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The Evolution of Sustainability Perceptions
in Mass-Market Products

Emanuele Plata

Abstract
Planet Life Economy Foundation (PLEF) is an Italian non-profit organization
constituted in 2003 by managers and entrepreneurs from the mass-market industry.
The perceptions of the sustainability of industrial brands (IB) and private labels
(PL) are deepened according to consumer online opinions. The analysis conducted
by WEB Research S| (Gian Marco Stefanini) and Chase Rossman focuses on the
outdoor clothing company "Patagonia” and its proprietary stores.
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1. Corporate Reputation and Sustainability

In 1987, the Brundtland Commission defined the ephcof sustainable
development in a report for the United Nations.rijhyears have passed and in
2003, Italy introduced the first government measungth the Corporate Social
Responsibility regulations.

Several international conferences have since tplkare to encourage sustainable
business practices, some successful, such agsh&FD and KYOTO conferences,
while others were less successful, such as the G®PEBEN and COP 21
conference in Paris. The UN Millennium Developm&uals endorsed by Pope
Francis’ encyclical ‘LAUDATO SII' declared an inteaj ecological approach ‘to
bring the countries and citizens of the world tbgetto embark on a new path to
improve the lives of people everywhere’.

Since its founding, PLEF has stated that buildinduging value for enterprises
and the wellbeing of people necessarily requiresging many of the universally
adopted shopping behaviours that characterizefestyles.

Accordingly, since 2011, PLEF has organized a $peforum dedicated to
exchanging experiences and sharing ideas for diffettypes of distributors
including consolidated businesses evolving towardgstainability, those
specifically founded with social or environmentaktainability objectives or start-
ups with a disruptive new concept or model to nueehand for goods and services
in a more sustainable way.
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This event is known as the GREEN RETAIL FORUM antloivs the trends in
the sustainability reputation of mass-market conmgsarthrough monitoring the
online opinions of consumers. According to Italiemernet users, the positive
sustainability ratings for retailers (80%) excelkdse of manufacturers (60%). The
data from a web study conducted on how the onlinpufation feels about
industrial or retailer products sold in 16 chaimres between 2012 and 2015
consists of 699 million opinions related to indigtbrands (not however referring
to sustainability issues) and 172 million opiniams retail brands concerning the
same generic issues. Instead, opinions on susthipasues numbered 59 million
for industrial brands (IB) and 80 million for pritealabels (PL) relating to 157
categories of products and 17,500 own label praduct

Table 1: Positive Opinions on PL and IB Sustainability Values by Type and
Outlet

% Opinions % Opinions % Opinions % Opinions
PL B PL B
01/06/2015 01/06/2015 01/06/2012 01/06/2012
31/12/2015 31/12/2015 31/05/2015 31/05/2015
PRIVATE LARGE

Carrefour 67 33 65 35

Lidl 59 25 58 28

Auchan 58 39 56 42

Slunga 55 51 53 53

Eurospin 51 44 49 46

Iper la Grande | 22 37 20 40

TOT 312 229 301 244

ASSOCIATIVE LARGE

Coop 80 69 77 73

Conad 49 65 76 68

Selex 48 51 45 55

TOT 177 185 198 196

PRIVATE MEDIUM

Pam Panorama 44 36 42 38

Simply 41 30 39 31

Unes /U2 32 14 29 17

Billa 20 11 18 12

TOT 137 91 128 98

ASSOCIATIVE MEDIUM

Crai 46 53 44 56

Sigma 36 24 35 27

Vege 13 5 11 6

TOT 95 82 90 89

In all the retail outlets shown in this table, t@mber of positive opinions for
private labels increased in the two periods andedesed for industrial brands.
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Table 2: Positive Opinions on IB Sustainability by Product Category and Period

Food | Children| Pets Ded_|cated Homecare Per sonal Gener|c_
Lines Care |Pharmaceuticals
1.06.2012 /
31.05.2015 55% 57% 56% 68% 34% 51% 58%
1.06.2015/
31.12.2015 56% 59% 56% 70% 34% 52% 60%

Table 3: Positive Opinions on PL Sustainability by Product Category and Period

. Dedicated Per sonal Generic
Food | Children | Pets Lines Homecare Care Phar maceuticals
1.06.2012 /
31.05.2015 73% 68% 68% 58% 51% 62% 70%
1.06.2015/
31.12.2015 77% 73% 70% 64% 53% 65% 74%

These tables show that the positive opinions af bBtand Pl sustainability have
increased over time.

Table 4: Percentage Difference between the Positive Opinions of PL and IB in
the two Periods

. Dedicate Per sonal Generic

Food | Children| Pets Lines Homecare Care | Pharmaceuticals

1.06.2012/ | 189 11% | 12% -10% 17% 11% 12%
31.05.2015

1.06.2015/ | 219 14% | 14% -6% 19% 13% 14%
31.12.2015

Significantly, the differential in positive PL arl8 opinions widens in the two
periods and where PL rates lower than IB (dedicdieels, for example, for
coeliacs), the distance decreases.

2. Sustainability and Point of Sale Product Range

The product range at a point of sale is largelyoasible for the level of
environmental and social sustainability of a retaiitlet. The ecological/social
footprint of each of the thousands of products lom shelves creates virtuous or
harmful values on which actions can be taken ims$eof energy, waste, emissions
and so forth. The analysis of consumer opinionsvshihat this is a source of great
interest through which purchasing decisions castioeulated.

Private label distributors would seem to facilitatmsumer understanding of the
social and environmental attributes of the prodpobbably because the influence
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of advertising is less perceived and even if ineghtb communicate sustainability,
is ideologically linked to a persuasive functioror@ersely, the retailer's umbrella
brand enables consumers to concentrate on the geessathe packing or label
itself and any other supporting information usinge tretailer's image and
communication for the emotional aspect and the ygbdommunication for the
rational aspect.

Also important is what can be learnt from the n8eriefit Corporation’, namely,
companies that in their statutes and governancdecaesponsibility to their
directors for the social, environmental and ecomoefiects of their operations, the
ultimate sustainability orientation.

A good example of this approach is that of AmeritATAGONIA’, a case of
vertical integration from production to end user,ather words, a single-brand
distributor.

We deem that being both a manufacturer with a trand retailer with a ‘store’
may help create the balance/harmony between ematidrawareness, and PLEF is
promoting this as a change from the old to the rem@nomy that balances
immateriality (emotion) and materiality (awareness)

In the case of PATAGONIA, we summarise some of@s&R communications on
their website that exemplify their attitude.

PATAGONIA web analysis minutés

a. Patagonia recently launched a campaign called thepFnt Chronicles
intended to use the transparency of their suppiyncto reduce adverse social and
environmental impacts. The map on their websitenshthe locations of all the
company’s textile mills, factories and farms. Thalso post many articles
concerning their supply chain and how to improeas$parency.

i. Every product Patagonia sells has a link next that traces the materials
used back to its source. This allows customerset@aware of the impact each
product has whenever they make a purchase.

ii. The Footprint Chronicles are Patagonia’s way of m@amicating
sustainability initiatives to customers. They bedighat an ordinary CSR report
is not enough and wanted to create a more intgeeind accessible way for
people to learn about their initiatives.

iii. According to Patagonia, transparency requires isib and
accessibility. Most companies publish CSR or emmmental impact reports, but
the average customer is never going to searchhfset documents. Enabling
customers to view the source of materials whentheyr purchase a product and
read articles about topics relating to sustaingbiiin the website promotes
transparency.

b. Patagonia openly accepts that some of the compapggations contribute
directly to climate change and damage the envireniniatagonia uses the truth as
a weapon, so to speak, by being honest about pinaatices to create trust with
their customers. They understand that nobody bedigliat a company as big as
Patagonia is completely clean and environmentalignflly and that real
transparency entails disclosing the good and tide \With this, they create trust and
open dialogue with customers.

c. Some other Patagonia campaigns include the Worrr Wigetive and the
Fair Trade program.
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i. The Worn Wear Initiative is a campaign focusedreducing the number of
clothes and products people buy. Patagonia emm@sasialy purchasing what
one needs, avoiding excess shopping and repagimnglirg clothes. They state,
‘Quality is at the heart of sustainability’ and popt the Worn Wear Initiative by
producing durable, long-lasting clothes to minimike need to purchase more
clothes. This is interesting as it goes directlgiagt the goal of most companies
to sell as many clothes as possible. Patagoniao#ilers a lifetime guarantee on
products (Patagonia’s Ironclad Guarantee) allovdagtomers to send damaged
clothing to be repaired.

il. The Fair Trade program is Patagonia’s way afnpoting liveable wages for
its factory workers. Some of the clothing is famee certified, meaning
Patagonia paid a premium to the workers who pratldlee clothing to ensure
they are rewarded for their efforts. One factomned an additional $76,000 as a
result of the program, which they used to buy raats for the monsoon season
and build a kitchen, amongst other things. The nwog also encourages
dialogue between workers and managers, which altbeis voices to be heard.
This is a huge improvement over companies suchilees, Mhich are infamous
for their lack of transparency and the low wageytbay their factory workers.

3. Emerging I ssues

In terms of the evolutionary prospects, regardtgsshether retail suppliers have
a better sustainability reputation than industsiappliers, we easily envisage that
consumers will fully express their views.

In this respect, two potential scenarios emerge:

The first is that sustainability becomes commonglam longer a novelty, losing
attention and priority, and consumers will assuhs by definition every offer is
sustainable.

The second is that sustainability becomes an dimigaand consolidating the
notion of respecting a constraint; the focus widl bn finding solutions with
supporting evidence and the implementation of éiease model.

Both scenarios are at risk of not contributinghe evolutionary development of
sustainability. The first because banality leadsnimognizance as in the Titanic
tragedy, the second due to the human conditioogdimcusing on duties does not
motivate behaviour but creates new ghettos.

Perhaps a useful perspective to foster, after aveass is real involvement that is
relationally dynamic and replete with positive aperto jointly (consumers-
industry-distributors-regulators) pursue a positeygproach to the challenge by
sharing ideas, skills, abilities and tools.

Hence, seeing and reading the proposals and siumuesf internet users for new
networks with dialog in full symmetry between comigs and institutions through
blogs and social forums instils hope for good peatg since the digital
community tends to be a more sustainable community.

From this perspective, the more companies beconaeanf the opportunities,
the more businesses will have a future. Certaitihe relationship between
manufacturers and retailers will become increaginglbrid and the new
protagonists will be, and to some extent already airtual industry/retailers as
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well as a potentially independent platform designedcollect feedback on the
industrial/retail offering with the participatiorf consumers.

All will become witnesses of sustainable mass congion, not merely in words
but in deeds.
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Notes

! Sources: http://csrcentral.com/patagonia-the-clothing-conypaith-a-revolutionary-approach-
to-csr-sustainability/; http://lwww.fastcompany.cdm9656/patagonia-power-brand-transparency
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