
 

 
 

 
UPSTREAM: Eco-design of own brand products 

 
 
Description 
 
It is estimated that over 80% of all product-related environmental impacts are determined during the design 
phase of a product. Against this background, eco-design aims to improve the environmental performance of 
products throughout the life-cycle by systematic integration of environmental aspects at a very early stage in 
the product design (EU 2010). Eco-design of products means working with suppliers on improving existing or 
developing new products and services that have lower environmental impacts throughout its lifecycle but 
provide the same service and level of quality as traditional products. Retailers mainly work with eco-design 
of their own brands where they have control over the production and other stages upstream in supply chain.   
 
 
Potential for positive environmental impact 
 
Ecodesign of products may significantly reduce environmental impacts of products by e.g. reduced resource 
and energy use, reduced content of harmful chemicals, modular design, design for recycling, etc. Eco-
design of packaging can lead to reduced resource use, transport demand and reduced waste generation. 
 
 
Prevalence and future potential 
 
Many large Western-European retailers work on eco-design of their own-brand product packaging or on 
developing packaging guidelines for suppliers. A limited number of retailers take a step further and develop 
refill systems to reduce packaging of individual products. There are also a number of national and 
international initiatives to address the problem of packaging, e.g. Efficient Consumer Response (ECR) 
Europe has started the Packaging and Sustainability Initiative. Kesko have developed a packaging guideline 
and Kesko plays an important role in determining the packaging materials and quantities used for its own 
brands in particular (Kesko 2010). COOP Sweden influence design of own products by only using ecolabeled 
paper e.g. packaging and printed material. 
  
Retailers can also use what is called a “black-list” to forbid the use of certain substances in their products 
(e.g. hazardous chemicals). This type of action could be called “selective ecodesign”, because only one 
environmental issue is taken under consideration (most often toxicity risk due to the use of hazardous 
substances) (EU 2009). COOP Denmark has decided to have no endocrine disrupters in their own brands 
products (COOP 2010). See case study. 
 
Many Nordic retailers have their own brands of eco labelled or organic products. Dansk Supermarket is 
collaborating with suppliers on developing environmental friendly washing powder CARE (Dansk 
Supermarked 2010).  
 
Initiatives to avoid packaging by providing sale-in-bulk options and refill systems are also relatively rare in 
Europe and further encouragement of such systems is needed (ETC/SCP 2011) 
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