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a b s t r a c t

This paper reports results of an empirical study conducted to assess the profitability of ecodesigned
products. Indeed, the advantages related to ecodesign are numerous according to the literature on the
subject. Not only is it considered to be an efficient environmental approach, it is also said to carry
a number of economic advantages for the firms adopting it. Among these advantages, the potential
reduction of costs and an increase in revenues are the most important drivers. Nevertheless, the
economic benefits have not been demonstrated, only indicated as a potential outcome. The main purpose
of the study was to assess the economic impact of ecodesigned products and to compare the results of
French companies with those of Quebec.

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 30 firms on their related ecodesign experience (15 in
France, 15 in Quebec), the subsequent results were reached pertaining to the economic benefits tied to
such an approach. In 24 cases, firms increased their profits with ecodesigned products. In three cases,
profits are equivalent and in the three remaining cases, it is not obvious that the increased revenues
compensate for the reduction of margin. French companies were found to be more profitable than the
Quebec cases; this can be explained by the fact that French companies have a more systemic approach
and therefore manage to make cost savings at several stages in the product life-cycle. We can conclude
that the most important aspects to consider when getting involved in an ecodesign project is to focus on
increased functionality of the product and to seek environmental and economic improvement on as
many life-cycle stages as possible.

� 2011 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
1. Introduction

Thewidespread globalization of goods and services is prompting
companies in industrialized nations to adopt innovation and crea-
tivity strategies to ensure their growth. There is also the collective
desire to engage in sustainable development, as evidenced by the
various multilateral agreements. Ecodesign, therefore, can be seen
e produits (IDP) from Quebec
-Étienne/Montbrison for initi-
The financial support of the
ère du développement écon-
ec, CIRANO, ADEME, CETIM,
ssor Frank La Pira in revising

: þ1 514 340 6314.
. Plouffe), paul.lanoie@hec.ca
(C. Berneman), mfvernier@

All rights reserved.
as a response to this situation, combining creativity, innovation and
environmental responsibility (Borchardt et al., 2010).

But adopting environmentally responsible strategies still elicits
scepticism from industry, whose leaders question its cost-effec-
tiveness. This is particularly true in small and medium-sized
enterprises (SMEs) which, because of the very nature of their
operations, do not have the means necessary for integrating new
constraints beyond their field of knowledge (Côté et al., 2006; Le
Pochat et al., 2007). There are only a limited number of studies
on the economic return of an ecodesign approach and this probably
inhibits action from industry leaders. Actually, previous studies like
the one published by Borchardt et al., 2010 (p.55) conclude that “no
external factors other than economic or legal could influence the
implementation of ecodesign in a company”. There is also a glaring
shortage of management tools specifically addressing the economic
impact of environmentally friendly strategies that would enable
corporations to make relevant strategic choices.

Themainquestion thispaperaddresses iswhetheranecodesigned
productmakeseconomic sense.More specifically,we investigated the
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various sources of cost reduction and additional revenues associated
with the production and marketing of an ecodesigned product. In
addition, we compared the situation in France with that in the
province of Quebec, Canada. In fact, these two jurisdictions present
different contexts with respect to ecodesign. The European
Commission encourages ecodesign,1 whereas in Canada approaches
are most often voluntary.

An in-depth analysis of companies that experienced particularly
strong profitability has allowed us to identify some key success
factors of ecodesign as an innovative process.

The remainder of the article is organised as follows: the second
section summarizes studies previously published on the subject;
the third one provides details on the methodology used in the
study followed by a section on the results. Before the conclusion,
we also compare the experiences of French and Quebec firms.
2. Literature review

Taking the environment into account in product design goes
back more than 30 years, when it was closely linked to the first oil
crisis. Growing collective awareness of the degradation of natural
resources along with increasingly stringent environmental regu-
lations undoubtedly fostered the development and marketing of
ecodesigned products. Added to this is the formalization of the
processes and methods of development of ecodesigned products.

About 30 years ago, “Green”designwas the termused todescribe
the process of integrating environmental aspects into product
design and development with the objective of reducing its negative
environmental impact. The word “Green”, borrowed from politics
(e.g. Green parties), was a ready-made image for environmental
concerns integrated inproduct design (Madge,1997). During the late
1980s, “Ecological” design became the newexpression used for such
products. In addition to being dissociated from the political world, it
also has a stronger scientific connotation. Later, after the publication
of the Brundtland report, “Sustainable” design became the buzz-
word to describe methods to develop products and services that
integrate environmental aspects and, to some extent, social and
economical aspects (Madge, 1997).

Today, nearly all processes and approaches related to the inte-
gration of environmental considerations in product design are
grouped under the term ecodesign (Karlsson and Luttropp, 2006;
Braungart et al., 2007; Borchardt et al., 2010). The most common
approach used for ecodesign is life-cycle analysis (LCA) (ISO
(International Organization for Standardization), 2002). It
involves taking simultaneously into account the environmental
impacts in the selection of raw materials, the manufacturing
process, the storage and transportation phase, usage, and final
disposal. While life-cycle thinking and life-cycle analysis imply
having a systemic view of product design to avoid pollution
transfer, many other approaches are used like Eco-efficiency, Factor
X,2 Eco-effectiveness3, but also Design for recovery, Design for the
environment, Design for dismantling, Cradle-to-cradle design ..

Many publications, often government-generated, underscore the
theoretical benefits of ecodesign. In these “Standard-setting” docu-
ments, the cost-effectiveness of ecodesign is always mentioned
1 Notably through the Integrated Product Policy (IPP), which proposes a strategy
based on taking action throughout a product’s life-cycle. New legal provisions are
appearing in large numbers, and will ultimately affect all economic sectors.

2 Eco-efficiency is defined as the ratio: product value/environmental influence,
while the Factor X is the ratio: eco-efficiency of the evaluated product/eco-effi-
ciency of the reference product Aoe (2007).

3 Eco-effectiveness deals directly with the issue of maintaining (or upgrading)
resource quality and productivity through many cycles of use, rather than seeking
to eliminate waste (Braungart et al., 2007).
(ADEME (Agence de l’Environnement et de la Maîtrise de
l’Énergie), 1999, WBCSD (World Business Council for Sustainable
Development), 2000, Environment Australia, 2001, ISO (International
Organization for Standardization), 2002, Business for Sustainable
Responsibility-BSR 2003. The potential spinoffs can be grouped in
three categories (Berneman et al., 2009):

2.1. Reduced costs

Cost reductions can be achieved in various ways such as: the use
of recycled materials, which can cost less, better use of raw mate-
rials (Platcheck et al., 2008; Borchardt et al., 2010), improved
logistics and energy savings. Usually, these reductions are the result
of the optimization of one or several aspects of the life-cycle of the
product.

2.2. Increased revenues

Ecodesigned products provide greater satisfaction to
consumers, who are increasingly sensitive to environmental issues;

A growing number of public and private companies are using
environmental performance as a criterion for selecting their
suppliers. Ecodesigned products therefore enable firms to qualify as
potential suppliers;

In many cases, ecodesign, while reducing a product’s environ-
mental impact, can lead to its simplification and to a longer life-
cycle, thus helping it to stand out from the competition;

It can be easier to build customer loyalty when ecodesign leads
a firm to sell a service rather than a product, since a long-term
relationship is established for replacement of the product. This is
the case for Michelin tires: the company prefers to rent the tires
and replaces them before they are completely worn out, so that
they can be refurbished. Customers thereby have a higher proba-
bility of remaining loyal to the brand. At the same time, some
ecodesigned products can generate economic benefits for the
buyers, such as lower energy consumption, and can therefore
contribute to their loyalty (Aoe, 2007).

2.3. Non-economic benefits for the organization

Ecodesign allows the firm to play a proactive role with respect to
regulations, to adapt to them and remain competitive in countries
where the authorities require producers to take back their products
at the end of their useful life (extended responsibility);

Ecodesign can enhance the firm’s image and improve relation-
ships with various stakeholders: financial, environmental groups,
neighbouring communities, and so on;

In proposing a new way of developing products or services, eco-
design can foster greater creativity or enhance innovation capability;

In converging more closely with employees’ values, ecodesign
can increase the motivation of the work force.

Empirical studies on ecodesign are usually case studies that hint
at a numberof economic benefits stemming fromthese experiences.
In Van Hemel (1997), Dutch cases are described in the context of
a government initiative to promote ecodesign in SMEs; Masera
(1999) looks at the ecodesign of a chair in Mexico; Mathieux et al.
(2001) describe several cases in the electronic products industry in
Europe; and Tischner and Nickel (2003) present a case in the
printing industry. All these studies point to positive elements in
terms of profitability, either through an increase in revenues or
a decrease in costs.

Johansson et al. (2001) conducted a more systematic study on
the economic benefits of ecodesign on 11 companies in the electric
and electronic sectors. Their results also indicate positive results for
the companies, both at the economic and non-economic level. Such



Table 1
Composition of the sample.4

France Quebec-Canada

SME Large
corporations

SME Large
corporations

B2B 7 2 5 2
B2C 3 3 7 1
TOTAL 10 5 12 3
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results are compatible with a growing trend in the literature
showing that it is possible to reconcile the firms’ environmental
and financial performances (e.g. Ambec and Lanoie, 2008).

The experiences of a few leading-edge companies are also
mentioned frequently in the literature, including Xerox (photo-
copiers as a service and not a product), Interface (floor covering as
a service), Electrolux (washing service instead of washing
machines), SC Johnson (glass cleaner containing fewer toxic prod-
ucts), Steelcase (ecodesigned chairs) and Wharington International
(furniture without toxic products, using recycled raw materials).

Due to the difficulty in identifying companies engaged in eco-
design, it is not surprising that no large-scale study could be found
on the economic benefits of ecodesign. Also, the fact that envi-
ronmental regulations regarding products are currently mostly
focused on electric and electronic products seems to have had an
impact on which companies were examined. Since regulations set
by the European Commission are very constraining, it is mainly
European case studies that have been found. Finally, many articles
are primarily based on secondary sources, which might explain
why the same multinationals are mentioned in various articles. Yet
it is mainly the small and medium-sized companies which are the
most vulnerable and also the most sceptical with respect to the
economic benefits of ecodesign.

This state of affairs demonstrates that the very notion of
measuring the cost-effectiveness of ecodesign has not been covered
sufficiently to guide entrepreneurs’ decisions. Furthermore, to our
knowledge, no study has focused on an international comparison of
the subject.
4 The large corporations were defined as having 250 employees and more. B2B
refers to “Business-to-business”, and B2C to “Business-to-consumers".
3. Methodology

The main purpose of the study was to assess the economic
impact of ecodesigned product for the firm. More specifically, we
sought to identify sources of cost reduction, increased revenues and
other benefits for the organization. Whenever possible, we
compared the outcome of the ecodesigned product with a tradi-
tionally designed product having the same functional utility for its
user. Finally, we sought to compare the results of French companies
with those of Quebec companies.

Two important aspects were considered in designing the
methodology: firstly, the lack of previous research in this area and
secondly the fact that ecodesign is not the prevalent product
development method used in companies. The decision was there-
fore made to adopt a qualitative approach, consisting of face-to-
face interviews with managers in companies involved in ecodesign.

To be relevant for the purpose of the study, the ecodesigned
product had to be on the market for at least 12 months. Conse-
quently, it was unrealistic to consider random sampling; instead,
we used qualified databases to select 30 companies, 15 in France
and 15 in Quebec. The sample was intentionally biased in favour of
SMEs, since taking into account environmental constraints may
remain an important challenge for many of them (Le Pochat et al.,
2007). We also wanted a variation in terms of sectors of activity
with no direct competitors in the sample. Table 1 summarizes the
composition of the sample.

Among the 30 companies interviewed, 25 belong to the
manufacturing sector and 5 to the services sector. The names of the
companies, the products analyzed and the industrial sectors are
given in a table in the appendix.

Because of the exploratory nature of the study, a semi-struc-
tured questionnaire was designed. This allowed leaving enough
room for the interviewee to freely express his/her experience, while
ensuring that the same issues were covered with all the companies
in the sample. The topics addressed during the interview were:
1. General characteristics of the firm: data sheet and financial
information (evolution of sales figures, net profit, R&D
spending)4;

2. History of ecodesign in the firm: overview of the ecodesign
approach in the firm, when it was introduced, the motivation
behind it, difficulties encountered, past failures, etc.;

3. Description of an ecodesigned product: in this section, the
person interviewed presented one product in particular on
which we focused for our study of profitability. Other elements
were also investigated: customer benefits and the impact that
the development of an ecodesigned product had on the
development process of new products;

4. Economic impact: this section aimed to gauge the potential
increase in revenues of the ecodesigned product, the cost
reductions it generated, additional costs directly linked to
ecodesign and the impact on the bottom line (profit margin);

5. Impact on the organization and customers. A series of more
qualitative variables was listed in this part: corporate brand
image, creativity, human resources management, relationships
with customers and other stakeholders, communication con-
cerning the environmental aspect.

Initial contact with the companies to solicit participation in the
study and set up an appointment was made by telephone or e-mail.
The contact persons were sent a copy of the questionnaire thus
allowing them to gather some of the information required ahead of
time. The position and the number of people interviewed varied
depending on the type of organization. In the case of SMEs, the
person interviewed was generally the production manager or the
general manager, or both. For larger corporations, it was either the
project manager, the manager for sustainable development, the
quality manager, or even the division manager.

In addition to the verbal data, most companies also provided
documentation on the technical aspects of the product and the
product development (e.g. the life-cycle analysis report or the
environmental product declaration).

The interviews, conducted simultaneously in France and in
Quebec in the spring 2008, lasted from 45 min to 2 h.

Examples of ecodesigned products in our sample include among
others: paper produced with 100% recycled fibre, office furniture
produced with used parts, courier services with bicycles, refillable
ink cartridges, and camping utensils produced with bioplastic.

The interviews were transcribed and the results were compiled
and analyzed. Secondary data on the companies were also gathered
from public and private sources, thereby allowing a better analysis
of the results.

The analysis of the company’s profile showed that the sample
varies as to the levels of experience in ecodesign. Half of the sample
(15/30) was involved in ecodesign for five years or less. Seven
companies have 10 years of experience and 8 of them are involved
for more then 10 years. For 15 companies, the product under study
was a first experience in ecodesign. Finally, 12 companies in the
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sample only produce ecodesigned products and will be referred to
as FBE (firms based on ecodesign) in the remainder of the paper.

The results presented in this paper focus on the economic
outcomes of ecodesigned products (Section 4 of the interview
guide). For the complete version of the interview guide and for
more details on the other aspects, see Berneman et al. (2009).
4. Results

The main goal of the study was to assess whether an ecode-
signed product is more profitable than a traditional product. More
specifically, we analyzed the impact of ecodesign looking at both
costs and revenues. We also analyzed the key success factors for
improved profitability and, finally, compared the results of the
French and Quebec companies.
4.1. Impact on costs

4.1.1. Variable costs
The first economic outcome for firms using ecodesign is a reduc-

tion in costs. In our study, more than half the firms interviewed (17
cases out of 30)mentioneda reduction in (recurrent) variable costs of
production compared to a traditional production method.

For a majority of these firms (13 cases out of 17), savings were
made primarily on raw materials. For a minority (6 out of 17),5

savings resulted from a reduction of energy used during the
production process. For example, a producer of heating cupboards
for serving hot food redesigned its product through the introduction
of an isolating layer, resulting in a more compact product using less
steel compared to its traditional model. The production cost went
down by 10e15% and the consumption of energy for users was also
reduced by 15e20%. Similarly, through ecodesign, a producer of
therapeutic bathshas created amore efficient and less noisy turbine.
This made the plastic shelf, put in its usual models for noise miti-
gation, unnecessary, thereby sharply reducing the consumption of
plastics while assembly was facilitated.6 Furthermore, as in the
previous case, energy consumption for users was reduced by 15%.
The payback period of the investment was six months.

In eight cases out of 30, costs remained unchanged. This was
frequently the case when the unit cost of raw material (e.g. metal,
energy) increased, but given a reduction of the quantity of inputs
necessary, the total variable costs remained unchanged even with
an increase in price.

In the last five cases, variable costs went up due to a higher price
paid for less polluting inputs.7 For instance, a firm producing bio-
plastic camping utensils is paying a higher price for natural resin
than for regular plastic. The same applies to recycled plastic.

4.1.2. Fixed costs
Ecodesign, just like traditional design, can generate non-recur-

rent expenditures that will be paid off as the number of units sold
increases. In fact, for a clear majority of firms interviewed (26 out of
30), ecodesign generated additional expenditures for certain cate-
gories of fixed costs compared with a traditional method.

For a majority (20 cases out of 26), additional R&D spending was
necessary. For a minority (8 cases out of 26), increased spending on
marketing (training of sales staff) was noted. Also for a minority (4
5 The total for these two subcategories is larger than 17 because a number of
firms mentioned more than one source of cost reductions.

6 Platcheck et al. (2008) report a similar exercise conducted with a fish tank air
compressor.

7 For a counter-example where less polluting inputs were cheaper, see Borchardt
et al. (2010).
cases out of 26), more time and energy was spent on finding appro-
priate suppliers.8

As to the impact on costs, increased spending on R&D was the
most important additional expense. As an example, one firm
producing carpeting and wanting to use natural rather than
synthetic latex spent at least $100,000 before finding the right
formula for continuous production without the equipment getting
stuck. Increased marketing expenses occurred, for example, when
a textile company had to create a marketing department to produce
environmentally oriented promotional material to train sales staff.
As for the additional costs devoted to looking for suppliers, these
arise particularly when a firm has to find a new supplier or work
with an existing one to adapt the input.

Our findings are consequently less clear cut than previous
publications which state that ecodesign necessarily leads to
decreased costs. Only a small majority of companies experienced
a decrease in variable costs, but fixed costs are generally higher than
those of a traditional product. In fact, as we will see, the positive
impact on profitability for ecodesigned products is mainly achieved
through an increase in revenues rather than a decrease in costs.
4.2. Impact on revenues

As mentioned earlier, the other potential economic benefit for
enterprises adopting ecodesign is an increase of their revenues (i.e.
sales). Revenues can be improved by an increase in the volume of
units sold, an increase in the price of the product, or both.

For a large majority of cases (26 firms out of 30), ecodesign
contributed to increased revenues for the company. In four cases, the
ecodesigned products did not affect revenues of the company; none
of the companies in the sample reported a decrease of revenues.

In our sample, we noticed that all 26 companies that reported an
increase in revenues also reported an increase in volume sold. For
some, it was due to their customers’ environmental awareness. By
way of illustration, the head of an environmental design firm
indicated that a growing number of customers are seeking envi-
ronmentally conscious suppliers.

However, the price of these products varies compared to
a traditional product: 12 companies reported a higher price, eight
indicated a lower price and six a similar price (see Chart 1).
Consequently, demand for ecodesigned products is fairly inelastic
at higher price levels and highly elastic for lower price levels. In
other words, ecodesigned products that command a higher price
compared to a traditional product are able to meet a strong demand
as evidenced by a higher volume of units sold. As an example,
a producer of environmentally friendly cleaning detergents was
able to increase its volume of sales in spite of a higher retail price
compared to traditional detergents. Alternatively, when the price of
the product decreases, the ensuing increase in demand is propor-
tionally higher than the price decrease. For example, a company
manufacturing professional food trolleys experienced a growth of
30% in sales with only a 10% price decrease.
4.3. Profitability

4.3.1. Unit profit margin
To measure the profitability of ecodesigned products, we

compared the profit margin (price-cost/cost) of the ecodesigned
products with that of traditionally designed products. This
comparison leads to three situations (see Chart 2).
8 The total for these subcategories is larger than 26 because a number of firms
mentioned more than one source of additional costs.



Table 2
Impact on total profits.

Margin and revenues compared to a traditional product Frequency

A Higher margin and increased revenues 10
B Higher margin and stable revenues 1
C Equal margin and increased revenues 13
D Equal margin and stable revenues 3
E Lower margin and increased revenues 3

Chart 1. Price levels for increased revenues.
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In 11 cases out of 30, the profit margin was higher than that
obtained for traditionally designed products. For 16 firms, the profit
margin was similar to traditionally designed products. Finally, only
three companies mentioned a unit margin lower than for a tradi-
tionally designed product.

Given this result, we may safely state that ecodesigned products
or services generate a profit margin at least as high as if they had
been designed traditionally.

4.3.2. Total profit
We also attempted to compare total profits for ecodesigned

products compared to total profits of a traditional product. While
most firms were not always able to quantify precisely by howmuch
revenues or costs varied, we were nonetheless able to determine
the profitability of the products reviewed for nearly all the
companies in the sample. Indeed, the information gathered, even if
only qualitative, was sufficiently accurate to evaluate the impact on
total profits. As shown in Table 2, five situations were observed:
a higher margin and increased revenues (A); a higher margin and
stable revenues (B); an equal margin and increased revenues (C); an
equal margin and stable revenues (D); a lower margin and
increased revenues (E). The first three situations lead to an increase
in total profits; 24 companies are in that situation.

In three other cases, the profits are equal (D). For the last three
companies, it is not obvious that the increased revenues compen-
sate for the reduction of margin (E). Clearly, from a purely economic
point of view, the most desirable situation is that of A: higher
margin and higher revenues. Since one third of the companies
surveyed fell into this category, we attempted to identify discrim-
inating factors compared to the remainder of the sample.
Table 3
Key success factors of profitability.9
4.4. Key success factors for profitability

In this section, we looked at the characteristics of the products
and services that represent the 10 most profitable situations and
compared them with the remaining 20 companies. The analysis
Chart 2. Impact of ecodesign on unit profit margin.
takes into account three aspects: the firm, the ecodesign strategy
and features of the ecodesigned product.

First, we looked at the data concerning the firms and the type of
market it addresses (B2B or B2C). Second, we compared the data
dealing with the firms’ experience in ecodesign, their environ-
mental philosophy and the reasons behind their involvement in
ecodesign. This analysis highlights several factors (see Table 3).

This table shows that the profile of the company is a deter-
mining factor. With one exception, the most profitable cases are
small and medium-sized enterprises. This could reflect SMEs’
greater flexibility in identifying and harnessing the most profitable
opportunities. There is also a greater proportion of B2B firms
among the most profitable cases (as opposed to B2C). In other
words, corporate buyers seem to be more sensitive and receptive to
ecodesigned products than consumers are. This ties in with the
observation noted in the literature on the use of the environment as
a criterion in the selection of suppliers.

Concerning the experience with ecodesign, one would expect
more successful situations for companies that have more experi-
ence in the field. The numbers in our sample show the opposite:8
out of the 10 most profitable cases involved firms which were at
their first experience with the process. Nevertheless, this result
confirms situations that were noticed in our own consulting
experience. In fact, the potential gains are probably higher because
environmental rationalization had never been applied before. This
could also be the case for the “novice” firms interviewed in this
study. In short, it is easier to obtain sizeable gains in situations
where the level of waste is high.

In the sample analyzed, we found many firms (12/30) that are
based on ecodesign (FBE); their philosophy is primarily environ-
mentally oriented and they produce exclusively ecodesigned
products. We can thus assume that their level of experience in
ecodesign is high. Only four of these companies arewithin themost
profitable. Two elements could explain this situation: first, a higher
level of experience with ecodesign does not necessarily lead to
higher profits; second, these companies will not compromise on
the nature of the inputs, production process or distributionmethod,
even if this means forsaking on cost reductions.
Company profile 10 most profitable cases Other 20

SME 9/10 (90%) 13/20 (65%)
B2B 7/10 (70%) 9/20 (45%)
Experience with ecodesign
First experience 8/10 (80%) 7/20 (35%)
Experienced 2/10 (20%) 13/20 (65%)
Philosophy and motivation
FBE (firms based on ecodesign) 4/10 (40%) 8/20 (40%)
Market/economy motivation 7/10 (70%) 6/20 (30%)

9 The percentages indicated in the table are given as an indication only of
potential patterns of success. The small number of observations does not allow for
any formal statistical investigation.



Table 4
Comparison in ecodesign strategy.

Ecodesign strategy 10 most profitable cases Other 20

Focus on 4 or more life-cycle stages 5/10 (50%) 8/20 (40%)
Focus on 3 life-cycle stages 3/10 (30%) 2/20 (10%)
Focus on 2 life-cycle stages 2/10 (20%) 3/20 (15%)
Focus on 1 life-cycle stage 0/10 (0%) 7/20 (35%)

Table 6
France e Quebec comparison for profitability.

France (N ¼ 15) Quebec (N ¼ 15)

Higher unit margin 8 3
Equal unit margin 7 9
Lower unit margin 0 3
Decrease in variable costs 11 6
Increase in fixed costs 11 15
Increase in revenues 14 11
Most profitable firms 8 2

Table 7
Life-cycle stages considered: France/Quebec.

Life-cycle stages considered France Quebec

Focus on 4 or more life-cycle stages 9 4
Focus on 3 life-cycle stages 3 2
Focus on 2 life-cycle stages 3 2
Focus on 1 life-cycle stage 0 7
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Finally, we compared the data outlining the motivations which
led firms to try and sometimes adopt ecodesign. In the motivations
mentioned, two were directly related to economic aspects: market
expansion and searching for cost reductions (13 cases). With 7 of
these firms within the 10 most profitable, it seems that the
economic-related motivation produced the desired effect.

With respect to the ecodesign strategy used, we investigated the
number of life-cycle stages that were considered in the process (raw
material, processes/energy, transport/energy, use/energyand endof
life). The objective was to differentiate single criterion approaches
and life-cycle thinking considerations in the design strategy. In fact,
23 firms considered multiple stages and only 7 took only one stage
into account. The comparison between the 10 most profitable situ-
ations and the other companies is shown in Table 4.

As for the life-cycle stages considered, it seems that an ecode-
sign strategy focused on multiple stages is more profitable. A larger
proportion of “multiple stages” appears in themost profitable cases
and no “single stage” situations are found in it. It may be supposed
that these companies have conducted a more systematic and
systemic review of the opportunities for reducing costs and have
made the appropriate choices. Adopting a single criterion approach
can lead to pollution transfer and omission of potential gains
environmentally and financially. Finally, we looked at features of
the ecodesigned products. These were classified under three cate-
gories, as shown in Table 5.

Firstly, the products have been classified in two categories: eco-
products with an improved function, such as easier to use or to
handle, contributing to a better quality of life, reduction of noise,
savings on operating costs, facilitating maintenance, and eco-
products, i.e. products with environmental improvement only.
Improvement in both environmental and functional aspects is more
profitable. In short, to be successful, as far as profit goes, environ-
mental benefits are not enough.

Secondly, the firms whose products meet environmental certi-
fication or standards are less likely to post a strong profit. One may
question whether the costs associated with applying a standard
negatively affect the potential economic benefits in such cases.
Furthermore, some companies may focus on the requirements for
obtaining the label, thereby neglecting other aspects which can
lead to both an environmentally sound product and stronger cost
reductions.
Table 5
Comparison of product features.

Product features 10 most profitable cases Other 20

Eco-product with improved function 7/10 (70%) 7/20 (35%)
Eco-product 3/10 (30%) 13/20 (65%)
Standard or eco-label 2/10 (20%) 9/20 (45%)
4.5. FranceeQuebec comparison

We found few differences between the French and Quebec
companies on the following aspects: economic sector, size, year in
which ecodesign began, number of FBEs, motivation to introduce
ecodesign, presence of environmental certification and improved
functionality of the product. Nevertheless, French firms are more
profitable than Quebec companies, as may be seen from the
following table Table 6.

First of all, among companies with a higher unit margin,
a substantial majority are French (8 out of 11) and no French enter-
prise has a lower unit margin. Similarly, of the 17 firms showing
a reduction in variable costs, themajority (11) are French.Moreover,
fewer French companies indicated an increase in theirfixed costs (11
out of 26).

Finally, the impact on revenues is greater, even if a high propor-
tion of Quebec firms also posted increased revenues. One can put
forward the hypothesis that the effects observed on higher fixed
costs offsets the positive impact on revenues in the Quebec cases.

The most likely explanation for the difference in profitability is
that the French firms more often identified opportunities for
reducing costs than their Quebec counterparts. In fact, French
companies appear to have a more systemic approach and therefore
manage to make cost savings at several stages in the product life-
cycle. A closer look at the life-cycle stages considered in France and
in Quebec gives a better picture of the differences (Table 7).

Conversely, in Quebec, several firms mentioned only one stage
in the life-cycle where savings were made: end of life or material.
No Quebec company spoke of making any savings in the trans-
portation and storage phases. In fact, the Quebec firms were the
only one to consider one life-cycle stage (7/15), while the French
firms considered 4 stages or more in 9 cases out of 15.

5. Conclusion

The purpose of the study was to investigate the economic
outcome for companies marketing one or more ecodesigned
products. Overall, our results show that there are clear short-term
benefits for the firm: revenues and volume of sales are predomi-
nantly higher for the ecodesigned product, while variable costs are
lower for slightly more than half the sample. Profitability over the
long-term, however, cannot be assessed, as fixed costs seem to be
higher for ecodesigned products compared to traditional products.
Nevertheless, given the strong commercial success these products
have, one can expect a normal payback period for these fixed costs.

One of themain strengths of this study is the heterogeneity of its
sample; this has allowed us to identify some of the key success
factors of ecodesigned products. It appears that SMEs have a higher
success rate than large corporations, and also that the B2B sector is
more sensitive to ecodesigned products. The nature of the moti-
vation to engage in ecodesign also seems to be a success factor;
the results indicated that either seeking to expand its market or
looking for cost reductions are associated with higher economic



French products

Name of the company Product analyzed

Areva T&D Gas insulated substation for electric utilities
Bourgeat Heating cupboard for institutions
Brunet Eco-management Plot of 11 bioclimatic houses
Casino (Group) Retail and distribution services
CIRA Technologies Automated devices for regulation of cleanrooms
Dinamoh Refueling of ink cartridges
Jurine Stainless steel containers for protection

equipment in sanitary conditions
Lafuma Camping furniture
Lobial Heavy-duty cleansing products
LPG Design Massage equipment
Nature Cos Cosmetic product range
Plas Eco Urban furniture made from recycled plastics
Rowenta Vacuum cleaner
Steelcase Office chair
Urban cycle Bike couriers
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performance. In addition, the method used to develop the product
also has an impact on profitability. Companies having a more
systemic approach, “life-cycle thinking”, are more likely to be
successful. Finally, andmay bemost importantly, the product has to
provide a tangible benefit for its user in addition to a reduced
environmental impact. In summary, the most important aspects to
consider when getting involved in an ecodesign project is to focus
on increased functionality and to seek for environmental and
economic improvement on as many life-cycle stages as possible.

These findings clearly complement and qualify those of earlier
studies in a number of ways. First, the data were collected directly
from individuals in the company, allowing for a more in-depth
understanding of the situation and the issues. We have thus been
able to show that the product development processes as well as the
motivations to engage in the process are antecedents of success.
Furthermore, we have broken down sources of cost reduction and
revenue increases in various categories, thereby giving a more
nuanced picture of the situation. Second, as mentioned above, the
sample allowed for comparisons across industries, size, and level of
experience with ecodesign. Key success factors e in terms of
profitability e have thus been identified. Third, country of opera-
tion was used as an independent variable to perform a cross-
national comparison between France and Quebec, yielding strong
differences in terms of profitability. Finally, the sample selected for
the study did not attempt to bias in favour of successful situations;
the only selection criteria was that the ecodesigned product was on
the market for more than 12 months, whether successful or not.

Obviously, there are a number of limitations to the study. It is
largely empirical with hardly any conceptual background to guide
potential hypotheses. It should therefore only be considered as
exploratory in nature but can also serve to build hypotheses tested
on a larger sample. The sample size and the sample selection have
clear limitations on the interpretation of the data, but as long as
ecodesign remains an alternative mode of production, these issues
will not be resolved easily.

Future research would be more useful on a longitudinal basis,
i.e. studying the same companies over a certain duration of time
and concurrently, monitoring the environment, such as changes in
regulations, competition, demand, etc.
Appendix. List of products

Quebec companies
Name of the company Product analyzed

Bain Ultra Turbine for therapeutic bathtub
Cascades Fine papers 100% post-consumer fibre paper
Cascades Plastiques Product line of containers made from

oxo-degradable polystyrene foam
Jouets Boom! Children’s educational games made from

reusable and/or recyclable inputs
Korhani Recyclable rugs
Biscuits Leclerc Packaging for biscuits made from

compostable products
Liberté Organic yogurt in cardboard packaging
Lumec Streetlamps
Myco Anna Jacket made from recycled clothes
Nova Envirocom Compostable camping cutlery
Produits sanitaires Lépine Heavy-duty cleansing product
Réseau Bureautique Office furniture made from recycled furniture
Ruze communication Promotional products (leaflets, flyers,

posters, cards)
Victor Innovatex Fabrics made from ecological synthetic fibres
Zoo de Granby Zoo
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