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Even as recession bites, consum ers are 

reportedly sticking to their principles: 

th e dem and for ‘values for m oney’ looks 

set to persist. B ut is eth ical consum pt-

ion really part of the solution to 

en vironm ental and social problem s or, 

as leadin g com m entators like Jonathon 

Porritt suggest, is th e challenge to break 

th e habit of defining ourselves and our 

culture by what we consum e? 

A s our consum ption  habits feel the 

squeeze from  the econom ic slowdown on 

one h and and from  resource scarcity on 

th e other, th is question will loom  

increasingly large. W hat evidence, 

assum ptions and values should sh ape 

how we answer it? H ow are eth ical 

consum ption trends faring in the 

current econom ic clim ate? W ill the 

fashion  for frugal m ean buying cheaper 

or buyin g less? H ow fundam entally do 

our econom y and culture depend on 

growth in consum ption, an d will en ergy, 

water and other resource constrain ts 

th reaten growth in  any case? 

The N ovem ber m eeting of the Food 

Ethics C ouncil’s B usiness Forum  

discussed these questions. W e are very 

grateful to Professor N eil W ard, D ean of 

Social Sciences at the U niversity of East 

A nglia, for speaking. Th e m eeting was 

chaired by Julia H ailes, author of The 

N ew G reen  C onsum er G uide and a 

m em ber of the Food Ethics C ouncil. 

This report outlines points raised during 

th e m eetin g. C ontributions are not 

attributed. The report was prepared by 

Tom  M acM illan. It does not represent 

th e views of the Food Ethics C ouncil, 

th e B usiness Forum  or their m em bers. 
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� Ethical consum ption is often delineated by 

types of product (e.g. organic) or issue (e.g. 

anim al welfare) but the defining feature is that 

people are buying because of their values. 

� Businesses do not sim ply respond to dem ands 

from  ethical consum ers: they also create new 

ethical m arkets. 

� The personal values of people working within 

a business can im portant in driving innovation 

to support sustainability and anim al welfare. 

� W ill recession  knock the wind out of ethical 

consum ption? So far the m essages seem  m ixed. 

� O verall organic sales have dropped but 

consum er dem and for ‘values for m oney’ is 

reported to rem ain strong. 

� M ore frugal consum ption habits chim e with 

efforts to reduce w aste. H owever, planning is 

often key to reducing food waste and poorer 

households have fewer resources for this. 

� So far, business com m itm ents on 

environm ental, social and anim al welfare issues 

seem  to be holding up. There is concern they 

m ay push additional costs onto their suppliers 

in order achieve this. 

� Ethical consum ption is shifting em phasis away 

from  ‘buy m ore ethical products’ towards ‘buy 

less but better’ 

� H igh food prices in 2008 gave a boost to 

business sustainability initiatives, but cam e at a 

high hum an cost and pushed production into 

m arginal environm ents. 

� Efforts to square sustainability and econom ic 

growth suggest businesses m ust grow  in value 

instead of volum e. 

� The downturn m ay bring sym pathy for 

struggling businesses, but also m ore state 

intervention . 
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W e live in a consum er society. This is 

not sim ply to say that people on average 

consum e m ore resources per head now 

th an in  previous generations. The point 

is that how and what we consum e is 

m ore central than  ever to how we see 

ourselves and our relationships with 

others. 

C onsum er culture is often portrayed as a 

wave of W estern  aspirations and 

behaviour sweeping the world – a tide of 

‘A m ericanisation’ fuelled by corporate 

globalisation. Love that or hate it, 

research by initiatives such as th e U K ’s 

‘C ultures of C onsum ption ’ program m e 

suggests the real story is m ore 

com plicated. H an d-in-han d with the 

global brands and ‘clone town’ shopping 

m alls h as com e an increasing divergence 

in how people spend their lives, linked 

to trends such as shrinking household 

sizes and the differen tiation of roles 

within the workplace. 

Food is at the heart of these trends and 

th e debate that surrounds them . The 

sociologist G eorge R itzer fam ously 

talked of the ‘M cD onaldization’ of 

society. B ut wh en a M cD onald’s or K FC  

opens in B eijing or Paris, is it really the 

sam e as an  outlet in LA ? Instead of 

‘consum er culture’, shouldn’t we be 

talkin g about ‘consum er cultures’? The 

com m on global trends are im portant, 

but so are the differen ces. 
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The growth in eth ical consum ption is 

sym ptom atic of a wider differentiation 

in consum ption  practices. Yet it also 

challenges both that trend and 

sim plistic attem pts to un derstand it. 

Ethical consum ption is often delineated 

by types of product and accreditation 

(e.g. organ ic, fair-trade, local) or by 

issue (e.g. en vironm ent, anim al welfare, 

social justice). B ut the key feature is the 

m otive behind purchasing – people 

buying on the basis of their values. 

V alues are not the only factor – ethical 

consum ption choices are wrapped up in 

practice with aesthetic preferences, 

health concerns and a host of other 

factors – but they are the defining one. 

R esearch into ethical consum ption has 

helped to unsettle sim plistic 

understandings of consum er behaviour 

in econom ics, psychology and 

m anagem ent. It has highlighted the give 

and take between businesses and 

consum ers: busin esses do not sim ply 

respond to dem ands from  ‘ethical 

consum ers’; they can drive ethical 

consum ption, and create new m arkets 

and even new ethical con sum ers.  

A  previous B usiness Forum  m eeting 

cited Stuart R ose, the boss of M arks and 

Spencer (M & S). H e reportedly quipped 

that a business cannot succeed just by 

keepin g pace with its custom ers. N or 

can  it leave th em  behind. The key is to 

be half a step ahead. 
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N eil W ard was involved in a project that 

studied M & S’s O akham  ch icken as part 

of the C ultures of C onsum ption research 

program m e. O akham  chicken  is an 

ethical brand, m arketed as slower 

growing, longer livin g and m ore n atural. 

Its story illustrates what it m ight m ean 

for a busin ess to be ‘half a step ahead’. 

U ntil about 50 years ago, ch icken was 

not m ass-produced. M & S’s consum er 

research found that their custom ers 

wan ted chickens that were m ore like 

ch ickens used to be then. The retailer 

created O akham  ch icken – a new brand – 

to tap into this seam  of concern  and 

interest. The brand com bined exclusive 

righ ts to the R oss 508 chicken breed, 

lower stocking densities and a ten 

percent longer life. The bird could be 

cast as longer-livin g, slower growing and 

freer to exhibit natural behaviour. 

The distinctiveness of O akh am  chicken 

is thus not so m uch in  the breed as in 

th e process of how the bird is reared 

an d, crucially, the stories th at can be 

told about it. It has won  awards and it 

has been m im icked by other retailers. 

The O akham  chicken  story sh ows the 

fine line businesses walk in  m arketing to 

ethical consum ers. The O akh am  brand is 

very m uch about ‘authenticity’, for 

exam ple, yet is in effect a new 

inven tion: the nam e was chosen  because 

it sounded right, m ore th an for the 

bird’s lin ks with th e place called 

O akham . The com pany also needed to 

tread carefully between telling stories 

about proven ance and fallin g foul of the 

squeam ishness m any of its custom ers 

feel about m eat.  
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The research on O akham  chicken 

highligh ted a driver of ethical business 

practice and ethical consum ption that is 

often neglected: the personal values of 

individuals working with in a business. 

O akham  chicken was about slowing 

down production instead of speeding it 

up. The agricultural technologist 

involved had com e to the com pany from  

the R SPC A  and was m otivated to pursue 

this aim  by anim al welfare concern s. The 

protein m anager was in terested in 

reconnecting consum ers an d farm ers 

through stories about how the birds 

were produced. Th e category m an ager 

focused on  trust, integrity and 

inn ovation – brand values for M & S. A nd 

the poultry buyer focused on the role of 

O akham  in distinguishing the com pany 

from  its h igh street com petitors.  
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Ethical consum ption has been  a m ajor 

growth trend for the best part of a 

decade. W e have seen  frenetic activity in 

the form s of product innovation , 

rebran din g, m arket trends and research . 

W ill recession knock the wind out of 

this trend? 

So far, the m essages seem  m ixed. Som e 

m arkets, including organic, were badly 

hit in the last quarter. TN S reports that 
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U K  organic food sales are down. The 

m eeting heard how sales of several 

organ ic brands had fared poorly, even 

where they were only m arginally m ore 

expensive than non-organic equivalen ts 

or even clearly labelled as being the 

sam e price. N ow was not seen to be good 

tim e to launch new organic products. 

R esearch  by the IG D , m eanwhile, 

suggests that consum ers’ con cerns about 

en vironm ental issues and their 

aspiration to buy ethically is holding 

strong. W hile organic sales h ave 

dropped back to 2007 levels, Fairtrade 

products and foods with  higher anim al 

welfare standards are m aintaining their 

growth trend. The m essage is that 

people still wan t ‘values for m oney’. 

B ehin d this overall trend, different 

groups of consum ers will be reacting 

differently to the econom ic gloom . 

People who had recently traded up to 

organ ic were though t m ore likely to 

trade down than those for wh om  it was 

already a routin e purchase. 

O ne area where a fashion for frugality 

aligns with efforts to tackle 

en vironm ental and social problem s is in 

cutting back food waste. B O G O Fs (buy-

one-get-one-free) are m ore frowned 

upon than ever. A  challenge here is that 

plann ing is key to cutting waste and 

saving m oney, and lower-incom e 

households often have fewer resources 

(tim e, flexibility, transport, access to 

inform ation etc.) for such planning and 

so are less able to reap the benefits of 

such savings. 

H om e delivery and vegetable box 

schem es were considered a case in  point. 

Even though the direct cost of the 

purchases m ay be sim ilar to those 

purchased in store, they m ay carry 

hidden savings because they reduce 

exposure to inducem en ts to m ake 

unnecessary purchases. H owever, people 

need flexibility, the capacity to plan and 

access to in form ation  in order to be able 

to capitalise on such poten tial benefits. 

TN S has also found that m ore people are 

preparing food from  scratch and using 

m ore frozen foods, cutting back on pre-

prepared m eals. In som e cases this m ay 

reduce en vironm ental im pacts, but not 

always. The m arketing adage th at people 

‘buy em otionally and justify ration ally’ 

suggests we should take the 

explan ations people give of frugal and 

‘green’ behaviour with a pinch  of salt. 
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The egg m arket m ay offer som ethin g of 

a barom eter for how ethical 

consum ption practices are being 

affected by recession. Eggs are clearly 

dem arcated on eth ical grounds. 

A necdotal evidence suggests that wh ile 

the very top-en d products are holding 

up, m any consum ers are m oving down 

the cascade from  organic to free-range, 

from  free-range to barn and from  barn 

to caged. Sales are not a sim ple 

indication of consum er preferences and 

priorities because, even for a relatively 

sim ple array of products such  as eggs, 

factors such as shelf-positioning can 

have a strong influence on purchasing 

behaviour. 

The egg m arket m ay also provide a 

window onto corporate ethics in a 
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downturn. Several m ajor com panies 

have m ade high-profile com m itm ents to 

edit their custom ers choices of egg. 

M cD onald’s only serves free-range eggs. 

Sainsbury’s recently com m itted to 

abolish all battery production. A nother 

com pany had m ade a com m itm ent to 

source only B ritish protein. So far, the 

signs are that com panies are sticking 

with such ‘choice editing’ decision s. Th is 

is to be welcom ed, though it is im port-

an t to m onitor whether additional costs 

are being pushed down the supply chain 

an d, if so, what effects this is having on 

th e welfare of workers and producers, 

an d on security of supply. 
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Environm en tal groups are keen to m ake 

sure that corporate com m itm ents to 

sustain ability do not lose m om entum  

during the recession . Equally, they h ave 

an  interest in  avoiding high  profile 

failures of businesses that h ave 

cham pioned sustainable developm ent – 

th at could itself severely dam pen the 

corporate appetite for green in itiatives.  

M & S is seen  as an im portant case study. 

In the shape of ‘Plan A ’, the com pany 

has linked its brand to high-profile 

sustain ability com m itm en ts. W hen  it 

reported poor financial results in 

January 2009, it was scrutin ised for 

signs of a U -turn. So far, the business 

appears to have reaffirm ed its 

com m itm ent to Plan A . Indeed, Plan A -

related posts survived the loss of 450 

jobs at head office. 

Environm ental groups are also watching 

carefully the rise of the discount retail 

chains. They h ave won  m arket share in 

the downturn. This trend is seen as a 

cause for concern  because they do not 

have the environm ental standards and 

system s of stewardship that the m ajor 

retailers can offer. 

W h ile the m ajor superm arkets can 

dem on strate a m ore consisten t 

com m itm ent to im proving their 

environm ental perform ance and a 

tighter chain of custody than the 

discounters, suppliers at the m eeting 

questioned wheth er the picture was so 

sim ple on social issues. They reported 

that som e m ajor superm arkets have 

ratcheted up the ‘cost-price squeeze’ on 

their suppliers whereas som e 

discounters – in part because of their 

weaker power as purchasers – treat their 

suppliers better. 

A s concern grows over job losses in  the 

U K , dom estic labour issues m ay becom e 

an increasingly prom inent issue for 

retailers an d their suppliers. ‘B uy 

B ritish’ m ay take ground from  fair trade 

in the com petition for consum ers’ 

support. The weak pound currently gives 

retailers an incentive to source from  

within the U K  – they are buying B ritish 

by necessity – and they m ay increasingly 

seek to celebrate this as a virtue.  
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A s consum ers and businesses becom e 

m ore concerned about waste and less 

keen to buy products that carry an 
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‘ethical’ price prem ium , what it m eans 

to buy and sell ethically is ch anging. The 

em phasis is shiftin g from  ‘buy m ore 

ethical products’ to ‘buy less but better’. 

B oth these strands have always been 

present within the ethical consum ption 

m ovem ent. They reflect a tension 

between efforts to catalyse changes in 

corporate and consum er beh aviour by 

creating m arket incen tives, and concern 

over resource scarcity and in dividualism  

in a consum er society. 

The ‘an ti-consum ption’ side of the 

ethical consum ption m ovem en t rarely 

features in the business literature. In  

part this is because it is difficult to 

m easure, except where specific products 

or brands are boycotted. It is also less 

attractive for a business audience 

looking for new m arket opportunities. 

The current econom ic gloom  seem s to 

have encouraged people to reduce their 

waste and consider their need for new 

goods m ore carefully. In this ligh t, calls 

for the nation to spend its way out of 

recession prom pt som e concern. Just as 

th e recession is being widely interpreted 

as a bout of econom ic restructuring to 

brin g consum ption  m ore in  lin e with our 

m eans, so it m ight also be seen as a 

corrective to a period in which we h ave 

incurred unsustain able ecological debts. 

C an we boost the econom y without 

pum ping wasteful consum erism ? 
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Food price rises in 2007-8 increased 

concern over resource constrain ts and 

helped to drive the current focus on 

waste reduction.  

The price rises h ave been attributed to a 

host of factors, including high oil prices 

and the com petition for cereals for use 

as biofuel. A lthough  it was costly for 

m any businesses, now that prices for 

m any com m odities h ave dropped back, 

som e have welcom ed the episode as a 

salutary prom pt to im prove resource 

efficiency. Som e food businesses 

reported that the high price of cereals 

and oil gave a direct boost to their 

corporate responsibility and 

sustainability program m es. 

It is im portant to recall, however, that 

the price rises caused serious harm . 

They directly constrained h um anitarian 

relief efforts and pushed 100 m illion 

m ore people into h unger. Furtherm ore, 

resource pressures only drive 

environm ental benefits where 

environm ental im pacts carry a cost. So 

high prices have put pressure on  energy 

use and waste, but have also seen 

com m odity production expand into 

m arginal environm en ts at a heavy toll in 

term s of deforestation, biodiversity loss 

and land degradation.  

R esource use can be reduced by 

attachin g a cost or applyin g regulatory 

restrictions. O ften, however, th ese are 

lim ited to one country or jurisdiction . 

A s we have found in the U K , such an 

approach can lead to dom estic cuts in 

resource use while our overall 

environm ental footprint goes up; in 

effect, we offshore our en vironm ental 

problem s. 
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So is it possible to have an econom y that 

th rives, safeguardin g people from  

poverty and hunger, yet also uses fewer 

resources? 

Efforts to square th is circle argue for a 

sh ift away from  a focus on  the quantity 

of econ om ic growth, to focus instead on 

its quality: value instead of volum e. Th is 

has arguably already been happenin g, 

an d it will be given force by the 

downturn. 

B ut what would that actually m ean in 

th e food sector? Food is different from , 

say, consum er electronics, because we 

all need to eat.  

Portion size has an im portant influence 

on how m uch people consum e. R educing 

portion sizes m ight be one way of selling 

less for m ore, potentially also benefiting 

public health. H owever, does that 

m islead consum ers? Experience suggests 

people strongly oppose com panies 

changing the size of products that they 

buy habitually.  

A nother possibility is th at in novations 

in satiety could m ake sm aller and less 

resource-intensive m eals feel m ore 

filling. A gain, though, this rather 

O rwellian approach raises concerns 

about consum ers’ freedom  of choice. 

The key issue in environm ental term s is 

not sim ply how m uch we eat, but what it 

is and how it is produced. Eating less 

cereal-fed m eat and dairy could 

sign ificantly reduce our environm ental 

footprint. A s always, the devil is in the 

detail. The actual im pact this has on the 

planet, on our health, on an im al welfare 

and on people’s livelihoods would 

depend on what kin ds of m eat and dairy 

we cut back, how m any people did so, 

and the regulatory environm ent in 

which we did it. 
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O ur discussion focused on the 

relationships between businesses and 

the consum ers. Yet th e m ost profound 

im plications of the downturn are likely 

to be in th e relationsh ip between 

business and the state. A s governm ents 

bail out banks and other businesses, 

they are likely to becom e bolder in 

interven ing in the m arket. 

Take D efra’s fram ework for prom oting 

‘sustainable behaviour change’. Its four 

strands – ‘enable, encourage, exem plify 

and en gage’ – seem  rather sheepish now. 

It is easy to im agine these four ‘E ’s 

being upgraded to four bolder ‘I’s: 

‘intervene, in duce, instruct and insist’. 

So while the downturn  m ay see 

sym pathy for struggling businesses and 

support to prevent job losses, it is also 

likely to bring m ore governm en t 

interven tion. R egulators will be m ore 

confident they are needed. B usinesses 

that want to keep ahead of the gam e will 

need to keep showing leadersh ip, 

includin g on sustainability and other 

eth ical issues. That will m ean 

com m itting to ethical principles, not 

offering them  as choice. That is how a 

businesses m ake their claim s to care 

believable. 
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Ethical questions around clim ate change, obesity and new technologies are becom ing 

core concerns for food businesses. W e have launched the B usiness Forum  to help senior 

executives gain expert insights into the big issues of the day. M em bership is by 

invitation only and is strictly lim ited. 

The B usiness Forum  m eets six tim es a year for in-depth discussion over an early dinner 

at a celebrated London restaurant. The forum  m em bers shape the m eeting agenda. 

 

For further in form ation  contact:  

D r T om  M acM illan  

Executive D irector 

Food Eth ics C oun cil 

39-41 Surrey Street 

B righ ton  B N 1 3P B  

D irect lin e: +44 1273 766651 

tom @ foodethicscouncil.org 

w w w .food eth icscoun cil.o rg 
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