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SUSTAINABILITY CONCERN AND ACTION
INTRODUCTION: EUROPE BETWEEN PANDEMIC AND THE SUSTAINABILITY AGENDA
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Sustainability – and especially “plastic” was the topic in
2019 that preoccupied politics, media, manufacturers
and retailers, but above all consumers. A protest
movement on the subject of the environment has never
been as young and global as the "Fridays for Future"
demonstrations. And then we faced a global threat that
no one could foresee: Corona. From one day to the next,
life in many countries was completely turned inside out

worldwide how the awareness toward sustainability
changed in order to answer the pressing questions
of our clients:
§ Has the trend towards greater environmental
awareness manifested itself or is it fading in the
wake of the pandemic?
§ What requirements do consumers have with regard
to the sustainability of individual products, their

and other issues seemed to take a back seat. But has the
topic of sustainability moved into the background
during this time of uncertainty, has even fallen back to
the level before “Greta” – or is the topic of sustainability
moving even more into focus, since consumers focus on
the essentials and question the previous?

materials and the offerings in retail?
§ Who can and should make a difference from
the consumer's point of view and drive the
sustainability agenda?

Against this background, GfK in cooperation with Kantar
and Europanel, investigated in 2020 in over 20 countries

In the following we will focus on the EU 10 (Italy,
Great Britain, Ireland, Germany, France, Slovakia,
Czech Republic, Poland, Portugal and Spain).

READ THE INSIGHTS FROM OUR EXPERTS – VOICES FROM THE COUNTRIES
How to incorporate the
environmental issue in
your strategy

Izabela Jagodzinska – Director, GfK Advanced Solution Team Poland
Denise Blömers – Director and Johanna Hagedorn, Consultant, GfK Advanced Solution Team Germany

About GfK

Hana Rihova – Director, Advanced Business Solutions Team CEE
Valeria Giachino – Manager and Milena Signorini, Manager, GfK Advanced Solutions Team Italy

© GfK 2020

2

SUSTAINABILITY CONCERN AND ACTION
SUSTAINABILITY IN UNSTABLE TIMES
2019 was a decisive year for the environmental
movement, becoming a mainstream topic that moved on
to the political agenda in many countries.
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From now on, old and long-accepted industrial practices
were questioned, but changes were also made by the
consumer themselves, when purchasing FMCG. The topic
of plastic waste avoidance became central for consumers
to actively participate in climate protection. Manufacturer
and Retailer highlighted more of their environmentally
friendly initiatives but also started rethinking product
developments and concepts at the POS.
Besides the focus on the FMCG industry to react on the
consumer sustainability needs, in the second half of the
year, climate change came more and more into focus. As
it became more visible (e.g. forest fires in Australia,
California and in the Amazon, but also the ongoing car
industry debate on CO2), intensified the debate and the
search for solutions to design one sustainable living.

2020 it’s all different? Surely the corona pandemic posed
great challenges for many countries and their residents –
on health but above all financially. Changed behavioral
patterns in FMCG consumption but also in the usage due
to long periods of time at home revealed new habits.
However, we see that the importance on plastic waste
hasn’t lost its impact being the #1 challenge in Europe,
especially in the northern European countries.

#1 Climate Change

On the other hand the environmental concerns became
broader. While the percentages in the mentions for
plastic are stagnating, other aspects are becoming
relatively more relevant. Concerns about Climate
Change are on the rise especially in southern Europe,
but also become more important in countries like
Germany. Overall in Poland the level of agreement with
the relevance of environmental aspects has increased.
= change vs. 2019 (Italy has no data for 2019)

Plastic waste
In Poland issues related to environmental sustainability are
gaining importance. Over the past year, the perception of

Climate change

Air pollution

Deforestation

Water pollution

Water shortage

EU 10

plastic waste and climate change has increased significantly
as key global threats. We also observe a change in the

About GfK

#1 Plastic

behavior of Polish buyers - the shares of segments actively
working for environmental protection has increased.
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Izabela Jagodzinska, Director, GfK Advanced Solution Team Poland
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SUSTAINABILITY CONCERN AND ACTION
ENVIRONMENTAL CONSCIOUSNESS UNDER THE INFLUENCE OF THE YOUNGER GENERATION
I am personally affected by environmental problems
(Buyer in %, EU 10)
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Most likely to impact shopper’s behaviors
regarding the environment? (% yes, EU 10)
My children
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45%

My friends

42%

My spouse

37%

My parents

19%

My colleagues at work

14%

Politicians

13%

Media influencers

13%

Celebrities

9%

As a result, the abstract nature of environmental
problems has decreased more and more in the minds of
shoppers, because the effects are also becoming
increasingly noticeable. While forest fires and melting
icebergs appear far away, 4 out of 10 European
households already state today that they are personally
affected by environmental issues.
Not only there is a more comprehensive understanding
of sustainability among consumers, but also the
direction of the influence on the behavior of shoppers
is also changing.
At least since Greta Thunberg, everyone has known
that the environmental movement has reached a broad
mass and the pressure on politics has become a question
of generations.

In Europe, household managers are influenced in their
behavior primarily by their children (42%). Far behind
are politicians (14%) or even media influencer. (13%).
Addressees and opinion leaders take place between
generations, in which the parents' generation
altruistically follows the motive to "compensate for"
their own sins. (Older) Shopper understood that
their own value system might be outdated. For
manufacturer and retailer it is important
integrate this into their strategy
to show the younger generation
that they stay relevant and
become a problem solver
in the shoppers eyes.

Page 2/2
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SUSTAINABILITY CONCERN AND ACTION
ECO ACTIVES ON THE RISE
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But are last years concern a phenomenon that is
being marginalized due to the corona pandemic in
2020? That may be true in the media. However, a
different picture emerges when we regard the
shoppers concern.
Based on the FMCG purchasing behavior in handling
packaging, we already identified environmental types
in 2019 that have a significantly different attitude to
personal responsibility and active waste avoidance
behavior when it comes to the essential environmental
problem from the shopper's point of view - plastic.
There are three different types:
Eco Actives: Shoppers who feel responsible
and are making significant steps to reduce
their plastic waste, knowing which companies
have a genuine environmental concern.
Eco Considerers: Shoppers who are worried
about plastic, making occasional steps to
reduce their waste but place the emphasis
for action on companies and governments.
Eco Dismissers: Shoppers who have no
interest in plastic waste challenges and are
making no steps to reduce waste, lacking
awareness of environmental concerns.

A comparison with 2019 clearly shows that awareness
has increased significantly in the population. The
proportions of the shopper who actively avoid plastic
waste are still far apart across the countries. However,
it is evident that eco-active people are everywhere,
partly growing with double-digit rates. In times when
hygiene standards can save lives, it is all the more
remarkable that almost one in four of them wants to
avoid packaging waste through their shopping behavior.
This shows that the penchant for sustainability was not
a temporary phenomenon, but is a robust and longlasting trend that companies have to embrace...and not
% of shoppers in EU10, 2020

only for brands that serve a targeted niche. For instance
in Germany companies must consider targeting the ecoactives to be an integral part of their product and
assortment strategy.
Asking the German Shoppers, whether sustainable aspects
like climate protection, biodiversity and avoidance of plastic
became more or less important due to the corona pandemic.
Surprisingly, 50% told us it is equally important as before and
36% told us it is more important! There is no way out of
sustainability for German manufacturers and retailers!
Denise Blömers, Director and Johanna Hagedorn, Consultant,
GfK Advanced Solution Team Germany

Index vs. Total

EU 10 Ø = 24%
38%

Growth vs. 2019
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Eco Actives
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SUSTAINABILITY CONCERN AND ACTION
SHOPPER TAKE A STAND AND ACT
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The awareness of sustainable economic activity has
therefore reached more and more the center of society
in recent years. But how do shoppers react in times of
the pandemic and with what consistency when it comes
to sustainable shopping behavior?
More than one in three households in Europe has
already stopped purchasing services / products that, in
their opinion, do not meet their requirements.
There are many reasons to buy products or not to buy
them when it comes to sustainability. A key
differentiating factor is the question of whether and to
what extent plastic was used for packaging. Plastic in
particular has become the cause of the evil in the minds
of consumers. On the one hand, because it is
immediately visible and easy to convey what
environmental damage can be caused.

35%

3 out of 10 European households make sure the
products they buy are not wrapped in plastic

Index vs. Total
178

105

102
69

51

On the other hand, because in his view the consumer has
a clear option of how he can help improve his personal
environmental balance.

More than 2/3 of Slovaks and half of Czechs declare that
they prefer to buy products in recycled material. However,

About GfK

I have stopped buying some products/services because
of their impact on the environment or society

nutritional content and additives remain the most
important aspect when deciding to buy food.

Growth rate vs. 2019
+

n.n.

+ = <10%, ++ = > 10%

Hana Rihova, Director, GfK Advanced Solutions Team

++

+

++

This is why around 30% of all households are already
reluctant to use plastic packaging when shopping if it can
be avoided. Here, too, it becomes clear that on the one
hand there are strong differences between the countries.
What is far more interesting, however, is that consumers
attach even greater importance to avoiding plastic than
in 2019, even though the topic of hygiene was also placed
in the foreground at the POS during the pandemic
In Poland and Slovakia, this aspect has increased
significantly compared to 2019 becoming
more important for manufacturers
and retailers to avoid plastic
packaging in their offer and also
to communicate clearly.

Page 2/2
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SUSTAINABILITY CONCERN AND ACTION
EXPECTATIONS AND OPPORTUNITIES FROM THE SHOPPER'S DEMANDS
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So shoppers can also clearly identify with whom they
are seeking solutions. Above all – as in 2019 – the
manufacturers are in demand whereas retailer seem to
be off the hook. A rising importance is also seen within
the governments, going hand in hand with the increased
demand to solve the climate change issue (regulations
on CO2 etc.), but shopper also increase to recognize
that its also up to them and their purchasing behavior
that can make difference in environmental damage –
this is especially true for the Eco-actives that
lesser do not blame others, but act themselves.

Therefore, manufacturers and retailer need to
understand how and especially in which categories
the consumer expect the most and broad measure
are necessary and where a selective strategy might
be feasible.
While fruit and vegetable categories in particular
are essential for many, categories that use plastic
packaging for various reasons are also at the top of
the consumers mind.

In Italy, manufacturers should invest even much more in
sustainable home and personal care products, the first two
categories on which Italian shoppers think their purchase
decision can have an impact on the environment.
Valeria Giachino, Manager and Milena Signorini, Manager,
GfK Advanced Solutions Team Italy

Categories in which shopper think their purchase decision can make an impact to protect the environment
EU 10

Environmental Consciousness

Shopper’s response

Who can make the biggest difference to control
and limit environmental damage (EU 10, 2020)
Manufacturers
Government

40%
How to incorporate the
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35%
5%

20%

Retailers

1

Fresh foods such as fruit and vegetables

2

Household care products such as laundry detergents, cleaners

3

Paper products such as toilet tissues, paper towels, other tissues

4

Personal care products such as shampoo, deodorants, toothpaste

5

Meat

…

…

10

Frozen foods

11

Hot drinks such as tea, coffee

Consumers
© GfK 2020
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SUSTAINABILITY CONCERN AND ACTION
THE TIME IS NOW…
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In general, it can be said that sustainability measures are
expected to be carried out in each category. We are
happy to support you with #WCWD in leveraging this
potential and making the right decisions.

Focused
solutions
needed
Make a difference with the purchase

Introduction

But it is also crucial to understand what has to be
implemented in order to . It turns out that the
perception of the consumer is very different according
to categories, what to do and which measures are
accepted. Therefore, for Fresh food it is already now
worth to take measures, whereas for beverages
manufacturer and retailer should regard closely which
one to take.

Invest in
solutions

ON #WHO CARES, WHO DOES…
§ Cooperation between GfK, Kantar and Europanel

Home
Fresh Food

Care
Personal Care

§ Why2buy/linkQ quantitative shopper survey,
harmonized across 19 countries consumer panels
around the world
§ Fieldwork in June 2020

Dry/Packaged food
Beverages
Adjust subordinately

§ Linking survey data to purchase data
§ Standardized base report available
Communicate
the advantage

§ Flexible access and reporting opportunity

Acceptance of solutions to reduce environmental
impact

Key take aways
§ The pandemic has not changed the subject of sustainability ad acta, but has brought it even more into focus
with the consumer. With home consumption increasing, now is the time for many companies to act or continue
on the path they have chosen.
§ Sustainability becomes more mainstream. No company can still afford to ignore this. The product and marketing
strategy in the FMCG area must be aligned against the background of the sustainability target groups.
§ Manufacturers need to stay ahead of the game. However, it must be clearly differentiated which measures have
priority depending on the category and consumers. With increasing expectations on governmental regulations
and the legislature, it is crucial that a manufacturer remains ahead of the game and drive the agenda.
§ Retailers have to prioritize clearly in category management and communicate their sustainability contribution
to the customer. Creating trust has top priority. Retailer are not responsible first, but shoppers are actively
looking for solutions - not offering them would be fatal in the medium and long term.
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SUSTAINABILITY CONCERN AND ACTION
#WHO CARES WHO DOES
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It is therefore important to act individually for each
category but also to understand your own brand and the
shopper in this context. With the data from the consumer
panel in connection with the survey data from #Who
Cares Who Does, the potentials and expectations of
categories, brands and retailers can be identified and
regional differences can be incorporated into your
strategy. The GfK Consumer Panel enables individual
analysis based on the study and the target groups formed.

GfK connects data and science. Innovative research solutions
provide answers for key business questions around consumers,
markets, brands and media – now and in the future. As a research
and analytics partner, GfK promises its clients all over the world

GROWTH FROM
KNOWLEDGE
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Jan-Fredrik Stahlbock
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Jan-Fredrik.Stahlbock@gfk.com
https://insights.gfk.com/sustainability-concern-action
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