
 

 
 

 
UPSTREAM: Choice editing 

 
 
 
Description 
 
‘Choice editing for sustainability' describes how retailers eliminate the option of buying products with a poor 
environmental or social record (SDC 2006b).  
 
Retailers edit choice by not stocking products that they consider to have an unacceptable environmental 
impact.  It is also referred to as “editing out” unsustainable options. Governments edit citizen’s choices 
through laws, taxes, subsidies, voluntary bans etc. An example is the EU phase-out of incandescent light 
bulbs.  Producers and manufacturers also choice edit e.g. the recent voluntary ban on phosphates in 
dishwasher detergents in the United States. 
 
Although retailers edit consumer choice with every decision they make about what to sell, the focus here is 
solely on choice editing for sustainability. The goal is not removal of choice, but rather to offer more 
sustainable options in all price ranges, in order to shift consumers choice towards sustainable products e.g. 
cloth bags or reusable bags instead of disposable plastic bags. 
 
 
 
Potential for positive environmental impact 
 
Choice editing is an important mechanism for taking environmentally detrimental products off the market and 
for achieving overall environmental improvements.  Fridges are a good example of how choice-editing can 
change the market - it is now difficult to buy a fridge with a poor energy-rating because retailers have chosen 
not to stock them.    
 

“The evidence suggests that, historically, the green consumer has not been the tipping point in 
driving green innovation. Instead, choice editing for quality and sustainability by government and 
business has been the critical driver in the majority of cases. Manufacturers, retailers and 
regulators have made decisions to edit out less sustainable products on behalf of consumers, 
raising the standard for all.” (Sustainable Consumption Roundtable 2006b: 2) 

 
 
Prevalence 
 
Choice editing is an increasingly important strategy among the large retailers, although typically only on a 
small number of products.  Food retailers and consumers are increasingly challenging the assumption that 
all products (particularly seasonal goods) should be continuously available throughout the year and are 
advocating that more environmentally sound products should be made more available (European Retail 
Forum 2009).  
 
In the Nordic countries many retailers are choice editing fish and fish products. They have stopped selling 
different kinds of fish products from unsustainable fishing. Ban on PVC in packaging are also widely spread 
in especially Sweden, Finland and Denmark. Other examples of choice editing are highly concentrated 
pesticides (Coop Denmark), product with LAS and triclosan (Axfood Sweden), one way grills with Chinese 
stone coal (Axfood Sweden), non fair trade bananas (Suomen lähikauppa). See cases  
 
 
Pros and cons 
 
Pros: 
 

• Sustainable choices are “mainstreamed” – they become the normal, natural, easy choices for most 
people. 

• Labelling alone is often not enough to rapidly change markets, as ‘green consumers’ are in a 
minority.  Choice editing shifts the burden of responsibility from consumers to retailers and 
authorities. 



 

 
 

 
“. .when people act as shoppers, they expect some issues to have been dealt with.  They may 
not be aware that government and retailers are delegating to them much of the responsibility 
of choosing society’s way out of unsustainability.”  (Sustainable Consumption Roundtable 
2006b: 15).   

 
Cons:  
 

• Labelling is sometimes thought to be less controversial than choice-editing, enabling people to 
choose between sustainable and unsustainable products themselves.  This maintains the principle 
of consumer sovereignty – the idea that consumer choices should determine what gets produced. 

• Although choice-editing steers consumers towards more sustainable products, it does not 
necessarily reduce overall consumption levels.   
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