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European Economic and Social Committee 

Section for Single Market, Production and Consumption 

Title: European Consumer Day – New trends in consumption 

Organisation: INT Section 

Date: 16-03-2015 

Location: EESC, Brussels 

 

Participants 

Consumer organisations, business representatives, public authorities + delegation of EESC members; 

in total 150 people 

Main ideas 

The conference, built around a general topic "New trends in consumption", focused on two issues in 

particular: responsible consumption and sharing economy. 

Responsible consumption: 

 More and more consumers are searching for a new kind of consumption – one that frees 

them from "guilt" over the negative impacts that traditional consumption has on health, society 

and the planet. However, a very human mix of status, indulgence, conditioning, addiction and 

genuine pleasure stops consumers from substantially changing their consumption needs and 

patterns. The ultimate luxury which brands can offer to consumers is continued indulgence 

without the guilt. 

 Consumers base their decisions on various criteria, not necessarily economic. Companies try 

to respond to consumers' needs and improve their image through claims of social, 

environmental or health character. However, such claims, when not correct, may distort the 

functioning of the internal market and fair competition. Some legislation at the EU level 

already exist, but the question is whether it is effective enough. The EESC examines this 

problem in its ongoing opinion on claims. 

 There's a gap between consumers' intent and action. Simple information provision may not be 

sufficient to close it. A brand, on the basis of consumer insights, could nudge the consumer 

(make it easy and desirable) to change a behaviour or habit, to adopt a healthier or more 

sustainable one. The use of behavioural science for better policy making should be promoted. 

Sharing economy: 

 A proactive approach of businesses towards regulators is recommended. Companies should 

be interested in addressing existing concerns and resolving legal grey areas in which they 

operate. Regulation for those companies would mean recognition. They should engage 

regulators in an open dialogue and create a new legal framework that works for all. 

 Sharing economy businesses and traditional operators need to be treated fairly, particularly in 

terms of regulation. Consumers must be protected, and trust must be strengthened in online 
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transactions. However, a degree of caution should not stop us from embracing the potential 

sharing offers for a new, more efficient and more flexible economy. 

 Trust has been described as the “enabling factor” in the sharing economy. Without adequate 

levels of trust exchange will not take place. Helping to build consumers’ trust in online 

transactions in the sharing economy is critical for its future development. 

 Sharing economy offers attractive and innovative forms of consumption for consumers 

seeking better deals and models that suit their expectations and modern ways of living. 

However, there's very unclear application of consumer law. The consumer is more exposed 

than in ‘traditional’ markets, so there's a need for effective complaint handling mechanisms 

within the platform. 

 In the Digital Single Market the role and obligations of intermediaries, in particular the sharing 

economy platforms, need to be defined in relation to specific sectors (e.g. transport, 

accommodation, financial services, etc.). 

Conclusions  

Consumers' habits in general have not changed enormously. A great part of consumers stick to their 

old habits or adjust them to currently available technology. But there are some new tendencies, forms 

of consumption that emerged partly as a result of the economic crisis, partly as a consequence of the 

development of digital market. One of them is the collaborative consumption, which – the EESC 

believes – offers an interesting alternative to traditional consumption model which was (and still is) 

based on the urge to possess and consume more.  

Collaborative consumption is linked to a more responsible attitude. The key element of collaborative 

consumption is trust and it can be built only if consumers behave responsibly. But responsible 

consumption is not only about consumer responsibility; professionals' responsibility is equally crucial. 

The EESC believes that such issues as planned obsolescence or unfair marketing and trading 

practices need to be addressed.  

Nor the EESC, nor the participants of the European Consumer Day have a clear answer to the 

question of consumer protection in the sharing economy, but we all agree that certain regulation is 

needed. And it is not only because of consumer protection issues, but also because of competition 

which is disrupted by the new service providers of the sharing economy like Uber or Airbnb. Sharing 

economy offers attractive and innovative forms of consumption for consumers, but it brings also 

challenges (like unfair competition or consumer redress) to which policymakers will eventually need to 

respond. 

The most important message of this year's European Consumer Day is, however, that consumer 

information is crucial. Huge amounts of information are available and consumers have to tease out 

what is relevant for them. Especially online, information is not necessarily always objective and 

consumer has to draw information from different sources to be sure that what he finds is actually 

corresponding to the facts. So there is a challenge for policy makers and consumer representatives to 

find the best way of keeping consumers well informed. 
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