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•Sustainable consumption has 
emerged as a key area within the 
sub-discipline of Environmental 
Geography. 

•Start of the 21st Century: urgent 
call to examine consumption's role 
in driving global environmental 
change and responses.

Context: Contested terms:
Sustainable consumption :

“ the use of goods and services that meet basic
human needs and bring a better quality of
life…minimising the impact on the environment…so
as not to jeopardize the needs of future generations”
(Jackson, 2006).

Sustainable lifestyles: 
“patterns of actions and consumption used by people

to affiliate and differentiate themselves from others in
society…that allow us to meet basic human needs
and bring a better quality of life…minimising the
impact on the environment..” (Marrakech process, 1992)

Policy :
Recognition:

“ Action is needed to promote sustainable  consumption 
and production that will reduce environmental stress and 
meet basic human needs” (Agenda 21, UNCED, 1992)

Policy implications:
• Information provision-

� Eco-labelling
� Eco-taxes

• “Supply side initiatives”
� “redesign” of products; “greening” of technology.
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Criticisms:

• Oversimplifies human behaviour; assumes that a linear 
model of behaviour change exists. 

• Ignores the Value-action gap

• Assuming a limited number of universal characteristics
(EPA,2007)
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Theory of Planned Behaviour

(Source: Fishbein & Ajzen , 1976; Ajzen, 1991)

Framework approach:
• A framework approach is argued as being more 

successful predicting environmental behaviour 
change
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My research :
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Rationale for household level
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Aims and Objectives:
• Secondary analysis of existing data on household consumption 

and identification of gaps in existing knowledge.

• Development of survey questionnaire to address these gaps. 

• Production of a large Irish specific baseline dataset on patterns of 
consumption.

• Production of a conceptual framework for the identification of 
factors impacting attitudes and behaviours towards sustainable 
lifestyle and consumption e.g. understanding potential demand 
for, and public acceptance of policy and interventions.

• Cross-national comparative analysis of sustainable consumption 
trends and attitudes and behaviour.

• Development of a method framework and indicators for long-term 
monitoring of progress based on SLS data.

Methodology:
• Quantitative 

– Survey:

• Design & development

• Piloting

• International expert advisory panel

• Sampling – 1,500 Households
• Geo-directory & Pointer database

• Derry, Dublin & Galway

• Urban/Rural divide

• Questions beyond frequencies ; to address the key 
questions in the sustainable consumption debate
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1. Eco Vs Techno debate:

Internal irony -
– Can sustainability be solved by improving efficiency of 

production practices alone like EMT suggests; or is there simply 
a need for society to reduce consumption altogether? 
(Goodman)

• Reducing Consumption??

– the socio environmental impact of consumption through less or 
different forms of consuming OR is it about 

– Increasing the impact of our consumption through the support 
of environmentally and socially related alternative consumption, 
i.e. such as fair trade products. 

Survey example:
• Q5. To reduce your household’s energy

use, which of the following would you
personally be most willing do?

• Cutting down on energy use

• Change to renewable systems of heating

• Use more energy efficient appliances

• Install smart meters in home 

• Sharing / renting appliances with neighbours

• Source: edited version of question from CHS (2008)-
Is it about reducing energy use or relying on techn o 
solutions

2. Sustainable Lifestyles:
• Instead of focusing on the “m icro-econom ics” of SC 

products and purchasing… ..“to promote the concept of 
SC being mainly about SL and Sustainable livelihoods”; 
(Goodman, 2008)

• Focus on “Rational self-interests ” i.e. sustainable lifestyles 
could improve a person’s quality of life, as well as doing something 
meaningful to ensure future generations consumption and resources 
(Hinton & Goodman, 2009)

• “Fitting into” current lifestyles …..“Lock-in”  

• A need for structural policies (Doran, 2007)

Examples:

• Q7. I would be willingly to accept cuts in my 
standards of living, if it helped to protect the 
environment (Strongly agree- strongly disagree)

• Q14A. How do you travel to work/school/college?

• Q14B. Is there public transport available for this 
commute?

3. Quality of life
• A critical issue within these debates is the relationship 

between quality of life and consumption. 

• “consumption is an attempt to provide for individual 
wellbeing” (Jackson, 2006)

• “SD policies are unlikely to be successful if they detract 
from the individual’s quality of life” (Bell & Morse, 2003). 

• “environmental actions unlikely if …impinges severely on 
the individuals “time, money and comfort” (Stern & 
Aronson, 1984).
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Examples:

• Q10. I would be willing to sacrifice some personal
comforts in order to save energy.

• Q11A. My overall quality of life has been affected as
a result of the recent economic downturn?

• Q13. I am now going to list off a few things that some
people would say are important for their quality of
life. Please tell me which three things are most
important to your own quality of life?

Summary:

• Key themes that my research hopes to 
explore:

• Eco- techno debate
• A shift away from “micro-economics” towards 

a sustainable lifestyles approach…and thinking 
more in “units of happiness” (DeLeeuw, 2005)

• Quality of life and sustainable consumption
– What do individuals regard as being important to their 

own quality of life?

– Perceptions of luxuries and necessities
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