, it does not deserve the opportunity cost it encroaches 

on society and the natural environment by existing. 

 

The fact that several companies have copied Gränsfors Bruks’ products and services, is both an 

indicator that the company’s approach is considered successful, but it also has been a 

problematic thing to deal with for the small company. The company responds by continuously 

putting the product in focus, and in meeting the customers’ needs 100%.  This is based in a trust 

                                                 
40 Interview Gabriel Brånby 
41 Interview Daniel Brånby 
42 Interview Gabriel Brånby 
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that the consumer, when presented with the correct information, is able to make the distinction 

between the genuine product and the copy. 

Hierarchy and culture 
Values are essential to Gränsfors Bruks and the business it has come to be, and these values are 

above laws43. To love their customers, take responsibility for their products and their role in the 

industry and the axe culture, as well as their responsibility to their employees, society and the 

environment, are all acts that are based on their values. Everyone needs to believe in these values 

for the company to be a success44.  

 

The company is highly centralized in the sense that the overall direction, and the mentality with 

which the company should be run, is set by the owners. The values translate into a set of morals 

about how work should be done, e.g. by what quality products must be made, or how consumer 

needs are to be met. This creates the framework for employees to work within. What is done 

within this frame, is determined in close cooperation with the employees, and this means quite 

decentralized authority45. The management believes that experts within any given field, should 

be the ones that are listened to, and management is thus not afraid to leave decisions to be made 

by others in the hierarchy. This hierarchy is a very small one, which is also a deliberate decision 

from the management. The company has 24 employees and a very limited hierarchy. For each 

work area is a spokesman, who management deals with directly on behalf of the group he/she 

represents. With growth, more hierarchy is needed, and this is cause for concern according to 

Gabriel Brånby. He thinks the values are one of the most important things about the company, 

and the ability or inability to spread these throughout the company, is crucial to its success.  

 

One way to ensure the company is on the right path, is by measuring the company “success” on 

other parameters than income or growth. Daniel Brånby says that of course turnover and revenue 

are important, but there are aspects of the business that it does not say anything about. Employee 

satisfaction and healthy workplace is a high priority for him. The management makes sure to 

always have a close contact with all employees, and spending time with them, in order to better 

understand their working conditions and needs. To level with employees by being in the 

production, and “getting dirty” is what minimizes the distance between hierarchical levels, and it 

is extremely important in order to create an environment where the employees feel comfortable 

expressing their feelings and needs46. Daniel puts it this way: “a leader cannot lead the 

employees, if he does not know what they do”. 

 

                                                 
43 Interview Gabriel Brånby 
44 Interview Gabriel Brånby and Interview Adam Brånby 
45 Interview Adam Brånby 
46 Interview Daniel Brånby 
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Another way to measure how well the company is living up to their values is by testing customer 

satisfaction. Along with every product comes a proof of guarantee that lasts 20 years. On this 

guarantee card, is also a feedback form, in which customers can write what they think about the 

product, and if they have any complaints or unmet needs. Customers are asked to use the product 

for a couple of weeks or months, and then fill out the card and return it to Gränsfors Bruks. This 

ingenuous way of coupling guarantee with customer feedback, has ensured the company a great 

source of measuring satisfaction. Every single card that is returned to Gränsfors is registered, and 

the feedback noted. This has helped not only the company to continuously develop their products 

in order to maximize customer satisfaction, but it is also a great way to stay on the desired track 

of prioritizing customer needs. It is important that product development always gives the 

consumer something more than they did before47.  

Growth 
Growth in itself is not a goal to Gränsfors Bruks. It is only desirable to grow in order to make the 

company better, and this is not always a safe assumption to say that more growth will 

guarantee48.  If they e.g. were to build a new production facility, it would prove very difficult to 

maintain the values, which they are able to foster so well at their current size. This leaves the 

impression that the company can only grow as fast as the mentality of the people within it is able 

to follow. Since values are so highly cherishes, it is employee mentality that is the limiting factor 

to growth, not the production capacity or similar popular growth related goals. 

 

Gabriel thinks many companies think the same way as he does, but argues that it becomes 

problematic to stay in contact with it when a company grows a lot, and wants to earn more 

money. Gränsfors Bruks often say no to customers, because they know they will not be able to 

live up to their own values if they accepted the job49. This is their current limit to growth – that 

they are still able to keep their values alive and well across the whole company.  

Tools for decreasing consumption 

The company always looks at the full lifecycle of their products, by having clear requirements as 

to which suppliers they use, by having as sustainable production as possible, and in doing theirs 

to make their products have as long a life as possible. An axe, if maintained well, can last 

generations, with the occasional regrinding and handle replacement. Key to looking at the full 

lifecycle of the product, according to Adam Brånby, is to always have a high level of awareness 

and consider every single decision.  

 

The company believes in incremental change and adaptation, and is not afraid to admit that 

despite their efforts to be as sustainable as possible, they still leave a footprint on the 

                                                 
47 Interview Gabriel Brånby 
48 Interview Adam Brånby 
49 Interview Daniel Brånby 
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environment. Their mentality is to keep prioritizing sustainable production, and this means there 

is always something that could be done better. A particular problem is the freight of their supply 

of wooden handles, which are shipped from The United States. This is not optimal, but so far the 

company has felt the quality of the handles would have to be prioritized, and say that there is 

always a tradeoff with this sort of decisions50.  

 

In the production, dematerialization and eco-efficiency have influenced the production, as 

several environmentally harmful aspects were removed or minimized. Examples are that the 

production involves much less grinding than previously, no painting of the axes, and no glue or 

epoxy involved. The positive outcomes of these actions are many; the production is much more 

environmentally friendly, aesthetics are returned to the product, it saves the company of 

considerable costs associated with toxic materials and energy use, and it makes employees and 

owners feel good about making a product that is made in respect of the environment.  

 

The company emphasizes that it is not enough to develop a high quality product in a sustainably 

sound way. They also do a lot to inform and educate the consumer, and ensure that their products 

come to last as long as possible. Every axe comes with the “axe book” included, which offers 

information that helps the customer understand how to use and maintain every specific product. 

The company also offers a range of services in relation to this, as they offer sharpening of the 

products, as well as a series of courses in how to use them and maintain them, e.g. log house 

building courses. Management considers these services to be adding to their growth, but only 

because they are in relation to the products51. The services could thus never replace the product, 

but they are purposeful in making the consumers care for the product they have purchased, and 

in making it possible for the product to have as long a lifecycle as possible.  

 

For Gränsfors Bruks, it is all about getting to understand axes and their different usages. And this 

is what they attempt to pass on to the consumers. They believe consumers need to be aware of 

why they should pay more for a Gränsfors Bruks axe, and this is partly done by sharing their 

whole business, both the mentality behind it, and the actual production. This is why the company 

is open for public visits, and they disclose all of their production methods and environmental 

dealings and concerns. Their products and services are serving a niche of people that want high 

quality axes that last long, have aesthetics, and are environmentally friendly52. It is a clear 

indication that they are doing something considered good, as many companies copy their 

products and services, and approach the consumers in a similar way.  

 
 

  

                                                 
50 Interview Adam Brånby 
51 Interview Adam Brånby 
52 Interview Adam Brånby 



    

 Master’s Thesis  Cand. Merc. IMM  

 

Kasper Folnæs Page 54 

Analysis and discussion 
The analysis and discussion aspects of the study have been chosen to be in supplement of each 

other. Together, they serve the purpose of drawing attention to patterns in the research findings, 

cross examining these in relation to the literature review, and discuss similarities and deviations 

between the two.  

Based on this process, it is believed that a thorough coverage is possible of the considerations 

deemed necessary to articulate sustainable business strategies that include the goal of decreased 

consumption. 

 

Consumption a problem? 
As a starting point, it is considered appropriate to determine to what extent the research findings 

reveal consumption to be a problem. 

 

Based on the questionnaire results, consumption is neither grossly increasing nor decreasing. The 

majority of respondents (84%) found no change or little change on this parameter. Keeping in 

mind that the literature on several occasions expressed that consumption is higher than ever 

before, it is noteworthy that this is not the impression of the majority of the sample. The question 

regarding actual consumption reflects these thoughts, as a total of 90% felt little or no change in 

their consumption. It is the firm belief of this author that global consumption has indeed 

increased, not just as an outcome of population growth, but also in the form of increased 

consumption of the individual. The fact that this is not the perceived case of the respondents, can 

be explained by gradual change, as a development in consumption over a long time period 

cannot be expected to be perceived by individuals. This correlates well with the insight into 

consumer behavior, which states that consumers often see themselves in relation to their 

immediate surroundings and other consumers. A total of 50% did however, think there is a need 

for a decrease in consumption. This could indicate that they are aware of some problems related 

to consumption.  

 

Whether the respondents include themselves in the potential problem of consumption, is not 

measured. However, of the respondents that did find a need for decreased consumption, 88% 

thought that consumers themselves are responsible for making this change. Large percentages 

also thought companies (44%) and governments (46%) are responsible for this. In the interviews 

with Gränsfors Bruks it was revealed that they definitely see it as their responsibility to decrease 

consumption; in their case by extending the lifetime of their products as much as possible, and 

educating their customers on sustainable use of these products.  

 

These results indicate that consumption can be considered a problem to some degree, and that 

action is expected by those responsible for creating consumption. This responsibility in the hands 
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of consumers and companies will be looked at in more detail in the following, but first a visit 

will be paid to a larger perspective on sustainable development and consumption. 

 

Macro environmental considerations 
Capitalism and globalization are by some accused of creating a framework of economics and 

market forces, in which companies are fostered to prioritize growth and consumption in 

unsustainable ways. If and how this has an influence on the chosen consumers, has not been 

possible to determine in this project. The extent that these factors apply to the research, is that 

Gränsfors Bruks seemingly has not been kept from implementing a sustainable growth strategy 

that includes decreased consumption. It is worth mentioning that the business prior to bankruptcy 

tried to compete in a market largely affected by globalization; a battle that safely can be 

considered lost, as it resulted in poor working conditions, unsatisfied customers, and a large toll 

on the environment. Gabriel Brånby expressed that building a “new” company from the bankrupt 

remains of the old one, was in some ways easier. At least in terms of changing the mindset, it 

was obvious that Gränsfors Bruks could not continue on the path it was on previously, and this 

can be argued to have been an opportunity to escape this unsustainable path globalization had to 

offer. The criticism of growth as being ever present and increasing is also one that applies to 

Gränsfors Bruks. They foster the community in which they live, and understand that growing 

beyond a considerable small size, is very threatening to the values and sustainable aspects of 

their business. 

 

This case is special though, as most companies hopefully would not have to declare bankruptcy 

in order to implement more sustainable development. The criticism of the global economy as 

being an unstable system living off scarcity and infinite growth, thus still stands, and should be 

considered in every business, as possible hindrance to sustainable development and decreased 

consumption. 

 

Understanding consumers 
Needs 

According to the questionnaire results, needs are not changing dramatically. They do seem 

however, to be somewhat decreasing (27%) or increasing (29%), or not changing at all (33%). 

The literature outlined that needs are generally gradually increasing, and that they “grow” on the 

consumer, by which it is meant that what the consumer culture has once perceived as not being a 

need, can gradually become a need. This can explain the moderated degree the respondents feel 

change of needs and consumption is changing. In this context it is worth noting that several of 

the authors referring to consumers, are talking about either the average of the global consumer 

society, or consumers in the U.S. in particular. It can be questioned whether a predominantly 

Danish consumer sample is correlating with that of the global average or U.S. consumers. From 
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the point of view of the researcher, Danish consumer culture is considered less product intensive 

than its American counterparts. 

 

In relation to consumers being aware of their needs, it seems that the sample respondents often 

ask themselves if they need products or not. 40% claimed that they always do, and 52% that they 

sometimes do. This indicates a high level of awareness and consideration of purchase behavior.  

This sort of behavior fits very well with the assumptions Gränsfors Bruks have about their 

customers. One of their goals is to help the consumer closely determine what his/her need is, so 

that the actual consumption is in direct relation to need, and nothing else. The research does lack 

a determination of whether needs are very indicating of the purchase behavior, or if for instance 

greed is a much stronger determinant of whether a product is actually purchased. It is determined 

however, in relation to happiness that a majority (59%) of the sample thought they would feel no 

different if they were to consume less. In relation to this, when asked about the consumption act, 

it was found that respondents generally enjoy it. 29% answered that they always do, and 58% 

that they sometimes do.  

 

The literature outlined the problem of hyperconsumption, as consumer culture is gradually 

becoming more aestheticized and subject of psychological aspects of consumption and identity 

creation, as opposed to consumption being utility oriented. No direct conclusions can be drawn 

in relation to hyperconsumption from the questionnaire, except that the consumption act in 

general is enjoyed. In relation to Gränsfors Bruks it could be argued that for the niche they are 

serving, supporting a company whose brand is clearly associated with sustainability, could for 

some consumers be a matter of identity creation. If this were the case, products would to some 

degree also be purchased in order to strengthen this identity, and the consumption would thus be 

unrelated to the use of the product. This could be argued to contribute negatively to a goal of 

sustainable consumption. 

 

Consumers caught? 

Based on the responses previously discussed, the sample population seems to have controlled 

and not very “forced” consumption habits. Large percentages seem to associate consumption 

with joy, but no more than it is something they can do without to some extent. Whether the 

consumer feels caught, is thus up for discussion. When asked if culture affects consumption, a 

total of 88% found that it encourages consumption. It is a risky to anticipate how this 

encouragement affects the consumer. This would depend on how strongly the individual 

consumption behavior is dictated by social norms. The potential conflict between intentions and 

actions (ambivalence) is more often than not present for 53% of the sample population, while 

44% felt it rarely or never. This would indicate that only a slight majority are consuming 

partially against their will, and that the population generally speaking is divided on this matter. 

This is also reflected by the responses to whether consumers feel they can influence the market 
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supply. 49% found this to be true, while 42% did not. The authors mentioned in the literature 

review were also split in their opinions on this matter. Some believed the consumer to be highly 

influential in his behavior, making decisions based in rational choices and knowledge, while 

others believed him to show more hopeless behavior, victim of cultural factors and his own greed 

and passion. The results from the questionnaire indicate a similar division of respondents, with a 

slight lean towards being less “caught” in consumption against will.  

 

Several authors as well as the results from the interviews are congruent in saying that 

incorporated knowledge in the consumer is a solution to obtain more sustainable consumption. 

The more the knowledge, the more likely it will grow into beliefs and values in the consumer, 

and he/she will be better outfitted for combating both cultural norms as well as the lure of 

quantity over quality. Knowledge, and how it has been used by Gränsfors Bruks will be further 

discussed in the following section on business opportunities. 

 

Business mindset 
Both the example of Gränsfors Bruks and the opinions of several authors show that leadership 

mentality and values are crucial to directing a business towards sustainable development and 

decreased consumption. Based in questioning of what their purpose is, what their values are, and 

how they want to run their business, leadership can spread a mentality to all levels of a company. 

Although this becomes difficult the bigger the corporation is, and the more hierarchical levels it 

has. It can be argued that the better a company is able to resist enormous growth and quick 

profits, and rather stay firm on principles and values, the better odds it will have. 

 

According to the management of Gränsfors Bruks, considering the needs of customers, 

employees and the environment creates synergy effects throughout the business. Customers are 

more loyal, sales channels show proactive interest in selling the products, employee resources 

are utilized in a strong and healthy working environment, and a sense of meaning is brought into 

each of these levels, as the business becomes positively associated with doing good in the world. 

When looking at these actions of the business in a context, they accumulate to what some authors 

refer to as “living asset stewardship”; the company being a caretaker of the interests of its living 

assets, people and nature. For Gränsfors Bruks this means using the influential power 

responsibly, by not only showing how they are themselves responsible, but also educate these 

“assets” how they can be responsible in their actions. This way, consumers are educated to 

consume sustainably, employees are taught to work sustainably, and the surroundings of the 

business are inspired by their example, to also prioritize sustainable development. When these 

“circles in the water” start to spread, the before mentioned synergy effect is the outcome. 

 

Building a mentality, and incorporating it deeply in the business model is however not something 

that happens overnight, or even in the short run. It is hard to say how the experiences of 
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Gränsfors Bruks apply to any general rule, but it seems that gradual incorporation of sustainable 

methods is something most companies is capable of doing. Following arguments in the literature 

Gränsfors Bruks could be one of the early adapters to a paradigm shift, and following this theory, 

it yields that more companies will force themselves to change in more sustainable directions as a 

mean to compete with companies like Gränsfors Bruks. 

 

Business opportunities 
Incentive is present 

As already mentioned, a large percentage (44%) of those believing consumption should be 

decreased, thought this to be the responsibility of companies. If it is believed that companies also 

share responsibility in educating consumers so that they can excel more sustainably sound 

behavior, the percentage is even larger (88%). In the literature review there was wide ranging 

consensus that companies are able to influence and educate consumers. When looking at 

Gränsfors Bruks, this is also core to their mentality and the services and information they supply 

their customers with. This leaves a great incentive for companies to act on, and when considering 

the large percentage of respondents thinking consumers have the responsibility, this could 

indicate that companies will be met by cooperation in trying to reduce consumption.   

 

In the questionnaire respondents were asked if they feel aware of the environmental 

consequences of their purchases. 10% answered that they always do, and 56% that they 

sometimes do, which amounts to a majority of awareness on this. 24% answered that they rarely 

feel aware, and 9% that they never do. This is worth thinking about, as it leaves a lot of space 

between this estimate and total awareness, which according to some would be the ultimate 

foundation of reducing consumption. Bottom line is, that consumers are aware of the 

consequences of their purchasing actions, so the better companies can provide information in 

accordance with this, the more likely the consumers will consume accordingly.  

 

Dematerialization and eco-efficiency 

Dematerialization is the often mentioned method of minimizing the environmental consequences 

of a product, at least in terms of energy and material use, as well as the creation of harmful 

substances. The topic splits authors, as many think much more focus should be directed at 

making production as efficient as possible, while others argue that technology and innovation 

will not solve the problems related to sustainability. Gränsfors Bruks attributes a lot of their 

success to the fact that their product is very “lean” and is produced with minimal use of materials 

and environmentally harmful processes. This both makes the product more “honest” and simple, 

which appeals to customers, and it saves material and energy. Dematerialization and eco-

efficiency has for Gränsfors Bruks been one of the crucial strategic changes that have helped turn 

the company around since its bankruptcy in the 1980s. Dematerialization is for them, also part of 

understanding the need that the product is meant to fulfill. The product should be as closely as 
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possible designed to match the need of the consumer, and in this process it becomes very clear 

which physical aspects and attributes of a product should be present and which are unnecessary. 

To design a production process that combines the environmentally sparing tools of efficiency 

and use of less materials, with a well-founded knowledge of what the customer needs from the 

product, is by this author believed to be a healthy balance many companies could incorporate.  

 

The criticism that some authors express of dematerialization and eco-efficiency, particularly 

concerns that of thinking it is enough to make production as environmentally friendly “as 

possible”, and then continue to produce as much as possible. This is where consumption and 

growth become important parameters, and something producers should include in their strategies 

of sustainable development. For Gränsfors Bruks both of these factors are being considered. 

They attempt to make products that are not only lean, but also that have as long a life as possible. 

This helps consumption to stay much lower than if the products had to be replaced quite often. 

They also are very wary of their growth, and despite an increasing demand, they make sure to 

prioritize their values of sustainable development, and not grow faster than they believe it to be 

“healthy” for their business. One thing is to be considered in relation to their attempts to 

minimize consumption. Although the company makes sure customers who own one of their 

products is very unlikely to come back and increase consumption because the product has broken 

or become obsolete, there is an increased likelihood that the customer will increase consumption 

by buying other products the company makes. Gränsfors Bruks has created products that many 

of their customers like so much, that they buy more of them than they might otherwise have. It 

can be argued that all the products sold will have long lifetimes and hopefully still be used to the 

extent that they are needed. However, it can also be argued that the products come to serve other 

purposes to the consumer than those related to their use, and this makes their existence 

questionable from a sustainability point of view.  

 

Planned obsolescence 

In relation to obsolescence of products, 80% of the questionnaire sample felt more often than 

not, that products have to be renewed or repaired sooner than they would wish them to. Where 

this question comes up short, is whether the consumer’s wish of product life is a reasonable one. 

Not all products can be expected to last very long, but consumer expectations do not necessarily 

take this into consideration, the way this question has been formulated. It does however show a 

tendency that consumers wish they had products that did not become obsolete or break.  

 

Companies can thus try to minimize this, by generally designing products to be useful to the 

consumer for as long as possible. This is what Gränsfors Bruks have done, and although it can be 

argued that the products they are making are very suitable for having a long life as e.g. opposed 

to electronics, there is definitely room in the production of many companies for prioritizing 

quality and durability rather than quick profits and planned obsolescence. The preference for 
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products that are of high quality is shown clearly in the question where respondents are asked to 

choose between “a short lasting product at a low price” and “a long lasting product at a high 

price”. 78% preferred the long lasting product, and thus prioritized quality over price. This 

statement is very clear, and even approachable for many businesses, as it shows that the 

consumers in this sample are willing to pay higher premium price for a product that is of higher 

quality. A noteworthy criticism of the question though, is that it present an ultimatum that is 

rarely presented in real life. There is almost always product choices that hover in between these 

two extremes. 

 

Repair and maintenance 

In relation to the sustainability tools of repair and maintenance, respondents were asked to prefer 

between having a product repaired or renewed. The sample was divided in two, as 46% opted for 

repair, and 47% for renewal. This is likely to be greatly dependent on which product is in mind. 

With many products repair seems irrational (inexpensive products or products with very little 

environmental or production related costs) while other products will almost always be repaired 

(cars for instance). The purpose of the question was to determine whether companies offering 

repair of products are up against a strong consumer preference of having products renewed. For 

this purpose, the question does not yield any results other than a division of 50/50 between 

consumer preferences. 

It was however clear, how respondents thought companies’ position is on maintenance of their 

products. In this question, 67% answered that they think companies discourage maintenance; up 

against only 13% who think they encourage it and 10% that think they do neither of the two. 

This is a rather negative reputation from the point of view of a business trying to incorporate 

sustainable consumption. Companies are left with two obvious tools to remedy this: One being to 

incorporate maintenance and repair of products by designing for their intent, and the second 

being to make the consumer as much aware of this as possible.  

 

Information and services 

For Gränsfors Bruks there is a clear relation between durability, quality, information, and price. 

This means that for them, offering a product of high quality which lasts longer will always be in 

the interest of their customers. In order to do this the company must take a higher price for the 

product than competitors making less durable products. This price is high because all the costs 

associated with the product are included, also those opportunity costs the company “loses” by 

focusing on quality rather than quantity. In order to help the customer see that the Gränsfors 

Bruks product is the one serving his needs bests, the information is added to the product. The 

information ensures that the customer understands why he should pay a higher price, as it is also 

the price that justifies the existence of a company such as Gränsfors Bruks.   
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In Gränsfors Bruks’ case, services and information serve a different purpose than what is 

outlined in the literature review. Their services do not contribute with significant income, but 

serve the purpose of establishing a stronger relation between customer and producer. Services 

can do more than this. In some cases they can replace the product, which places the previous toll 

of consumption in the hands of the business, which can in turn be minimized. This option is 

could be contribute in the cases of other companies, and is worth considering.  

 

There are also the types of services in which companies offer leasing or shared ownership for 

their customers. When asked about the possibilities of different kinds of ownership, such as 

sharing and leasing, 63% responded that they are likely to be interested in such a service. 32% 

found it to be unlikely. This is an aspect of sustainable consumption that is being largely 

overlooked according to the literature review, maybe because it involves a drastic change both in 

business models and in private ownership. Despite the criticism, it could for those industries 

where it applies (e.g. transportation) be a very successful way to combine decreased 

consumption and sustainable development.  

 

This includes the final part of the analysis and discussion. Important parallels between theory 

and research have been drawn, and considerations and solution proposals have been given weight 

by showing their foundations in reality. These considerations and proposed solutions are what 

this study has produced as insights for companies attempting to incorporate minimized 

consumption into their strategies.  

 

The following section will conclude the study. 
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Conclusion 
The human civilization and the world it lives in, is going through a development. Some believe 

we are in the midst of a paradigm shift, in which we gradually realize that the way we inhabit the 

planet is not possible in the long run. If this is true, our societies are urged to change something 

about the way we live.  

 

This study set out to investigate which role consumption has in a potential quest for more 

sustainable foundations of living. More precisely, to find out how consumption can be 

minimized with the help of companies. It is believed that companies are able to prioritize 

sustainable business practices without damaging the foundations on which they rely. This is 

believed to be possible by incorporating decreased consumption into the strategies of companies. 

How exactly to do this, is what this study has attempted to find an answer to. 

 

In order to approach this, three aspects of research have been included in the study: the dominant 

literature within the field and related fields of consumption have been investigated, a sample of 

consumers have been approached, and a company that has incorporated consumption in its 

strategy has been approached. Considering the limitations of having talked to a consumer sample 

predominantly consistent of Danish people younger than 35, and a Swedish axe producer, the 

following conclusions are applicable. 

 

The literature revealed a range of considerations and influences on the topic of minimizing 

consumption and prioritizing sustainable development. In unison with the questionnaire research, 

unsustainable consumption was deemed to be considered a problem that should be included 

when setting goals of a more sustainable future. 

 

The overall societies we live in, and the systems on which they are built, were found to be 

influential of the ways businesses can compete, and thus which strategies they can incorporate. 

The overall market structures and economic rules by which all companies must play apply 

regardless of how much or how little sustainable development is incorporated into the business 

strategy. It was also found that large scale changes are not the only measurements that will 

suffice, and that individual businesses also are able to make a difference. 

 

The literature gave an insight into consumer behavior and consumer culture. An understanding 

became apparent of how consumers on one hand are somewhat driven by the lures and promises 

of consumption, while they on the other hand wish to consume less. In the research it was found 

that they largely think both consumers, businesses, and governments have a role in reducing 

consumption. It was also found that consumers are quite aware of their needs, and that it seems 

approachable for them to decrease consumption, as they were not deemed to be overly 

consumptive against their will. Lastly, it showed that they prioritize quality over quantity, and 
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that there is a clear incitement for businesses to offer more sustainable and durable solutions to 

more closely meet these needs. 

 

The literature further outlined what types of businesses and leadership can be expected to 

successfully incorporate sustainable development and decreased consumption in their strategies. 

Based in a comparison with Gränsfors Bruks, the research revealed that leadership mentality is 

crucial to keeping a business on a path of sustainability. In addition to this, several aspects of the 

business were found to be important to continuously emphasize:  

(1) Modifying production to utilize efficiency and only include processes necessary to maximize 

product utility.  

(2) Ever present focus on quality and durability in order to meet customer needs. And 

(3) Supplying knowledge to the consumer to create the best possible foundation of sustainable 

behavior on his part. 

It was found that these factors are all largely the results of prioritizing living assets, and always 

questioning the purpose of growth while looking at it only as a necessary mean to make the 

business better. It is believed that if a company is able to prioritize these factors that see to the 

needs of others, it increases the likelihood of a healthy business and synergy effects that in turn 

see to the needs of the business. 

  

Looking beyond the case of Gränsfors Bruks, the literature also outlined a range of specific tools 

for businesses to reduce consumption while ensuring survival. Other than dematerialization and 

eco-efficiency as just mentioned, these tools include service offerings that replace or supplement 

products, as well as promotion of repair, maintenance and upgrades of products. 

 

In summation, the study has looked at consumption from many different angles. It has sought to 

equip the reader with a profound understanding of the role of consumption, if it is to be 

attempted to minimize this. If we were to pretend the business world is a car, consumption is the 

fuel that determines the speed of this car. If the car is going to take us safely to where we want to 

go, the right amount of fuel has to be put in it. Too little, and the engine won’t run. Too much, 

and we’ll drive ourselves off a cliff. The point is – consumption is a crucial aspect of the 

development our world is currently going through, and consumers and businesses alike can 

influence this if they choose to. This study can be a guide for that purpose.  
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Appendix A – Translation of questions 
 
Q1 - What is your age? – Hvad er din alder? 
 
Q2 - Which country do you live in? - Hvilket land bor du i? 
 
Q3 - Is it your experience that the overall culture you live in, affects consumption? - Er det din 
erfaring at den overordnede kultur, du lever i, påvirker forbrug? 
 
Q4 - Is it your impression that people’s overall consumption level is changing? - Er det dit 
indtryk at folks samlede forbrug er i forandring? 
 
Q5 - Do you think there is a need for change in the level of consumption? - Synes du der er 
behov for forandring på forbrugsniveauet? 
 
Q6 - Whose responsibility do you think it is to decrease consumption? (several answers possible) 
- Hvis ansvar synes du det er at formindske forbruget? (det er muligt at give flere svar) 
 
Q7 - When you buy a product, do you ask yourself whether you need it or not?  - Når du køber et 
produkt, spørger du så dig selv om du har brug for det? 
 
Q8 - Do you feel your consumption needs are changing? - Føler du at dine forbrugsbehov er i 
forandring? 
 
Q9 - Do you feel the level of how much you actually consume is changing? - Føler du at dit 
faktiske forbrugsniveau er i forandring? 
 
Q10 - How do you feel about the consumption act itself? (going out and buying new things) - 
Hvordan har du det med selve købshandlingen? (at gå ud og købe nye ting) 
 
Q11 - How do you think you would feel if you consumed less? - Hvordan tror du at du ville have 
det, hvis du havde et mindre forbrug? 
 
Q12 - Do you feel a conflict between your intentions and your actual actions with regards to 
consumption? - Føler du at der er en konflikt mellem dine intentioner og dine faktiske handlinger 
i forbindelse med forbrug? 
 
Q13 - Do you feel your actions as a consumer influence the supply of products on the market? - 
Føler du at dine handlinger som forbruger påvirker udbuddet af produkter på markedet? 
 
Q14 - Do you feel aware of the environmental consequences of the purchases you make? - Føler 
du dig bevidst om de miljømæssige konsekvenser af de køb du foretager dig? 
 
Q15 - If you had to choose between the following, what kind of product would you preferably 
buy? - Hvis du skulle vælge mellem følgende, hvilket produkt ville du så foretrække at købe? 
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Q16 - If you had to choose between the following, which option would you prefer when you 
have a product that is no longer working? - Hvis du skulle vælge mellem følgende, hvad ville du 
så foretrække at gøre når du har et produkt der ikke længere virker? 
 
Q17 - What do you generally think companies' position is on maintenance of their products? - 
Hvad synes du generelt virksomheders indstilling er til vedligeholdelse af deres produkter? 
 
Q18 - Is it your experience that products become obsolete or break earlier than you wish they 
would? - Er det din erfaring at produkter forældes eller går i stykker før du ønsker det? 
 
Q19 - Would you be interested in a different kind of ownership of products to ensure a more 
environmentally friendly consumption? (for instance by leasing products from companies, or buy 
sharing products with other consumers) - Ville du være interesseret i en anden form for ejerskab 
af produkter for at sikre et mere miljøvenligt forbrug? (for eksempel ved at lease produkter fra 
virksomheder, eller ved at dele produkter med andre forbrugere) 
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Appendix B – Interview questions 
 
Organization 

1. Who owns the company? Are there any investors?  
- If yes – are they loyal and equally committed to the strategy of sustainability you 

are using? 
- If no, does it make it easier to put principles before profits when there are no 

investors to think of? 

 
2. With regards to your corporate culture: 

- Is authority centralized or decentralized? 
- What is best describing of the work place – open and interactive or closed and 

bureaucratic? 
- How do you emphasize continuous learning, collaboration and idea sharing? 

 
3. What are examples of how your employees are trusted, empowered, and held 

accountable? 

 
Sustainability 

4. What services do you perform and how do they complement your products? 
(information about product, maintenance, courses etc.) 

 
5. Is there substantial income to gain from the services associated with your products? 

 
6. Do you consider your services to be adding to your growth? 

 
7. Do you have any sustainability related goals? 

- Have you found parts of production that are yet to be more sustainable?  
- What happens to the products when they “expire”? 
- Do you consider the environmental impact of your suppliers (mining ore and 

cutting down trees) 

 
8. Are there any significant problems related to highly prioritizing sustainability? 

 
9. How has sustainability thinking affected your production? (How has it affected the 

material use and the processes?) 
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10. How has sustainability thinking affected the consumer experience of your products? 
(do they last longer?, are they naturally disposable?, do you take them back when the 
consumer is done with them?) 

 
Growth 

11. Is there a market niche for your products/services? Is it an obvious opportunity for 
growth? 

 
12. How are the company’s profits spent? What is the management’s view on how profits 

should be spent? 

 
13. What primarily causes your growth? 

 
14. Do you think a sustainable leadership mentality is still possible if the company were 

to grow and have a more complex hierarchy? 

 
15. Do you measure your success on other parameters than revenue? (Sales? Customer 

satisfaction? Complaints?) 

 
Customers 

16. Do you feel your customers are also buying an “image” when they buy your 
products? 

 
17. What are the customers’ needs? How do you try to satisfy these as closely as 

possible? (do existing customers give you more business?) 
 

18. Has the company deliberately aimed at combining customer needs with company 
needs? (environmental needs?) 
 

19. What are the consequences of more sustainable products for your consumers? (is the 
product more expensive, more difficult to use, more service included) 
 

20. Do you feel a responsibility of “educating” your customers about sustainable 
production and consumption? How do you do this? 
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Eng. Da. Total Percentage

Below 18 1 2 3 0.88

19-25 31 83 114 33.33

26-35 26 124 150 43.86

36-45 5 22 27 7.89

46-55 6 16 22 6.43

56-65 0 18 18 5.26

Above 65 3 5 8 2.34

72 270 342 100.00

Eng. Da. Total Percentage

Denmark 25 260 285 83.3

Germany 13 4 17 5.0

USA 11 1 12 3.5

Australia 9 9 2.6

England 4 4 1.2

Norway 2 2 0.6

The Netherlands 2 2 0.6

Japan 2 2 0.6

Canada 1 1 2 0.6

Sweden 1 1 2 0.6

France 1 1 2 0.6

New Zealand 1 1 0.3

Spain 1 1 0.3

Luxembourg 1 1 0.3

72 270 342 100.0

Eng. Da. Total Percentage

Yes, it encourages consumption to a high degree 54 89 143 42

Yes, it encourages consumption to a low degree 13 145 158 46

Yes, it discourages consumption to a low degree 1 20 21 6

2 2 4 1

No, it does not affect consumption 1 8 9 3

I don't know 1 6 7 2

72 270 342 100

Eng. Da. Total Percentage

Yes, it is increasing to a high degree 24 17 41 12

Yes, it is increasing to a low degree 22 89 111 32

Yes, it is decreasing to a low degree 10 111 121 35

Yes, it is decreasing to a high degree 3 17 20 6

No, it is not changing 5 20 25 7

I don't know 8 16 24 7

72 270 342 100

Q1 - What is your age?

Q2 - Which country do you live in?

Q3 - Is it your experience that the overall culture you live in, affects consumption?

Q4 - Is it your impression that people’s overall consumption level is changing?

Yes, it discourages consumption to a high degree

Kasper Folnæs Page  1 of 5
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Eng. Da. Total Percentage

Yes, it should be increased to a high degree 1 12 13 4

Yes, it should be increased to a low degree 12 75 87 25

Yes, it should be decreased to a low degree 26 82 108 32

Yes, it should be decreased to a high degree 18 44 62 18

No, there is no need for change 9 31 40 12

I don't know 6 26 32 9

72 270 342 100

Eng. Da. Total Percentage

Consumers 32 117 149 88

Companies 21 53 74 44

Governments 25 54 79 46

I don't know 7 1 8 5

44 126 170

Other responses

Media (answered 2 times)

Parents

Religion

All people

Marketing people

Consumer protection organizations

Public cultural personalities (artists, musicians actors)

Eng. Da. Total Percentage

I always do 35 103 138 40

I sometimes do 35 143 178 52

I rarely do 2 23 25 7

I never do 0 1 1 0

I don't know 0 0 0 0

72 270 342 100

Eng. Da. Total Percentage

Yes, they are increasing to a high degree 3 10 13 4

Yes, they are increasing to a low degree 24 75 99 29

Yes, they are decreasing to a low degree 15 77 92 27

Yes, they are decreasing to a high degree 7 16 23 7

No, they are not changing 21 89 110 32

I don't know 2 3 5 1

72 270 342 100

Q5 - Do you think there is a need for change in the level of consumption?

Q7 - When you buy a product, do you ask yourself whether you need it or not?

Q8 - Do you feel your consumption needs are changing?

Q6 - Whose responsibility do you think it is to decrease consumption? (several answers possible)

(Only those answering "it should be decreased" in the previous question, could answer this question)

Kasper Folnæs Page  2 of 5
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Eng. Da. Total Percentage

Yes, it is increasing to a high degree 4 4 8 2

Yes, it is increasing to a low degree 24 63 87 25

Yes, it is decreasing to a low degree 21 91 112 33

Yes, it is decreasing to a high degree 3 16 19 6

No, it is not changing 19 90 109 32

I don't know 1 6 7 2

72 270 342 100

Eng. Da. Total Percentage

I always enjoy it 18 82 100 29

I sometimes enjoy it 46 151 197 58

I rarely enjoy it 7 31 38 11

I never enjoy it 0 4 4 1

I don't know 1 2 3 1

72 270 342 100

Eng. Da. Total Percentage

I would be a lot happier 2 4 6 2

I would be happier to a small degree 19 38 57 17

I would feel no different 25 176 201 59

I would be less happy 19 35 54 16

I would be a lot less happy 0 2 2 1

I don't know 7 15 22 6

72 270 342 100

Eng. Da. Total Percentage

I always feel a conflict 4 2 6 2

I sometimes feel a conflict 40 135 175 51

I rarely feel a conflict 23 91 114 33

I never feel a conflict 3 33 36 11

I don't know 2 9 11 3

72 270 342 100

Eng. Da. Total Percentage

Yes 48 118 166 49

No 19 124 143 42

I don't know 5 28 33 10

72 270 342 100

Q9 - Do you feel the level of how much you actually consume is changing?

Q10 - How do you feel about the consumption act itself? (going out and buying new things)

Q11 - How do you think you would feel if you consumed less?

Q13 - Do you feel your actions as a consumer influence the supply of products on the market?

Q12 - Do you feel a conflict between your intentions and your actual actions with regards to

consumption?

Kasper Folnæs Page  3 of 5
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Eng. Da. Total Percentage

I always do 6 27 33 10

I sometimes do 47 145 192 56

I rarely do 14 69 83 24

I never do 4 28 32 9

I don't know 1 1 2 1

72 270 342 100

Eng. Da. Total Percentage

A long lasting product at a high price 55 213 268 78

A short lasting product at a low price 10 32 42 12

I don't know 7 25 32 9

72 270 342 100

Eng. Da. Total Percentage

Have the product repaired 38 119 157 46

Have the product renewed 30 132 162 47

I don't know 4 19 23 7

72 270 342 100

Eng. Da. Total Percentage

They encourage maintenance 8 37 45 13

They discourage maintenance 48 180 228 67

They neither encourage nor 

discourage maintenance

I don't know 9 26 35 10

72 270 342 100

Eng. Da. Total Percentage

They always do 15 38 53 15

They sometimes do 46 175 221 65

They rarely do 10 51 61 18

They never do 0 4 4 1

I don't know 1 2 3 1

72 270 342 100

Q18 - Is it your experience that products become obsolete or break earlier than you wish they would?

Q14 - Do you feel aware of the environmental consequences of the purchases you make?

product that is no longer working?

Q16 - If you had to choose between the following, which option would you prefer when you have a

7 27 34 10

Q17 - What do you generally think companies' position is on maintenance of their products?

Q15 - If you had to choose between the following, what kind of product would you preferably buy?

Kasper Folnæs Page  4 of 5
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Total Percentage

It is highly likely 17 33 50 15

It is likely 26 139 165 48

It is unlikely 16 63 79 23

It is highly unlikely 7 23 30 9

I don't know 6 12 18 5

72 270 342 100

Q19 - Would you be interested in a different kind of ownership of products to ensure a more

environmentally friendly consumption? (for instance by leasing products from companies, or by sharing

products with other consumers)
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