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Extended abstract

The digitalization of the consumer society and the increased use of digital market devices such as
mobile internet, smartphones, mobile applications (apps), e-stores etc. are changing consumption
practices both in private and commercial settings. It allows market actors to communicate and
interact with consumers at any time and where ever they are and consumers are in turn given new
capabilities to go about their consumption practices tracing product information, calculating and
comparing products (Cochoy, 2012; Licoppe et al., 2008).

For promoters of ethical issues, such as Fairtrade, sustainability and organic farming, the digital
evolution has made it possible to mobilize action globally and come up with new market devices such
as mobile apps to promote sustainable consumption. The question is how they aid consumers in
making more ‘ethical’ choices?

This paper presents work in progress and draws on a practice-based approach to consumption
(Warde, 2005; Shove & Pantzar, 2005; Watson & Shove, 2008; Rgpke 2009), which emphasize how
the social and material world interacts. The concept of ‘distributed competence’ will be used to
analyze and discuss how these new forms of market devices acts as agents in the configuration of
competence (Shove et al., 2007; Watson & Shove, 2008). So competence is both considered to be a
human quality but also something that is distributed between practitioners and the devices and tools
used, i.e, embedded in things as well (Shove et al., 2007).

The paper aims to describe how the ‘ethical’ competence is distributed between the apps, other
digital sources, experts, and consumers. It is based on an on-going case study of three consumption
apps ‘Fairtrade’, ‘Green guide’ [Gron guide] and ‘Shopgun’. The material collected includes close
observations of the apps’ interfaces, functions and content; interviews with the owners/designers of
these apps; as well as interviews with consumers who have tested the apps.

The Fairtrade app provides information about premises like cafés and restaurants that serve
Fairtrade marked products through GPS and list what Fairtrade labeled products you can find in
specific grocery shops (www.fairtrade.se). As a consumer you can also meet the producers of the

Fairtrade products from countries all over the world, read their stories or watch movies. Fairtrade
also provides possibilities for consumers to engage in different way of making the world more fair
and promoting Fairtrade as well as producing content for the app. The app is also used as a
communication channel for their cause. The Green guide is a digital guide for making environmental
friendlier choice that has now been translated into an app (www.naturskyddsforeningen.se). The app

provides information about ‘green’ labels, help you find stores with second hand, ecological, fair or
environmental labeled clothing, give you tips on what fish, fruit or vegetables you should choose. For
instance, different types of vegetables are evaluated as ok, sometimes, and avoid together with more
information about when to eat it and from what country of origin. Overall advice about eating,



housing, buying, and traveling is also given and how to handle waste. The Shopgun app is developed
by engaged consumers in order to help other consumers to choose ‘better’ products in retail store in
terms of environment, ethics and health (www.shopgun.se). With the app you can scan a product’s

bar code in-store and be informed of how good choice it is on set evaluation categories marked as
red, orange or green. You can get the same information for any product category you type into the
system. The information that the evaluation is based on is provided by a number of advisors like
WWEF, Bra miljéval, Fairtrade among others, in addition to the Shopgun editors.

The analysis will focus on the embedded knowledge in the apps and aspects of competence
distributed between the apps, other digital sources, experts, and consumers. It will be illustrated how
the apps have been inscribed with capacities previously embedded in experts and individual
consumers, such as searching for and evaluating ethical and environmental friendly products etc.,
that is, the competence has been redistributed. Furthermore, similarities and differences in
interfaces and functions will be presented along with the prescriptions for evaluating products and
services. The apps are also inscribed with expectations and conventions of specific consumer
practices, how consumers should act in an ‘ethical’ way, which can be discussed in relation to the
openness of inscriptions and the different levels of engagement made possible for consumers. The
paper will end with a critical discussion of the implications of these new kinds of mobile apps for
consumers and retailers.
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