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Abstract 

Nowadays concept of sustainability has changed significantly – more and more attention is focused 
on social welfare, its preservation and increase; besides the issue of production and use of resources. 
Therefore these purposes are also the ultimate goal of sustainable consumption. To achieve these 
goals, however, the contribution of all economic actors is also necessary – sustainable consumption is 
unimaginable for example without education and awareness raising on sustainable consumption and 
lifestyles providing consumers with adequate information. Furthermore, it is essential to create a value 
system and infrastructure – as the contribution of the public sector – or developing effective, 
knowledge based technologies and products from the side of businesses or different other 
stakeholders. Hence, it also requires a systemic approach and cooperation among actors operating in 
the supply chain, from producer to final consumer in order to achieve the Sustainable Development 
Goals determined by the United Nations. Considering the efforts made since the 1990’s in the interests 
of sustainable consumption, we conclude there is no unified action to facilitate the change of 
consumption patterns and, on the other hand, the progress made so far is actually marginal.  

The current paper is intended to summarize the most important related literature and provide a 
better understanding of sustainable consumption and its challenges through the global consumption 
trends. This study focuses mainly on Sustainable Development Goals of the United Nations in the 
context of its challenges in the near future. Moreover, the expected result of this present paper is to 
investigate the responsibility of the different economic actors and their further contributions to 
sustainable consumption. 
Keywords: Sustainable consumption, consumer behaviour, challenge, sustainable development goals, 
contribution. 

1. Introduction

Since the 1980’s, the concept of sustainability has been given more and more attention and also
changed considerably – the researchers have started to focus on social welfare, its preservation and 
enhancement. Among other things, the above mentioned areas have become the ultimate goal of 
sustainable consumption. To achieve these goals, however, the contribution of all actors in the 
economy is essential: for example, the change of consumption patterns towards sustainability is 
unimaginable withouteducation, knowledge transfer and awareness raising. On the other hand it is 
essential to create an appropriate value system and infrastructure (ie. the contribution of the public 
sector) or developing effective technologies and products(from side of businesses). 

Through the information society came to the fore, and all elements of our environment change 
rapidly, knowledge transfer has a continuously increasing role – not only in our daily life but in long 
term consumer patterns. Due to the changing and expanding concept of sustainability researchers 
determined and evaluated new sub-dimensions which are significantly connected to the economic and 
social well-being. However, looking at the efforts made since the 1990’s in the interests of sustainable 
consumption, we conclude that, on the one hand, there is no integrated and unified measure to promote 
the change of consumption patterns and, on the other hand, the progress made so far is marginal. 
Global consumer patterns show that our behaviour has become more and more unsustainable. 
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Therefore, it can be clearly seen that a number of critical areas has to be changed to find the most 
appropriate solutions.  

The main objective of this paper is to summarize the most relevant literature in order to find the 
relationships among the sustainable consumption and production, the reformulated sustainable 
development goals and the global consumption patterns focusing on the example of water as a natural 
resource. Moreover, the study also offers a brief introspection into the responsibility and contribution 
of the different economic actors towards the long-term sustainability. 

 
2. Sustainable Development 
 
2.1 Changing Concept of Sustainable Development 

 
In order to understand the role of sustainable consumption and its challenges in achieving the 

reformulated sustainable goals of the United Nations, it is essential to know the most relevant 
definitions and relationships in this particular area. In the last few decades, attention to sustainability 
or sustainable development is increasing – more and more researchers started to deal with this 
area.Original definition of sustainability derives from the Brundtland Report of 1987 which 
determined sustainable development as the “development that meets the needs of the present without 
compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs.” (WCED, 1987). Similarly to 
the original concept, major part of researchers evaluate the sustainability in a traditional way – they 
start out from the side of production and use of resources, and are mainly connected to its different 
dimensions. For example, Daly (1996) defined sustainable development as “development without 
growth beyond environmental limits.” Keszi Szeremlei and Magda (2015) provided a wider 
description, however, still remaining the production side – according to them sustainability comprises 
of production and utilization that are sustainable from environmental, social and economic aspects as 
well as of the highest level of energy efficiency that current technology allows.  

 

 
Source: Adapted from Barcan (2016). 

 
Figure 1. Pillars of Sustainability 

 
Nevertheless, recently a more practical and detailed approach has spread which said that 

sustainability is simply the ability to continue a well-defined behaviour indefinitely without the 
degradation of natural, physical, human, and intellectual capital (Crittenden et al. 2011).  According to 
Meadows et al. (2015) one of the reasons and also the result of sustainability is the diversity both in 
nature and society. Despite of many different definitions it is clear that sustainability is universally 
thought to have the following three components as pillars: environment, society and economy. 
Moreover it is also true, that nowadays researchers have not been talking about only three main 
categories, but also the following sub-dimensions can be evaluated (as can be seen in Figure 1) – 
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expanding the original structure and starting out from the side of consumers: 
• socio-economic: thecommon section of social and economic dimensions e.g. jobs creation,

trainings, business ethics, sponsorships etc., 
• socio-environmental: the common section of social and environmental dimensions e.g.

health&safety, climate change or crisis management, 
• eco-efficiency or eco-economy: the common section of economic and environmental e.g.

resource efficiency, energy efficiency or life-cycle management. 

2.2 Weak and Strong Sustainability 

Nowadays sustainable development has two different approaches or interpretations: weak and 
strong sustainability (see Figure 2). Above mentioned categorization – which can be seen in Figure 1-, 
belongs to the weak sustainability which means that economic and environmental considerations are 
equally taken into consideration in the decisionmaking process. It assumes that natural capital and 
manufactured capital are essentially substitutable and considers that there are no essential differences 
between the kinds of well-being they generate. In contrast, strong sustainability does not allow 
substitutability between natural capital and produced capital (either physical or human)(United 
Nations, 2013).  

Source: Adapted fromHart (2017). 

Figure 2. Two Different Interpretations of Sustainability 

Pelenc et al. (2015) summarized the main differences between strong and weak sustainability based 
on the research of Mancebo (2013), as can be seen in Table 1. 

Table 1. Main Differences between Strong and Weak Sustainability 
Strong Sustainability Weak Sustainability 

Key Idea 
The substitutability of natural 
capital by other types of capital 
is severely limited. 

Natural capital and other types of 
capitals (manufactured etc.) are 
perfectly substitutable. 

Consequences Certain human actions can 
entail irreversible consequences. 

Technological innovation and 
monetary compensation for 
environmental degradation. 

Sustainability Issue 

Conserving the irreplaceable 
stocks of critical natural capital 
for the sake of future 
generation. 

The total value of the aggregate stock 
of capital should be at least maintained 
or ideally increased for future 
generation. 

Key Concept Critical natural capital. Optimal allocation of scarce resources. 
Definition of 
Thresholds and 
Environmental Norms 

Scientific knowledge as input 
for public deliberation 
(procedural rationality). 

Technic/scientific approach for 
determining thresholds and norms 
(instrumental rationality). 

Source: Adapted fromPelenc et al. (2015). 
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2.3  Sustainable Development Goals 
 
Moreover, planning for sustainability requires the use of programmatic approaches and strategies 

that favor long-term program maintenance (Shediac-Rizkallah and Bone, 1998), thus, the sustainable 
development is a long term strategy for the humanity – both individually and organizational level. 
Furthermore, national governments and international institutions can try to influence the behaviours 
and habits of people towards sustainability through the education and awareness raising also. Due to 
the unsustainable behaviour, Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) were reformulated by the United 
Nations in 2015 (Global e-Sustainability Initiative 2017). The 17 redefined Sustainable Development 
Goals can be seen in Figure 3. 

 

 
Source: United Nations (2015). 

 
Figure 3. Sustainable Development Goals 

 
3. Sustainable Consumption 

 
Promoting sustainable consumption and production are important aspects of sustainable 

development, which depends on achieving long-term economic growth that is consistent with 
environmental and social needs (OECD, 2008). More and more international policy organizations and 
national policy makers have become to recognize and realize that current consumer patterns and habits 
are not ecologically sustainable anymore (Lim, 2017). Nevertheless, policy makers across the world 
are facing the challenge of encouraging people to engage in sustainable consumption behaviour 
(Sharma and Jha, 2017). 

Original working definition of sustainable consumption proposed by the Soria Moria Conference 
(1994) as “the use of goods and services that respond to basic needs and brig a better quality of life 
while minimising the use of natural resources, toxic materials and emissions of waste and pollutants 
over the life cycle, so as not to jeopardise the needs of future generations” (UNCSD, 1994).  

Based on the study of Sharma and Jha (2017) who summarized the most relevant approaches of 
sustainable consumption, there are some researchers who determine sustainable consumption 
behaviour as an act of voluntary simplicity or anti-consumption (Shaw and Moraes, 2009; Black, 
2010) whereas others explain it as the adoption of green lifestyle practices (e.g. Gilg et al., 2005). 
Diverse views make sustainable consumption behaviour a complex phenomenon to explain and 
predict. According to some marketers and policy makers it is necessary to understand social and 
institutional actions that may encourage the progress of environment-friendly behaviour among 
consumers (Vlek and Steg, 2007; Phipps et al., 2013). Others have proposed an exploration of the role 
of personal values in influencing sustainable behaviours (Thøgersen and Ölander, 2002; Grunert and 
Juhl, 1995; Sener and Hazer, 2008). According to Zukin and Maguire (2004), consumption is a social, 
cultural and economic process of choosing goods which enables consumers to form and express their 
identity. 
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According to Sabapathy (2007) the essential challenge of sustainable consumption and production 
is how to de-link economicdevelopment from environmental degradation, in order to operate within 
the limits of the planet’s ecosystems. Meeting this challenge will require technological innovation, 
rethinking current business models and political determination. The Author also summarized the most 
important drivers, enablers and techniques of sustainable consumption in Figure 4 (Sabapathy, 2007). 

 

 
Source:Sabapathy (2007). 

 
Figure 4. Techniques, Drivers and Enablers of Sustainable Consumption 

 
As the main environmental consequences of unsustainable consumption, the resource abrasion, the 

excessive environmental pollution, hence the Earth’s waste disposal capacity and the loss of 
biodiversity can be described. However, the unsustainable mode of consumption (both under-
consumption and over-consumption) is not only an environmental problem, but it has also a number of 
unfavorable effects of social level: 

• According to the Human Development Report published by UNEP in 1998, as a result of 
studying consumer patterns, emphasized that the security of the environment and the local economy in 
the under-consuming countries greatly influences the stability of food supply, which may have a 
serious impact on the frequency of poverty and the deterioration of the poor population (UNEP, 1998). 

• Nevertheless, the over-consumption, which is associated with the short lifecycle of the 
products, also can lead to cultural endowment (UNEP, 2001). 

It can be stated with confidence that unsustainable consumption has also an economic cost, as the 
economy relies on the ability of environment that provides it both natural resources and healthy human 
resources. If they are not solved or not insured, they have a significant impact on the efficiency and 
competitiveness of the economy (Csutora and Hofmeister-Tóth, 2011). 

 
4. Global Consumption Trends and Challenges 

 
The Oxford Commission's Sustainable Consumption forecasts has already warned in 2002 that 

current consumption is unsustainable because: 
• Increasing consumption in industrialized countries does not increase the quality of life of the 

population, while the cycle of "work and shopping" only increases stress and dissatisfaction. 
• The distribution of current consumption patterns is unfair among countries due to the large and 

ever increasing differences in income and quality of life. 
• Increasing global environmental impacts are associated with the spread of resource-based 

consumption (Michaelis, 2003). 
The different international policy organizations have already summarized the most important 

global consumer trends, however, this study is exclusively focusing on demographic changes, 
environmental degradation and changing economic factors as the key challenges of the sustainable 
consumption: 
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4.1 Demographic Changes 
 

• World population growth 
Nowadays, the world’s population is continuously growing. Figure 5 demonstrates that the global 

population reached 7 billion in 2011 and it is growing by 1.10% per year, yielding an additional 83 
million people annually. The world’s population is projected toincrease by slightly more than one 
billion people over the next 12 years, reaching 8.6 billion in 2030, andto increase further to 9.8 billion 
in 2050 and 11.2 billion by 2100. Africa and Asia are expected to be the largest contributors to future 
growth (United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population Division, 2017).  

 
 

 
Source:United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, 2017. 

 
Figure 5. World Population Growth 

 
• Increasing longevity and growth of life expectancy - globally, life expectancy at birth rose by 

3.6 years between 2000-2005 and 2010-2015, or from 67.2 to 70.8 years. Furthermore, it is projected 
to rise from 71 to 77 years by 2050. Future growth will be influenced not only by future levels of 
fertility, mortality, and migrationbut also by the current age distribution of the world’s population 
(United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population Division, 2017). 

 
4.2 Economic Challenges  
 

• Globalization 
Considering the rapidly and continuously changing business environment, the impacts of 

globalization and digitalization, staying competitive is a great challenge. In the new, knowledge-based 
economy knowledge transfer has a continuously increasing role – due to the different types of 
Information and Communications Technologies (ICT) knowledge can be more easily identified, 
captured, organized, created, learnt and disseminated globally (regardless time and location). At the 
same time, innovations and technology developments continue to be concentrated in a small number 
of advanced economies. Moreover, the changes in global production are reflected in changing global 
trade patterns (United Nations, 2013). 

• Financialization 
Financial globalization has led to rapidly increasing and more volatile international capital flows, 

macroeconomic imbalances and more frequent crises (United Nations, 2013). 
• Changing Consumer Behaviour and Lifestyle 
According to the forecasts, the number of middle-class consumers will rise to three times by 2030 

(an additional 2 billion people compared to the current), ie. the middle class will account for 80% of 
the total population. Two-thirds of the world's population is currently supplied by low-income 
consumers whose consumption structure based on the food with highest weight (WBCSD, 2008).  
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4.3 Environmental Degradation 

 
One of the most important challengesrelated to the natural resources is the scarcity. Some of these 

resources have a limited quantity, and it is the common responsibility of the different economic actors 
to solve the problem. The influence and change of the different economic actors’ behaviour will have 
an impact to all key pillars of sustainability. For example, more fruit and vegetable consumption 
requires us to produce more products which would lead to the needs of more water, more soil and land 
which is not possible without significant environmental effects and these effects react to the health 
condition again (as a loop). Similarly, long term lifestyle changes would require more technological 
developments and also several sub-political interventions would be essential in the economy in the 
future. However this section will exclusively focus on the water and its relation to the sustainability, as 
an example of natural resources. 

According to the United Nations (2015) water is at the core of sustainability and is critical for 
socio-economic development, healthy ecosystems and for human survival itself.Water is also vital for 
adaptation to climate change, serving as the crucial link between the climate system, human society 
and the environment. The most important facts, trends and challenges are listed below: 

• Today, more than 1.7 billion people are living in river basins where water use exceeds 
recharge, leading to the desiccation of rivers, depletion of groundwater and the degradation of 
ecosystems and the services they provide. 

• Global water demand is estimated to increase by 55% by 2050. Similarly, by 2025, two thirds 
of the world’s population could be living in water-stressed countries if current consumption patterns 
continue. 

• The economic loss from the inadequate delivery of water and sanitation was estimated to 
amount to 1.5% of GDP. 

• 80% of wastewater is discharged without treatment. 
• 748 million people still do not have access to an improved drinking water source and 2.5 

billion people will be without access to improved sanitation. 
• Water-related disasters are the most economically and socially destructive of all natural 

disasters.  
• If we look at the different sectors’ contribution, it is obvious that agriculture is by far the 

thirstiest consumer of water globally, accounting for 70% of water withdrawals worldwide. By 2050, 
world agriculture will need to produce 60% more food globally, and 100% more in developing 
countries. Therefore, more consumption will require more water that will have other environmental 
impacts also. Industry and energy sectors account for 20% of water demand. More-developed 
countries have a larger proportion of freshwater withdrawals for industry than less-developed 
countries, where agriculture dominates. Domestic sector accounts for 10% of total water use. 

 
5. Opportunities for the Future – Contribution of Economic Actors 

 
5.1 Responsibility of Individuals 

 
There is no doubt that the key of sustainable consumption is the consumer itself and the conscious 

consumer behaviour. Environmental awareness characterized by Zsóka (2007) through ecological 
knowledge, environmental values, attitudes and willingness to act. Health conscious behavior involves 
all consumer attitudes, behaviors, behaviors and activities that aim to achieve a longer and healthier 
life, whether taking health considerations into decision-making, conscious nutrition, healthy lifestyle, 
or healthcare informed consumer behaviour (WHO, 2016). 

Environmentally conscious consumers are able to offset some of their environmental impacts by 
purchasing green products. Individual eco-conscious behaviors and strategies may be more moderate 
in terms of environmental exposure than non-environmentally behaviors, however, this cannot fully 
counterbalance the environmental impacts determined by the socio-economic structure and the income 
level, which means that consumers with higher incomes often cause greater environmental impacts 
and larger ecological footprint. Similarly, the environmental impact of higher-income countries is 
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largerdespite that their citizens are more environmentally conscious and their environmental policies 
are more developed. 

The following list written by Trott (1997) consist of examples of opportunities to raise the 
awareness of individuals: 

• Education and training 
The relationship between education and sustainable development is complex. Generally, 

researchers stated that basic education is the key to a nation's ability to develop and achieve 
sustainability targets (UNESCO 2005). The concept of Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) 
was mentioned and firstly discussed at the World Summit on Sustainable Development held in 2002. 
According to UNESCO (2005) ESD consists of the following five elements: 

o education that allows learners to acquire the skills, capacities, values and knowledge required 
to ensure sustainable development;  

o education dispensed at all levels and in all social contexts (family, school, workplace, 
community); 

o education that fosters responsible citizens and promotes democracy by allowing individuals 
and communities to enjoy their rights and fulfil their responsibilities; 

o education based on the principle of lifelong learning; and 
o education that fosters the individual’s balanced development. 
• Human health 
Improved health, building health awareness, or health promotion and disease prevention enable us 

to reduce the need to consume health product and services and enhances our ability to participate in 
society. 

• Motivation 
Due to the widespread use of social media, health 2.0 is now commonly used terminology. Last 

few years brought the phenomenon and use of the social media to the mainstream of health 
communication, information generation and dissemination. Similarly, the patients have been becoming 
from to information generators and sharers from the simple consumers of Internet content. The 
commercial operations can help the organizations to make their consumers more conscious and 
motivated both in their family life and during their work.  

 
5.2 Responsibility of Businesses and their Stakeholders 

 
Making consumption more sustainable will require changes to the systems in which businesses and 

government operate: a change to much longer time horizons than most businesses and governments 
currently consider; changing accounting systems to account for externalized costs; and changing 
accounting systems to capture measures of human well-being and the degree to which society’s goals 
are met through economic activity, as opposed to merely measuring the volume of economic activity 
(Allaway and Kochan, 2012). It can be clearly seen that the role of government and non-governmental 
organizations and other businesses is also huge in the development of sustainable consumption - 
changing the individual consumption patterns requires different government measures. Policy makers 
need to design their programs and communication strategies such that they are more efficient and 
effective (Sharma and Jha, 2017). There are many tools available to policy makers from soft, 
influential measures (such as guidelines, corporate reports) to hard, coercive measures (compulsory 
rules, laws etc.). The following list summarizes the most frequently used examples: 

• marketing devices – information leaflets, campaigns, media and advertising, PR, labeling of 
goods, recommendations etc. 

• regulation – different laws, compulsory standards, licenses, international agreements, national 
policies, sectoral policies etc. 

• financial devices – taxes (e.g. eco-taxes), supports, other fiscal measures. For example the 
national government can support and stimulate the use of different renewable resources such as the use 
of sun collectors in Hungary. 

• through the physical structures 
o urban design: land use planning has emphasized the rate of urban and suburban areas and 

nature. 
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o transportation systems – for example, it is necessary to deal with the pollutants of the huge 
number of cars worldwide and providing infrastructure such as appropriate public transport. 

o resource management – extensive extraction and use of natural resources (minerals, water, 
land and air) result in a perceived right to free access and use, thus pollution and waste etc. that require 
greater consumption to mitigate (Trott, 1997). 

• CSR (corporate social responsibility) – through innovation, choice influencing (use of 
marketing and awareness-raising campaigns), choice editing (the removal of unsustainable products 
and services from the marketplace).  

 
6. Conclusion and Recommendations 

 
Likely, the most important challenge to sustainable development to have arisen in the last decades 

is the unfolding global ecological crisis that is becoming a barrier to further human development. 
From an ecological perspective, the sustainable development efforts have not been successful yet. 
Based on the related literature and global consumer patterns it can be stated, on one hand, there is no 
integrated and unified measure to promote the change of consumption patterns and, on the other hand, 
the progress made so far in the last few decades is marginal. The abovementioned consumer patterns 
can be modified several ways. Primarily, due to the scarcity of natural resources the price is 
continuously increasing that stimulates people to save, thus influences the consumers’ habits and 
behaviours. Secondly, different measures of the governments or education can promote the awareness 
of the population. 

The present work also supported the importance of the different economic actors in contribution to 
the sustainable consumption. Global consumer patterns demonstrate that our current consumption is 
unsustainable, therefore a number of critical areas has to be changed to find the most appropriate 
solutions. 
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