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INTRODUCTION

DEFINITIONS

•   Conscious product: an evolution of an existing consumer solution, 
delivered in a way that is more sustainable for human and planetary health 
(e.g. clothes stitched with organic textiles, skincare packed with natural 
ingredients). 

•   Consumption: the choice made by consumers to adopt and use these goods 
and services as a response to their (perceived) needs and desires.1 

•   Commerce: the exchange of something that has value (e.g. money) for goods 
or services.

•   Greenwashing: conveying a false impression that a product is more 
environmentally sound than it really is, creating a false perception of an 
“ethical” purchase. 2

•   Production: the process of designing and manufacturing goods and services.

•   Sustainable consumption and production: the use of products and 
services that respond to basic needs and bring a better quality of life while 
minimising the use of natural resources and toxic materials as well as 
emissions, waste and pollutants so as not to jeopardise the needs of future 
generations.3

1.
0 /

/
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WELCOME THE PUBLISHER

If you’ve downloaded this white 
paper, it’s likely that you’re the 
passionate and dedicated soul 
behind a conscious product or 
e-commerce store. You’re doing 
your bit to meet the opportunity 
for sustainable production and 
consumption, and to challenge our 
ageing system - good on you! 

In taking this journey, there’s a 
high chance you’re navigating 
this paradox: while your goods 
might off er a healthier or more 
sustainable alternative to their 
counterparts, the industry of 
commerce is one of the most 
environmentally challenging.

While you have good and soulful 
intentions of increasing the global 
adoption of sustainable goods 
and practices, the reality is that 
this comes at a cost of carbon and 
waste intensive processes that 
are destroying our natural world. 
In 2020, you’re still operating 
within a commercial system that 

has traditionally required you to 
sell more and more and more to 
survive as a business.

Recognising this and 
understanding the exciting 
opportunities for change is key 
to navigating the commerce 
revolution of the 2020s. Building 
strong impact and sustainability 
strategies, devoting your 
brand to transparent customer 
communication, and looking for 
new ways to evolve across your 
value chain will be key to joining 
the fast and upcoming wave of 
sustainable commerce. 

In this white paper, we discuss 
the history of commerce, its 
impact, consumer demands and 
eight trends that will catalyse 
the mainstream adoption of 
sustainable commerce.

Thanks for joining us 
on this journey.

Hello Earth is a digital agency that cares, dedicated to working with conscious 
e-commerce products. They’re passionate about people and the planet, and about 
businesses doing good things to solve tough problems with kind solutions. 

Their mission is to empower natural, organic and eco-friendly brands to scale online, 
driving increased consumer adoption of conscious solutions via their provision of 
advertising and email marketing, and specialist sales funnel segmentation. 

While their clients work to build harmony with nature, they work to harmonise and 
optimise a brand’s data, email and advertising strategies to deliver the revenue they need 
to scale the adoption of their products in the marketplace.

helloearthagency.com
@helloearthagency

Hello Earth is a digital agency that cares, dedicated to working with conscious 

Stephanie Fisher
—  Director

The Publisher: Hello Earth

1University of Cambridge, 2020
2Earth Collective, 2019
3Norwegian Ministry of the Environment 1994
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DEFINING COMMERCE

2.
0 /

/

The history of modern 
commerce
While commerce can be traced 
back tens of thousands of 
years, the structure behind our 
modern commerce industry is 
seeded ever so slightly closer in 
time. Commerce has advanced 
dramatically through the ages 
and yet today, it is changing faster 
than ever.

1500s   
The emergence of trade as 
we know it 
+  Trading companies are formed 

in the UK, Netherlands, Spain, 
Portugal 

+  These empires traded with each 
other

+  As explorers met other 
civilisations in Asia and Africa, 
their trade routes connected 
and expanded 

1700s to mid-1800s 
The First Industrial Revolution
+  Manufacturing moves from 

small shops to large factories
+  There is an introduction of new 

machines and techniques
+  People moved away from rural 

areas to cities to work
+  Society sees advances in 

transport, banking and 
communication

Mid-1800s – 1900s 
The Second Industrial 
Revolution 
+  Further advancements in 

manufacturing and technology 
+  History records the birth of 

electricity and production 
chains 

+  There is widespread adoption 
of telegraph networks, rail 
networks, gas, water supplies 
and sewage systems

1940s – 1960s  
Changes in data and payments 
+  Cardboard and celluloid credit cards 

appeared from 1946
+  American Express produced the first 

plastic credit card in 1959
+  The first exchange of digital data is 

made between computers in the 1960s

1990s   
The internet revolution
+ The internet goes public in 1991
+ Amazon is founded in 1994
+ eBay launches in 1995
+ PayPal launches in 1998
+ High street names move online 

2000s   
Mass adoption
+  Between 1960 and 2000, there was a 

400% increase in the money spent on 
household goods and services 

+  Between 2000 and 2001, online sales 
grew from 13% to 21% 

+  By 2005, our annual private 
consumption totalled US $24 trillion

+  When content and inventory 
management systems like Shopify and 
BigCommerce emerged, e-commerce 
opened up to everyone

. 
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1990s   
The internet revolution
+ The internet goes public in 1991
+ Amazon is founded in 1994
+ eBay launches in 1995
+ PayPal launches in 1998
+ High street names move online 

2000s   
Mass adoption
+  Between 1960 and 2000, there was a 

400% increase in the money spent on 
household goods and services 

+  Between 2000 and 2001, online sales 
grew from 13% to 21% 

+  By 2005, our annual private 
consumption totalled US $24 trillion

+  When content and inventory 
management systems like Shopify and 
BigCommerce emerged, e-commerce 
opened up to everyone

The depth of commerce
In our modern digital world, consumers 
can buy just about anything, from 
anywhere. In 2019, online purchases 
amassed a gross volume of e-commerce 
sales worth US $3.53 trillion. This global 
revenue is projected to rise to US $6.54 
trillion in 2022. 

Our society has become accustomed to 
this way of shopping, to owning goods 
and to procuring more than it really 
needs. While it all looks very simple to the 
consumer, as a product or e-commerce 
business owner, you’ll understand the 
depth of involvement behind the scenes. 

Product design: market research, 
ideation, planning and prototyping of the 
product.

Manufacture: the physical production of 
the product, from raw ingredients and 
materials.

Distribution: a manufacturer will sell to 
a wholesaler or distributor, who will sell 
to a retailer, who will sell to a consumer. 
This commercial chain may be slimmer, 
or fatter, depending on business and 
production structures. 

Transport: physically moving the product 
throughout the commercial chain 
described above. 

Storage and warehousing: between 
transportation, products are stored or 
warehoused in various locations along 
the supply chain. 
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3.
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/ SUSTAINABILITY CHALLENGES 

Infinite growth is impossible

Over the centuries, commerce 
has positively contributed to 
human advancement. The 
Industrial Revolution catalysed 
huge developments in transport, 
banking, communication, 
manufacturing, technology and 
hygiene. Since then, commerce 
has continued to create jobs and 
drive wealth, and with that comes 
positive social benefits like access 
to housing and health care.

Here’s the underlying issue: the 
ongoing success of commerce, as 
we know it, in a linear structure, 
is built on the need to use more, 
create more and sell more. Infinite 
growth is impossible on a planet of 
finite resources.

“The way we produce, use and 
dispose of goods is unsustainable 
and is rapidly depleting our 
planet’s natural resources,” 
confirms the European 
Commission. 

It is both what and how we are 
consuming that has resulted in the 
mass social and environmental 
challenges of our modern 
time. Our consumption habits 
are dramatically deteriorating 
our natural world. The rise in 
production and consumption (of 
everything we use) correlates with 
the rise in carbon emissions, the 
loss of natural resources and the 
loss of biodiversity.

The 1950s catalysed increasingly 
fast growth in an already-upwards 
trend of unsustainable changes. 
Unlike our grandparents in the 
1950s, we now have the data 
and evidence to confirm that 
our planet, and the future of 
humanity, require us to change our 
consumption habits quickly. 

Because commerce is such an established and inherent part of our culture and economy, 
there is a wide range of political, economic, social and technological influences that are 
contributing to its unsustainability. They include things like lack of government support, 
uneven environmental legislation, our institutionalised need for continuous economic 
growth, the pressure to continuously reduce costs, our growing population, supply chain 
management, and more.
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Responsible consumption  
and production

The United Nations has warned us that, 
“Economic and social progress over 
the last century has been accompanied 
by environmental degradation that 
is endangering the very systems on 
which our future development and 
very survival depend. If we don’t 
act to change our consumption 
and production patterns, we will 
cause irreversible damage to our 
environment.” 

The Global Footprint Network reports 
that humanity currently uses the 
equivalent of 1.75 Earths to provide 
the resources necessary to produce the 
goods and absorb the waste involved 
in our current consumption habits. 

The United Nations estimates that by 
2050, the equivalent of almost three 

Earths could be required to sustain 
our current consumption habits and 
lifestyles. 

Without three Earths, our only 
solution is to adapt to, and align with, 
our environment and adopt more 
sustainable practices and solutions. 
The United Nations believes this to be 
one of the most pressing sustainability 
issues of our time. As such, it has 
included Responsible Consumption 
and Production as one of 17 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 
that have been defined to address 
poverty, inequality, climate change, 
environmental degradation, peace and 
justice.

The Responsible Consumption and 
Production Goal provides reasoning 
and guidance to achieve the following 
by 2030:

+ Resource and energy efficiency
+ Sustainable infrastructure
+ Access to basic services
+ Green and decent jobs
+ Better quality of life for all

In implementing the targets that are 
set to achieve this goal, we can reduce 
economic, environmental and social 
costs and strengthen our economic 
competitiveness. 

Achieving responsible production and 
consumption is a necessity and giant win 
for humanity and our planet. Product 
and ecommerce business owners have a 
duty to help evolve the industry in which 
they operate. Before we get into ways 
that you can do that, let’s look at the 
consumer demand for sustainability and 
the business incentive for change.

At its core, this goal is built on 
the objective of “doing more 

and better with less”.
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The green generation

As the world’s sustainability 
challenges gain more publicity, the 
demand for conscious products is 
growing. 

+  In 2018, Nielson published a 
report that stated the demand for 
sustainability will continue to grow 
and eco brands will capitalise. 

+  In 2020, #zerowaste has amassed 
4.8 million posts on Instagram, 
indicating growing consumer 
demand. Similarly, #ecofriendly 
has amassed 8.1 million posts, 
#slowfashion 5.8 million posts, 
#naturalmakeup 5.1 million posts, 
and #organicskincare 3.2 million 
posts.

+  By 2025, the global organic food 
and beverage market is expected to 
be worth US $320.5 billion.

Consumers are demanding change 
in the business environment as well 
as showing willingness to change 
themselves. 73% of consumers state 
they would “definitely” or “probably” 

change their consumption habits to 
reduce their impact on the planet. 

Some consumers will vote for this 
change with their wallets. Studies 
have reported that Millennials (aged 
22-25) are more likely than any other 
generation to pay more for eco-
friendly or sustainable products. As 
this younger generation moves into 
a position of economic influence, 
and as their disposable income 
grows, the demand for sustainable 
innovation is rising, as is the pressure 
for a fresh perspective on economic, 
environmental and social priorities.

New businesses are emerging and 
existing businesses are evolving 
via the reinvention of designs, 
implementation of closed-loop 
production, recycling of waste, 
sourcing of low footprint materials, 
introduction of repair schemes, and 
so on.

DEMAND FOR CONSCIOUS PRODUCTS

4.
0 /

/

an evolution of an existing consumer solution, delivered in 
a way that is more sustainable for human and planetary 
health (e.g. clothes stitched with organic textiles, skincare 
packed with natural ingredients). It might not tick every 
sustainability box. 

Rather, it provides a transitional solution to a sustainability 
challenge.

Conscious product:
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Brands values and advocates

One study has reported that 96% of consumers feel their actions can make 
a diff erence and 88% would like brands to help them be more ethical and 
environmentally friendly in their daily lives. 8

Aligning your brand with a social or environmental cause is no longer enough. 
The younger generation of consumers is in search of businesses that are acting 
like global citizens, leading with their values, walking their talk, and sharing 
practical ways for their customers to make a diff erence in the world.
When conscious brands get this formula right, they are far more likely to achieve 
the business 

Holy Grail of building a community of brand advocates.
 Brand advocate: someone who leaves a positive review about your 
product, refers new customers to you and elevates your brand through 
word of mouth marketing.

Who are your brand advocates?

The success of any business and marketing strategy is reliant on the clear 
understanding of your target audience and customer via thorough and ongoing 
analysis of your data and sales funnel. 

While the ‘green generation’ is a common target audience in this arena, it is 
important not to overlook critical secondary audiences. 

Everyone’s relationship with the planet is diff erent and the motives of sustainable 
adoption are broad. Consider the desire for plant-based goods, for humane and 
ethical trading, for zero-waste packaging, and for carbon reduction solutions, 
just to name a few. These sit alongside core purchasing considerations like 
aff ordability, durability and quality. 

Purchasing considerations are not to be underestimated. If all things were equal, 
it is likely that everyone would be a sustainable consumer. The challenge in 
achieving that ideal outcome lies in our economic landscape where there are 
large inequalities in consumer income and in the aff ordability, durability and 
quality of sustainable goods.

4https://www.instagram.com/ 

5://www.grandviewresearch.com/press-release/global-organic-food-beverages-market

6https://www.nielsen.com/us/en/insights/report/2018/unpacking-the-sustainability-landscape/

7https://blog.globalwebindex.com/chart-of-the-week/green-consumerism/

8
https://www.forbes.com/sites/solitairetownsend/2018/11/21/consumers-want-you-to-help-them-make-a-
diff erence/#550fe20f6954 9https://www.shopify.com/enterprise/the-future-of-ecommerce

10https://sproutsocial.com/glossary/brand-advocate/
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Price plays an important factor in the marriage of desire and reality. In 
2019, a study concluded that while 65% of Millennials state they would 
pay more for purpose-driven brands, only 26% do so. 

There is no one-size-fits-all sustainable consumer because:

 •  Consumers respond to sustainability challenges in diff erent 
ways. One household might prioritise the reduction of their 
meat consumption and another might prioritise the purchase 
of natural cleaning and personal care products.

 •  Consumers have diff erent levels of understanding about 
how their lifestyles contribute to global sustainability.
A consumer that is conscious about waste might prioritise the 
purchase of package-free goods but may not realise the waste 
that is involved in the fashion industry and continue their fast 
fashion habits.

Changes in government policy also impact consumer behaviour and 
understanding. Think about what happened to sales in reusable grocery 
bags when governments banned single-use plastic bags. 

The motives that consumers have to shop with you will be unique to 
your value proposition, service and solution. Getting a forensic lens on 
this is vital to driving the adoption of your sustainable solution. Detailed 
analysis and savvy segmentation of your sales funnel will help you 
define your current audience, inform lookalike targeting, and may reveal 
new audiences that will help you scale short and long term.

11  https://hbr.org/2019/07/the-elusive-green-consumer
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2. Sustainable manufacturing

Manufacturing will be reinvented 
by prioritising eff iciency, ethics 
and waste. 

As a start, this will include social 
changes for the fair and ethical 
treatment of factory workers 
alongside solutions to adopt 
renewable energy, reduce water 
usage, avoid waste, and maximise 
the output of the manufacturing 
process (e.g. capturing the steam 
in a factory as a supplementary 
energy source or reusing the 
off cuts of textiles in the production 
process).

It won’t stop there. Ideas like 
distributed manufacturing systems 
(DMS) could revolutionise modern 
manufacturing via decentralised 
networks of adaptable and flexible 
mini factories. This would reduce 
emissions by lowering the need 

of transportation and placing 
the manufacturer closer to the 
consumer. This idea has a bonus of 
stimulating regional economies via 
the creation of local jobs. 

3. Artificial intelligence

Essential Retail reports that 40% 
of online purchases in the fashion 
industry are returned. This can 
grow to over 50% when customers 
buy multiple sizes to sample at 
home. Brands are using AI in savvy 
ways to help customers select 
the correct sized clothing and 
footwear when shopping online. 
This reduces the carbon emissions 
involved in product returns.

AI will also help manage inventory 
volumes. This reduces inventory 
waste via the delivery of accurate 
predictive purchasing that can 
better guide the production and 

5.
0 /
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EIGHT TRENDS THAT WILL CHANGE THE FUTURE OF COMMERCE

1. Sustainable design

Sustainability will be considered 
from the outset of your product 
design process to deliver a 
solution that has a social 
and/or environmental net 
gain. Fundamental aspects 
like durability, productivity, 
lifespan, compliance, materials 
and manufacturing need to be 
considered alongside the USSP 
(unique sustainable selling point).

A USSP could be the product’s 
ability to be repaired or refilled, 
the reuse of waste captured 
during the manufacturing 
process, the ability to reduce 
energy usage during production 
and consumption, the means 
to capture rainwater or solar or 
carbon, and so on. 

Circular economy design, cradle-
to-cradle thinking and life cycle 
analysis are techniques by which 
to meet sustainable design 
objectives.
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order volumes along your supply 
chain. 

What is good for your business 
is good for the planet, with the 
reduction in waste and returns also 
reducing operational losses on 
your bottom line.

4. Operational efficiency 

IIt’s not just the energy used during 
production that negatively impacts 
the footprint of the commerce 
industry, but the energy lost in the 
management of unsold products, 
product returns and packaging. 

Effective inventory management 
only goes part way to solving this. 
Additionally, retailers will need 
to adopt renewable energy, LED 
lighting and recycling policies 
alongside commitments to 
reducing their paper consumption, 
plastic consumption and fossil fuel 
consumption.

While your business might not 
directly consume all these things, 
they are all within your sphere of 
influence. For example, you could 
choose to use a freight service 

that is adopting electric vehicles 
and has a carbon neutral strategy 
over one that is operating on fossil 
fuels and not yet considering 
sustainable vehicle management. 

5. Product Service Systems

RReducing our consumption is as 
necessary as adopting sustainable 
habits and solutions. 

This necessity is going to see the 
scale of Product Service Systems 
that aim to deliver functionality 
rather than ownership via 
renting, leasing and sharing 
schemes, alongside pay-per-
use, maintenance and extended 
warranty schemes. 

This is an area that will boom 
fast. The share economy alone 
is expected to grow from US $15 
billion in 2014 to US $335 billion by 
2025.

Alongside this, the concept of ‘slow 
consumption’ will grow. This idea 
challenges our disposable and 
throwaway trends with longer-
term thinking that considers the 

11https://www.essentialretail.com/comments/the-war-on-waste/
12Pålsson, Pettersson, Winslott Hiselius. (2017). ‘Journal of Cleaner Production’. [online] Science Direct. 
13Available at: https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0959652617314117 [Accessed 1 Mar. 2020]
14University of Cambridge
15https://www.forbes.com/sites/forbeslacouncil/2019/03/04/the-sharing-economy-is-still-growing-and-
businesses-should-take-note/

social and environmental impacts. Slow food, slow 
fashion and slow tourism are examples of early 
thinking in this area. 

Creatively adapting to these new ways of thinking 
will be key to survival for many brands.  

6. Accountability 

Many eco-conscious brands have voluntary 
sustainability standards and strategies that 
they have defined and set to meet their own 
environmental, ethical and social responsibility 
goals. This closes a gap in current global 
regulation.

Marks & Spencer’s Sustainability Strategy (“Plan 
A”) is a strong example of a thorough commitment 
to evolve a company for the good of people 
and the planet, while engaging a community 
via transparent, open and honest reporting and 
communication.

Check out Plan A here. 

“Our customers’ world is changing fast. They are 
living through a period of great political, social 
and technological disruption. They’re looking for 
organisations they can trust to offer leadership, 
now and in the future” 

– Marks & Spencer
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7. Transparency

Transparency is key to giving your 
consumer the human lens on your 
company and its integrity. Those 
that truly walk their talk will get 
more and more transparent about 
their business operations. This will 
include things like transparency 
in pricing, ingredients, materials, 
manufacturing methods, energy 
use, waste strategies, company 
values, sustainability targets, 
impact initiatives and how your 
profits are spent.

A commitment to transparency 
and truth allows the consumer 
to get to know your business and 
feel a part of the change that you 
are driving for people and the 

planet. As such, 86% of consumers 
believe business transparency is 
more important than ever before 
and 73% are willing to pay more 
for products that guarantee total 
transparency. 16

Transparency will become the new 
normal. If you have not considered 
how you can deliver more 
transparency in your online and 
off line communications, it’s time 
to get ahead of the curve. 

8. Measuring what matters

Measuring sustainability must 
be deemed to be as important 
as measuring customer 
adoption, sales and satisfaction. 
Defining growth and identifying 

mechanisms by which to measure 
social and environmental 
eff ectiveness are key components 
of any business sustainability 
strategy. 

This will become more pressing 
as the demand for a diff erent 
perspective on economic, social 
and environmental priorities 
grows, and as consumers expect 
to be able to access transparent 
information on how a brand is 
positively working towards a better 
world. 

The University of Cambridge 
predicts that further tools, 
certification schemes, 
performance metrics and 
management systems will evolve 
to support this.

16https://sproutsocial.com/insights/data/social-media-transparency/ 



30     31
Sustainable Commerce Sustainable Commerce

White Paper Hello Earth

CLOSING SUMMARY

The commerce industry is a strong 
example of the evolution and 
innovation that our society and 
economy has witnessed since the 
Industrial Revolution. 

As a direct output of industrial 
capitalism, commerce impacts 
various social and environmental 
systems. 

In 2020, the commerce industry 
carries large social and 
environmental footprints that 
display great unsustainability. 
As such, there is a fundamental 
need for big changes in commerce, 
across production, trade and 
consumption. The United Nations 
has identified this change to be 
an urgent priority that is critical to 
humanity’s survival.

The future of our planet and 
our species depends on our 
ability to reinvent our linear way 
of producing and consuming 
goods and services. While this 
has deep historical roots, we 
need to reengineer our systems 
and thinking with speed. This 

presents great challenges and 
opportunities. 

The fast and drastic changes we 
need are possible.Those that can 
rise to the challenge will reap 
the rewards, with the younger 
generation moving into positions 
of disposable income, demanding 
sustainable solutions. 

In this white paper, we have 
highlighted eight trends that 
will begin to shape the radical 
reinvention of this industry: 
sustainable design, sustainable 
manufacturing, artificial 
intelligence, operational eff iciency, 
product service systems, 
accountability, transparency and 
measuring what matters.

Moving away from established 
models and embracing new ways 
of thinking will require businesses 
and consumers to work together, 
in collaboration. While the initial 
change may be uncomfortable, the 
result is an economy, society and 
environment that all thrive. 17

6.
0 /
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For help defining and capturing your target audience, growing the 
adoption of your sustainable solution, building a community of 
brand advocates, achieving operational eff iciency, and developing 
sustainability and transparency strategies, reach out to us on 

grow@helloearthagency.com
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