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THE EU ECOLABEL AS A MARK  
OF ENVIRONMENTAL EXCELLENCE  

– A LITERATURE REVIEW 

Sustainable development and the reduction of the use of non-renewable resources are 
gradually becoming central issues for the EU growth plans. In the face of those inevitable 
changes, the voluntary labeling system – EU Ecolabel – is gaining importance. The study 
aimed to conduct a systematic review of the scientific literature on the EU Ecolabel labeling 
system and to identify and evaluate the existing trends. In the course of the study, the main 
research trends regarding labeling were determined. Among the most popular research topics 
were those relating to a specific category of products. Within this group, the largest number 
of studies in the analyzed period concerned issues related to tourism. Of particular value are 
the publications introducing the basis for defining criteria for new products, which so far 
have not been subject to the EU Ecolabel certification. A negative conclusion from the 
conducted review is the low involvement of researchers from Poland in the studies on the 
EU Ecolabel. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Growing consumerism is becoming a great threat to societies when considering the 
limited natural resources of the Earth and their inevitable depletion. The constant 
development of trade, the growing demand for consumer products and the ever-expanding 
offer of goods on the market pose great challenges to producers, who increasingly resort to 
exploring so far untouched sources of raw materials. This brings on the declining ability of 
the environment to regenerate resources and leads to a climate crisis (Kirchmeier-Young et 
al., 2019; Schoolmeester et al., 2019). What is more, the effects of over-exploitation of the 
Earth’s resources are most visibly manifested in places such as Pakistan, East Africa, and 
China, which are far from the areas of greatest consumption, and thus largely remain 
overlooked (5 ways countries can adapt…, 2022).  

The current situation should draw consumers’ attention towards buying more 
sustainably. Yet, this is not often the case; that is why environmental labeling schemes 
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developed in accordance with the standards of the International Organization for 
Standardization can prove a very useful tool. Similar conclusions can be drawn from the 
report (Altenburg, Assmann, 2017) – according to which, the introduction of mandatory 
labeling schemes will help ensure transparency in markets and enable consumers to 
recognize products with different environmental impacts. One example of such a labeling 
system is the EU Ecolabel. It is a laudable initiative of the European Commission, launched 
already in 1992 (Council Regulation (EEC) No 880/92). In its original version, the label 
was intended to: promote the design, production, marketing, and use of products that have 
a reduced environmental impact (compared with similar goods) throughout their life cycle 
and provide consumers with better information about the environmental impact of products. 
Over time, the criteria underwent the process of gradual reassessment and change, coming 
closer to the currently prevailing concepts of environmental protection; particularly, to the 
concept of the circular economy. 

Due to the growing role and importance of the EU Ecolabel, the aim of the study was to 
conduct a systematic review of the scientific literature on the EU Ecolabel labeling scheme 
and to assess the existing trends. 

2. THE EU ECOLABEL AS THE EUROPEAN LABELING SYSTEM 

The EU Ecolabel is completely voluntary, and its certification process is carried out by 
an independent authorized entity. To date, there are about 60 designated entities in the 
European Union, whose main tasks are: carrying out the certification procedure and 
regularly verifying whether a given product consistently meets the criteria of the EU 
Ecolabel (Regulation 66/2010). The regulations applied during the certification process 
make the EU Ecolabel classified as the first type of environmental labeling scheme 
according to ISO 14050:2020. The overarching aim of eco-labeling is to promote products 
characterized by a high level of ecological efficiency and which are in line with the EU 
policy of sustainable consumption, limiting the negative impact on the environment, 
citizens' health, climate, and natural resources. 

The graphic form of the EU Ecolabel is specified in Annex II to the European 
Commission Regulation 2017/1941 (Fig. 1). It may also take the form of a graphic object 
with a text field, as specified in the criteria for a given product group. 

 

  

Figure 1. The graphic form of the EU Ecolabel 

Source: (Commission Regulation (EU) 2017/1941 of 24 October 2017). 
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Currently, certification for the EU Ecolabel is possible for 12 product groups, some of 
which also include subgroups. These are (The EU Ecolabel Product Catalogue, 2022): 

 Cleaning up, including Detergents for Dishwashers, Hard Surface Cleaning Products, 
Industrial and Institutional Automatic Dishwasher Detergents, Hand Dishwashing 
Detergents, Laundry Detergents, Industrial and Institutional Laundry Detergents, 
Indoor Cleaning Services,  

 Clothing and Textile Products, including: Textile Products, Footwear, 
 Coverings, including: Wood-, Cork- and Bamboo-Based Floor Coverings, Hard 

Covering Products, 
 Do-It-Yourself, including: Indoor and Outdoor Paints and Varnishes, 
 Electronic Equipment, including: Electronic Displays, 
 Furniture, 
 Gardening, including: Growing Media, Soil Improvers and Mulch, 
 Lubricants, 
 Other Household Items, including: Bed Mattresses, 
 Paper Products, including: Graphic Paper, Tissue Paper and Tissue Products, Printed 

Paper, Stationery Paper, Paper Carrier Bag Products,  
 Personal and Animal Care Products, including: Absorbent Hygiene Products; Animal 

Care Products; Cosmetic Products; Rinse-off Cosmetic Products, 
 Tourist Accommodation, including: Hotels; Camp Sites. 
According to the latest data update, as of September 2022, as many as 87 485 products 

(goods and services) have obtained the right to use the EU Ecolabel mark (EU Ecolabel key 
figures…, 2022). In the last 6 months, the largest increase in ecological products offered on 
the market has been observed in the following categories: Indoor Cleaning Services (+24%), 
Lubricants (+13) and Industrial and Institutional Laundry Detergents (+11%). Figure 2 
shows the number of certified products in each category. 
 

 
Figure 2. Distribution of the EU Ecolabel certified products per product group 

Source: (EU Ecolabel facts and figures, 2022). 
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In the longer term, certification of the following products is planned to be introduced: 
solar photovoltaic modules, toys, food retail stores, cartridges, and renewable energy from 
new installations (Strategic Working Plan..., 2020). The establishment of the criteria and 
conditions for possible assessment of these products are now widely discussed. 

3. MATERIALS AND METHODS 

To achieve the research objective of the study, the method of systematic literature 
review (SLR) was adopted (Lenart-Gansiniec, 2021). It is a method that allows for the 
critical evaluation and synthesis of publications that meet a set of predefined eligibility 
criteria. In this case, the study aimed to find and analyze scientific papers that concerned 
the EU Ecolabel labeling scheme. Conducting such a review helps assess the state of 
knowledge, identify existing publications, and defining research issues or problems 
(Tranfield et al., 2003). 

For the purposes of this study, the publications were searched for using three 
international databases: ScienceDirect, Scopus, and Web of Science. In the search, the 
following keywords were used: “EU Ecolabel” in titles, abstracts, and keywords. The period 
from 2019 inclusively up to 2022 was analyzed. To classify and present the results, the 
diagrams and guidelines from the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and 
Meta-Analyses were applied (PRISMA) (Page et al., 2021). 
 

Identification 

Scientific papers 
identified in databases 

n = 65 
(Web of Science = 27, 

Scopus = 33, 
ScienceDirect = 5) 

 

Scientific papers removed 
before verification 
duplicates: n = 29 

    
    

Verification 

Verified scientific papers 
n = (36) 

 
Scientific papers rejected 
after the analysis of their 

titles and abstracts 
n = 6 

 

 

    
Full-text papers eligible 

for the review 
n = 30 

 

  
 

    
    

Inclusion 
Scientific papers included 

in the review 
n = 30 

  

Figure 3. The PRISMA diagram 

Source: own elaboration based on (Page et al., 2021). 



The EU Ecolabel as a mark of environmental excellence… 75 

On completing the search for publications, they were further analyzed, and the duplicate 
papers were removed from the collection. In the last stage, after reviewing the papers, those 
publications which, despite containing the term “EU Ecolabel”, were not related to the 
labeling system, were rejected. 

The search yielded a total of 65 entries with the term “EU Ecolabel” in the abstract, title 
or keywords. In the first stage, 29 papers turned out to be duplicated and were excluded 
from further analysis. Therefore, only 36 scientific publications were verified in the next 
stage. The verification stage consisted in reading the content of the articles. As a result, 6 
papers that referred to the EU Ecolabel logo only were rejected. After this stage, the process 
of selecting scientific publications was completed and the substantive content analysis 
began. 

4. RESULTS 

A systematic review of the available literature has led to the identification of 30 (n=30) 
publications that concerned the EU Ecolabel. These studies can be divided into two groups: 

1. Research papers related to a specific product category (n=18). 
2. General research papers without specifying product categories (n=12). 
The first group included 18 publications. The most frequently examined product 

category within the EU Ecolabel labeling scheme was tourism (hotels, accommodation, 
etc.). As many as 9 publications dealt with this topic. Other specific thematic areas included: 
construction, household goods, cosmetics, photovoltaic/solar panels, paper products, oils, 
furniture, textiles, and growing media. The percentage share of each of the product groups 
identified during the study is shown in Fig. 4. 

 

 

Figure 4. A pie chart representing the most frequently examined individual product categories 
as part of studies on the EU Ecolabel labeling scheme 

Source: own elaboration. 
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The studies which, during a systematic review of the literature, were marked as papers 
focusing on a specific product category, can be classified into three sub-categories in terms 
of their subject matter and purpose of the research: 

 studies on improving the criteria for already existing product groups,  
 studies on the creation of criteria for new product groups, 
 studies on the role of the EU Ecolabel in the market of a given product. 
Improving the criteria for granting the EU Ecolabel was postulated, among others, by 

Merino and Prats (2020). The authors pointed to a particularly high level of environmental 
friendliness of the sea beaches that received the Blue Flags certificate. It was further 
recommended that the criteria of this voluntary certificate should be included in the EU 
Ecolabel requirements. In the field of tourism, two more publications dealt with the topic 
of reducing the impact of this industry on the natural environment. L. Cirrincione et al. 
(2020a) focused on creating a tool for more economical management of electricity. In turn, 
L. Cirrincione et al. (2020b) pointed to the need of changing the certification requirements, 
which should also cover the construction infrastructure used in tourism. Other proposed 
changes to the existing criteria include suggestions for the household category. The  
authors of the paper drew attention to the consumption footprint indicator, which can 
describe the impact of household consumption on the environment in Europe. According  
to the authors of this study, apart from the characteristics of a given good, the intensity  
of consumption also has an impact on the environment (Castellani et al., 2021). Some  
papers also addressed the subject of improving the criteria in the cosmetics category.  
More specifically, the authors postulated the introduction of a ban on the use of plastic 
microspheres in cosmetic products (Anagnosti et al., 2021). Similar publications concerned 
the paper industry. In the criteria for granting the EU Ecolabel, Ribeiro et al. (2020) 
proposed setting limits as well as discussed specific methods for the removal of AOX  
from production wastewater. 

Similar research, but on the subject of furniture, was conducted by Donatello et al. 
(2021). The authors proposed introducing some changes in the future updates of the EU 
Ecolabel criteria for this category. It was suggested that such revisions should address more 
balanced and flexible requirements for potential applicants. 

The second direction observed in the literature on the EU Ecolabel were publications in 
which it was postulated to extend the scope of certified categories to include further 
products. The proposals encompassed marble products and photovoltaic/solar panels. 
Capitano et al. (2022) reviewed the requirements and the evaluation of the marble 
production process. In the course of the research, simplified methods for assessing pollutant 
emissions have been proposed, which can be included in the EU Ecolabel certification 
criteria. In turn, Polverini et al. (2021) assessed the possibilities of technical development 
and innovations that can be implemented in environmental policies, including the EU 
Ecolabel certification criteria. This analysis has led to the identification of key performance 
indicators of solar panels that can be included in the EU Ecolabel criteria. 

The third group of studies related to the EU Ecolabel are papers primarily focusing on 
the role of the EU Ecolabel certificate on the market. Consumers are among the most 
important market participants. Therefore, Dragomir et al. (2020), in a study conducted in 
Romania focused specifically on this group. It turned out that ecolabels boasted a high level 
of publicity among consumers in this country; however, they were also characterized by 
some levels of ambiguity and uncertainty. On the other hand, Preziosi et al. (2019), on 
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examining the behaviour of consumers in Portugal, confirmed that the EU Ecolabel 
certificate is noticed by hotel guests and influences their loyalty towards thus certified 
hotels. 

Other market participants, namely managers and executives, became the object of 
attention in the research of Barbulescu et al. (2019) and Vesce et al. (2019). Research by 
Barbulescu et al. (2019) made it possible to determine the pro-environmental measures that 
should be undertaken in the operation of the managed enterprises – in this case, hotels, and 
the EU Ecolabel criteria which are most difficult to be met. In turn, Vesce et al. (2019) 
conducted research with the participation of managers who decided not to implement the 
EU Ecolabel. This point of view is most useful in terms of understanding the phenomenon 
of non-acceptance of the label. The authors of the paper identified and presented the 
strengths and weaknesses of the EU Ecolabel. An interesting perspective was presented by 
Koszewska (2019), who focused on the market participants from the public sector. The 
paper described the role of labels in EU public procurement. As is well known, this section 
of the market has substantial means, but at the same time, it does not become a frequent 
subject of research. 

The second group of reviewed scientific publications included papers that did not 
concern specific products but covered the topic of the EU Ecolabel in general. This group 
included 12 publications. For this part of the EU Ecolabel literature, a division into two 
subgroups was proposed: research papers (n=6) and conceptual and review papers (n=6). 

The research papers covered a wide range of topics related to the EU Ecolabel. Among 
others, Luceri et al. (2021) assessed the impact of the EU Ecolabel for consumer products 
on decision-making among Italians. Research results have shown that the level of 
information on environmental issues, concern for the environment and the perceived 
usefulness of the EU Ecolabel positively influence the willingness to use products bearing 
the logo. Marrucci et al. (2021) examined the customers of the EU Ecolabel licensed and 
non-licensed companies. The conducted analysis identified the market factors at play and 
the benefits for the EU Ecolabel holders. However, the lack of a marketing and 
communication policy coordinated at the European level was indicated as a weakness of the 
certification scheme.  

Very interesting conclusions were drawn from the research by Pineiro-Villaverde  
and Garcia-Álvarez (2020). It was proposed to promote the use of recycled raw materials 
in public works and to impose the need for Ecolabel certification in order to conclude  
a contract with public administration bodies. It should be remembered though that the 
above-mentioned studies were general, they did not apply to specific products or services, 
the range of certification of which is very wide (12 categories of products and services). 

The last group of identified publications were so called conceptual and review papers. 
Among the publications qualified for this group were papers by Sala et al. (2021), focusing 
on current legal acts of the European Union (EU) and the communications on the issues of: 
LCT, LCA, life cycle costs (LCC) and environmental footprint. All of these were reviewed 
from the perspective of recent years. In turn, Cordella et al. (2020) analyzed material 
efficiency requirements within the EU Ecolabel criteria. The authors drew attention to the 
need to urgently implement the requirements regarding, for example, the minimum lifetime 
of products. Pollex and Lenschow (2020) dealt with a slightly different topic. They focused 
on legislative policies in the areas that are addressed to producers and consumers. The 
activity of the decision-makers in terms of environmental protection most visibly manifests  
itself in the form of the instruments introduced by them, namely legal acts, which mainly 
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shape the current reality. Legal issues related to the EU Ecolabel were the subject of 
research by Du (2021), who analyzed the principles of the EU Ecolabel labeling scheme 
from the point of view of international trade law. The author concluded that it is highly 
unlikely that the EU Ecolabel certification would be incompatible with the TBT (Technical 
Barriers to Trade) agreement. 

A graphical summary of the conducted literature review is presented in Fig. 5. 

 
 Voluntary European certification – the EU Ecolabel 

       

1. Research focusing on a specific 
product category (n=18) 

 2. General research without a specific 
product category (n=12) 

       

A. Research on improving the criteria 
for already existing product groups 
(n=8) 

 A. Research papers (n=6) 

B. Research on establishing criteria for 
new product groups (n=2) 

 B. Conceptual papers and reviews 
(n=6) 

C. Research on the role of the EU 
Ecolabel in the market of a given 
product (n=8) 

    

Figure. 5. The classification of scientific papers related to the EU Ecolabel, published from 
2019 onwards 

Source: own elaboration. 

5. CONCLUSIONS 

The presented systematic literature review concerns a very important problem, which is 
environmental protection. All citizens of the European Union should be made aware of the 
threats resulting from the rapid degradation of the environment, but they should also have 
the knowledge and opportunities to choose products with the least negative impact during 
everyday shopping. The EU Ecolabel system seems to be an excellent tool for implementing 
these postulates. The review of the latest publications has made it possible to determine the 
main international trends and research directions related to the EU Ecolabel. Especially 
papers related to specific categories of certified products deserve high praise. Certainly, 
many of these studies set new standards and requirements of environmental friendliness for 
various products. Attempts to lay the groundwork for future requirements for a growing 
family of products that can be certified in the future (e.g., solar panels) are also very 
welcomed. Research conducted on various market participants (e.g., consumers, 
enterprises) is also an interesting direction. In the group of studies concerning specific 
product categories, most attention was devoted to research related to tourism. Undoubtedly, 
this is the result of a large share of this sector in the economy of several European Union 
countries. 

The second direction of the reviewed papers were general studies without specifying the 
products that are subject to voluntary EU Ecolabel certification. Some of the research  



The EU Ecolabel as a mark of environmental excellence… 79 

papers assigned to this group seem to be too general. As a result, its contribution to the 
improvement and development of the EU Ecolabel is rather low in the author's opinion. 
With the current number of 12 categories, which are a cross-section of many products and 
services, research with general characteristics seems to be poorly suited to the real problems 
and challenges of the EU Ecolabel scheme. The shortcoming of these works is also their 
narrow scope, limited to one country. The results of the systematic review suggest a paucity 
of publications on the EU Ecolabel that would encompass the entire EU.  

On the other hand, conceptual papers and reviews are undoubtedly very important, as 
they allow to assess the progress and directions when it comes to eco-friendly products in 
the perspective of recent decades. Conclusions and observations collected in this way 
constitute valuable foundations for designing and setting new directions for environmental 
protection. 

From the perspective of Poland, the review showed a lack of published research papers 
that would concern Polish society or enterprises. It seems that the aim of increasing the 
popularity and effectiveness of the EU Ecolabel instrument should be undertaken on  
a wider scale, especially in countries on the verge of transforming their energy sector. 

The limitations of this study include the time range from which publications were 
searched (from 2019 onwards), which can be extended in future research. In addition,  
a characterization of the countries in which the research was conducted and the countries of 
origin of the authors of the publications should be considered. When analyzing the EU 
Ecolabel labeling scheme, it should be noted that even its continuous improvement will not 
in itself improve the situation of the environment. The most important element of this 
system are responsible and ethical companies and conscious consumers. Only the balanced 
actions of both of these entities will substantially contribute to slowing down the climate 
catastrophe that may be approaching the entire humanity. 
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