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Foreword by 
European 
Commission 

I n its 2007-2013 regional programme for 
Asia, the European Commission underlines 
that one of its objectives is the promotion 

of goods and services that are environmen-
tally friendly in their production and use. The 
SWITCH-Asia programme directly targets this 
objective. SWITCH-Asia recognises the impor-
tance of addressing production and consump-
tion simultaneously to achieve this goal. 
	 The programme particularly targets small 
and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), which 
are seen as the backbone of the Asian economy 
and form the supplier-base. But without effec-
tive demand for green and fair products, SMEs 
will not deliver environment-friendly practices 
and products. A key barrier is lack of awareness 
and empowerment of consumer groups – and 

this needs to be tackled.
	 Sustainable consumption and 
production can be seen as two 
sides of the same coin. The two 
elements complement and mutu-
ally reinforce each other: stimulat-
ing the demand for sustainable 
products affects production pat-
terns and the availability of sus-
tainable products will enhance 
demand.
	 As Europe and Asia collabo-
rate for sustainable consumption, 

all major groups from governments and busi-
nesses to non-governmental organisations and 
educators need to act. Europe has learned that 
none of these actors can lead alone. Therefore, 
SWITCH-Asia suggests a co-ordinated and mul-
ti-actor approach that can activate the opportu-
nities and mechanisms to accelerate change.
	 Bringing out the responsible consumer in 
everyone including low-income groups by mak-
ing sustainable products the norm is one of the 

main objectives of the SWITCH-Asia programme.
This SWITCH-Asia booklet provides a good over-
view - both of the challenges we are all now fac-
ing, as well as of the opportunities that are al-
ready there for the taking.

Dirk Meganck, 

Director for Asia, Central Asia and Pacific 
Directorate-General for Development and 
Cooperation – EuropeAid, 
European Commission

Dirk Meganck
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Foreword by 
Consumers 
International

C onsumers International1 welcomes this 
joint work with the SWITCH-Asia Pro-
gramme of the European Commission. 

It is a very good opportunity for us to share the 
consumers’ perspective in mainstreaming sus-
tainable consumption in Asia. We have been 
working with our members 
and other like-minded groups 
throughout the globe to pro-
mote sustainable consump-
tion and production. However, 
this has not been easy and 
there seem to be more and 
more challenges with fewer 
and fewer resources to deal 
with them. This does not stop 
us though, from campaigning 
for a marketplace where the 
responsible choice is the easy 
choice. 
	 In preparing this booklet, we followed the 
Chinese way of writing ‘crisis’. They use two 
brush strokes – one stroke stands for danger, the 
other for opportunity. In Part 1 we present con-
sumers’ day-to-day challenges in their effort to 
switch to sustainable lifestyles and options, and 
in Part 2 are the opportunities for businesses, 
governments, and consumer groups to make sus-
tainable consumption happen.   
	 The number of consumers in the region who 
will opt to buy environment-friendly and ethical 
products over unsustainable choices is increas-
ing. In fact, their willingness to do so is as high, 
if not higher than their counterparts elsewhere 
in the world. However, their access to sustain-
ably produced products has been limited – such 
items are not found in the supermarkets. And 
even if they were, additional factors are also lim-
iting access such as having to demystify on-pack 
product labels. 

We encourage businesses and governments in 
Asia to continue creating an environment for 
sustainable consumption. Consumers need an 
assurance from producers that when they buy, 
their purchase will not backfire on them. They 
need governments to ensure that when they 

turn over recyclable materials 
for collection, these are proc-
essed for reuse. They want in-
formation that they can under-
stand, readily access, and that 
they can trust. And they want 
businesses and governments 
to facilitate changes and sign-
post areas where consumers 
can have the most impact.  
	    There is a huge market po-
tential in the region that has 
not yet been tapped and it lies 
within the collective power of 

consumers. Let us empower consumers to lead 
sustainable lives – they want this but they can 
not do it on their own.

Indrani Thuraisingham

Head, Consumers International
Office for Asia-Pacific and the Middle East

1  	 Consumers International is an international federation of 234 consumer organisations and agencies in 113 countries worldwide. Through its members and their supporters, 	
	 Consumers International directly represents tens of millions of consumers across the globe and speaks for consumers everywhere, especially the most disadvantaged.

Indrani Thuraisingham
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about 
this booklet

This booklet:
•	 provides an overview of sustainable consumption 	 	
	 challenges in Asia; 
•	 presents solutions and opportunities to address 
	 sustainable consumption challenges in the region and 
	 provides examples of how to overcome the challenges;
•	 could be a source of inspiration for policy-makers and 	
	 project developers in Europe and Asia who are 
	 considering implementing projects in Asia.  

The booklet has two sides. One presents 
the challenges that consumers face in 
the region when embracing sustainable 

consumption, particularly regarding the product 
life-cycle, and the other presents solutions and 
opportunities. The unique design requires the 
reader to flip it over to continue reading from the 
middle – it needs to be ‘SWITCHED’. The solutions 
section of the booklet contains case studies of 
programmes and projects from the region. These 
examples showcase ‘sustainable consumption’ 

especially in overcoming challenges at decision 
points – what to buy, how to use, and how to dis-
card. This part is particularly useful for organisa-
tions within and outside Asia that are not taking 
part in the SWITCH-Asia programme as a basis 
for showing the replication of sustainable con-
sumption approaches.
	 This side of the booklet deals with the chal-
lenges in achieving a shift towards the consump-
tion of ethical products, responsible product use 
and good end-of-life management including re-
use and recycling in Asia. Particularly, it seeks to 
answer these questions:
•	 What are the macro consumption trends in 
	 the Asia-Pacific region? 
•	 How is the profile of the Asian consumer 	
	 changing?
•	 What are the collective challenges in Asia for 	
	 switching to environment-friendly ways of 	
	 buying, using and discarding?

side 1 
challenges

side 2 
solutions

switch 
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Mei-Xing gives out a heavy sigh for the 
girl in the news. She reminds her of 
her 10-year-old daughter, Jennifer, 

whom she named after her favourite American 
actress Jennifer Aniston. But unlike the girl in the 
news, her daughter is leading a very sheltered 
life. Based on their maid’s schedule, Jennifer 
should be at home by now and have completed 
her assignments and showered. While waiting 
for her dinner, she should have an hour to play 
on the computer. 
	 It’s almost seven in the evening and Mei-Xing 
has had a long day in the office. Waiting for her 
husband while enjoying an iced coffee at Star-
bucks, laptop open and high-speed wi-fi con-
nected. Looking up  from her computer she sees 
a lady in her forties, in Jimmy Choo stiletto shoes, 
and for the second time this week. She smiles 
and types ‘Jimmy Choo shoes’ in her computer. 
She’d like to get a pair of those the next time 
she’s out. They would look lovely in her growing 
collection of branded bags and shoes. 
	 Mei-Xing works in a real estate firm from nine 
in the morning to six in the evening. Her husband 
is an accountant and together they earn about 
US$50 000 a year. They live in a fully furnished, 

three-bedroom condominium in Shanghai, the 
most populous City in China. They drive a Toyota 
Corolla, and do their shopping and banking on-
line. They make it a habit to escape to another 
Asian country once a year for a week or two of 
sightseeing. They hope to travel to the US and 
Europe within the next few years and are keen 
for Jennifer to go to college there. 
	 Jennifer is just like any other kid in her neigh-
bourhood. After class, she attends Spoken Amer-
ican English classes and on weekends, she goes 
to a gymnastics school. Eating French fries and 
chicken nuggets at KFC or McDonalds at the 
weekend is usually the highlight of her week 
and she can bring home the toy that goes with 
the kids’ meals. She is already beginning to dis-
like Mondays with their never-ending assign-
ments. She complains about it to her parents  
but it looks like that is going to be the way it is 
for the  next seven years. 
	 The girl featured in the story on television is 
Li-Hua. Her family is one of the 21 million poorest 
people in China that live on less than US$1 000 a 
year. She is 13-years-old and works in a garment 
factory for 14 hours a day. Her father is a rick-
shaw driver and her mother takes care of her five 

a tale of two 
asian consumers 

Jennifer

Li-Hua

Consumption 
patterns are 
unbalanced – 
depending 
on income 
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other younger siblings at home. Li-Hua’s family 
lives in a mud-brick home of 40 square metres 
in poor Gansu Province. They have two rooms 
divided by mud walls plastered with colourful 
pages cut from magazines. They don’t have ac-
cess to running water nor to electricity. At night, 
a kerosene lamp on top of a wooden makeshift 
table sheds light in her mother’s room. The light 
never lasts long, so bedtime comes early, within 
a couple of hours of sunset. Tomorrow is another 
long day at work. 
	 Li-Hua and her other siblings don’t go to 
school. Working in the factory takes its toll   on 
her frail, young body but she doesn’t think about 
it and she doesn’t complain. After dinner, she is 
too tired to change her clothes and goes straight 
to sleep. Every morning as she makes her way 
to the factory, she thinks about the day that her 
younger siblings will be old enough to join her 
at the factory. Together they could bring home 
more money and perhaps afford to buy enough 
food for everyone. And maybe, just maybe, one of 
her siblings would be fortunate enough to go to 
school and be like their neighbour, a teacher who 
sends her young son to school and has been able 
to upgrade their home of   mud and stone to a 
concrete house.
	 While she is still dreaming, Li-Hua arrives at 
the factory and becomes just another worker but 
precise and fast in her tasks to be able to meet 
her daily quota. Her mother named her Li-Hua, 
“pearl blossom”, but her tired face and worn out 
dress don’t do her name justice.
	 Mei-Xing, Jennifer and Li-Hua represent the 
lives of the two major types of consumers in Asia 
– the growing middle class and their rising global 
consumption patterns, and the extremely poor 

Consumers, by definition, include us all. They are the largest eco-

nomic group, affecting and affected by almost every public and 

private economic decision. Yet they are the only important group 

[...] whose views are often not heard. (Former US President John F. 

Kennedy, Congressional Speech 15 March 1962)

who, in 18 Asia Pacific economies, account for 
more than 10% of the regional population (ADB, 
2010a). These three people are at the outermost 
ends of the scale when it comes to consumption. 
But their needs have to be balanced, and met, to 
achieve sustainable consumption in the region.

Consumption 
patterns are 
unbalanced – 
depending 
on income 
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Box 1: Consumption challenges: comparing the poor and the middle class in Asia  

•	 Asia is still home to nearly half of the world’s 
	 absolute poor with per capita incomes of less  
	 than US$1.25 a day (ADB, 2011).

•	 By 2030, two-thirds of the global middle
	 class is expected to live in the Asia Pacific
	 (Kharas, 2010).

•	 578 million or two-thirds of undernourished 	
	 people in the world are in the Asia-Pacific 
	 region (FAO, 2010a).

•	 Obesity is rapidly becoming a problem in
	 Asia. The number of obese people in China
	 more than doubled over the last 15 years 		
	 (UNEP, 2005).

•	 Of the 1.1 billion people who had no access
	 to safe drinking water in 2002, 669 million 	
	 (almost two-thirds) lived in Asia 
	 (UNDP, 2007).

•	 There were 2.6 billion people without access 	
	 to basic sanitation and as many as 1.9 billion 
	 –  more than two thirds – are living in Asia 
	 (UNDP, 2007).	

•	 The ground water reserves in Asia is depleting 
	 fast. The water table in many large cities, 
	 including Bangkok, Beijing, Chennai, Manila 
	 and Shanghai, has dropped by up to 
	 50 metres in recent decades (UNEP, 2005).

•	 Solid waste generation in Asia is expected to 	
	 rise from 0.76 million tons per day in 2000
	 to 1.8 million in 2025 despite recycling efforts
	 (UNEP, 2005).

consumers 
of asia

In the Asian context, there are about 4 billion 
consumers, or 61% of the world’s current 6.5 
billion population. And it is increasing at a 

rate of 1.2% every year. Almost one-third of the 
global population is living in 
China and India alone. Every 
one of these 4 billion people 
is an individual consumer. 
By 2030, Asia is expected to 
be at the forefront of world-
wide consumption, consumer 
spending is likely to reach $32 trillion and com-
prise about 43% of worldwide consumption. 
Consumption through public procurement by 

administrative governments, also known as 
‘public’ consumers with strong purchasing pow-
er, can make a huge of difference if sustainable 
consumption is ‘mainstreamed’ in the region. In 

Asia, public procurement by 
an administrative government 
of a country can account for 
20-30% of the country’s total 
product and service consump-
tion. Adopting sustainability 
criteria for products and serv-

ices purchased by the government, can signifi-
cantly increase their market share. 

“By 2030, Asia is expected to 

be at the forefront of world-

wide consumption”
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sustainable 
consumption 
– a forgotten 
tradition in Asia? 

Any discussion on global consumption 
trends is likely to include the role of Asia 
or Asia’s influence and contribution. This 

continent draws its importance not only by be-
ing the biggest land mass on the world map but 
more so as home for the majority of humanity 
(Figure 1). 
	 Traditionally, sustainable consumption is 
rooted in an Asian way of life where people 
follow the principles of a community that has 
shared use of, and responsibility over, their re-
sources. In many Asian countries, the rural com-
munities still live in communal houses, share 
common toilets, reuse and carry their own shop-
ping bags, and collect rainwater to be reused 
for their laundry and general cleaning or wa-
tering plants, as things were in the olden days. 
This lifestyle is diminishing amongst the urban 
population. In the last few decades, rapid eco-
nomic growth in the region has pushed up con-
sumption to levels similar to those experienced 
by developed countries. Spanning more than 
40 countries, the economic landscape encom-
passes the Asian Tigers of Singapore and Hong 
Kong, resource-rich countries like Indonesia, and 
the rapidly emerging economic powerhouses of	
China and India that, by virtue of their size alone,	
are fuelling both intra-regional and global trade. 
	

Asia and the Pacific is a region of contrasts. On 
the opposite side of socio-economic prosperity 
are those who still live in poverty and have no ac-
cess to basic needs and services. This group con-
stitutes two-thirds of Asia’s population. A FAO 
(2010a) report indicated that the number of hun-
gry people in the world was 925 million, of which 
more than half (578 million) are in the Asia-Pa-
cific (Figure 2). The challenge of sustainable con-
sumption is felt differently here than it is in the 
West. In Asia it requires a balance in meeting the 
needs of consumers at the two extreme realities. 

Figure 1: Population of Asia and the rest 
of the World
(Source: PRB, 2011 and Ross, 2011)

AsiaRest of the World

39 % 61 %
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² These poverty lines are normally calculated in purchasing power parity, accounting for the local price levels 	
    and the corre-sponding value that one dollar of income has.

Figure 2: Number of Hungry People in the World
(Source: FAO, 2010a)

Box 2: Defining sustainable consumption

Sustainable consumption is an umbrella term that brings together a number of 
key issues, such as meeting needs, enhancing quality of life, improving resource 
efficiency, minimising waste, taking a lifecycle perspective, and taking the equity 
dimension into account. Integrating these component parts is the central ques-

tion of how to provide the same or better services to meet the basic requirements 
of life and the aspiration for improvement, for both current and future genera-
tions, while continually reducing environmental damage and the risk to human 
health (UNEP, 2001).  

A practical definition to sustainable lifestyles means rethinking our ways of liv-
ing, how we buy and how we organise our everyday life. It is also about altering 
how we socialise, exchange, share, educate and build identities. 
It means transforming our societies and living in harmony with 

our natural environment (Swedish Taskforce on Sustainable Lifestyles, 2010). 

Asia and the Pacific
578 million

Sub-Saharan Africa
239 million

Latin America and the Caribbean
53 million

Near East and North Africa
37 million

Developed countries
19 million

Total: 
925 million
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Major 
consumption 
trends in Asia  

Urbanisation is increasing in the region 
at a phenomenal rate. By 2030 almost 
55% of the population will be living in 

cities. This will have major implications for Asia’s 
consumption patterns, particularly in terms of 
the three consumption areas (Figure 3) of hous-
ing, transport and food. 
	 Based on the 2006 “EIPRO – Environmental 
Impact of Products” study in Europe (EC et al., 
2006), it can be   implied that products from 
these three areas together can have major en-
vironmental impacts on private consumption in 
Asia as well. Further, consumption in Asia will be 
driven by a relatively young population. India, for 
instance, has 50-60% of its population under 35 

years of age (Gadhok, 2011), an active consump-
tion age having an increasing disposable income 
(McKinsey Global Institute, No Year).
	 The average material consumption per capita 
in Asia has a sharp increasing trend (Figure 4). 
The average per capita consumption of the 19 
Asian countries increased from 3.7 tonnes per 
capita in 1985 to 5.5 tonnes in 2005. This number 
is still far below the global average per capita 
consumption, which remained relatively stable 
over the same period at around 8.5 tonnes. On 
the other hand, a highly differentiated mate-
rial consumption picture can be observed across 
Asia. For example, a difference by a factor of 40 
can be seen between countries with the highest 
and lowest per capita material consumption. It 
can be said that this group of 19 Asia countries 
represents a wide spectrum of material con-
sumption profiles (SERI, 2010).

An increasing hunger 
for resources

Figure 3: The three major consumption areas
(Source: EC et al., 2006)

HOUSING TRANSPORT FOOD

Figure 4: Material consumption per capita upper and lower end (1985-2005)
(Source: SERI, 2010)
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Energy demand in the region is estimated to 
grow by 45% between 2006 and 2030, and the 
region alone will consume more than 37% of the 
total global electricity, which would mainly be 
generated from coal power plants (IEA, 2008). 
2010 had a pivotal moment in energy history. The 
country consuming most of the world‘s energy 
was no longer the U.S., but China (BP, 2011). Be-
tween 2000 and 2010 China’s energy consump-
tion more than doubled. 
	 By 2020, developing countries will account 
for most of the increase in global demand for 
cereals (Figure 5). The increased use of grains in 
animal feedstuff also contributes to this trend 
(FAO, 2010c), as more meat is being consumed by 
consumers in developing countries having high-
er incomes to afford more affluent diets. More 
than half of the increased demand for cereals is 
projected to be in developing countries in Asia, 
of which India and China alone will account for 
39% of the global demand (Figure 6).
	 The sales of private cars are growing fast in 
Asia’s newly industrialised countries (Figure 7a). 
China replaced the U.S. as the world’s largest au-
tomobile market when vehicle sales skyrocketed 
in the country in 2009 (BP, 2011). The increased 
in number of vehicles propels the demand for 
fuel consumption in bustling Asian cities such as 
Bangkok, Beijing and Shanghai (Figure 7b). 

Figure 5: World demand for cereals, 
1974, 1997, and 2020 
(Source: FAO, 2010b)

3000

2500

2000

1500

1000

500

0
Developed 
countries

Developing 
countries

World

m
ill

io
n 

m
et

ric
 to

nn
es

1974 1997 2020

Figure 6: Regional shares of increased 
cereal demand 
(Source: FAO, 2010b)

India
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metric tons

Figure 7a: Motorisation trends in Asian region 
(Source: GFEI & CAI-Asia, 2010)

Figure 7b: Per capita gasoline consumption in relation 
to number of vehicles in Asian cities 
(Source: Doi & Asano, 2011)
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C onsumer power is shifting to China and 
India due to the rise in the middle class 
purchasing power (EI, 2010). By 2030, 

Asia is expected to account for two-thirds of the 
4.9 billion global middle class with the largest 
number coming from China and India (Kharas, 
2010). This rising middle class was a result of 
the rapid increase in the general population 
and therefore also in the workforce. The middle 
classes usually live in urban areas, are better ed-
ucated, hold salaried jobs, have fewer children, 
and have the highest potential to migrate to 
seek better opportunities. 

As early as 2008, there were approximately 1.9 
billion people in the region classified as middle	
 class (ADB 2010a). This was 56% of the region’s 
total population, and 21% more than in 1990  	
(ADB, 2010a). As of 2008, in China alone, there 
were 220 million middle-income households al-
ready (based on the definition of US$2-20 worth 	
of goods consumption per capita per day). This 	
was almost half of Europe’s population at that 
time.
	 Consumer spending in developing Asia was 
only slightly affected by the global financial cri-
sis. It reached an estimated $4.3 trillion in annual 
expenditure in 2008 equivalent to nearly a third 
of total private consumption of OECD countries. 
It is expected to rise to $32 trillion, equivalent to 
43% of worldwide consumption, by 2030.  

An Increasing 
Middle Class

Households with annual 
disposable incomes of 
US$5,000-15,000 as 
a percentage of total 
households

Figure 8: Emerging Market Giants: the purchasing power of China and India
(Source: EI, 2010; Heston et al, 2011)

New Purchasing Power: 
China No.1 in 2012, 
India at No.3 in 2010

INDIA
14.6% (in 2010) 

-> 41.1% (in 2020)

CHINA
31.7% (in 2010) 

-> 46.2% (in 2020)
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D espite Asia’s economic growth over the 
last two decades, the region remains 
home to approximately two-thirds of 

the world’s poor (UNESCAP et al., 2010). The 
progress achieved in the region continues to 
exclude the vast majority of its poor and under-
nourished. It is paradoxical that despite its abun-
dant resources and rapid resource consumption, 
the region is still struggling to provide access to 
basic needs to the poor or low-income group, 
who live at the edge of survival.
	 Yet in Asia, it is the power of numbers that 
counts more than anything else. Low-income 
consumers in emerging markets, a base often 
referred to as the ‘bottom of the economic pyra-
mid’ (BOP) accounts for the largest percentage 
of purchasing power in the world. In 2004, the 
aggregate buying power of the BOP was over 
$14 trillion – larger than that of Germany, France, 
Italy, Japan and the United Kingdom combined 
(RTEC 2006). It might be interesting for busi-
nesses to see that, globally, there is fortune at 
the bottom of the pyramid particularly in four 
main areas: food ($2 895 billion), energy ($433 

Increasing but Unmet 
Expectations of 
Low-income Consumers

Box 3: Consumption of global 
consumer class in Asia  

•	 In 2008, Chinese consumers purchased
	 about 9.5 million vehicles, including 
	 100 Rolls Royce luxury cars which is 
	 equivalent to 10% of the company’s 
	 global sales (King et al., No Year).
•	 China and India are now the world’s first		
	 and second largest markets for mobile
	  phones (ADB, 2010b). 
•	 China has approximately 600 million 
	 cellphone subscribers, while there are
 	 about 550 million in India 
	 (Bloomberg, 2005). 

An Increasing Global 
Consumer Class

Traditionally, Asians have been savers rath-
er than spenders. However, the consump-
tion patterns of millions of consumers in 

the newly industrialised countries of the Asia-
Pacific region are now converging with those 
of western industrialised countries – especially 
among the younger generations. These consum-
ers are referred to as the ‘global consumer class’. 
Worldwide, the global consumer class was about 
1.7 billion people in 2004 – of which almost 40% 
lived in Asia (Worldwatch Institute, 2004).
	 This emerging social group comprises mostly 
urban consumers who share certain elements of 
a lifestyle of conspicuous consumption, regard-
less of cultural background or nationality. They 
are likely to live in modern apartments equipped 
with electronic appliances and gadgets, have 
access to information technologies and global 
brands, own cars, travel by air, etc. In 2009, it 
was estimated that mobile subscription in Asia-
Pacific surpassed all other regions in the world 
(Figure 9).
 

Figure 9: Mobile subscriptions across regions. In 2009/2010 mobile 
subscriptions in Asia-Pacific  increased rapidly surpassing all other 
regions globally 
(Source: ITU, 2010)
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billion), housing ($332 billion) and transporta-
tion ($179 billion) (World Resources Institute, 
2007). Nearly half of the companies that target 
low-income customers focused on rural markets 
are High Performers, meeting or beating at least 
75% of their sales targets (Figure 11). Grameen 
Bank of Bangladesh is an example of a success-
ful business model that captures the purchasing 
power of the BOP (SIB, 2010).

In general, the low-income consumers in emerg-
ing markets are best described as ‘low-income, 
high-expectation’ as many of their life priorities, 
values and brand perceptions are similar to the 
middle class. Health, family and physical security 
are the top three most important things in life 
for more than 80% of low- and middle-income 
consumers, followed by a good home, an educa-
tion and a good income (Figure 12).

Figure 10: Global change in economic pyramid shows a vast number 
of aspiring consumers among the world’s low-income consumers
(Source:  Modified based on ADB 2010c and Prahalad & Hart, 2002)

Figure 11: Business Performance at the Bottom 
of the Pyramid
(Source: Krauel & Montgomery, 2010)
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Overlooked Business
Opportunity

Figure 12: Life Priorities shows that low-income consumers share as many priorities, values and brand perceptions similar 
to middle class consumers
(Source: Svnovate, 2006)
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E lsewhere in the world, as in Asia, develop-
ment has now become synonymous with 
increasing consumption. What if the bulg-

ing middle class in the region continues to aspire 
to move along the same path of consumption as 
their counterparts do in developed nations? And 
what if government and corporations embark 
on resource-intensive production to address the 
increasing unmet needs of poor consumers? It 
will take three more planets to cater to this scale 
of consumption. But the hard truth is that we 
only have one planet and the feasible way it can 
continue to support us is through sustainable 
production and consumption.  
	 Sustainable consumption in the region has 
not taken off on a par with initiatives support-
ing sustainable production. However, there is a 
growing interest among consumers to go green. 
Among Chinese professionals, although climate 
change isn’t top of their concerns, the percen-
tage of those who are concerned about it is in 
line with other nations: 26% in China compared 

to 33% in the UK (Futerra, 2009). Latest develop-
ment indicate that consumer behaviour is dif-
ferent to consumer attitude. In China,   89% is 
saying to buy green whereas only 75% actually 
buy green. In the US the gap is almost double 
(Figure 13). This suggests that consumers in Asia 
have evolved to appreciate green living, proba-
bly, better than their counterparts in developed 
countries. As indicated in Figure 13, consumers’ 
good intention and appreciation may not trans-
late into actual actions or behaviour. What are 
the barriers that prevent this from happening? 
What are the factors that can make a difference 
for them to switch to more sustainable consum-
er behaviour?	
	 This section presents the challenges for con-
sumers in the region, particularly relating to 
how to take ‘product decisions’: what to buy, 
how to use, and how to discard. These challeng-
es are identified via literature research including 
surveys and selected following discussions with 
experts in the region.

What to buy: 
related challenges

How to use:
related challenges

How to discard:
related challenges

• 	 Limited access to 
	 sustainably produced 		
	 products and services
•	 Lack of transparency 	
	 and credibility of 
	 product preformance

• 	 Consumers still in the 		
	 dark about low-impact 		
	 product use
•	 Limited after sales 
	 support

• 	 Lack of disposal 
	 facilities in Asia
•	 Limited take-back 		
	 schemes and facilities

Figure 13:  The Green Gap – Comparative scenario of consumers’ 
appreciation of sustainable lifestyle and actual behaviour in 
developed and developing countries
(Source: Bennett & Williams, 2011)
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The challenge 
– WHAT TO BUY

Consumers are faced with two common 
challenges at the ‘what-to-buy’ phase:
•	 Limited access to sustainable products 
	 and services
•	 Low confidence due to lack of transparency 
	 and credibility on the products or services

LIMITED ACCESS TO SUSTAINABLE PRODUCTS
AND SERVICES
Apart from a lack of knowledge about green 
products, there are two other major factors that 
limit consumers’ access to sustainable products 
– price and availability (CI, 2010). Even though 
many fair trade products are produced in de-
veloping countries, their presence on the home 
market is scarce. Consumers in developing coun-
tries either have no access to fair trade products 
or, they have to pay a high premium.
	 Figure 14 shows that price topped all other 
factors believed to be obstacles to purchasing 
fairly traded products. The Figure shows that 
price does not outweigh the perceived added-
value of ethical products.

Figure 14: Obstacles to purchasing fair trade products 
(Source: CI, 2010)
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Lack of transparency and credibility of 
product performance
Consumers International characterises consum-
ers as ‘sceptical’ or ‘discriminating’ when they do 
not understand ‘on-pack’ labels. Misleading in-
formation or descriptions given is another great 
challenge for consumers. Such labels make 
many green claims but there is no consensus as 
to what constitutes a ‘reliable’ claim. Consumers 
are confused about ethical claims which is part-
ly a reflection of the lack of agreement relating 
to good practice in this area. 
	 A worldwide online survey looked at consum-
er perception of green claims and found that 
consumers do not automatically accept those 
made in advertisements (Burst Media, 2008).

Box 4: Defining Sustainable Products 
or Services  

In this booklet, sustainable products or serv-
ices are interchangeably described as green or 
ethical, which implies that they are produced 
in ethically, ecologically and economically 
sound manners and fairly traded to benefit 
and protect producers, consumers and the 
environment. Most significant environmental 
impacts should be addressed in each part of 
the product’s or service’s life cycle. The term 
Fair trade products generally means that 
the products have been produced according 
to fair trade standards and principles prac-
ticed by the various fair trade organisations 
or certification bodies. Sustainable products 
or services have also high level of functional-
ity and respond to needs. They do not lead to 
conspicuous consumption. 
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One	 in	 fi	ve	 respondents	 (22.7%)	 said	 that	 they	
“usually”	or	“always”	believe	green	claims,	while	
12.1%	said	they	never	believe	green	claims	(Fig-
ure	15).	A	national	survey	on	1	143	consumers	in	
Indonesia	shows	that	one	in	every	two	respond-
ents	does	not	believe	green	claims	of	companies	
(Catalyze	et	al.,	2011)
	 However,	 eco-labels	 seem	 to	 play	 a	 key	 role	
in	 creating	 trust.	 For	 example,	 almost	 80%	 of	
the	respondents	of	a	market	survey	conducted	
in	 India	 for	 formulating	 effective	 marketing	
strategies	 for	 eco-friendly	 textile	 products	 said	
that	 an	 eco-label	 was	 the	 most	 important	 in-
formation	for	respondents	to	decide	on	the	eco-
friendliness	of	a	product	(Traidcraft	et	al.,	2010).	
Over	340	eco-labels	in	42	countries	were	known	
globally	by	November	2009	(WRI	and	BRI,	2010)	
–	a	dauntingly	high	number.	Table	 1	 shows	 the	
total	 number	 of	 labels	 that	 a	 consumer	 might	
be	exposed	to,	broken	down	by	region	and	sec-
tor.	Figure	16	shows	some	of	the	green	claims	in	
advertising	in	Asia.
	 More	and	more	businesses,	including	grocery	
retailers,	have	developed	their	own	green	labels.	
The	largest	UK	supermarket	chain,	TESCO,	offers	
its	very	own	fairly	traded	products	in	its	opera-
tions	in	China,	Malaysia,	South	Korea,	and	Thai-
land.	Other	brands	use	endorsements	from	non-
certifying	 third	 parties,	 or	 on-pack	 claims,	 to	
convey	 sustainability	 attributes.	With	 all	 these	
developments,	there	is	a	need	for	a	common	ap-
proach	 to	 measure	 the	 quality	 of	 green	 claims	
(CI,	2010).		

Figure 16: Members of ‘Green Ecolabelling’ in Asia 
which consumers are more likely to encounter 
(Source: Green Ecolabelling Network, http://globalecolabelling.net)

Figure 15: Respondents’ reactions to ‘green’ 
claims made in advertising 
(Source: Burst Media, 2008)

Never believe “green” 
advertising claims
12,1 %

Sometimes believe 
“green” advertising 
claims
65,3 %

Usually believe “green” 
advertising claims
19,8 %

Always believe “green” 
advertising claims
2,9 %

Region

Europe
North America
Asia
Oceania
Latin America
Africa
Global

Sector

Food
Retail Goods
Buildings
Textiles
Electronics
Forest Products
Energy
Tourism
Carbon
Other

Number

96
78
28
17
6
1
51

Number

74
72
45
38
35
35
28
28
12
66

Table 1: Eco-labels by region and sector
(Source: www.ecolabeling.org)
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The challenge 
– HOW TO USE

Considerable amount of environmental impact 
can occur during the ‘use’ phase of consumer 
goods. Two identified challenges for consumers 
to use products or services are due to:
•	 Lack of knowledge on low-impact product use
•	 Limited access to after sales support

Consumers still in the dark about 
low-impact product use
Most consumers are not aware of this because 
there is not much information available for 
them about the concept of low-impact product 
use, nor of its advantages. This is the case not 
just in Asia but elsewhere in the world. 
	 For instance, only 16% of the overall CO2 emis-
sions over the lifecycle of an average car occur 
in the production phase and over 80% occur in 
the use phase – this is the hidden environmental 
cost of driving. Car manufacturers are presently 
working to reduce the amount of energy and 
water used during production. Consumers have 
a lot of catching up to do in order to understand 
their impact in the use phase. Many consumers 
are still not aware of low-impact lifestyles and 
product usage such as collaborative consump-
tion, valued experiences instead of ownership, 
peer to peer sharing, or collectively thoughtful 
consumption (WEF, 2011).   Even though many 
smart products, smart appliances and energy 
management systems have been introduced in 
Asian markets, consumers are limited in their 
knowledge to understand their role to manage 
impacts through proper and effective usage. 

LIMITED AFTER SALES SUPPORT
Regardless of how the goods or services are ac-
quired (such as owned, rented, or contracted), 
after sales support including part replacements, 
maintenance, or care are important aspects for 
consumers. After sale support services can im-
pact on the business overall sale performance 
and future sales. This can help ensure sustain-
able, effective and efficient usage that can have 
impact on end-of-life phase.   Household appli-
ances or computers, for instance, demand for ac-
cessible after sales support.  Of late, an increased 

consumerism of ‘use and throw’ can be seen as 
an easy way out for not having to deal with the 
hassle and frustration that can be attributed to 
poor or the absence of after sales support.   In-
cidentally, repairs and servicing of products for 
reuse have become unfashionable, and are per-
ceived to be time consuming.

Box 5: Bottle bulbs to provide light to 
the poor – an example of low-impact 
product use in poor communities 
amongst the Philippines  

Families in an informal settlement in the 
Baseco area of Manila, Philippines, have bid 
farewell to candle-lit dinners and nights in 
total darkness. Their mayor painted a bright 
green future for them with the launching of a 
community-based solar lighting project that 
benefited at least 120 makeshift homes.
	 Under the system, each home will be in-
stalled with a solar bulb made from a two-
litre plastic bottle filled with a solution of 
water, salt and chlorine that gathers and am-
plifies sunlight. The bottle acts as a lens and 
provides a tremendous amount of interior 
light equivalent to 55 watts during daytime, 
so that there is no more need to use electricity. 
The project was funded by the local govern-
ment at an affordable cost amounting to less 
than US$5 per household.
	 With this in place, residents can now do 
away with using candles or kerosene lamps 
which only poses danger and the possibil-
ity of causing fire. The use of solar bulbs also 
prevent the occurrence of accidents brought 
about by pilferage of electric power.
(Source: MB, 2011)

(Photos: A liter of Light Team)
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Lack of disposal facilities in Asia
There are few waste management facilities in 
the region. Many countries in Asia are in the ear-
ly stages of industrialisation and they lack the 
capital needed to invest in appropriate waste 
technologies. Most local governments allocate 
a huge part of the budget annually to manage 
solid waste but can still hardly keep up with the 
rate at which garbage is generated. Based on es-
timates, domestic waste generation in Asia is 1 
million tons per day – that is about 1 billion kilos 
of garbage added every day! Urban areas in Asia 
spend US$25 million per year on solid-waste 
management, and this figure will increase to 
US$47 million per year (APO, 2007).
	 Urban consumers are less likely to have ac-
cess to recycling or even final disposal facilities. 
It is the informal sector, which usually takes on 
the recovery, and recycling activities. In India, 
95% of the actual recycling is done by the in-
formal sector in primitive and highly polluting 
backyard operations that are very labour-inten-
sive and unsafe to both workers and the envi-
ronment (WEEE Recycle, 2010). The most com-
mon method of managing waste in the region 

is open dumping,   as is practiced in Sri Lanka, 
Thailand, India and China. But this carries   se-
vere environmental problems affecting health 
and causing serious economic losses.

Limited take-back schemes and facilities
In Asia, take-back mechanisms are few. In most 
cases, consumers complain about the lack of 
curbside collection, poorly accessible collec-
tion centres, limited information on what to do 
when the product becomes obsolete, and no in-
centives for structural change. 
	 Producer take-back mechanisms and regula-
tions, also known as ‘extended producer respon-
sibility’, started in the region in the early 1990s. 
These were prompted mainly by limited landfill 
space. Japan started implementing take-back 
systems as projections for  landfill capacity were  
zero for 2008. India also introduces the legisla-
tion for take back of lead-acid batteries - The 
Batteries (Management & Handling) Rules 2010, 
but faced with difficulty in implementation. To-
day, there are several countries in the region that 
have laws requiring companies to take back the 
packaging materials associated with their prod-
ucts, and laws on e-waste management (Table 2). 
	 By giving responsibility to the manufacturers 
to collect and pay for the cost of recycling, they 
are pushed to design products that are easier to 
de-manufacture (easier to take apart), and are 
less harmful to the environment. However, this 
is a huge task because producers also face major 
challenges such as compliance to innumerable 
and varying regional and global regulations and 
huge funding requirements for new technolo-
gies. There is no doubt, therefore, that collective 
action from the government and consumers is 
needed to make it work. The other side of this 
booklet shows some of the solutions how actors 
can do their part. 

The challenge 
– HOW TO discard

Challenges at the ‘disposal’ phase for consumers 
in Asia are commonly associated with:
•	 Inadequate disposal facilities
•	 Limited take-back programmes or initiatives

Box 6: Product take-back

Product take-back is a form of ‘extended pro-
ducer responsibility’ that requires companies 
to take back their products after the consumer 
is ready to replace them or throw them away. 
Starting in Germany, the programme quickly 
spread to the rest of the world and covered 
a growing range of consumer products and 
electronics such as TVs, refrigerators, washing 
machines, computers, mobile phones, printers, 
digital cameras and batteries.
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Country	
	

Items Regulations

TV sets, refrigerators, washing machines, 
air conditioners, personal computers

Electrical and electronic equipment or 
components

TV sets, refrigerators, washing machines, 
air conditioners

Personal computers (both for business and 
household use), TV sets, refrigerators, washing 
machines, audio equipment, mobile phones

Discarded or off-specification batteries contain-
ing lead, mercury, nickel, or lithium from battery 
manufacturing plants are Scheduled Waste S271

Waste home appliances and IT products

Consumer electronics (radios, stereos, TV sets, etc) 
white goods (stoves, refrigerators, dishwashers, 
washing machines, dryers, etc)

Unknown

Management of Recycling of Home Appliances 
and Electronic Equipment regulation, 2004

 

e-waste (Management and Handling) Rules, 
2011
The Batteries (Management & Handling) Rules, 
2010

Home Appliances Recycling Law, 1998

Law for Promotion of Effective Utilization of 
Resources (2001 for buiness PCs a nd 2003 for 
household PCs) Extended Producers Responsibil-
ity in Recycling Law, 2003

No regulation for E-waste. 
In Environmental Quality Regulations, 1989

Waste Disposal Act (amended 1998)

Ecological Solid Waste Management Act of 
2000 

National Strategic Plan for the environmentally 
sound management of E-waste

China

India

Japan

Korea

Malaysia

Taiwan

Philippines

Thailand

Table 2: E-waste management regulations in Asia
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Sustainable 
consumption – 
A CONCERN FOR ALL 

A whole-system approach involving all 
three major actors of an economy – 	
government, consumers and producers 

– is required to move society towards sustaina-
ble consumption. Governments and businesses 
must actively promote such a system but there 
remain challenges in creating  an enabling en-
vironment.

Sustainable Consumption

Consumers Private Sector Public Sector

Products Infrastructure Services/System

Figure 17: Main fields of responsibilities in sustainable consumption  
(Source: CI, 2010)
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The business 
perspective

T he business landscape in Asia has evolved. 
The trend of greening supply chains is 
slowly transforming businesses in the re-

gion. More and more multinational companies, 
such as Unilever, Procter & Gamble, and Nestlé 
as well as local companies, are expanding their 
ethical product lines. They are taking on the ‘sus-
tainability journey’ in the belief that sustainable 
consumption is the new trade frontier. In China, 
corporate social responsibility is growing at an 
unprecedented speed. According to the Global 
Reporting Initiative (GRI), a network-based or-
ganisation that pioneered the most widely used 
sustainability reporting framework, the partici-
pation of Asian companies in this initiative has 
grown tremendously from only one in 1999 to al-
most 30% of the global total in 2008 (IGES, 2010). 
	 With prominent influence of micro enterprises 
and SMEs in Asia (and the Pacific), contributing to 
more than 90% of market outputs (EIU, 2010), the 
road to sustainability is not a walk in the park for 
the region though. Micro enterprises and SMEs 
potentially have limited capacity to understand 
market opportunities and to overcome the cost 
of manufacturing and delivering green products. 
Businesses in the region face challenges that run 
through the entire product lifecycle. First, compa-

nies often find that the consumer base for ethi-
cal products is limited to a niche market, often 
young professionals. The growing interest for 
these products has not yet translated into ac-
tual purchases. Non-availability and high prices, 
followed by poor awareness, are the most fre-
quently cited reasons among consumers for not 
buying eco-friendly products (AIACWA, 2010). 
Second, SMEs have limited capacity to under-
stand market trends and to overcome the cost of 
manufacturing and delivering green products.
	 Companies also struggle to comply with na-
tional environmental performance standards 
not only due to lack of information about laws 
and clean technologies, but also because of cor-
ruption and inadequate laboratory facilities. 
This is especially the case among SMEs that 
dominate the business community in Asia, as  
in all parts of the world. Their operations suffer 
from inadequate knowledge about sustainable 
production, insufficient funding to replace out-
dated and low-efficiency technology, and lim-
ited training for staff and management. To date, 
SMEs represent the bulk of the corporate sector 
and account for as much as 99% of all firms in 
countries such as Cambodia, the Lao People’s 
Democratic Republic, Nepal, and Japan.

Box 8: Good progress in sustainable production but Asia lagging 
in sustainable consumption 

At the 19th Consumers International World 
Congress, Richard Welford, founder and chair-
man of CSR Asia, elaborated on the fact that 
corporate social responsibility is not about pub-
lic relations. It is about what companies do with 
their profits, how they choose what and where 
to invest, and how this impacts on communi-
ties. Regarding sustainable consumption, Mr 
Welford said that we look at production as the 

principal contributing factor to climate change 
but have failed to realise that the bulk of en-
ergy consumption is used during consumption. 
There is a need therefore for education and em-
powerment of consumers to know this. But (at 
this point) they need companies to make this 
happen. 

(Source: Consumers International  http://consumersinternational.
blogspot.com/2011/05/summary-session-3b-introduction-to.html)

Box 7: Panasonic Green Initiative 

One notable example is Panasonic, a multi-
national company producing consumer elec-
tronics. In 2007 it started to introduce only 
“green” products and in 2010, it improved its 
factories’ environmental performance be-
yond Government standards.
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Challenges for 
policy-makers

Motivating consumers to embrace a 
more climate conscious lifestyle is 
easier said than done. It requires an 

understanding of the challenges that consum-
ers face when they make product-purchasing 
decisions, and changing complex behaviours 
and habits. Social norms, cultural traditions, 
and many other habits are some of the factors 
that influence consumer behavior and shape 
everyday consumption (Mont & Power 2010). 
Obviously, it takes more than just traditional 
information campaigns and policy instruments 
to discourage unsustainable lifestyles. Part 2 of 
this booklet discusses an interplay of potential 
interventions to motivate sustainable consump-
tion.
	 One feasible way to promote sustainable 
consumption is for governments to utilise the 
full range of levers at their 
disposal as illustrated by 4Es 
model of behaviour change: 
engaging, exemplifying, ena-
bling and encouraging (see Fig-
ure 18) (SDC, 2010). A number 
of countries in the region are 
leading by example such as 
Japan, Korea, Malaysia, Taiwan, 
and Thailand, which have al-
ready passed green procure-
ment legislation. In many 
countries, governmental pro-
curement represents as much 
as 20-30% of national prod-
ucts and services. In smaller 
countries, the government is 
the most important consumer, 
and the public sector is there-
fore in a position to negotiate 
a good price and good quality, 
and can also push companies 
to adopt sustainable produc-

tion methods, life-cycle approaches and sustain-
ability strategies for their entire production cy-
cles. This gives the government an upper hand 
to encourage sustainable consumption by ex-
emplifying green purchasing. 
	 To date, some of the underlying factors that 
hinder other governments in Asia from creating 
an enabling environment for sustainable con-
sumption include:
•	 insufficient knowledge about sustainable 	
	 consumption;
•	 low-level of political will to pursue 
	 sustainable consumption;
•	 limited financial resources for infrastructure 	
	 and law enforcement; and 
•	 inadequate existing fiscal instruments to 	
	 promote sustainable consumption and 
	 production. 

Figure 18: 4Es Model ‘Enabling Sustainable Lives’
(Source: SDC, 2010)

Encourage
•	 Tax system
•	 Expenditure – grants
•	 Reward schemes
•	 Recognition/social 
	 pressure – league tables
•	 Penalties, fines and 
	 enforcement action

exemplify
•	 Leading by example
•	 Achieving consistency 
	 in policies

Engage
•	 Community action
•	 Co-production
•	 Deliberative fora
•	 Personal contacts/
	 enthusiasts
•	 Media campaigns/
	 opinion formers
•	 Use networks

Catalyse

is the package enough 
to break a habit and 

kick start change?

enable
•	 Remove barriers
•	 Give information
•	 Provide facilities
•	 Provide viable alternatives
•	 Educate/train/provide 	
	 skills
•	 Provide capacity

1

SWITCH-Asia Network Facility 
is funded by the European Union.

SWITCH-Asia Network Facility is implemented by UNEP/Wuppertal Institute 
Collaborating Centre on Sustainable Consumption and Production and Wuppertal 
Institute for Climate, Environment and Energy.
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This side of the booklet has reviewed consumption trends in the Asia Pacific 
region and presented challenges in achieving a shift towards the consumption of 

ethical products, responsible product use and good end-of-life management.

Please ‚switch‘ now to the other side to read about solutions and 
opportunities. The solutions section of the booklet contains case studies of 

programmes and projects from the region. These examples showcase ‘sustainable 
consumption’ especially in overcoming challenges at decision points – 

what to buy, how to use, and how to discard. 


