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Efforts to reduce negative impacts from con-
sumption and production include voluntary 
market-based initiatives. Examples are the con-
cept of eco-labelling and the concept of green 
procurement. These have emerged as policy 
instruments with great potentials to steer pro-
duct innovation and purchasing decisions in a 
sustainable direction. This potential has been re-
cognized by the United Nations, the European 
Union, the Organization for Economic Coopera-
tion and Development and national governments 
through, e.g., various programmes and schemes. 
The aim of this thesis is to assess current crite-
ria development processes within eco-labelling 
and green procurement from a strategic sus-
tainability perspective and to describe possible 
improvement potentials from such a perspective 
to make these instruments more supportive of 
sustainable product and service innovation. A 
previously published framework for strategic 
sustainable development, including a definition 
of sustainability and generic guidelines to inform 
strategies towards sustainability, is adapted and 
used for this purpose. Criteria development pro-
cesses in two Swedish eco-labelling programmes 
and at a governmental expert body for green 
procurement are studied. This includes inter-
views with criteria developers, studies of pro-
cess documents and a case study at the govern-
mental expert body for green procurement in 
which two criteria development processes were 
shadowed. The result reveals several strengths 

but also gaps and thus potentials for improve-
ment. The criteria development processes and 
the resulting criteria mostly concern the cur-
rent market supply and a selection of current 
environmental impacts outside the context of 
long-term objectives. Neither sustainability nor 
any other clearly defined long-term objective is 
agreed upon, and the criteria are not structured 
to support procurers, suppliers and product de-
velopers in a systematic and strategic stepwise 
approach towards sustainability. Recommended 
improvements include a more thorough sustai-
nability assessment, communication of clearer 
objectives, broader competence in the criteria 
development groups and more emphasis on the 
dialogue and interaction between key actors. 
This includes an extended view on both the pro-
duct concept and actors involved. Based on this, 
a new criteria development prototype is sug-
gested, which aims at widening the scope from 
some currently known product impacts to the 
remaining gap to sustainability. During its further 
development and implementation, the criteria 
development prototype will be tested in succes-
sive iterations of action research together with 
experienced practitioners within eco-labelling 
and green procurement. 
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Abstract 

Efforts to reduce negative impacts from consumption and 
production include voluntary market-based initiatives. Examples 
are the concept of eco-labelling and the concept of green 
procurement. These have emerged as policy instruments with great 
potentials to steer product innovation and purchasing decisions in a 
sustainable direction. This potential has been recognized by the 
United Nations, the European Union, the Organization for 
Economic Cooperation and Development and national 
governments through, e.g., various programmes and schemes. The 
aim of this thesis is to assess current criteria development 
processes within eco-labelling and green procurement from a 
strategic sustainability perspective and to describe possible 
improvement potentials from such a perspective to make these 
instruments more supportive of sustainable product and service 
innovation. A previously published framework for strategic 
sustainable development, including a definition of sustainability and 
generic guidelines to inform strategies towards sustainability, is 
adapted and used for this purpose. Criteria development processes 
in two Swedish eco-labelling programmes and at a governmental 
expert body for green procurement are studied. This includes 
interviews with criteria developers, studies of process documents 
and a case study at the governmental expert body for green 
procurement in which two criteria development processes were 
shadowed. The result reveals several strengths but also gaps and 
thus potentials for improvement. The criteria development 
processes and the resulting criteria mostly concern the current 
market supply and a selection of current environmental impacts 
outside the context of long-term objectives. Neither sustainability 
nor any other clearly defined long-term objective is agreed upon, 
and the criteria are not structured to support procurers, suppliers 
and product developers in a systematic and strategic stepwise 
approach towards sustainability. Recommended improvements 
include a more thorough sustainability assessment, communication 
of clearer objectives, broader competence in the criteria 
development groups and more emphasis on the dialogue and 
interaction between key actors. This includes an extended view on 
both the product concept and actors involved. Based on this, a new 
criteria development prototype is suggested, which aims at 
widening the scope from some currently known product impacts to 
the remaining gap to sustainability. During its further development 
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and implementation, the criteria development prototype will be 
tested in successive iterations of action research together with 
experienced practitioners within eco-labelling and green 
procurement.  

Keywords: Strategic Sustainability Perspective, Sustainable 
Consumption and Production, Eco-Labelling, Green Procurement, 
Criteria Development Process, Product-Service Innovation. 
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1. Introduction 

This section presents a background of the sustainability challenge, 
discusses the relevance of eco-labelling and green procurement in 
that context and states the aim and scope of this thesis. 

1.1. Background of the Sustainability Challenge 

Among scientists there is an increasing consensus that the current 
course of the global society is not sustainable (e.g. Meadows et al., 
1992, Steffen et al., 2004, Millenium Ecosystem Assessment, 
2005, Stern, 2007, Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, 
2007, Rockström et al., 2009). To change this course and to 
provide a high quality of life for a prospective nine billion people 
without eroding the fundamental life-supporting system in the long 
term is a huge challenge. These insights are not new, but it is not 
until recently that scientists could provide empirical data showing 
that human activities impact the eco-systems at a global scale 
(Steffen et al., 2007). In the 1960s, several alarm bells rang in the 
world around the unsustainable development of society; the way in 
which humans consumed non-renewable resources and the 
accumulation in the biosphere of man-made substances caused 
concern among some people. In parallel, although many nations 
have risen from poverty, the awareness also grew that several 
nations suffered from a series of social and economic problems. 
These insights were brought together on a high political level by the 
United Nations (UN) at the Stockholm conference in 1972. A direct 
result was the establishment of the UN Environmental Protection 
Agency (UNEP). In the wake of the conference, the UN initiated 
numerous investigations and commissions, of which the third, the 
so-called Brundtland Commission, presented its findings in the 
report Our Common Future. The report outlined the link between 
economic development and the environment and attempted to 
describe the concept of sustainable development as:  

“Humanity has the ability to make development 
sustainable – to ensure that it meets the needs of the 

present without compromising the ability of future 
generations to meet their own needs.” (World 

Commission on Environment and Development, 1987)  

In the coming decades numerous market initiatives as well as legal 
regulative initiatives were developed with the aim to support and 



Bratt, Cecilia.  
Assessment of Eco-Labelling and Green Procurement from a 
Strategic Sustainability Perspective  

2 

facilitate sustainable development. Still, almost forty years after the 
Stockholm conference, the world is still on an unsustainable 
course. In fact, in many ways, it is worse than ever. The continued 
growth of impacts from human activities is rapidly pushing the 
biosphere towards or beyond critical limits. However, with more 
and more empirical evidence at hand, sustainability concerns are 
increasingly entering the political agenda. The concept of 
sustainable consumption and production (SCP) was introduced and 
elaborated in Agenda 21 during the Rio Summit in 1992. Ten years 
later, SCP was adopted as a priority area at the World Summit on 
Sustainable Development in Johannesburg. SCP initiatives have 
this far been directed mainly towards the „production part‟ of the 
problem, aiming at, e.g., reducing emissions or greening some 
products. To achieve SCP, consumer needs and consumer 
behaviour, business development, market functions and their 
interrelations with production aspects and each other also need to 
be addressed from a systems perspective by both decision makers 
in business and public policymakers. For a radical change, a 
mixture of market-based and regulatory instruments will be needed. 
In this mixture there should be room for eco-labelling and green 
procurement as strategic instruments for sustainable development. 

1.2. Background of Eco-Labelling 

Eco-labelling started in the late 1970s with the German Blue Angel. 
This was a reaction to the shift in focus from production to products 
and from regulative to push-pull approaches. A proliferation of eco-
labelling programmes started ten years later. The Nordic Eco-label 
was one of the new labels. Today there are over 300 eco-labels on 
the global market (Case, 2009). In the view of this proliferation, 
several organizations have tried to establish international 
convergence and have started to structure and classify 
environmental labels (Ahrne and Brunsson, 2008). Examples 
include the International Organization for Standardization (ISO), the 
Global Eco-labelling Network (GEN) and the International Social 
and the Environmental Accreditation and Labelling Alliance 
(ISEAL). In the late 1990s, ISO published standards for three 
types; type I (ISO 14024), what we normally refer to as an „eco-
label‟ (see below), type II (ISO 14021), classified as self-declared 
environmental claims without third-party certification, and type III 
(ISO 14025), which is quantified environmental data based on life 
cycle assessments. Overall principles for all three types were also 
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described in a separate standard, ISO 14020 (ISO, 2000). The 
standard of interest for this thesis, ISO 14024, defines a type I 
programme as: 

“Voluntary, multi-criteria-based third party programme 
that awards a license which authorizes the user of 
environmental labels on products indicating overall 

environmental preferability of a product within a 
particular product category based on life-cycle 

considerations.” (ISO, 1999). 

The use of eco-labelling as a term in this thesis refers to this type 
of environmental label. Some labels, e.g., labels with a focus on 
one life-cycle phase such as the Forest Stewardship Council (FSC) 
and labels for organic food or social labels such as Fair Trade, are 
not included in the ISO system, but they still fulfil elements of the 
ISO 14020 and 14024. These type I-like labels are not in focus in 
this thesis, but are recognized as important within the wider 
stakeholder view of criteria development and are further discussed 
in section 5.1. ISO 14024 is a guiding standard, i.e., it is not 
possible to get certified against it. However, within GEN, a peer 
review process has been developed: the Global Eco-labelling 
Network‟s Internationally Coordinated Eco-labelling System 
(GENICES) based on the standard (Global Ecolabelling Network).  

1.3. Background of Green Procurement 

During the last decades, the public sector has faced increased 
demands to integrate environmental and social aspects in their 
procurement processes. These demands come from stakeholders 
such as suppliers, taxpayers, NGOs, authorities and governments.  

Green procurement as a policy instrument for supporting the 
transition towards sustainable patterns of consumption and 
production has received growing political recognition on the 
international, European Union (EU) and national, European level.  

Public procurement was identified as an important instrument for 
stimulating more environmentally sound goods and services at the 
World Summit on Sustainable Development in 2002. In the same 
year, the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development 
published recommendations for green procurement and in 2003 the 
European Commission adopted a Communication on Integrated 
Product Policy (IPP), which recommended that member states 
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increase the level of green public procurement (GPP) and 
elaborate national action plans that set targets and outline the 
concrete measures to implement this policy. In 2006, the scope 
was widened when the Marrakesh Task Force on Sustainable 
Procurement was established with the aim to promote and support 
implementation of public procurement programmes that encourage 
the uptake of sustainable products and services (United Nations 
Department of Economic and Social Affairs, 2009). 

Green procurement is defined in an EU Commission 
communication of 2008 as:  

“… a process whereby public authorities seek to 
procure goods, services and works with a reduced 

environmental impact throughout their life cycle when 
compared to goods, services and works with the same 

primary function that would otherwise be procured.” 
(Commission of the European Communities, 2008).  

When the mission is entitled “sustainable procurement,” the 
general perception is that the mission is broadened to also 
embrace and consider social impacts. For simplicity, in this thesis 
the term green procurement is used for the assessed approaches, 
although some social aspects are also included. 

Some authors and institutions use purchasing as a synonym of 
procurement. However, in this thesis a distinction is made; the 
latter is more than simply purchasing goods and services. 
Procurement includes attributes such as time, competition, 
transparency, and all phases from clarification of need to disposal 
of the product. This implies that procurement inherently has a 
strategic potential, and should involve clarification of the need for a 
product or service and consider the most beneficial way of meeting 
that need. 

One of the measures within European national action plans has 
been to form expert bodies with the mission to support and build 
awareness around green procurement. One of their main missions 
has been to develop criteria to support public procurers in their 
criteria setting. Private and public organizations sense increased 
attention from stakeholders for their environmental and social 
performance (Mont and Leire, 2009). By the influential position that 
procurers hold, both as gate-keepers and as supply chain 
managers, they are key for the sustainability performance of their 
organization. Initially, these criteria were developed to reduce 
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environmental impact from public procurement, but in the last years 
some European GPP schemes have also started to develop social 
criteria for some product categories (Evans et al., 2010). Studies 
show that lack of knowledge, expertise and resources for how to 
set, verify and follow up environmental and social criteria is a main 
barrier for the implementation of green procurement (Handfield et 
al., 2002, Christensen and Staalgaard, 2004, Leire, 2009, Swedish 
Environmental Protection Agency, 2010). The procurers represent 
a non-homogenous group as regards competence on green 
procurement, and as described by Leire (2009), green purchasing 
can mean “anything and everything”. This strongly indicates the 
need for expert bodies in providing support for criteria setting.  

Another barrier to the implementation of green procurement is the 
interpretation of regulations governing public procurement 
(Commission of the European Communities, 2008, Swedish 
Environmental Protection Agency, 2010). A number of documents 
have been developed on European and national levels to clarify 
legal boundaries, but still many public procurers express 
uncertainty on how this legislation affects the way criteria can be 
set. Since public procurers are constantly exposed to the risk of 
being appealed against, this uncertainty hampers the advancement 
of environmental and social criteria. The fundamental purpose of 
the Law on Public Procurement is to promote competition and 
thereby safeguard public funds by securing a fair and transparent 
tendering process. The EU directives regulating the procedures for 
public procurement include: 

 the principle of non-discrimination 

 the principle of equal treatment 

 the principle of transparency 

 the principle of proportionality  

 the principle of mutual recognition 

The directives contain a number of references to environmental 
and social criteria and some more detailed rules on, e.g., how eco-
labels can be used within public procurement. These principles are 
adopted into national Procurement Acts, which aim to set the legal 
boundaries for how environmental and social criteria can be set. 
Still, those boundaries are not sufficiently clear, which the 
described uncertainty at the operational level underlines. Before 
the adoption of the current procurement directives (European 
Parliament and The Council of the European Union, 2004a, 
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European Parliament and The Council of the European Union, 
2004b) the guidance on how to set environmental criteria was even 
more unclear and there was a lot of uncertainty regarding whether, 
and if so, environmental criteria could be set unless they did not 
have a very obvious benefit (Leire, 2009).  

The procurer has the option of giving the contract to the tender 
offering (i) the lowest price or (ii) the most economically 
advantageous offer. While (i) is unproblematic to interpret, (ii) is not 
and the strict view of the Commission may indicate little room for 
socio-ecological benefits. However, the ultimate interpretation of 
the EU law lies on the European Court of Justice, which has 
favoured a partly different interpretation of the directive. The Court 
has in recent cases referred to articles 11 and 36 of the Treaty on 
the Functioning of the European Union that states:  

“Environmental protection requirements must be 
integrated into the definition and implementation of the 
Union policies and activities, in particular with a view to 

promoting sustainable development.”  

And although restrictions on import and export shall be prohibited it 
shall: 

“…not preclude prohibitions or restrictions on imports, 
exports or goods in transit justified on grounds of public 
morality, public policy or public security; the protection 
of health and life of humans, animals or plants…” (The 
European Parliament and the Council of the European 

Union, 2008) 

This was the case when the procurer required that the electricity to 
be procured should come from renewable sources and further, in 
one of the cases, also be produced within the nation. The 
European Court of Justice approved the criteria referring to the 
above quoted articles and to that the EU has signed two UN 
Climate Conventions and the Kyoto Protocol (European Court of 
Justice, 2001, European Court of Justice, 2003). The conclusion 
from these cases is that the directives do not prohibit the use of 
public procurement as support of strategic sustainable 
development. 
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1.4. Rationale for Eco-Labelling and Green 
Procurement 

To steer society towards sustainability, relevant and sufficient 
sustainability information about both products1 and organizational 
performance is a prerequisite. The possibility for consumers and 
professional procurers to make and communicate informed 
decisions can be provided by an eco-label.  This allows the 
producers and the retailers to perceive the ‟real‟ demand and adapt 
accordingly.  

As regards green procurement, there is a great belief among 
societal stakeholders that it has a large potential to support faster 
market evolution and sustainable product innovation. This 
momentum is created by the large volumes being procured. Public 
procurement in countries within the Organization for Economic 
Cooperation and Development corresponds to 16 % of the total 
Gross Domestic Product within Europe. The public sectors spend 
on an average 45 to 65 % of their budgets on public procurement 
(International Institute for Sustainable Development, 2007).  

The statistics for private procurement is limited but some studies 
indicate that corporate procurement and purchasing is equal to 
approximately 50% of the Gross Domestic Product (Falk et al., 
2004). 

The rationale of these instruments is described from different 
stake-holder perspectives below through questions like: how does 
this stakeholder group benefit from this instrument? i.e. why would 
the end-consumer argue for, e.g., eco-labels? why would the 
procurers argue for them? etc. 

The private consumer perspective and eco-labelling type I  

The role of an eco-label for the private consumers is coupled to the 
consumers‟ right to know. Increasing awareness on environmental 
and social issues makes these aspects more and more important 
when making purchasing decisions. If there is no information on the 
sustainability performance of a product, or if the label provides 
incomplete information the aware consumer group will neither be 
satisfied in a purchasing situation nor be able to signal their 
demands to retailers and to producers. 

                                                
1
 Products here include physical artefacts, software, processes, services 

and combinations of these. 
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The recognition and the trust in the label is important for consumer 
purchasing satisfaction (Thøgersen, 2002), which speaks for third-
party programmes as well as standardised and regulated 
programmes. The format of a logotype is ideal for the normal, often 
time-limited, purchasing situation as it gives a fast-digested 
message.  

The procurer perspective and eco-labelling type I 

In a procurement process, criteria developed for procurement by a 
governmental actor or criteria developed for eco-labelling are 
helpful in setting the tendering criteria. The procurer can select 
those eco-labelling criteria for a specific product category which 
suits the procurement strategy. Thereafter, the label is helpful as 
verification, since procurers often lack the capacity to follow up on 
the criteria. There is also a difference between public and private 
procurers as regards the use of eco-labels. Public procurers cannot 
require a specific eco-label due to juridical principles, but can select 
criteria from the eco-labelling criteria, but thereafter has to treat any 
to the label equivalent verification equally. Leire and Thidell 
(submitted 2009) show that procurers also use the range of eco-
labelled products in a product category as an indication of 
availability of products fulfilling specific criteria. 

The retailer perspective and eco-labelling type I 

For retailers the eco-labels have been described as helpful in 
building a more general understanding of the environmental issues 
that are in focus among different actors along the product chain 
(Thidell, 2009). Studies show that the retailers appreciate the 
simplified information provided by a label, since this decreases 
their work-load (Heiskanen et al., 1998). The label is also an 
information carrier that helps the retailer to make consumer 
preferences visible. 

The producer perspective and eco-labelling type I 

For the producers/licence holders, the eco-label is a mechanism by 
which they can inform consumers and professional purchasers 
about the sustainability preferability of their product in a way that is 
perceived as trustworthy. The actors closest to the private and 
professional consumers are, naturally, most perceptive to the 
market demands and most inclined to adapt their product portfolio 
to these demands and therefore also the licence holders. The eco-
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label may also be seen as marketing of the brand and/or of the 
company in a wider perspective. 

The policy-maker perspective and eco-labelling type I 

Eco-labelling is a means for policy makers to use market forces for 
a successive movement of the market towards better sustainability 
performance of products. By providing the producers with a 
mechanism by which they can inform consumers/procurers about 
this performance, and by providing the consumers with a 
mechanism by which they can reveal their demands, the market is 
expected to become more effective in successively reducing the 
negative impacts from production and consumption. Eco-labelling 
can also be seen as a means to reveal market acceptance of 
sustainability requirements and thus successively pave the way for 
regulative initiatives as shown in figure 1. 

 

Figure 1. The intended role of eco-labelling from a policy-maker 

perspective (Adapted from Tojo and Lindhqvist, 2010). 

The public procurer perspective and green procurement 

Public procurers are subjected to the coexistence of politically 
decided socio-ecological goals and cost-minimizing goals. GPP 
can, if used strategically, serve as an instrument for the 
achievement of both. For products that consume resources over 
their lifetime, Life Cycle Cost analyses show that GPP practices 
can significantly reduce operating costs for the users. and public 
procurers in Sweden are recommended  in the Swedish law on 
public procurement to set environmental and social criteria 
(although not mandated to do so from a legal point of view).  
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The private procurer perspective and green procurement 

Private companies are exposed to the harsh reality of competition. 
At the same time they experience increased attention for their 
actions from a number of stakeholders, such as customers, 
governments, media and investors (Mont and Leire, 2009). The 
important roles of the procurer as a gate-keeper for what enters the 
company and as a supply chain manager point to the potential of 
green procurement to manage risks, promote and spur innovation 
for sustainability among suppliers and thus also to promote 
competitiveness of the company.  

The producer perspective and green procurement 

For producers, green procurement means a possibility to gain 
competitive advantage for better organizational and product 
portfolio sustainability performance, through more effective 
partnerships, better knowledge development and support for 
sustainable innovation and technology developments. 

The policymaker perspective and green procurement 

By promoting products with reduced negative impacts on 
environmental and social systems, society at large is gaining from 
green procurement. By setting the example, the public sector 
sends a clear message to society at large and may also pave the 
way for the private sector, since corporate procurement processes 
take place all along the supply chain, thus triggering the integration 
of green procurement upstream (Leire, 2009). By increasing the 
demand for sustainable solutions, the market price will decrease, 
which can turn niche products into mainstream products. This 
means better use of public money. 

1.5. Effects  

The effectiveness of eco-labelling has been hard to prove and the 
research on this is limited. One recognized reason for this is the 
inherent difficulty in coupling the effect to the cause, i.e. in this case 
to distinguish the effects of an eco-label from the effects of other 
measures (Reinhard et al., 2001, Hassell, 2005, Thidell, 2009). 
Furthermore, although direct benefits, e.g., lower resource use per 
unit, are relatively easy to quantify, the indirect benefits, e.g., from 
an increased environmental awareness in general, are harder to 
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quantify. No solid methodology to do this is established. However, 
some studies have been conducted and indicate some effects. 
Cadman and Dolley (2004) describe different scenarios based on 
different market penetrations for EU-flower-labeled products 
substituting an “average” product. The conclusion is that even at a 
modest 5 % market share, appreciable savings in terms of energy, 
water and raw material consumption could be achieved. Studies of 
the Nordic Swan also state that indirect effects such as improved 
performance of non-labeled products and increased environmental 
awareness in general are generated by the eco-label (Heidenmark 
et al., 2001, Leire and Thidell, 2005, Thidell, 2009). 

Although the following figures are only estimated effects, they may 
serve as an indication of the leverage potential of green 
procurement. Direct environmental effects have been estimated 
within some GPP schemes as follows: if the public sector in Europe 
shifts to green electricity, this could save up to 60 million tonnes of 
CO2-emission, corresponding to 18 % of the EU Kyoto 
commitment (International Council for Local Environmental 
Initiatives, 2010). The UK government‟s Sustainable Procurement 
Action Plan is estimated to result in a reduction of approximately 
one million tonnes of greenhouse gas emissions by 2020 (UK 
Government, 2005). 

1.6. Aim and Scope  

The aim of this thesis is to assess current criteria development 
processes within eco-labelling and green procurement from a 
strategic sustainability perspective and to describe possible 
improvement potentials from such a perspective to make these 
instruments more supportive of sustainable product and service 
innovation. To pursue this aim the following research questions 
have been formulated: 

 How do current criteria development processes for eco-

labelling and green procurement support market evolution 

towards the full scope of sustainability? 

 What principle components and characteristics should 

criteria development processes for eco-labelling and green 

procurement have to be capable of supporting market 

evolution towards the full scope of sustainability? 
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The research explores criteria development processes within eco-
labelling and green procurement and not the full scope of these 
instruments. The focus on criteria development processes is 
motivated by the fact that they are very important parts of these 
instruments and the most regulated parts. The latter probably 
means that many of the current obstacles to using the full potential 
of these instruments are related to the criteria development 
processes. Two Swedish eco-labelling programmes and a 
governmental expert body for green procurement are studied, all 
regarded as frontrunners in an international perspective. The 
research does not explore marketing, education or procurement 
processes as such. Neither does it explore consumer behaviour, 
but it does recognize the need for sufficient understanding and 
collaboration with all sectors and all actors that affect the 
development of criteria from a strategic sustainability perspective. 

Eco-labelling in this thesis refers to Type I programmes according 
to ISO, i.e. voluntary multi-criteria eco-labelling programmes that 
take a life-cycle perspective and are certified by a third party. 
Green procurement in this thesis embraces public as well private 
procurement. The words “eco-labelling” and “green procurement” 
are used for labelling and procurement processes with and without 
the integration of a strategic sustainability perspective. The criteria 
development steps that are assessed reach from the pre-study 
phase to publication of the criteria.  
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2. Theoretical Framework 

This section presents the theoretical framework and knowledge 
domain of this thesis. 

2.1. Sustainability 

Although the Brundtland definition of sustainable development is 
appropriate as a starting point, it is not concrete enough to guide 
strategic planning and actions for sustainability. And although there 
is agreement on the need for a transition to sustainable 
consumption and production, there are interpretative conflicts on 
what this implies. Various attempts have been undertaken to make 
sustainable development operational. One of these, a framework 
for strategic sustainable development (FSSD), has been shown 
useful for strategic planning and step-by-step decision-making 
towards a desired future. 

2.2. A Framework for Strategic Sustainable 
Development 

When making strategic planning that will contribute to sustainable 
development, the objective of such a development needs to be 
distinguished from the means to achieve the objective. For 
endeavours in complex systems, it is generally not possible to 
determine the endgame at the level of detail. Yet, it is possible to 
be strategic and systematic if basic principles for the desired 
outcome, in this case sustainability, are made explicit. The 
technique “backcasting from basic sustainability principles” (see the 
next two sections) is a key feature of the FSSD (Robèrt, 1994, 
Holmberg, 1995, Broman et al., 2000, Holmberg and Robèrt, 2000, 
Ny et al., 2006). The FSSD includes five interdependent but still 
distinct levels. It was developed while realizing that to allow for 
strategic progress towards a sustainable society, not only sufficient 
knowledge about the system (1), i.e. society within the biosphere, 
would be enough, but the overall goal (2) also needs to be defined 
in a robust way. The very term „strategic‟ implies the necessity of 
an understanding of the goal. Not all details of a system need to be 
understood, but enough of an understanding to trust the robustness 
of the definition of the overall goal is needed. Principled goals can 
serve as creativity stimulating constraints for innovation. 
Sustainability can look in many different ways as long as these all 
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comply with basic principles for sustainability. Level (3) of the 
FSSD includes strategic guidelines that are used to prioritize 
actions (4) as part of an overall strategy and to guide what tools (5) 
that are selected to support progress along the action plan (4) that 
is continuously re-evaluated according to the strategic guidelines 
(3) to move strategically towards the goal (2) in the system (1). 

Level 2 and 3 are described in a bit more detail below. 

2.2.1. Sustainability Principles 

An often applied metaphor for strategic sustainable development is 
the strategic game chess, where the endgame is generally not 
possible to determine in detail beforehand, yet it is possible to 
systematically plan and act towards compliance with the principles 
of checkmate. To be useful for backcasting, the sustainability 
principles need to be: 

 …science-based, i.e. compliant with a scientifically agreed 

upon view of the world; 

 …general, to be applicable in any arena, at any scale, by 

any member in a team regardless of field of expertise; 

 …necessary, to avoid imposing unnecessary constraints 

and confusion over elements that may be debatable; 

 sufficient, to avoid gaps in the thinking, i.e. if complied with, 

and if compliance is kept, sustainability is achieved; 

 concrete, to really guide actions and function as criteria for 

re-design, and 

 non-overlapping, to allow for comprehension and monitoring 

of approaches.  

The following sustainability principles have been derived with these 
criteria in mind (Robèrt, 1994, Holmberg, 1995, Broman et al., 
2000, Holmberg and Robèrt, 2000, Ny et al., 2006): 

In the sustainable society, nature is not subject to systematically 
increasing…. 

1. …concentrations of substances extracted from the Earth‟s 

crust; 

2. …concentrations of substances produced by society; 

3. …degradation by physical mean; 



2. Theoretical Framework 

15 

And, in that society… 

4. … people are not subject to conditions that systematically 
undermine their capacity to meet their needs. 

These principles have been shown to help leaders and planners 
identify causes of current and potential future problems at their 
origin, and thus to structure and find solutions to these problems 
upstream in cause effect chains (e.g. Broman et al. 2000).  

2.2.2. Backcasting 

The key concept of backcasting is a shared vision of future 
success. When doing backcasting, planners start by building a 
shared vision of success in the future and then ask, “What do we 
need to do today to reach this vision?” (Robinson, 1990, Dreborg, 
1996, Holmberg and Robèrt, 2000). Many approaches to 
sustainable development lack a shared vision of the goal. Instead 
these approaches apply the current state, or even recent state, as 
their point of reference and forecast into the future what seems to 
be needed and realistic, which is often based on the current public 
discourse rather than on a robust systems perspective on what is 
needed for sustainability. If, e.g., recycling of a certain metal was 
20% last year and 30% next year, this is often by default regarded 
as a step forward (which it might be, but not necessarily). 
Backcasting from sustainability principles may put the use of that 
particular metal for that particular function in question all together 
and may instead suggest a complete substitution as the 
strategically best measure instead of heavy investments in 
recycling systems. When planning towards a sustainable society, 
planners and decision makers that only apply a forecasting 
approach and that lack a shared vision of the goal risk not only to 
over-emphasize problems that currently are in the media or that 
constitute the political focus but also to get stuck in detail battles. 
Taking a backcasting from principles approach allows for strategic 
decision making, ensuring flexibility and triggering innovative 
solutions. The effect of backcasting is an increased likelihood that 
needed actions to reach overall success are taken. However, within 
a backcasting approach, forecasting can be used as a supplement 
when considering and prioritizing among short term options. 
Forecasting could then be helpful in assessing the relative 
feasibility of optional stepping stones and the pace of change 
towards the desired long-term goal. 
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3. Research Design 

This section aims at describing the logic and coherence of the 
research process. This includes a description of the different 
modes and components and the way in which they relate to one 
another. It also includes descriptions of the methods used. 

3.1. Overall Research Design 

This licentiate thesis is part of a PhD research plan. The main 
phases of the PhD work, as well as how the completed papers   
relate to these phases, are described in figure 2. This figure is an 
elaboration of a framework developed within the design research 
field (Blessing and Chakrabarti, 2009). 

3.1.1. Theoretical Framework 

Before approaching the actual research, the theoretical framework 
described above and general theory of science were studied. The 
understanding from this phase has then been used as a knowledge 
foundation for every other phase of the research approach, as 
described in figure 2. 

Then a sort of “metaphase” understanding of the landscape 
between the FSSD on the one hand and the labelling and 
procurement area on the other hand was elaborated. This also 
included studying reports and academic papers on eco-labelling 
and green procurement with a broader perspective. The 
understanding from this helped finding aspects of relevance for the 
research before studying the focus area – eco-labelling type I and 
green procurement – more extensively. 

3.1.2. Research Clarification 

The aim of this phase was to provide an understanding of the 
research area and the topic under study to indicate the validity of 
the approach, to relate it to other research and for the formulation 
of a realistic research aim. This was mainly done by a content 
analysis of the area and related areas, including academic 
literature, reports, standards and web pages to provide a broad 
view of the theoretical and policy contexts for environmental and 
sustainability approaches within eco-labelling and green 
procurement. 
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3.1.3. Descriptive Phase 

This phase included a more thorough data collection, narrowed by 
the research goal to understand processes and issues in existing 
criteria development processes within eco-labelling and green 
procurement approaches. This was facilitated by a closer 
collaboration with criteria developers, including physical attendance 
throughout criteria development processes and by interviewing 
criteria developers and relevant stakeholders. This phase also 
included assessments of current criteria development processes 
from a strategic sustainability perspective, to understand and 
describe strengths and gaps from that perspective. 

3.1.4. Prescriptive Phase 

The increased understanding of the current criteria development 
processes has and will in the prescriptive phase be used to 
elaborate and expand current criteria development processes, 
based on findings in the descriptive phase and on the theoretical 
framework.  

3.1.5. Implementation Phase 

To identify challenges and possibilities to realize the result from the 
prescriptive phase, this future phase includes testing and 
implementation, i.e. successive iterations of action research 
together with experienced practitioners. The aim is to further 
improve the expanded criteria development process and also 
identify and bridge practical barriers that might be missed in earlier 
phases. By the mutual competence building in this action mode, 
the aim is also to identify and describe wider implications of the 
research and outline further research.  

As shown by the arrows in figure 2, the research progress is not 
linear. Iterations and parallel execution of stages have and will be 
part of the progress and this successively sharpens the research 
skills. 
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Figure 2. Overall research design. 

3.2. Methods 

Definitions and distinctions of scientific methods are numerous, but 
Maxwell (2005) solves this inconsistency by saying that scientific 
methods are everything that help the researcher answer the 
research question, within the specific context under study. This 
section describes the outline and co-relation of methods used this 
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far for the purpose of this study. A more detailed methods 
description is presented in each of the appended paper. 

3.2.1. Methods for Information Collection 

Primary information was collected by physical attendance at criteria 
development and by interviews with criteria developers and 
members of the criteria development groups. There is a distinction 
between research questions and interview questions; the research 
questions formulate what is desired to be understood; the interview 
questions aim at gaining that understanding. The interviews have 
been semi-structured, i.e. if needed for sufficient understanding 
questions have been added. Workshops were also held with 
project partners in which information was registered. These 
multiple sources and methods for information collection were 
chosen to gain a broader and more secure understanding of 
current criteria development processes. 

Secondary information was retrieved by searching and studying 
academic papers and reports, official reports, organizational 
documents and reports as well as websites.  

Information from the chosen sources and methods was finally 
compared and triangulated to allow for an increased validity of the 
assessment. 

3.2.2. Assessment and Exploration Methods 

The content of relevance for each of the five levels of the FSSD 
was used as the basis for the development of level-specific 
questions. Some questions were added during the progress of the 
assessment, since some characteristics of the criteria development 
processes were not apparent in advance. 

In the prescriptive mode, Templates for Sustainable Product 
Development were used as a tool to support the elaboration of a 
new criteria development process. This tool is further described in 
paper C. 
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4. Summary of Appended Papers 

This section presents summaries of the appended papers as well 
as short declarations of the contributions of the present author. 

4.1. Paper A 

Assessment of eco-labelling criteria development from a 
strategic sustainability perspective 

Published as: 

Bratt, C., Hallstedt, S., Robèrt, K.-H., Broman, G. and Oldmark, J. 
(2011), Assessment of eco-labelling criteria development from a 
strategic sustainability perspective. Journal of Cleaner Production, 
volume 19, issue 14, 1631-1638. 

Summary 

This paper assesses eco-labelling criteria development processes 
at two Swedish eco-labelling programmes from a strategic 
sustainability perspective. For the assessment, a framework for 
strategic sustainable development was adapted. Data for the 
assessment was collected from literature and in semi-structured 
interviews and discussions with eco-labelling experts.  

The assessment revealed that none of the programmes includes 
an operational definition of sustainability and related strategic 
guidelines and that there is no clear and operational sustainability 
objective of a more limited scope either. Sustainability is mentioned 
in some of the explanatory material, but is not related to the criteria 
development process. This lack of cohesiveness hampers any 
programme´s effectiveness to contribute to a change towards more 
sustainable consumption and production. Moreover, decisions on 
criteria reflect the current reality and are based on evaluations of 
the products as they are known today, without any long-term 
objectives or strategies. 

In conclusion, the results point at deficiencies in theory, process 
and practice of eco-labelling, which hampers cohesiveness, 
transparency, and comprehension. And it hampers predictability, as 
producers get no support in foreseeing how coming revisions of 
criteria will develop. This represents a lost opportunity for strategic 
sustainable development. 
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These problems could be avoided by informing the criteria 
development process with a framework for strategic sustainable 
development.  

Relation in Thesis 

This paper provides a deepened understanding of part of the 
research area of this thesis, i.e. of criteria development processes 
within eco-labelling type I, and confirms the relevance of the 
planned research work.  

Present Author’s Contribution 

The present author was involved from the initial concept stage of 
this paper and has been leading the information collection and 
writing process. 
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4.2. Paper B 

Assessment of criteria development for public procurement 
from a strategic sustainability perspective 

Submitted as: 

Bratt, C., Hallstedt, S., Robèrt, K.-H., Broman, G. and Oldmark, J., 
Assessment of criteria development for public procurement from a 
strategic sustainability perspective. Submitted. 

Summary 

This paper assesses, from a strategic sustainability perspective, a 
process for development of procurement criteria at a Swedish 
governmental expert body. The assessment was conducted 
through physical attendance through two cases of criteria 
development, complemented with interviews of criteria developers. 
For the assessment, a framework for strategic sustainable 
development was adapted. The results show that the studied 
criteria development process is well-documented, audited and 
transparent. It also encourages a high level of participation by the 
members of the criteria working groups. However, the assessment 
also points to some gaps and thus improvement potentials. The 
process and resulting criteria mostly concern a selection of current 
environmental impacts outside the context of long-term objectives. 
Neither sustainability nor any other clearly defined long-term 
objective is agreed upon, and the criteria are not structured to 
support procurers and suppliers in a systematic and strategic 
stepwise approach towards sustainability. Furthermore, the 
competence in the criteria development group is not ensured to 
cover the most essential sustainability aspects. To improve the 
criteria development process, a more thorough sustainability 
assessment is needed as well as communication of clearer 
objectives, broader competence in the working groups, and more 
emphasis on the dialogue between key actors. The process also 
needs strategic guidelines to aid the development of strategies for 
how to systematically approach the agreed-upon objectives. 
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Relation in Thesis 

This paper provides a deepened understanding of part of the 
research area of this thesis, i.e. of criteria development processes 
within GPP, and confirms the relevance of the planned research 
work. It opens up for finding similarities and synergies between 
criteria development processes within eco-labelling and GPP 
schemes. 

Present Author’s Contribution 

The present author was involved from the initial concept stage of 
this paper and has been leading the information collection and 
writing process. 
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4.3. Paper C 

Eco-labelling criteria development for strategic life cycle 
management 

Published as: 

Bratt, C., Hallstedt, S., Robèrt, K.-H., Broman, G and Oldmark, J., 
Eco-labelling criteria development for strategic life cycle 
management. Proceedings of the Life Cycle Management 
Conference – LCM 2011 – Towards Life Cycle Sustainability 
Management, August 28th – 31st 2011, Berlin, Germany. 

Summary 

This paper sketches out a prototype for how, in principle, existing 
criteria development processes for eco-labelling type I schemes 
could integrate a strategic sustainability perspective and thereby 
support strategic life cycle management. For this purpose a support 
tool, Templates for Sustainability Product Development, is 
introduced, to expand the criteria development process. These 
templates, here adapted for criteria development processes, aim at 
(i) creating an increased understanding of what current market 
desires the product category is intended to meet and of how the 
relationship between human needs, market desires and satisfiers 
(products) may change on a sustainability-driven market, (ii) 
creating an understanding of what current aspects, including 
management routines,  are critical in each life-cycle stage of the 
product category when being reviewed from a full sustainability 
perspective and (iii) expanding the scope of the process by 
inclusion of stakeholder mapping of the product category concept. 
This also includes current as well as likely future value-chain co-
operations that would be favourable for strategic movements 
towards sustainable situations throughout the life cycle. Desired 
general properties and characteristics of the prototype are 
described.  
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Relation in Thesis 

This paper presents a first attempt at an enhanced generic criteria 
development process based on the understanding gained by the 
studies described in Paper A and Paper B.  

Present Author’s Contribution 

The present author was leading the development and formulation 
of the theory in this paper and also the writing of the paper. The 
present author also presented the paper at the LCM conference in 
Berlin in August 2011. 
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5. Main Findings and Discussion 

This section presents a summary of the main findings and 
discusses some main potentials and limitations of voluntary eco-
labelling and green procurement from a strategic sustainability 
perspective.  

5.1. Potentials 

There is a rationale for both eco-labelling and green procurement 
and there is a huge potential for these to contribute to systematic 
step-wise changes towards sustainable consumption and 
production. However, although some studies point to direct and 
indirect effects of these instruments, indicating that they are 
„performing well‟, this does not necessarily mean that they are 
performing to their full inherent potential. The main question 
addressed in paper A and B is thus whether these instruments are 
utilizing their full potential from a strategic sustainability 
perspective. Information collected and assessed shows that the 
answer is no. The criteria development processes show strengths 
such as transparency and quality assurance and they are mainly 
well-documented. The assessed criteria processes for green 
procurement have been pointed out as leading within Europe and 
the labelling processes have passed the peer-reviewing processes 
within the Global Ecolabelling Network. Still, from a strategic 
sustainability perspective, the assessments point to missed 
opportunities. In summary the findings indicate that: 

I. The criteria development processes lack a clear and 
operational definition of not only sustainability but of any 
objective for the process.  

II. The processes reflect a selection of some known impacts, 
but do not attempt to cover the necessary range of aspects 
within the environmental and social system of the product 
category. 

III. The criteria mainly reflect the current reality and decisions 
are mainly taken within a short-termed tactical perspective.  

IV. The processes do not include all relevant actors from a 
strategic sustainability perspective, neither in the criteria 
development process discussions nor in the resulting 
criteria. 
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A main implication of these gaps is that the processes cannot 
support strategic development. To enable this support, the 
objective – here sustainability – needs to be is clearly described 
and understood. If there is no operational objective, there is no 
logic of strategic guidelines either. But in the presence of a clear 
objective and with strategic guidelines in place, tactical criteria can 
form steps within a long-term strategy. In this way some trade-offs 
that are now left to the consumers can instead be dealt with 
between experts in the criteria development processes.  

The lack of a long-term perspective and strategies for future criteria 
hamper the possibility for stakeholders, e.g., producers and 
procurers, to plan strategically in relation to forthcoming criteria. 
The poor predictability in the public tendering process has also 
been pointed out by Lundwall et al. (2008). The importance of 
predictability is underlined by the fact that suppliers may need to 
invest in new technology long before an actual tendering process, 
and if there is no possibility to foresee future demands, they find 
such investments linked to high risks. License holders for eco-
labelling and their suppliers face the same problem.  

Although, as described in paper B, some steps towards the 
provision of a function instead of a conditioned product have been 
taken, there is still a great potential to go further along this path. A 
shift to a function-oriented approach has been shown to provide 
opportunities for significant improvements in environmental 
performance (Tukker et al., 2006). Such a shift has the potential to 
create win-win-win situations, i.e. sustainability achievements for 
society at large, business opportunities and consumer advantages 
(Mont, 2004, Thompson et al., 2010). Recent studies point out that 
suppliers think that public procurers are often too restrictive when 
setting the general frames for a tender, i.e. they put too much 
emphasis on conditional criteria and on how to fulfil the tender. 
Suppliers also think that public procurers put an improper emphasis 
on conditional (shall) criteria in relation to flexible award criteria 
(Lundwall et al., 2008). As the lack of predictability, this also 
hampers innovation for sustainability.   

As a start to overcome the gaps found in the two assessment 
studies (paper A and B), a prototype of an enhanced criteria 
development process is presented in paper C. This prototype is 
built around a tool called Templates for Sustainable Criteria 
Development, which is an adaption of a previously published tool 
called Templates for Sustainable Product Development (Ny et al., 
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2008). These templates were initially developed to support product 
developers, senior managers and sustainability specialists in jointly 
widening the scope from only some currently known product 
impacts to the remaining gap to sustainability. The purpose of the 
criteria templates are to: 

I. Explore current and future relationships between human 
needs, market desires and satisfiers (products), i.e. to 
create an understanding of how these relationships might 
evolve on an increasingly sustainability-driven market.  

II. Create an understanding of what current aspects are critical 
from a full sustainability perspective. 

III. Map stakeholders of relevance for strategic product 
category movements and include those stakeholders in the 
criteria development process as co-developers. This could 
include actors along current value chains, as well as actors 
for possible cross-sector collaborations, NGOs, politicians 
and other criteria developers. It could also include different 
internal roles, such as product developers, procurers, 
sustainability managers, business managers and top 
managers. 

IV. Create a shared vision within the criteria development 
group of how the function/utility can be provided to support 
sustainability. 

V. Create an enhanced understanding of solutions that exist 
today or can be developed for systematic progress towards 
the desired criteria and of favourable collaborations for this 
progress. This also includes creating an understanding of 
the combinations of products and services that can act as 
sustainable satisfiers of a specific demand, to allow for 
strategic settings of product category boundaries. 

VI. Support decisions based on this knowledge (item V) while 
at the same time ensuring a good balance between 
advancement speed and possible return on investment. In 
other words, find early „smart‟ criteria that fit into both short-
termed tactics and long-term strategies. 

VII. Allow for the creation of both such (item IV and V) current 
attainable and feasible function-oriented criteria as well as 
strategies for future criteria to model the transition path. 
This will increase the predictability on future criteria and 
thus allow and support stakeholders to act strategically in 
relation to forthcoming criteria. 
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The extended enterprise approach for criteria development 
processes are meant to widen the responsibility taken by the actors 
involved in reducing societal impact per consumed value as well as 
create an understanding of each actor‟s specific role and benefits 
of this extended approach. This will not be a simple task. The 
supply chain alone, from raw material to consumption, can be 
extremely complex, including numerous actors and countries, and 
thus also numerous internal as well as external barriers, such as 
business traditions, lack of sustainability awareness/maturity, 
confidentiality, legislation and lack of communication networks. 
However, it has been shown in earlier studies that strategic 
information exchange is enhanced by relationship commitments 
and by making end-consumer preferences visible to upstream 
actors (Moberg et al., 2002, Solér et al., 2010). The extended 
enterprise approach aims at facilitating both an enhanced visibility 
to downstream actors and criteria-guided commitments, by creating 
a shared understanding of what sustainability means and of what 
the role and benefit are for each actor in a stepwise systematic and 
collaborative progress. 

5.2. Limitations 

Although eco-labelling and green procurement are highly potential 
to foster market evolution towards the full scope of sustainability 
within suitable product categories, and even if the full potential is 
utilized, it is important to recognize that these instruments are not 
enough for a societal transition towards sustainable consumption 
and production. Some of the main limitations are discussed below. 

One main inherent limitation with eco-labels is that they do not 
address the total consumption and the consumer behaviour. 
Information on the sustainability performance of a product will not 
be enough since in many situations the most sustainable 
alternative is no purchase at all, and in that case, as phrased by 
Horne (2009) “there is nowhere to place the label”. The need for 
more research on how to motivate and foster sustainable 
consumption is recognized, and this issue needs to be addressed 
in a trans-disciplinary approach. As regards green procurement 
criteria, these too do not directly address the total consumption of 
the procuring organization. However, the full mission of green 
procurement does, as part of an organizational strategy for 
procurement processes. 
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Further, although both instruments strive for taking a life cycle 
perspective, neither of the instruments is today efficiently affecting 
the user phase and the end-of-life phase of the product, since 
these phases take place after the verification. However, the actors 
within those phases are important participants in the recommended 
enhanced criteria development process and in the resulting 
stakeholder dialogues. It should be possible to require suitable user 
information and disassembly manuals in the criteria (Thidell, 2009).  

Another problem for both eco-labelling and green procurement is 
the verification possibility. Since every criterion should be possible 
to verify, either by the labelling programme or by some other 
authorized body with higher local presence, this restricts the way in 
which the criteria can be phrased and the aspects that are possible 
to include in the criteria. This is probably, then, one of the main 
issues that need to be thoroughly dealt with in the further 
development of the criteria development prototype described in 
paper C. In this context, a difference between eco-labelling and 
green procurement is obvious: the competence and resources for 
verification. In labelling certification, the verification is facilitated by 
labelling programme employees (or outsourced to another 
competent certification body with higher local presence). They can 
be expected to have a high competence for this task. In green 
procurement, the verification is normally conducted by either a 
private or a public procurer. These procurers represent a non-
homogenous group as regard sustainability competence and also 
interest (Swedish Environmental Protection Agency, 2010). They 
normally also have very limited resources for verification and 
follow-up procedures, something that needs to be considered in the 
criteria setting. 

Finally, for some product categories solutions other than a 
voluntary label would probably be better. For sectors with 
considerable sustainability impacts, in combination with few (and 
unwilling) producers and thus not a sufficient competitive market for 
voluntary labels, the use of mandatory labels via governmental 
intervention should be considered (Rubik and Frankl, 2005). This 
might also be the best solution for so-called „black products‟. These 
include products which the labelling programmes do not want to 
make „legitimate‟, although there can be considerable 
environmental improvements to gain by, e.g., influencing the 
production phase of such products. A label could stimulate greater 
consumption across all products, both green and not, and result in 



5. Main Findings and 
Discussion 

31 

a negative overall impact on the environment (Dosi and Moretto, 
2001). The distinction between „black products‟ and other products 
seems to be tricky for the programmes and no clear guidelines for 
how to make the distinction exist. Examples of products that are 
usually considered to be „black‟ are cigarettes and weapons.  

This issue emphasizes the need for also addressing the 
relationship between human needs/utility, market desires and 
satisfiers (products) as described in Paper C of this thesis. The 
selection issue is somewhat different for green procurement 
criteria, and especially when selecting the product categories for 
which a governmental expert body develops the criteria. This 
selection is currently based upon knowledge on quantities on the 
public sector market, on environmental impacts of the product, on 
the needs of the public procurers and on studies of how criteria are 
set today. 

6. Contribution 

The targeted audience of this thesis includes academics, policy 
makers, leaders and product developers in the public and private 
sectors, criteria developers (mainly at a programme level, but also 
at a procuring level), procurers and consumer organizations. 

The thesis makes a scientific and practical contribution by 
expanding the body of knowledge as regards how existing criteria 
development processes for eco-labelling type I and green 
procurement perform from a strategic sustainability perspective. It 
also discusses some first novel ideas on how those processes can 
be improved from such a perspective, which forms a foundation for 
better utilization of the full potential of these instruments in support 
of sustainable development.  
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7. Future Work 

Future efforts building upon this work should include further 
development and implementation of a criteria development process 
that integrates a strategic sustainability perspective. Guidance for 
how business leaders and product developers can proactively 
relate to and utilize these instruments to drive innovation and 
promote competitiveness should also be developed. These steps 
will require testing new approaches in successive iterations of 
action research together with experienced practitioners within eco-
labelling, green procurement and product innovation. Future work 
also needs to include a more thorough seeking seek for synergies 
as well as differences between eco-labelling and procurement 
criteria development processes. 
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Abstract 

To turn current patterns of consumption and production in a 
sustainable direction, solid and understandable market information 
on the socio-ecological performance of products is needed. Eco-
labelling programmes have an important role in this 
communication. The aim of this study is to investigate what gaps 
there may be in the current criteria development processes in 
relation to a strategic sustainability perspective and develop 
recommendations on how such presumptive gaps could be 
bridged. First a previously published generic framework for 
strategic sustainable development is described and applied for the 
assessment of two eco-labelling programmes. Data for the 
assessment is collected from literature and in semi-structured 
interviews and discussions with eco-labelling experts.  

The assessment revealed that the programmes lack both an 
operational definition of sustainability, and a statement of 
objectives to direct and drive the criteria development processes. 
Consequently they also lack guidelines for how product category 
criteria might gradually develop in any direction. The selected 
criteria mainly reflect the current reality based on a selection of 
negative impacts in ecosystems, but how this selection, or 
prioritization, is made is not clearly presented. Finally, there are no 
guidelines to ensure that the criteria developers represent a broad 
enough competence to embrace all essential sustainability aspects. 

In conclusion the results point at deficiencies in theory, process 
and practice of eco-labelling, which hampers cohesiveness, 
transparency and comprehension. And it hampers predictability, as 
producers get no support in foreseeing how coming revisions of 
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criteria will develop. This represents a lost opportunity for strategic 
sustainable development. It is suggested that these problems could 
be avoided by informing the criteria development process by a 
framework for strategic sustainable development, based on 
backcasting from basic sustainability principles.  

Keywords: Sustainability, Framework for Strategic Sustainable 
Development, Sustainable Consumption and Production, Eco-
labelling 
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1. Introduction 

1.1. Background to eco-labelling  

To steer society towards sustainability, relevant and sufficient 
environmental information about both products (in products we 
include physical artefact, software, processes, services and 
combinations of these) and organizational performance at large is a 
prerequisite for consumers, procurement professionals and 
producers to inform their decisions. Environmental and social 
product information programmes have become a wide-spread 
instrument aiming to fulfil the need of effective market 
communication around sustainable consumption. This 
communication relates both to the consumers´ right to know and to 
the producers´ possibilities to reliably communicate their efforts. 
Eco-labelling of products provides a critical quality assurance role 
in communicating product information on environmental impacts.  

Voluntary environmental eco-labelling programmes have a history 
of 30 years, starting with the German Blue Angel in the late 1970‟s. 
A proliferation of eco-labelling programmes started ten years later 
and eco-labelling programmes currently exist in large numbers and 
many forms at national, European and international levels. Most of 
the EU member states have introduced national eco-labelling 
programmes. In light of this proliferation the issue of co-ordination 
and harmonization has been on the agenda for years, both 
globally, administered by the Global Eco-labelling Network (GEN), 
and within the EU for voluntary programmes. Overarching principle-
based standards have been developed by the International 
Organization for Standardization (ISO), (ISO, 1999, ISO, 2000), 
with the intention of being pertinent to existing and planned eco-
labelling programmes. The standard was initiated with the aim to 
categorise and identify the necessary characteristics of eco-
labelling, and certification according to this standard is not possible. 
ISO divides environmental labelling into three types; the type I label 
that includes multi-criteria third-party programmes intended for end 
consumers, type II that includes self-declared environmental 
claims, and type III that provides quantified un-weighted 
environmental data in environmental product declarations. The type 
III includes, e.g. declarations on resource and energy consumption 
based on standardised Life Cycle Assessments (ISO, 2006) and 
are primarily intended for business-to-business information. Type I 
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programmes, which is the focus of this paper, are also guided by 
GEN´s “Condition of Membership” (Global Ecolabelling Network, 
2011a) and the "Code of Good Practice" contained in the World 
Trade Organization's (WTO's) Technical Barriers to Trade (TBT) 
agreement (World Trade Organization, 2010). This latter 
agreement prescribes that technical regulations, standards and 
procedures for conformity assessment may not be prepared, 
adopted or applied with the intention or effect of creating 
unnecessary obstacles to international trade. 

1.2. The intended role and function of eco-
labelling  

According to the Global Ecolabelling Network an "ecolabel is a 
label which identifies overall environmental preference of a product 
or service within a specific product/service category based on life 
cycle considerations” (Global Ecolabelling Network, 2011c).Starting 
from this definition the intended role and function of eco-labelling 
can be divided into different stakeholder perspectives. 

1.2.1. The producer perspective 

From a producer perspective the eco-label is an instrument to 
reveal the environmental and/or social performance of products 
and services and thereby serves as a benchmark for improvements 
and competitiveness. The label is expected to affect the purchasing 
decision in favour of the labelled product and thereby be morally as 
well as economically rewarding for those companies that have 
been awarded the label. 

1.2.2. The consumer perspective 

Eco-labelling provides information to the consumer, a kind of 
extended quality assessment of products and services. This is 
expressed through a label that indicates the presence of 
environmental and/or social attributes that the consumer cannot 
ascertain by themselves and that is short-formatted and therefore 
adapted to often time-limited decision-making situations.  

It normally attracts the already environmentally and socially aware 
market segment of consumers, but it serves as a communication 
vehicle for awareness transfer to the market at large.  
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1.2.3. The policymaker perspective  

From a policymaker perspective, eco-labelling may serve as a 
complementary instrument to create incentives for, and stimulate 
product innovations to, substituting products with high impacts on 
the environment for products and services with lower impacts. 
Currently, knowledge about the impacts of products and services is 
in most cases asymmetrically allocated between buyers and 
producers (Akerlof, 1970, Karl and Orwat, 1999, van Amstel et al., 
2008, Schubert, 2010). Eco-labelling is a means to adjust this, and 
thereby increase market efficiency. Eco-labelling is also a means, 
through market mechanisms, to prepare the way for governmental 
measures, such as legislation. 

1.3. The scope of eco-labels 

The number of eco-labels has grown fast and in many cases it is 
not clear what is included in the labelling criteria. This risks 
increasing confusion and eroding the trust and confidence in these 
labels. Consumers have problems seeing the differences between 
the labels and thereby making informed decisions. To come to 
grips with these problems, there have been calls to expand the 
scope of eco-labels to include a full range of sustainability 
considerations, and to do so in clearer and more cohesive ways. 

“…due to the unbridled growth and the large diversity of 
labels and above all the lack of external control for 
some labels, consumers are beginning to lose their 

confidence in them. At the moment there is no 
sustainability label to provide the customer with 

information about the product in the three fields of 
sustainability.”(Van Weert, 2005, in Harris (2007) p. 

168) 

Recently, evaluations of the EU Eco-label and the Nordic 
Ecolabelling confirm this need. The programmes were 
recommended to 

“…gradually introduce some modifications into the 
scheme that could respond in the long run to the 

possibility of an EU sustainability label” (IEFE et al, 
2005,  p. 13) 

and to 
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“…closely follow the development of sustainability 
labelling and consider a more long-term strategy in this 

area.”(Aalto et al., 2008, p. 16) 

Eco-labels with sustainability claims are now emerging worldwide. 
Normally these labels differ from the former eco-labels in that they 
are sector-, and sometimes even life-cycle phase specific. 
Examples are Marine Stewardship Council (MSC, 2011), and 
Sustainable Travel Eco-Certification Program (Sustainable Travel 
International, 2011). Green Tick is one exception to this and claims 
to be “the world‟s first independent certification brand dedicated to 
sustainability” covering all life cycle phases (Harris, 2007, 
GreenTick certification, 2011). Yet, even in this certification there is 
no clear definition of sustainability, and there is clearly no cohesion 
as regards any objectives in general or objectives around 
sustainability. During the last decade there has also been a global 
development of social and ethical labels linked in particular to 
products that originate from developing countries and are sold in 
OECD countries. These labels separately deal with issues such as 
child labour, working conditions and price guarantees (Rubik and 
Frankl, 2005). So, in conclusion, there is still little evidence of 
cohesion. A variety of different environmental issues are covered 
by some labels and a variety of social issues are covered by 
others. 
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1.4. Aim and research questions 

To accelerate the transition towards a sustainable society, changes 
in consumption and production decisions are needed and crucial. 
Eco-labelling is one possible means to inform these decisions. To 
utilize its full potential it is necessary that the criteria for the label 
are strategically developed, i.e. the objectives for those processes 
being clearly defined and strategies to reach these objectives being 
laid out within criteria development processes. The criteria 
development processes and the clarity in communication of such 
are the core elements of effective eco-labelling programmes. The 
criteria are what tell the producers what is required and should 
guide improvements. There is also a need for future labelling 
programmes that include and communicate all aspects related to 
sustainability in the processes. 

Since there are many reasons to build on already established 
criteria development processes within labelling programmes with 
high credibility, the aim of this study is to investigate what gaps 
there may be in the current criteria development processes in 
relation to a strategic sustainability perspective (see, ii and, method 
section below) and develop recommendations on how such 
presumptive gaps could be bridged. The research questions to 
answer within this paper are: 

i. Is it transparent what is included in the different 
steps of the criteria development processes? 

ii. If so, does it include a systematic and strategic 
perspective, i.e., is an objective defined, and are 
there strategic guidelines and resulting strategies for 
how the eco-labelling programme will contribute to 
step-by-step progress towards this objective? 

iii. Is sustainability included in the long-term objectives 
for the assessed programmes, and if so, how is this 
guiding criteria development processes? 

iv. And subsequently; how are producers invited to 
participate in criteria development processes and 
are the strategies communicated to the producers to 
make it possible for them to be strategic as well, i.e., 
to foresee revisions of criteria and proactively 
prepare for such revisions? 
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For the purpose of this study, criteria development processes at 
Eco-labelling Sweden, administrator of the Nordic Ecolabelling in 
Sweden, and Good Environmental Choice were assessed, both 
being regarded leaders within eco-labelling worldwide (Global 
Ecolabelling Network, 2006, Environmental Resources 
Management, 2008) and with a very high degree of recognition 
among consumers (Rubik et al., 2007). Furthermore, within GEN a 
peer review process has been developed, the Global Eco-labelling 
Networks Internationally Coordinated Eco-labelling System, 
GENICES, based on the standard (Global Ecolabelling Network, 
2011b). The Good Environmental Choice has passed this process 
(Global Ecolabelling Network, 2006, Eiderström, 2009). The peer-
reviewing of the Nordic Ecolabelling is currently going on (Lønn, 
2010). For the generality of our study, we also consider it as 
strength that these labelling programmes have different 
constitutional backgrounds. The Nordic Ecolabelling is a political 
initiative and their business is pursued on behalf of the 
government, while the Good Environmental Choice is an NGO 
initiative.  
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2. Methods 

The mentioned eco-labelling programmes are assessed by use of a 
generic Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development (FSSD), 
here elaborated specifically for the assessment of eco-labelling 
criteria development processes (see table 1). Data for the 
assessment is collected from the literature and qualitative 
interviews with eco-labelling experts, interview A and B in Appendix 
A, to get a better understanding of how eco-labelling and the 
programmes work. With the knowledge provided by this, the 
research questions above were formulated. The next step includes 
a thorough study of criteria development documents as well as 
semi-structured interviews with criteria developers at the 
organizations running the programmes, interview C-E in Appendix 
A. The result from this step is then analysed and structured within 
the FSSD, all presented below. 

The FSSD is a five level framework for strategic planning towards 
an intended and sustainable objective (Robèrt, 2000, Robèrt et al., 
2002) It constitutes a background methodology of this study and 
encourages a thorough enough description of the system (1), to be 
able to arrive at a robust definition of sustainable objectives of a 
plan/project/organization/protocol etc. (2), which is a prerequisite to 
make use of strategic guidelines (3) when actions (4) and support 
tools for monitoring, coordination and decision-making (5) are 
selected and informed. More details are given in table 1. 

It has been shown that this methodology has been useful for 
strategic step-by-step decision-making in companies (Robèrt, 
1994, Nattrass, 1999, Broman et al., 2000, Everard et al., 2000), 
regions and municipalities (James and Lahti, 2004), for sharing of 
mental models in community-building (Nattrass, 1999, Nattrass and 
Altomare, 2002), for the assessment of various kinds of tools and 
concepts for sustainable development in general (Robèrt, 2000, 
Robèrt et al., 2002) including eco-design tools (Byggeth and 
Horschorner, 2006) and for company decision systems (Hallstedt et 
al., 2010). The FSSD has in these cases proven successful in 
planning and assessment of complex systems in relation to 
sustainability. Given the complexity of criteria development 
processes for eco-labelling and the aim of this study, the FSSD 
have been applied to enable a clear and systematic approach to 
these questions.  
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Table 1. FSSD elaboration for this study. 

1. 
Systems 
Level 

The Systems Level describes the overarching system in which eco-
labelling programmes act to inform success, including laws of 
nature, societal and market functions, stakeholder interactions and 
relationships, juridical laws, time perspective etc.  

a) What aspects are included in the criteria? 
b) Where are the product category boundaries set? 
c) Which stakeholders are included/affecting the decisions 

taken within the criteria development process? 
d) What time perspective is included? 

2. 
Success 
Level 

The Success Level describes the overall principles (Robèrt, 1994, 
Holmberg, 1995, Broman et al., 2000, Holmberg and Robèrt, 2000, 
Ny et al., 2006) that are fulfilled in the system (1) when the 
organization or planning endeavour is in compliance with its vision 
and objectives, informed by generic basic principles for socio-
ecological sustainability 

a) What is/are the defined objective(s) for the labelling 
program, and, is a definition of sustainability attempted? 

b) How is/are the objective(s) defined for each criteria 
development process? 

3. 
Strategic 
Level 

The Strategic Level describes the strategic guidelines for planning 
and acting towards the objective (2). In a systematic approach a 
prominent role is played by backcasting, i.e., a planning process by 
which the future successful outcome is imagined, followed by the 
question “what do we need to do in order to reach that successful 
outcome, see for example (Robinson, 1990, Dreborg, 1996). The 
most basic guidelines are: (i) Evaluate each investment as regards 
its potential to serve as a platform for coming investments that are 
likely to bring the organization/planning endeavour towards success 
as defined in (2). In doing so, strike a good balance between (ii) 
direction and advancement speed with respect to the sustainability 
principles and (iii) return on investment to sustain the transition 
process.  

a) What strategic guidelines are visible to reach any objective 
and prioritize criteria? 

b) Are there strategies or plans lined out? 
c) Are any strategies or plans communicated to stakeholders? 



Paper A 

51 

4. 
Actions 
Level 

This level describes various actions, in this case evidence of 
concrete actions within the criteria development processes, whether 
or not those can be found in policy documents and/or are clearly 
communicated in other ways. These actions should be prioritized 
with respect to the above mentioned strategic guidelines (3) to 
maximize the chance of reaching the desired success (2) in the 
system (1). 

a) What actions are prioritized?  

5.  
Tools 
Level 

The Follow up/Tools Level describes the methods, tools and 
concepts used to manage, measure and monitor the actions (4) so 
that these aid strategic progress (3) to arrive at success (2) in the 
system (1). For example this could be life cycle assessments 
(LCAs), environmental management systems, standards and other 
certification programmes. 

a) What tools are included to reach defined objective(s)? 

3. Results 

3.1. Description of the criteria development 
process 

For the purpose of our assessment, and to provide an overview of 
the criteria development process, a generic criteria development 
process for eco-labelling programmes has been put together and is 
presented in figure 1. This schematic model builds mainly on the 
criteria development process as described in the ISO 14020 and 
ISO 14024 standards (ISO, 1999, ISO, 2000) and partly enhanced 
by interviews with criteria developers at the Nordic Ecolabelling and 
at Good Environmental Choice (Personal communication, 2008a, 
Personal communication, 2008b). 
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Figure 1. Generic criteria development process for eco-labelling. 

The ISO standard does not explicitly stipulate any criteria, but 
provides guidelines for what steps that the criteria development 
process should include and some principles for those steps. The 
sections below are a summary of what the ISO 14024 details under 
each step and what came out from the interviews with eco-labelling 
experts. For all of those steps the standard proclaims that 
mechanisms for transparency and participation of interested parties 
should be provided. 

3.1.1. Step 1 - Gather ideas and suggestions 

According to the transparency principle, suggestions for products 
or services, for which eco-labelling criteria are developed could be 
initiated by producers, retailers, branch organizations, 
policymakers, NGO´s, internal employees at the labelling 
programmes or other stakeholders. 

3.1.2. Step 2 - Feasibility study 

This step should include a study on potential new product 
categories or a review of already existing criteria. The scope of this 
study may include consultation with interested parties, a market 
survey, assessing the environmental impact of the product, 
assessing the potential for environmental improvement, definition 
of the scope of product categories taking into account equivalence 
of use, examination of the availability of data as well as current 
national and international legislation and agreements. If it is a 
review of already existing criteria, the study should include changes 
in the market, new technologies, new products, and new 
environmental information. Finally a product category proposal 
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should be presented to interested parties, which summarizes the 
components of the feasibility study, its findings, and the 
considerations leading to the proposal. 

3.1.3. Step 3 - Criteria development or revision 

The standards proclaim that the criteria development for 
establishing the criteria should take into account relevant local, 
regional and global environmental issues, as well as available 
technology, and economic aspects. The criteria shall be based on 
indicators arising from life cycle considerations. The study of the 
life cycle stages shall show that the selection of criteria lead to a 
net gain of environmental benefit. 

The development and selection of criteria shall be based on sound 
scientific and engineering principles and the fitness for purpose for 
the product should be taken into account. The criteria should be set 
at attainable levels and give consideration to relative environmental 
impacts, measurement capability and accuracy. 

The ISO 14024 standard proclaims that an eco-labelling body may 
consider applying weighting factors to the selected criteria and if so 
be able to explain and justify the reason for this weighting. 

3.1.4. Step 4 Referral procedure 

The programmes shall implement a formal consultation mechanism 
that facilitates full participation of interested parties. In the 
programmes this is facilitated through a referral procedure in which 
identified stakeholders are provided the possibility to comment 
upon the criteria suggestion. In the Nordic Ecolabelling (SIS 
Miljömärkning AB, 2001) and the Good Environmental Choice the 
recommended time for this procedure is 60 days. 

3.1.5. Step 5 Publication 

Once the criteria are established, they shall be published. The 
report format should be accompanied by information that 
demonstrates:  

 the conformity with the ISO 14024 

 that the criteria are objective and justifiable 

 methods to verify the criteria 
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3.2 A strategic sustainability assessment 

For each level identified gaps are described and commented upon. 

3.2.1. System level 

Observations and assessment 

a. What aspects are included in the criteria? 

Currently the programmes focus almost entirely on environmental 
aspects but no underlying theory have been found explaining why 
certain aspects are covered by the criteria development processes 
while others are not. 

Though social aspects are increasing within the programmes, they 
are still very limited in both volume and width. One example is the 
Nordic Ecolabelling criteria for bio-fuels which include a 
requirement on compliance with current provisions for security, 
requirements on the working environment and on working 
environment legislations. Some criteria include requirements on 
other environmental or social certificates. Examples are the Nordic 
Ecolabelling criteria for papers and the Good Environmental Choice 
criteria for bio-fuels used to produce electricity that includes a 
Forest Stewardship Council (FSC) certificate. The reason for this is 
described as lack of resources and that other certification 
programmes have a local presence that the assessed programmes 
cannot attain.  

The programmes strive for a life-cycle perspective, but an LCA is 
not a compulsory part of the criteria development process in either 
of the programmes, see also 3.2.5.  

b. Where are the product category boundaries set? 

The definition of the product category for which criteria are and 
have been developed are mostly limited to the physical product or 
service as such ,i.e. environmental and social performance of the 
licence holders are not included. Complexity for criteria processes 
are increasing as more service-oriented businesses are labelled. 
For example, the programmes have developed criteria for grocery 
stores (both labels), hotels (the Nordic Ecolabelling) and Good 
Environmental Choice is investigating the possibilities to develop 
criteria for insurances. However, generally the product categories 
are not defined from the functions they are supposed to fulfil. 
Primary batteries and rechargeable batteries, respectively, are 
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examples of products fulfilling the same function but they have 
different criteria within the Nordic Ecolabelling labelling programme. 

c. Which stakeholders are included/affecting the decisions made 
within the criteria development process  

Stakeholder inclusion in the processes is limited. Producers or 
consumers are not direct actors within the processes, i.e. they are 
not parts of the criteria development project teams and thus of the 
decisions made. The Nordic Ecolabelling is one actor within a 
system of governmental actors but no clear link or collaboration 
with other authorities within the governmental national plan for a 
sustainable consumption and production is visible. Synergies with 
public procurement are recognized at Good Environmental Choice 
and the programme provides a guide for how and why the criteria 
can be used within public procurement on their web page. 

d. What time perspective is included? 

The time perspective included is the current reality, and the criteria 
are developed with respect to products and technologies as they 
exist today. Some possible future criteria are listed at the end of the 
criteria documents for the Nordic Ecolabelling. 

3.2.2. Success level 

Observations and assessment  

a.  What is/are the defined objective(s) for the labelling program, 
and is a definition of sustainability attempted? 

The described overarching objective for the Swedish Society for 
Nature Conservation, the host of the labelling programme Good 
Environmental Choice, is a society “in balance with nature”. For 
their labelling programme this is translated into “conservation of 
natural resources”, to “protect the biodiversity and human health” 
and that “materials are to be returned to the natural cycle, reused 
or recycled”. The Nordic Ecolabelling expresses their program 
vision as a sustainable society with a sustainable consumption. In 
Nordic Ecolabelling‟s steering document sustainability is defined 
(Nordic Ecolabelling, 2001) according to four sustainability 
principles (Robèrt, 1994, Holmberg, 1995, Broman et al., 2000, 
Holmberg and Robèrt, 2000, Ny et al., 2006). Good Environmental 
Choice has sustainability mentioned in some documents but no 
clear definition is attempted. 
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b. How is/are the objective(s) defined for each criteria 
development process? 

At Good Environmental Choice, more specific objectives for the 
criteria at hand are described in some of the criteria documents. 
However, no clearly defined absolute and operational objective for 
the criteria processes can be found at any of the programmes. And 
although sustainability is expressed within the vision of the Nordic 
Ecolabelling, no definition of sustainability is attempted on an 
operational level and consequently no reference to the full scope of 
sustainability is being made when the specific criteria are chosen. 

3.2.3. Strategic level 

Observations and assessment  

a. What strategic guidelines are visible to reach any objective and 
prioritize criteria? 

Guidelines affecting decisions within the Nordic Ecolabelling criteria 
process, are related to the initial feasibility phase, in which the 
programmes´ decision on whether to continue or not is guided by 
three parameters; (i) relevance, (ii) potential and (iii) steering 
possibility. This includes deciding whether (i) there is an 
environmental problem connected to the product category and how 
big this problem is, (ii) there are solutions for solving the problem 
out there today or in the near future, and (iii) if a label can steer 
producers and consumers, or rather, if the market is interested in a 
label. It also includes the identification of who are the first movers, 
described as of strategic importance to the Nordic Ecolabelling to 
provide good return on investments. Good Environmental Choice 
also has initial criteria that must be met before the actual criteria 
development process for a product category is started. These 
criteria include (i) that the product should be fairly widely used, (ii) 
the consumers must have the possibility to influence the market, 
(iii) the impact on the environment must be high and (iv) there must 
be products on the market with different environmental impacts. 
When a decision to continue is made the actual criteria 
development phase starts, see section 3.1.3. No template for how 
criteria as such are prioritized in this step is described in any of the 
programmes. Nordic Ecolabelling considers life cycle assessments 
as their guidelines for criteria development. It is also described by 
interviewees that the Nordic countries involved in Nordic 
Ecolabelling often have different issues in focus at the given time, 
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and this has to be negotiated upon. At Good Environmental Choice 
the selection is described as building on accumulated knowledge 
and experience within the organization, the Swedish Society for 
Nature Conservation, as a whole. The prioritization is also affected 
by organizational policy standpoints. One example is that no palm 
oil is labelled, no matter other sustainability-related certifications on 
parts of the life-cycle for the oil.  

The strive for pragmatic criteria is also obvious within both 
programmes. This includes that the criteria needs to catch the 
interests of the market, i.e. of both the producers and the 
consumers. It also needs to be able to verify criteria fulfilment with 
the resources available within the programmes. Striking a balance 
between what is pragmatic and verifiable but still not eroding the 
trustworthiness is a difficult act that both programmes need to 
handle. Therefore when revising criteria, as described by Good 
Environmental Choice, the criteria developers look for how praxis 
has been built since the last criteria were developed, and this 
praxis guides the new criteria towards pragmatic levels and 
wordings. 

From a strategic perspective this is not enough. To find out what is 
relevant and should be prioritized, a thorough assessment tool is 
needed to find out about the size and urgency of the problem. And 
if solutions are not at hand, should the problem not be pointed at 
then? And if the market is not (yet) interested, or if there is no first 
mover to separate from the rest of the market, is this a reason for 
the programmes to be silent? Do the programmes not have a 
responsibility to act before the market does to influence rather than 
follow?  

No solid rationale for the prioritizing of product categories and 
criteria has been found. 

b. Are there strategies or plans outlined?  

Both programmes act via successive strengthening of the criteria, 
in which the initial criteria should be reasonable enough to invite 
producers into the programmes. In the absence of clear objectives, 
there are no strategies laid out to then gradually and systematically 
develop and revise criteria in any intended direction. 

c. Are any strategies or plans communicated to stakeholders?  

As a consequence of the absence of strategies or plans, no clear 
and solid communication on how criteria will be developed over 
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time is given to stakeholders, e.g. to producers. Nordic Ecolabelling 
present at the end of most criteria documents some possible future 
criteria, see section 3.2.1 d. 

3.2.4. Action level 

Observations and assessment  

a. What actions are prioritized? 

In the absence of a clear definition of any objective it is not 
surprising to find a lack of strategic guidelines as well. 
Consequently there has been no room for exploring the “actions” 
within the criteria development process in that context. The 
prioritization of actions within the criteria process is affected by the 
resources available, and one of the interviewees describes the 
processes as being “in constant need of more resources and 
competence”. 

3.2.5. Follow up/Tools level 

Observations and assessment 

a. What tools are included to reach defined objective(s)? 

For type I programmes the ISO standards (ISO, 1999, ISO, 2000) 
partly guide the process. Good Environmental Choice can 
demonstrate a bullet point „to do‟ list. They also use policy 
documents, for example policies for chemicals and waste, which 
have been developed internally in their criteria development 
process. For Nordic Ecolabelling overall templates for the criteria 
development process are used. As the weighting of criteria globally 
differs between the programmes, the GEN has begun to explore 
the development of harmonized criteria and have formulated a 
common core criteria development process and common core 
environmental criteria for certain products. LCA (ISO 14040) is not 
a compulsory part in criteria development, and not included in the 
type I standard. Earlier studies show that this leads to unevenness 
(irregularity) in the criteria development from process to process 
and risk generating a semi-qualitative life-cycle assessment 
(Lavallee and Plouffe, 2004, Harris, 2007). The availability of 
information and data is one further problem that is not dealt with 
methodologically. On the contrary, the criteria process explicitly 
allows the lack of available data to remain undetected and not 
communicated. 
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4. Discussion  

Our results show that the criteria development processes of the 
studied eco-labelling schemes are currently not as effective as they 
could be to contribute to sustainable production and consumption 
and thereby to a sustainable society. The studied schemes are 
considered to be relatively stringent and advanced, and we believe 
that the concluded deficiencies are true for the whole market, since 
the studied programmes belong to the most respected eco-labelling 
programmes and score high on the global market (Environmental 
Resources Management, 2008, Global Ecolabelling Network, 
2011a). Eco-labelling is an instrument with potential to steer 
consumers as well as producers and whole supply chains in a 
sustainable direction. This paper describes the current reality in this 
respect, and points at some recommendations for improvement 
which will also inform forthcoming studies. 

A strategic sustainability perspective requires that the system, and 
the objectives of the planning within the system, are explored 
enough to allow a strategic approach. Those aspects of the system 
that are relevant and necessary to arrive at the objectives are taken 
into account, i.e. system boundaries are in fact set by purpose 
(Robèrt et al., 2002, Ny et al., 2006). Without some operational 
definition of objectives, strategic approaches cannot even be 
attempted. Strategic guidelines are only logical in the context of 
clear objectives. When both are in place they enable a strategic 
design of action programs and selection of tools for the monitoring 
and management of transitions. 

In the assessment it was found that neither of the programmes has 
a full system perspective and a definition of sustainability. They did 
not attempt to cover the necessary range of aspects within the 
ecological and social systems of which they are part. Neither could 
any other clear and operational objective be found, e.g., of a more 
limited scope. Sustainability is mentioned in some of the 
explanatory material, but is not related to the criteria development 
process. Instead, a selection of different impacts is in focus, and 
producers are invited to discuss those, but how this selection, or 
prioritization, is made is not clearly presented. 

This lack of cohesiveness hampers any programme´s effectiveness 
to contribute to a change towards more sustainable consumption 
and production patterns. Moreover, decisions on criteria reflect the 
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current reality and are based on evaluations of the products as they 
are known today, without any long-term objectives or strategies. In 
line with de Boer (2003), we claim that this might hamper creativity 
for the future and thereby create some barriers to sustainable 
innovations. 

However, when sustainability is the objective, sustainability needs 
to be clearly defined. The framework for strategic sustainable 
development (FSSD) applied in this paper includes a definition of 
socio-ecological sustainability. This definition is based on 
complementary principles that allow the tackling of problems 
upstream in cause-effect chains and that are concrete enough to 
guide thinking and relevant questions to be formulated. (Robèrt, 
1994, Holmberg, 1995, Broman et al., 2000, Holmberg and Robèrt, 
2000, Ny et al., 2006). The principles were not introduced in this 
paper, since no operational objectives at all to compare with was 
found. While integrating the full scope of social and ecological 
sustainability, criteria development processes should evaluate and 
prioritize criteria in a backcasting perspective, i.e. for initial 
assessment and gradually sharpening of the criteria to create a 
movement in a sustainable direction. The following questions 
should guide decisions on criteria (Robèrt, 2000, Robèrt et al., 
2002); 

i. Are these criteria steps in the right direction and with the 
most appropriate length? 

ii. Do these criteria facilitate flexible platforms, i.e. progress 
seen as stepping stones towards possible future 
sustainable solutions? 

iii. Do these criteria provide good return on investments, to 
producers, to labelling programmes, to consumers and to 
society at large? 

iv. Do the processes include soft principles for strategic 
guidelines such as participation and transparency, i.e. are 
decisions taken in a dialogue within the system of 
stakeholders needed to inform the objective and are they 
transparent enough to allow for correction from outside of 
plans and decisions made? 

Moreover, strategies and planning for future criteria should include 
a long-term perspective. And most importantly, these plans and 
strategies need to be communicated to producers and other 
stakeholders, to proactively support them to be strategic in their 
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planning in relation to coming revisions of the criteria. This is not 
the praxis today. 

Also, the scope should be widened from individual products to 
include a broader product-service system perspective. This would 
mean that all products/services delivering the same human utility 
would be assessed against the same criteria. Such an approach 
has a great potential to deliver a win-win-win situation, as regards 
producers, consumers and society at large (Thompson et al., 
2010). This demands though that the criteria development needs to 
include relevant stakeholders in a participant and more transparent 
approach. In line with findings from Rubik et al (2007) we argue this 
is a key factor for success. This includes the integration of 
stakeholders all along the supply chain as well as the network of 
stake-holders involved in product- service systems. It also includes 
procurers, public as well as private and organizations with 
responsibility for Green Public Procurement. The criteria 
development processes should better facilitate a dialogue 
environment in which incentives for integration of sustainability in 
business ideas is clarified. By sharing a robust principled definition 
of sustainability across organizational borders and all along the 
supply chain, conclusions are allowed to be drawn by each supplier 
as regards stepwise approaches, and then by doing business 
together helping each other economically. If the criteria 
development process includes this learning and participatory 
environment and if the labelling programmes systematically and 
strategically sharpen the criteria, informed procurers and producers 
are given chances and incentives to follow and gradually develop 
their procurement processes and product portfolios in this direction. 
All in all, a shift from re-activeness to pro-activeness amongst all 
stakeholders affected by the labelling programmes is supported.  

However, market-based instruments, such as eco-labelling, cannot 
on their own, create a sustainable society. Eco-labelling is not a 
stand-alone entity, it is an instrument designed to contribute to 
sustainability together with other policy and political initiatives. Or 
as stated by de Boer (2003, p. 263)  

“…labelling will be insufficient to achieve these goals if it is merely 
an isolated action”.  

Green Public Procurement is already mentioned. Future research 
will include more implicate studies on how eco-labelling and 
procurement can interact, e.g., in criteria development processes to 
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facilitate and enhance synergy effects between these two 
instruments. It will also involve studies of criteria development 
processes in reality, to find out what practical challenges there are 
to the implementation of the potentials found in this study, and what 
specific tools are needed. Building on these findings we aim at 
developing a solid and transparent criteria development process in 
which a strategic sustainability perspective is integrated. This 
criteria process should be able to be used by any criteria 
developer, i.e., both criteria developers at labelling programmes 
and developers of criteria used within procurement. 
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Appendix A 

List of interviews 

A. 2008-03-14 Interview with Ragnar Unge, CEO Ecolabelling 
Sweden 

B. 2008-12-11 Interview with Gun Nycander, head of division 
Ecolabelling Sweden 

C. 2009-06-30 Interview with Lena Axelsson, criteria developer 
Ecolabelling Sweden 

D. 2009-06-30 Interview with Ulla Sahlberg, criteria developer 
Ecolabelling Sweden 

E. 2010-10-12 Interview with Mathias Gustavsson, officer at 
Good Environmental Choice  

The base questions in the interviews have been: 

1. Can you describe the criteria development process? Are 
there routines, guidelines, tools etc used? 

2. How do you choose the product/service for which criteria 
will be developed? 

3. How do you define the product category for which criteria 
will be developed? 

4. What decides the aspects included in the criteria, i.e. how is 
the prioritization made? Is this prioritization common for all 
criteria development processes? 

5. Are there long-term strategies for how the criteria will 
develop with time? And in that case, how is this strategy 
produced? AND is this strategy communicated to the 
producers? 

6. Are any final objectives set for the criteria development? 
7. Is any definition of sustainability used at any state in the 

criteria development processes? 
8. Is the access to data and information affecting the criteria 

and if so, how? 
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Assessment of criteria development for 
public procurement from a strategic 

sustainability perspective 

 

Cecilia Bratt, Sophie Hallstedt, K.-H. Robèrt, Göran Broman, Jonas 
Oldmark 

 

Abstract 

Green public procurement (GPP) has emerged as a policy 
instrument with a great potential to steer procurers‟ and producers‟ 
decisions in a sustainable direction. This potential has been 
recognized by the United Nations, European Union, Organisation 
for Economic Co-operation and Development and national 
governments, through e.g. programs and national schemes for 
GPP, including the development of training tools and criteria.  

The aim of this study is to assess the process for development of 
procurement criteria from a strategic sustainability perspective and 
to describe possible improvement potentials from such a 
perspective to make this instrument more supportive of sustainable 
product and service innovation. For the assessment we adapt a 
previously published framework for strategic sustainable 
development, including a definition of sustainability as well as 
generic guidelines to inform strategies towards sustainability. 

The case study at a Swedish governmental expert body shows that 
the criteria development process is well-documented, audited, and 
transparent and encourages a high level of participation by the 
members of the working groups. However, the assessment also 
points to some improvement potentials (gaps). The process and 
resulting criteria mainly concern a selection of current 
environmental impacts outside the context of long term objectives. 
Neither sustainability, nor any other clearly defined long-termed 
objective is agreed upon, and the criteria are not structured to 
support procurers and suppliers in a systematic and strategic 
stepwise approach towards sustainability. And finally, the 
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competence in the criteria development group is not ensured to 
cover the most essential sustainability aspects. 

To improve the criteria development process, a more thorough 
sustainability assessment is needed as well as communication of 
clearer objectives, broader competence in the working groups, and 
more emphasis on the dialogue between key actors. 

Keywords: Green Public Procurement, Sustainability, Strategic 
Sustainable Development, Criteria Development Process  
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1. Introduction 

Swift changes in consumption and production are necessary for 
society to become sustainable. The largest consumers, with a great 
potential to influence producers, are governments and public 
institutions (International Institute for Sustainable Development, 
2007). Therefore, inclusion of „sustainability‟ in processes for public 
procurement is urgent. To exploit the full potential, a strategic 
sustainability approach to the gradual sharpening of criteria needs 
to be included in the processes and clearly communicated to key 
stakeholders. A possible explanation for the so far insufficient 
impact of current GPP is, as in eco-labelling (Bratt et al., 2011), a 
lack of the most essential element for such an approach; a clear 
objective of sustainability. The aim of this study is to identify 
strengths and weaknesses of current criteria development 
processes for public procurement in relation to a strategic 
sustainability perspective. We therefore base this study on a 
framework for strategic sustainable development (FSSD), revolving 
around a principled definition of sustainability, as described in 
section 2. We use this to assess two cases at a Swedish 
governmental expert body holding a top position within criteria 
development compared to similar bodies within EU (Evans et al., 
2010). Identified weaknesses and possible improvements are thus 
likely relevant also to other schemes. The survey is guided by the 
following questions:  

1. Is it transparent what is included in the different steps of the 
criteria development process? 

2. Are any long term objectives clearly defined for the criteria 
development process and are they related to a definition of 
social and ecological sustainability? 

3. Are there any strategic guidelines and resulting strategies 
for how the criteria will be sharpened in future revisions? 

4. Are strategic guidelines and strategies communicated to the 
producers to make it possible for them to foresee revisions 
of criteria and proactively prepare for such revisions? 

2. Methods 

This is a participation case study. Practically it includes shadowing 
of two cases at a Swedish governmental expert body, one 
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developing criteria for transport fuel and another developing criteria 
for indoor lighting, indoor lighting planning and indoor lighting 
contract. We took part from the initial working group meeting and 
followed the working group by listening to discussions in physical 
meetings and studied the in-between mail communications until the 
final documents were ready for publishing. We did not take part in 
the pre-study, but it was addressed indirectly in the criteria 
development processes. The process leaders were interviewed in 
semi-structured interviews when un-clarity was encountered during 
the criteria development process. The study was concluded with 
semi-structured interviews of four members from the two working 
groups, representing different stakeholder groups. The interview 
questions are included in Appendix A. The interviews were 
recorded and analysed by researchers afterwards.  

The assessment was done by using an adaption of a generic 
framework for strategic sustainable development (FSSD) (Robèrt, 
1994, Holmberg, 1995, Broman et al., 2000, Holmberg and Robèrt, 
2000, Ny et al., 2006). The FSSD encourages backcasting from a 
robust definition of objectives, including a principled definition of 
sustainability. These objectives should be derived from a thorough 
enough understanding of the system and should be defined as 
principles for success, like in the strategic game chess where 
principles (for checkmate) frame the game.  

The principled definition of sustainability used in the FSSD is: 

In the sustainable society, nature is not subject to systematically 
increasing…. 

1. …concentrations of substances extracted from the Earth‟s 

crust (e.g. fossil CO2 or heavy metals); 

2. …concentrations of substances produced by society (e.g. 

NOx and persistent organic pollutants, POP‟s); 

3. …degradation by physical means (e.g. by deforestation and 

overfishing) 

And in that society… 

4. … people are not subject to conditions that systematically 

undermine their capacity to meet their needs (e.g. by abuse 

of political and economic power) 
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The FSSD also includes strategic guidelines. The most basic 
guidelines are that actions should be evaluated with regard to their 
capacity to: (i) serve as flexible platforms for forthcoming actions 
towards fulfillment of the success principles and as such represent 
a good balance between (ii) direction and advancement speed and 
(iii) return on investment (ensuring a sufficient resource influx to 
ensure continuation of the transition process). 

It has been shown that this framework is effective for strategic step-
by-step decision-making in companies (Robèrt, 1994, Nattrass, 
1999, Broman et al., 2000, Everard et al., 2000), regions and 
municipalities (James and Lahti, 2004), for sharing of mental 
models in community-building (Nattrass, 1999, Nattrass and 
Altomare, 2002), for the assessment of various kinds of tools and 
concepts for sustainable development in general (Robèrt, 2000) 
including eco-design tools (Byggeth and Horschorner, 2006) and 
for company decision systems (Hallstedt et al., 2010).  

For the purpose of this study we created an adaption of this 
framework, described in section 4. 

3. Basics of GPP 

3.1. Global perspective and history of GPP 

GPP has been recognized as a potentially powerful instrument in 
the development towards sustainable production and consumption 
by the UN, the EU and national governments. The Marrakech Work 
Force (United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs, 
2009), is a ten-year UN program on sustainable production and 
consumption, of which GPP is recognized as one part. In 2002, 
also the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development 
(OECD) adopted a recommendation on GPP (OECD, 2002). In 
Europe the efforts to support GPP has gradually increased since 
the initial initiative via the Integrated Product Policy (IPP) strategy 
in 2003 (Commission of the European Communities, 2003), with 
the purpose to decrease the environmental impacts from products 
and services from a full life-cycle perspective. In 2006 the Council 
of the European Union adopted a revised strategy for sustainable 
development (Council of the European Union, 2006) in which the 
EU Commission has, as a part of this strategy, encouraged its 
member states to develop national action plans to support and 
enhance GPP. In 2008 the European Commission adopted a 
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communication with the purpose to decrease the environmental 
impacts which set a target for member states to achieve a level of 
50% compliance with endorsed common core GPP criteria 
developed within the EU GPP scheme by 2010 (Commission of the 
European Communities, 2008).The Swedish government 
presented in 2007 an action plan valid for the period 2007 to 2010 
(Swedish Government, 2006), and a new valid for 2011 to 2013 is 
under development. In these action plans, or national schemes for 
GPP, expert bodies have been founded with the commission to 
develop purchasing criteria and to work with awareness-building 
among politicians and procurement officers through education and 
information. In a recent EU study, the Swedish GPP scheme, 
including the criteria developed, were ranked in a top position 
(Evans et al., 2010).  

3.1 Criteria development at a governmental 
expert body  

3.2.1. The process 

The criteria development process can be schematically described 
as in figure 1. It is all formally based on an open participatory 
process with consensus-based decisions.  

 

Figure 1. Criteria development process. 

The key phases in the process are: 

1. Selection of the prioritized product groups. This selection is 

primarily based on a conjunction between (i) an assessment 

of the relative magnitude of the product-related 

environmental impact, (ii) an estimation of the volumes of 

sales in the public sector and (iii) a collection of purchasing 

preferences from public procurers.  

2. Prestudy. To facilitate the actual criteria development phase 

(see below), a pre-study is conducted including an 

environmental aspect analysis, a market overview, an 

assessment of tender documents, an evaluation of relevant 

standards and an identification of key stakeholders. 
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The environmental aspect analysis is in practice a simplified 

literature study, in which reports describing the 

environmental impacts from a life-cycle perspective, 

normally Life Cycle Assessments (LCAs), are studied. 

Based on this and a separate chemical analysis, some 

environmental impacts are identified. These identified 

aspects serve as starting points in the up-coming criteria 

work.  

3. Open stakeholder seminar. The invitation to this meeting is 

based on the outcome of the stakeholder analysis in the 

pre-study and a broad group is invited. The intention with 

the meeting is to inform a broad audience about the 

upcoming criteria work and invite to and form the working 

group, i.e. the group that will develop the criteria. 

4. Criteria development or revision phase. During this phase 

the working group has the main task to develop a draft 

criteria document. The group normally meets 3-5 times to 

successively elaborate increasingly more refined versions 

of a criteria document based on consensus decisions within 

the group. 

5. Referral phase. When a draft document is ready, it is being 

sent out for an open review. The target is a broad list of 

interested parties, such as branch organizations, suppliers, 

NGOs and public procurers and authorities. If being 

represented in the working group, the organization is not 

allowed to take part in the referral phase. The outcome of 

this open review is then compiled and discussed in the 

working group. A final version is decided upon. 

6. Audit/approval phase. This includes both an internal and 

external audit procedure. Every criteria development 

process is exposed to internal quality audit. An external 

audit group is appointed which reflects the ownership of the 

governmental expert body. The audit group checks that the 

criteria development process has been conducted 

according to prescribed requirements.  

7. Publication. Finally the following documents are published 

on the expert body´s website: (i) criteria subject to open 
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review, (ii) approved criteria document, (iii) motives and 

background information to the suggested criteria and (iv) 

reply form. 

8. The criteria documents are then placed in a maintenance 

phase, in which continuous up-dating on relevant changes 

is strived for. This includes new research, changes in 

legislation, new labelling criteria or other changes that may 

later affect the criteria. It is also examined how the criteria 

documents are practically used by public procurers. A 

revision is done when the governmental expert body can 

identify reasons for this. This revision can be a full criteria 

development process according to above or include parts of 

it. 

3.2.2. The criteria 

The criteria in public procurement can be divided into three 
categories:  

a) Shall-requirements or qualification requirements, which are 

requirements that have to be met to move further on to the 

evaluation phase. 

b) Evaluation requirements, criteria for evaluation and scoring. 

Two models for awarding exists; lowest price or most 

economically advantageous. It is only in the latter that 

environmental requirements are weighted with, e.g., quality 

aspects, delivery time, technical aspects and price. This 

weighting is what determines which supplier is awarded the 

contract. 

c) Special contract terms, are terms that do not have to be met 

when the agreement is signed but within a certain and 

decided upon time, normally 1-3 years. The procurer is 

obliged to control that this requirements is met within the 

time frame decided upon. 

The process allows for three different levels of criteria, formally 
applicable on each of the criteria categories described above. 
These levels of criteria are: (i) basic requirements, criteria that are 
easy to verify and could be meet by plenty of the products on the 
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market, (ii) advanced requirements, criteria that set higher 
demands on environmental performance and also demand more of 
the procurer when it comes to verification and follow-up and (iii) 
spear-head requirements, criteria developed for the procurers who 
“wish to procure the environmentally best alternative that the 
market has to offer”.  

3.3. GPP as a policy instrument  

GPP is a policy instrument that aims at encouraging the use of 
more and more effective environmental requirements in public 
procurement. Its potential lies in that suppliers and supply chains 
are given incentives to gradually and innovatively move the 
production in a direction that can be foreseen with regards to 
communicated requirements. For society at large, this potential is 
emphasized by the fact that the public sectors spend on an 
average 45 % to 65 % of their budgets on public procurement 
(International Institute for Sustainable Development, 2007). This 
means that in Europe public service spends approximately 16 % of 
the EU‟s Gross National Product on purchasing a large variety of 
products (PricewaterhouseCoopers - Significant and Ecofys, 2009) 
and in Sweden the value of public procurement corresponds to 450 
to 535 billion SEK a year (Swedish Environmental Protection 
Agency, 2010), which is approximately 20% of the Swedish Gross 
National Product.  

Being a market-based instrument, GPP is intended to provide 
incentives for both procurers and suppliers to, on a voluntarily 
basis, change their decisions and product portfolios. Neither 
municipalities nor county councils in Sweden have any obligation to 
„green‟ their procurement (Swedish Environmental Protection 
Agency, 2010). Public procurement is regulated in Sweden by the 
Swedish Public Procurement Law (Swedish Government, 2007a) 
and by the law on procurement within water, energy, transports and 
postal services (Swedish Government, 2007b). The laws‟ primary 
purpose is to ensure that contracting authorities using public funds 
always expose their purchasing to competition in best ways. These 
laws are adapted to the EU directives (The European Parliament 
and the Council, 2004a, The European Parliament and the Council, 
2004b) stating that public procurement is based on five 
fundamental principles; the principle of non-discrimination, the 
principle of equal treatment, the principle of transparency, the 
principle of proportionality and the principle of mutual recognition. 
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These principles are, according to the Swedish Competition 
Authority (Dahlström, 2008) decisive on how environmental 
requirements in public procurement can be expressed. From July 
15th 2010 the Swedish law on public procurement prescribes that 
environmental and social consideration should (earlier may) be 
considered when “the nature of the procurement” motivates this 
(Swedish Competition Authority, 2010). Though vague, this 
statement still provides political support for widening the scope for 
GPP to a sustainability perspective. A recent EU study on national 
GPP schemes (Evans et al., 2010) shows that some of the EU 
member schemes have started to introduce criteria to reduce social 
impacts from public procurement. 

4. Adaption of the FSSD for assessment of 
criteria development  

In this study the FSSD is used for the purpose of assessing criteria 
development for GPP. In preparation for the assessment we 
selected the aspects and tailored the questions presented in table 
1.  

Table 1. Adaption of the FSSD for assessment of criteria development in 
GPP. 

Levels Level description  

Level content of relevance for criteria development 
processes for sustainable public procurement  

Questions designed for this assessment 

System 
Level 

The System Level describes the system in which 
planning and acting is taking place; organizations 
within society within the biosphere, including the social 
and ecological laws/rules/norms which govern this 
system.  
Aspects of relevance (time, space and functional 
system boundaries) should be determined in each 
case through the lens of the definition of success. 
Examples for the development of sustainable 
procurement criteria include relevant stakeholders and 
their interrelations and functions in the value chain 
throughout the life cycle; juridical laws and regulations; 
products (in products we include physical artefact, 
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Levels Level description  

Level content of relevance for criteria development 
processes for sustainable public procurement  

software, processes, services and combinations of 
these) and their market including potential substitute 
products and related research and technologies; time 
perspective.  

a) What environmental and social aspects are 
considered in the criteria development process? 

b) Is the competence within the working group 
sufficient to cover all relevant aspects throughout the 
full life cycle?  

c) What time perspective is used in the criteria 
development process? 
d) Who have the authority to decide what issues to 
include? 
e) What geographical system is included? 
f) What juridical system is included? 

Success 
Level 

The Success Level includes a definition of a successful 
outcome including compliance with sustainability 
principles, see section 2, page 3. For development of 
criteria for public procurement this includes short and 
long-termed objectives for each product group 
promoting social and ecological sustainability. 

a) What is/are the communicated objective(s) for the 
process within the working group? 
b) What are the intuitive objectives steering the 
process in reality? 
c) Is sustainability defined within the criteria 
development process? 
d) Are there any (other) long-term objective(s) 
identified for the criteria development process? 

Strategic 
Level 

The Strategic Level includes guidelines for strategic 
selection of actions/criteria to achieve the objective. 
The strategic level includes a backcasting approach, 
i.e. a planning process in which the criteria makers 
step into the desired future, and ask what criteria is 
needed to reach this future objective. Criteria are then 
systematically and step-wise selected by use of the 
strategic guidelines. 
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Levels Level description  

Level content of relevance for criteria development 
processes for sustainable public procurement  

a) Are there any communicated guidelines for the 
process? 
b) Are any other guidelines used intuitively and/or by 
tradition, but not shared? 
 c) Are long-term successive criteria strengthening 
discussed and communicated in the final criteria 
document? 
d) How is the criteria content selected and prioritised?  

e) Is the process transparent? 
f) How is the value chain influenced to integrate 
sustainability in their decisions through procurement?  
g) Who is the target group for the criteria development 
process that is agreed upon in the criteria development 
process?  
h) Are there any attributes of the target group (e.g. 
competence level, time constraints, etc) that affect the 
process and the decisions taken? 

Action 
Level 

The Action Level includes actions that help move the 
criteria towards compliance with the above definition of 
success. That means actions that are prioritised and 
carried out in line with the strategic guidelines to 
achieve success in the system. 
  

a) What documented actions are prescribed in the 
criteria development process to develop the criteria? 
b) Are the actions aligned with the strategic guidelines 
and objectives of the criteria development process and 
related policies? 
 

Tools 
Level 

The Tools Level includes methods, tools and concepts 
used to decide on, manage measure and monitor 
actions and criteria.  
 

a) What tools are supporting and/or are included in the 
criteria development process? 

Level overarching question: How are the distinctions between 
objectives, strategic guidelines and strategies handled in the 
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Levels Level description  

Level content of relevance for criteria development 
processes for sustainable public procurement  

criteria development process? 
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5. Results 

5.1. System level 

a) What environmental and social aspects are considered in the 

criteria development process?  

Energy use and green house gas emissions were, as often, 
included in the studied criteria development cases. However, 
related upstream issues in cause-effect chains were not thoroughly 
dealt with. For example; indirect land use and its effect on bio-
diversity, use of chemicals in production for fuels and water 
management issues were not included. This is also partly 
underlined by some of the remittal instances and is included in the 
criteria document as possible future criteria. 

Labor conditions were included in the fuel criteria development 
process by the core ILO (International Labour Organization) 
principles (ILO, 2011) and the UN child convention (UNICEF, 
1989). This was not the case in the lighting criteria development 
process and generally social impacts on 
local/regional/national/international communities were not included. 
This includes discussions on an organization's community 
involvement, and if they have done so in a respectful manner.  

In summary: Although essential aspects were included, many 
important aspects from a strategic sustainability perspective were 
lacking and the criteria were not structured in a way that 
demonstrates their inter-relatedness. The inclusion of social 
aspects is not within the current mission of the governmental expert 
body and the criteria development process for fuel is therefore 
regarded as a pilot project. There are only few case laws on how 
social criteria can be set and the working group perceived the 
Public Procurement Act as un-clear about how social criteria can 
be set, which partly hampers it´s possibility to affect decisions. 

b) Is the competence within the working group sufficient to cover 
all relevant issues throughout the full life cycle? 

Building on the stake-holder analysis in the pre-study a broad 
invitation is made to the initial stake-holder meeting and thus also 
to the working group. Efforts are made to identify relevant actors, 
but the composition of the working group builds on the interest 
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shown and is not secured by any other means. The composition 
depends largely on who can afford to participate and who cannot. 
As consensus is strived for, the resulting documents are to a high 
degree affected by the composition of the working group. The 
participants in the working groups followed were to a majority 
representatives of supplier branch organizations and public 
procurers from either large municipalities or government 
authorities. In the lighting group one researcher in the field of 
human individual need of light and two consultants in lighting 
planning took part. One consultant supporting public procurers in 
the setting of environmental criteria was also participating in the 
fuel group. Relevant state authorities participated to a minor extent 
in the working group meetings but was used as a sounding board 
and provided feedback in between the meetings. Labelling 
organizations, researchers in the field and NGOs are poorly 
represented or not represented at all. Those actors can thus only 
provide their opinions in the remittal phase, which is neither optimal 
for the result nor for the efficiency of the process as such. The 
possibility to influence this late in the process is limited and making 
changes late in the process are less resource effective. It is also 
obvious that if the competence was secured early and all way 
through the criteria development process, this would increase on 
the chances of a sufficiently broad perspective.  

c) What time perspective is used in the criteria development 

process?  

Both the studied cases focused on current reality. Essentially, no 
long-term perspective is included. Within special contract terms, 
the suppliers are given a period of one year to meet the criteria 
after the contract is signed. Some possible future aspects to cover 
are listed in the end of the documents, meaning that these criteria 
might be included in the next revision of the criteria, which normally 
takes place within 3 years.  

d) Who have the authority to decide what aspects to include? 

The criteria should be based on consensus within the working 
group. Any member of the working group is free to suggest 
aspects. If consensus not is reached, which was the case in one of 
the cases followed, the final decision was transferred to the 
management level. At any divergent opinion from a member, the 
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member is offered the opportunity to make a reservation. The law 
on public procurement in Sweden was considered in every 
decision, and the criteria were reviewed by an internal juridical 
expert. The juridical auditor may provide suggestions on 
modifications in the text if necessary from a legal point of view. 
However, this expert is generally not a participant in the criteria 
development working group. Before final decisions on the criteria 
there are also external quality revisions.  

e) What geographical system is included? 

The criteria development process includes discussions with a 
global perspective if the product for which criteria is developed is a 
global product from a life-cycle perspective. The intended target 
group for the criteria are mainly Swedish procurers, although the 
criteria are translated to English. 

f) What juridical system is included? 

As the resulting criteria are mainly intended to be used by public 
procurers, the Public Procurement Law is considered for every 
decision. This includes the principles listed in section 3.4 as well as 
existing case laws. 

5.2. Success level 

a) What is/are the communicated objective(s) for the process 

within the working group? 

The following list of process objectives was presented by the 
process leader at the initial meeting: (i) consideration of the law on 
public procurement, (ii) to provide target-group adapted and user 
friendly criteria, (iii) to contribute to the fulfilment of the 16 Swedish 
National Environmental Quality Targets (see below), (iv) to 
consider the generic deference rules in the Swedish environmental 
law, (v) to base the criteria on well documented knowledge, (vi) to 
consider how the administrative burden for small suppliers are 
affected and finally (vii) to have a focus on stimulating the market to 
develop more environmentally adapted products, services and 
entrepreneur contracts to contribute to sustainable development. 

Communicated and also agreed upon is further a „time objective‟, 
which means that the group is supposed to deliver the result within 
a certain time. The verifiability is also communicated as an 
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objective and emphasized by successive repetition during the 
process. 

The criteria development process objectives were initially 
discussed, but through this discussion it was not distinctly decided 
upon the result of the discussion. Neither was it repeated during 
the process. The interviewees could not remember any clear 
objective defined, or gave different answers regarding which 
objectives for the criteria development process that was 
communicated or decided upon. The communicated objective to 
contribute to the 16 Swedish National Environmental Quality 
Targets is not made operational for the specific process. These 
national ‟targets‟ are more like essays on different impact areas 
such as “ozone layer”, “climate”, “wetlands”, etc., without any 
operational definitions or guidelines for how to apply those targets 
for strategic planning or criteria development. This is not developed 
by the governmental expert body either. 

b) What are the intuitive objectives steering the process in reality? 

An obvious objective is the overall strive to take documented 
environmental impacts seriously, and to try to be ahead of 
announced EU directives in that regard. This objective is inherently 
reactive, i.e. it is only when impacts begin to grow in influence in 
the public and political discourses they are considered for the 
development of criteria. To strive for user-friendly criteria adapted 
to the law on public procurement is also intuitive. Also, some of the 
interviewees confused the process objectives with more personal 
objectives. 

c)  Is sustainability defined within the criteria development 

process? 

Sustainability is not defined. 

d) Are there any long-term objective identified for the criteria 

development process? 

No long-term perspective is visible to guide the criteria 
development process. Possible future criteria are listed in the end 
of the documents, most of which was a result of comments 
provided by the referral respondents. These listed possible criteria 
are then intended to be discussed in the revision of the criteria, 
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which normally takes place within 3-5 years. In conclusion, there is 
no clear long term objective at all, over and above the observation 
that sustainability is not defined. 

5.3. Strategic guideline level 

In the absence of clear and operational objective(s), it is per se 
impossible to be strategic. However, there may still be overall 
guidelines for the criteria development process, and those are 
described below. 

a) Are there any communicated guidelines for the process? 

The guidelines communicated are described above under 1.2 a) as 
they were communicated as objectives. 

b)  Are any other guidelines used intuitively, but not shared? 

To strive for consensus was a visible, but not clearly 
communicated, guideline for the processes. 

Other intuitive guidelines were to seek for a good transparency all 
through the process, and to facilitate a participative process.  

c) Are long-term successive criteria strengthening discussed and 

communicated in the final criteria document? 

No long-term strategies and no successive sharpening are 
discussed and thus not communicated. Possible future criteria are 
discussed and communicated to a limited degree. No clear step-
wise planning for how the criteria will be sharpened in time exists. 

d) How is the criteria content selected and prioritised? 

In criteria processes for new product groups, the initial selection is 
based upon the outcome of the pre-study, described in section 
3.2.1. The process leader is responsible for the aspect assessment 
that is done, which according to criteria guidelines preferably 
should be based on available reports based on overall assessment 
of the product environmental performance. The work may be 
delegated to some outside expertise in case „relevant and 
accessible information is inaccessible‟. 
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The initial criteria can also be affected by other similar criteria, e.g., 
business sector initiatives or procurement criteria already in use 
within public procurement. For example, the criteria suggestions 
initially taken into the fuel criteria process were the ones used by 
Gothenburg City in their procurement processes for fuels for some 
years, and thus the initial prioritisation in this case was made by 
Gothenburg City. In an interview with the procurement consultant 
responsible for this prioritisation in Gothenburg City, the selection 
was described as made “out of experience” towards what can be 
steered by procurement and what cannot be steered. For example 
criteria on indirect land use are excluded due the complexity of how 
to measure this. 

As the criteria process then builds on consensus decisions within 
the working group the final prioritisation is highly dependent on the 
knowledge and opinions of the members of the group. For example 
it is expressed in the pre-study report for indoor lighting criteria 
development, that “the focus may be on stimulating limitation of the 
amount of Mercury in the light sources”. And regarding Lead and 
Cadmium it is said that “if the market is working with the phasing 
out of these, despite the exception in RoHS (Restriction of the use 
of certain hazardous substances in electrical and electronic 
equipment) (The European Parliament and the Council of the 
European Union, 2003), it may be of interest to encourage this”. 
The focus of the criteria process is thus transferred to the working 
group to decide upon, i.e. this is not systematically dealt with. For 
example, in the lighting process, energy efficiency was prioritized 
without any guidelines for how to make trade-offs in that regard. An 
example is that Lead and Cadmium was accepted as long as 
higher energy efficiency was achieved, i.e. an exception within the 
RoHS directive was used without any further ado. This prioritization 
is based on the LCA result showing that energy consumption in the 
user phase was the most significant environmental aspect. 

In the fuel process, the possibility to verify was given the highest 
priority. Criteria that are currently not regarded as possible to verify 
in writing, or as hard to assess are not included. The reason is that 
the working group either expressed lack of traceability, or that 
standardised calculation methods are not yet available. It is notable 
though that regarding this, consensus on the prioritisation was not 
reached. The decision had to be taken by the board of the 
governmental expert body. 
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The principles within the Public Procurement Act, see section 3.4, 
affect the prioritisation of criteria. Examples are the already 
mentioned possibility to verify, but also the compatibility with 
existing EU rules and nationally determined quality and 
environmental standards. In case there are case laws for the 
specific issue, these are also taken into account. 

One consequence for the process followed is that criteria on 
transport are not compatible with the proportionality principle within 
the law and for that reason there is no requirement on that phase of 
the life cycle. 

e) Is the process transparent? 

The process is transparent as regards the general description of it. 
The progress of a specific criteria development process is 
transparent to the members of the working group during the 
development phase. A digital working room is provided with access 
for all members. For stakeholders that are not members of the 
working group, the process progress is not fully transparent. The 
criteria are sent for a remittal procedure by the end of the process, 
but no new criteria are allowed to be included in this phase. 

f) How is the value chain influenced to integrate sustainability in 

their decisions through procurement? 

The potential to create a common understanding and sustainability 
dialogue all along the value chain and to proactively steer decisions 
is weakly utilized. If the supply chain cannot be traced, traceability 
on an informative level, or as routines, is included in the criteria. 
For products where traceability already is reached, some social 
criteria address the whole supply chain. The lack of traceability is 
put forward by the criteria developers as an explanation for the 
deficient inclusion of the supply chain in the criteria. For example in 
the fuel criteria process, the deficient traceability for fossil fuels 
results in less stringent criteria in the supply chain for this fuel. For 
fossil fuel suppliers, traceability is addressed in the document, but 
only on an informative level, i.e. ´tell us what you know‟. However, 
for bio fuel suppliers, criteria are included that address the whole 
supply chain, as the bio fuel producers have good traceability all 
along this chain. This means that supply chains with less or no 
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traceability are subjected to less stringent and less effective 
criteria. 

In the lighting process, discussions mainly focused on the use 
phase concerning better energy efficiency balanced to the user 
need. Some discussion was connected to the production phase, 
e.g. discussions on the Mercury content in fluorescent lamps and 
compact fluorescent lamps (CFLs). 

g) Who is the target group for the criteria development process 

that is agreed upon in the criteria development process?  

The target group is mainly public procurement officers in Sweden, 
as the criteria are adapted to the Swedish law on public 
procurement. 

h) Are there any attributes of the target group (e.g. competence 

level, time constraints, etc) that affect the process and the 

decisions taken? 

Insufficient knowledge within this group is described as a main 
barrier to green procurement (Swedish Environmental Protection 
Agency, 2004). In the criteria development process followed, this 
problem was addressed by adding guiding and motivating texts in 
addition to the criteria. 

5.4. Actions level 

a) What documented actions are prescribed in the criteria 

development process to develop the criteria?  

The objective to deliver a criteria document within a certain time 
limit provides a time frame for all criteria development activities, 
from the pre-study until publication, described in section 3.2.1 
According to the documented guidelines for the criteria 
development the following actions shall be implemented : 

 to appoint a process leader and an assistant with the 
responsibility to lead efforts in the working group. 

 to prepare a first criteria draft with guidance of the pre-

study and any comments and suggestions on the 

content of the criteria that emerged in stakeholder 
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meeting. When updating and revision, additional 

aspects need to be considered such as information 

from the evaluation under the maintenance phase". 

 to at the first working group meeting inform about the 

organizational mission, criteria policy, guidelines and 

work processes in criteria development, templates that 

will be used and what results are expected by the 

working group in general. There should also be 

information on the special considerations that must be 

taken during the work with regard to the regulations of 

the Public Procurement Act under current practice, and 

any other special points of departure. 

 to develop, coordinate and establish the project plan 

together with the working group, which includes, where 

necessary, a division of work, the roles, resources, any 

division of work and dates for the work. 

 to ensure that actions within the working group takes 

into account the intentions of the criteria policy. 

 to conduct a broad consultative process with relevant 

parties according to general principles and present the 

referral outcome during a subsequent working group 

meeting and draft the final version. 

 to establish a readily accessible „working-room‟ on the 

governmental expert body´s website where all relevant 

information is available for the working group 

members. 

 to offer the working group members to participate 

"remotely" via web conferencing tools or telephone. 

 to ensure that the following version control and status 

of various criteria drafts are used during the work: 

o First draft (0.1) = open document with the ability 
to add or remove criteria. 

o Other drafts (0.2) = closed document as 
regards new criteria, whether they are added or 
existing ones are removed. Only changes of 
already existing criteria can be done. 
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o Consultation version (0.3) = document for 
referral management - open for comments from 
the respondents. 

o Resolution version (0.4) = closed document 
ready for approval and publication. 

o Final version (1.0) = only the necessary editorial 
adjustments before publication. 

The work comprises meetings, homework and in between mail 
communication. 

b) Are the actions aligned with the strategic guidelines and 

objectives of the criteria development process and related 

policies? 

These activities are linked to the objective to gather the aggregated 
knowledge within the working group on what environmental criteria 
that can be expected to be met and that are verifiable, and to do so 
in a transparent and participative manner, i.e. connected to 
observed strategic guidelines.  It is also described in the criteria 
document which environmental aspect within the LCA study that 
each criterion is connected to. There are no strategies discussed 
within the criteria development processes nor described in criteria 
documents on how to systematically and stepwise approach the 
policy description to contribute to the Swedish National 
Environmental Quality Targets nor on how to stimulate a production 
that is contributing to sustainable development. 

5.5. Tools level 

a) What tools are supporting and/or included in the criteria 

development process? 

In the pre-study, existing LCAs or reports with an LCA perspective 
are identified and studied, and the result from this is building the 
base for the process studied. A chemical analysis is also used in 
the pre-study. The pre-study further comprises a standards 
analysis, a market analysis, a stakeholder analysis and an inquiry 
base analysis.The lighting process included a Life Cycle Cost tool 
in the final criteria document, discussed and partly developed 
within the criteria process. The motivation for the tool is to further 
promote energy efficiency considerations when procuring indoor 



Bratt, Cecilia.  
Assessment of Eco-Labelling and Green Procurement from a 
Strategic Sustainability Perspective  

92 

lighting and planning indoor lighting from a long-term economic 
perspective.  

5.6. Level overarching question: 

a) How are the distinctions between objectives, strategic 

guidelines and strategies handled in the criteria development 

process? 

For the purpose of this question, the following definitions are 
guiding our assessment: 

Objectives are describing the state from which backcasting is done, 
the definition of the successful outcome.  

Strategic guidelines are generic guidelines that provide guidance 
for the creation of strategies to systematically approach the 
objectives.  

Strategies are the sets of coordinated actions put together in plans 
for achieving the objective(s.) 

Currently these distinctions are not made clear. The process 
leaders as well as steering documents confuse objectives with 
strategic guidelines and process actions. For example, bullet points 
from the criteria policy are presented at initial working group 
meetings as „process objectives‟ by the process leader. These 
bullet points describe the working procedure for the criteria 
development process and represent a mixture of considerations, 
focus directives and objectives for the criteria development process 
.The considerations may be defined as strategic guidelines, but as 
the objective is not clearly defined, it is per se impossible to 
distinguish the strategic properties of these guidelines. Moreover, 
the guidelines following the ISO 14001 standard for how this policy 
should be built, refers to both the criteria strategy and the criteria 
policy, i.e. no distinction between policy (guidelines) and strategy is 
made either.  

6. Discussion 

Two criteria development processes at a Swedish governmental 
expert body for green procurement have been studied with the aim 
to assess strengths and gaps from a strategic sustainability 
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perspective. Our assessment shows that the governmental expert 
body has developed a well-documented, transparent and 
participative process. It is open for stakeholders with sufficient 
resources to take part in the process on an unpaid basis. The 
assessment indicates the following gaps: 

1. The criteria are derived from a limited impact perspective, 

as the selection lack guidance from a clear definition of 

sustainability as the objective. Examples of missing aspects 

are indirect land use and related effects on bio-diversity, 

use of chemicals in production, water management issues 

and social impacts on local/regional/national/international 

communities. 

2. There is no clear, agreed upon, and within the working 

group understood, objective. 

3. There is no long-term perspective within the process. Each 

new round of criteria is derived from impacts in the current 

situation without any clear aims as regards future criteria 

and there are no strategies for future criteria. 

4. The competence within the working group is not ensured to 

cover essential sustainability aspects. 

These gaps are hampering the resulting criteria documents 
potential to be a pro-active tool and to support suppliers  by 
provision of predictability on future demands Or in other words; 
these case studies show that the criteria development process is 
not as effective as it could be in contributing towards a transition to 
sustainable production and consumption. 

So, how to come to grips with the identified gaps? First of all, a full 
scope of social and ecological sustainability has to be included in 
the criteria development process, not the least in the pre-study. 
Currently the criteria selection is based on LCA results from the 
pre-study, complemented with a chemical analysis. Earlier studies 
(Ny et al., 2006) show that LCAs, as practiced currently, are neither 
complete from a sustainability perspective nor practical from a 
user-friendliness perspective and needs to be elaborated on to 
embody those characteristics. Further, the working group should 
include a broad array of competences, including the whole value 
chain, relevant state authorities, front-edge R&D, NGOs, etc. With 



Bratt, Cecilia.  
Assessment of Eco-Labelling and Green Procurement from a 
Strategic Sustainability Perspective  

94 

this competence gathered, clear and solid objectives for the 
process have to be better defined, agreed upon and understood 
within the group. By thinking in terms of backcasting from clear 
principled objectives, the working group discussions should have a 
better chance of being guided towards up-stream solutions and 
towards rational management of trade-offs. A full systems 
perspective should be introduced in every new process, with no 
issue/impact prioritized by default and with no issue/impact 
excluded by default for reasons such as expressed lack of 
traceability. Currently decisions are taken with a short-termed 
reactive and tactical perspective, e.g., to comply with procurement 
law and adapted to the competence of public procurers. This is not 
wrong, but it is not enough. Instead strategic guidelines should be 
used to support the prioritization of criteria so that they promote 
actions that also (i) serve as flexible platforms for forthcoming 
actions towards fulfillment of sustainability principles and as such 
represent a god balance between (ii) direction and advancement 
speed and (iii) return on investment (ensuring a sufficient resource 
influx to ensure continuation of the transition process). 

In total the distinction between objectives, strategic guidelines and 
strategies needs to be more clearly understood and communicated 
by the process leaders in the criteria development process to fully 
utilise the strategic potential. With the competence at hand in the 
groups, pro-active spear-head criteria could be guided by a matrix 
including questions of the type: (i) what improvements can be 
made to current products´ life cycles to reduce the contribution to 
society‟s violations of sustainability principles?, (ii) what solutions to 
product-related sustainability problems could be identified for the 
general life-cycle phases?, (iii) do such solutions exist or could new 
products be developed to meet current and future market desires 
while reducing the risk of contributing to the violation of the 
sustainability principles? and (iv) what other solutions are there 
fulfilling the same function? Currently the suppliers are, as 
described by a process leader, reluctant to deliver information 
because of business strategy reasons, which will be a topic for 
further exploration in forthcoming studies. 

Product-service system thinking is to some extent included in the 
indoor lighting case. Such a shift from a pure product or service 
focused criteria process to a function-oriented process has been 
shown to provide opportunities for significant improvement in 
environmental performance (Tukker et al., 2006). It has also been 
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shown that a product-service system approach has a high potential 
to create win-win-win situations, i.e. sustainability achievements for 
society at large, as well as business opportunities and 
procurer/consumer advantages (Mont, 2004, Thompson et al., 
2010). 

New business opportunities and innovations can also be supported 
by a higher emphasis on communication of future criteria 
strategies. Currently suppliers in general consider predictability  as 
regards what future public procurement tenders will require as poor 
(Lundwall et al., 2008). Suppliers may need to invest in research 
and technology long before the actual tendering process, and if it is 
not possible to foresee future demands, they may find it too risky. 
Yet another critical aspect as regards support of innovations, 
especially for small and medium sized enterprises, is the time from 
contract signing to fulfillment of a criterion. By higher emphasis on 
special contract terms, i.e. criteria that may give the awarded 
organization a certain respite to fulfill the criteria, more suppliers 
are invited - and thus also solutions which have not yet reached a 
full market introduction. Currently the special contracts terms within 
the criteria processes studied are not promoting new market 
penetration and are not linked to any supportive platform for further 
dialogues between stakeholders. The governmental expert body 
has, in spite of limited available resources, initiated a platform for 
this dialogue, but no link to the criteria work can be discerned this 
far. Thus, new solutions and innovations could be more supported. 

However, all of this will require more efforts from the procurer as 
well. Currently the public procurers are composed of a non-
homogenous group when it comes to sustainability knowledge and 
engagement in Sweden, and we have no reasons to believe that 
this is different elsewhere. To seek for user adaption and user 
friendliness and at the same time see to what criteria that need to 
be set is a delicate balancing act. The lack of competence among 
procurers has to be overbuilt, either by the governmental expert 
body or by some other instance. The governmental expert body 
has already this in its mission, and has done great efforts both on 
targeted direct education and by on-line courses. No matter the 
quality of the criteria development process and the resulting criteria 
documents; if the procurers do not use them at all or use them in 
the wrong way, the potential to steer towards sustainability will not 
be utilized 
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Although this study is limited to two cases at one national 
organization we believe that the results are generally valid for 
similar organizations. In a new comprehensive EU study (Evans et 
al., 2010) the Swedish scheme for GPP, and the governmental 
expert body as a main actor within, hold top positions compared to 
other schemes and other similar criteria developers within EU. 
Furthermore, earlier studies point to similar gaps in the criteria 
processes for eco-labelling schemes (Bratt et al., 2011). The 
validity of the result is also improved by the participative approach 
of the study, i.e. the physical attendance at criteria development 
process meetings. 

To our knowledge, no other study has assessed the criteria 
development processes for GPP from a strategic sustainability 
perspective. Therefore, comparison with other studies is hard to do. 
The EU study ranking Sweden´s GPP scheme high did not include 
an assessment of whether a strategic sustainability perspective 
was integrated or not. It assessed parameters such as time to 
develop criteria, level of uptake, ambition and evidence base. In the 
latter, e.g., the consultants of several sources such as LCAs, eco-
labels and market analysis were assessed as excellent, without 
any assessment of whether the resulting criteria cover a full 
sustainability perspective or not.  

All together, the governmental expert body is currently doing greats 
efforts with limited resources and it needs to be emphasized that 
many of the gaps described would need more resources to be 
possible to bridge. It also needs to be emphasized that the 
governmental expert body works on a commission from the 
Swedish government and the content of this commission do not 
embrace a full sustainability perspective. All together, the criteria 
development process and the resulting criteria documents have a 
large potential to contribute to a societal change towards 
sustainable consumption and production, by providing appropriate 
information and guidance to procurers and thereby more 
proactively steering procurers´ as well as producers´ decisions. 
However, if there are unclear objectives and insufficient and narrow 
knowledge in consensus decision processes, the potential to 
gradually move supply chains towards more sustainable solutions 
will not be fully utilized. Future research therefore aims at 
developing a prototype of a criteria development process that 
integrates a strategic sustainability perspective in a systematic 
way. It also includes to further explore the relation to EU legal 
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principles for public procurement and to eco-labelling ISO 
standards. The intention is to make this process useful, and 
practically manageable for procurement as well as eco-labelling 
criteria developers. 
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Appendix A 

The interviewees were (i)a bio-fuel supplier, (ii) an official 
responsible for the framework agreement for procurement for 400 
government authorities, (iii) a consultant supporting Gothenburg 
City public procurers to include environmental and social 
requirements in the procurement of fuels and (iv) one official within 
Stockholm Stad supporting their public procurers to include 
environmental and social requirements for fuels.  

Questions to working group members 

1. The process 
a) Is the process as a whole clearly communicated to 

all members before the work is started? If not, which 

parts do you think were missing, or were insufficient 

described? 

b) Is the formal process followed during the meeting? 

c) Can you point out something concrete from a total 

process perspective that could/should have been 

done differently? 

2. System level 

d) Do you think that all aspects which you associate 

with a sustainable solution for this product group is 

taken into the final documents? Have you noticed 

anything that you think is missing?  

e) Do you miss any competence in the working group 

which could add worthful information affecting the 

resulting document?  

If so, do you find it likely that this will be corrected during 
the referral phase? 

3. Success level 

a) Can you describe the objective or objective that has 

been communicated and has this objective in that 

case guided the working group procedures? 

b) Which is your own professional/personal objective 

with the participation in the working group? 

4. Strategy level 
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a) Can you describe any in the process introduced 

strategies or guidelines to reach the communicated 

objective? 

b) Do you have any personal strategy to reach you, if 

any, personal objective? 

c) Has your organization made any actions as a direct 

result of the up-coming criteria documents? Are any 

internal decisions affected by the criteria document 

in general? 

d) Do the criteria in general guide any organization 

long-term strategies? Or the opposite, i.e. can 

already existing organizational long-term strategies 

affect the criteria work? 

e) Do you find the Public Procurement Act as 

something that gives the possibility to set the criteria 

that is needed from a sustainability perspective, or 

as something that limits these possibilities?  

Additional questions to the consultant helping Gothenburg City with 
procurement processes. 

a) How did Gothenburg made their selection of criteria 

used in procurement processes for fuel? Is any tool 

used for support? 

b) Indirect land use is something that is excluded both 

in the case study criteria and in earlier criteria for 

fuels used by Gothenburg City. What is the reason 

for this exclusion in Gothenburg? 
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Eco-labelling criteria development for 
strategic life cycle management 

 
Cecilia Bratt, Sophie Hallstedt, K.-H. Robèrt, Göran Broman, Jonas 

Oldmark 

 

Abstract 

To accelerate the transition towards a sustainable society, changes 
in consumption and production decisions are crucial. Eco-labelling 
type I is an instrument with a potential to create incentives for 
changes towards strategic life cycle management along value 
chains to achieve products that aid society's compliance with 
sustainability principles. But the mere existence of the instrument is 
not enough to utilize this potential. In a previous study, applying a 
Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development as a foundation 
for the analysis, we have pointed at deficiencies in theory and 
process of eco-labelling which hamper cohesiveness, transparency 
and comprehension. In this paper, we present a prototype criteria 
development process and discuss it in relation to current 
processes. From this comparison we conclude that the new criteria 
development process has the potential to support strategic life 
cycle management.  

1. Introduction 

To accelerate a societal transition towards sustainability, radical 
changes in consumption and production patterns will be needed, 
and the advocates for a role of eco-labels in fostering this change 
are numerous. This role of eco-labels as a way to encourage 
consumers to adopt more sustainable consumption patterns was 
recognized and captured in Agenda 21, during the Rio Earth 
Summit in 1992. Ten years later, in the World Summit on 
Sustainable Development (WSSD) in Johannesburg unsustainable 
patterns of consumption and productions are addressed. The Plan 
of Implementation (UNEP, 2002) advocates “developing and 
adopting on a voluntary basis effective, transparent, verifiable, non-
misleading and non-discriminary consumer information tools“. 



Bratt, Cecilia.  
Assessment of Eco-Labelling and Green Procurement from a 
Strategic Sustainability Perspective  

106 

These characteristics are also captured in the eco-labelling type I 
standard by the International Organization for Standardization in its 
efforts to structure and differentiate among different environmental 
labels.  

Starting in the late 1970s with the German Blue Angel the majority 
of national type I third-party labelling schemes emerged in the late 
1980s or early 1990s. Along with this proliferation of type I eco-
labels or type I-like labels, many questions have been raised about 
the effectiveness of eco-labels (Rubik and Frankl, 2005). A recent 
assessment of the criteria development processes within two 
leading eco-labelling programmes point at deficiencies in theory 
and process  from a strategic sustainability perspective, which 
hampers cohesiveness, transparency, and comprehension (Bratt et 
al., 2011). These deficiencies also hamper the potential for 
strategic life cycle management. 

The aim of this study is to sketch out a prototype for how, in 
principle, a criteria development process for eco-labelling type I 
schemes could integrate a strategic sustainability perspective and 
thereby support strategic life cycle management.  

2. Methods 

2.1. Data collection  

This prototype development builds on data collected in interviews 
with criteria developers at two eco-labelling type I programmes and 
a study of criteria development documents. A case study at a 
governmental expert body for green procurement, in which two 
criteria development processes were shadowed, have also 
provided information on current criteria development processes. 
This included physical attendance through the processes and semi-
structured interviews with process leaders and members of the 
working group representing different stakeholders.  

2.2. Exploration method 

The data has been assessed from a strategic sustainability 
perspective by using an adaption of a generic framework for 
strategic sustainable development (FSSD) (Robèrt, 1994, 
Holmberg, 1995, Broman et al., 2000, Holmberg and Robèrt, 2000, 
Ny et al., 2006). This framework utilizes backcasting from a 
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principled definition of sustainability - a situation when products1 do 
not contribute to systematic degradation of socio-ecological 
systems. The findings from these previous assessments and a 
previously developed tool - templates for sustainable product 
development (TSPD) (Ny et al., 2008) - are here used as a basis 
for describing desired properties and characteristics of a criteria 
development process prototype. The TSPD addresses - now and in 
a desired future - the human service/utility of the product, the 
product concept and an 'extended enterprise' cross-sectoral 
perspective. The TSPD aims at widening the scope from only some 
currently known product impacts to the remaining gap to 
sustainability. The target group of the tool was initially product 
developers, senior managers and sustainability specialists, but in 
this paper we adapt it for a new target group, i.e the criteria 
developers, for eco-labelling type I schemes, to develop templates 
for sustainable criteria development (TSCD). 

  

                                                
1 Products here include physical artefact, software, processes, 
services and combinations of these. 



Bratt, Cecilia.  
Assessment of Eco-Labelling and Green Procurement from a 
Strategic Sustainability Perspective  

108 

3. Results 

The main gaps found in the assessment of criteria development 
processes within eco-labelling type I programmes are presented in 
table 1. 

Table 1. Result from the assessment of criteria development processes 

within type I eco-labelling 

Level Description of the level Gaps 

System level 

The system in which all 
planning and acting is 
taking place. 
Organizations within 
society within the 
biosphere, including the 
social and ecological 
laws/rules/norms which 
govern this system.  

 

Lack of a full system 
perspective, i.e., the 
criteria were not 
attemped to cover 
the necessary range 
of aspects within the 
ecological and social 
systems of which the 
products are part. 
There is no long-
term perspective 
within the process. 
Each new round of 
criteria is derived 
from impacts in the 
current situation 
without any clear 
aims as regards 
future criteria. 
 

Success level 

Definition of the objective / 
successful outcome 
including compliance with 
sustainability principles. 

 

There is no clear, 
agreed upon, and 
within the criteria 
development working 
group understood, 
objective. 

 

Strategic level 
Guidelines for strategic 
selection of actions to 
achieve the objective. 

Lack of strategic 
guidelines. A 
selection of different 
impacts is in focus, 
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Level Description of the level Gaps 

and producers are 
invited to discuss 
those, but how the 
selection, or 
prioritization, is made 
is not clearly 
presented. 

The potential to 
create a common 
understanding and 
sustainability 
dialogue on 
responsibilities within 
an extended 
stakeholder network 
is not utilized all 
along the chain and 
to proactively steer 
decisions is weakly 
utilized. 

 

Action level 

Actions that help move the 
entity/organization/process 
towards the objective. This 
means actions that are 
prioritized and carried out 
in line with the strategic 
guidelines to achieve 
success in the system. 

In the absence of a 
clear definition of 
any objective there 
are no strategies 
either. Consequently 
there has been no 
room for exploring 
the “actions” within 
the criteria 
development 
process in that 
context. 

Tools level 

Methods, tools and 
concepts used to decide 
on, manage, measure and 
monitor actions. 

Lack of data and 
information 
transmission tools. 
This lack is allowed 
to affect the criteria. 
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With these gaps identified the following list of desired properties for 
each of the criteria development steps has been developed (see 
also figure 1) with the aim to fill the gaps. 

1) The selection of product and pre-study step should: 

 Include the identification of sustainability hot-spots 

throughout the full life cycle of the product category 

 Create an understanding of what current market desires the 

product category is intended to meet and how the 

relationship between human needs, market desires and 

satisfiers (products) may change on a sustainability-driven 

market 

 Create an understanding of what current aspects, including 

management routines, that are critical in each life-cycle 

stage of the product category when reviewed from a full 

sustainability perspective  

 Include stakeholder mapping of the product category 

concept, including current as well as likely future value-

chain cooperations that would be favourable for strategic 

movements towards sustainable situations throughout the 

lifecycle  

 Assure that the product category boundaries are informed 

by the function/utility that  the product category should help 

deliver to the consumer 

 

2) The criteria development step should: 

 Include a shared vision of how the function/utility delivered 

by the product category can be provided within the 

constraints of sustainable life cycle management 

 Be supported by strategic guidelines promoting criteria that 

(i) aid fulfillment of the sustainability principles, (ii) are 

flexible platforms (good grounds) for forthcoming criteria 

towards fulfillment of sustainability principles and as such 

(iii) represent a good balance between advancement speed 

and return on investment (ensuring a sufficient resource 

influx to ensure continuation of the transition process) 
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 Allow for short- and long-term options for developing 

product categories towards sustainability. Strategies for 

future criteria should be made publicly available together 

with current criteria documents to support stakeholders to 

be pro-active in their long-term strategies 

 

3) All steps of the criteria development process should: 

 Be in compliance with ISO 14020 and ISO 14024 

 Consider all principles and core subjects in the ISO 26000 

guidance standard 

 Be practically manageable for the users of it  

 Include a participative involvement of the full value chain of 

the product category 

 

Prototype description 

The prototype of the criteria development process is presented in 
figure 1. This figure visualizes both the main steps in existing 
processes as well as how a strategic sustainability perspective can 
be integrated on a principal level. 

The adaption of TSPD into TSCD are further described in table 2 
including examples of questions for each template section. These 
sections embrace (i) human utility/market desires, (ii) product 
concept and (iii) extended enterprise - all in the present situation as 
well as in a desired future. 'Extended enterprise' means the wider 
community of stakeholders that influence or could influence the 
performance of the enterprise from a full sustainability and full life 
cycle point of view (e.g. also legislators, authorities and political 
institutions).  
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.

 

Figure 1. Criteria development process prototype. 
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Table 2. Templates for sustainable criteria development (TSCD) 

 

Human utility / 
Market desires /  

=Why? 

Product concept 
=How? 

Extended 
enterprise 
=Who? 

 Current situation 

Q1 - What is the 
desired function 
from the 
market? 

Q2 How does 
this function 
relate to basic 
human needs? 

Q3 - What 
overall 
sustainability 
problems relate 
to the market 
desires? 

Q1 - What 
current flows 
and 
management 
routines are 
critical from a 
sustainability 
perspective? 

  

 

 

This box is 
supported by a 
Strategic Life 
Cycle 
Assessment 
(SLCA) 
described in 
table 3a and 3b. 

 

Q1- What does 
the stake-holder 
map look like for 
the product? 

(this include all 
stakeholders 
connected to 
any activity in 
which the 
product plays a 
role within the 
life cycle of the 
unit). 

Q2 What current 
stakeholder 
preferences and 
/or conditions 
from a societal 
perspective are 
opposing the 
introduction of 
an eco-label? 

Q3 What current 
stake-holder 
cooperation is 
agreed upon? 

Desired future 

 

Q1 - What new 
market desires 
is likely to 
evolve in the 
future as a 

 

Q1 - What new 
flows and 
management 
routines could 
be developed 

 

Q2 What value 
chain 
cooperation is 
favourable for a 
strategic 
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Human utility / 
Market desires /  

=Why? 

Product concept 
=How? 

Extended 
enterprise 
=Who? 

response to 
current overall 
sustainability 
challenges? 

 

as a response 
to the result 
from the 
Strategic Life 
Cycle 
Assessment. 

sustainable life 
cycle 
management 
and how can 
labelling criteria 
aid this 
cooperation? 

Q2 - What-roles 
and 
responsibilities 
can be detailed 
and agreed 
upon?  

 

To support the identification of critical flows and management 
routines from a sustainability perspective  each life-cycle phase is 
assessed against principles for sustainability, in a Sustainability 
Life Cycle Assessment, (SLCA) matrix (Byggeth and Broman, 
2001), and an example is presented in table 3a and 3b. In the 
tables we show examples of sustainability risk aspects that are 
addressed in the life cycle phases raw material, production and 
distribution (table 3a) and the user phase and end-of-life phase 
(table 3b). 
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Table 3a. Sustainability Life Cycle Assessment matrix with examples of 

sustainability aspects addressed.  

Sustainability 
principle 
(SP)* /Life 
cycle phase 

Raw material phase Production phase Distribution phase 

SP 1 

Virgin mined 
material 

Mined material 
scarce in nature 

Energy 
source/consumption 

Mined materials 
/scarcity 

Energy 
source/consumption 

Mined material 
/scarcity 

Energy 
source/consumption 

SP 2 

Persistent man-
made  substances 
in extraction/ / 
leakage 

Persistent man-
made substances in 
production /leakage 

Persistent man-
made substances in 
distribution 
systems/leakage 

SP 3 

Systematic 
degradation of 
nature by physical 
means 

Systematic 
degradation of 
nature by physical 
means 

Systematic 
degradation of 
nature by physical 
means 

SP 4 
Human rights, 
labour conditions, 
local communities 

Human rights, 
labour conditions, 
local communities 

Human rights, 
labour conditions, 
local communities 
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Table 3b. Sustainability Life Cycle Assessment matrix with examples of 
sustainability aspects addressed.  

Sustain
ability 
principl
e (SP)* 
/ Life 
cycle 
phase 

User phase End-of-life phase 

SP 1 Need for mined materials 

Scarcity 

Energy consumption 

Processes involved free from mined 
materials/scarcity Energy 
source/consumption. 

SP 2 Need for man-made 
substances/leakage  

Dissipation 

 

Processes free from man-made 
substances/leakage 

SP 3 Systematic degradation of 
nature by physical means   

Systematic degradation of nature by 
physical mean  

SP 4 Health, safety, integrity, 
user information 

Human rights, labour conditions, local 
communities 

 

*The sustainability principles: 

 

In a sustainable society, nature is not subject to 

systematically increasing… 

1… concentrations of substances from the Earth´s crust 

2…concentrations of substances produced by society 

3…degradations by physical means 

And in that society… 

4…people are not subject to conditions that systematically 
undermine 

 their capacity to meet their needs. 
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4. Discussion  

Supply chains from raw material extraction to consumption are 
often complex, involving a great number of production steps, 
actors, and nations.  

Eco-labelling has a potential and aim to create a simplified view of 
and improved influence on the product life cycle, i.e. to create 
incentives for and support life cycle management. This potential is 
currently not utilized from a strategic sustainability perspective 
which is a missed opportunity. In this paper we present how gaps 
from a strategic sustainability perspective within eco-labelling type I 
programmes can be bridged on a principled level. In this paper we 
also introducee templates for strategic criteria development (TSCD) 
into a criteria development process prototype, described on a 
principled level. The prototype seems theoretically capable of 
delivering the following: 

 An improved view and control of the product  life-cycle from 

a strategic sustainability perspective, including the physical 

as well as the functional life cycle 

 Clearer roles and responsibilities within the extended  

stakeholder-network of the product category are identified 

and expressed in labelling criteria 

 Levels of criteria are set at current attainable levels, 

ensuring a sufficient resource influx to ensure continuation 

to forthcoming criteria towards the fulfillment of 

sustainability principles 

 The development of stakeholder strategies are supported 

by the communication of long-term strategies for the criteria 

 A broader mind-set as regards the relationship between 

human needs, market desires and satisfiers (products) 

 An enhanced environment for transfer of data and 

information 

 

A function-oriented view, encouraging resource efficient out-of-the 
box solutions to meet human needs, is proposed. The TSPD 
approach has in earlier studies on product development pointed to 
a provision of an improved overview of sustainability implications of 
the product category studied, as well as the development of more 
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comprehensive cooperation with societal stakeholders for the 
organization using it (Ny et al., 2008) . The shift in focus from a 
physical artifacts view towards more of a function view has been 
shown potent to create environmental improvements (Tukker, 
2004) as well as business and consumer opportunities ((Mont, 
2004, Thompson et al., 2010) if strategically applied.  

The prototype will be tested and developed further in future 
research. 
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Efforts to reduce negative impacts from con-
sumption and production include voluntary 
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instruments with great potentials to steer pro-
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tion and Development and national governments 
through, e.g., various programmes and schemes. 
The aim of this thesis is to assess current crite-
ria development processes within eco-labelling 
and green procurement from a strategic sus-
tainability perspective and to describe possible 
improvement potentials from such a perspective 
to make these instruments more supportive of 
sustainable product and service innovation. A 
previously published framework for strategic 
sustainable development, including a definition 
of sustainability and generic guidelines to inform 
strategies towards sustainability, is adapted and 
used for this purpose. Criteria development pro-
cesses in two Swedish eco-labelling programmes 
and at a governmental expert body for green 
procurement are studied. This includes inter-
views with criteria developers, studies of pro-
cess documents and a case study at the govern-
mental expert body for green procurement in 
which two criteria development processes were 
shadowed. The result reveals several strengths 

but also gaps and thus potentials for improve-
ment. The criteria development processes and 
the resulting criteria mostly concern the cur-
rent market supply and a selection of current 
environmental impacts outside the context of 
long-term objectives. Neither sustainability nor 
any other clearly defined long-term objective is 
agreed upon, and the criteria are not structured 
to support procurers, suppliers and product de-
velopers in a systematic and strategic stepwise 
approach towards sustainability. Recommended 
improvements include a more thorough sustai-
nability assessment, communication of clearer 
objectives, broader competence in the criteria 
development groups and more emphasis on the 
dialogue and interaction between key actors. 
This includes an extended view on both the pro-
duct concept and actors involved. Based on this, 
a new criteria development prototype is sug-
gested, which aims at widening the scope from 
some currently known product impacts to the 
remaining gap to sustainability. During its further 
development and implementation, the criteria 
development prototype will be tested in succes-
sive iterations of action research together with 
experienced practitioners within eco-labelling 
and green procurement. 
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Sustainable Consumption and Production, Eco-
labelling, Green Procurement, Criteria Develop-
ment Process, Product-Service Innovation.
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