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When consumers talk 
about what‘s important 
to their personal lives 

and the concerns facing
society, the word 

“responsibility” and 
similar phrases like “do 

the right thing” come up 
time and again as a way to 
symbolize the underlying 

values that guide their 
views about sustainability.

The rise of consumer 
responsibility.
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The term “sustainability” 
is little used in consumer 
circles and is not widely 
understood as a holistic 
concept. Sustainability is 

not seen as simply “saving 
the earth.” It is a 

multidimensional topic 
that encompasses the 

environment, the family, 
the community and even 
the economy of the world.

Sustainability: Not 
a household word.
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Consumers view 
sustainability more 

holistically than ever 
before.  

They perceive sustainability 
as encompassing 

interconnected sets of 
issues related to being 

both a responsible 
consumer and a 

responsible citizen. 
While retaining strong 

environmental 
associations, sustainability 
also overlaps with personal 
benefits, especially those 

related to health and 
wellness.
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Sustainability is a 
cultural value and 

defining concern for 
today’s consumer.  

Sustainability is shorthand 
for a complete moral 

system of cultural values,
beliefs, and attitudes 
related to a sense of 
responsibility for the 

greater good. 
Sustainability continues 

to be a key consumer
concern and aspiration. 
It touches on powerful 
ideals around honoring 
our connections with 

nature and one another. 
It speaks to the 

hopes — and fears — we 
have for the world we 

leave to generations that 
follow us.
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Consumers are looking 
beyond the prospect of 

companies being 
responsible, and instead 

look to brands they deem 
to be “good guys” 

(or good neighbors) whom 
they can depend on.

Sustainability is now 
increasingly about 

reciprocity, following the 
“golden rule.”
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Concern for a world of 
increasing selfishness.

In their own lives, 
consumers try to improve 
the world by starting with 
themselves, their home, 

and their community. They 
believe that, if everyone 

tries harder to do the right 
thing in “their own little 
world,” the effects will 

ripple outward and result 
in a better world overall. 
It is clear, however, that 
simply doing the right 

thing is not a guarantee 
that consumers will buy
 a company’s products.
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In everyday life, 
sustainability is more 

personal — moving from 
self, to community, to 

concerns for the broader 
world — in the present 

and future. The adoption 
pathway of sustainable 
products (“in my body” 

to “on my body” to “around 
my body”) often starts with 

food [a basic need] and 
what is “healthy for my 
body,” then progresses 

to other categories.

“In, on, and around my 
body.” 
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