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Sustainable Consumption and Production policies

Citizen-consumers as change agents

Environmental change is not possible without
the active involvement of key actors in civil so-
ciety. For SCP policies to be successful, instru-
ments and strategies for the greening of con-
sumption practices have to be developed in
correspondence with the lifestyle concerns of
citizen-consumers.

By Gert Spaargaren

he recent, Al Gore initiated green wave is truly global in cha-
Tracter and combines an apocalyptic undertone with an expli-
cit call for action. While in the 1970s the Club of Rome asked
governments to take the lead in developing a policy response,
and Gro Harlem Brundtland in the 1980s invited business or-
ganizations to join the environmental game, this time civil so-
ciety actor and institutions are assigned key roles in the process
of bringing about environmental change.

The increased attention for civil society actors and their con-
sumption behaviors can be explained by a number of factors.
First, both the absolute and relative environmental impacts of
consumption have increased steadily and are expected to grow
also over the next 30 years. Second, nation-states are loosing
some of their regulatory powers and have come to rely on go-
vernance-arrangements that are shared with market- and civil
society
actors, resulting in more rights and responsibilities for citizen-
consumers. Third, pro-active companies over the past twenty
years have been busy to develop green products and services
which they seek to introduce not just to dark green consumers
in niche-markets but also to so called light green consumers in
emerging main markets (Spaargaren/Van Koppen 2009).

The combined result of these trends is a shift taking place in
the way environment and climate-change issues are approached
by both governmental and non-governmental actors. The tradi-
tional focus on supply-side actors, on providers operating at the
up-stream ends of production-consumption chains and net-
works, has become complemented with an approach targeting
end-users and their representatives at the lower-ends of the
chains. With this shift, the traditional focus on environmental
technologies and spatial as well as infrastructural systems has
been complemented with a sincere interest in the dynamics of
the life-world and the everyday life rationalities that govern con-
sumption behaviors.

Although on an abstract level almost everyone seems to wel-
come the consumerist turn within environmental politics, SCP-
policies at the national and the international levels are still in
their infancy (Jackson 2006; OECD 2008). It will probably take
another ten years to reach a scientific and political consensus
on how to address sustainable consumption issues. The aim of
this contribution is to identify a few key issues we think are im-
portant for developing the SCP-agenda into a full-blown trans-
national agenda (Spaargaren/Mol 2008).

Ecological modernization of
life-styles and consumption patterns

Some confusion seems to exist about how to define sus-
tainable consumption in the first place. Isn’t this a contradictio
in terminis (Princen et al. 2002)? We think ecological moderni-
zation theory (EMT) can help solve some of the definition pro-
blems (Mol/Spaargaren 2000). EMT theorists analyzed and do-
cumented the emergence of an ecological rationality as a specific
and independent sub-set of criteria, indicators and principles
that govern and help shape our intercourse with nature.

Both the natural and social sciences contributed to the for-
malization of these new environmental principles, and their in-
creased application and use by different actors at different levels
of society represent the progress being made in environmental
policy, also when consumption practices are at stake.

With their theory on reflexive modernization environmental
sociologists made a specific contribution to the development
and use of ecological rationalities under conditions of globali-
zing modernity. Thus, they were moving away from the opposi-
tion between economic growth and ecological sustainability whi-
le also taking into account the growth interests of the South. The
increased use of fair trade products and labeling schemes world-
wide might serve as an illustration in this respect.

Consumption policies

In order for the new eco-rationalities to be seriously conside-
red and used by citizen-consumers in the organization of their
everyday lives, the predominantly technical criteria need to be
translated to and embedded in the dynamics of the life-world.
To make consumption practices more sustainable, they need to
be addressed as consumption practices, as forms of behaviors
that represent a strong social and symbolic dimension. Con-
sumption practices are about dreaming, display, belonging, com-
fort, cleanliness and convenience (Shove 2003). They are
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thoroughly social, even if we study them primarily for their un-
sustainable ways of using energy and material flows.

Social practices as key units of SCP policies

Most studies on environmental consumption behaviors fo-
cus on the individual and his or her preferences and choices.
Since all individuals have a unique lifestyle, it is very difficult to
develop consumption-policies which are fine-tuned to the lifes-
tyles of individual citizen-consumers. As a response, policy
makers often prefer to organize sustainable consumption be-
hind the backs of consumers by regulating providers.

Within sociology a methodology has been developed which
moves away from the individual and social structure dichotomy
by putting forward social practices as central units for analysis
and policy making (Warde 2005). Social practices are the shared
routines which groups of citizen-consumers reproduce in time
and space. They are the patterned, site-specific clusters of agents,
meanings, and technologies. The innovative theoretical claim
of these structuration theories is that agents and technological
structures are co-constitutive.

In the theoretical realm, the claims are by now well establis-
hed (Spaargaren 2003; Shove 2003). The main challenge is how
to apply this contextual approach to consumption behavior also
within SCP-policies. The identification, also in the Marrakech
process, of a series of environmentally relevant social practices
within a limited number of consumption domains is a major
first achievement in this respect. Housing, Food, Mobility,
Holidays, Clothing and Personal Care are considered as the
main domains of consumption, each with their own environ-
mental profiles, performances and dynamics of change (Tukker
et al. 2006).

Three political roles for citizen-consumers

In order to be effective, legitimate and lasting, SCP policies
have to engage citizen-consumers with environmental change.
Identifying and analyzing the different roles through which
citizen-consumers can engage themselves with the greening of
consumption is an important task for sociologists and political
scientists in particular.

As we have argued elsewhere in more detail (Spaargaren/Mol
2008) there can be distinguished three forms of political com-
mitment of citizen-consumers with environmental change in
globalizing modernity, corresponding with different kinds of en-
vironmental authority. First, ecological citizenship refers to the
role citizen-consumers can take up in the transnational politi-
cal realm to articulate environmental rights and responsibilities.
Second, political consumerism refers to the organized forms of
political action citizen-consumers might engage with in order
to contribute to the greening of globalized production-consump-
tion chains and networks. The organized buycotts of green pro-
ducts might serve as an example here (Micheletti 2003). Third,
lifestyle-politics refer to the moral engagements of citizen-con-
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sumers who in their civic and private sphere of everyday life ad-
dress global, planetary issues in a direct way, bypassing the es-
tablished political institutions (Spaargaren/Mol 2008).

Conclusion

SCP-scientists and -policy makers could employ three distin-
guished roles to analyze and organize the political commitment
of citizen-consumers with the process of eco-modernizing con-
sumption practices in delineated consumption domains. In do-
ing so, they contribute to the empowerment of citizen-consum-
ers while at the same time moving away from the individualist
accounts of consumption behavior that dominated the SCP-field
so far.
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