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Online Case Study
Chapter 14: Ethical consumption
Ethical Consumer
[bookmark: _GoBack]Ethical Consumer is a website and print magazine which campaigns for a more ethical approach to business, using consumer pressure as a tool to force companies to become more ethically aware. Ethical Consumer is, as one might expect, a co-operative non-profit organisation. Funding comes from magazine subscriptions and advertising from carefully vetted companies, and the organisation also carries out paid research for interested organisations.
Ethical Consumer goes beyond campaigning for the physical environment. The organisation also rates companies against issues such as worker exploitation, tax avoidance, farm welfare and the differential between highest-paid and lowest-paid workers in organisations. Ethical Consumer applies an ethical rating to companies, giving scores out of 20, so that consumers can readily identify companies which are not behaving as ethically as they might. In practice, few companies seem to score higher than around 6 out of 20, so there is some way to go in achieving an ethical paradise on Earth.
Ethical Consumer’s manifesto may seem to some to be extreme – but to others it makes perfect sense. The manifesto contains nine essential demands:
1.	A Responsible Purchasing Act requiring all public sector institutions to take stated ethical issues into account when making procurement decisions.
2.	Compulsory annual social and environmental reporting by all businesses.
3.	Socially responsible consumption, and its history and diversity, should be required learning as part of the core curriculum.
4.	A ‘Tobin Tax’ on international currency speculation.
5.	A Europe-wide toxics release inventory accessible from an open access website on the US model.
6.	Mandatory carbon-footprint labelling and A–E energy consumption labelling on all products.
7.	Any company group with subsidiary companies located in specified tax havens should be refused permission to trade.
8.	Higher minimum standards for farm animal welfare for both home-produced and imported animal products.
9.	Companies should be required to report annually on the ratio between their highest and lowest paid workers.
Some of these may even be unenforceable – tax haven status would be difficult – but these are the criteria against which companies are judged. Ethical consumers can check which companies score well, and can boycott those which score least: the organisation even offers explanations as to why companies have scored well or badly, For example, Sainsbury’s supermarket scores highly for its widespread stock of Fairtrade products, but lost points for its supply chain management and for selling produce from illegal Israeli settlements on the West Bank.
This ability to break down the ratings into separate issues is useful to ethical consumers because they can decide which issues are most important. For some, workers’ rights would be higher on the scale than animal welfare, for example, and there will be those who do not worry too much about environmental reporting provided companies pay their taxes on time.
There is some evidence that campaigns and boycotts by ethical consumers do have some effect – Amazon has announced that it will be revising its tax avoidance schemes, and recent campaigns against Shell Oil appear to have had an effect in reducing oil drilling in the Arctic. Ultimately, though, consumers need to be informed about ethical and unethical practice on the part of companies, and Ethical Consumer is well-placed to provide that service.
Questions
1.	What are the main reasons an ethical consumer would want to use Ethical Consumer’s ratings system?
2.	Why would a company care what Ethical Consumer writes about them?
3.	What is the purpose of the manifesto?
4.	Why do so few companies score well on Ethical Consumer’s rating scales?
5.	What is the role of Ethical Consumer in organizing boycotts?
