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1. Introduction

The public and political interest in environmental issues tends to shift over time - with waves of increased interest followed by troughs. The environmental agenda appeared in the 1960s, and in the beginning of the 1970s most industrial countries established institutional structures and environmental legislation. Then followed a trough lasting until the end of the 1980s, when renewed interest appeared. This renewed interest was partly a response to the realization of a serious implementation deficit in relation to the previously established legislation concerning local problems, and was partly based on the increasing awareness of global environmental problems. Following the Brundtland report in 1987 and the Rio conference in 1992 the environmental interest surged, and the ideas of ecological modernization, the new politics of pollution etc. gained ground (Weale 1992, Mol et al. 2000). Towards the end of the 1990s the interest again subsided, and in several countries an outright backlash became visible.

The first signs of an actual backlash became visible in Denmark in the late 1990s, and simultaneously, the political focus shifted towards other issues, first of all immigration. This issue was decisive for the change of government in 2001, when a liberal government succeeded a coalition government led by the Social Democrats. The environment had not featured in the election campaign, but the new government immediately initiated a crusade against research, development programmes, subsidy schemes, and organisations in the environmental field - concurrent with the establishment of the Environmental Assessment Institute led by the controversial Bjørn Lomborg. The government has carried out tough cuts on spending for environmental purposes, but recently new signals have appeared: the Minister for the Environment has been replaced by a more environmentally friendly politician, and some liberals argue that it is time to stop the cuts and re-introduce subsidies for renewable energy, for instance. However, so far environmental issues still seem to have a very low priority compared to other political issues.

Of course, the backlash and, in particular, the consequences of the change of government for the environment have invoked much interest among Danish environmental researchers. In 2004 the Danish network for environmental sociology (Misonet) decided to take a closer look at the consequences to assess the scope of the backlash. The researchers in the network cover a wide range of empirical fields, and this paper contributes to the common process by considering the specific issue of consumption and environment. This aspect has become important, because consumers increasingly were seen as relevant actors during the last wave of environmental interest in the 1990s, and because the governments led by the Social Democrats conducted an active consumer-oriented environmental policy.

A decade after the rise of the consumer-oriented environmental policy, there seems to be a need for an evaluation of the impact of this approach; a study of the successes and failures of consumer-oriented policies as well as its benefits and limitations.

The aim of this study is to evaluate the impact of consumer-oriented environmental policies by analysing the development within private consumption in Denmark since the beginning of the 1980s and comparing this to the political initiatives taken by successive Danish governments. Three analytical questions direct our analysis and discussion:

· What impact has the Danish consumer-oriented policy had on the development in private consumption since early 1980s? What are the environmental successes and failures of this policy?

· To what degree has the consumer-oriented policy effectively addressed the driving forces (social, cultural and technological) behind growth in consumption?

· What impact has the change from a Social Democratic to a liberal government in 2001 had on the consumer-oriented policy? 

While the last question is targeted the Danish debate on the consequences of the governmental shift in 2001, the answers to the first two questions contribute to a more general discussion on the impact, relevance and effectiveness of the consumer-oriented environmental policy. In this study, we also want to bring into focus some of the main driving forces behind continued growth in consumption, which we think consumer-oriented policies should address to be successful.

The outline of the article is as follows. Section two introduces the history of consumer-oriented environmental policy and the central means employed within this policy. Section three outlines the theoretical framework of this study, which includes a theoretical model for interpreting practices of consumption in the context of everyday life and introduces three important driving forces behind continued growth in consumption. Section four analyses three cases (housing, transport and information and communication technologies) in relation to the development in consumption since the early 1980s, the initiatives within the consumer-oriented environmental policy, successes and failures of these initiatives and the practices of everyday life (in which consumption is embedded) in order to identify possible dynamics behind further growth in consumption. Section five summarises the main findings of the three case studies and discusses the general characteristics of the successes and failures of the consumer-oriented policy and the problem of continued growth. The article concludes with some remarks on possible answers to the analytical questions that initiated this study, with less emphasis, however, on the question in relation to the changes in government.

2. The appearance of a consumer-oriented environmental policy  

The role of consumers in relation to environmental impacts has been discussed for a long time. Already in the beginning of the 1970s grass-roots organizations tried to make consumers aware of the environmental impacts of their consumption and to draw attention to the wastefulness of the consumer society, and in the middle of the 1970s the energy crisis gave a great impetus to the interest in the role of consumers in relation to energy consumption. As the energy crisis was conceived as a crisis of supplies and high energy prices, the first political attempts to encourage energy savings had little to do with environmental aspects. But these attempts made the start of assigning a role to consumers with regard to daily behaviour, investments and the purchase of goods. The instruments used comprised campaigns, direct regulation and subsidy schemes that have been expanded and developed over time. Later – when acidification and, even later, the greenhouse effect appeared high on the agenda – the same policies were redefined as consumer-oriented parts of environmental policies.

In the late 1980s a broader political interest in consumption and environment emerged, and the concept of the political consumer became popular. Political consumption had a longer history, but in this period the concept got a real breakthrough, and it became closely related to environmental issues. For instance, The Green Consumer Guide (first published 1988) was published in Danish in 1990 and widely disseminated. One of the first areas for environmentally oriented polical consumption was food. In the wake of the social movements of the 1970s a group of people had moved to the countryside to grow organic food and to experiment with new ways of life, and these experiments had developed into production units that were able to supply the emerging market for organic food products. In 1987 the organic producers succeeded in pressing the Danish government to establish a labelling scheme for organic food products, so consumers could be guaranteed of the organic origin of the products, and producers could get higher prices.

However, not until the 1990s a consumer-oriented environmental policy really came into being. The breakthrough came in relation to the second wave of environmental interest in the wake of the Brundtland report and the Rio conference. The policy statements from the Rio conference emphasized the need for aiming at both sustainable production and consumption, and the slogan “think globally, act locally” was popularized, encouraging the involvement of a broader range of actors in achieving a more sustainable development. Following the launch of Agenda 21 at the Rio conference several local activities were initiated in Denmark, including experiments with so-called green municipalities. Government funding of local projects was provided with the establishment of The Green Foundation in the middle of the 1990s, and through this foundation several green centres and local “green guides” were supported throughout the country. Among many other activities, these institutions dealt with consumer-related issues such as advice concerning the choice of green products and green investments in, for instance, solar panels and compost bins.

Simultaneously, changes took place in the established environmental regulation of production, as prevention was increasingly emphasized instead of cleaning, and the traditional focus on production processes was widened to include the whole lifecycle of products. As a consequence, consumers became relevant actors, as they were assigned the role of demanding the more environmentally friendly products that producers should be encouraged to provide. The development of a consumer-oriented environmental policy thus formed part of the process that has been characterized as ecological modernization or “the new politics of pollution”. The conception suggests that environmental improvements can be reconciled with economic growth, and that a positive spiral can be initiated by the interplay between consumer interests and progressive firms, supported by policy instruments such as economic incentives, voluntary agreements, labelling, public procurement, and promotion of environmental management systems. In Denmark these instruments were included in the revision of the Environment Act in 1992, a revision that also emphasized the aim of prevention and the development of cleaner technologies. In addition to the labelling of organic produce, other labelling schemes were implemented in the 1990s such as the European eco-label The Flower and the Nordic Swan (established in 1989, but Denmark did not officially join the cooperation regarding this label before 1998, as the efforts were concentrated on the European label). Compulsory energy labelling of electric appliances such as fridges and freezers was introduced in the EU in 1995 (the so-called energy arrows from A to G), and in 1996 Denmark introduced energy labelling for all privately owned dwellings: when the dwellings are traded they have to undergo an energy test that includes recommendations for improvements of the building. Furthermore, consumers were targeted in relation to areas such as water savings (see section four below) and waste handling, as plans for recycling and waste reduction took shape during the 1990s.

Supplementary to the account of the development of a consumer-oriented environmental policy, it is worth noting that a parallel account of an environment-oriented consumer policy could have been told, including several common issues. Traditionally, consumer policy has focused on the defence of consumer interests in the market, and of course, this is also relevant in relation to environmental issues (protection of consumers against dangerous products, toxic substances etc.). But during the 1990s sustainable consumption has also emerged as a concern relevant for consumer policy, implying that consumer policy is also about the responsibility of consumers (Reisch 2004). The appearance of an environment-oriented consumer policy has thus also contributed to the process that might have shaped more sustainable consumption patterns. The question is how far this process actually succeeded.

3. Everyday life practices as a theoretical perspective  

During the last 20 years, research in consumption and environment has developed within different disciplines and involved different views of consumption and the consumer. The views used in this article are mainly inspired by research that perceives consumption as an aspect of everyday practices and this is the basis of the theoretical perspective used in the later section on the development of consumption in Denmark.

Developments in research on consumption and environment

Research on consumption and environment seriously gathered momentum in the 1990s, both internationally and in Denmark, but there were forerunners. Quite early on, the research within consumer behaviour took up the issues of the environment and energy and the first anthologies turned up in the beginning of the 1980s. Also, from the end of the 1970s, the research within energy gathered speed, and here, early attempts were made to elucidate the significance that life styles had for the consumption of energy. However, it was not until the second wave of environmental interest that the focus on consumption and environment increased and a more diverse range of disciplines began contributing.

As the foundation for research on environmental issues was already established within the field of consumer behaviour, it is not surprising that this field got a dominant position, and simultaneously, the field complied well with the way of thinking within the consumer-oriented environmental policy. This research is inspired by economic theory and behaviourist psychology, taking individuals and their choices as the starting point, and the environmentally oriented part concerns the diffusion of environmental awareness and the links between attitudes and behaviour. Some researchers also include aspects of the structural conditions for consumer behaviour, but the formation of these conditions is not in focus. Much Danish research in this field is concerned with the demand for organic food.

Gradually, the sociological and anthropological disciplines became more involved in the studies of consumption and environment, increasing the awareness of the structural conditions and the significance of socially negotiated norms, and giving more weight to the importance of routines rather than conscious choices. Parts of this research emanated from environmental research where researchers with different disciplinary backgrounds began to take an interest in consumption issues and to draw in knowledge from the social sciences (this process is described for ecological economics in Røpke 2005).

The sociologically inspired research highlighted that only some selected areas of consumption and consumer behaviour are typically thematized in an environmental perspective, whereas extensive parts of the environmentally problematic consumption are not at all considered in an environmental perspective. This phenomenon of  'compartmentalization' is reinforced by the consumer-oriented environmental policy, as, e.g., eco-labels point out certain areas where consumers can behave environmentally friendly. Consumers thus tend to interpret their behaviour as environmentally friendly when they perform a series of symbolic actions, although they concurrently increase their environmental impact through rising consumption in other areas. Therefore, it is central to the present research to study the background of the ever increasing consumption that results in an overall ‘quantity-problem’ in addition to the many specific environmental problems. Furthermore, it is important to explore the formation of the ‘normalised consumption’, meaning the stepwise sliding in the expectations that people have to consumption in everyday life. The driving forces behind consumption growth are thoroughly elucidated and reflected in sociological and economic theories of consumption (see, e.g., an overview in Røpke 1999), while the forming of everyday life not until recently has gained a central place in analysis of environment and consumption (Shove 2003, Southerton et al. 2004). We shall therefore shortly introduce this perspective.  

A dynamic understanding of the shaping of social practices over time

Basically, consumption is embedded in social practices: products and services are appropriated and used as integral parts of social practices and not because consumption as such has any interest in itself. For example, food, refrigerators and electric cookers are bought as parts of the practice of preparing meals, just as the washing machine, washing powder and clothesline are appropriated as parts of the practice of washing clothes. To understand the background of the development of consumption, it can thus be necessary to take a closer look at the practices that consumption is related to. The everyday life of an individual is composed of a combination of practices, co-ordinated in time and space, to which the individual ascribes meaning at a symbolic level. Because many people share practical conditions and draw upon the same repertoire of societal ideas when they ascribe symbolic meanings to their activities, a series of practices will be common for larger groups – in some cases whole societies, in others specific age groups or social groups. The shaping of practices that are shared by larger groups has great importance in relation to the size and composition of the overall consumption in society and thereby also for the environmental impacts of everyday life. 

The theoretical perspective of everyday life perceives practices as embedded in material, social and symbolic-meaningful relations:
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Through their practices human actors try to integrate their social situation, the material circumstances and the available symbolic meanings, and through this they contribute to recreate and transform the conditions of their lives. The three aspects – the material, the social and the symbolic meanings – develop through interaction, co-evolution, implying that changes in one area can lead to changes in other areas as well. An example of this could be the car, which is both a technology, which is part of a larger technological system with roads, petrol stations, oil exploitation and so on. But the car also holds qualities on the level of symbolic meanings, such as the experience of freedom and flexibility and it is an embedded part of social institutions, such as commuting, mobility, family trips and the like. When the road grid is expanded and more and more families have a car at their availability, mobility increases – the possibilities expand. But at the same time, an expectation become established about e.g. being able to take a job position that lies far away or having no problem of driving 100 km to go to a birthday. In this way, the car quickly becomes a social and institutional necessity: the expansion of the technological system and the development of the social relations reinforce each other mutually. This model suggests a dynamic understanding of the shaping of social practices over time. Continuously, new standards of normal practices are constructed and possibly lead to a rise in consumption. 

Major drivers of consumption

Three dynamic forces seem to have a special influence on the overall consumption growth: individualisation, time pressure and the hasty product innovation. Below, we wish to introduce these key driving forces, which all are significant for the development of consumption within the three cases we are considering in this article.

People increasingly perceive themselves as independent individuals, who can realise themselves through experiences, consumption and representations. Individualisation is closely connected to the discussion of symbolic meaning and understandings, but at the same time there also is a connection to the material dimension, where we as independent individuals demand technologies that give us a greater individual liberty of action, in the shape of having our own car, own television, own room and so forth. The individualisation also penetrates social relations, e.g. when more people choose to live by themselves, just as the institutional structures to an increasing degree support the individualised form of life through for example more flexible opening hours in day-care centres.

The spreading of stress and time pressure in daily life is for the moment highly debated in the public sphere as well as in the social sciences. The reasons for an increased time pressure can be found within all three components of the practice of daily life: within the social component we find a tendency at present for Danes to augment their average working hours (Bonke 2002), just as many experience an intensification of working life itself. But also in relation to leisure there are central driving forces behind the acceleration of ‘the pace of life’, such as the almost insatiable thirst in modern man to increase the intensity of daily experiences, for example by intensifying the content of vacations and a constantly rising consumption. This makes up a ‘cultural motor’ behind the intensification of the time pressure of daily life
 and is described by Rosa (2003), among others. 

A third driving force behind consumption is the hasty product innovation. It has its weight in the material dimension, where new products that are more attractive than the old ones are constantly introduced on the market. The product innovation is concurrently imbued into a social structure, where competition is a central element in the market-based capitalism: the aim is to be first with the new products in order to conquer market shares. But the product innovation is also supported by the symbolic meanings that these products have, since the idea of having the newest technology, like a mobile phone or a kitchen, is often coupled to status and the feeling of personal success for the individual.    

4. Development of consumption

Three cases have been pointed out in this study as the empirical foundation of analysing the development of consumption in Denmark: housing, transport and information and communication technology (ICT). These cases represent parts of the research areas of the authors, but are also chosen for an array of other reasons. First, they illustrate both successes and failures of the consumer-oriented environmental policy, since the housing case represent an area where the environmental impact has been reduced in certain respects, the transport case represent an area where the impacts are still increasing. Second, they deal with technologies in different phases of their development. For example, a refrigerator is a stabilised technology, where the environmental impact has been studied and minimised for several years now, while mobile phones and computers are in rapid growth and where it is more difficult to predict the future proportions of the consumption and the principal environmental impacts. Third, they are characterised by different dominating moves of the consumption growth and hence different dynamics. 

The consumption areas of housing, transport and ICT represent the greatest posts in the private consumption in Denmark according to NERI (in prep.), when accounted in consumption in economy and emissions. Economically, housing constitutes 21% of the consumption in 2003 in the households followed by transport and communication, which together constitute 14%. Emission-wise, households’ share of the total Danish CO2-emission was 24% in 2003, while CO2-emissions from passenger-transport constituted 20%. 

In this section, the development of consumption is shortly examined through the last 20 years, the initiatives within consumer-oriented environmental policy are described, including an overview of successes and failures, and finally a short description of how consumption practices have changed is presented based on the theoretical model (see section 3).  

 Case 1: Housing

Housing is an interesting area of consumption in an environmental context in two ways. First, there is the continuous consumption of energy and water and the production of waste
 within the dwelling. Second, there is the renewal and extension of the dwelling, where certain material flows are interconnected to the replacements of building elements or equipment. In relation to housing, many of the initiatives within consumer-oriented environmental policy have focused on the continuous consumption, while the renewal and extension of the dwelling to a lesser extent have been thematized. 

Development of consumption during the last 20 years

One part of the consumption related to housing is connected to the escalating standard of the Danish housing stock, which predominantly has to do with extensions and changes in the existing stock, since most of the present houses are from the 1960s and the 1970s, where a heavy increase took place in relation to the construction of new buildings (StatBank Denmark 2005). The size of the dwelling has increased by 19% in the period from 1981 to 2003, since each Dane now has 7.5 m2 extra at their disposal (NERI, in prep.). The character of the dwelling also changes, since these presently have more rooms (StatBank Denmark 2005), e.g. more than one bathroom, a home office and more than one children’s room. To a great extent, renewals of the dwelling have been of increasing interest lately, for example The Danish Building Trade has estimated that private customers in Denmark use 50 million Danish kroner per year on expenses for workmen in relation to the dwelling, and this is a marked increase compared to the mid-90s (Jensen 2002). Among other things, it has been popular to extend and renovate the kitchen and the same is currently happening for bathrooms. These examples illustrate how the flows of materials have intensified in connection to the escalating standards of housing.  

Another part of the consumption related to housing is the continuous consumption of energy and water. Both the consumption of electricity and heat has been relatively unchanged during the last 20 years (see figure 4.1). The water consumption of households has decreased markedly with approximately a third over the last 20 years, according to figure 4.2.  
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Initiatives within consumer-oriented environmental policy

Consumption of energy and water (and the production of waste) have been focal points of Danish initiatives in relation to limiting the environmental impacts of Danish households. In contrast to most other European countries, this consumption has been stabilised; meaning that Denmark has succeeded in having economic growth without a corresponding increase in the consumption.  

In relation to energy, the first initiatives were taken after the energy crises, where certain campaigns, adverts and brochures aimed at changing the routines of daily life, e.g. lower the temperature of the dwelling and turn off the light. Also, considerable subsidies were given to thermal insulation in the dwelling and later to installation of renewable energies, e.g. in the form of solar collectors. In time, these initiatives have been expanded by including new issues, such as the more recent campaigns to shut down standby consuming appliances or subsidies to support conversion from electric to district heating. Finally, a special area of focus has been the compulsory energy labelling of electrical appliances, which has resulted in an increased sale of A-labelled refrigerators from under 5% in 1996 to over 70% in 2003 (Fjordbak pers. comm.). 

When the energy consumption has only stagnated, and not directly decreased in this period, in spite of the many initiatives, it has to do with the increase in both the heated dwelling area and the amount of household appliances in the same period (see figure 4.3 and 4.4). In relation to the heat consumption some of the explanation of the success of stable consumption, in spite of an increasing dwelling area, can be attributed to the way that the energy production and distribution has been made more effective (NERI in prep.). Here, initiatives like legislation and changes in framework conditions, understood as limitations in the alternatives that the individual consumer has, were introduced. With the legislation on heat planning a so-called connection duty to the district heating system was introduced for a series of residential areas. Furthermore, a tightening of the building regulations has ensured a relatively low energy consumption in new houses.
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In relation to water consumption, the initiatives have also had a broad embedding and here the result has been a decreasing consumption over a decade. The symbolism of ground water as a limited resource, to be preserved, has penetrated the consciousness of the Danes and this has been helped on the way by campaigns led in the 1980s and 1990s to save water. Following this, many people were willing to change their practices. Concurrently, the technological development in relation to water saving fittings, like the double flushing toilets and water saving showerheads has been supported by the drastic increase in water taxes of 300% (Hoffmann et al., 2005). Also, initiatives have been made to make water consumption more visible in daily life, e.g. through the installation of water metering inside each dwelling. When the water consumption has not been followed by a consumption growth, it is probably related to the fact that water consuming fittings have not – so far – been liable to the same driving forces of consumption that lie behind the increasing standards of housing or the purchase of electricity consuming household appliances.   

The initiatives in relation to housing have meant that a heavy consumption growth has been limited – and decreased in the case of water consumption – and this must be seen as a relative success. However, the success is not self-evident, as certain areas of consumption growth, such as the general increase in the number of consumption products in households, have not been included in the consumer-oriented environmental policy.

Analysis of practice

In order to exemplify certain blind angles in the present initiatives in relation to existing practices, the bathroom is used as an illustration of how certain rising standards of housing have occurred that have not been considered in relation to the consumer-oriented environmental policy. 

Social institutions and structures are closely intertwined with bathrooms and these structures influence how people use and consume in relation to the bathroom. Tacit rules about how to behave and act, e.g. in the form of norms and ideals in relation to cleanliness and body care, have changed, and this influences the expectations that people have about their daily shower and the aesthetics of the bathroom. The organisation and composition of everyday life is also an issue, that is reflected in the need to balance the activities and tasks of everyday life are reflected in the bathrooms. For example, people may want several bathrooms in order to avoid bottlenecks in the morning or they may want to use the bathroom as a place to withdraw from the hectic daily life. In particular, the last type of usage of the bathroom is related to the time pressure of daily life, where people see the room as a place of refuge for engaging into personal pleasure and well-being, hereby ‘pausing’ the hectic daily life
. Also, an important trend is the predominant tendency to individualisation in modern culture, where the individual family members each have their own room, so that they do not limit each others' opportunities for self-realization. 

These changes in social structures influence different aspects of the bathroom. The symbolic meaning of the bathroom has changed, which seems to be related to the fact that people use more time in their bathrooms (Bonke 2002). Earlier, the bathroom was mostly related to hygiene and functionality, but now it seems to be undergoing a change of meaning in the direction of other and more than this. This changes the way of using and arranging the bathroom, often in a more resource demanding direction, e.g. more frequent and longer baths and an increased degree of replacement of the components of the bathroom. The material part of the bathroom has also changed, since new standards and demands are set in relation to the arrangement and the functions of the room. The technological development has presently entailed a greater selection, where new standards are set through new and resource demanding technologies like spas, luxury showerheads, floor heating, built-in music centres and an increased focus on the aesthetic appearance.  

The above influences both the daily consumption and the renewal of the dwelling, and this kind of increasing degree of replacement is problematic, not only because of its environmental impacts, but also because it sets new frames for the future consumption. Housing is an example of an area of consumption, where the consumption-oriented environmental policy no doubt has had an influence in mitigating the potential growth in consumption, but as the example of the bathroom illustrates, there is still consumption growth, which is not handled by the existing initiatives, and this could give a back-lash in relation to the present successes.  

Case 2: Transport

Private transport is a consumption area in rapid growth. Only 50 years ago it would be unusual for a family to have a car. In the 1970s car ownership became normal in the middleclass and today 61 % (2004) of all Danish households have access to a car (StatBank Denmark 2005). Car traffic has doubled the past 20 years (figure 4.5), while cycling has shown a slight decline (Road Directorate 2004). The growth in car transport follows the general economic growth, and there is no sign of a decoupling between growth and energy use in the transportation sector, as it is seen in e.g. domestic heating (NERI in prep.).
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Figure 4.5: The total number of kilometres (the traffic work) travelled by bicycles/mopeds and passenger cars assessed in millions of km driven per year. Top of the bars is bicycles/mopeds, bottom of the bars is passenger cars.  (Road Directorate 2004). 

Initiatives within consumer-oriented environmental policy

Transport has many environmental effects and through the last 20 years different initiatives have been taken in order to reduce the pollution from transport in Denmark. In 2002 a green tax replaced the earlier tax on motor vehicles that was calculated according to weight. The green tax is calculated from the cars energy efficiency and therefore it serves as an economic incentive to buy cars with higher energy efficiency. Simultaneously more energy efficient cars were introduced on the market, and the result is that the new cars sold in Denmark overall have become more energy efficient (table 4.1). But still this rise in efficiency can not at all counterbalance the rapid growth in transportation.

	
	1998
	1999
	2000
	2001
	2002
	2003
	2004

	Km pr. Litre
	13,4
	13,8
	14
	14,1
	14,1
	14,1
	14,5


Table 4.1: Fuel consumption use for newly registered cars (Statbank Denmark 2005).

A positive effect of environmental regulation is the decline of the outlet of NOx and hydrocarbons. These emissions have been decoupled from the growth in transport due to a law stating that new cars must have catalysts (NERI in prep.). In the period 1978-1994 lead in petrol has been phased out, and this development has been supported by a lower tax on petrol without lead. It is characteristic for the environmental successes in the area of transportation that they are based on technological development and do not demand changes in daily practices. The necessary behavioural change has been limited to the car buying situation, where the sale of energy efficient and low emission cars has been promoted by economic incentives, eco labelling and information campaigns. 

The municipalities have tried to influence travel behaviour through campaigns and local initiatives. An example is the international environmental traffic week, where many municipalities arrange events and activities. Some places they have established mobility centres, that aim at promoting e.g. car-pooling, bus transport to big companies and cycling. Some towns promote themselves as cycle-friendly towns. Once a year the NGO, Danish Cycling Federation has a campaign where Danish workplaces compete on having most employees who cycle to work. This campaign has great attendance with about 100.000 participants in 2004. Originally it was financed by a public fund called The Green Fund, but today it is financed by both private and public money. 

Developments in transport practice

Transport is a consumption area where some initiatives have been taken to reduce the environmental effects, but simultaneously other policies further a growth in mobility. E.g. there is a tax-free allowance for people who commute more than 40 km a day, and this encourages people to settle down far from their workplaces. This scheme has even been expanded under the new government with an increased allowance for people in edge areas. The politicians argue for the importance of a mobile workforce and that depopulation of edge areas must be prevented. But these tax-free allowances institutionalise the long work trip and scattered patterns of settlement, and the result is increased car dependency. Other politics that promote motoring are: Company car arrangements, where employees do not pay according to their use, but instead pay a fixed amount; a rule saying that unemployed people have to accept a job-offer implicating several hours of transport every day; the subsidy to public transport has been reduced with the result that public transport has become relatively more expensive compared to private car transport the past 20 years. Altogether social and institutional structures are developed, with economy and time bindings that make motoring beneficial or directly necessary.

But the growth in private transport can not be explained by the development of certain socio-economic structures alone. Driving as an everyday practice gives an experience of time-efficiency, individual freedom and independence. The opportunity to do things spontaneously is often emphasized in studies on travel mode choices. This is in accordance with the fact that leisure travel counts for 40 % of the total amount of private transport (NERI in prep.). An interesting aspect is, that it can be much more important to have the possibility to do things, than it is to realise these possibilities (Godskesen, 2001). This emphasizes the cars symbolic value, giving its owner a feeling of individual freedom to choose between many different experiences and activities. 

Also the technological development of the Danish transportation system is increasingly centred around the car. Bus traffic has been reduced and the highway system has been expanded, so Denmark today has the highest amount of highway kilometres pr. inhabitant in Europe. Seen in relation to the Danes' disposable income cars have become 48 % cheaper since 1980 and the price of petrol has been reduced by 82 %. In the same period the price of a bus ticket has risen 250 %. This economic development has made car purchase possible for a new, large group of people and is an important precondition for the growth in private transport.

Mobility is assumed to be of great importance and is seen as a precondition for economic growth. Therefore transport is a consumption area with strong contradictions between environment and economic concerns. This dilemma is reflected on many different levels. There is an obvious contradiction between the policy aim to reduce the CO2 outlet and the actual transport politics, where cars become cheaper and the road system is developed. From a regional view there is a dilemma between preserving natural resorts and hindering economic growth in the area, by e.g. refusing to extend the highway system. Also on the individual level there are paradoxes between the individual choice and the collective effects of these choices. It can be illustrated by the father, who chooses to drive his own daughter to school, because he is very busy and because there are so many cars around the school area. Therefore he does not consider it safe for her to cycle to school. 

Case 3: Information and Communication technology (ICT)

Information and communication technology (ICT) is a consumption area in rapid growth these years. Between 1995 and 2002, the share of Danish families owing one or more personal computers doubled (from 37% to 73%) and the ownership of mobile phones more than quadrupled (from 20% to 84%). In addition, the rate of renewal is high in general and especially with regard to mobile phones. ICT therefore constitutes a consumption area with one of the highest growth rates within the last 15 years. (Statistics Denmark 2004)

A number of environmental problems are related to the use of ICT including the use of energy to manufacture and use ICT products as well as environmental and health related problems associated with the management of compound electronic waste. ICT products contain a number of scarce metals and harmful substances such as copper, gold, mercury and brominated flame retardants, which are difficult to isolate and recycle. (Danish EPA 2001)

Initiatives within consumer-oriented environmental policy

The environmental drawbacks related to the use of ICT have not been a subject of general discussion and unlike housing and transportation there has been very few political initiatives to manage or control the use of ICT from an environmental point of view. On the contrary, increased possibilities for tele-mediated communication are regarded as an absolute asset for the economy as well as the public, and in governmental papers and strategies ICT is assigned a key role to the building of a modern “knowledge and information society” (Erhvervsredegørelse 1996 and Ministry of Research 1994). The public awareness has only in a few exceptional cases been drawn to the environmental aspects of the use of ICT such as in a recent national campaign on television, where citizens were encouraged to turn off their electrical appliances instead of leaving them on “standby”. Also, there have been few campaigns on the importance of separating used electrical appliances from ordinary waste.

Analysis of practice

In section three we mentioned individualisation, time-pressure and product innovation as main driving forces behind the overall growth in consumption. These driving forces also apply to ICT with the rapid innovation of products and technologies playing a particularly important role. Within the area of computer technologies, the innovation of new products is closely related to the continuous improvement of the hardware towards increased processing power and storage capacity in parallel with the development of new and more “heavy” software and programmes. With regard to communication technologies (especially mobile phones), the innovation of new products seems to be characterised by a continuous addition of new functionalities such as electronic calendars, Multimedia Messaging Services (MMS) and cameras in combination with frequent changes of the exterior design. The rapid product innovation makes existing ICT products obsolete long before the actual decay of the technology and contributes to the acceleration of the replacement of old products with new ones.

From an everyday life perspective, the use of ICT seems closely related to families’ management of the social conditions of modern family life of which the process of individualisation and emancipation acts as an outwards (centrifugal) force on the family as a social unit (Dencik 1996). In addition, the need for tele-mediated communication and coordination is intensified by the temporal and spatial dispersion of family members and their individual activities caused by the increasing specialisation and spatial distribution of activities and services in modern society (Ling 2004). Following from this, the frequent use of mobile phones can be interpreted as creating an experience of “tele-mediated proximity” between family members. Starting as a reaction to the increased dispersion of the family members and their individual activities, communication technologies have become an integrated part of the continuous production and reproduction of the close and intimate relations of the family.

The growth in consumption of ICT products is driven by a co-evolution between, on the one hand, material and technological changes in the form of rapid product innovation in combination with the infrastructural development enabling further dispersion of activities and services, and on the other hand, changes within social relations and social/economic institutions such as individualisation and emancipation in combination with increasing specialisation and spatial distribution of activities and services. Together, these changes constitute a strong driving force behind the growth in consumption of ICT and its environmental impact, which has not been addressed by the consumer-oriented environmental policies.

The case studies show that the consumer-oriented environmental policy has had effect on private consumption, more in some areas than in others. In the following section we will discuss the general characteristics of the successes and failures and finally bring into focus the aspects of consumption that are not thematized in an environmental perspective.

5. Evaluating the impact of consumer-oriented environmental policy 

Success stories

The most conspicuous success stories of consumer-oriented environmental policy are the reductions of water use for toilets and electricity consumption for refrigerators. In both cases far more effective technologies have been developed and they have become widespread through a combination of policy instruments such as labelling, subsidies and information campaigns together with considerable taxes on electricity and water. The phasing out of lead in petrol and the decoupling of NOx and particle pollution from the growth in private transport can also be seen as successes, even though transport in general is growing. As in the case of refrigerators and toilets the environmental problems are solved through technological development, where one technology can substitute another without appreciable changes in everyday practices. The consumers’ effort is limited to a bit of reflection and maybe a higher investment in the purchase situation. Apparently, consumer-oriented environmental policies are successful, when everyday practices do not have to change, and technological development, economic structures (taxes and subsidies) and knowledge (labelling) and understandings (campaigns) are all in accordance with each other.

Partly successes – consumption growth overtakes efficiency

Often a rise in efficiency covers a growth in end-consumption. This is the case in the partly success of keeping the energy use in Danish households constant during the last two decades. Technological development and economic instruments have made it possible to lower energy consumption without dramatic changes in everyday practices. And some reductions are brought about due to a rise in awareness of energy use. But simultaneously the houses have become bigger and we have got so many more appliances, that we totally use the same energy. The development of more efficient cars shows the same pattern – only here, the rise in efficiency can not at all keep up with the growth in private transport. It is interesting that such a big effort is done to optimise the energy efficiency and increase people's awareness of energy use, while the growth in the size of the dwelling is not addressed at all. This illustrates how complex consumption patterns are and that the political initiatives only aim at certain very restricted parts of consumption.

The importance of status

But why is it possible to influence consumption in some areas and not in others? It is thought-provoking that refrigerators, toilets and petrol are all ”invisible” consumption goods, that are not connected to high status, while the dwelling size, ICT and, to an even larger extent, cars are important in order to show success and status. It would be very easy to draw the conclusion that environmental politics can have success in consumption areas with low status. But this conclusion would overlook the dynamic character of consumption patterns.

In the United States big refrigerators are very common and it is now possible to buy them in Denmark. Will the Danish conception of a fridge being “just a fridge” change in the future? Also water consumption has potentials for change. Danes are very much aware of saving water, but as mentioned earlier the symbolic meaning of the bathroom is changing and new water consuming technologies are being installed. These examples show how the symbolic dimension in some cases can redefine the meaning and status of a technology and influence the effect of environmental politics.

The dilemma between growth and environment

There have been initiatives aimed at reducing the environmental impact of transport and also campaigns trying to influence modal choices. But their effect has been very limited and all initiatives are overtaken by the growth in transport, which is out of control. An explanation is that transport is ascribed great importance for the general growth and development of society. Therefore, a policy furthering mobility is pursued and this is in opposition to the environmental goals. It is obviously more difficult to influence consumption patterns when the policy goals are ambiguous..

Both private transport and ICT are consumption areas that have a central role in everyday life, as they tie the many activities together in time and space. It is difficult to ‘save transport’, while the structures of society develop in a direction, where activities are increasingly dispersed, and we are expected to be mobile and flexible. It is difficult to imagine a campaign with the headline: ”Move closer to your workplace”, or subsidies to move house to reduce commuting. This shows how deeply the idea of mobility as a positive factor is rooted in society, and how this makes it difficult to develop political initiatives that restrain mobility.

Consumption that is not addressed by environmental policy

In many areas of consumption environmental aims do not exist. While it is generally accepted to make campaigns about saving water and electricity, the ‘normal’ consumption of products such as renewal of mobile phones, improving the dwelling, buying new clothes e.g. is not addressed in the consumer oriented environmental policy. Simultaneously the consumption growth is driven by different dynamics. The hasty technological development is obviously a strong driving force in the ICT area, but also influences renewals of the dwelling. Individualisation combined with economic progress results in families purchasing more than one television, telephone etc. Finally people procure new technologies to ease time pressure in everyday life, by purchasing two cars, two bathrooms, microwave ovens etc. Also the need to withdraw from the stressful everyday life can create new consumption, as in the example of the bathroom that becomes a refuge of relaxation – setting new standards for the bathroom equipment.

Altogether the standard of a ’normal’ everyday life has changed the past 20 years. It has become normal to have at least one car in a household, and the standard of dwellings has improved, both with regard to size and equipment. The latest development is in the area of ICT where telephones and computers are now becoming individually owned products.

Obtaining the ‘right’ standard in different areas of consumption is closely connected to identity- formation, e.g. having the ‘right’ house is part of being a successful family. This makes it difficult to question the size and equipment of the dwelling from an environmental perspective, because living up to the environmental goals would implicate, that the family should do without some of the facilities that belong to a ‘normal’ home. What a family ‘needs’ can not be seen out of context with the normal standard of the social group it belongs to. Also commercials are an important element in constructing a higher level of ’normal’ consumption (which is also the aim of advertising). The result is that the expectations of normal consumption are unnoticeably rising all the time and environmental policy is not thematizing this development in normal consumption.

6. Conclusion and perspectives

In this paper, we have studied developments in private consumption in Denmark in relation to housing, transport and ICT, in order to evaluate the impact of Danish consumer-oriented environmental politics, in the last decades. The consumption has been studied through a theoretical perspective, which emphasises the intertwining of the consumers’ daily practices with material objects, symbolic meanings and social relations. Especially three major drivers behind the consumption growth are pointed out: First the process of individualisation, second the spread of stress and the feeling of time pressures in daily life, and finally the hasty product innovation. The case studies on housing, transport and ICT show how the environmental effects from consumption in some areas have been reduced due to the consumer-oriented environmental politics: especially within households’ water consumption and to a lesser degree also within households’ energy consumption, whereas growth in transport and in ICT show the limits of the politics. 

In the evaluation of the consumer-oriented environmental policies, it is concluded that successes are mainly related to substitution of more efficient technologies that are not strongly related to social status or not having great importance for the overall economic growth, e.g. refrigerators and toilets. The opposite holds true for the areas of transport and of ICT, where we have not seen environmental improvements and which are characterised as having major importance for societal economy, for the individual’s social status and especially for ICT also being characterised by hasty changes in product innovation. Both the character of the actual policies, including their ability to address the complex nature of daily practices, e.g. symbolic meaning, material objects and social relations, and the character of the practices in question, e.g. significance and status in daily life, seem to influence whether the policy is successful or not. Based on these analyses it is concluded that consumer-oriented environmental policy in some areas has succeeded, even though these successes are characterised by the principle of ‘picking the lowest fruits’, meaning that only improvements are made that are easy to reach and does not conflict with other goals. Throughout the years, Danish consumer-oriented environmental policy has limited itself by only working with areas, which in no ways conflict with a growth-oriented policy and furthermore it has been based on a very static understanding of consumption, not including working in more detail with the driving forces of consumption growth. 

In relation to the question of whether there has been any major changes recently following from the change of government in 2001 or whether the consumer-oriented environmental politics have followed their own logic and line, much suggests that these politics, both before and after the change of government, have major limitations as these do not deal with the growth in consumption. This holds true for the policy of the former Danish governments as well as for the present, only has the present government radicalised the goals of environmental policy to only incorporate those aspects which are most cost-effective. From a research point of view we find this important to document and comment on even though there at the present do not seem to be any political will to further developments of the consumer-oriented environmental policy in Denmark.
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Figure 4.2: Development in water consumption in households (StatBank Denmark 2005).
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Figure 4.� SEQ Figur \* ARABIC �0�: Energy consumption in households. The bars are the actual consumption and the line is the consumption corrected for climatic fluctuations (Danish Energy Authority 2003).
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Figure 4.4: Development in electric appliances (Danish Energy Authority 2003)
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Figure 4.3: Development in square meters of dwelling size per person (StatBank Denmark 2005)
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� Fast technological development combined with new technologies that support a more effective way of doing activities in daily life also makes up driving forces (e.g. the use of mobile phones to ‘real-time co-ordination’ of persons, activities and actions). (Rosa 2003 and Gleick 1999).   


� In the present study, we have chosen not to include the production of waste from households. 


� Also, this dynamic is put through in different ways. Once one is finally off duty it becomes more common to take on vacations in the bigger cities. This way, the spare time do also to an increasing extent become intensified in relation to consumption.
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						1986		1992		1999				Areal over kælder		10629		11377		12242

		Boligbenyttelse		Boligudgift. Mio.kr. 1995-priser		93565		109141		112488				Vejle Amt

		U. kælder		Boligareal. 1000 kvm.		252742		268246		281883				Areal over kælder		16521		17696		18999

				Boligudgift. Kr. pr. kvm/år		370.1996502362		406.8690679451		399.0591841296				Ringkøbing Amt

				Boligudgift pr. person		18257.3192210262		21067.1939658118		21104.6112397327				Areal over kælder		13487		14502		15494

				Indbyggere		5124794		5180614		5330020				Århus Amt

		Kilde: Nationalregnskabsstatistik 1999 og 1994												Areal over kælder		28556		30857		32788

														Viborg Amt

						1986		1992		1999				Areal over kælder		12581		13298		14006

				Boligudgift. Kr. pr. kvm/år. Venstre akse		370.1996502362		406.8690679451		399.0591841296				Nordjyllands Amt

				Boligudgift. Kr. pr. beboer/år.  Højre akse		18257.3192210262		21067.1939658118		21104.6112397327				Areal over kælder		25095		26706		27888

						1986		1987		1988		1989		1990		1991		1992		1993		1994		1995		1996		1997		1998		1999

				Boligudgift pr. kvm.		374.7501732266		390.9282984229		412.4908626803		411.4002095115		411.2745566884		411.0763869159		410.1641919494		399.8754874257		402.5981751798		398.8332526684		402.7595269382		401.6683187079		402.3899343798		402.7252190164

				Boligudgift pr. person.		18287.726241348		19279.6042143352		20572.7772498691		20747.096657984		20933.2888578105		21085.9134680496		21142.6454914119		20705.0747266637		20836.9173785687		20697.2462851711		20896.2932393987		20894.4970172248		21031.5286900881		21169.9199992773

				Befolkningen pr 1.januar efter område og tid.		5116273		5124794		5129254		5129778		5135409		5146469		5162126		5180614		5196642		5215718		5251027		5275121		5294860		5313577		5330020

				Boligareal		249673		252742		255819		258697		261385		263985		266091		268246		268958		270667		272438		274408		276744		279317		281883

				Boligudgift 1995-priser		93565		98804		105523		106428		107501		108518		109141		107265		108282		107951		109727		110221		111359		112488

				Bygningsbestandens areal (1000 kvm) efter område, anvendelse og tid.

						1986		1987		1988		1989		1990		1991		1992		1993		1994		1995		1996		1997		1998		1999		2000

				Hele landet

				Stuehuse til landbrugsejendomme		29567		29350		29245		29332		29192		29150		29115		28932		28824		28759		28685		28104		27484		26958		26553

				Parcelhuse		127238		129265		130936		132128		133210		134075		134891		135916		136395		137287		138385		140318		142613		145100		147276

				Række-,kæde- og dobbelthuse		20763		21784		22786		23735		24872		25934		26574		27526		27617		27939		28231		28468		28740		29013		29401

				Flerfamiliehuse		70093		70322		70786		71392		71927		72600		73238		73676		73908		74400		74815		75177		75527		75857		76259

				Kollegier		1162		1158		1189		1200		1246		1270		1290		1208		1215		1228		1242		1251		1271		1285		1294

				Anden helårsbeboelse		850		863		877		910		938		956		983		988		999		1054		1080		1090		1109		1104		1100

				I alt		249673		252742		255819		258697		261385		263985		266091		268246		268958		270667		272438		274408		276744		279317		281883
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