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Theoretical Background

Draws on complementary work from four different disciplines:

Sociology & practice theory 
Social Marketing
Behavioural Economics 
Social Psychology



Practice theory 

• Shove, Schatzki, Reckwitz, Warde, Wilhite
• Highlights the complex sociotechnical, economic, cultural and symbolic 

linkages in practices
• ‘… much consumption is customary, governed by collective norms and

undertaken in a world of things and sociotechnical systems that have 
stabilizing effects on routines and habits' Shove 2003, p 9

• What is regarded as ‘normal’ is ‘immensely malleable’ Shove 2003, p 199
• Important to understand how the habits and 

practices of everyday life change and evolve 



Where 
most 
effort is 
focused

Individual attitudes, behaviour, choice 

price and persuasion

Where 
the real 
issues lie

Dynamic regimes of 
everyday life; 

changing definitions 
of normal practice 
generate changing 
patterns of demand 
for energy, water, and 
other resources.

Shove, 2009
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Social marketing 
• Focus group research, Rettie& Barnham
• For consumers most activities are 

neither green nor non-green but 
taken for granted as 'normal'

• Promoting activities as ‘green’ can be 
counterproductive because it implies
that these activities are outside 
‘normal’ behaviour.

• Role of marketing in changing 
conceptions of normality.



Changing conceptions of normality

normality

neither green 
nor not green

green not 
green

a sense of not 
normal

a sense of not 
normal

everyday behaviour

stereotype stereotype



Behavioural economics

• Contests assumption of a rational economic agent 
• Nudge: ‘any aspect of the choice architecture that alters people’s 

behaviour in a predictable way without forbidding any options or
significantly changing their economic incentives’

• The cafeteria example...
• Legitimate to ‘nudge’ people’s behaviour 

in order to improve their lives
• One can nudge people simply by telling 

them what other people do



Social psychology: 
social norm approach

• Descriptive social norms e.g. 75% of people ……
• Has been applied to

– Campus issues: alcohol, smoking, drugs
– Sustainability: electricity consumption, 

hotel towel re-use, conservation, 

• Nolan et al: Social norm messages more effective 
than appeals to self interest, social responsibility
or environmental responsibility



Social norm approach 

• Reference group effect

• Boomerang effect 

– Schultz et al.: people who use less electricity than the ‘norm’ increase their 
electricity consumption

– Can be avoided by indicating social approval or rewarding: 'injunctive norms'

JOIN YOUR FELLOW GUESTS IN HELPING TO 
SAVE THE ENVIRONMENT.

In a study conducted in Fall 2003, 75% of guests 
who stayed in this room (No. xxx) participated in our 
new resource savings program do help by using their 
towels more than once. You can join your fellow 
guests in this program to help save the environment 
by reusing your towels during your stay.



Trial in 35,000 
US homes
Reduction in 
consumption 
of 2-3%



Integrating interdisciplinary theory 
Practice theory 
• Importance of understandings, norms and engagements that underlie 

everyday behaviour 
• Recognition of material things and sociotechnical context
• Practices reproduced by performance and routinization

Social norm approach
• Misperceptions about practises:  make elements of practice evident 
• Social proof: sociotechnical context as evidence of practices (and norms)
• Norms not always focal: increase salience
• Social norm statements stimulate reflexivity and salience

Behavioural economics
• Rejection of rational agent 
• Recognition of role of sociotechnical context, herd effect, relativism

Social marketing
• Focus on changing practices and conceptions of normality rather than on 

individuals and their attitudes
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• Funded by EPSRC under Digital Economy programme.
• Explores social practices, social norms and behaviour in 

the context of sustainability, 
• Uses digital interfaces that give individual and social 

group feedback.
• Three universities: Kingston, UWE, Swansea
• Three case studies: 

– active lifestyles
– electricity consumption
– social networking (Facebook)

• 800 participants, 100 interviews, focus groups
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energy study

• Sensor device attached to 
participants’ electricity supply. 

• Energy consumption data returned 
to research team via mobile 
network

• Feedback about electricity usage 
provided by email/web

• Three groups:
– Control (no feedback)
– Individual feedback
– Individual and group feedback

• Pre and post questionnaires.
• 35 interviews will explore the 

household practices and dynamics 
underlying electricity consumption: 
cleanliness, laundering, lighting, 
heating, recreation, cooking and 
eating
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• Mobile phone application will 
monitor participants’ physical 
activity

• Graphical physical activity feedback 
will be sent to participants

• Three groups, again
• Pre and post questionnaires.
• 35 interviews will explore the 

practices underlying activity levels, 
such as driving children to school, 
cycling to work, etc.

active lifestyle case
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Facebook study

• Facebook application will invite 
respondents to complete quizzes 
on various sustainability 
behaviours, displaying individual 
and friendship group results.

• Pre and post questionnaires.
• 30 interviews will explore the 

practices underlying these scores, 
such as travel, cleanliness, and 
food consumption.
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Thank you

r.rettie@kingston.ac.uk
k.burchell@kingston.ac.uk

http://business.kingston.ac.uk/charm


