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Introduction

The in�uence of globalization on the sustainability of consumption is a fre-
quent topic in academic and political debates.1 Despite this, the scienti�c un-
derstanding of this in�uence and, even more so, of the consequences for gover-
nance strategies in pursuit of sustainable consumption are still weak. In this
paper, we therefore inquire into the speci�c channels of the in�uence of global-
ization on the sustainability of consumption. Based on our analysis, we develop
guidelines for sustainable consumption governance.

Sustainable consumption2 is quickly becoming one of the major topics of
interest for academics and practitioners engaged in environmental, political,
and economic discourse.3 One of the primary reasons for this surging interest is
that unsustainable consumption patterns and levels especially in the industrial-
ized countries are a major cause, if not the major cause, of environmental degra-
dation in the world today.4 In addition, scholars and practitioners increasingly
highlight the social unsustainability of this consumption behavior.5

Globalization and its ongoing and multi-layered processes of transforma-
tion of the international system fundamentally alter the parameters for con-
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Hans Bressers, William Lafferty, and the participants at the ProSus/CSTM Workshop on Sus-
tainable Consumption at the University of Twente in November 2000 for their valuable com-
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1. Daly 1998; UN-CSD 1999; and Conca 2001.
2. The most common de�nition of sustainable consumption is given by the “Oslo Roundtable”

1994: “ . . . sustainable consumption is the use of services and related products which respond
to basic needs and bring a better quality of life while minimizing the use of natural resources
and toxic materials as well as the emissions of waste and pollutants over the life cycle of the
service or product so as not to jeopardize the needs of further generations” (Ministry of Envi-
ronment Norway 1994).

3. See, for example, Global Environmental Politics 1 (3); International Journal for Sustainable Develop-
ment 4 (1); UNDP 1998; and OECD 1999.

4. UNDP 1998.
5. Daly 1998; and D. Mayer 1998.
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sumption behavior and policies. Firstly, globalization affects determinants and
consequences of consumption choices. Increasing world-wide economic and
communicative interpenetration and the spread of technologies and values
strengthen the in�uence of some determinants of consumption choices while
weakening others.6 Secondly, globalization in�uences the available range of
governance strategies, as it affects the political capacities of state and non-state
actors, the characteristics of policy networks and the effectiveness of policy in-
struments.7 Moreover, as Conca argues,8 globalization changes the organization
of production and the scope and complexity of international transactions to an
extent that traditional regulatory approaches to environmental policy are likely
to become increasingly ineffective.

Due to the lack of research on the link between the micro-level decision
making by households and the macro-phenomenon of globalization, scholars
and practitioners have not been able to agree on the extent and direction of
changes in the sustainability of consumption due to globalization.9 According
to some, globalization will mainly lead to increasingly unsustainable consump-
tion patterns and levels because of the spread of materially intensive means of
needs satisfaction and the decreasing access of consumers to information about
the sustainability of their consumption choices.10 In the view of other scholars,
globalization is leading to a dematerialization as the post-modern economy de-
velops and spreads across the globe.11

This means that to date a thorough understanding of the in�uence of
globalization on the sustainability of consumption is lacking. This is particu-
larly the case for industrialized countries. Both academic and political develop-
ments in the 70s and 80s fostered analyses of the in�uences of Northern con-
sumption on the South.12 Only recently, academics and practitioners started to
consider the impact of globalization on consumption patterns in the North as
they feared that achievements in improving the sustainability of consumption
in some areas would be dwarfed by setbacks due to globalization in others. A
good understanding of the impact of globalization on the sustainability of con-
sumption is, however, a requirement for the design of future governance strate-
gies in pursuit of sustainable consumption.

In this paper, we attempt to provide some insights into both the in�uence
of globalization and its implications for governance strategies in pursuit of sus-
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6. Ropke 1999.
7. Strange 1996.
8. Conca 2001.
9. See CSD 7 Documents, Co-Chairman’s summary of delegations discussion 1999.

10. For instance Daly 1998; and Haake and Jolivet 1997.
11. Menzel 1998.
12. Numerous references to the in�uence of globalization exist in the sustainable consumption de-

bate. However, most of these studies focus on the (negative) in�uences of (unsustainable) con-
sumption patterns in the industrialized countries on the developing countries. Inquiries into
the effects of globalization on consumption in the North were less common. In so far as they
existed, they provided explicit arguments about the in�uence of globalization primarily for the
supply side of consumption. It appears that the implications of globalization for the demand
side are more subtle in the North.



tainable consumption. Our focus of inquiry is on consumption by private
households in the two consumption clusters of food and mobility, which pre-
vious research has identi�ed as priority areas for policy intervention in pursuit
of sustainable consumption.13 Both clusters have substantial environmental im-
pacts. As Jongen and Meerdink point out, “close to half of all human impact on
the environment, such as loss of biodiversity, is directly and/or indirectly related
to food production and consumption.”14 Likewise, household mobility contrib-
utes a substantial share to the environmental burden of energy use and emis-
sions and, most importantly, is one of the fastest growing consumption sec-
tors.15 Furthermore, studies have highlighted that food and mobility are con-
sumption clusters where consumers can have a substantial in�uence on the to-
tal environmental burden associated with their consumption choices.16

In addition, we limit our focus to industrialized countries. While the eco-
nomic elites in many developing countries have been adopting consumption
patterns that mirror those of the elites in industrialized countries more closely
than those of their fellow citizens,17 for most of the population in developing
countries consumption is a fundamentally different issue. Even a generalization
across industrialized countries may appear too broad, as the OECD countries
vary substantially in throughput and even governance systems. However, the
empirical evidence from (sustainable) consumption studies in the US and West-
ern European countries (cited below) suggests that at least among those coun-
tries there is a fundamental correspondence of the general determinants of con-
sumption patterns as well as the in�uence of globalization despite such
underlying differences.18

We pursue our objectives in three steps. The �rst step distills the core deter-
minants of the sustainability of food and mobility consumption by private
households from existing empirical studies. The second step identi�es the most
likely channels through which globalization in�uences these determinants of
sustainable consumption.19 The �nal step derives implications for governance
strategies in pursuit of sustainable consumption from the identi�ed relation-
ships.
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13. Lorek and Spannenberg 1999.
14. Jongen and Meerdink 1998.
15. Vringer and Blok 1995; and Wackernagel and Rees 1996.
16. Lorek and Spangenberg 1999 and 2001.
17. Brenkert 1998.
18. This is not to say that the extent of the in�uence of the determinants of consumption is the

same in all of the countries, of course.
19. Similar to most sustainable consumption studies, our analysis has to admit to the common fal-

lacy of talking primarily about ecological questions when referring to sustainable consumption.
The reason for this focus is not, of course, that we do not consider the social dimensions impor-
tant, but rather that the literature provides even less insight into the social implications of con-
sumption. While scholars can �nd some agreement on per capita greenhouse gas emissions, for
instance, as an (environmental) indicator of sustainable consumption, discussions about the
meaning of employment conditions or development issues (in the North and/or South) for so-
cial indicators of sustainable consumption are not as advanced yet. The literature on sustain-
able communities, however, has led to some progress here. See Warburton 1998; and
Mazmanian 1999.



II. Determinants of Food and Mobility Consumption

Empirical studies of the sustainability of food and mobility consumption have
identi�ed some general factors, that tend to in�uence consumption choices in-
dependent of consumption cluster or product. The factors we will examine are
economic and socio-demographic, along with various cluster-speci�c determi-
nants. The relative importance of these factors may differ, but they always need
to be considered.

Economic factors and conditions are one of these common factors. Prices
and income, and therefore indirectly taxes and subsidies, clearly affect demand
and supply. While price and income elasticities of demand and supply, fre-
quently discussed in the economic literature, show the variance in the impact of
changes in these factors, few cases exist in which they do not in�uence con-
sumption decisions at all. Economic factors are important determinants of the
sustainability of both food and mobility consumption by private households.
Kramer et al.20 �nd household expenditure patterns to be correlated with energy
requirements, and CO2 emissions from household food consumption. Jung-
bluth,21 likewise, highlights the role of economic factors such as income and
prices.22 With respect to mobility, numerous studies �nd disposable income to
be highly determinative of mobility patterns.23 Consumer prices and subsidies
are the other side of the coin.24 Signi�cantly, the increase in mobility since the
1950s has been accompanied by a signi�cant decrease in price per service unit.25

Besides economic factors, socio-demographic factors always have an im-
pact on household consumption choices. Factors such as household size and
composition, age, gender, and education clearly in�uence the sustainability of
food and mobility consumption. These factors also involve values and life-style
choices, including, for instance, decisions on the commodi�cation and com-
mercialization of activities.26 Indeed, scholars argue that behavioral and lifestyle
changes have the potential to lead to larger improvements in the sustainability
of food and mobility consumption than technological improvements.27 In an
extensive assessment of the sustainability of food choices by private house-
holds, Jungbluth28 �nds that age, education and knowledge, household size, the
increasing joining of the workforce by women, and time constraints are signi-
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20. Kramer et al. 1998 and 1999.
21. Jungbluth 2000.
22. He points out, however, that newer studies do not �nd the relationship between GDP and ani-

mal protein intake proclaimed by previous studies.
23. Studies of the likely change in mobility due to changing incomes found income elasticities of

0.2 for public transportation and 0.6 for car travel (Coenen, Fuchs, and van der Peppel 2000).
See also Noorman and Uiterkamp 1998; Wilting and Biesiot 1998; Carlsson-Kanyama and Lin-
den 1999; Hoyer and Holden 2000; and van Diepen and Vogel 1999.

24. van der Wal and Noorman 1998; and Wolf 1999.
25. Linderhof and Korreman 1998. Different estimates of price elasticities exist. Commuter traf�c

has its own price elasticity of 0.5 (public transport) to 0.1 (car). In the case of other modes of
transport, studies report own price elasticities of 1.2 (train) to 0.6 (car).

26. On the importance of such dynamics in a consumption analysis see Princen 2001.
27. Dürrenberger and Patzel 1999.
28. Jungbluth 2000.



�cant factors.29 Furthermore, studies have demonstrated the importance of
changing values in terms of a decreasing social relevance of meals, and increas-
ing value of ecological aspects and consumption habits in terms of upbringing,
health concern, and life style.30 Likewise, lifestyle choices in terms of dining out
can have a tremendous in�uence on the sustainability of household food con-
sumption.31

In terms of mobility choices, most studies have identi�ed sex/gender, age,
education, and household composition (size and number of children) as im-
portant variables.32 Lifestyle factors, values, and attitudes are also in�uential.33

Thus, social changes related to a reduction and increasing �exibility of work
hours as well as the growing differentiation between work and home and an in-
crease in leisure time have had an impact on household mobility.34

Besides these common determinants of the sustainability of household
consumption, scholars have concentrated on additional cluster-speci�c sets of
factors. In the case of food, studies have highlighted the importance of house-
hold technology. The increasing size of fridges and freezers together with the ex-
ponential increase of microwaves in households, for example, have fostered the
wide-spread demand for processed foods.

Other scholars have emphasized that the sustainability of a given food
choice depends as much on the sustainability of the food product as it does on
the determinants of the choice. Accordingly, they have tried to compare the
greenhouse gas emissions associated with the production of different food
groups: bread, pastry, and �our products; potatoes, vegetables and fruit; bever-
ages and products containing sugar; oils and fats; meat, meat products and �sh;
diary products; and other food products.35 These studies found, however, that
within each of these groups large differences in terms of environmental impact
exist. Likewise, integrated analyses of various agricultural crops show that total
emissions of greenhouse gases per kg crop strongly vary among the agricultural
crops and growing methods.36

As a consequence, scholars have shifted to assessing the sustainability of
speci�c products in terms of energy consumption or greenhouse gas emissions
over their whole life cycle. Besides agricultural production, the sustainability of
a food product is in�uenced by the combination of transport, processing, stor-
age, distribution, packaging, and eventually the handling of the food in the
household.37
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29. Also see Wielting and Biesiot 1998.
30. Jongen and Meerdink 1998; and Jungbluth 2000.
31. Moll 1999, for instance, argues that dining out sometimes requires ten times the energy com-

pared to dining at home, due to transport, high space consumption requiring heating and light-
ing, long operation times of kitchen appliances, and the waste of food ingredients.

32. See, for instance, Knapp 1998; Carlsson-Kanyama and Linden 1999; Dürrenberger and Patzel
1999; van Diepen and Voogt 1999; and Hoyer and Holden 2000.

33. Kitamura et al. 1997; and Wolf 1999.
34. Ligteringen 1998; and Noorman and Uiterkamp 1998.
35. Kramer et al. 1998.
36. Carlsson-Kanyama 1999; and Kramer, Moll, and Nonhebel 1999.
37. Goodland 1998; Kramer et al. 1998; and Carlsson-Kanyama 1999.



Numerous studies have focused on the role of agricultural production
conditions in the sustainability of food products. These analyses �nd, for in-
stance, that farm structures and intensity of cultivation matter.38 Crops pro-
duced from large scale agriculture for the food processing industry tend to emit
more greenhouse gases per ton produced than crops intended for direct con-
sumption, which generally tend to come from small scale agriculture.39 Large
scale production farms also tend to use more fertilizers (N2O emissions) and
pesticides and rely more on mechanical equipment (CO2 emissions). Similarly,
animal density and the amount of purchased fodder need to be taken into ac-
count. Widespread agreement exists that organic production improves the
sustainability of food consumption.40
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Figure 1: Determinants of the Sustainability of Food Consumption

38. Kramer et al. 1999.
39. Op.cit.
40. UN-DESA 1998; and Lorek and Spangenberg 2001.



With respect to additional determinants of the sustainability of mobility
consumption, an important set of variables relates to questions of the living sit-
uation.41 Scholars �nd that the location of households in city centers, periph-
eral, and rural neighborhoods as well as dwelling characteristics such as size and
type of dwelling are important determinants of household mobility patterns.42

Likewise, factors of urban form and size and urban planning, in particular the
location of work, services, and leisure in relation to the residence, building den-
sity, and the amount of open space are relevant.43

An additional set of determinants concerns transport options and infra-
structure.44 Car ownership appears to be a signi�cant determinant of private
mobility.45 Furthermore, the ef�ciency and availability of public transport play a
pivotal role.46 This set of factors is related to the factor of technology, since a
main determinant of mobility choices appears to be “how quickly it is possible
to move around.”
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efficiency and availabilit y of
public transport, distance to
mass transit, transport
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how quickly is it possible to
move around

Figure 2: Determinants of the Sustainability of Mobility

41. Farthing et al. 1996; Kitamura et al. 1997; and Knapp 1998.
42. van Diepen and Voogt 1999; and Hoyer and Holden 2000.
43. Newman and Kenworthy 1999.
44. Newman and Kenworthy 1989 and 1999.
45. Carlsson-Kanyama and Linden 1999; and Hoyer and Holden 2000.
46. Wolf 1999.



III. Globalization and Sustainable Consumption

The challenge now is to link globalization to the identi�ed determinants of the
sustainability of household consumption. The globalization literature has pro-
duced a vast variety of conceptualizations of the phenomenon of globalization
ranging from increasing interaction and interdependence between people in
different countries to supra-territoriality.47 To suit our particular research needs,
however, we de�ne globalization here in terms of perceivable dynamics widely
identi�ed as core elements of globalization in the political science literature
rather than in terms of a theoretical/philosophical conceptualization.48 The �ve
core elements we have identi�ed are: the increase in �ows and liberalization of
trade; shifts in political power; capital concentration and mobility; technologi-
cal innovation and diffusion; and the diffusion of information and values.
These phenomena are related, of course, but separate aspects are recognizable.
Figures 3 and 4 depict the relationships between these elements of globalization
and the determinants of sustainable food and mobility consumption discussed
in the previous section.49 We identify the relevant relationships on the basis of
prominent scholarly discourse and evidence provided by empirical research
(cited below). Future studies need to individually assess the identi�ed relation-
ships in detail.

Information

Looking �rst at the more direct in�uences of globalization on the sustainability
of household consumption choices, the impact of the diffusion of information
and values on consumer tastes and lifestyles deserves attention. Numerous
scholars focus on the role of information, especially advertising and other me-
dia in�uences. “Information” and advertising are particularly important, of
course, since today’s consumption in industrialized countries is to a large extent
based on “produced” desire.50 These factors in�uence the “ideologies,” “sym-
bols,” “relationships,” and “practices” driving much of today’s consumption be-
havior.51 This role of “information” exists with respect to both food and mobil-
ity. Accordingly, an arrow links information with socio-demographic character-
istics in both �gures. The diffusion of information and values, often associated
with cultural globalization and the role of the media, is one of the core empha-
ses of the globalization debate.
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47. For an excellent discussion of the various perspectives, see Scholte 2000.
48. Beck 1996; Cerny 1998; Cutler 1999; Garrett 1998; Kratochwil 1997; Lipschutz 1996; Strange

1996; and Zürn 1998.
49. The density of arrows in Figure 3 shows that the elements of globalization each in�uence most

of the determinants of consumption. This density is a function of the extent of previous re-
search on the topic of food, but also of overlap between the determinants of the sustainability
of food consumption identi�ed in the debate.

50. Ropke 1994 and 1999; and Conca, Princen, and Maniates 2001.
51. Conca 2001.
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Figure 3: Globalization and the Sustainable Consumption of Food
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Figure 4: Globalization and the Sustainable Consumption of Mobility



With respect to food consumption, the literature notes the international-
ization of consumer tastes.52 The spreading of North American food consump-
tion patterns in particular are fostering the displacement of traditional and sea-
sonal foods with more durable processed foods produced to create and serve a
common popular taste worldwide.53 The globalization of the food chain also re-
veals itself in the mass consumption of exotic/foreign dishes and restaurant
chains.54 In addition, global information and value �ows affect consumers’ con-
cepts of meals, gender roles, and the structuring of lives between home and
work, and therefore consumers’ food choices.

In the mobility sector, the diffusion of information and values is re�ected
in increasing travel to distant places.55 In addition, the media in�uence consum-
ers’ perceptions of the appropriate mode and destination of travel, especially
desirable cars and exotic holiday trips, but also of desirable living situations.
Trends to move into the countryside or ideas of the “appropriate” living space
and “necessary” appliances frequently are a function of the spread of informa-
tion and values through global media.56

In addition, global information �ows also have implications in terms of
the type of information that is spread. Some information contents may be fa-
vored over others. Business is very capable of spreading its messages globally
through its marketing and advertising resources and networks. Yet, information
on the environmental and social characteristics of products, especially those re-
lated to the production process, is rarely included in the messages. Although the
internet increasingly gives individuals or groups relatively cheap and easy access
to the information highway, it is still far away from providing a true democrati-
zation of information �ows. Thus, the role of the diffusion of information also
re�ects the power of capital concentration, with the largest corporations domi-
nating global marketing and commercial media time.

Capital Concentration

Capital concentration and capital mobility, then, form the next element of glob-
alization whose in�uence on the sustainability of food and mobility consump-
tion choices needs to be discussed. The two factors together are the source of the
rise in in�uence of corporations. In combination with trade liberalization, capi-
tal concentration and mobility have fostered a proliferation and lengthening of
the product chain and the shift to post-Fordist modes of production, which
Conca57 identi�es as core aspects of the changes in the global organization of
production. In general, the majority of participants in the sustainable consump-
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52. Bonanno et al. 1994; and Lowe et al. 1994.
53. Carlsson-Kanyama 1997 and 1999; Ward and Almas 1997; and Warde 1997.
54. Howes 1996.
55. Quist et al. 1999.
56. Frank 1999; and Schor 1999.
57. Conca 2001.



tion debate see a detrimental effect on the sustainability of consumption origi-
nating in the growing market power of multinational corporations (MNCs).58

In the food industry, capital concentration appears to have taken place in most
sectors, including both farming and non-farming sectors of the agro-food sys-
tem.59 Interestingly, while processes of capital concentration can also be noted
in the car industry, the literature pays less attention to them.

On the one side, capital concentration presents an additional direct
in�uence of globalization on household consumption decisions, due to the
dominance of MNCs in marketing and advertising. Relying on global marketing
networks, MNCs spread their messages worldwide. Their enormous �nancial ca-
pacity allows them to purchase a huge share of commercial time on TV.60 The
concentration of network stations in a handful of global media companies by it-
self means that capital concentration favors the global diffusion of certain val-
ues and information over others.

On the other side, capital concentration also has an indirect in�uence on
the sustainability of food and mobility consumption choices. The impact of
capital concentration trickles down to the sustainability of household con-
sumption through its in�uence on available product choices. With respect to
food, capital concentration affects the sustainability characteristics of the prod-
uct chain and food groups, as well as agricultural production conditions. In-
deed, capital concentration has been linked to the increasing intensity of culti-
vation due to heavier uses of fertilizers, pesticides and heavy machinery, and to
a decrease in the organic content of food. The global sourcing of MNCs also
in�uences the sustainability characteristics of food in terms of transport. More-
over, capital concentration is extremely important for the latter stages of the
product chain such as food processing and retailing, which have an important
in�uence on consumers’ choice sets.61

Other important consequences of capital concentration in the food sector
apply to the power relationships between the different actors and the sustain-
ability characteristics of food products. Capital concentration is responsible for
the increasing dominance of corporations over input choices by producers and
the promotion of biotechnology.62 These changes in in�uence also extend to the
political arena and will be discussed further below.
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58. Haake and Jolivet 1997; Goodland 1998; and D. Mayer 1998.
59. See, for instance, Handy and MacDonald 1989; Hirst and Thompson 1992; Bonnano et al.

1994; Fine 1994; Lowe et al. 1994; Howes 1996; Busch and Juska 1997; Goodmann 1997; Ward
and Almas 1997; and Humphrey 1998.

60. The largest 100 corporations are responsible for 75% of commercial TV (D. Mayer 1998).
61. Scholars blame the dominance of multinational corporations in the food-processing industry

for the turning out of homogenous food products throughout the world, in particular new
products for af�uent markets, and the spread of processed food (Goodmann and Redclift 1994;
and Busch and Juska 1997). It appears that the concentration has led to a displacement of pro-
duction for use by production for the market, and to a tendency to minimize the organic con-
tent of the food system (Fine 1994).

62. Input suppliers have been able to obtain more in�uence over farm businesses through the de-
velopment of credit links and the provision of combined packages of technologies and special-



In the case of mobility, capital concentration clearly affects transport op-
tions. This in�uence applies to the sustainability characteristics of transport op-
tions as well as their general availability. Capital concentration in the car indus-
try, for instance, has an impact on the available and employed technology in
terms of fuel ef�ciency and emissions, for instance. Likewise, the larger the car
manufacturers, the more in�uence they can expend on the sustainability charac-
teristics of their inputs. The greening of the supply chain demanded under ISO
14000 standards, for example, has much more potential if pursued by Daimler-
Chrysler, General Motors, or Ford, than it would have in the case of a small car
manufacturer.

Finally, capital concentration also affects the economic factors determin-
ing consumption choices. Since scholars perceive capital concentration to pri-
marily favor the economic interests of investors, they identify it as a driving
force behind changing income distributions within and between countries. On
the food side, capital concentration is blamed for declining farm employment,
squeezed farm incomes, increasing capital requirements of farm-based produc-
tion, as well as the restructuring of economic sectors and labor forces (and na-
tion states).63 While not explicitly discussed in the literature, capital concentra-
tion is also likely to in�uence the prices of food products for producers and
consumers and especially the prices for car and air travel.

Political Capacity

Capital concentration and the power of MNCs are directly related to the next
phenomenon associated with globalization: shifts in political capacity.64 Many
scholars perceive political capacity to be shifting from traditional political ac-
tors, speci�cally the state, to non-state actors. They argue that the political ca-
pacity of nation states is declining vis-à-vis MNCs and International Govern-
mental Organizations (IGOs).65 Some scholars argue that the dependency of
the state on corporations leads to constraints on political strategies.66 Other
scholars highlight related changes in the legal arena as public and private inter-
national law are becoming increasingly blurred due to a greater reliance on
nonbinding legal instruments and the involvement of non-state actors in the
creation, implementation, and enforcement of international law.67 Likewise,
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ist advisory (Ward and Almas 1997). By seeking to gain control over a greater proportion of the
production process, large agro-food companies have come to in�uence the direction of techno-
logical change (op.cit.).

63. McMichael 1997; and Ward and Almas 1997.
64. Cerny 1990 and 1998; Strange 1994 and 1996; Zürn 1998; and Kalb et al. 2000.
65. Ohmae 1995; Korten 1995; Haake and Jolivet 1997; and D. Mayer 1998. The “decline of the na-

tion state” may not be a uniform development, however. While the power of national govern-
ments may have been reduced in some areas, it has actually increased in others. See Hirst and
Thompson 1992; Vogel 1996; Clayton and Pontusson 1998; and Garrett 1998.

66. Group of Lisbon 1993.
67. Clapp 1998; Cutler 1999; Hurd 1999; and Brown Weiss 1999.



scholars link globalization to the ascendancy to power of IGOs such as the
WTO, the IMF, and the World Bank.68

Besides shifts in the political capacity of the state vis-à-vis MNCs and
IGOs, scholars also inquire into potential changes in the role of the public and,
speci�cally, the consumer. Some scholars argue that the public may be “disap-
pearing” in its previous role as a critical observer and check on political and eco-
nomic actors.69 On the other side, some scholars claim that the public has the
potential to play a much more important role due to the rise of new issues onto
the global political agenda, such as environmental, social, and human rights is-
sues.70 Likewise, the rise in importance of local values, ethnicities, and knowl-
edge, and efforts at self-governance (frequently as a reaction to globalization),
has fostered the transfer of some political capacity from the state to the local or
municipal level.71 For the consumer, research has noted a decline in information
availability due to the distancing of production and consumption decisions.72

In addition, some scholars highlight the inability of supra-national entities to
be responsive to consumers’ preferences.73

How do these shifts in political capacity affect the determinants of sustain-
able consumption? The declining political capacity of the state vis-à-vis non-
state actors indicates, for instance, an increasing inability of national govern-
ments to subsidize public transport and to continue the redistribution of in-
come among different sectors of the population characteristic of the welfare
state. As a consequence, shifts in political capacity have an impact on household
budgets and prices.

In the food sector, shifts in political capacity are also likely to in�uence
food groups and agricultural production conditions. Scholars emphasize that
MNCs and IGOs have an increasing in�uence over the types and characteristics
of food exports and imports.74 Likewise, one may argue that GATT/WTO negoti-
ations exemplify the strengthening of global regulatory mechanisms that com-
promise national sovereignty in terms of production processes such as the use
of speci�c pesticides in agricultural production.75 Moreover, some scholars fear
that international agreements such as trade-related intellectual property rights
may undermine speci�c consumer protection initiatives.76

For the mobility sector, we also perceive a potential effect of shifts in polit-
ical capacity on living situation and transport options. Thus, shifts in political
capacity may in�uence the extent to which sustainability characteristics rather

32 Sustainable Consumption Governance in a Globalizing World

68. Strange 1996; Kratochwil 1997; and Goldstein 1998.
69. Kratochwil 1997.
70. Wapner 1995; Lipschutz 1996 and 1997; and Price 1998.
71. Scholte 2000.
72. Johnstone 1995; and Princen 1999.
73. See Hedemann-Robinson 2000. Political capacity, thus, is shifting both up to the supra-territo-

rial level and down to the local level. These shifts go beyond the changes in power in the eco-
nomic system identi�ed by Conca 2001. They are taking place in other arenas such as the social
and environmental ones, as well.

74. McMichael 1997; and Tonner 2000.
75. Ward and Almas 1997.
76. R. Mayer 1998.



than private economic interests will be considered in urban design. Likewise,
these changes can in�uence transport policy and investments in infrastructure
development for public transport.

Trade

An additional in�uence of globalization on the determinants of sustainable
food and mobility consumption results from the liberalization of trade laws
and quantitative and qualitative changes in trade �ows. While much of the pop-
ular discussion focuses on increases in the absolute size of trade �ows, the
changes brought about are much more fundamental. Today, trade takes place at
every stage of complex transnational commodity chains.77 The institutional and
structural changes in trade affect the sustainability of food and mobility con-
sumption choices in a variety of ways, and a substantial literature exists about
the direction of effects.78 Trade impacts the sustainability of consumption
through trade’s in�uence on economic factors. Furthermore, core concerns are
the informational and spatial distancing of production and consumption deci-
sions, and the pressure of trade liberalization on national regulation.

The in�uence of global trade on economic determinants of consumption
choices is common to both the food and mobility consumption clusters. Trade
in�uences income, although scholars fail to agree on how. Neoclassical eco-
nomic theory argues that international trade increases the “pie.” It does not say
anything about the distribution of the overall gains from trade, however. In
terms of prices, the lowering of tariffs and quota restrictions leads, frequently, to
a reduction.79 With the increasing opening of previously protected food mar-
kets, prices of food products come under pressure from international competi-
tion. Likewise, pressures to deregulate due to trade liberalization are affecting
the prices of transport options. Recent pressures to decrease subsidies for public
transport are paralleled by demands for the introduction of private competi-
tion.80 Similarly, the deregulation of the airline market has affected the costs of
air travel.

Pressures for trade liberalization are also affecting the sustainability char-
acteristics of food and mobility options. Thus, trade is responsible for the avail-
ability of exotic and seasonal food products year round in the supermarkets of
the North, for instance.81 Similarly, free trade can undermine consumer protec-
tion standards and constrain the use of eco-labels by interpreting them as barri-
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Robinson 2000. These claims should not be viewed as a celebration of the status quo. Previous
intense national regulation via price supports and import controls was what created the agro-
food commodity chains as they exist today and led to excess production in agricultural com-
modities. Goodman et al. 1994.

79. Hedemann-Robinson 2000.
80. It is important to note that the in�uences of trade discussed above can also be attributed to

shifts in political capacity, thereby, underlining the shrinking ability of governments to protect
public transport systems.

81. Friedland 1994; and Hedemann-Robinson 2000.



ers to trade.82 This is particularly relevant for food consumption, where agricul-
tural production conditions are among the core determinants of sustainability.
The opening of markets for certain products such as genetically modi�ed food
due to WTO regulations, for instance, as well as the prohibition of process stan-
dards by the WTO impact the sustainability characteristics of food products sup-
plied in the market. Likewise, US fuel standards for cars have been challenged at
the WTO. Such WTO disputes clearly indicate the existing in�uence of the insti-
tutional structures of international trade on the sustainability of food and mo-
bility consumption. Further in�uences, which are much harder to identify, exist
due to the creation of expectations of potential challenges and respective pre-
emptive measures by states, the third face of power so to speak. Unfortunately,
these in�uences are much harder to identify.

One of the pivotal implications of the globalization of trade is the spatial
and informational distancing of production and consumption.83 The spatial
distancing leads, of course, to transport and the associated energy consumption
and greenhouse gas emissions. The informational distancing, in turn, affects the
ability of the consumer to make environmentally and socially informed con-
sumption decisions. This informational distancing is strengthened by the inter-
national trade institutions. The GATT/WTO limits disclosure requirements for
products.84 Indeed, it has accepted laxer environmental standards, for instance,
as a legitimate source of comparative advantage.

However, a positive in�uence of trade on the sustainability of production
conditions is also conceivable.85 Trade can allow the relocation of production to
environmentally more ef�cient places, for instance. Carlsson-Kanyama86 high-
lights that tomatoes grown in Spain are environmentally superior to tomatoes
grown in greenhouses in Sweden. Furthermore, one may argue that free trade
promotes a leveling upward of consumer standards.87 Indeed, some scholars
claim that trade considerations have not forced the weakening of any consumer
protection measure.88 Similarly, some scholars argue that free trade gives con-
sumers a greater opportunity to choose green products.89

Innovation

Finally, the technological innovation and diffusion generally associated with
globalization clearly have an in�uence on some determinants of sustainable
consumption.90 Innovations may foster the development of more environmen-
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82. Nader 1991. On the other side, it could be argued that a comprehensive use of eco-labels is an
important requirement for free trade.

83. Princen 1997; and Conca 2001.
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87. Vogel 1995.
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tally friendly technologies, but also development of environmentally problem-
atic ones.91

Technological innovation and diffusion associated with globalization af-
fect almost all determinants of the sustainability of food consumption.92

Clearly, technological innovation in�uences the sustainability characteristics of
agricultural production as well as other phases in the product chain. Innovation
in biotechnologies affects crop varieties and characteristics, and technologies of
space and time compression in�uence transport and storage. On the side of the
household, technological innovation affects cooking and cooling technologies.

In the mobility sector, technological innovation and diffusion has an ob-
vious effect on transport options. Currently, the technological innovation most
prevalent is in the area of individual private transport and fast long distance
transport, as this is where money can be made. In addition, technological devel-
opments in other areas such as the multi-media evolution are likely to change
physical mobility needs.

Globalization, then, in�uences the sustainability of food and mobility
consumption in a variety of ways. The lack of improvements in the sustainabil-
ity of consumption and the paralysis scholars and practitioners feel in the face
of globalization should therefore come as no surprise. Yet, how can governance
strategies cope with this impact of globalization?

IV. Implications for Governance Strategies

In the �nal section, we derive guidelines for governance strategies in pursuit of
sustainable consumption from the previous analyses. We will start with more
general observations, and then highlight speci�c areas of concern for such strat-
egies.

General Guidelines

The analyses in the previous section allow us to identify a number of general
guidelines for governance strategies in pursuit of sustainable consumption.
They range from the challenges for governance created by globalization to the
opportunities it provides. First and most fundamentally, the analyses have
shown that sustainable consumption governance needs to take the impact of
globalization into account. The extent and breadth of the in�uence of globaliza-
tion means that it has the potential to undermine any sustainable consumption
policy which ignores this context.

Secondly, the in�uence of globalization implies the existence of severe
limitations for effective sustainable consumption governance at the national
level. The ability of individual governments to control or modify the elements
of globalization discussed above (trade liberalization, capital concentration,
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shifts in political power, the diffusion of information and values, and techno-
logical innovation and diffusion) is limited. Thus, governments interested in
fostering sustainable consumption need to consider a multilateral if not global
approach. Such an approach could include global eco-labels, or the integration
of environmental (and labor) standards with trade liberalization and the
WTO.93 Since international organizations such as the UN-CSD or UNEP have
increasingly made sustainable consumption part of their agenda, they could of-
fer support in agenda setting, negotiations, and design of governance strategies.
Rio 10, in particular, could provide an opportunity for further developments
in this issue area, which originally had made its way onto the international po-
litical agenda through Agenda 21.

Thirdly, the above analyses suggest that governance strategies in pursuit of
sustainable consumption need to adopt a comprehensive approach. Globaliza-
tion exerts its in�uences on sustainable consumption through a range of chan-
nels, in particular indirect ones. As shown, much of the in�uence of globaliza-
tion on the sustainability of consumption occurs before the household ever
makes a choice. Therefore, it would not be suf�cient for governance strategies to
solely target the consumption choices of households, be it through the provi-
sion of information or the modi�cation of prices. In the past, sustainable con-
sumption and sustainable production have been viewed as separate policy
�elds.94 As our analyses show, however, sustainable consumption governance
needs to integrate both demand and supply targets.95 Current developments in
Germany, especially the transformation of the ministry of agriculture into the
ministry for consumer protection and agriculture appear to be a step in the right
direction. However, this integrative approach has only reached the agricultural
arena and only with respect to perceived health threats.

Fourth, the above analyses have demonstrated that governance strategies
in pursuit of sustainable consumption can try to utilize positive effects of global-
ization on the sustainability of consumption. Examples of such positive in�u-
ences are the potential to use the internet or the TV for the diffusion of informa-
tion to foster sustainable consumption values and decisions, global eco-
standards and eco-labels in capital and goods markets, and the diffusion of
environmentally desirable technologies. Even shifts in political power offer an
intervention point for sustainable consumption governance. The increasing in-
volvement of non-state actors in governance suggests an opportunity to foster
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the integration of environmental and social groups in the implementation and
monitoring of sustainable consumption policies.

Such potential positive in�uences of globalization on sustainable con-
sumption frequently are neglected in the context of academic and non-
academic sustainable consumption debates. Strengthening existing positive ef-
fects, however, is likely to often be easier than working against the negative
ones. We do not argue, of course, that fostering the positive impacts of global-
ization on the sustainability of consumption will be suf�cient. Yet, paying at-
tention to opportunities arising from positive in�uences is likely to incur a pay-
off in terms of political feasibility and ef�cacy of intervention.

Speci�c Points of Attention for Sustainable Consumption Governance

Besides general guidelines, we can draw information on areas of particular con-
cern, or rather in particular need of governance intervention on behalf of sus-
tainable consumption from the above analyses. Three such areas will be dis-
cussed here. They include agricultural production conditions and transport
options which were identi�ed as important determinants of the sustainability
of food and mobility consumption respectively. These two determinants deserve
special attention because the analyses show them to be in�uenced by the major-
ity of the elements of globalization discussed. The third area of concern is capi-
tal concentration which the analyses have identi�ed as an important in�uence
on almost all of the determinants of the sustainability of food and mobility
consumption.

In terms of the in�uence of globalization on the sustainability of food
consumption, agricultural production conditions are a crucial factor. As Figure 3
illustrated, almost all of the elements of globalization discussed have signi-
�cant in�uences on agricultural production conditions. Capital concentration
was put forward as a factor that in�uences the intensity of cultivation and farm
structure. Likewise, trade liberalization was linked to increases in transport of
food, for example, or the potential undermining of ecological standards in im-
porting countries. Similarly, shifts in political power have been related to the in-
creasing in�uence of MNCs and IGOs on the types and characteristics of food
imports and exports. Finally, technological innovation and the global diffusion
of technologies was shown to affect crop varieties and characteristics. Given this
in�uence of globalization on agricultural production conditions and the impor-
tance of the latter as determinants of the sustainability of food consumption,
governance strategies in pursuit of sustainable consumption should pay particu-
lar attention to these dynamics.

Transport options play a similar role in terms of the sustainability of mo-
bility consumption as agricultural production conditions do for the sustain-
ability of food consumption. Again, almost all of the elements of globalization
exert in�uence on the sustainability of mobility choices through transport op-
tions. Capital concentration was posited as having an effect on the sustainability
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characteristics of transport options as well as their availability. Shifts in political
capacity were linked to transport policy and a range of other policy areas with
strong effects on mobility such as urban planning. Trade liberalization has been
related to challenges to national fuel standards for cars by the WTO, for exam-
ple, as well as pressures for reductions in subsidies for public transport and the
introduction of private competition in those markets. Technological innova-
tion, of course, profoundly affects the sustainability of transport options. Again,
given this extent and breadth of in�uence of globalization on transport options,
governance strategies would want to pay special attention to this crucial deter-
minant of the sustainability of mobility consumption and the impact of global-
ization.

What could sustainable consumption governance strategies focusing on
agricultural production conditions and transport options, and the in�uence of
globalization on them look like? Given time and space limitations, we can only
sketch a few potential elements of a strategy here. In terms of the sustainability
of food consumption, for instance, governance strategies could support organic
food production in trade, capital markets, technology development, and politi-
cal decision making. In international trade, then, restrictions on a positive dis-
crimination of organic foods would need to be removed. In terms of capital
concentration, feedback mechanisms on the sustainability of agricultural pro-
duction methods, e.g. environmental reporting, would need to be built into
credit and investment markets. At the same time, decision makers would need
to foster the inclusion of commercial and societal actors supporting organic
food production in governance efforts as well as policy adjustment at the World
Bank, WTO, and EU (in particular its Structural Funds and agricultural policy).
Finally, governments could support the development and diffusion of organic
production “technology.” Such a comprehensive targeting of the in�uences of
globalization on organic food production, ideally complemented by a fostering
of the diffusion of relevant information to households, would hold consider-
able potential for channeling the forces of globalization in support of sustain-
able food consumption.

As our last point, the analyses above suggest that governance strategies in
pursuit of sustainable consumption might want to pay special attention to de-
velopments in capital concentration. Our analyses have demonstrated that capi-
tal concentration in�uences almost every determinant of the sustainability of
food and mobility consumption. In earlier publications, we have shown that
the same is true for the sustainability of energy consumption.96 Thus, political
and social decision makers interested in fostering sustainable consumption will
need to discern mechanisms to guide capital markets in a sustainable direction.
Respective strategies will probably have to include much stricter sustainability
standards for credit and investment markets, but also the application of sustain-
ability criteria to mergers and acquisitions. Sustainable �nance is a relatively
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new area of work, both for activists and scholars, but it has been receiving in-
creasing attention recently. As the analyses above demonstrate, further work is
desirable not just in the context of currency crises in developing countries, but
also because sustainable consumption and therefore sustainable development
will not be possible without sustainable �nance.97

V. Conclusion

This article set out to develop guidelines for governance strategies in pursuit of
sustainable consumption. Its particular focus was on private household con-
sumption in industrialized countries, and speci�cally the consumption clusters
food and mobility. Based on previous empirical research on food and mobility
consumption, we derived sets of core determinants of the sustainability of
consumption in the two clusters. For food, the core determinants are socio-
demographic and economic factors, and household technology, as well as agri-
cultural productions conditions, and characteristics of the food chain and food
groups. For mobility, socio-demographic and economic factors likewise play an
important role. In addition, empirical studies have identi�ed the living situa-
tion and the characteristics and availability of transport options as important
determinants of the sustainability of consumption patterns.

Based on these sets of determinants, our paper developed a structured as-
sessment of the in�uence of globalization on the sustainability of food and
mobility consumption by households. From the globalization literature, we de-
rived �ve core elements of globalization: the diffusion of information and val-
ues, trade liberalization, capital concentration, shifts in political capacity, and
the diffusion of technological innovation. These �ve elements of globalization,
in turn, were linked to the identi�ed determinants of the sustain- ability of food
and mobility consumption. The results highlighted the extent and breadth of
the in�uence of globalization on the sustainability of consumption.

In the �nal step, then, we derived guidelines for governance strategies in
pursuit of sustainable consumption from these analyses. In terms of general
guidelines, we emphasized the need for multilateral if not global strategies due
to the limited ability of governments to control or modify the in�uence of glob-
alization. Furthermore, we stressed the need for comprehensive strategies taking
into account both direct and indirect effects of globalization. Moreover, we
pointed out the availability of opportunities for more effective and less costly
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governance intervention taking advantage of the positive effects of globalization
on the sustainability of consumption. Finally, we highlighted three areas of spe-
cial interest for sustainable consumption governance. For food, we argued that
agricultural production conditions deserve special attention in the context of
globalization, as they are in�uenced by almost all of the elements of globaliza-
tion. The same applies to transport options in terms of the sustainability of mo-
bility consumption. Last but not least, we argued that governance strategies in
pursuit of sustainable consumption should pay special attention to capital con-
centration, as the latter can be demonstrated to in�uence almost all of the deter-
minants of sustainable consumption.
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