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Presentation outline

Household consumption as site of everyday consumption

Approaching sustainable consumption: current technologies
Sticks, stories... and some sweeteners

Alternative perspectives
Practice-oriented approaches

Discussing design-oriented scenarios
Challenges and opportunities

Why household consumption?

Smallest basic unit of collective consumption

-

Focus on household water, energy and food consumption
High levels of residential energy consumption: 25% total primary 
energy consumption in 2008 (+38% since 1990)

High water consumption per capita: 160 litres 
Energy-, transport- and chemical-intensive agricultural goods and 
services: 33 % of household consumption impact from food 
(Tukker et al., 2005)

Dynamic economic, socio-demographic trends

Household energy consumption: 
a policy target

Key sector to achieve energy efficiency 
savings

Improving buildings
Changing user behaviour

Policy goal: 20% reduction in energy 
consumption by 2020, (Energy Efficiency 
Action Plan)

Source: Demand Side Management in Ireland: evaluating the 
energy efficiency opportunities (SEI, 2008: pg3)

Policy Instruments: 
Sticks, stories...and some sweeteners?

Economic, regulatory, voluntary (informational & incentives)

Sticks

Economic: carbon tax, water charges, food miles?

Regulatory: Building Regulations 2002 (amended 2008) ; 
EU Water Framework Directive; Nitrates Directive

Stories

Power of One; Tap Tips; National Organic Week (Bord
Bia Fairtrade marks; 
eco-labelling

Sweeteners

Grants: House of Tomorrow; rebates for retrofitting 
efficient appliances; subsidising home composters; 

Policy evaluation: limitations
Narrow interpretation of sustainable consumption

Ecological modernisation -
Danger of socially regressive eco-taxation on invisible communities
Lack of structural change or support for social innovation

Focus on supply-side techno-economic interventions
The current crisis offers an opportunity to shift paradigm and move to a new 

framework that would restore sustainable economic growth, prevent 

Increasing focus on eco-efficiency and market based measures

Greening the economy: still going for growth
Little impact on demand management

Little attention to sectoral differentiation and inter-sectoral tensions
e.g. competition for land : sustainable energy vs sustainable food



Policy evaluation - opportunities

efficiency, the future will need to be about well-being, quality 

More holistic approaches linking
Economic, social, cultural and organisational factors (systems thinking)

Production and consumption components
Impacts across sectors

-

Social practices emphasis
moving away from essentialising structures or agents to co-evolution

Social practices model 

background knowledge in the form of understanding, know how, states of emotion 

Modified from: 
Spaargaren, 2004

Social practices in action

Co-evolution of practice, systems and technologies

Dynamic systems of normalisation e.g. personal 
washing (Hand et al., 2005)

Infrastructure: mainstreaming systems of provision e.g. piped 
water, plumbing, power supply

Devices: technological developments e.g. power shower
User behaviour: socio-cultural notions of cleanliness, comfort 
and convenience and of appropriate behaviour e.g. 
individualised showering

Need to focus on mechanisms to stimulate innovation 
for sustainable practices

Unfreezing routinized behaviours

Transforming social practices

(Brezet et al 2001) 

Spaces for sustainable social practice 
innovation

Visioning

Visioning

Visioning 
Workshops (Sectoral)

Assesment 
of DOS 

Assessment

Assessment

Citizen 
Engagement

Backcasting

Backcasting

Backcasting
Workshops (Sectoral)

Shelter/
Energy

Washing/ 
Water

Visioning Assessment Backcasting
Eating/
Food

Visioning workshops: participants

Stakeholder identification: nutrition; shelter; washing

Individuals/groups who can/will influence networks shifting 
practices towards sustainable development in household functions

Directly 

Indirectly 

E.g. Shelter
Regulators/Policy makers

Energy producers/suppliers; designers/planners/equipment 
manufacturers; construction industry; maintenance service providers; 
household members

Media; research; NGOs; consumer groups

Challenges

Interest; enrolment; availability



Visioning workshops: practice

Assumptions:
Technological innovations are necessary but insufficient
Need to consider  services and well as products for sustainability

Aim: jointly outline new ways to fulfil functions (ideas & solutions)
Goals: what is wanted (normative) e.g to light or heat only where people are
Strategies: what is obtainable (pragmatic) e.g. to reduce need for individual action to 
switch off lights/heating when leaving spaces

Proposals: what is imaginable (vision) e.g. motion sensor driven systems

Scenario building
Linking goals, strategies and proposals

Formalising Design Oriented Scenarios
Vision: description of scenario

Essential characteristics: intentions, effects and benefits
Products/services

Design oriented scenarios
Comfort management services: Full home 
management service provided by comfort 
companies using intelligent technology

Natural Living: Matching lifestyle with seasonal and 
diurnal variations in temperature and light and 
architectural flexibility

Active house: Automated control of high-tech 
heating and lighting equipment to meet shelter 
requirements within a compulsory energy limit

Wearables : Residents directly heated or cooled 
directly on the body using wearable products

Come together: Sharing facilities and decentralised 
energy supply structure

SusHouse (Vergragt 2000)

SusHouse (Vergragt 2000)

DOS assessments
Environmental Assessment

Material use

Energy use 

Water use 

Waste and emissions

Transport

Economic Assessment 
Resource use

Enterprise type SME / MNE

Service / Product

Partnerships

Globalisation / Localisation

Current / New technology

Social Assessment

Equity
Health
Safety & security
Comfort & convenience
Social contact
Empowerment
Voluntary
Information and awareness 
training etc

(Halme et al. 2004)

Citizen engagement workshops

Cross-section of citizens: Dublin, Galway, Derry
-

Aims:
Levels of acceptance 

Barriers to adoption

Modification and adaptation

Challenges:
Enrolment, engagement, participation

Back -casting workshops

Stakeholder feedback on scenarios and assessments

Establish extent of stakeholder support for scenarios and results

Develop transition plan for realisation of scenarios
Necessary changes and research agenda for gaps in knowledge
Implementation proposals and concrete projects

Mechanisms for stakeholder co-operation

Policy recommendations supporting necessary changes and 
concrete proposals

future vision or normative scenario, followed by looking back at how this 
desirable future could be achieved, before defining and planning follow-up 

(Quist & Vegragt, 2006: 1028)



Concluding thoughts

Limitations of current governance systems for sustainable 
consumption: sticks, stories and sweeteners

Opportunities to develop alternative spaces for sustainability 
innovation

Beyond technological solutions including social innovations

Participatory design-oriented visioning approach 

Challenge is to translate innovative spaces and scenarios into 


