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ABSTRACT:

This paper addresses some of the perceptions, beliefs, and experiences related to sustainable consumption habits
of citizens of Cordoba (Argentina). We focus on three main areas of consumption: food, housing, and mobility.
The study examines the discourses of 59 citizens in seven focus groups with seven to nine persons each. Six groups
combine age ranges (18-29, 30-49, and 50-70 years old), socioeconomic status (high-medium and low-medium),
and gender. A seventh group is composed of citizens who participate actively in environmental organisations
with a mix of ages, SES and genders. We conduct a content analysis using ATLAS.ti software. The results of
this study indicate that the participants in general have difficulty spontaneously associating their consumption
practices with environmental problems. Three results are prominent: First, the role of meat consumption for
sustainability is almost unnoticed by most participants; this is noteworthy given the overconsumption of meat
in Argentina. Second, we find little knowledge about water-saving appliances while a high rate of individual
water consumption in Cordoba is in fact alarming. Third, respondents do not consider environmental aspects
when choosing their everyday modes of mobility. Based on these initial findings, we sketch the research and data
needed to advance knowledge of sustainable consumption in Argentina and Latin America from a psychological
and other behavioural science perspectives, as well as implications for policies aiming to address environmental
degradation.
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RESUMO:

Este artigo aborda algumas das percepgdes, crengas e experiéncias relacionadas aos habitos de consumo
sustentavel dos cidaddos de Cordoba (Argentina). Focamos em trés areas principais de consumo: alimentagao,
habitacdo e mobilidade. O estudo examina os discursos de 59 cidaddos em sete grupos focais com sete a
nove pessoas cada. Seis grupos combinam faixas etarias (18-29, 30-49 e 50-70 anos), status socioecondmico
(alto-médio e baixo-médio) e género. Um sétimo grupo ¢ composto por cidaddos que participam ativamente
de organizagdes ambientais com uma mistura de idades, SES e géneros. Realizamos uma analise de
contetido usando o software ATLAS.ti. Os resultados deste estudo indicam que os participantes em geral tém
dificuldade em associar espontaneamente suas praticas de consumo aos problemas ambientais. Trés resultados
sdo proeminentes: primeiro, o papel do consumo de carne para a sustentabilidade ¢ quase despercebido pela
maioria dos participantes; isso é notavel dado o consumo excessivo de carne na Argentina. Em segundo lugar,
encontramos pouco conhecimento sobre os aparelhos que economizam agua, ao passo que uma alta taxa de
consumo individual de agua em Cdrdoba ¢ de fato alarmante. Terceiro, os entrevistados ndo consideram os
aspectos ambientais ao escolher seus modos de mobilidade diarios. Com base nessas descobertas preliminares,
esbogamos a pesquisa e os dados necessarios para avancar no conhecimento do consumo sustentavel na
Argentina e na América Latina a partir de uma perspectiva psicologica e de outras ciéncias comportamentais,

bem como implicagdes para politicas que visam abordar a degradagdo ambiental.

Palavras-chave: consumo sustentavel; comida; habitacdo; mobilidade; cidade de Cordoba, Argentina.

1. Introduction

The general conception of economic growth
is translated into consumption patterns that put
more and even more pressure on the environment
threatening our future (Barcena Ibarra et al., 2020;
EEA, 2021). In the last decades, the economic
dynamism and poverty reduction in Latin America
(although is far from a complete reduction) enab-
led the inclusion of new groups of consumers into
the current unsustainable consumption structure
(Béarcena Ibarra et al., 2020). Additionally, strong
cultural traditions and narratives of consumption in
some countries of the region are worrisome such as
the "asado" (barbecue meetings). As a consequence,
and added to other factors, Argentina stands atop
the podium with the United States and Brazil just
below beef and veal consumption (38.0 kilograms
of retail weight per capita in 2019) (OECD, 2020).
Even in the lockdown period due to COVID-19,
where barbecue gatherings were discouraged, there

was a tendency to research online for recipes with
red meat in Argentina (IPCVA, 2020).

Argentina also stands out worldwide for other
types of consumption. On one hand, a recent OECD
report (2019) shows that members of the Argenti-
nean population consume on average 299 litres per
day per capita of water, in contrast to European cou-
ntries where the average of water consumption per
day per capita is 128 litres (EurEau, 2017). On the
other hand, the energy matrix of Argentina shows a
preponderance of the use of fossil fuels (Secretaria
de Gobierno de Energia, 2019). Furthermore, as in
many countries of the world, the automotive fleet in
Argentina has a strong imprint, but it is fully com-
posed of traditional combustion vehicles. Only 40
units, less than one percent, of the total automotive
fleet are full-electric (AFAC, 2019). As a tendency,
in major cities of Latin America a growth in the mo-
torization rates was observed between 2005-2015
and, in contrast to European cities, the proportion of
travels made by private transport increased (Rivas
etal.,2019).
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A limiting but motivating factor of the pre-
sent study is a lack of studies on sustainable con-
sumption in Latin America and Argentina from a
psychological perspective or a behavioural science
perspective even though in the last decades there
was an extensive growth in the corpus of research
worldwide (Richardson et al., 2020). To the best
of our knowledge, related empirical studies have,
to date, largely taken place in Mexico (e.g., Cor-
ral-Verdugo et al., 2008; Manriquez-Betanzos et
al., 2017a; Manriquez-Betanzos et. al., 2017b). In
Argentina, there is only a handful of extant studies
on “responsible consumption behaviour” or specific
areas of consumption such as energy and mobility
with a marketing or psychology perspective (Bian-
chi et al., 2013a; Bianchi et al., 2013b; Jakovcevic
& Steg, 2013; Jakovcevic & Reyna, 2016).

The regional focus of our study is Cordoba, a
city with about 1.300.000 people located in the cen-
tre of Argentina. The city reflects the Argentinean
demographic and territorial development trends in
urban areas, with some particularities such as the
large population of young people attracted to the
city regionally and nationally by the presence of
an important university campus (Boccolini, 2017).
Unfortunately, the data available on actual private
consumption of the citizens of Cérdoba are limited.
What we know is that individual consumption of
about 350 litres per day gives this city a higher level
of per capita water consumption per day than the
rest of Argentina and the countries of Europe on
average (AC, 2020). Furthermore, compared to the
major cities of Argentina, Cordoba ranks second in
emissions of polluting gases by automotive trans-
port (ONDaT, 2013). The primary source of air
pollution in the city is motorised traffic (Amarillo
etal.,2017).

These characteristics of consumption are cause
for reflection about the environmental impact of the-
se practices. The environmental impacts associated
with the production and use of products and services
domestically consumed - such as food, water and
energy consumption, and mobility - have global
relevance in terms of greenhouse gases, acidifica-
tion emissions, tropospheric ozone, and resource/
material requirements (Ivanova et al., 2016; Geiger
et al., 2018; Ivanova et al., 2018). Within these
areas, a handful of consumption choices stand out
that are especially taxing on the environment such
as meat-based diets (or in general, diets high in
animal protein) (Thegersen, 2021). Thus, to realise
significant change, it is essential to focus on those
main areas and transform our current consumption
patterns into more sustainable lifestyles (Geiger et
al., 2018). Sustainable lifestyles are constituted by
sustainable behaviours — behaviours that preserve
the environment and allow for social justice and
economic fairness, and that represent a personal
overall way of living within the planetary bounda-
ries (Corral-Verdugo et al., 2010; Mont & Heiska-
nen, 2015). Sustainable lifestyles can manifest as,
for instance, reduction of consumption (sufficiency)
or consumption of less environmentally damaging
and more energy-efficient alternatives (Vita et al.,
2019).

Significant change not only depends on
changes in individual consumption. Although the
evidence suggests that behavioural change would
enable societal systems transformation and, parti-
cularly, sustainable consumption behaviour have a
key role in the decarbonization process needed to
limit global temperature (Newell ef al., 2021) that
vision ignores broader issues such as the economic
and development models or, to better say, “power”
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models behind us (Bamberg et al., 2021). In that
line, McPhearson et al. (2021) suggested that we
need to redefine growth, efficiency, the state, the
commons and justice within the ecological limits,
confronting the actual status quo. Therefore,
behavioural change has a tremendous potential to
provoke systemic change but must be supported by
other elements- the need of rethinking the system
itself and changes in governance and technology
are mandatory (Schill ef al., 2019).

The scarce literature and lack of data on
sustainable consumption in our context on the one
hand, and the high relevance of sustainable lifes-
tyles necessary to reduce environmental and human
impact on the other hand, highlight the necessity to
generate more local evidence on this topic. Thus, the
objective of this exploratory focus-group study is
to understand the perceptions, beliefs, and personal
experiences related to sustainable consumption of
the citizens of Cordoba —and beyond that, to derive
aresulting hypothesis and suggestions for next steps
in the whole of Argentina. Ideally this research will
make a first step toward providing an empirical fou-
ndation for evidence-based sustainability policies
to be established in Argentina that help achieve the
United Nations’ sustainable development goals (UN
DESA, 2018).

Our main research questions are based on
earlier studies.

First, we would like to deeply understand the
general notions of consumption of Cérdoba’s citi-
zens, their everyday practices of consumption, and
the connection of those practices with environmen-
tal degradation. In that line, one of the earliest defi-
nitions of sustainable consumption was proposed at
the Oslo Symposium on Sustainable Consumption
in 1994 (Norwegian Ministry of Environment,

1994), which was based on the concept of sustai-
nable development established by the Brundtland
Commission in 1987 (WCED, 1987). The core of
the definition is the balance between present and
future needs of the generations of today and the
future. Although it has been widely used, this defi-
nition has received some criticism in the academic
field. One weakness refers to a merely implicit and
overly short definition of consumption (Giulio et
al.,2014). The present study follows a more recent
and exhaustive definition of sustainable consump-
tion. Sustainable consumption behaviours are here
defined as “individual acts of satisfying needs in
different areas of life by acquiring, using and dispo-
sing of goods and services that do not compromise
the ecological and socioeconomic conditions of all
people (currently living or in the future) to satisfy
their own needs” (Geiger et al., 2018, p. 20). So,
based on that definition we expect that the citizens of
Cordoba will use a broad definition of consumption
and they will connect their everyday consumption
practices with environmental degradation.
Second, we would like to know their regular
decisions about food, focusing on local and organic
foods. For example, if they have knowledge about
this kind of food or if they usually buy it. The pro-
duction and consumption of local and organic food
products create a low environmental impact in gene-
ral. We say in general because this topic regarding
local food is discussed and different papers shows
that the primarily efforts to reduce environmental
impacts should focus on reducing animal-based
diet than consume local (Weber & Matthews, 2008;
Aleksandrowicz et al., 2016). Previous studies,
including a review about consumer’s perceptions
of local food (Feldmann & Hamm, 2015) show a
knowledge gap related to its definition. The term
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is difficult to define and we expect that it will be
difficult for our participants to give an accurate de-
finition too (Jensen et al., 2019). Regarding organic
food, we expect that the participants will have a
clearer idea about what organic foods are but with
some limitations. The domestic consumption has
risen in recent years, although is primarily oriented
towards export (SENASA, 2019).

Third, we study household consumption of
water and energy. Research has found sociode-
mographic, psychological, and other variables to
be related to water and energy consumption albeit
with mainly inconsistent results (see Fielding et
al., 2012, for a brief compilation of water studies,
and Frederiks et al., 2015b, for a review of energy
studies). We focus primarily on the study of social
norms regarding housing consumption. Particularly,
we study descriptive norms, which constitute a way
to describe the behaviour of the majority, i.e., what
most others do (Cialdini et al., 1990; Cialdini &
Trost, 1998). Earlier research shows that descriptive
norms are effective ways to improve saving water
and energy behaviours in home (Nolan et al., 2008;
Richetin et al., 2016).

Fourth, we indagate about urban mobility
taking into account that travel decisions depend
on a wide variety of variables such as gender, age,
income, and other factors such as car ownership and
availability and attractiveness of alternatives (e.g.,
travel time and cost, comfort) (Geng et al., 2017;
Dédelé, et al., 2020).

Finally, we expect to find differences in the
discourses and practices among people of different
socioeconomic status (SES) and age. In that line, a
recent study in Denmark shows that income level
and age have a strong influence on the environ-
mental impacts (Kalbar et al., 2018). Furthermore,

contrasting six focus groups of average citizens with
amore committed group of environmental activists,
we hope to be able to show the knowledge gaps of
the former and the differences in discourse.

The remainder of this paper is organised as
follows. We first provide the qualitative metho-
dology of this study by describing the sample, the
data collection, and analysis. Second, we present
the main findings and discuss their implications,
recognising the limitations and proposing new lines
of research. Third, we conclude by emphasising the
most relevant aspects of sustainable consumption
that deserve special attention in our context.

2. Methodology

An empirical qualitative study using focus
groups was conducted. There are many qualitative
data collections techniques but we choose focus
groups because it allows a deeper understanding
of the phenomena under study in groups of people
of different backgrounds (age, SES, etc.). Focus
groups are designed to understand how people
feel or think about a topic or various topics in a
comfortable atmosphere. In contrast to individual
interviews, focus groups are set in a more natural
environment because as in real life, participants
are influencing and influenced by others (Krueger
& Casey, 2015). Previous studies around the world
have used this data-collection technique in relation
to sustainable consumption (e.g., Aarset et al., 2004,
in France, Germany, Norway, Spain, and the UK;
Chambers et al., 2007, in the UK; Alonso et al.,
2014, in Spain; Ede et al., 2011, in Sweden, the UK,
and Canada; Fajersson & Cerrudo Sampol, 2013,
in Sweden; De Koning et al., 2015, in Vietnam;

Desenvolv. Meio Ambiente, v. 60, p. 521-542, jul./dez. 2022.

525



Pandey et al., 2018, in India, and so forth).
2.1. Sample

Fifty-nine citizens from Coérdoba, Argentina,
between 18 and 68 years old, with different socio-
economic levels and gender, took part in this study.
They were selected by a non-probabilistic sampling
method. Quotas were used to form the groups (ages:
18-29, 30-49, and 50-70; SES: high-medium SES
(ABC1/C2) and low-medium SES (C3, D1)). SES
was calculated using the short online questionnaire
of the Argentinean Society of Marketing and Opi-
nion Researchers (SAIMO, 2015) considering the
proportion of household members with income and
information about education, occupation, and health
coverage of the main household contributor. ABC1,
C2, C3, D1, and D2E are the five SES categories.
ABCI refers to people of higher socioeconomic
status, and D2E corresponds to those at the lowest
level. We largely limited the study to people of the
middle and upper classes. However, D1 was an ex-
ception because we wanted to cover a wider range
of the population. The available data about SES in
the Gran Cordoba give us the following breakdown:

TABLE 1 — Group segmentation.

6.6% (ABC1), 17.2% (C2), 24.4% (C3), 27.6%
(D1), 19.2% (D2), and 4.3% (E) (SAIMO, 2006).

Gender was not used as a quota, but we inten-
ded to balance gender in each group. Six groups
were differentiated by age and SES. Table 1 shows
the segmentation for the first six groups. Group
7 was formed with participants who frequently
participate in environmental organisations or hold
a strong commitment to environmental issues on
their own. Simplifying, we coined it “the group of
environmentalists”. This group was heterogeneous
with regard to age, SES, and gender.

2.2. Data collection

During the first two weeks of September 2019,
seven focus groups were conducted at the Faculty
of Psychology, National University of Cérdoba.
The recruitment of participants was carried out via
an online questionnaire. At the beginning of each
session the participants signed a consent form to
declare that they were willing to take part in the
focus group (see Supporting Information). At the
end of each session, a modest cash incentive of
600 Argentine pesos (equivalent to about 11 USD)

Gl G2 G3 G4 G5 G6
Age 18-29 30-49 50-70 18-29 30-49 50-70
SES ABCl1/C2 ABCl/C2 ABC1/C2 C3/D1 C3/D1 C3/D1
Gender Balanced Balanced Balanced Balanced Balanced Balanced
N 9 9 7 9 7 9
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was given to each participant. The sessions lasted
between one and a half and two hours.

During the sessions, the participants were
asked to answer approximately 70 questions grou-
ped in 8 dimensions and to complete 9 different
activities. The questions and activities were pre-
tested with members of our lab (see Supplementary
material).

2.3. Data analysis

The focus-group sessions were recorded and
transcribed to help the data analysis. The focus
group sessions, the transcriptions and the data
analyses were in Spanish. Results and quotes were
translated into English.

We analysed data with the support of the sof-
tware ATLAS.ti version 7.5.7 (ATLAS.ti Scientific
Software Development GmbH, Berlin, Germany)
doing a semantic content analysis. The analysis
consisted of uploading to the software each trans-
cription and reading them several times (e.g., named
focus group 1, focus group 2, etc.). Then, each
transcription was ordered with subtitles to recog-
nise the first categories of analysis, following the
interview guide (e.g., “Main problems of the City
of Cordoba ). We highlighted the most important
quotes and started the process of codification (e.g.,
“garbage " referring to the following quote: “There
is the problem of separating the garbage in the city,
the containers exist but everything is mixed, and
you don't know how it works ). We named or coded
the quotations in each transcription of all groups.
After that, we grouped the codes in families (e.g.,
the initial coding “garbage” was included in a code
family denominated “environmental problems” that

differs from other families such as “interpersonal
problems” or “infrastructure problems”). At the
same time, we used a notebook to make comments
and inferences about the results, and we registered
all the steps of the analysis. The frequency with
which a concept was mentioned and the intensity,
passion, or force behind the comments were taken
into account for the analysis (Krueger & Casey,
2015). Commonalities and differences between
and inside the groups were identified by trying to
relate results of the analysis to results reported in
the literature (Tan et al., 2016).

3. Results

Table 2 summarises the key findings of this
study according to our categories of analysis.

3.1. Notions and practices of consumption

In general, the participants agreed that the
current environmental situation in Cordoba city is
worrisome. They proposed many general reasons for
the situation and different factors that affect the local
environment. The factors were in general related to
the mere existence of human’s beings and the lack
of environmental policies. However, only on a few
occasions did they refer directly to consumption,
and these comments generally came from the you-
ngest group with low-medium SES and the group of
environmentalists. Despite this, when participants
were directly asked whether their own consumption
practices were related to environmental problems,
the response was affirmative in the majority of
the groups. An exception were some adults with
high-medium SES. Some participants referred to
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TABLE 2 — Overview of insights.

Areas of consumption

Consumption
Food

Housing

(water and energy consumption) Mobility

-general spontaneous
disconnection between
unsustainable consumption
behaviours and environmental
problems -contrary to conceptions of
local food, the idea of a minor
environmental impact was
present in the definition of
organic food.

-good practices of consumption
associated with health benefits
among adults and with
environment benefits among the
youth -perception of the local and
organic market size: small
-meat consumption seems to

be an unnoticed problem (only

mention by the youngest and

environmentalist females)

-a general perception that in people

in the city display more common

energy-saving behaviours than

water-saving behaviours

-no mention of the protection
of the environment as a
motive for choosing one
mode of transport instead of
another in their routines

-less knowledge of water-saving
appliances than energy-saving
appliances

-similarities in the discourse
between the youngest participants
and the group of environmentalists
compared to other groups

SOURCE: research data.

frustration and the inertia with conventional models
appeared. To illustrate:

There is a consumption system that is super installed
on a social level that generates an illusion, a need for
things that are superfluous but that in turn generate
these climate problems, people buy things thinking
that they are going to be nourished one way and then
is garbage (Male, 30-49 years old, low-medium SES).

Participants associated consumption with the
acquisition of goods and services and their use or
consumption. Regarding their consumption prac-
tices, the youngest and the participants from the
group of environmentalists mentioned that their
good practices of consumption are related to protec-
tion of the environment and that they gain benefits
from it—for example: recycling, decrease in meat
consumption, use of ecological shopping bags,
etc. In contrast, adult participants and the elderly

tended to associate good practices with behaviours
that are good for them: healthy nutrition, clothes,
leisure time, etc.

Inmy case, I stopped eating meat (...) I tried to reduce
plastics too and I use the ecological bag (Female,
18-29 years old, high-medium SES).

Healthy food, clothing and services, recreation, out-
door life (Male, 50-70 years old, low-medium SES).

Because of the overconsumption of meat in
Argentina, it's necessary to highlight some issues
about it. This topic was recognised only among the
youngest and some of those in the environmentalist
group, and exclusively by females.

I do not decrease the consumption of meat, it seems
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important to me but I do not practise it (Female, group
of environmentalists).

Mainly meat impacts the environment (...) the more
meat we consume the more the soils are used to
continue feeding the animals we eat (...) the cattle
and the bovine population consumes many natural
resources, for example, water (Female, 18-29 years
old, high-medium SES).

3.2. Food consumption

The specific denomination of “local food”
generated doubts among the participants. They tried
to give intuitive definitions of it. The concept was
commonly used in reference to the production in
Cordoba, meaning Cordoba province rather than
the city of Cordoba. In the group of adults with
high-medium SES there was a discussion about it.
They debated whether the raw material has to be
local as well, or if only the local production is what
counts. There was another debate about whether it
should be a product with a handmade process or if
it could also be a product of a big local company.

The disadvantages of local food products were
related to their high cost, worse quality given a lack
of sanitation controls, less diffusion and publicity,
little variety, and reduced accessibility. On the other
hand, the advantages were concentrated in the per-
ception of support for the local economy with the
generation of jobs for local residents. Inconsistently,
the price was also mentioned as an advantage when
it was associated with lower transportation costs.
In addition, the closeness and the knowledge of the
manufacturer were considered advantages, increa-
sing confidence in these kinds of products.

Participants were more familiar with the
definition of “organic food” than “local food”.
However, some members of the groups, namely
those aged 30-49 and 50-70 with low-medium SES,
recognised that they were not really sure what or-
ganic foods were. This situation was different from
the groups of the youngest and the highest SES. The
youngest reported buying these products through
social networks such as Instagram or Facebook.

The definition of organic food is associated
with the conditions of production, and contrary to
local food, the idea of a minor environmental impact
was present in the definition of organic food.

The advantages were mainly related to hu-
man health. The benefits for farmers and for the
environment were also mentioned. Furthermore,
a consumption advantage of this kind of product
was connected with a better taste in comparison to
industrialised products. On the other hand, the di-
sadvantages were mostly associated with their cost.
With less frequency, the availability, accessibility,
seasonality, and durability of the products were
mentioned as weaknesses.

Several participants claimed that the size of the
market of local and organic food products is small.
They thought that the organic market is mainly
concentrated in the wealthier neighbourhoods of the
city of Cordoba. This latter aspect was particularly
highlighted by the youngest participants. While the
majority of participants supposed that the size of the
market is small, some believed that both markets
(local and organic) have potential to grow.

For meitis small because it is installed in prosperous
economic zones (Male, 18-29 years old, high-medium
SES).

Desenvolv. Meio Ambiente, v. 60, p. 521-542, jul./dez. 2022.

529



It must be minimal because I haven't found much.
(Female, 50-70 years old, high-medium SES).

3.3. Household water consumption

An interesting aspect related to water con-
sumption was found when all the participants had
to evaluate themselves and recognise their own
level of water conservation in their households, on
ascale from 1 to 10. The average was smaller in the
younger groups with low-medium and high-medium
SES and in the environmentalists’ group than in the
other groups (see Table 3).

The following comment helps us to understand
the low scores and assessments among the youngest

TABLE 3 — Perception of household water conservation.

and those in the group of environmentalists. For
example, this young person has water-conservation
behaviours, but when she had to self-evaluate her
behaviour, she opted for a low score. It seems that
what she is doing is not enough, although it is good.

Iput 4, I mean I do all what you say, I do not consider
myself wasteful, I always turn the tap off, I bathe as
quickly as possible, but I also feel that I spend so much
water that I don't know what to keep shortening any-
more (Female, 18-29 years old, high-medium SES).

Regarding social norms, several respondents
claimed that other citizens care about water to a
lesser extent than themselves. This was especially
mentioned by participants with low-medium SES
in the descriptions of their own neighbours.

Water All groups G1 G2 G3 G4 G5 Go6 G7
Mean 6.56 5.56 7.67 7.86 5.33 7.00 7.00 5.89
Median 7.00 6.00 8.00 9.00 6.00 7.00 8.00 7.00
Mode 7 6 7 9 7 5@ 5 32
Range 9 3 2 9 6 5 6 6
Min 1 4 7 1 1 5 4 3
Max 10 7 9 10 7 10 10 9
N 59 9 9 7 9 7 9 9

NOTE: G1 (18-29 years old, high-medium SES, gender-balanced); G2 (30-49 years old, high-medium SES, gender-balanced); G3 (50-70 years
old, high-medium SES, gender-balanced); G4 (18-29 years old, low-medium SES, gender-balanced); G5 (30-49 years old, low-medium SES,
gender-balanced); G6 (50-70 years old, low-medium SES, gender-balanced); G7 (the participants have frequent participation in environmental

organisations with a mix of ages, SES and genders).

“There are various values of mode. The lowest value is presented in the Table.

SOURCE: research data.
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1 see people watering like that just because (Female,
30-49 years old, low-medium SES).

I have neighbours who make my soul hurt, who (...)
water the sidewalks and streets every day. They water
the asphalt. That upsets me (Female, 50-70 years old,
low-medium SES).

Price is the main aspect that the participants
take into account when they read the water bill.
Regarding consumption levels, some participants
declared that it was difficult to know because they
did not have a water metre in their homes, especially
those who live in flats instead of houses. Furthermo-
re, other participants said that the bill was difficult
to understand.

TABLE 4 — Perception of household energy saving behaviours.

3.4. Household energy consumption

Similar to water conservation, among the
youngest participants and in the environmentalists’
group, the averages were smaller than in the other
groups when each participant had to evaluate his or
her own energy saving behaviours on a scale from
1 to 10 (see Table 4).

The following comment reflects the scores of
the youngest and the group of environmentalists.
Although they have sustainable behaviours, they
self-evaluated with low scores and stated that they
could do more to save water and energy.

(...) Lused to leave the microwave plugged in all night
and now I unplug it and I'm getting used to unplugging
it. When I go somewhere, I unplug everything, but I

Energy All groups Gl G2 G3 G4 G5 Go6 G7
Mean 6.86 6.56 8.00 7.43 5.33 7.57 7.56 5.89
Median 7.00 7.00 8.00 8.00 5.00 8.00 8.00 5.00
Mode 8 6 8 6 5° 8 8 5
Range 9 4 5 7 3 5 4 8
Min 1 4 5 3 4 5 5 1
Max 10 8 10 10 7 10 9 9
N 59 9 9 7 9 7 9 9

NOTE: G1 (18-29 years old, high-medium SES, gender-balanced); G2 (30-49 years old, high-medium SES, gender-balanced); G3 (50-70 years
old, high-medium SES, gender-balanced); G4 (18-29 years old, low-medium SES, gender-balanced); G5 (30-49 years old, low-medium SES,
gender-balanced); G6 (50-70 years old, low-medium SES, gender-balanced); G7 (the participants have frequent participation in environmental

organisations with a mix of ages, SES and genders).

“There are various values of mode. The lowest value is presented in the Table.

SOURCE: research data.
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still think I could reduce the consumption of energy Furthermore, consumption was cited as the
much more, that's why I put 4 (Female, 18-29 years  principal aspect that the participants take into accou-

old, high-medium SES). nt when they read the energy bill. They said that the

bill is easier to read than the water bill. This bill has

Contrary to participants’ claims about water 3 graphic that makes the information more intuitive
consumption, they said that other citizens behave  for citizens. Participants also mentioned seeing the

better than they do in regard to energy-saving price and the due date of the bill.
practices. This attribution is also connected with

the expensive cost of energy in the city of Cérdoba. 3.5. Appliance and label recognition (water

and energy)
They are more careful with energy for financial re-
asons (Male, 30-49 years old, high-medium SES).

The following chart shows different conclu-
sions that are the result of the activity of image

Many more people turn off the light at night nowadays recognition (Figure 1).
than in the past (Female, 30-49 years old, high-me-

dium SES).

1. Hydraulic reducers 2. Toilet selective discharge bottom
Medium knowledge Little knowledge
Confusion with filters or purifiers of water Confusion with waste disposer
Few participants have it Few have it and only because their ba-

. throom needed repair recently
Accessible at hardware stores

. . Accessible at hardware stores or in sani-
Low disposition to purchase tary stores

Middle disposition to purchase

3.  Light bulbs (low consumption and 4. Energy efficiency label
LED)
Medium/high knowledge
High knowledge
18 knowledg Related to energy efficiency, but in more
Possibility to differentiate both kind of expensive appliances
bulb . . .
oS The variable price of appliances with
Accessible in many places (supermarket, these labels was mentioned in most of the
kiosks, hardware stores, lighting stores, groups, and it is a barrier to purchase
etc.)

Everyone has them

High disposition to purchase related to
cost reduction in the energy bills

FIGURE 1 — Water and energy appliances.
SOURCE: research data.
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3.6. Mobility

The majority of the participants most fre-
quently use the bus and the car in their daily rou-
tines. Walking is the third mode of transportation
mentioned. The respondents did not mention pro-
tection of the environment as a motive to choose
one form of transportation over another. They did
not take into account, unless prompted, this aspect
in their everyday transportation choices.

Although the bus is used with high frequency
by the participants, they are quite disgusted with
this mode of transport because of the low frequency
of service associated with the scarcity of bus lines,
the crowds on each bus (particularly during the rush
hours), and the high cost of the ticket.

The dirtiness and the deterioration of the bus
units and the poor connection of the public transport
between neighbourhoods were two aspects less
mentioned, but with emphasis by some participants.

(...) Beyond the frequency, I think that it does not rea-
ch all neighbourhoods and not everyone has the pos-
sibility of using public transport (referring to buses),
so it segregates more people from the neighbourhoods
than there are already segregated (Male, 18-29 years
old, high-medium SES).

4. Discussion

Our findings offer a valuable opportunity to
open and guide the debate on sustainable consump-
tion in the Argentinean setting by studying consu-
mers’ discourses and practices. Some of the ques-
tions that arise from the results are the following:
What is necessary to enable and encourage citizens

to connect their everyday consumption decisions
with environmental degradation? What are the
specific unsustainable behaviours to focus on? Why
are the similarities regarding consumption between
the youngest participants and the group of environ-
mentalists relevant? In the following section, we
discuss the main results of this study, considering
the objectives and the previous literature.

In general, the participants in our focus groups
recognise a bad environmental situation in the city
of Cordoba and they demonstrate concern about it.
However, they have difficulty spontaneously linking
their unsustainable consumption behaviours with
environmental problems. The first models of pro-
-environmental behaviours were based on a linear
progression between environmental knowledge,
environmental awareness/concern, and pro-envi-
ronmental behaviour. These rational models were
dismissed because other variables also influence
pro-environmental behaviours such as attitudes,
subjective norms, intention, and altruism, among
others (see Theory of Reasoned Action, Ajzen &
Fishbein, 1980, or Stern ef al., 1993 model) (Koll-
muss & Agyeman, 2002).

The definitions of consumption given by the
participants are restrained to only two phases of
consumption: acquisition and use. While disposal
issues are mentioned by participants in some parts
of the conversation, disposal is not linked as a final
aspect of consumption. According to some authors,
these three phases of consumption as a whole are
all important to the assessment of sustainable beha-
viours and to reduce ecological damage (Geiger et
al., 2018).

Regarding sociodemographic variables, age
seems to have a closer relation than SES to the
different perceptions of the participants about sus-
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tainable consumption. In particular, the youngest
have a different discourse about the environment
than the groups of adults or older adults. They
have more in common with the group of environ-
mentalists. We have to remember that the latter is
composed of persons that have frequent participa-
tion in environmental organisations, and they have
different genders, ages, and SES. Next, we present
and discuss some of these results.

Practices that have a positive impact on the
environment are referred to as good practices of
consumption by the youngest and the environmen-
talists. In contrast, for adults, good practices of
consumption are practices that have a direct and
positive impact on them, e.g., eating healthy food.
We can find studies about Millennials or Genera-
tion Y — people who were born between the years
1981-1996, 1980-2000, 1982-2000, 1985-2000
depending on the literature — and this group corres-
ponds approximately to the youngest group in our
study. Previous research highlights the contradiction
between how people in this age group think about
sustainability, their attitude and what they actually
do (Bernardes et al., 2018). Furthermore, a recent
study in the UK, shows generational differences in
the perceived environmental impact of food, water
and energy consumption and specific energy-in-
tensive consumer goods such as meat, personal
technology, home electronics and air travel. More
Millennials say that their consumption has a big
impact on the environment and the oldest (over 70)
were the biggest non-consumers in most of those
items. However, the author says that to analyse this
data in more detail is important to take into account
the circumstances across the life course (Diprose
et al., 2019). In contrast, other study in Denmark
shows that the younger the respondent the lower

the environmental impact (Kalbar et al., 2018). In
our study, the Millennials (18-29 years old) seem
to be more aware of environmental problems in
contrast to the other age groups. However, as the
environmental models and some of the previous li-
terature show (Bernardes et al., 2018; Diprose et al.,
2019), this does not necessarily translate into good
consumption practices for the environment in their
daily life. Continuing with the previous analysis,
it is possible that this environmental awareness in
the youngest and among the committed environ-
mentalists allows them to recognise, to a greater
extent, their bad practices of consumption more
than the other participants do. Hence, when they
position themselves on a scale from 1 to 10, where
1 indicates that they do not care about water/energy
and 10 indicates that they totally care about water/
energy in their routine, they rate themselves at the
lower values of the scale. The self-assigned scores
of household water and energy conservation were
lowest among the youngest and the group of envi-
ronmentalists compared to the other participants.
In the following sections, we detail the catego-
ries of consumption that we investigate in this study.
There are similarities and differences regar-
ding local and organic food products in our study
with respect to the previous literature. Some si-
milarities refer to the vagueness of the term local
food, as exhibited by the difficulty in defining it.
Those who define the term associate local foods
with the political boundaries of the production and
sale of a product — in this case, the production and
sale in Cordoba. However, the participants have
some doubts about the raw material of the product:
Should the raw material of a local product also be
from Cordoba; should it be grown in Cordoba, or
could it be grown in another place? Our focus-group
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participants also have doubts about whether it refers
only to a product with a handmade process or if it
could be a product from a big local company. This
lack of a standardised definition has some negative
consequences in the market. For example, it could
make it difficult to identify local food products, and
it likely contributes negatively instead of positively
to fulfilling consumers’ expectations (Feldmann &
Hamm, 2015).

Concerning organic food products, the parti-
cipants agree about the definition and make a clear
association with the environmental conditions of
production of this kind of products. This result is
aligned with the literature. For example, Li ef al.
(2018) defines organic foods as foods that don't use
synthetic fertilisers, pesticides, hormones, geneti-
cally modified organisms, or ionising radiation in
their production processes.

The results about household water and energy
consumption are interesting, particularly the results
related to descriptive norms (Cialdini et al., 1990).
We find dissimilar opinions depending on the re-
source. Some participants think that other citizens
are more careful with energy and less careful with
water than they themselves are. Moreover, partici-
pants seem to have more clarity about how to save
energy than water, e.g., they show more knowledge
about energy-saving appliances than those related
to water, or they have a better understanding of the
energy bill than the water bill. Although energy-
-saving behaviours have to be improved and the
adoption of renewables energies must be encoura-
ged, we have to pay more attention to water-saving
behaviours. How can we do that?

People are influenced by others, and they tend
to follow norms reflecting what is currently popu-
lar or socially common (Frederiks ef al., 2015a).

Communicating a descriptive norm, i.e., telling
what the majority does through messages such as
“vour neighbours consume less water than you”,
is an option to change behaviour. A demonstration
of normative social influence using a descriptive
normative message was conducted by Nolan ef al.
in 2008. The authors carry out two studies using a
sample of American residents (California). In one
of their studies, they use an experimental design
(n = 981 households). Households are randomly
assigned to receive one of five experimental
messages, and one of these messages is referred
to as a descriptive norm: “99% of people in your
community reported turning off unnecessary lights
to save energy”. The results of this study show that
normative social influence produced the highest
change in behaviour, even though participants
said that normative information gives them little
motivation. This type of message can be useful in
communicating about water. For example, Richetin
et al. (2016) study whether descriptive norms can
influence actions to reduce water usage, €.g., turning
off the tap while soaping hands (a study with uni-
versity students). They utilise an experimental and
a control condition. In the experimental condition,
the message conveys the descriptive norm: “The
majority of the people who used this soap helped
the environment by turning off the tap while soaping
their hands ”. In this condition, there is an increase
0f25% in the frequency of turning off the tap while
soaping hands, compared with the control group.
In two more studies by the same researchers, one
study is about testing the normative message again,
but instead of measuring the frequency of turning
off the tap as a dependent variable, they measure
the use of water. The message of the descriptive
norm is shown to be effective in this experiment.
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The exposure to descriptive norms related to using
a minimum possible amount of water for washing
hands led to a decrease of 22% in water consump-
tion. In a subsequent study, the authors test the
persistence of the effect of the descriptive norms
and find that the effect remains for at least a week
(Richetin et al., 2016).

Participants expressed dismay and high frus-
tration with the public transport in the city of Cor-
doba. This is a barrier to increasing the use of public
transport and stopping or decreasing use of the car.
The lack of conscious connection between the daily
transportation decisions and environmental issues is
also a point of concern when assessing our results.
Sustainable transport requires an equilibrium among
environmental, social, and economic qualities (Steg
& Gifford, 2008). According to those authors, an
initial step is to reduce the level of car use, for exam-
ple by using fewer polluting modes of transport,
using sustainable transportation, or sharing trips.
Moreover, public involvement in the elaboration
of plans about sustainable transportation is very
important. It serves to reflect community values,
and to contribute to equitability and the support of
effective policies (Litman & Burwell, 2006).

5. Policy implications

We present some preliminary policy implica-
tions of this study.

Several aspects must be considered in future
interventions to promote sustainable consumption,
combining structural and behavioural change. For
example:

An exhaustive definition of consumption
that includes all phases of consumption
must be presented.

The proximity of opinions expressed
by the youngest participants and the
environmentalists in their discourses, in
contrast to others in the groups, should
be considered.

It would be very useful to have an official
and standardised definition of local food
products to bring people closer to the con-
sumption and support of these products.

Subsidies to organic food production and
the inclusion of organic foods in all the
neighbourhood markets and fairs could be
an option to advance the democratisation
of these products.

Water-saving behaviours must be prio-
ritised in Cérdoba. Policies using social
norms are a possible way to solve this
problem. Infrastructure issues must be
addressed with better design, and the
placement of water metres in homes en-
couraged.

Mobility is a major problem in Coérdo-
ba’s streets. The voices of citizens must
be heard. One recent experience in our
near context is the implementation of the
Sustainable Mobility Plan in the city of
Buenos Aires. Although we do not have
access yet to the assessment of the plan
results, it might be considered.
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6. Limitations and future research

This paper is no exception when it comes to
study limitations. First, this study is a qualitative
study with a non-representative sample. Thus,
we have to be cautious in generalising the results.
Future studies using quantitative data-collection
techniques, with probabilistic samples, or mixed
methods, are necessary to design suitable interven-
tions. Mixed-methods studies can help solve some
of the most serious social problems, for example,
achieving the United Nations’ Sustainable Deve-
lopment Goals (Molina-Azorin & Fetters, 2019).

The second limitation is related to the measure
of SES. In the analysis, we do not find many results
related to SES. The SES segmentation follows a
theory criterion (people with better status are more
accessible and they have a better consumption ca-
pacity) and a population criterion (we prioritised
covering a wide range of the population). In sum,
we do not take into account the lowest levels of the
social pyramid (D2 and E), and we merged ABCI
with C2, and C3 with D1. Not considering all SES
levels and separating the middle classes C2 and
C3 could be affecting the results. Thus, it would be
interesting to carry out new studies that consider all
the SES groups.

A third limitation is related to the categories
of consumption. We only consider food, housing,
and mobility. We narrow the study to those catego-
ries because they have the greatest impact on the
environment. However, there are other categories
of consumption such as clothing, personal hygiene
items, and household gas consumption that also
have impacts on the environment and are in need
of sustainable changes. Those other categories
should be studied in our context, and the ones that

we consider in this study must be understood in
greater depth.

7. Conclusions

The present paper describes a qualitative pilot
study that was conducted as the first step in a larger
research framework investigating sustainable con-
sumption in Argentina. In particular, our findings
reveal the necessity of generating a more explicit
connection between unsustainable consumption
behaviours and environmental problems, cros-
sing cognitive barriers (e.g., distance between the
action and the consequences), emotional barriers
(e.g., frustration with the system) and structural
barriers (e.g., economic model of production and
consumption). We consider that three major topics
deserve attention in our context: meat consumption,
water consumption, and mobility. Reducing meat
consumption is a high priority given the place that
Argentina has with respect to other countries in
their levels of consumption. This is a prominent
national characteristic that was practically unno-
ticed by almost all the participants. It is necessary
to orient meat consumption to other types of food
consumption such as organic food.

Water consumption is high on the agenda for
change because of the information about excessive
levels of individual daily consumption in Argentina
and particularly in Cordoba city. In our study this
rampant water usage is connected with the limited
knowledge of water-saving appliances on the part of
participants, and with their perception that other ci-
tizens care less about saving water than themselves
(descriptive norms). The scarcity of water metres
in homes, among other limitations, adds to the lack
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of knowledge and action in this arena. However,
we highlight the potential of descriptive norms in
changing these behaviours. Lastly, several aspects
about public transportation in the city have to be
improved to reduce car use and to start thinking
more environmentally about daily transportation.
We hope that this study can seed and inspire
the development of additional studies that allow
us to understand our findings in greater depth, e.g.,
the similarities between the youngest participants
and the group of environmentalists, considering the
socio-structural level to expand the individualistic
vision of consumption recently criticised in the
field of sustainability (Bamberg et al., 2021) with
the ultimate purpose of designing evidence-based
policies for mitigating environmental degradation.
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