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Outline

• Citizen-consumers and sustainability; 
• Environmental practice as social practice;
• Framing ‘sustainable lifestyles’: spill-overs, 

segmentation and social marketing;
• The social context of environmental 

practice:
– Climate change, tourism and sustainability. 



Consumption, Citizenship 
and Sustainability

“We all – governments, 
businesses, families and 
communities, the public 
sector, voluntary and 
community organisations –
need to make different 
choices if we are to 
achieve the vision of 
sustainable development”
(DEFRA, 2005, p. 25)



Consumption, Citizenship and Sustainability

“The act of consumption is becoming increasingly suffused 
with citizenship characteristics and considerations. 
Citizenship is not dead, or dying, but found in new 
places, in life-politics” (Scammell, 2000, p. 351)

• The Citizen-Consumer is argued to be the major framing 
device for encouraging sustainable ‘lifestyles’ (Berglund 
and Matti, 2006; Spaargaren, 2004), through a range of 
intellectual and pragmatic approaches (Spaargaren and 
Mol, 2008), e.g. social-psychological (Ajzen, 1991), 
social practices (Shove, 2003; Shove et al., 2007), social 
marketing (McKenzie-Mohr, 2000; DEFRA, 2008).



The Sustainable Citizen-Consumer?

Citizen-consumers indicative of (Slocum, 2004, p. 765):
“…an outgrowth of classical liberal theory that universalises 

the logic of the market for al institutions”, creating 
‘passive’ citizens and challenges to progressive politics.

“Creating meaningful progress towards sustainability 
requires more radical solutions than just the 
development of new products and product substitutions 
amongst consumers…The anti-consumption challenge 
poses some critical questions about how to promote 
such concepts to make them acceptable to consumers”.

(Peattie and Peattie, 2009, p. 261)



Environmental Practices
• Dominant social-psychological approaches to 

understand pro-environmental behaviour;

• Criticisms of this ‘rationalistic’ and ‘expert led’
perspective (Burgess, 1998; Eden, 1998) within 
Geography:
“…the ‘mental models’ approach still suffers from too 

rationalistic a conception of agency  and from a 
methodological individualism which abstracts 
human subjects from their social context” (Owens, 
2000, p. 1143).

• Emergence of ‘deliberative’ approaches, based on 
(contextualised) lay knowledges to replace ‘information 
deficit’ approaches (Agyeman and Angus, 2003). 



Social Practices
• Hobson’s (2002) critique of environmental practice as 

discrete and isolated;

• Sociological understandings have emphasised the 
importance of the ‘everyday and mundane’ to 
understand environmental behaviour (Shove, 2003; 
Gregson et al., 2007; Verbeek and Mommas, 2008):

“Such practices are deeply connected to issues of 
consumption, identity, value, and of maintaining social 
relations…; without their acknowledgement we risk 
missing the key processes through which waste is 
generated within and discarded by households, and their 
relation to questions of social ordering”
(Bulkeley and Gregson, 2009, p. 930)

• A focus on ‘daily’, home-based practices.



Framing ‘sustainable lifestyles’
“We have broadly followed a 

social marketing 
methodology, moving from 
the initial scoping through 
to more detailed consumer 
insight, segmentation and 
strategy.” (DEFRA, 2008, 
p. 14)





- Use more efficient vehicles 
- Use car less for short trips 

- Avoid unnecessary 
flights (short haul)

Personal Transport

- Increase recycling 
- Waste less (food)

Homes: waste

- Install insulation 
- Better energy management 

- Install microgeneration

Homes: energy

- More responsible 
water usage

Homes: water

- Buy energy efficient products
- Eat more food that is 

locally in season 
- Adopt lower impact diet 

Eco-products

Headline behaviour goals

Source: DEFRA (2008)
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Motivators Barriers

Feel Good Factor arises from action 
– provides sense of altruism/social 
capital

External practical limitations (e.g. 
Lack of infrastructure and financial 
constraints)

New behaviours fit with lifestyle; 
behaviours are easy and facilitated 
(e.g. Recycling)

New behaviours will have a negative 
impact on lifestyle (particularly 
consuming time)

Action is expected by society (social 
norms are important behaviour 
predictors)

Habit.  Need to overcome the apathy 
and inertia associated with habitual 
behaviours

Individual benefits accrue (e.g. better 
health by walking; financial gain by 
less energy use)

Self identity and negative 
associations with ‘green’ behaviours 

Guilt alleviation – people strive to be 
seen by others in a positive light

Disempowerment from the 
disconnect between actions and the 
size of the issue 

People want to be ‘part of 
something’

Scepticism, cynicism and dis-trust.  

Source: DEFRA (2008)



High ability and 
willing

Low potential and  
unwilling

Segment 
willingness 
and ability

Ability to act High 

Low 

High

Willing 
to Act

Low

5: Cautious participants
I do a couple of things to 
help the environment. I’d 

really like to do more, well as 
long as I saw others were.

14%

2: Waste watchers
‘Waste not, want not’ that’s 

important, you should live life 
thinking about what you are 

doing and using.
12%

1: Positive greens
I think it’s important that I do 
as much as I can to limit my 
impact on the environment.

18%
3: Concerned 
consumers

I think I do more than a lot of 
people. Still, going away is 

important, I’d find that hard to 
give up..well I wouldn’t, so 

carbon off-setting would make 
me feel better.

14%

4: Sideline supporters
I think climate change is a big 
problem for us.  I know I don’t 
think much about how much 

water or electricity I use, and I 
forget to turn things off..I’d like 

to do a bit more.
14%

7: Honestly 
disengaged

Maybe there’ll be an 
environmental disaster, 
maybe not. Makes no 

difference to me, I’m just 
living life the way I want to.

18%

6: Stalled starters
I don’t know much about 
climate change. I can’t 

afford a car so I use public 
transport.. I’d like a car 

though.
10%

Source: DEFRA (2008)
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Two key challenges

1. Intellectually, a focus on the home as the 
dominant ‘site of practice’ for ‘marginal 
collective improvement’;

2. Practically, a focus on social marketing, 
through segmentation, as a tool for 
promoting behaviour change. 



Climate Change and 
Sites of Practice



Practically…

• Evidence for ‘spill-over’ (or ‘catalyst’) effects (De Young, 2000; 
Thogersen and Olander, 2003) to other behaviours limited to closely 
related practices or based on daily practices (Barr and Gilg, 2006), 
but:

“Whether or not there is a positive spillover effect of such pro-
environmental behaviour in other areas of the household life 
beyond an immediate initiative has yet to be determined.” (Haq
et al., 2008, p. 565).



Intellectually…
• Most studies focusing on environmental practice have been 

undertaken in the ‘home’ context and explored routineised practices, 
related to energy, water, recycling (Shove, 2003; 2006; Southerton
et al., 2004; Gregson et al., 2007);

• The role of social practice in different (spatial) contexts (work, 
leisure, tourism) provides a way of exploring how citizen-consumers 
deal with environmental behaviours in alternative (and conflicting) 
‘sites of practice’;

• Within these contexts, issues such as climate change are prominent 
discourses for ‘behaviour change’:

– Do alternative sites of practice (re)produce differ ent forms 
of environmental practice (and potential conflicts)  and what 
implications emerge for ‘citizen-consumers’, social  
marketing and behaviour change?



Research Programme

ESRC Environmental Action 
in and Around the Home (2001-03)

DEFRA Sustainable Lifestyles 
(2005-06)

British Academy Low-cost Airlines 
(2007-08)

ESRC Promoting 
Sustainable Travel: 
a social marketing 

approach (2008-09)

Household Waste Management 
(1998-2001)

Leverhulme: Lifestyles, 
Life-courses, and 

waste management 
(2009-2012)

ESRC Cluster on 
Sport, Leisure 
and Tourism 

(2008-13)



Methodologies
Stage 1: ESRC data:
• Examined four environmental actions quantitatively:

• Energy saving;
• Water conservation;
• Waste management;
• ‘Green’ consumption. 

• Four study locations (Plymouth, Exeter, Barnstaple & Mid-Devon);
• Distributed 1600 questionnaires, 400 in each location, which were 

self-complete surveys;
• Final return of 1265 usable questionnaires.

Stage 2: DEFRA data:
• Re-analysis of segmentation data;
• Collection of qualitative data through eight focus group discussions. 

Stage 3: BA and ESRC data:
• More focused qualitative data on climate change and air travel. 



Data Analysis
• Quantitative re-analysis of existing data set of 1265 

individuals from ESRC research in Devon:
• A factor analysis of activities to identify behavioural 
types (practices);
• A cluster analysis of individuals to identify segments;
• A path analysis of each group and behaviour type to 
identify significant factors*;

• Qualitative focus group analysis based on the groups 
identified and subsequent analysis of qualitative BA 
and ESRC data.

* Barr, S. and Gilg, A. W. (2007) 'A conceptual framework of environmental behaviour' 

Geografiska Annaler B 89 (4), pp. 361-379.



Environmental practice in the home

• Three distinct trends in behaviour identified:
• Purchase decisions;
• Habitual behaviour;
• Recycling behaviour. 

• Four main segments identified:
• Committed environmentalists;
• Mainstream environmentalists;
• Occasional environmentalists;
• Non-environmentalists. 



Segmentation

• Statistically significant differences identified between the 
four groups according to:

• Socio-demographic profile;
• Psychological factors.

• These differences, whilst statistically significant, were 
graduated from the ‘committed’ to the ‘occasional’
groups.



Source: Barr, S. and Gilg, A. W. (2006). ‘Sustainable Lifestyles: framing environmental action in and around 
the home’ Geoforum 37 (6), pp. 906-920.





Social acceptability

• Understanding the different ‘risks’ taken:
I feel really dodgy saying you’re an environmentalist, sort of like 

you’re Swampy and his mates! So if you asked me, I’d be like 

‘no, it’s nothing to do with me’. I’m certainly not in that group, 
you know…it reminds me of activists and people like that, so I’d 

say no. (Non-environmentalist)

Well I think me and my wife, we’re very open to things if they’re 
made easy so any new scheme that comes along 

(Committed Environmentalist)



The intention-behaviour gap

• Understanding the discord between intentions & actions 
and setting ‘the bar’ too high for certain groups:

I like taking a really long shower in the morning and nothing is gonna
stop me although I know I shouldn’t in terms of water conservation 

(Occasional environmentalist)

Well like with water. I know if I’ve got a dirty washing up bowl I should 
empty it outside on the plants but it’s cold and it’s wet and it’s the middle 

of the night so I don’t, it goes down the drain instead. And I think it does 

worry me sometimes because I think ‘I should be doing this’
(Committed environmentalist)



Responsibility

Personal responsibility framed in different 
ways:

• Personally: “Well I think we should be able to [take action] 
regardless [of external factors]” (Committed Environmentalist)

• Organisationally: “Yeah, I feel the same way like what am I 

gonna do. America isn’t even signing up to the Kyoto Agreement 

and you think it’s such a big country and if it’s not doing that and 
their petrol is so cheap, then what difference am I going to make? 

I care about the environment but don’t see that I’ll make a 

difference” (Non-environmentalist)



Collective Action

• Stressing the importance of ‘collective action’:

…it’s everyone and we’re just one person. So if we do 

something, then it doesn’t actually do much unless we all do 
something” (Occasional environmentalist)

Yeah, like word of mouth. Me telling that girl to put her 

rubbish in the bins provided probably made her more aware 

to do it in future” (Committed environmentalist)







Environmental practice and tourism

1. Understanding and knowledge:

• Committed groups were well-aware and articulate abo ut the 
environmental implications :

“…I think they’re despicable and we should be paying the full price 
for our air travel…”

“They did a thing on Top Gear about flights, working out the cost
and the carbon emissions and everything and worked out it 
would be better for the environment to go by car”



Environmental practice and tourism

Understanding and knowledge (Cont.):

• Debate about low-cost air travel’s impact by the 
Mainstream group:
“Which is more efficient: a plane half full with executives 

flying abroad for a conference or a low cost airline, 
full to the brim with people on holiday?”

“But you could probably offset the environmental cost of 
budget airlines by reducing the amount of food we’re 
bringing in by airfreight”

• Non-environmentalists less concerned overall :
“I don’t really think about it to be honest”



Environmental practice and tourism
2. Attitudes towards using low-cost airlines:

• Committed and Mainstream groups highlighted the magnitude of 
the task :
“...you can’t uninvent the wheel. It’s going to be very difficult to 

persuade people not to use them” (Committed)
“Well when we live in an age of travel…I don’t really see how we’re 

going to go back from that” (Mainstream)

• Attitudes of Occasional Environmentalists also framed in terms of 
cost, convenience and the costs / benefits :
“And like, my eldest daughter lives in Darlington and I can go with 
FlyBe for £60 to Newcastle and it takes one hour or I can go on a 
coach for eleven hours or train for six hours and that’s more 
expensive, so that’s the choice I make”

• Non-Environmentalist groups highlighted the benefits :
“…these low cost airlines connect the areas which are not 

connected or reached by the bigger airlines”



Environmental practice and tourism

3. The intention-behaviour gap:

• Committed Environmentalists recognised the 
contradictions :
“I’m concerned about the sheer volume of air traffic but at the 

same time, I sometimes like to go on an aeroplane, which 
is a paradox isn’t it?”

• There was little evidence of an intention to reduce low-
cost air travel use amongst the other groups , given:
– The contested knowledge-base;
– Major perceived benefits.



Low Cost Airlines and the 
Environment

Promoting Sustainable Travel



Climates of Conflict?

Climate knowledges and ‘denial’ (Stoll-Kleeman, et al ., 2001):
“I don’t actually believe that mankind is actually making a lot of 

difference. The Earth is purely a natural…process” (BA, Dan)
“I do worry about climate change…especially when you look at Burma 

and the [2006] Tsunami and even…the earthquake in China” (BA, 
Anna)

The spatial and temporal scale of climate change:
“I do [feel concerned about climate change] but the world always 

changes anyway…a little person like me can’t stop the Americans 
driving their cars…so I cant worry about it” (BA, Gemma)

The science and politics of climate change:
“Well I do worry a little bit about it…you’ll get one person saying air 

travel contributes 6% to emissions and there’ll be somebody else 
saying it’s 20% and because of that lack of understanding it looks 
stupid” (BA, John)



Climates of Conflict?

Tourism as an ‘exempt’ site of practice:

“Yes, I have thought about it and like Margaret said about planting trees, I do; 
like I recycle 100% of what I possibly can so like now, there’s not one piece 
of paper goes in my bin, so that kind of makes me feel less guilty about using 
my car as much as I do [and] flying as much as I do, but I don’t think I would 
[off-set] if I’m honest” (BA FG 2M)

“It’s just fun, you get nice places. I went to Morocco at Christmas, I went to the 
South of France last summer, I’m going to the south of France again, yeah 
going to Lanzarote at Christmas.” (male, 25)

“… I called myself formally environmental … but from Bournemouth airport, they 
do these flights for basically free to Glasgow Prestwick. I think the maximum 
my family has ever paid is £30 for a ticket but more often you can find them 
for £10, £5…I think my sister has come down for £0.99 a couple of times with 
the kids. That is just convenience … it’s just an hour and then 4 hours by bus. 
It cuts out sort of a 17 hour bus journey.” (ESRC, male, 35)



Climates of Conflict?

Flying and climate change as a point of conflict be tween ethics and 
norms:

“Holidays are holidays, you know … although it’s a catch 22 because flying is 
the worst form of, you know, pollution that there is.  But, it’s also the thing 
that you’ve looked forward to most of the year and you don’t really get to do 
that often. So, it’s quite hard.” (ESRC, male, 35)

“We are in a rather difficult position.  Our daughter and granddaughter live in 
New Zealand and it’s a little bit more difficult.  ... But we always take the 
train to get to the airport ...” (ESRC, male, 67) 

“Yeah well we’re not too happy because like my children have told me all about
flying and its bad for the environment and everything”. (BA, Jane)



Research Implications
Practically…

• Broad acceptance in principle of PEB in and around the home;

• A segmentation-based approach appears to be appropriate within 
specific contexts (Darnton and Sharp, 2006a):
– ‘Spill-over’ seems to be relevant to these contexts (De Young, 

2000).

• Limited evidence of ‘spill-over’ (‘Generalisability’) between ERB and 
attitudes towards low-cost air travel and climate change:
– A small group are ‘committed’ to reducing air travel, but still 

didn’t effectively bridge intention-behaviour gap;
– Air travel represents a contested and ambiguous topic for 

many groups (Gosling and Peeters, 2007; Gossling et al., 2007);
– Evidence that low-cost air travel is embedded in peoples’

lifestyles (Becken, 2007);
– A notion that (some) travel and tourism practices are beyond 

the scope of environmental practice ? (Becken, 2007).



Research Implications
Intellectually…
• A focus on social practices beyond the home (Owens, 2000) can 

provide an alternative lens through which to view environmental 
practice;

• Climate change, given the embedded nature of practices that are 
carbon-intensive throughout lifestyles, problematises
understandings of environmental practice beyond the  home
(Chapman, 2007):
– For some, ‘two normalities’ of practice can co-exist;
– For others, the climate change can provide an ethical conflict in 

practices.

• Social context therefore provides a useful framing device:
– Sites of practice have different meanings and norms associated with 

what is considered to be ‘normal’ behaviour.

• Approaches based on segmentation need to account for these shifts 
in behaviour.  



“I suppose people think a holiday is a holiday and that they 
go there to relax and do their own thing. And you know, it 
sounds a bit nasty but you know, when you’re holiday, 
you’re really thinking about yourself aren’t you because 
it’s your time away”

“Creating meaningful progress towards sustainability 
requires more radical solutions than just the 
development of new products and product substitutions 
amongst consumers…The anti-consumption challenge 
poses some critical questions about how to promote 
such concepts to make them acceptable to consumers”.

(Peattie and Peattie, 2009, p. 261)
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