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Abstract 

 

Eco-labelling of houses and the concept of sustainable housing: A comparative study of 

the UK and Sweden 

Author: Ida Gottberg 

 

The aim with this study is to evaluate if standardization of sustainable housing is a practical 

solution to address the objectives/reach the goals of sustainable housing. The point of 

departure is that eco-labelling of houses is a way to put sustainable housing into practice. The 

Nordic Swan criteria for small houses and the UK Code for Sustainable Homes are two 

recently developed schemes for sustainable construction and design. These two labelling 

systems are chosen as case studies in order to compare and examine the practice of 

sustainable housing. How can the goals of sustainable housing be met in the form of eco- 

labelling? What are the benefits and obstacles/limitations for the cases to be effective and 

sustainable?  What can explain differences between the two cases? And is the function and 

organisation of the cases best explained by sustainable development ideas or ecological 

modernization?  It is suggested in the view of path dependency theory that the UK’s and 

Sweden’s decisions based on their expectations concerning development of the EU flower has 

made their respective eco-labelling of houses to have different organisational structure. The 

Code as a sector-specific label has the advantage, compared to the Swan, of being able to 

change its structure depending on the needs of pressure in the network of government, 

business and consumers.  The Code has several criteria concerning sustainable living besides 

criteria concerning environmental construction of the house and can therefore be considered 

as part of the sustainable development discourse.  

 

Key words: eco-labelling, sustainable housing/building, path dependency, sustainable 

development, network approach, green buying  
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1. Introduction  

The threat of global warming because of climate change is one of today’s society 

biggest concerns. It is claimed by the World Wildlife Fund (WWF) that the homes in the UK 

stands for 27 percent of the country’s carbon dioxide emissions, and also that 85 percent of 

timber used in the UK is in the construction industry(www.panda.org). 55 percent of these are 

used for housing (www.wwf.org.uk :a) The environmental impact of housing in Sweden can 

be expected to be similar as in the UK because similar climate and the need to heat the houses 

with some kind of energy source. In order to address the environmental impacts of housing, 

the concept of sustainable housing or sustainable building has been used discussing the 

problems on global and national levels. It is of interests to understand how the goals of 

sustainable housing can be addressed via various policy instruments. In this study, the 

emphasis is put on the policy instrument of eco-labelling. Sweden and the UK have recently 

developed criteria for sustainable construction and design of houses in the form of labelling 

that assess the environmental performance of the house. However, the UK and Sweden has 

chosen different paths when it comes to the label itself. Sweden is using a well known Nordic 

eco- label-the Swan, while the UK introduces a whole new label called the Code for 

Sustainable Homes. The question is if these labels for houses can be effective in reaching 

their goals and if there are lessons to be learned in their different systems and organisational 

structure.   

Both labels argues to be focusing on sustainable development; whether they “belong” to 

different environmental discourses could possible explain their different approaches. The 

discourses referring to sustainability are according Dryzek sustainable development 

approaches and ecological modernization.     

 

1.1 Problem identification  

Several scholars have concluded that eco-labelling can not alone solve the problems it is 

addressed to (Ibanez & Grolleau 2007). Therefore it is of relevance to ask whether this policy 

instrument when it comes to houses is of just symbolic value or having real changing 

potential. The success of eco-labelling has so far been addressed to every day articles like 

paper, washing detergents and organic food. The step from using eco-labelling for simple 

products like those mentioned and to use eco-labelling for complex products as houses seems 

like a major step. Both the UK and Sweden has recently introduced new standardization 

systems for the environmental performance of houses. Even though being similar countries; 

http://www.panda.org/
http://www.wwf.org.uk/
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both members of the EU and situated in the north of Europe, there are evident differences 

between the labels itself and the organisational structure. By choosing different paths it is a 

crucial task to understand why these are chosen in order to find the best suited policy tool for 

achieving the goals of sustainable housing. 

 

1.2 Aim 

The aim with this study is to evaluate if standardization of sustainable housing is a practical 

solution to address the objectives/reach the goals of sustainable housing.  

 

1.3 Key Questions 

1. How can the goals of sustainable housing be met in the form of eco-labelling?   

2. What are the benefits and obstacles/limitations for the cases to be effective and sustainable?   

3. What can explain differences between the two cases?  

4. Is the function and organisation of the cases best explained by sustainable development 

ideas or ecological modernization?  

 

1.4 Method and Limitations 

Case study approach and Comparable method  

To answer the aim with this study I have taken two cases of house labels which I intend 

to compare. When you compare two cases you can either choose two similar cases or two 

different cases. The two similar cases should be similar in so many aspects as possible in 

order to able to explain any differences of the object of your study (Esaiasson et al 2006:110-

113). In contrast a study with two different cases should be different in so many aspects as 

possible in order to explain similarities of the object of the study (Esaiasson et al 2006:114-

115). The Code for Sustainable Homes and the Swan eco-label are chosen as two similar 

cases because the promoters of the labels both claim to include the big picture of housing and 

see their label as a sustainable solution. Also, the climate of the UK and Sweden is similar (as 

being two north European countries), so the kind of criteria for the houses is not expected to 

be different for this reason. The cases are also both ruled be their respective government.  

The Code and the Swan are two cases of eco-labelling of houses. Eco-labelling of 

houses can then be considered as a case of policy tools for sustainable housing. The idea with 

case studies is that the result is expected to be at least theoretically applicable to the group 

which it is a case of.  
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The case descriptions differ somewhat between the UK and Sweden due to availability 

of information. Because the Swan has been on the market for a longer time than the Code, 

evaluations of the Swan have been available but not for the Code. This might affect the 

analysis of benefits and limitations of the labels. However, evaluations specific for the house 

criteria have not been available from the Swan either. The case descriptions include 

description of how the labelling systems work; its criteria categories (in a separate section); its 

organisation and history of its upcoming. Also, results from evaluations and opinions 

regarding the labelling systems are included.  

Next I will discuss the validity and reliability of this study in relation to each key 

question as well as how I intend to answer the questions. In short a validity discussion reflects 

if the questions asked really answers the aim or not. Esaiasson et al are talking about “concept 

validity” This would mean that the theoretical concepts used in the aim are translated to valid 

indicators in your detailed questions (Esaiasson et al 2006:61-63). Reliability is about the risk 

of making mistakes when using your research method (Esaiasson et al 2006:68). 

 

How can the goals of sustainable housing be met in the form of eco-labelling?   

In order to answer the first question I need to ask more specific questions.  I need to 

know what the goals of sustainable housing are and how they are expressed in the two cases 

of house labels. In this study eco-labelling of houses is seen as a standardization of 

sustainable housing. However, this is an assumption that can not be left un-investigated. 

Therefore I need to ask:   

- What aspects are included in sustainable housing? 

These aspects are seen in this study as the general goals of sustainable housing. When 

searching for aspects of sustainable housing, I have not only looked for the concept itself but 

related issues like sustainable building and sustainable development indicators describing 

housing issues. To capture as many aspects as possible I have searched for the concept and 

related issues in three levels; global, regional and national. In the regional level, the EU is 

considered as best suited since the both the cases are Member countries. In the national level 

the UK and Sweden are chosen since this is where the case study labels are situated. 

However, the description of sustainable housing should not be seen as part of the case studies 

and objects of analysis other then representing aspects of sustainable housing. The material 

for this question is from documents available from libraries as well as the Internet. The 

method to find these aspects might seem to lack reliability because the method is not that 

specific. However, I have noticed that several aspects tend to show up over and over again no 
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matter your specific source. If doing the same study again; even if the sources found on the 

internet might become different- the range of aspects would probable be the same as long as 

the researcher keeps to the method to search on the three different levels of global, regional 

and national.     

The “content” of the house eco-labels are crucial to understand in what sense eco-

labelling contribute to reach the goals of sustainable housing. Therefore I need to ask:  

-What are the criteria categories and how do they differ for the two house standards? 

The material used to answer this question is official criteria documents, one from each 

label describing the categories and its content. The documents are written by the creator of the 

criteria, which I would consider as a reliable source. To be able to compare and structure the 

description of the criteria I have chosen to divide the comparison into categories made by 

Örjan Svane (see also 4.1.3) (Svane 2002:18-19), and when necessarily extend these 

categories. The method to read the material and get information from it is qualitative text 

analysis, which means that I as a researcher is selective and interprets the text in order to 

categorize it (Esaiasson et al 2006:233-234). The aim with this comparison is to capture 

general features of differences of criteria. If the research question were more specific about 

the detailed issues in the criteria, another method or a deeper description of the content of the 

criteria might been preferred. However, given the purpose of the comparison in this study, the 

pressure of high reliability becomes less significant. If I would do the same study again or if 

another person with higher technical skills would interpret the criteria documents it is possible 

that the issues included might be slightly different then in this study. However, since the 

question asked about the criteria is of general character, I am confident that conclusion made 

in the end based on the criteria comparison would be the same.  

The aim of this study is to evaluate if standardization of sustainable housing is a 

practical solution to address the objectives/reach the goals of sustainable housing.  

By asking this first key question eco-labelling of houses can be put in its context of 

being a policy tool for sustainable housing. A validity problem is that I assume that eco-

labelling of houses is in fact sustainable housing practice and at the same time I question it. In 

the aim it is really the eco-labelling (standardization) as a policy tool that is questioned. By 

questioning the concept of sustainable housing I am in a way deliberately weakening the 

relevance of my aim. However, a research project always starts with questions and I believe it 

is natural that before you know anything about the subject, the research question itself raises 

other questions that also need to be answered. In short I would say that by investigating the 
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concept of sustainable housing I deal with the validity problem of making assumptions in the 

aim.   

The two specific questions for the first key question is of descriptive character and is 

answered in the empirical chapter under the headlines “Sustainable housing” and 

“Comparison of criteria categories” 

 

What are the benefits and obstacles/limitations for the cases to be effective and sustainable?   

In the analytical chapter, the question is answered specific for the cases and in the view 

of the theoretical framework. The theory I mainly will use for this purpose is the network 

approach to green buying and theories of eco-labelling. These questions refer to the term 

“practical” used in the aim description. With the word practical I actual mean “effective”    

When measuring the effectiveness of an eco-label it should be measured against the 

purpose of the label. Effectiveness can be described in three ways; as concrete effectiveness, 

behavioural effectiveness and as potential effectiveness. Concrete effectiveness is the extent 

to which the labelling programme reduce the impact/improve the quality of the environment. 

Behavioural effectiveness is the degree to which consumer and manufacturer activities are 

influenced by the label, and potential effectiveness is the label’s affect on consumer 

awareness and attitudes.(Nordic Council of Ministers 2001) In this study I will discuss the 

potential/expected behavioural effectiveness of the Code and the Swan. When analysing 

benefits and limitations the focus is put on consumer response and implications of the 

organizational structure of the Code and the Swan.  

 

What can explain differences between the two cases? 

Throughout this paper the differences and similarities of the cases will be observed. 

However, this question looks more for an explanation rather then a description. The question 

is answered in the analytical chapter based on the description of the cases. The theory 

suggested explaining the differences of the labels are path dependency and the possibility of 

the labels to belong to different environmental discourses like sustainable development and 

ecological modernization. The Code and the Swan are two cases of eco-labelling of houses. 

Explanations for differences are relevant for the aim because depending on the case described 

you might get different answers on whether eco-labelling is a practical solution to reach the 

goals of sustainable housing or not.    
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Is the function and organisation of the cases best explained by sustainable development ideas 

or ecological modernization?  

This question is answered in the analytical chapter based on the case descriptions. The 

two theoretical concepts can be viewed as two branches of the broader idea of sustainable 

development (Dryzek) this is of relevance because both the Code and the Swan are referring 

to sustainable development as something the labels can contribute to achieve. The possibility 

of the cases to be fundamentally different in environmental discourse views, can give a deeper 

understanding of an answer to the aim of this study. Depending on the discourse followed the 

answer to whether eco-labelling of houses is practical or not could be different.  

The method to analyse the case descriptions is to look for the ideas presented in the 

descriptions of sustainable development and ecological modernization. The analyse focus 

mainly on the role of different actors.  

 

Role of theory and material for theory descriptions 

The theoretical framework is a set of concepts and theories chosen to be able to answer 

the aim of this study. Depending on the theory, the answer to the research questions could be 

slightly different.  

The material used to describe the theoretical framework is books and articles by various 

scholars. The articles are found by searching in scientific databases on the Internet by using 

the theory itself as search word. When looking for material for theory description I had to be 

selective and choosing those descriptions that gave me useful tools for analysis. It is possible 

that the selection process of first the books and articles and then the selection of text parts 

including my own interpretations of the text, might give a subjective picture of what the 

theory really wants to say. To avoid this reliability issue as much as possible I have tried to be 

both general and specific when describing the theoretical ideas.   

 

Limitations  

This study does not aim to cover all the efforts of sustainable housing in the UK and in 

Sweden. It does not either aims to give a deeper understanding of sustainable housing other 

then from the cases. The description of sustainable housing in its wide sense aims to capture 

the various aspects of the concept in order to put eco-labelling of houses in its context.  

 

 

 



 11 

The background on eco-labelling 

To be able to compare the cases in terms of being eco-labels and both EU members, a 

background on eco-labelling in general is provided as well as a description of the relationship 

between the countries and the eco-label in the EU-the flower.    

 

1.5 Disposition of the paper 

After an introduction of the paper and its subject, the second chapter gives a background 

on eco-labelling in general in order to understand the context of the cases and their role as 

policy instruments. Chapter three presents the theoretical concepts that are used for analysis in 

the fifth chapter. Next is the empirical findings presented which mainly consists of a 

description of the case studies, but also describes the various aspects of sustainable housing. 

These will provide the base for analyse in chapter five and for discussion in chapter six. 

Chapter six also summarize the answers to the key question. Finally, the most important 

findings are concluded in chapter seven.  

 

1.6 Earlier research 

In this section I mention two examples of earlier research on sustainable housing and 

eco-labelling of houses. Earlier research on eco-labelling can be found in the background on 

eco-labelling below as well as in the theoretical chapter. 

Scholars at the institute of Ecological and Regional Development in Dresden, Germany 

has compared several schemes in 1999 in Germany, the Netherlands and Great Britain that 

aims to set up criteria’s for the environmental performance of buildings. The differences 

between the schemes regarding methodology, procedures and scope will according to the 

authors give different results. They mean that this use of eco-labelling for houses could lead 

to confusion rather then to orientation that is intended. It is suggested that a European 

convention is introduced for documentation, assessment and labelling of ecological better 

building practice. (Blum et al 1999) 

In his book-A conceptual approach to Sustainable housing from 2008, Ronald Rovers  

tries to develop the concept of sustainable building by using the principle of Trias Ecologica 

(see fig 1 below) (www.sustainablebuilding.info) 

 

 

 

http://www.sustainablebuilding.info/
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Fig.1 Sustainable building field.  

Source:http://www.sustainablebuilding.info/SB.html 2008-05-23 Originally from A conceptual approach to 

Sustainable housing. Rovers, Ronald. 2008  
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2. Background on eco-labelling 

In this chapter I describe various categorizations of eco-labels that have been made as 

well as the relationship between the cases and the EU eco-label.  

 

2.1 Categorizing labels 

The International Organisation for Standardization (ISO) has developed a structure for 

categorizing environmental labelling. The three different types are all voluntary. Type Ι 

labelling is when a third party award a license authorising the use of environmental labels on 

products. The label is based on multiple criteria which indicate an overall environmental 

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

considerations. The label provides qualitative environmental information. Type ΙΙ labelling is 

a self-declared environmental claim without independent third-party certification. The ones 

using these kinds of labels and possible benefit from it are manufacturers, importers, 

distributors, retailers and vice versa. Type ΙΙΙ labelling is quantified environmental data for a 

product with pre-set categories of parameters based on the ISO 14040 series of standards. 

Rubik et al wants to further distinguish type Ι in two groups; classical ISO Type Ι 

approaches and ISO Type Ι-like labelling which include the major elements of ISO Type Ι 

systems but in some sense differs from the classical type. The major elements are according to 

Rubik et al third party verification and that the label is based on multiple criteria (Rubik et al: 

33).  

Rubik and Scheer categorize “eco-labels” as ISO Type Ι labels (Rubik&Scheer: 46).  

In its wide context eco-labels are a group within Environmental Product Information 

Schemes (EPIS) (see fig. 2 below).It provides environmental information from producers to 

other produces as well as to professional and private consumers about the environmental 

features of a product. The information can be provided in three ways; as quantitative 

information in exact figures (for example the amount of carbon dioxide emission), as 

qualitative information in written descriptions, and graphically by using various kind of 

symbols. The main point with these schemes is to make it easier for interested actors to make 

eco-friendly choices, based on the idea that information is crucial for consumer choice (Rubik 

et al 2005: 17). 
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Fig. 2 Classification of environmental product information schemes Source:  The future of eco-

labelling: making environmental product systems effective. Ed. Rubik, Frieder. Frankl, Paolo 2005 

  

 

Pedersen and Neergaard distinguish between three kinds of labels. The first type 

includes third party independent labels which are awarded by independent government or 

government approved companies. The second type includes third party labels verified by a 

financially dependent company. The criteria’s are set by an organization who receives a 

percentage of the sales of the labelled products. The third kind of labelling is first party 

labelling schemes. The labels or symbols have the producers invented themselves in order to 

get a greener image. This is called “greenwashing” since the label in fact says nothing about 

the environmental characteristics of the product (Pedersen 2006:17). 

 

2.2 The EU eco-label 

The decision to have a common eco-label in EU was made in 1992, and the first product 

criteria’s was launched in 1993. The criteria are developed by national organisations on the 

mission of the EU Commission (www.svanen.nu :a). 

The rules about the European eco-label the flower and its relation to national eco-labels 

are stated in an EU directive dated the 17
th

 July 2000. However, it does not say much more 

about the relationships then that the Commission shall develop a working plan for the 

http://www.svanen.nu/
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coordination and cooperation between the EU eco-labelling scheme and national schemes (EU 

Directive 2000).  

The working plan for 2005-2007 states that the different schemes shall be seen as 

complementary rather then competitive The “Nordic Swan“ is taken as an example when 

discussing the co-ordination between the flower and other labels in product group 

development. However, it is concluded that the co-operation has not been systematic and that 

more effort is necessary to reach “a threshold level of harmonisation” (Commission 2006:9). 

The UK does not have its own national eco labelling scheme, but is using the European 

one, the flower. There is however one eco-label, but it applies only to tourist accommodation 

and campsites. It is called the Green Tourism Business Scheme (www.defra.gov.uk :c) 

Sweden and the UK are both members of the European Union and uses the European 

eco-label the flower. In the Nordic countries the Swan is accepted by the EU as an alternative 

of the flower. In the UK the flower is run by the Department for Environment, Food and Rural 

affairs (DEFRA) (www.defra.gov.uk: a). 

 The UK joined the EU in 1973 along with Denmark and Ireland. Sweden joined in 

1995, at the same time as Finland and Austria. Iceland and Norway are the Nordic countries 

which are not members of EU (www.europa.eu:b ). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.defra.gov.uk/
http://www.defra.gov.uk/
http://www.europa.eu/
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3. Theoretical framework  

Sustainable development and ecological modernization are two concepts that can be 

considered as each representing an environmental discourse. The network approach to green 

buying is a theory of the importance of networks-applied on green buying by the authors.  

Theories of eco-labelling are conclusions made by various authors about eco-labelling 

and purchasing of sustainable houses.  

 

3.1 Sustainable development  

The concept of sustainable development has been political important ever since the 

report of the World Commission on Environment and Development (Brundtland Report 

1987). However, there are many definitions and interpretations of what the concept means 

since it was not given any sufficient detailed description in the report. A popular and general 

definition is that sustainable development is …”development that meets the needs of the 

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

It can be claimed that sustainability is very much an ethical question since there no exact 

definition of what “needs” are. Also, this definition raise questions about to what extent the 

environment should be protected. (Earthscan 1995:1-2) 

The main components of sustainability according to the Brundtland report are growth, 

the environment and equity. The thought is that these components are simultaneously possible 

(Earthscan 1995:8) 

The concept was further developed on a high political level on the United Nations 

Conference on Environment and Development in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil 1992. According to 

Kirby, O’Keefe and Timberlake, the outcome of Rio which was a declaration with 27 

principles to   achieve sustainable development, had a much stronger focus on environmental 

issues then the Brundlandt report. They also claim that the component of equity; helping the 

Third World people out of poverty, was forgotten. (Earthscan 1995:10-12) 

In the late eighties and in the beginning of 1990`s, scholars tried to operational the 

concept of sustainable development. A Swedish scholar, Svedin pointed out in 1992 that the 

sustainability concept is a contextual one. The context he is referring to is level and time 

perspectives as well as for whom it is sustainable “with regard to which system and with 

regard to which function”. According to Wäneryd, Hallin, and Hultman, the concept of 

sustainable development developed in two directions during the nineties. The first one meant 

that the concept was extent to incorporate not only ecological values but social, cultural and 
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economical dimensions as well. The other one wanted to develop the usefulness of the 

concept by creating indicators for sustainable development (Hallin et al 2002: chapter 2). 

Dryzek describes sustainable development as a concept which suggests we can have 

economic growth, ecological protection, social justice, and “intergenerational equity” –all at 

once on a global level (Dryzek 1997:121) However, it is recognized that the economic growth 

of the industrialized countries in the past is not a sustainable path, which is why the concept 

came up in the first place. In order to be sustainable, economic growth must be “…guided in 

ways that are both environmental benign and socially just” (Dryzek 1997:129). 

In his discourse analysis of sustainable development, Dryzek concludes that this concept 

takes the capitalist economy pretty much for granted. However, the natural systems are not 

seen as separated from humanity, the sustainability is both social and biological on all levels-

from local and regional to a global level. Still, the sustainability is mostly anthropocentric 

with the focus on human well-being rather then respect for values of nature. Also, Dryzek 

claim that sustainable development is a discourse for everyone. The Earth Summit’s Agenda 

21 focus on more citizen participation in environment and development decisions. The 

local/global perspective of sustainable development makes grassroots to have their role, as 

well as national governments and business actors (Dryzek 1997:130-31). 

Mawhinney believes that sustainable development is an over-used and misunderstood 

phrase. (Mawhinney 2002:5)When studying sustainable development across subject 

disciplines and across different levels of scale, Mawhinney says that there are many 

contradictions (Mawhinney2002:11). Sustainability is measured with different currencies. 

Economists measure the wealth issue of sustainability with monetary value, like the Gross 

Domestic Product (GDP). Social scientists want to measure the quality of life while 

environmentalists use “eco-footprints” to measure the misuse or over-use of resource and 

space (Mawhinney 2002: 19). Mawhinney concludes that the traditional economist view of 

debate is basic assumptions that there are such things as “sustainable growth” and 

“sustainable management” The traditionalists see the need for change as an opportunity for 

market development but without changing the fundamentals of economy. The environmental 

arguments are according to Mawhinney very diverse in the debate of what sustainable 

development should mean. Even so, a growing gap between mainstream economists and 

environmentalists has been observed (Mawhinney 2002: 48-50) There are elements of 

environmental damage that most parties agree affects the globe; like climate change, loss of 

biodiversity, pollution and loss of natural resources. However, there are issues of damaged 

that are still being debated if they are a problem or not. The overuse of water/groundwater can 
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because of the geographical distribution of fresh water sources cause problems. It is said that 

15 % of all countries receive more then 50 % of their water from areas in neighbouring 

countries. It is also estimated that by 2025, over 60 % of humanity will live in water-stressed 

areas. The level of sustainable consumption in general and waste production is also debated as 

well as to what extent environmental damage may be reversible (Mawhinney 2002:52-60) 

According to Mawhinney the WWF has always been put forward as a major source of 

inspiration for green arguments for sustainable development. However, their view of 

development has according to themselves changed as the sustainable development debate has 

moved. Now they include issue like the link between poverty and environmental policy in 

their work for development (Mawhinney 2002:50-51). 

Hopwood et al has produced a mapping of political and scientific views of sustainable 

development. It is constructed along two axes-the level of socio-economic concerns and 

environmental concerns (see fig. 3 below) 

 

Fig.3 Mapping sustainable development views Source: Mawhinney, Mark. Sustainable Development. 

Understanding the green debates. Blackwell Science Ltd. 2002 p.64 (Originally from Hopwood et al 2001) 
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Baker, Kousis, Richardson and Young sees possibilities in viewing sustainable 

development as a social and political construct rather then an analytic concept which needs a 

specific definition. The authors want to compare the phrase with concepts as “democracy”, 

“liberty” and “social justice”, which in their nature cannot have one definition but anyhow are 

concepts with “core ideas” which got general political acceptance (Baker et al 1997:6-7). 

The diversity of policy options associated with different meanings of sustainable 

development is according to the authors’ best being seen in terms of a Ladder. They identify 

four different approaches to sustainable development in advanced industrial societies. These 

are in their basic philosophy anthropocentric or biocentric, and those being there between. 

The approaches differ in nine different aspects. These are: role of economy and nature of 

growth, geographical focus, nature, policies and sectoral integration, technology, institutions, 

policy instruments and tools, redistribution, civil society (Baker et al 1997:9). 

 

The treadmill approach 

This approach view development as an extension of Western capitalism and is 

categorized by Baker et al as being the most anthropocentric one. It is believed that human 

ingenuity can through technology and other measures solve environmental and technical 

problems. The nature is only a utility source to benefit the economic system. With other 

words the view on sustainable development is that it has the same meaning as sustainable 

growth. Therefore the policy tools aims at maximising production and growth. The 

geographical focus is the global markets and the global economy. The dialogue between the 

state and environmental movements is very limited (Baker et al 1997:9, 12). 

 

Weak sustainable development 

Just as the treadmill approach the objective of the weak sustainable development 

approach is economic growth, but with the difference that the environmental costs is taken 

into consideration in the economic procedures. This approach is associated with David Pearce 

and his Pearce Report from 1989. Pearce argues that the principles of neo-classic economics 

can be applied to the solution of environmental problems. The view on nature is that 

environment is a measurable resource. It is said by Pearce that the use rate of the environment 

should not exceed its capital value. The authors argue that within this approach the use of 

finite resources is replaced by the exploitation of renewable resources. It is further argued that 

the dialogue with the civil society is only top-down, resulting in ignorance of local 
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experiences. A key target for policy is environmental conservation and removal of waste 

(Baker et al 1997:9, 13-14).  

 

Strong sustainable development 

In contrasts to the approaches above which sees economic development as the 

precondition for environmental protection, the view of the strong sustainable development 

approach is that environmental protection is the precondition for economic development. To 

protect the environment a wide range of policy tools and mechanisms are used. Also, local 

communities are involved when discussing their local economy and environment. The focus is 

less on “quantitative growth” and more on “qualitative growth”, as the authors put it. 

However, the objective is still economic growth. Compared to the weak model of sustainable 

development, the strong model is taking account a wider range of social issues and is having a 

broader range of sustainable development indicators. Also, the strong model promotes 

environmental policy integration across sectors while the weak model is sector- driven. This 

approach can when developed further be seen as “ecological modernization” (see 3.2 below) 

(Baker et al 1997:9, 15-16). 

 

The ideal model 

This model is considered to be the most biocentric / ecocentric of the four approaches to 

sustainable development. It promotes a structural change in the society, the economy, the 

political systems and the humankind attitude towards nature. The biocentric view means that 

the totality of life on earth is concerned rather then only the human life.  

Baker et al are talking about the importance of a “bottom-up involvement” in the 

promotion of sustainable development. They say that within this ideal model and to some 

extent within strong sustainable development (above), will mean sacrifices for the population 

including accepting a reduction in levels of consumption. Policies would require changes in 

the structure of the entire way of life. Because of the radical changes of life needed, local 

participation in the development of policies is crucial to get public support from the citizens. 

If changes are done in an authoritarian way the shift will never be sustainable. Therefore is 

voluntariness a success factor for sustainable development policies, however difficult to 

implement politically (Baker et al 1997:23).  
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3.2 Ecological modernization  

According to Hallin, Hultman, and Wäneryd the environmental discourse of ecological 

modernization was an answer to the problems scholars faced when trying to operational 

sustainable development. Ecological modernisation contextualizes sustainability into our 

current society. However, ecological modernisation is not about the low energy society and 

cutting down on our way of living. This discourse is about the belief on technology and future 

innovations to solve environmental problems. Ecological modernisation means that 

environmental problems do not need to be negative: it can be start points for new innovations 

and useful for marketing. Hallin et al point out that with ecological modernization sustainable 

development does not need to be defined by moral aspects or life style aspects. Somewhat the 

responsibility has been moved from the individual to companies and business by setting the 

level of sustainability into the design of products, processes, neighbourhoods and cities. 

(Hallin et al 2002: chapter 2). 

Just as Hallin et al do, Dryzek sees ecological modernization as a more précised 

discourse of sustainability then sustainable development. The discourse looks for political 

change and green production technology that goes beyond the industrial society. The 

modernization will occur through seeing the opportunities of making money in environmental 

friendly solutions (Dryzek 1997: 121). 

The idea of ecological modernization was identified by two German social scientists in 

the early 1980’s, Huber and Jänicke, who saw its development in Germany. Dryzek describes 

the idea of ecological modernization as a restructuring of the capitalist political economy 

along more environmentally sound lines. This would be done through building in 

environmental criteria into the re-design of the political-economic system. However, it would 

not be done through relying on market forces by promoting good environmental outcomes. 

Conscious intervention is needed, but not intervention by government imposing policy 

measures on industry. As said above, the key to ecological modernization is that there is 

money in it for business. This said, government intervention in the traditional fashion is not 

needed-industry itself is enthusiastic to cooperate in the design and implementation of policy. 

So how can environmentally policy being good for business? Dryzek mentions five aspects 

(Dryzek 1997:141-42): 

 Pollution is a sign of waste. Less waste means more efficient production.  

 Solving environmental problems in the future instead in the present may be far more 

expensive for both business and government 
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 Workers might happily sacrifice wages and salaries in order to get a better 

environment 

 There is money to be made in selling green goods and services through the demand of 

consumers 

 Profits can be made by selling pollution prevention and abatement products 

 

Dryzek points out that ecological modernization is not purely about technical 

improvements and business cooperation, but also about long term political commitment. This 

requires “…foresight, attacking problems at the origins, holism, greater valuation of scarce 

nature, and the precautionary principle” (Dryzek 1997:143). 

Dryzek is referring to Hajer and Christoff who has been describing radical variants of 

ecological modernization in the late 1990’s. Hajer describes one extreme variant as techno-

corporatist ecological modernization, whereas the issue is only treated in technical terms. To 

implement new technology a managerial structure is needed, which would be supplied by the 

corporatist state. That would also mean an openness of the state to the findings of 

environmental scientists and engineers. Dryzek sees the description by Christoff of a “weak” 

ecological modernization as related to one described above. This weak variant would be 

characterized by an emphasis on technological solutions to environmental problems. The 

policy making would be of technocratic/corporatist style with the elite of scientists, 

economists and politicians working in close collaboration with each other.  The modernization 

analysis and the use of it are restricted to the already privileged countries and the poorer 

countries left out of it. In contrast, “strong” ecological modernization would as described by 

Christoff, consider a more broad-ranging change to society’s institutional structure and 

economic system to make them more responsive to ecological concerns. A more open and 

democratic decision making system would increase authentic and competent communication 

about environmental affairs among a broad variety of participants. The concerns for 

development are on an international level. When conceptualizing ecological development it is 

done to give orientation, rather then to provide a single correct view. Dryzek sees the strong 

ecological modernization view as consistent with reflexive ecological modernization as 

described by Hajer: “By reflexive Hajer means processes of political and economic 

development that proceed on the basis of a critical self-awareness” In detail this could mean 

that  the development itself is the subject to continued monitoring and control. The expert and 

governments are not considered as always knowing the best, reflexive ecological 

modernization is with other words –“for everyone”(Dryzek 1997:147-148). 
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Dryzek is doing a discourse analysis of ecological modernization in the same way he 

analysed the sustainable development discourse. He concludes that ecological modernization 

is a system approach which refers to the complex system of interrelationship between 

consumption, production, resource depletion and pollution. However it still sees nature as a 

waste treatment plan. Also, like sustainable development limits to growth is an ignored issue, 

as well as the capitalist political economy is taken for granted. Unlike sustainable 

development, de-emphasis of the state is not promoted. Ecological modernization does not 

mean a focus on international efforts and political grassroots. Dryzek also sees ecological 

modernization as an anthropocentric discourse, naturally seeing environmental protection and 

economic prosperity “properly proceeding hand-in-hand”  The key agents in ecological 

modernization does Dryzek identify as governments, business, reform-oriented 

environmentalists, and scientists. Their motivation for reform is the common good and public 

interest. When it comes to the concept itself Dryzek says that “modernization” as 

“development” in sustainable development is connected to progress. Both ecological 

modernization and sustainable development gives us reassurance that no tough choices need 

to be made between economic growth and environmental protection (Dryzek 1997:144-46). 

 

3.3 Path dependency  

 Simply put is path dependence the idea that decisions taken in the past limit the scope 

of decisions in the present, and so also the future (Cini 2003: 421) 

The concept of path dependency was first used in the 1980`s and 1990`s to explain why 

certain technologies might stay dominant in the market place despite possibilities of new and 

better technologies. It has also been used to explain institutional change. According to Kirk, 

Reeves and Blackstock “…theories of path dependency state that when choices must be made 

the option most likely to be chosen is that which most closely resembles existing practice or 

previous choices” In the end of the 1950’s decision making processes like this was described 

as “incrementalism”. Either is a choice built directly on decisions made before, or just 

incremental changes are made. In this way it is highly unlikely that there will be a radical 

change to existing practice (Blackstock et al 2007:252). 

 To explain path dependency Blackstock et al are talking about the educational effect the 

information within a system (as in system theory) has on the individuals within it. The 

systems only receive such information that fits within their normative framework or 

reformulates the information to fit with the framework. This educational effect would raise 
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the costs of acquiring new information and switching to new approaches. Blackstock et al 

concludes that path dependency points out the fact that the longer information remains within 

a system the greater the educational effect it will have (Blackstock et al 2007:253). 

Also, the choice points in decision-making are according to path dependency points at 

which a new path could be chosen. As already mentioned above, the educational effect can 

raise the switching costs. These switching costs are important says Blackstock et al since the 

cheapest approaches are most likely ”… to be those which most closely resemble approaches 

already taken, as information on them will already be available or will be relatively easy to 

assimilate” The effect of this would be that certain policy choices seems more obvious to 

choose then others. Blackstock et al states that:  

 

“The effect of path dependency is thus that an existing regulatory path is more likely to be 

followed than a new one takenöeven though the new path would deliver better results, such as 

more effective protection of the environment” (Blackstock et al 2007:254). 

 

They also comment that path dependency highlight the importance of the starting point 

from which a decision is made. The decisions are according to the theory very much 

influenced by institutional history and preceding decisions. This means that at the root of any 

new approach lays existing approaches. Also, the institutional history will determine to a 

certain extent what information is available, as well as who is employed and what skills the 

employees have. 

Blackstock et al point out that selectivity in involvement in the regulatory process might 

be problematic if they lead to exclusion or marginalisation of particular academic disciplines. 

For example, if a narrow range of disciplines and interest groups are invited to participate in 

regulatory activities, the best regulatory solution to a problem may unintentionally be 

excluded when the representatives rely on their disciplinary commitments and are not 

considering all the options possible (Blackstock et al 2007:255). 

 

Furlong and March refer to the concept of path dependency as having a broader scope of 

time then the researcher usually have when starting the research at “point zero”. When trying 

to explain present decisions or to predict decisions the attention is drawn to the impact of 

decisions prior to point zero, and also in which the institutional frameworks lock actors into 

particular set of choices (Furlong March 2002: 39). 
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3.4 A Network approach to green buying  

Johnson et al form a network approach to green buying through a literature review. De 

Boer describes the role of the same main actors as Johnson et al do, and is then included in the 

description of a network approach to green buying.   

It is said by Johnsen et al that since that only 2% of goods and services purchased in the 

UK are sustainable, and has stayed so for two years (numbers from 2005), there are clearly 

“…substantial barriers to green purchase and consumption which are not yet fully 

understood” The authors believe that among the literature of consumer behaviour research 

and strategic business research, there has been little attempt to view consumers, business, and 

other stakeholders as interdependent  actors within a network.  

As a comment to the presence of path dependency, the authors say: 

“Therefore, change in networks tends not to happen overnight, but rather finds it way into parts of the network 

in an evolutionary manner. The trend towards „buying green‟- a radical, and potentially disruptive, innovation – 

is likely to find its way into networks through pressures that stem from various parts of the networks” (Johnsen 

et al 2007:3). 

Johnson et al identifies three key network actors; business, consumers and government. 

The same grouping and their relationship is described in the Sustainable Consumption 

Roundtable’s report from 2006 called “I will if you will” The title is referring to that 

consumers will make sustainable purchasers as long as business provide products and services 

which offer value for money,  and also that governments create tax incentives. In the report it 

is said that citizens and business are “…ready to act on the challenge of sustainable 

consumption” It is said that people, business and government are the cornerstones in a 

triangle of change (see fig. 4) Business will act in a sustainable manner if it puts them at a 

competitive advantage and if government does not are punitive in regulation. Further will 

business as well as consumers be green if the government demonstrates environmentally 

friendly practices. It is the government that is best suited to co-ordinate a collective approach 

to change, through an enabling policy framework. The relationship between these actors is 

that they are co-dependent in the way that they can not by themselves or even two together 

lead on the sustainable consumption alone. Johnson et al apply this network picture to green 

purchasing with the actors government, consumers, and organisations as the most important 

ones (Johnsen et al 2007:1-5). 
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Fig.4 The triangle of change Source: Sustainable Consumption Roundtable (2006) I will if you will: 

Towards sustainable consumption. National Consumer Council & Sustainable Development Commission. 

(Johnsen et al 2007:5) 

 

 

Government and business 

 As said above, the government is seen as having the key role in the leading to green 

behaviour amongst business and consumers. The government can do so by buying green 

themselves, and provide regulatory frameworks that encourage business to supply green. 

Johnson et al claim that much research indicates that government regulation is the major drive 

for companies’ environmental efforts. However, business to business pressure can also affect 

the greening of products and services through competitiveness for the business customers 

among the suppliers. It is argued that the long-term supply chain perspective of customer 

demand makes it most likely to succeed in environmental management. Scholars claim that 

organisations motivated by competitiveness are actively pushing environmental issues in the 

organisation and innovates “ecologically benign” products to enhance their position in the 

market. (Johnsen et al 2007:3-8). 

Government might implement labelling systems as part of policies to achieve 

sustainable development objectives. De Boer says that the government as a policymaker can 

use labelling and certification schemes as tools to create incentives for business to change the 

market in a more sustainable direction. De Boer consider establishment of mandatory 
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labelling laws as a well known government intervention. If labelling and in which form of 

labelling is an appropriate tool for the specific issue will among other things depend on the 

regulatory context and its matching socio-cultural tradition.  

Some observers claim that labelling often represents a short-term solution to a difficult 

regulatory problem. Labelling can also be used as a government strategy to gradually 

increasing pressure on consumers and producers to steer their behaviour in a particular 

direction. A way to do this is to start with a voluntary labelling as “...a precursor to 

mandatory labelling” (De Boer 2003:260-61).   

 

Organisations 

De Boer describes labelling as a way for companies to improve its competitive position 

in the market. This position is aiming for either short-term profits or long-term profits. De 

Boer points out that this does not mean strong competition in all cases. For a company there 

might be circumstances when it is more to its advantage to collaborate with others then 

proceeding on its own. De Boer believes this situation applies to labelling and certification 

since it involves both competitive and co-operative aspects. The incentives for organisations 

to improve its environmental and social performance will also depend on various kind of 

societal pressure (De Boer 2003:258).  

Internal business pressure can affect the supply and green purchasing of organisations 

according to Johnsen et al. This pressure is about personal commitments of individuals to 

ethical and sustainable ends. A study from 2000 by Bansal and Roth has shown that 

organisations motivated by ecological responsibility often refer to a single individual who had 

“championed their ecological responses” The lack of such commitment within firms can be an 

obstacle. Studies from the end of 1990’s and 2001 have shown that “environmental illiteracy” 

or lack of management commitment is a key obstacle in the implementation of environmental 

initiatives Johnsen et al further identifies the relatively new business responsibility Corporate 

Social Responsibility (CSR) as internal business pressure. CSR is defined as actions that 

appear to further some social good beyond the interests of the firm and what is required by 

law. Example of such action could be donations to environmental interest groups and the use 

of ecologically benign office products. Johnsen et al claim that consumers are increasingly 

showing a preference for companies that demonstrates CSR (Johnsen et al 2007: 9-10). 

Orsato sees eco-branding as one of four different competitive environmental strategies 

for companies. The others are eco-efficiency, “environmental cost leadership” and “beyond 

compliance leadership” Eco-efficiency is about reducing waste and saving money in that 
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way. The strategy of being beyond compliance could be to differentiate itself by being the 

first firm to certify its environmental management system. These two strategies are within the 

organisational processes compared to the two other strategies which are competitive by 

differentiate the products and services of the firm. Environmental costs leadership is about 

offering the customer “…a reduced packaging, reduced-price product…”, and eco-branding 

is when the firm creates an eco-brand and is offering the customer “emotional resonance” 

Johnsen et al claims Orsato believes that these four strategies can work independently of each 

other (Johnsen et al 2007:7-8 ). 

 De Boer believes that a company’s decision to label and certificate its products can be a 

mixture of both competitive and collaborative strategies aiming at short-term or long-term 

profits. A collective membership of a certification scheme may serve the purpose of 

differentiating a product at lower costs then another marketing strategy. However, companies 

within a sector might also choose not to compete with each other in order to avoid additional 

costs and protect their image (De Boer 2003: 258).        

 

Consumers 

When it comes to individual consumer behaviour, several scholars are talking about the 

green consumer who can be defined in terms of values, attitudes and lifestyles. These green 

consumers are said to constitute a maximum of 20% of the population. The challenge would 

be to encourage green behaviour by a greater proportion of the population. Costs are 

suggested to be the biggest barrier for potential green purchasers.  Factors suggested among 

scholars that would encourage non-green consumers to buy green are eco-literacy (diminish 

the lack of knowledge), perception of value, availability, convenience and trust.   

Choice-editing is a way for organisations to steer consumers towards green choices, 

which is about restricting consumer choice. Choice can be confusing for the consumer and 

only be beneficial up to a certain level. Eco-branding can help organisations to do this, by for 

example only sell organic food in their stores.  Much research concludes that there is a 

significant gap between consumers’ claimed attitudes to green consumption and their actual 

behaviour. Even though these claims often are translated as consumer demand, the extent to 

which consumers is willing to and able to buy products with green and social claims”…is a 

contentious issue” (Johnsen et al 2007:10-11). 

This is also claimed by Pedersen et al who says that evaluations of environmental 

labelling schemes support the theory that there is a lack of consistency between environmental 
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consciousness and actual behaviour. It is hence harder to predict market impact of 

environmental labelling then suggested by over simplified models of green consumerism.     

Pedersen continues with discussing why consumers who sometimes are acting as green 

consumers not are doing this in a consistent way. Factors not mentioned by Johnsen et al 

above are credibility issues, green washing (people buy products that they think are eco-

labelled) (see also p), “green “consumers are green just because they buy certain eco-

products “on routine basis”, “green” consumers change patterns depending on their money 

situation, professional purchasers behave differently then private consumers (more inclined), 

some “green” consumers buy labelled products unintentionally. The first mentioned reason 

for inconsistent purchasing behaviour was credibility issues. That would be about trusting the 

label and the company selling the product. An example of lack f trust is a study from 2001 by 

Peattie. The conclusions of the study claim that 90 % of the UK consumers had a sceptical 

attitude towards green promotional campaigns. This could according to Pedersen et al explain 

the difference between consumer green purchasing and their claims about caring for the 

environment (Pedersen et al 2006:21).   

 For the consumer labelling means the ability to see the difference between more or less 

sustainable practices. Marketers then expect the consumer to choose the labelled products 

instead of others. However, just as Johnsen et al and Pedersen et al de Boer believes that this 

way of thinking is too simple. In practice the consumer very often says that they are 

concerned about sustainability issues but their actual purchasing behaviour becomes a 

disappointment for companies supplying “green” products. De Boer is explaining this with 

that the consumer is having “mixed motives” He is saying that consumers who purchase 

ecologically ethically motivated choice in one product group may not do so in another. De 

Boer continues with saying that companies should pay more attention to what kind of green 

products consumers really wants. One way to do this is to present its environmental qualities 

as one of its self-evident qualities rather then its main selling –point. Another reason for lack 

of green purchasing could be that the consumers and the producers have different 

understanding of what sustainability means. Such a gap could be confusing for the consumer 

what the label really means. Also, because of bad reputation of green claims in the early 

nineties, many consumers have become sceptical about company behaviour (De Boer 

2003:58). 
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Fig. 5 Buying green: A network perspective, showing different actors and drivers in the 

network Source: Johnsen, Thomas. Nairn, Agnes. Walker, Helen. Xin Xu, Susanna. A Network approach to 

understanding”Green Buying” A literature review. Competitive paper.  2007 p.14 

 

 

 

The shift to buying green requires change across entire networks according to Johnsen et 

al. In a macro context green purchasing can be viewed as a part of ethical consumption and 

CSR. This broader framework has an impact on both consumer and organisational behaviour 

in the sector context whereas green purchasing is regulated by the government or initiated by 

organisations as a way to differentiate their products (Johnsen et al 2007:13-14)  

De Boer is saying that sustainability labelling is closely connected to the pressure 

generated by all kinds of actors in the society. Since this pressure is not the same in all sectors 

and industries de Boer thinks that it is not feasible to draw generalizing conclusions on the 

effectiveness of labelling and certification schemes (De Boer 2003:63).   
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3.5 Theories of eco-labelling  

Joop de Boer have a certain categorization of eco-labels that is not purely about the 

organisational structure (as categorizations in chapter 2.1) He uses the phrase “sustainability 

labelling schemes” to describe a whole set of different labels. De Boer says that these 

schemes differ from other quality assurances in the way that the qualities referred to are not 

only relevant from a private perspective, such as human health issues. It is also relevant from 

a public perspective, with values like biodiversity and social justice. A problem for a 

company willing to take social responsibility is the translation of sustainability development 

into their activities. As De Boer puts it: 

“It refers to long-term balances between ecological, economic, and social processes at the 

level of the society as a whole and makes it difficult to fully specify what sustainability ideally 

means at the level of a particular product, production process or producer” (De Boer 2003: 

255). 

In the absence of a complete ideal model there are two strategies that can be chosen; the 

first one is to identify relevant ideals, however limited, like for example “recycling”. The 

second one is to identify some significant “ills” to escape. The dependence on pesticide use 

could be an example. De Boer believes that the sustainability labelling schemes can be 

distinguished between labels that are used as a benchmark to achieve ideals or labels that are 

used as a bottom line to avoid ills. Further he distinguishes between generic labels and sector-

specific labels. The generic labels are multi-sector labels that have the same label for different 

product categories. These two distinguishes results in four different categories. De Boer is 

having examples of labels for all of them. The EU eco-label (the flower) is said to be a 

generic label functioning as a benchmark. Energy consumption labels are sector specific 

labels also functioning as benchmarks. Dolphin safe labels, no sweat labels and green 

electricity labels are also sector-specific but with the difference that they are used as a bottom 

line to avoid specific ills. Organic labels and the fair trade label are seen as generic labels 

used as a bottom line to avoid specific ills (De Boer 2003:254-57). 

De Boer says that it has been argued that multi-sector labels are suitable for product 

sectors where standards can easily be defined and where no controversial political issue 

exists. De Boer continues with saying that sector specific labels have been developed for more 

complex products and products that avoid particular ills. De Boer argues that multi-sector 

eco-labels meant to achieve “ideals” have been heavily criticized because of the lack of 

accepted methodology to clearly distinguish individual products across an entire product 
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category. Also, it has been criticized that the standards cannot anticipate what will develop 

tomorrow, and that the standards instead becomes barriers to innovation (De Boer 2003:257).  

It is also argued that eco-labelling might be counterproductive because it does not 

support environmental strategies as consuming less, buying second hand, using products for a 

longer time etc(De Boer 2003:263). 

Svane is writing about what opportunities there are for Nordic households to affect 

sustainable housing. One opportunity might be to move to another dwelling by selecting from 

the existing stock. He is saying that in principle the individual household can choose a 

dwelling that is better than the average when it comes to sustainability aspects. However, a 

dwelling with such characteristics might be hard to find, especially since many other aspects 

are considered when a household moves. Svane is saying that there is an evident goal conflict 

and that the objectives of sustainability are “…seldom the first priority” Also, the household 

as a consumer gives only an indirect influence since a move has no direct influence on the 

environmental performance of the housing stock. However, Svane is pointing out that in the 

long run, moves undertaken by environmentally aware residents might generate a demand for 

more sustainable buildings. Stakeholders in the housing market might respond to this in the 

construction of new buildings and in the refurbishment or maintenance of buildings (Svane 

2001: 52-53). 

 Jonathan Ball believes that ISO 140000 should be the management system for the 

construction field rather then eco-labelling, based on the environmental impact the building 

has during its life time. Ball would not consider a building as a product, but as a process (Ball 

2002). 

Recent research (2004) made by the Dutch national Sustainable building centre 

concludes that sustainable building is not more expensive then traditional building. However, 

as the author notes-this information is rarely used when promoting sustainable housing (Van 

Hal 2007) 

Rubik et al distinguish between three products groups for EPIS; consumable goods, 

durable goods and services. The durable goods are divided in energy- consuming and energy 

–passive goods. Housing is considered as an energy-consuming good which main 

environmental impact along its life-cycle is in the use-phase. With other words; the 

environmental impact is generated mainly by the user (Rubik et al 2005b: 266).  

Energy-consuming durable goods need according Rubik et al to focus primarily on the 

use-phase in the labelling criteria. It is believed that the complexity in the present criteria for 

white goods in ISO Type Ι labels is a major factor for their failure. Rubik et al argue that eco-
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labelling only using a symbol with no text is insufficient for this product group. Also, the 

EPIS should also give guidance to consumers how to best use the product, otherwise the 

environmental benefits caused by the production might be eliminated. The main stakeholders 

for this product group category are the users, producers and distributors. The distributors have 

a role in informing and educating the consumers and putting a pressure on the producers 

(Rubik et al 2005b: 269-70).   

Rubik et al concludes that factors for success or failure for an eco-labelling scheme is 

mostly specific for the product group. Costs, fees, and credibility factors are general factors 

while the criteria and format of the EPIS along with the stakeholders and market are specific 

for the product group (Rubik et al 2005b: 264).   
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4. Empiric result 

This chapter presents the findings of the study in four parts. First the concept of 

sustainable housing is investigated in order to find its various aspects. The description of 

sustainable housing in the UK and in Sweden is included to get a picture of national work of 

sustainable housing. The countries chosen seem suitable because it is where the cases are 

situated. However, these descriptions are not part of the case studies and not object for 

analysis other then representing aspects of sustainable housing. Second, the cases are 

described in two separate parts. The fourth and last part is a descriptive comparison of the 

criteria categories of the Code for Sustainable Homes and the Swan label for small houses.  

 

4.1 Sustainable housing 

4.1.1 The EU and the global arena 

The concept of sustainable housing or sustainable building is in use on different levels 

internationally and regionally with different perspectives.  

In UNEP (United Nations Environment Programme) they talk about the concept as 

involving technical and non-technical aspects. Initially sustainable building focused on 

technical issues such as materials, constructions strategies and energy related design concepts. 

It is claimed that sustainable building and construction now also involve non-technical aspects 

as economic and social sustainability as well as cultural heritage.  

In one of the research themes in the EU called Energy, Environment and Sustainable 

development, research on urban planning is done in terms of sustainable construction and 

cultural heritage. SHE is a project that is testing the feasibility of sustainable housing and is 

performed in eight European cities. The project ends in 2008 and is then said to provide 

construction and planning advises for “designers, citizens and policy-makers”(ec.europa.eu 

:a). 

The OECD has had a project on the matter of sustainable building and houses. In the 

first phase of the project the focus was on environmental performance on individual buildings. 

The European Ministers conference on sustainable building and houses in June 2002 

concludes that not only new buildings should be sustainable but it is also required that the 

condition of existing building stock should be improved.  The World conference concludes 

that the starting point of sustainable housing strategies should be on existing building stock 

and on “rehabilitation of neighbourhoods”. Therefore the second phase of the project focuses 

on a broader perspective which is Sustainable Use of Building Stock (SUBS). This means that 
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buildings should meet economic and social demands for a long period of time. The objectives 

are to reduce material use in the building sector, reduce energy use in the construction process 

as well as reducing the demand for new development in the suburban areas (OECD/IEA 2004: 

9). 

The International Initiative for a Sustainable Built Environment (iiSBE) is an 

international non-profit organisation who aims to facilitate and promote the movement 

towards a global sustainable built environment. They are together with CIB the founder of 

Sustainable Building world –conference series (www.iisbe.eu and www.iisbe.org)  

The world SB conferences have been held every three year, gathering the world leading 

technical experts and researchers on sustainable built environments. The next one to be held is 

in 2008 the 21
st
 to 25

th
 of September in Melbourne, Australia. Speakers of the conference can 

talk about topics in the diagram below (see fig 6) (www.sb08.org).   

 

Fig. 6 Topics of the World Conference on Sustainable Building and Construction 2008.  

Source: http://www.sb08.org/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=22&Itemid=39 2008-05-23 

 

 

The EU (research) has developed a strategy for sustainable cities. The European 

Commission adopted the Thematic Strategy on the Urban Environment the 11
th

 January 2006. 

(ec.europa.eu: b). In the strategy under the subject of synergy with climate change policies it 

said that sustainable construction improves energy efficiency and so also a decrease in carbon 

dioxide emissions. Local authorities can promote and enforcing standards where possible and 

adopting best practices for their own buildings. Also said is that retrofitting of existing 

buildings is of significant importance. Further the Commission strongly 

http://www.iisbe.eu/
http://www.iisbe.org/
http://www.sb08.org/
http://www.sb08.org/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=22&Itemid=39
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recommends”…Member States, regional and local authorities to develop programmes to 

promote sustainable construction in their cities”  

The Commission has mandated the European Standardisation Organisation (CEN) to 

develop methods to assess the integrated environmental performance(beyond energy 

efficiency) of buildings to be able to compare buildings across Europe and to encourage 

exchange of best practices (Thematic Strategy on the Urban Environment 2006: 8-9). 

 

4.1.2 The UK and sustainable housing 

In the area of sustainable development the UK government has identified four priority 

areas. These are: Sustainable consumption and Production, Climate change and Energy, 

Natural Resource Protection, Environmental Enhancement and Sustainable Communities.  

(www.sustainable-development.gov.uk).  

In the area of climate change, households are seen as one of six broad sectors that need 

policies to reduce carbon emissions (UK Sustainable strategy chapter on climate change 

2005:79) 

Sustainable communities is said to be about integrating the delivery of social, economic 

and environmental goals into a co-ordinated approach that work for everyone (UK 

Sustainable development strategy chapter on sustainable communities 2005:19) 

 

From the 3
rd

 April 2008 the proposal of Eco-towns is on the web for open consultation. 

(www.communities.gov.uk: a) Eco-towns are intended to focus on three challenges; climate 

change, the need for more sustainable living and the need for increasing housing supply. The 

design of the town will seek to more sustainable approaches to living as well as providing a 

mix of tenures and sizes including 30-50% of affordable housing. One of the key criteria for 

Eco-towns would be that it is new settlements with a minimum goal of 5000 homes, distinct 

from existing towns. Another criterion is that the development as a whole should reach zero-

carbon standards, and also be a good example of at least one other environmental 

sustainability area (Eco-towns. Living a greener future 2008:8-9).    

 

BREEAM Buildings is an environment assessment method that can be used to assess the 

environmental performance of all kind of buildings, both new and existing. You can assess 

courts, industries, prisons, offices, schools and retail developments with BREEAM. 

BREEAM Ecohomes provide environmental performance rating of homes for new, converted 

http://www.sustainable-development.gov.uk/
http://www.communities.gov.uk/


 37 

or renovated homes, and covers houses, flats and apartments. Ecohomes XB is a tool for 

housing associations and housing stock managers as a stock management aid for existing 

buildings. BREEAM Bespoke is used for buildings that do not fall in either other category. 

The most BREEAM tools except Ecohomes XB use a rating of PASS, GOOD, VERY 

GOOD, or EXCELLENT (www.breeam.org: c). 

 

4.1.3 Sweden and sustainable housing 

One of the four focuses in the Swedish sustainable development strategy is to build the 

society sustainable. The government has 87 indicators of sustainable development that can be 

measured. Also, one of the Swedish 15 environmental goals is “A good built environment” 

(www.miljomal.nu) or as sometimes translated “A good urban environment”. 

The report Nordic Households and Sustainable housing by Nordic Council of Ministers 

2002 focus only on environmental sustainability. The author Örjan Svane is defining 

environmental sustainability of housing as the “metabolism of housing”, meaning the 

exchange of resources, waste and energy and furthermore “…matter between the nature and 

the built environment” He has identified five environmental aspects where the metabolism of 

housing at present is not environmental sustainable. These aspects are also put in quantitative 

terms to illustrate the challenge of environmental sustainability for the stakeholders of 

housing. The aspects are: 

 Energy: Reduction by 40 percent, nuclear power phase- out, the share of renewable 

energy increased by 80 percent.  

 Construction Material: Reduction by 40-70 percent of materials such as steel, concrete 

and wood, and an increase in recycling. 

 Harmful substances: Total phase-out of some harmful metals and most chlorine 

compounds.  

 Water: Present use is too high, reduction as an average by 10 percent.  

 Phosphorous and Nitrogen compounds: Reduction in the use of virgin phosphorous 

material by 60-70 percent and of emission of nitrogen compounds to the oceans by 40 

percent (Svane 2002:18-19). 

 

The National Board of Housing, Building and Planning and SEPA (Swedish 

Environmental Protection Agency) were commissioned by the Government to develop 

methods and tools for the integration of environmental objectives in community planning. 

http://www.breeam.org/
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This has been done within the SAMS-project. Implications of environmental aspects in 

sustainable development were examined in comprehensive physical planning. It is said that 

the achievement of sustainable development requires the interaction of ecological, social and 

economic aspects within a physical-spatial framework. (Planning for Sustainable 

Development: 3). 

The SAMS-project developed twelve main groups of planning indicators which can 

function for all municipalities :( Planning for Sustainable Development: 19). 

 

1. Access to public transport 

2. Accessibility by bicycle and on foot 

3. Access to recreational areas 

4. Noise disturbance in building areas and green areas 

5. Reuse of exploited land  

6. Building areas with a sustainable energy supply 

7. Access to park land 

8. Access to forest, fields and wetlands 

9. Protected green areas 

10. Biological diversity 

11. Exploited cost lines and shore lines 

12. Protected areas for long-term water-supply 

 

4.2 The cases 

4.2.1 Sweden: The Swan eco- label 

Organization and criteria development 

The Swan is a Nordic eco-label that provides criteria’s for environmental standards for a 

wide range of products in the market. SIS Miljömärkning AB is a non-profit company that 

runs the eco-label on a mission from the government. The criteria have requirements in a life-

cycle perspective from raw material to waste. The future vision of the Swan is a sustainable 

society with a sustainable consumption (www.svanen.nu: b). 

The company is owned by Sveriges Standardiseringsråd (SSR) and the government. The 

purpose with the Swan is said to contribute to a sustainable consumption in order to achieve a 

sustainable society.  

http://www.svanen.nu/
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The Nordic Minister Council took the decision in 1989 to introduce the Swan. Sweden, 

Norway, Island and Finland were the four Nordic countries that was part of the decision in the 

beginning. Denmark joined later, in 1992. As a Nordic label, the Swan is run by a common 

committee. Before the committee decides on product groups and criteria, the issue is treated 

in the national committees. The Swedish labelling committee consists of representatives from: 

 Naturvårdsverket (The Swedish Environmental Protection Agency) 

 Svensk Dagligvaruhandel (The Swedish Business for everyday commodities) 

 Svenskt Näringsliv (Confederation of Swedish Enterprise) 

 Kemikalieinspektionen (The Swedish chemical inspection)  

 Friends of the Earth  

 Konsumentverket (The Consumer Agency) 

 Sveriges kommuner och landsting (Swedish Association of Local Authorities and 

Regions) 

 Energimyndigheten (Swedish Energy Agency) 

 Sveriges konsumenter (The Consumers of Sweden) 

 

The committee also treat issues regarding the EU flower. Their opinion is sent forward 

to the department which decides what the Sweden opinion is in criteria issues.   

The Swan is financed by grants from the government and income from the fees that are paid 

by the companies having Swan-labelled products. The fee is 0.3 % of the products sail per 

year. The fee varies on swan-labelled services. There is no sector- or profit interest in running 

the Swan label. Today there are 66 different product or services that can labelled with the 

Swan. Examples of services are restaurants and hotels. In Sweden there is almost 1000 

licences awarded (numbers from 2007). The requirements in the criteria are besides 

environmental aspects also requirements of quality and function. The criteria are developed in 

cooperation with experts from business, environmental organisations and authorities. Before 

any criteria’s are decided, the suggested requirements are put in an open consulting. The 

criteria are revised about every fourth year. The companies with product or service labelled 

have to meet the new requirements in order to keep their licences (De 20 vanligaste frågorna 

om Svanen 2008). 

The Swedish eco labelling committee (SMN) are responsible for the Swedish opinion in 

criteria issues for the Swan label. The members of the board are nominated by the board of 
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SIS Miljömärkning. Of the nine members of the board there is one from the NGO Friends of 

the earth.(www.svanen.nu: c). 

The criteria’s for eco-labelling of houses in Sweden has been available since March 15th 

2005 (Swan labelling of small houses 2006). 

So far three construction companies have swan labelled houses (www.svanen.nu: d) The 

first one to get the licence for swan labelling of houses was SKANSKA  in  June 14
th

 2005. 

The house type is called Uniqhus. SKANSKA can use the label on all Uniqhus that are built, 

once an inspection from SIS Miljömärkning has approved the specific house. The first 

Uniqhus was built in Malmö, Sweden and finished in the beginning of 2006 

(www.uniqhus.se). 

 

Evaluations and opinions about the label and its future 

A report from the Nordic council of ministers in 2001 called Evaluation of the 

Environmental Effects of the Swan eco-label-Final Analysis, is listing the possibilities and 

limitations of the Swan eco-label. The report concludes that benefits of the Swan as an eco-

label are that it can through criteria’s influence areas where there is no mandatory regulation 

or having stricter criteria’s then in the legislation. Also, there is room for improvements 

because of the continuous revision of the criteria. Strength of the label is its ability to 

communicate a complex message for both the consumers and for the professional purchasers 

working as a guidance tool. Limitations of the Swan are its dependence on commitment from 

the industry   (since it is voluntary) and that all products are not suitable for eco-labelling. 

Products that are not suitable are the ones where there is no environmentally advanced 

technologies/systems available to improve the products environmentally performance. What 

is called “black” products which are having strong environmental impact are not either 

suitable for eco-labelling because of credibility issues. Another limitation of the Swan is that 

it does not control the total consumption, it just influence the choice between the swan-

labelled product and the non-labelled. Also the label just set criteria’s for the producer; it does 

not control the whole life-cycle of the product such as raw material production, transportation 

and the use of the product (TemaNord 2001:64-65). 

Further in the report there are comments from organisations and other concerned parties. 

Some organisations mentioned the importance of integrating the Swan eco-label with the EU 

eco-labelling scheme, the EU flower. It is said that since more work are done on EU-level and 

because of the risk of national schemes becomes a trade barrier, it is important to harmonise 

http://www.svanen.nu/
http://www.svanen.nu/
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different national systems.  Some goes further and says that the EU flower is a first step 

towards a more global eco-labelling scheme (TemaNord 2001:74). 

The last chapter in the report come to conclusions and recommendations for future 

development of the labelling system. The first one is that the label needs more specific goals 

in order to increase the transparency of the eco-labelling activities. Another conclusion is that 

the market acceptance of the Swan is low within most product groups in the Nordic countries. 

It is also said that for several product groups other policy instruments might been the driving 

force towards reduced environmental impact. A goal for the future would be to work for 

higher market acceptance of eco-labelled products. It is concluded that the selection of 

product groups should focus on the needs of private and professional consumers, rather then 

the producers (TemaNord 2001:64-65). 

In a project aimed at developing the marketing of the Swan, an interview study was 

made with interview persons experienced with marketing of the Swan. It is said that a 

weakness for the Swan is that eco-labels in general, compared to other labels are having a 

“tedious, rational, and old-fashioned image” However, it is pointed out that even though being 

an eco-label, the Swan is an appreciated trademark. It is also discussed why the Swan is more 

successful then the EU flower. Three reasons are mentioned; far more resources have been 

used on marketing the Swan then the EU flower. Environmental awareness is higher on 

average in the Nordic countries then in Europe, which make the base conditions for marketing 

an eco-label better. Also, the Swan is used on products with higher turnover then the kind of 

products with the EU flower, which makes the Swan more visible on the market (TemaNord 

2007:64-65). 

It is also concluded in the study that the Swan should be a decision instrument for 

consumers. The role of the label is not to inform the public about the environmental problems. 

When it comes to the communication with business partners, it is said that possible increased 

sale in the product with the Swan label should not be put forward as an argument. It is pointed 

out that the Swan itself does not boost the sale of the product; “The label is just one of many 

instruments that the manufacturer can use to inform the consumer about their environmental 

commitment. It improves the company‟s competitiveness and image as a responsible actor in 

the market and in the society” (TemaNord 2007:57). 

In Sweden the market for low energy houses is increasing through a growing interest 

among construction companies. According to a market overview from 2007 several of the 

companies having low energy house projects, have decided to only build those kinds of 

houses in the future. (Marknadsöversikt för passivhus och lågenergihus i Sverige 2007:4) 
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Fig. 7 The Swan eco-label  

 

 

 

4.2.2 The UK: The Code for Sustainable Homes 

Organization and development of criteria 

In the UK, The Code for Sustainable Homes is a national standard for sustainable design 

and construction of new homes. It was available for use from April 2007. The Code measures 

the sustainability performance by a rating system(www.communities.gov.uk: b) The home 

can be rated from one to six stars. The Code has been a voluntary standard, but the 27 

February 2008 the Government confirmed that it will be mandatory for all new homes to be 

rated against the Code from 1 May 2008. The Code is a part of a package of measures for the 

decrease of carbon. It also replaces the earlier Ecohomes scheme 

(www.planningportal.gov.uk)  

In the proposal from ODPM for introducing a code for sustainable homes, it is said that 

the idea is to present the house buyers with a choice in their purchasing power; to buy a more 

sustainable house or a house less sustainable. This is based on the thought that people are 

concerned about the climate change both globally and at home. Using the public willingness 

to obtain sustainability could then be an alternative to regulation (www.communities.gov.uk: 

c). 

The implementation of the Code is managed by BRE Global Ltd (Code for sustainable 

homes 2008) On the BREEAM website (BRE Environmental assessment method) it is said 

that the Code is an environmental assessment method for new homes based upon the BRE 

Ecohomes scheme. The aim with the Code is to protect the environment “...with sustainability 

in mind”. BRE and CLG (Communities and Local Government) have worked closely together 

with details of the Code criteria (www.breeam.org: d) In the Code proposal it also said the 

Government has been working with CIRIA and others to develop the Code. Further in the 

proposal it is said the Code deals in principle with the sustainability of the home and its 

development and not with sustainability of the surrounding area, since this would be a 

planning issue. ODPM is part funding a WWF and BRE initiative to develop region- specific 

http://www.communities.gov.uk/
http://www.planningportal.gov.uk/
http://www.communities.gov.uk/
http://www.breeam.org/
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Sustainability Checklists for Developments. The aim is to provide a tool for planners and 

developers to assess sustainability performance. The idea to introduce the Code came from 

the Sustainable Buildings Task group (SBTG). The task group with non-governmental 

members wrote a report called “Better buildings-Better lives” The idea of new sustainable 

homes in the UK originated in the Government’s Energy White paper called “Our energy 

future-creating a low carbon economy”. The recommendation from the SBTG was taken 

forward by a Senior Steering Group (SSG) under the chairmanship of ODPM. 

(www.communties.gov.uk: d). 

The proposal for the Code was a consultation paper to which the public could respond 

to. The consultation officially closed on 6
th

 March 2006. Then had 444 formal responses been 

received. The consultation paper was published online the 5
th 

December 2005 

(www.communities.gov.uk: e). 

 

The mandatory rating against the Code does not mean that it is mandatory to build a 

Code home or to have a new home assessed against the Code. It means that all buyers of new 

homes get information about the sustainability of the home. The house builder can either build 

a Code home and provide the buyer with a Code certificate stating the star rating of the home, 

or not pay for an assessment and instead provide the buyer with a nil-rated certificate of non-

assessment (www.communities.gov.uk: f). BRE Global Ltd and Stroma Ltd are licensed to 

train and accredit Code assessors. The assessments are performed at two stages-at the design 

stage and at post construction (www.communities.gov.uk: g). Stroma Accreditation Ltd was 

the first organisation to be awarded a sub-licence by BRE Global to provide training and 

accreditation services for the Code (www.communities.gov.uk: h). The Code will replace the 

EcoHomes scheme for new houses built in England. EcoHomes 2006 will continue to be used 

for refurbished housing in England and for all housing in Scotland and Wales at the moment. 

Compared to EcoHomes, the Code might seem stricter because it includes mandatory 

requirements ( FAQs on the Code for Sustainable Homes). 

Ecohomes is a version of BREEAM for homes. BRE is the Building Research 

Establishment Ltd and BREEAM is BRE Environmental Assessment Method. Ecohomes is 

said to provide an authoritative rating for new, converted or renovated homes including 

houses, flats and apartments. The Ecohome scheme is said to balance environmental 

performance with the need of a high quality of life and a safe and healthy internal 

environment (www.breeam.org).  

 

http://www.communties.gov.uk/
http://www.communities.gov.uk/
http://www.communities.gov.uk/
http://www.communities.gov.uk/
http://www.communities.gov.uk/
http://www.breeam.org/
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BRE and BRE Global are described on the BRE website as “…world leading research, 

consultancy, training, testing, and certification organisations delivering sustainability, and 

innovation across the built environment and beyond” (www.bre.co.uk)  

BRE and BRE Global Ltd are together with FBE Management Ltd subsidiary companies 

wholly owned by the BRE Trust. The BRE Trust is a charitable company which supports 

education and research in the construction industry. It is said to be a national asset and 

independent of specific commercial interests. Any profit made by the companies are past to 

the Trust and used by it to promote its charitable objectives. Members of the trust are 

universities, professional bodies, firms and other organisations. The members are grouped 

into seven colleges, representing different sets of interests. A representative from each college 

sits as a trustee of the charity on the Trust’s governing board; the Council. The Trust is said to 

be the largest UK charity dedicated specifically to research and education in the built 

environment (www.bretrust.org.uk). 

BREEAM for buildings can be used to asses the environmental performance of any kind 

of building.(www.breeam.org :b)  

According to CLG there has been extensive consultation with environmental groups and 

the home building and wider construction industries. (DCLG Feb 2008:3) 

 

Opinions about the label and its future 

The market for low energy housing seems to have an emerging consumer demand in the 

UK, according to Heather Lowell. Further she says it is suggested that the UK housing market 

experience a market failure where the supply of low energy housing is largely unresponsive to 

an increasing consumer demand (Lowell 2005) 

WWF says that the Housing Corporation in the UK has been working with WWF to 

develop the Code for Sustainable Homes. The WWF campaign “One Million Sustainable 

homes” (OMSH) was launched at the World summit on sustainable development in 

Johannesburg in 2002. (www.wwf.org.uk)  

It is debated whether sustainable housing costs more or not. David Quirk argues in an 

article in an UK newspaper the Code could result in fewer houses built, which will have social 

costs. (www.qsweek.com). 

In a study by Peattie from 2001 it is claimed that 90 % of the UK consumers have a 

sceptical attitude towards green promotional campaigns (Pedersen et al 2003:21). 

 

 

http://www.bre.co.uk/
http://www.breeam.org/
http://www.wwf.org.uk/
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Fig. 8  The Code for Sustainable Homes 

 

 

4.3 Comparison of criteria categories 

This comparison does not aim to compare detailed technical matters about the respective 

point system, but to detect general differences and similarities in what the labels consider as 

sustainable.  

The Code measures sustainability against nine different design categories. These are: 

 Energy and CO
2 

emissions  

 Water 

 Materials 

 Surface water run-off 

 Pollution 

 Waste 

 Health and well-being                                           

 Ecology  

 Management (DCLG Feb 2008:6)  

 

The Swan has the following criteria categories:  

 Overall requirements for the licence applicant  

 Energy and ventilation  

 Material requirements 

 Quality management and control for the building process 

 Instruction for residents(Swan labelling of small houses 2006:8-23). 

I will compare the content of these categories by the using five environmental aspects as 

identified by Örjan Svane (see also 4.1.3) (TemaNord 2002:18). Since both labels are 

referring to a broader concept of sustainability, this classification might not be sufficient. I 
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will therefore also look for aspects in the criteria that can not be put in either categories or in 

several. Another additional aspect included is management because both labels have this 

aspect as a category. 

 

Energy   

When it comes to energy and CO
2
 emissions there are minimum standards at each level 

of the Code(DCLG Feb 2008:8) The requirement for the Code in Energy/CO2 at a minimum 

one rating star is ten percentage improvements over building regulation standards, while six 

star rating is a “zero carbon home”.  Points are awarded for low heat loss, energy efficient 

internal lighting, and drying space for each house unit to dry clothes. Also, points are awarded 

for eco-labelled white goods, energy efficient external lighting, use of local renewable or low 

carbon energy sources, cycle storage and space and services for home office(DCLG Feb 

2008:21-30) 

Mandatory requirements for the Swan in the category Energy and ventilation are certain 

levels of surface heat loss, relative power loss, ventilation, and energy labelled white goods. 

Points are awarded for low-flow showers and basin mixer taps (Swan labelling of small 

houses 2006: 9-11). 

 

Construction material 

In the Code points are awarded for a construction waste management plan including 

procedures and commitments to minimise and recycle waste. One issue in the Code criteria 

concerning materials are environmental impact of materials. There are also requirements for 

responsible sourcing of materials of building elements and finishing elements whereas timber 

certification is mentioned as an example. (DCLG Feb 2008:34-38) 

In the Swan criteria a certain amount of the timber must come from certified forests 

(Swan labelling of small houses 2006:18). 

  

Harmful substances  

Under the Swan material requirements there are requirements of chemicals used and 

chemicals in materials. The wood and wood-based products must be traceable and can not 

come from forests that “…meriting protection due to their high biological and/or social 

value” (Swan labelling of small houses 2006:12). The Swan has criteria against carcinogenic 
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insulation material and impregnated wood. Also, lead can not be used for roof work, and 

chlorinated plastics may not be used (Swan labelling of small houses 2006:14-17). 

In the Code the minimum requirements for materials or specifically environmental 

impact of materials is that three of five key element of construction (roof structure and 

finishes, external walls, upper floor, internal walls, windows and doors)  achieve at least a 

rating D in the BRE Green guide 2006 (DCLG Feb 2008:34). 

 

Water use  

There are minimum standards of water use at each level of the Code (DCLG Feb 

2008:8) The criteria in the Code is in the form of expected amount (liter) used per person per 

day, when it comes to internal water use. The criterion for external water use aims to 

encourage the recycling of rainwater in order to limit the amount of main potable water used 

for external water uses (DCLG Feb 2008:33). 

The Swan has criteria for low-flow showers, basin mixer taps and low-flush toilets 

(Swan labelling of small houses 2006:11) 

  

Phosphorous material and emission of nitrogen compounds 

Under the category pollution the Code award points if all the insulating material avoid 

the use of substances that has global warming potential, in either the manufacture or the 

material composition. Points are awarded for low NO
X
 emission from any space heating and 

hot water system (DCLG Feb 2008:48). 

 

Construction site  

The Code category surface water run-off is about avoiding discharge of rainfall to public 

sewers and watercourses in order to protect watercourses and reducing the risk of localised 

flooding as well as pollution. Points are awarded for rainwater holding facilities/sustainable 

drainage (SUD). Under this category the issue of flood risk is also addressed. Points are 

awarded if the resident building is located in an area with low annual probability of flooding. 

If located in an area with medium/high probability of flooding points are awarded if the 

ground level of buildings, car parks and access routes are above the flood level. If not, same 

points are awarded for an assessment of how the building will react to flooding including 

construction to reduce risk of destruction (DCLG Feb 2008:39-41). 
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In the Code criteria points are awarded for management of construction site 

environmental impact and construction site waste management (DCLG Feb 2008:43- 55). 

Also, points are awarded for the ecological protection of the site and extra points for 

ecological enhancement. The criteria issue of ecological value of site aims to encourage 

developments on sites with already a limited value for wildlife (DCLG Feb 2008:59-66)  

The Swan has mandatory requirements for a waste management plan for the building 

site. Points are also awarded for waste sorting container for household waste (Swan labelling 

of small houses 2006:17-18). 

 

Management  

It is mandatory for the finished Swan house to pass a quality control of the construction, 

assessed by an independent party inspector (Swan labelling of small houses 2006:19). 

There must also be a quality management system including a procedure to inform the 

buyer about the maintenance plan and running instructions (Swan labelling of small houses 

2006:21). A minimum requirement for the Swan is that the licensee holds full contractual 

obligation against the house buyer for the building process (Swan labelling of small houses 

2006:8) 

A Home user guide must be provided for Code home buyers. The guide aims to 

encourage the occupiers to operate their home efficiently and to make the best use of local 

facilities (DCLG Feb 2008:54).  

   

Living aspects 

Points are awarded in the Code if a drying space is provided. The aim with the criterion 

is to encourage the drying of cloths “naturally” rather then using the tumble dryer (DCLG Feb 

2008: 25) 

Cycle storage should be provided for the Code house as well as providing space and 

service for home office (DCLG Feb 2008: 29-30). The Code are awarding points for 

household recycling facilities like recycling bins that are accessible to disabled people. Points 

are also awarded if composting facilities are provided (DCLG Feb 2008: 42). 

Under the category health and well-being the Code are awarding points for certain 

amount of daylight, sound insulation, private outside space and accessibility to and within the 

dwelling(DCLG Feb 2008: 49-52). In the Code points are also awarded if the house is 

designed to be secure (crime prevention) (DCLG Feb 2008: 58). 
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In the Swan points are awarded for waste sorting container for household waste (Swan 

labelling of small houses 2006:17).  

 

5. Analysis 

This chapter seek to analyse the cases against the theoretical framework to see how well 

the concepts explain the content, similarities and differences of the two labelling schemes and 

answering the research questions. The background on eco-labelling provided in chapter two is 

also used in the analysis when necessary.  

 

5.1 Categorizing the cases 

When looking at the distinguishing of labelling by Pedersen et al I would say that both 

the Code and the Swan can be categorized as the first labelling type; third party independent 

labels which are awarded by independent government or government approved companies. 

The company behind the Swan is SIS Miljömärkning AB which can be seen as an 

independent government company. Even though they receive a percentage of the sales of the 

labelled products the Swan cannot be categorized as the second type of labelling since SIS 

Miljömärkning is not a financially dependent company in that way because its activities are 

also financed through grants from the government.  

The Code label and its rating are awarded by Code assessors who are trained and 

accredited by BRE. BRE itself can also award a sub-licence to companies which enable these 

companies to train and accredit Code assessors. The companies the Code assessors belong to 

can in that way be seen as government approved companies.   

By using the ISO categorization of EPIS, the Swan as a voluntary, third party 

independent label can be seen as a classic ISO Type Ι label. This is also what Rubik et al 

suggest that “the Nordic White Swan” belongs to. Naturally, as the Code is claimed to be a 

mandatory labelling of new homes in the UK, it would be classifies as a mandatory EPIS. 

However, when this categorization was made the Code was not invented yet. I believe it is 

important to look at in what way it is mandatory. In my view it should still be categorized as a 

voluntary EPIS since the assessment is voluntary, and only the rating against the Code is 

mandatory. In practice, it does not fall in either category, but its general features have more in 

common with the voluntary EPIS then with the mandatory ones. In this situation it could be 

beneficial to see the Code as an ISO Type Ι-like labelling system, as Rubik et al categorize 

schemes that contain the major elements of ISO Type Ι systems. The major elements Rubik et 



 50 

al mentions are third party verification and multiple criteria which are both elements in the 

Code.  

De Boer distinguishes between generic labels and sector-specific labels. The Swan could 

be seen as a generic label since it is a multi-sector label. The Code on the other hand, referring 

only to sustainable homes can be categorized as a sector-specific label.  

Also, he separate labels that are used as a benchmark to achieve ideals or labels that are used 

as a bottom line to avoid ills. The Swan as well as the Code has mandatory requirements that 

are stricter then normal construction regulation. The Swan aim to revise the criteria about 

every fourth year and the Code has a rating system whereas the top six rating star is the ideal 

to achieve. Both labels are because of these reasons used as benchmarks to achieve ideals.  

 

5.2 Eco-labelling of houses as part of environmental discourse  

5.2.1 Elements of Sustainable development 

The system of both the Code and the Swan emphases the consumer as the actor who will 

in the end decide if new built homes will become more sustainable or not. The government 

gives the consumer the tools via the third party, hoping that the consumers will make the right 

choice. In the case of the Code the consumer is put in the choice between the code home and a 

nil-rated home. In practice, it is the same choice for the Swedish consumers-they can choose 

to buy a Swan labelled house or non-labelled house. The difference is that the UK house 

buyer is provided buy law a document that say that the house is not built by sustainability 

standards (the nil-rating). When choosing between different Code homes, it is possible for the 

consumer to choose more or less sustainable due to the rating system of the Code. All these 

choices that are put on the consumer are consistent with the ideas of sustainable development. 

Baker et al point out that choices by people on a local level are just as important part of the 

development as government legislation.. Everyone has to be a green consumer and make the 

right choices in order for the society to become sustainable. If the consumer would ignore 

environmental features of the product, there is no incentive for the companies to assess their 

products against eco-schemes or even to produce environmentally friendly in the first place. 

This structure put the burden on the consumer to actively be a green consumer, or otherwise 

nothing will happen. Baker is also saying that if changes are done in an authoritarian way the 

shift will never be sustainable. With this view, the voluntary aspect of eco-labelling of houses 

is a benefit because with support from the people it is more likely for the change to become 

sustainable for the future. In this sense I would not consider the Code as less voluntary for the 
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people due to the mandatory rating of the Code. The mandatory rating implies what the house 

seller should provide for the house buyer, but the information itself does not authorize any 

restrictions on the consumer.    

Sustainable development can be seen as environmental, social and economic aspects 

working together in a sustainable matter.  The Swan criteria for houses and the Code criteria 

are almost exclusively based on environmental aspects of sustainable development. The Code 

is somewhat in the area of social sustainability by the formulation of certain criteria-for 

example that recycles bins should be placed so that disabled people can use them, safe 

building assessments and life-time assessment. In the view of sustainable development, the 

limitation to the environmental aspect is an obstacle to sustainability. The Code is slightly less 

limited in this matter compared to the Swan because of more criteria referring to social 

sustainability.     

 

Baker et al are describing different approaches to sustainable development. Neither the 

Code nor the Swan can be seen as examples of the treadmill approach for obvious reasons-the 

policy tools are said to be used for maximising production and growth. In the UK the Code 

initiatively was created to lower the use of carbon-dioxide, which is an environmental 

national goal and not a profit-seeking one. The company behind the Swan-SIS Miljömärkning 

is a non-profit company. This is the same for the company running the Code, BRE Global. 

The dialogue between the state and environmental movements is also said to be very limited 

in the treadmill approach. Before both the Code and the Swan criteria for houses were 

introduced it is said that there has been consultation of various groups, including 

environmental movements. In the UK case, WWF seem to stand out when it comes to the 

contact between them as an NGO and the Government. In the Sweden case- The friends of the 

earth has a regular representative in the Swedish labelling-committee of the Swan.  

Weak sustainable development communicates about environmental solutions, but only 

in a top-down perspective. Since the consultation of the Code was open for everyone, I 

believe that the Code is not an example of weak sustainable development. However, the view 

on nature is that the environment is a measurable resource. This is what the both the labels are 

doing-they put numbers on what level of consumption that is sustainable. The numbers I refer 

to is the carbon-dioxide use and the amount of water that can be used. Also, within this 

approach the use of finite resources is replaced by the exploitation of renewable resources. 

This is highly valid for both labels since an increasing use of renewable energy sources is 

awarded. The Swan might “belong” more as an example of weak sustainable development, 
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while the Code is leaning to the strong sustainable development approach. Also, compared to 

the weak model of sustainable development, the strong model is taking account a wider range 

of social issues and is having a broader range of sustainable development indicators. This is 

consistent with the criteria categories comparison of the Swan and the Code. While still 

having many categories in common, the Code has a broader range of sustainable development 

indicators in its criteria.  

If the Code and the Swan are functioning as eco-labelling are said to do (giving 

competitive advantages through differentiation), they are not part of an ideal model of 

sustainable development. Labelling does not provide a structural change in the economy but 

rather rely on the market system to achieve results. However, if the labelling is not aiming for 

the consumers to choose the labelled product (as indicated by Swan marketers), but is seen by 

the company as a part of their CSR (CSR is defined by Johnsen et al as internal business 

pressure which is not primarily about consumer demand) The choice of the company to be 

assessed against the label as part of CSR can be seen as part of a social structural change 

whereas other values then economic growth are seen too. Maybe the company would not do 

this choice without the feeling of a social pressure, but the existence of the pressure itself to 

do something good is in fact a social structural change. 

 

 5.2.2 Elements of Ecological Modernization  

Eco-labelling itself could be claimed to belong to ecological modernization values since 

it is sometimes argued that eco-labelling is counterproductive and does not support 

environmental strategies as consuming less, buying second hand, and using products for a 

longer time. This would not be a problem for ecological modernization thoughts since the 

market is always seen as part of the solution and not part of the problem. As said in the 

chapter above, eco-labelling put the “burden of change” on the consumer. This is not 

consistent with the idea of ecological modernization that the people pretty much can go on 

with their lives as usual and trusting the government and business to modernize the society. 

However, the choice of a labelled house does not really indicate any “sacrifice” for the 

consumer concerning way of living. Even though there are recommendations along with the 

label how to “use” the house, the resident is not bound to any restrictions to the amount of 

energy or water used. The quality of life does not get worse-rather to the better (considering 

the criteria of quality and health and wellbeing in the two schemes), and the house is not 

necessarily more expensive then a traditional built home as claimed by Van Hal. If being so, 
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requirements of the house being energy efficient probably results in cheaper living costs then 

with a house with no energy efficiency requirements.  

 

Hallin et al are talking about the responsibility of companies and business to set the 

level of sustainability of products and neighbourhoods. This is exactly what both the labels do 

by defining the criteria. Even though in the case of the Code and the Swan when the criteria 

level is set in collaboration with government representatives- the limit of how far they can go 

in defining the ideals is set by technology development and sector specific issues like 

knowledge and material availability.  

The idea that it is money in it for business can naturally be seen in the light of the basic 

idea of eco-labelling-that it is a way to gain competitive advantages. If there is a demand for 

sustainable houses there is profit to make in building these kinds of houses. When it comes to 

the Code, the change of it to become mandatory clearly points to the belief that once all none-

assessed new built houses gets a nil-rating, this finger pointing to non-sustainability will lead 

to sellers being uncomfortable selling these houses or buyers uncomfortable with buying.  

Dryzek mentions a few aspects of how environmentally aspects can be good for business. 

Reduction of pollution and waste is one aspect, with the argument that less waste means more 

efficient production. Naturally then would the criteria in the Swan and Code schemes 

concerning waste reduction and recycling, including pollution prevention-be an economic 

incentive for the construction companies. 

Dryzek describes a weak variant of ecological modernization which focuses on the 

technological solutions to environmental problems. There are a lot of technical matters in both 

the criteria schemes, but since a user guide is required for both labels to be provided for the 

house buyer it is recognized that the environmental benefits of the individual house is not 

enough for the household to be sustainable-the residents must also act in line what is provided 

for them. The strong variant of ecological modernization emphasise a democratic decision 

making system. The consultation processes of both the Code and the Swan before any criteria 

were decided support the idea that all relevant actors needs to have a say in the matter.  
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5.3 Differences of organisation due to expectations on the EU 

According to Blackstock et al path dependency means that when a decision is taken, the 

option chosen is the one that is most similar to existing practice or previous choices. It is also 

said that previous decisions limit the available future options and lock the decision maker to 

these set of choices. I will demonstrate that decisions made by the UK and Sweden in the past 

in relation to the EU have put them into different “paths” which today have consequences for 

their sustainability labelling of houses.  

The decision to have a common eco-label in EU was made in 1992. At the time, both the 

UK and Denmark were members of the EU but yet not Sweden. Sweden had already started 

the Swan in 1989 together with other Nordic countries, not eager to wait for membership or 

the EU flower. Compared to the UK, the Sweden has a shorter history related to the EU. The 

UK became a member of EU in 1973 while Sweden became a member in 1995.  

When it comes to the Code, the choice to use BRE Global as the third independent party 

is most likely to depend on the fact that BRE was in charge for Ecohomes which the Code is 

based upon. The fact that the Ecohomes standard is sector specific and not operating within a 

multi-sector eco-label could very well depend on that the UK do not have a national eco-label. 

Why it never developed such a scheme on its own could be the same reason as why Denmark 

waited with joining the Swan-by waiting for the development of the EU flower.  

Since the start of the Swan, its organisation has been widening their product categories and 

developed criteria on their own without any political interference. For the Swedish politicians 

it might be convenient that there is an already established and well-known eco-label to “take 

care of” environmental housing issues. To initiate a new labelling system would acquire 

additional costs in terms of switching costs that might be seen as a barrier to change, even if 

the idea of extending the Swan to houses was not thought through in terms of being an 

effective policy instrument.   

Even though being similar countries today, the UK and Sweden history related to the 

EU and their expectations concerning development of the EU flower has made their 

respective eco-labelling of houses to have different organisational structure. The structure of 

the labels today will have further implications for how the systems can develop in the future. 

The different paths taken will “lock” the respective case into a limited set of choices. It has 

already done so which might have implications for the labels to be effective and sustainable. 
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5.4 A Network approach to sustainable house buying  

Government  

The role of the government in the two cases is performed in different ways because of 

the choice of a new label in the UK case, and an established label in the Swedish case. The 

choice itself to introduce criteria for sustainable houses has also been done on different 

political levels. By being an already established multi-sector eco-label the Swan organisation 

took the decision to introduce a new product group by themselves with no involvement with 

the government. The ones that could however in some sense be viewed as government 

representatives and also involved in the decision process are a few members in the Swedish 

eco-labelling committee, namely one from the Consumer Agency and one from the 

Environment protection Agency.  Nevertheless, the decision to introduce the label itself was 

taken back in 1989 by the Nordic governments. The decision to introduce the Code for 

Sustainable Homes was taken by the UK Government in 2006, along with what type of 

criteria it should address. I would say that the Code is an intentional policy instrument chosen 

by the UK Government to address the environmental problems of housing, while Swan-

labelling of houses is just a decision taken by companies that were government approved in 

1989. While both being third party labels, the third party of the Swan-SIS Miljömärkning took 

the decision by themselves and in the UK –BREAM Global was given the task to be the third 

party after the decision. This difference makes the Code more legitimate as a government 

policy tool then the Swan labelling of houses, since the decision to introduce criteria for 

houses has been taken on a higher political level in the UK then in Sweden.  

Johnsen et al are saying that pressure stems from various parts in the network and that 

the government is the best suited to co-ordinate a collective approach to change. SIS 

Miljömärkning is a non-profit government company and can not put as much pressure on 

business and consumers as the Government itself would be able to. Of course BRE Global 

cannot do this either, but as said before, the decision to put pressure on the construction field 

with labelling was taken by the UK Government and not BRE itself. It is also highly 

believable that the introduction of the Code is part of a long term strategy to regulate the 

construction industry. As de Boer claims is voluntary labelling sometimes is a way to 

gradually put pressure on consumers and producers before introducing mandatory labelling. 

The Code was initially introduced as a voluntary label in April 2006. Two years later in 

March 2008, it becomes mandatory for all new homes to be Code-rated. It is hard to imagine 

because of this short time- span that the mandatory rating was not part of the discussions in 
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the development of the Code. When the business and the consumers are mature for it, it is 

easy to adjust the labelling system to be completely mandatory. In other words it could then 

be forbidden to build and sell homes that not is assessed and rated at a minimum one star of 

sustainability level. As claimed by de Boer, some observers say that labelling can be a short-

term solution to a difficult problem. I would consider making the construction field 

sustainable as a difficult task since it involves such many components that need detailed 

understanding. To regulate all this would take enormous amount of resources and time from 

the authorities. Easier is then to let the business make the work themselves by finding the 

solutions to sustainable housing with the Code as the “carrot”.  

 

Organisations   

The incentive for organisations to improve their environmental performance depends on 

different kind of societal pressure according to de Boer. Besides pressure from the 

Government there are business to business pressure and internal business pressure. CSR is 

described as an example of internal business pressure and as a way for the company to take 

responsibility. It is claimed by Swan marketers that Swan-labelling of products is often seen 

by the companies as part of their CSR rather then thought as giving a competitive advantage.      

Internal pressure could in the same way create incentives for construction companies to assess 

their houses against the Code. However, because of the mandatory rating I believe that the 

incentives to build Code homes will be of competitive reasons rather then internal business 

pressure. The nil-rating of homes not assessed will create a business demand for building 

Code houses since a star rating always look better then a nil-rating. Depending on costs and 

other pressures there will be a demand for reaching as high star rating as possible.  

Orsato categorizes four competitive environmental strategies for companies. I believe 

that two of these could involve eco-labelling of houses. The strategy of putting an eco-brand 

on the product (eco-branding) is a way to differentiate the product. Construction companies 

would then take the decision to differentiate their houses by being assessed against the label 

and gain competitive advantages. “Beyond compliance leadership” is a way for the company 

to differentiate itself by changing its organisation and taking the lead in environmental issues. 

This could be done by the construction company for example through implementing a policy 

to only build Swan assessed houses or to only build Code assessed homes.  

In a similar way the retailer can use eco-branding to restrict consumer choice. This is 

called choice-editing as described by Johnsen et al. By using choice-editing, the house seller 
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can decide to only sell Swan houses or Code assessed houses to limit the number of choices 

for its customers.      

 

Consumers 

Both the cases are supported by claims that the consumer demand for energy efficient 

houses is increasing in both Sweden and in the UK. However, if the surveys are based on the 

consumer’s self-claimed demand, there are reasons to be sceptical about the consumer’s 

expected behaviour according to de Boer, Rahbek et al, and Johnsen et al. The reasons are that 

much research shows that there is a significant gap between consumers’s claimed attitudes to 

green consumption and their actual behaviour. Also, if the ones expected to buy sustainable 

houses are the so called “green consumers” who might only constitute 20% of the population, 

including the claim by de Boer that consumers have mixed motives to their green purchasing-

then the market for sustainable houses do not look bright. Mixed motives means that people 

who by a green product in one situation might not do so in another. I would say that this 

observation is highly valid for the buying of houses. It is very much likely that a consumer 

who in its daily shopping buys eco-labelled food and products, and even has to put an effort in 

order to find the products-is not as easy convinced when it comes to buy a house. Naturally, 

the factors around a house buy are much more demanding then buying eco-labelled washing 

detergent.  Johnsen et al mentions a few factors that could encourage non-green consumers to 

buy green. Availability and convenience are two of them. If sustainable houses are supplied in 

areas were housing in general is demanded there is no reason for consumers to avoid these 

houses unless they are less attractive or more expensive. Costs are considered as a main 

obstacle for consumers to buy green. Since a sustainable house is claimed by Van Hal not to 

be more expensive then a traditional house, this would not be an obstacle for consumers. Even 

if the house might be more expensive, the monthly payments would be compared with the 

possibility of lower living costs due to the house criteria of energy efficiency.   

 

De Boer is saying that green claims got a bad reputation in the early nineties, and that 

this could be a reason to why consumers are sceptical about company behaviour today. It is 

claimed in a study from 2001 that 90% of the UK consumers have a sceptical attitude towards 

green promotional campaigns. This could explain why the Code graphic, color and name 

reminds nothing of an eco-label even though its criteria are focusing on environmental aspects 

of sustainability. Since the Swan started in 1989, it was visible in the market in the early 

nineties when the green claims got bad reputation. Because the UK consumers had no national 
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eco-label to trust it is possible that they were more vulnerable to “green washing” then the 

consumers in the Nordic countries.   

Evaluators of the Swan see the “boring” image of eco-labels as an obstacle for the Swan 

to be effective. But then it claimed that the Swan nevertheless is an appreciated trademark, a 

fact that can be considered as a benefit. As this information stand against each other it is 

concluded that the Swan should be marketed with other arguments then environmental ones, 

like health and quality.    

It is suggested that the Code will be successful by using the”…public willingness to 

obtain sustainability”. However, if the public has mixed motives and there is a gap between 

the claims made by the public about sustainability and their actual purchasing- then the Code 

might face some problems.  

 

5.5 Houses as a labelling product  

De Boer says it is argued that multi-sector labels are suitable for product sectors where 

standards easily can be defined. Whether houses have easy defined environmental standards 

or not can be discussed. I believe that the issues of energy and water use are easy to measure, 

and that it is also easy to decide how efficient the energy and water equipment in the house 

should be. However, I would say that to what extent all the other issues concerning the 

building and living in the house should be environmentally friendly is a complex issue and not 

easy to define. I could then be argued that the Swan as a multi-sector label is not suitable for 

housing since the standards are not that easy to define.     

The criticism to eco-labelling presented by De Boer is among else that the label might 

become a barrier instead of a goal-setter. When it comes to the Swan I believe that the 3 year 

time of updating criteria and licences is a period short enough to not becoming a barrier to 

innovations. A shorter time would also create smaller incentives for the companies to get the 

label in the first place. The Code is even less troubled by this criticism. Since there is rating 

system, there is no problem of setting the highest rating into something “impossible” or the 

highest possible. Not all factors can be described on the highest level, but when it comes to 

the specific “ill” of the Code, namely the climate change problems-it can. The highest six star 

rating is a non-carbon house. However, the minimum requirements at one star could be a 

barrier for innovation if people are satisfied with getting one star rated home. The low rating 

together with the label saying that you actually have bought a sustainable home could be 

confusing. It might be so that the label itself means more for people then the rating. However, 
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I could be wrong. The well known one to five star rating of hotels is not about any label, just 

the rating. Generally you would aspect people rather living in a five star hotel then in a one 

plus hotel.   

Houses are considered by Rubik et al as durable goods which main environmental 

impact is in the use phase. They conclude that only a symbol with no text is insufficient for 

this product group, and that the EPIS should give guidance to consumers how to best use the 

product. Both the Code and the Swan are simple symbols with no text included in the label 

itself. However, I think it is understandable that the instructions for how “to use” a house is 

considered as far too much information to be fitted on a label. Both the Code and the Swan 

solve this by including in the mandatory criteria that a user guide should be provided for the 

house buyer.  

Svane is discussing houses as a specific product group from the perspective of the 

consumer. He says that the household by moving to a more sustainable dwelling does not 

have a direct influence on environmental performance of the housing stock. This would be 

because the house that the household is leaving will just be used by another household. 

Houses as being durable goods can in this perspective bee seen as an obstacle for the Code 

and the Swan to be effective. However, the existing housing stock is growing due to a 

growing population. The Code and the Swan are labels for new built houses which would 

have been built even if they were not eco-labelled. At least they can make a difference for the 

environmental impact of housing not to get worse.  

 

6. Discussion 

6.1 Answering the key questions  

The aim with this study was to evaluate if standardization of sustainable housing is a practical 

solution to address the objectives/reach the goals of sustainable housing.  

The point of departure in this study was that eco-labelling of houses is a way to standardize 

sustainable housing. Even still being so, it was discovered that this policy tool covers a very 

limited part of the scope of sustainable housing. The answer to the key questions are 

summarized and discussed below.  

 

The Key Questions were:  

1. How can the goals of sustainable housing be met in the form of eco-labelling?   

2. What are the benefits and obstacles/limitations for the cases to be effective and sustainable?   
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3. What can explain differences between the two cases?  

4. Is the function and organisation of the cases best explained by sustainable development 

theories or ecological modernization? 

 

 Sustainable housing in the form of eco-labelling 

From the empirical chapter on sustainable housing the aspects of sustainable housing 

can be summarized as the environmental impact of new houses and buildings, planning of 

neighbourhoods, refurbishment (renovating and rebuilding of existing house stock), and 

cultural and historical values. These conclusions are summarized in table1 below. Planning of 

neighbourhoods is a category summarizing the idea of planning indicators, rehabilitation of 

neighbourhoods, sustainable communities and eco-towns. Areas in table 1 which are covered 

by the Swan house criteria and the Code are marked with a star. The star in the brackets 

means that the criteria of the Code are somewhat including planning aspects.  

 

Table. 1 Areas of Sustainable Housing covered by eco-labelling of houses Compiled by the 

author 
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houses does not control the planning aspect of sustainable housing when planning sustainable 

neighbourhoods or cities. Also, in the way the two cases are used, the existing building stock 

is not affected. Sustainable housing is not only about new houses, but also to improve the 

environmental performance of older houses/buildings and also restore its cultural values. 

 

The categories of environmental sustainability of housing as identified by Svane were 

energy, construction material, water, harmful substances and phosphorous and nitrogen 

compounds. The criteria categories of the Swan and the Code was described in the categories 

of Svane, but in order to cover the various aspects of the criteria three additional categories 

was included; construction site, management and living aspects.   

The criteria of the Code and the Swan can then be summarized as concerning the 

environmental performance of the individual house, environmental aspects of the construction 

site, and criteria concerned about the sustainable living of its residents. By having these 

attributes in the home the criteria-makers expect it to be more likely for the residents to make 

environmentally friendly decisions like not taking the car to work everyday or taking the bike 

instead  

 

Fig. 9 Aspects of environmental performance in the Swan and the Code criteria .Compiled by 

the author  
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Benefits and limitations for eco-labelling of houses to become effective and sustainable 

In the view of a network approach to buying of sustainable houses, lack of pressure from 

one main actor creates limitations for the eco-label to succeed, even though the labelling 

scheme is expected to work based on good arguments like consumer demand etc.  

 The Code is more legitimate as a government policy tool then the Swan labelling of 

houses, since the decision to introduce criteria for houses has been taken on a higher political 

level in the UK then in Sweden. The Code as a sector-specific label has the advantage, 

compared to the Swan, of being able to change its structure depending on the needs of 

pressure in the network of government, business and consumers.   

The Swan as part of the company’s CSR makes it a policy tool for encourage changes in 

the business in the long-run which might be seen as a benefit but not in terms of a quick 

change of construction practices today.    

In the view of sustainable development, the limitation to the environmental aspect is an 

obstacle to sustainability. The Code is slightly less limited in this matter compared to the 

Swan because of more criteria referring to social sustainability.     

Houses as a product group for labelling can bee seen as an obstacle itself for the Code 

and the Swan to be effective.   

 

Explanations to the differences of the cases  

It is suggested in the view of path dependency theory that the UK’s and Sweden’s decisions 

based on their expectations concerning development of the EU flower has made their 

respective eco-labelling of houses to have different organisational structure. 

 

Sustainable development vs. Ecological modernization  

Neither sustainable development nor ecological modernization can with its core ideas capture 

the dynamics of eco-labelling of houses by putting weight on different constellations of 

government, business and the citizen. 

The Code scheme has more criteria in general and more criteria concerning sustainable living 

then the Swan houses and can therefore be considered as part of the sustainable development 

discourse to a larger extent. 
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6.2 Discussion 

The obvious difference between the labels as already mentioned is that Sweden uses an 

already established multi-sector label while the UK introduces a new one specific for houses.  

The Swan is traditionally an eco-label and the name of the Code indicates a broader picture 

then “only” environmental aspects. However they have the same goal. 

A possibility of the Code is to extend its use from being mandatory for all new houses to 

being mandatory for all houses for sale. Since the Swan does not have a rating system and 

because it is by nature a classic eco-label, it can not be mandatory. The difference of the Code 

and the Swan of being sector specific versus covering a large range of products makes the 

Code more flexible for changes and developments. De Boer says that sector specific labels 

have been developed for more complex products. I would consider houses as a complex 

product since it is involving a great amount of environmental issues to consider.  

The difference in the requirements of the labels could be due to the amount of resources; 

the UK seems to have more because of the BRE Trust. Also, the kind of members in the 

boards deciding where the money should go and what the criteria should be could be a 

relevant factor.    

If respective country of the cases does not take the evaluations of the labels seriously, 

the labels might end up as “toothless” policy instruments just functioning as a cover for non 

existent environmental problem solving. For example, if the Swan does not become 

successful for the product group of houses, the government need to take some other action in 

that sector. If they are not doing that, and think it is enough with just having an eco-label in 

the sector-then the label becomes a part in so called weak ecological modernization as 

described by Dryzek.   

 

6.3 Further research 

Having labelling criteria’s for houses are relatively new in both Sweden and the UK, 

and time will show if the new product category is a failure or success. The different 

approaches of the labels might also reveal success factors or “don’ts”. I would say  that 

houses are complex products since they criteria for an environmental friendly house is not 

easy to define, mainly because the house itself consists of a large amount of products with its 

own history of production.  The thought of Blum, Deilmann, and Neubauer to have a common 

scheme for Europe might become a reality by investigating the possibility of criteria 

categories flexible enough to be applicable to different landscape and climates.  
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7.  Conclusions  

This study can conclude based on the cases that eco-labelling of houses cover a very 

limited part of all the aspects seemingly to be included into the concept of sustainable 

housing. Its role is mainly to achieve better environmental performance of new built houses, 

limited to homes and small houses. It can then be concluded that to achieve the goals of 

sustainable housing additional policy instruments then eco-labelling is of significant 

importance, especially since houses as a complex product put a lot on the shoulders of the 

consumer which they can not be expected to take. The Code for Sustainable Homes with its 

mandatory element and sector-specific labelling gives advantages that make it more likely for 

it to turn the construction sector sustainable compared to the Swan. The Swan is unable to 

learn from the UK since it is stuck in its role as a traditional eco-label. The Swan as it is 

constructed can never be mandatory or having a rating system.  

Neither sustainable development nor ecological modernization can with its core ideas 

capture the dynamics of eco-labelling of houses by putting weight on different constellations 

of government, business and the citizen. However, the Code has several criteria concerning 

sustainable living besides criteria concerning environmental construction of the house and can 

in this sense be considered as part of the sustainable development discourse. 
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