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Abstract

The increasing growth of consumption indicates that communicating the need to transition towards more sustainable
lifestyles has so far been ineffective. Therefore, it is necessary to reorient communication efforts in ways that allow to more
effectively create, identify, validate, and share conditions to enable all societal actors to shift towards sustainable
consumption patterns. The conditi- ons to do so pertain to power relationships, ethics, culture, infrastructure and economics;
all connected by the inherent notion of wellbeing, fulfillment of human needs, and sufficiency. This chapter discusses the
particular challen- ges and potentials of communicating sustainable consumption. It is based on an extensive scoping process
by an international working group (part of the Future Earth Knowledge Action Network — Systems of Sustainable Consump-
tion and Production) that aimed at summarizing the current state of research on communicating sustainable consumption
and the development of an agenda for future research and practice in this field. This chapter presents some of the key
insights from this work.
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1 Introduction

Communicating Sustainable Consumption is notoriously complex. The concept Sustainable Consumption itself is ambivalent,
encompassing consumption on all levels, from individual lifestyles and aspirations towards the cultural notion of
consumerism as embedded in the dominant culture of many countries (Di Giulio et al. 2014; Vergragt 2017). Consumption is
originally an economic term related to personal expenditure, acquisition, use and disposal of goods and services; when
coupled with production, the term also refers to material flows through society.

Today consumption is widely accepted as a key driver of current sustainabi- lity problems. Despite years of efforts, it has not
yet been possible to change unsustainable consumption patterns to the extent required. As an established instrument in the
consumer policy toolbox, communication is traditionally con- sidered as one potentially powerful approach to influence
consumer behavior. The question herein is: how can communication more effectively support the transformation toward
more sustainable consumption patterns?

This question was the starting point of a scoping review that was carried out by a larger group of researchers and practitioners
in the context of Future Earth.! The aim was to synthesize the existing literature and develop an agenda for future work in
this field. Based on the understanding that communication itself is a complex activity, we emphasize that communication
needs to address what is communicated (the content); to or with whom is communicated (the addressee; the target group;
the stakeholder); how it is communicated (e.g. medium, tone, style); and what is the intended outcome or function (e.g.
change of thinking or behavior, change of structure). Communication can be manipulative, instrumen- tal and coercive, e.g.

1 The scoping review was conducted by the Working Group Communication (WGCoCo) that is part of the Future Earth’s Knowledge Action
Network on Systems of Sustaina- ble Consumption and Production (more information at https://futureearth.org/networks/ knowledge-
action-networks/systems-of-sustainable-consumption-and-production). Besides the authors, these are the other WGCoCo Collaborators
(alphabetical order): Valentina Aversano-Dearborn, Deric Gruen, Andre da Paz.



when consumers are allured into buying goods they neither need nor can afford. But it can also be empowering and
emancipatory, e.g. when it confronts people with different world views and problem definitions and sti- mulates higher-
order learning processes that may ultimately make them reflect and change their initial problem definitions and frames of
meaning. Re-orienting existing ways to consume and produce requires altering mindsets of how we use goods and services
in the normative context of sustainability.

2 Conceptualizing Sustainable Consumption

The concept sustainable consumption first emerged in the political discourse after the UNCED conference or Earth Summit
in Rio de Janeiro in 1992. In Agenda 21 it was stated that “...[t]he major cause of the continued deterioration of the global
environment is the unsustainable pattern of consumption and produc- tion, particularly in industrialized countries, which is a
matter of grave concern, aggravating poverty and imbalances” (United Nations 1992, 4:3).

Agenda 21 (United Nations 1992) contained a chapter (4) on “Changing Consumption Habits,” which focuses on addressing
unsustainable patterns of production and consumption; it contends that action is needed to meet the fol- lowing broad
objectives: “to promote patterns of consumption and production that reduce environmental stress and will meet the basic
needs of humanity; to develop a better understanding of the role of consumption and how to bring about more sustainable
consumption patterns.” (4:7) It developed an action agenda for management, research, policies, and strategies (United
Nations 1992, chapter 4).

The term sustainable consumption keeps gaining relevance in the academic discourse. A first and widely quoted definition
is from the Oslo Symposium of 1994: “...the use of goods and services that respond to basic needs and bring a better quality
of life, while minimizing the use of natural resources, toxic materials and emissions of waste and pollutants over the life cycle,
so as not to jeopardize the needs of future generations” (11ISD 1995). To quote further: Sustainable con- sumption is an
umbrella term that brings together a number of key issues, such as meeting needs, enhancing the quality of life, improving
resource efficiency, incre- asing the use of renewable energy sources, minimizing waste, taking a life cycle perspective and
taking into account the equity dimension” (11ISD 1995).

Since the 1990s a considerable amount of research has been conducted on understanding consumption and lifestyles. The
initial consideration of consump- tion as individual choice-making — and therefore calling for frugality (Botsman and Rogers
2011), voluntary simplicity (Elgin 1982) and sufficiency (Princen 2005) — has been replaced with a much more systemic and
complex picture. Peo- ple consume in order to satisfy such basic material needs as shelter, mobility, clothing and food; but
also, to satisfy immaterial needs in a search for a mea- ningful life, self-realization, status, belonging, and security (Max- Neef
1991). Many recognize Veblen (1899) as one of the earlier scholars addressing conspi- cuous consumption; and more recently
Baudrillard (1998) and Bourdieu (2004) explained how many consumer goods signal status, power, success and identity.
Max-Neef (1991) made an important distinction between (material and imma- terial) human needs and ways to satisfy them,
which he calls satisfiers. According to him, human needs are universal, but satisfiers are culturally determined and can, at
least in principle, be influenced (Layard 2005). For instance, mobility is a basic human activity that covers many needs, using
a private car is a satisfier, not only for transportation, but also for signaling status, independence and “freedom”. Research
into possibilities to fulfill needs with less material goods through ser- vices or through various forms of sharing has also
become part of the sustainable consumption research field (Evans 2011; Botsman and Rogers 2011).

A transition to sustainable consumption and lifestyles presents a tough chal- lenge. First, in consumer societies, the prevailing
business models, political priorities, and dominant culture have been shown to work in tandem to encou- rage more
consumption. Macro level forces, such as global trade, the monetary system, and the debt-driven need for economic growth
in a capitalist economy also translate in practice to fostering more consumerist lifestyles (Brown et al. 2017). In addition, the
consumers’ lack of awareness about the natural resources used in the manufacture of goods and caring about their ecological
meaning is viewed to have led to hyperconsumption (Dolan 2006).

Second, there is the lock-in phenomenon. People find themselves locked-in into unsustainable lifestyles for reasons beyond
their control. For instance, in the US a search for affordable housing usually leads to increasingly distant suburbs; suburban
lifestyles and inadequate public transport lead to car- dependency; and the housing stock in more affluent communities
(which in the US signify better schools) favors large dwellings and other high-footprint consumption practices.

Third, the rebound effect: efficiency measures aimed to save energy, mate- rials, and costs most often result in reinvesting
these savings in new economic activities leading to more economic growth, production, and consumption on the macro level
(Herring and Sorrell 2008; Bauer and Papp 2009). On the micro level such cost saving by consumers lead often to more
spending, leading to increased rather than decreased environmental pressures. Estimates about the magnitude of rebound
effect range from 10 to about 60%, depending on the type of rebound effect (IRGC 2013; Gillingham et al. 2014).

This complex nature of consumption is recognized in a definition of sustainable lifestyles provided in a recent report by the
United Nations Environment on foste- ring and communicating sustainable lifestyles: “A sustainable lifestyle minimizes
ecological impacts while enabling a flourishing life for individuals, households, communities, and beyond. It is the product of



individual and collective decisions about aspirations and about satisfying needs and adopting practices, which are in turn
conditioned, facilitated, and constrained by societal norms, political instituti- ons, public policies, infrastructures, markets,
and culture.” (Vergragt et al. 2016, p. 6).

The United Nations Agenda 2030 calls for “Responsible Consumption and Production” as one of its seventeen overarching
goals (Goal 12) for sustaina- ble development. This goal declares that SCP is “about promoting resource and energy efficiency,
sustainable infrastructure, and providing access to basic ser- vices, green and decent jobs and a better quality of life for all.
[...] aims at ‘doing more and better with less” (UN 2016) to increase the quality of life, involving everyone from producer to
final consumer by educating consumers and providing them with adequate information to make their consumption choices.
Bengtsson et al. (2018) identify two points for understanding SDG 12, the first one, named “efficiency” approach, which
relates to products and production methods, technology and information via labels; the second approach is called
“systemic”, which advocates for sufficiency as it addresses consumption volumes, distribution, and social and institutional
changes. Elaborating on the argument that the efficiency approach “contains essential elements of transition to sustaina-
bility, it is itself highly unlikely to bring about sustainable outcomes” (Bengtsson et al. 2018, p. 1533), therefore, sufficiency
is needed for restructuring existing socioeconomic arrangements. The efficiency approach can be achieved through
technology and policy mechanisms; sufficiency requires tapping into the indivi- dual motivations, aspirations and willingness
to change as well requires cultural systemic changes on institutional and societal levels.

Zooming into the individual level, the discourse of “consumer behavior chan- ge” is often the premise to enable sustainable
consumption. A common view in this perspective is to address citizens as informed consumers who make deliberate decisions
about their everyday consumption choices. The “socially responsible consumers” are citizens with “desire to minimize or
eliminate any harmful effects and maximize the long term beneficial impact on society through the acquisition, usage and
disposition of products” (Mohr et al. 2001).

Sahakian and Wilhite (2014) challenge this perspective by exploring the “dis- tributed agency in social practices”,
understanding consumption as the result of decisions using the body (cognitive processes and physical dispositions, acquired
through social experiences, inscribed in space and over time), the material agency and social dimensions that contribute to
the social learning of individuals and influence their choice-making processes. Other notions, such as the Consumer Social
Responsibility (CnSR) defined as the “application of instrumental, rela- tional, and moral logics by individual, group, corporate
and institutional agents seeking to influence a broad range of consumer-oriented responsibilities” (Caruna and Chatzidakis
2014) offer a multi-level view to deconstruct and reflect the ways and contexts that mobilize the “consumer-citizen” towards
choices with lower environmental impact and higher social value. An example is provided by Barr et al (2011) who consider
practices in “the home”, “the holiday” and “the journey” to contextualize the elements that shape discourses and actions
when it comes to consuming, emphasizing how “pro-environmental behaviors” shift according to the sites and settings of
consumption practices. On this line, Quazi et al. (2016) argue that the creation of an atmosphere of cooperation between
consumers and marketers plays a fundamental role to remind consumers about their social responsibilities and keep a
balance between power and responsibilities. Dolan (2002) elaborates on how understanding the develop- ment of
sustainable consumption as a widespread practice is more complex and requires to analyze the macroprocesses behind to
“address the spaces in between actors in terms of their relations and interdependencies [...] connecting the pro- spects of
sustainable consumption with the need to communicate the link between ecological degradation, modern
hyperconsumption, and prevailing economic and political institutions” (Dolan 2002, p. 172).

3 Communication Modes and Their Contribution to Sustainable Consumption

Communication has been suggested to play a crucial role in changing attitu- des, from passive, (partially) aware, individuals
or communities, into active and informed agents of change, taking actions to shift one’s lifestyles (European Com- mission
2012; Schrader 2007). Given the magnitude of systemic changes needed to realize sustainable systems of consumption and
production, and cognizant of consumers’ direct (consuming goods and services) and indirect (acceptance of policies)
influences on advancing sustainable consumption (Stern 2000), it is crucial that communicators, marketeers, researchers and
practitioners go beyond seeking to foster a better understanding of sustainable consumption in societal groups by also
promoting public acceptance of respective interventions in people’s lives through communication.

Communication scholars working on sustainability and consumption have stressed that traditional understandings of
communication underpinning consu- mer policy making are too often narrowly focused on strategic, instrumental, and
marketing-oriented approaches. More comprehensive understandings con- ceive of communication as the processes in
which representations of the social and natural worlds are exchanged and shared (and therewith: change) (Fischer et al.
2016). Approached in this way, sustainability-related communication is not only sender-oriented and more instrumental and
transmissive in nature (commu- nication of a particular understanding of sustainable consumption by means of mono-
directional 1-way communication), but also as focusing on fostering public deliberation, participation, and discourse,
stimulating communication about what sustainable consumption could mean by means of 2-way communication.

With the latter more expansive mode come different objectives (e.g., com- munication of: persuasion vs. communication
about: social learning) (Newig et al. 2013). While both communication of and communication about sustainable
consumption represent valid and needed approaches, the transformative function of sustainability emphasizes
communication for sustainable consumption and its potential impact for changing systems of production and consumption



into more sustainable ones. This mode of sustainability communication focuses on proces- ses of individual and social sense-
making that seek to empower people to take an active role in transformation processes to SCP (Adomssent and Godemann
2011). Such understanding of communication reflects the normative assumptions underpinning the idea of sustainability
which entail capacity-building for refle- xive, adaptive, and participatory decision-making. This means that it is insufficient to
merely make people act in what experts/political leaders have set out to be a ‘sustainable’ way (Vare and Scott 2007).

A form of communication that is related to communication for sustainable consumption and is considered particularly
powerful is focused on enhancing individual and collective capacities to learn “our way together to a more sustaina- ble
future in dynamic multi-stakeholder situations of uncertainty and complexity” (Blackmore 2009, p. 229). Such processes of
“learning collectively to foster sys- temic change” (Kulundu 2012, p. 47) have been vividly discussed in recent years as social
learning or higher order learning.

By higher order learning we mean reframing the problem definition and chan- ging the interpretive frame among the diverse
participants in an initiative. In an earlier paper we defined higher order learning in an interactive project as “......participants
re-examine, and possibly change, their initial perspectives on the societal needs and wants ... as well as the approaches and
solutions; examine and place the particular project in a broader context of pursuing a sustainable society; examine, and
possibly change, their own perceived roles in the above pro- blem definitions and solution; change views on the mutual
relationships among each other relative to the specific project or the broader societal context, including mutual convergence
of goals and problem definitions; change their preferences about the social order as well as beliefs about best strategies for
achieving them.” (Brown and Vergragt 2008, p 113). Such reframing and reconceptualization may be conducive for
translation into different contexts and different situations.

In a social learning perspective, communication in the context of SCP is chal- lenged to overcome two often contested modes
of traditional communication approaches: first, to extend traditional mono- directional forms of communica- tion that focus
on conveying issues around SCP defined by experts, scientists and elites to broader lay audiences. To stimulate social
learning, communication is challenged to stimulate discourses about a range of issues that concern diverse social actors and
provide different perspectives on societal transitions (Brown and Vergragt 2008), and second, to take broader standpoints
on the interrelatedness of individual behavioral change and societal transitions. The way that change is manifested across
societies, its meanings, ways and consumption purposes, has to be analyzed for creating the connections that appeal to the
individual feelings and rationalities (Dolan 2002) In such situations, social experiments where various social actors with
different worldviews collaborate on the local level in con- crete projects and engage in processes of deep and mutual social
learning, could possibly provide powerful examples that may be diffused through peer-to-peer exchanges rather than
traditional ‘communications’ (Vergragt et al. 2016).

4 Review of Practices and Policies

4.1 Introduction

Communication is essential to processes of individual and communal agency, it provides information and motivation towards
actions for change. It thus featu- res as a key approach in several policy initiatives and activities seeking to seed social
mobilization for SCP. The common assumption or normative foundation of many of these approaches can be characterized
by a few key concepts: agency and empowerment. Individual agency is often defined as a sense of ownership that relates to
the “ability to imagine and affect desired change” (Thompson et al. 2011, p. 357) and is intrinsically related to the ways
individuals make their lifestyle choices.

In our view of the field, three distinct avenues emerge that have been pro- minently addressed and targeted as breeding
grounds for driving social innovation towards SCP: bottom-up innovation in real- life contexts (social experiments and real-
world laboratories), traditional formal and informal contexts for consumer learning (media, advertisement and education),
as well as new possibilities of tran- scending traditional boundaries in communicating for SCP that come along with the
development and maturation of new media (information and communication technologies).

4.2 Social Experiments and Real-World Laboratories

A recent report for UNEP (Vergragt et al. 2016) has developed a new approach taking successful experiments in sustainable
living as case studies to learn how to frame and to communicate sustainable lifestyles. In the report, 16 lifestyle experiments
and campaigns are described and analyzed. From the analysis and through literature research, a 4-step strategic approach
emerged based on eight principles that need to be observed in order to create a successful experiment.

These principles are, summarized:

e  Engage in participatory, relevant, and grounded ways;

e  focus on aspirations;

set clear goals and demonstrate sustainability results;
consider the systemic nature of lifestyles;

take advantage of life stages and transitions;
accommodate the diversity in lifestyles;

show that lifestyles extend beyond individual action; and,
learn and adapt to changing conditions.



In the report these principles are grounded and illustrated by examples from the case studies. The case studies
themselves show the principles in operation and show that application of most, if not all principles enables a
successful expe- riment. In addition, the case studies provide messages for communicating to a wider audience.
One of the case studies, Kisldbnyom (small footprint) in Hungary, presents the involvement of community members
in interactive activities aimed at promoting long-lasting behavior changes resulted in higher order learning. The
participants were low- and medium-income community members who have traditionally — mostly out of economic
necessity — lived low carbon footprint lifestyles: growing their own foods, sharing, swapping, bartering, reusing,
repurposing, and so on. But they did not think of themselves as green, because they associated the term with more
expensive specialized goods and services. When asked about it, the community members said that they were not
sufficiently affluent to be green. The small-scale initiative consisted of interactive training sessions with groups of
families around the country, small footprint competitions for households, cele- bratory community events, planting
of native fruit trees, and taking collective responsibility for emissions associated with program- related events. The
orga- nizing NGO Green Dependent identified many behaviors that households were already taking that could be
expanded on, and reframed how participants thought about the issue by promoting the idea that low income
lifestyles are inherently sustainable. The effort created a feeling of pride among participants and refra- ming of
their view on their frugal lifestyles as green and ecologically sustainable. This is a prime case of higher order
learning through a small-scale initiative. This approach to communicating SCP through evaluating and promoting
existing sustainable lifestyle practices needs to be further developed and tested, but it pro- vides potentially a
fruitful alternative to more traditional campaign for promoting sustainable consumption or lifestyles.
Another approach to foster social learning and collective sense-making is visio- ning as a means of communication. It has
often been claimed that a strong positive future vision is mobilizing for individuals and social actors to develop strategies
how to realize such a vision in practice. So far, however, it remains unclear how visioning can be effectively used to intervene
towards SCP.
Some work on this area has already started through processes of backcasting or “looking back from the future” (Quist 2007).
This participatory methodology enables to critically rethink existing vision of consumption and wellbeing and use creativity
to transcend existing paradigms towards the creation and realization of a new, desirable vision (Quist 2007; Quist et al. 2011).
Yet the effective transition from visions to actions is still a challenge, particularly in terms of measuring the impact of the
actions undertaken. Herein lays a challenge for future work in the field.

4.3 Learning Through Media, Advertisement and Education

Despite rapid changes in communication technologies and practices in the twenty- first century, the media (especially
advertisement) and formal education still function as two key avenues for consumer learning and socialization. SCP policy
has placed much emphasis on promoting Education for SCP that has established itself as a distinct field of practice and study.
Prominent international examples are the 10- year Framework of Programs on SCP (www.unep.org/10yfp) and the acti- vities
of networks such as PERL (Partnership for Education and Research about Responsible Living) (e.g. active learning
methodology toolkits; www.eng.hihm. no/project-sites/living-responsibly) or SCORAI (Sustainable Consumption Rese- arch
Action Initiative - www.scorai.org/teaching). Several advancements were made in the past decades in re-orienting
educational systems towards sustainable development, including the formation of thematically focused networks, produc-
tion of educational resources and development of curricula and policies, some of these including education for SCP. However,
these are topics that still remain lar- gely marginalized in educational systems across the world. Progress is impeded by the
inter- and transdisciplinary nature of SCP that transcends the traditional boundaries between subjects and professional
communities and networks. This is an open opportunity for communication efforts.

The role of media in all forms strongly influences systems of SCP. The advan- cement of hyper-targeted advertisement, the
inseparability of digital life and advertising, the comparisons engendered by social media, and much more are critical
questions that communication studies can address. Social media provides SCP practitioners with the opportunity to
experiment with online-communication tools. There is an increasing amount of information about sustainability and its
relation to lifestyles, nonetheless, commercial media still fail to integrate the con- tent of sustainability messages with
“normal” content, preserving the notion that sustainability is only for just a few (tree huggers, hippies, etc.) or is something
too radical that the average citizen has no role to play.

Advertisement is at large still endorsing consumption traits based on acquisi- tion of more material goods rather than
thinking about sufficiency. It is important that communicators, either as media makers, producers, marketing organizations
and advertisers, harness the message of sustainable lifestyles through the use of efficient existing formats that raise
aspirations (i.e. soap operas) as well as explo- ring new formats (bloggers, via social media, etc.) that bring sustainable
lifestyles to different type of audiences, making the topic more inclusive and tailored to the different aspirations and contexts
of the consumer. On way to achieve this, is proposed by Rettie et al (2012), who suggest that the sustainable choice of acti-
ons are both subjected as a product-placement strategy and gradually introduced as the “normal” action, being also
emphasized by endorsements of well-known people. Examples showcasing how SCP can be weaved in to these media
formats are entertainment-education (Reinermann et al. 2014) or movies/documentaries (McGreavy and Lindenfeld 2014).
The Working Group on “Communication for Sustainable Consumption” (WgCoCo) developed a strategy to bring forward
collaborative approaches on communication. This strategy is based on two pillars: knowledge and action. Both are related
to the frames, topics, narratives, modes, formats, and instruments of communication, exploring their impacts on



engagement, empowerment, and action for more sustainable systems of consumption and production. The pro- cesses in
which representations of the social and natural worlds are exchanged and shared (and therewith: changed — Fischer et al.
2016). Such understanding of communication reflects the normative assumptions underpinning the idea of sustainability
which entail capacity-building for reflexive, adaptive, and participa- tory decision-making. This means that it is insufficient to
merely make people act in what experts/political leaders have set out to be a “sustainable” way.

Given their immense power, turning the media, advertisers and marketers into allies to communicate sustainable lifestyles
is of critical importance for the advan- cement of a more impactful communication for SCP. First examples of how media
makers’ expertise in presenting content in ways that speak the target audience’s language and appeal to it can be used for
strategic communication have been piloted (see e.g. UNEP 2005), but need to be carried further.

4.4 Information and Communication Technologies

We are living in times where face-to-face communication is one of the many opti- ons to communicate with others, virtual
spaces and other possibilities, risks and potentials are emerging to transform our practices. In the search for approaches to
tap into the sense of agency of individuals and spur change towards SCP, new information and communication technologies
are considered to bear great poten- tials. The latest developments on new technologies from the areas of Artificial
Intelligence (Al), augmented reality (AR) and virtual reality (VR) are described as a groundbreaking technological revolution,
with socio-cultural effects, possi- bilities and risks that are comparable with the introduction of the Internet. The current
scientific literature reaches from well-argued warnings (further intensifi- cation of the consumer society, new dependencies
of young people, increasing addictions to games and pathological gambling, commercialization of free-time) to the
description of the enormous potential that Al, mixed realities or use of AR and VR hold, e.g. for the communication of
environmental and social responsi- bility and sustainable lifestyles. The so -called “generation alpha” (children born after
2010) are tech-savvy, hyper- connected and prone to have every aspect of their life digitalized; how these dynamics will
change consumption, is still a grey area. The potential for new learning processes, intercultural communication or awareness
building is yet to be explored.

A good example of potential positive impacts are interactive gamification expe- riments, or the transformation of activities,
practices, services, structures, and systems that provide similar motivations and experiences as games do (Hamari, 2019).
Together with various other forms of games (persuasive, serious, designed for learning, etc.) gamified processes, products,
and services entertain the users and trigger social critique, thus having the potential to become communication interventions
themselves to help the users understand larger, more complex, issues that attain them in the “real” world. The energy sector
has long experienced gami- fication as a strategy to reduce consumption in households (Johnson et al., 2017; Fraternalli et
al., 2019; Mulcahy et al., 2020); however, little has been done to address the rebound effects resulting from these efficiencies
(Guillen et al., 2021). In light of this controversy, more research and practical explorations are needed to better understand
the applicability of newly designed formats and tools using the latest technologies already used in other communication
fields for strategies for social impact towards SCP.

5 Discussion and Further Research

Recent studies have shown that the challenge of climate change cannot be addressed through technological innovation and
renewable energy solutions alone (Alfredsson et al 2018; Bengtsson et al. 2018). Next to these ‘efficiency” measu- res we
need to reflect on, and to communicate a culture of “sufficiency” (Friends of the Earth Europe 2018); i.e. living a good life
and achieving well-being with a minimum of materials and energy throughput. Research has shown that human well-being
is less dependent on material wealth and more on good health and rela- tionships, and finding meaning in life (Fromm 1976)
However, strong political and economic interests keep us in a cycle of economic growth through working, spen- ding, and
working more (Schor 2004), creating havoc for the natural resources and ecosystems of the planet. This vicious circle is
further reinforced by the dominant advertisement industry and social media, which are funded by the same economic and
financial interests. Without addressing these powerful structural and cultu- ral forces there is little chance that a transition
to sustainable consumption and lifestyles can be achieved on the large scale that is necessary.

What then is the role of communication in addressing these powerful forces? As shown in this chapter, communication in
the context of sustainable consump- tion must emancipate itself from the traditional consumer information paradigm. It can
be more than a one-way street, in which “we” (the experts, the scien- tists) tell “them” (the “uninformed” consumers) how
to change their behavior and lifestyles. More deliberative and transformative communication modes sug- gest the design
and use of communication as a learning process, in which all participants engage with and explore new cultural narratives
that help to demate- rialize needs satisfaction, e.g. by addressing what we really value as worthwhile in life; and what we
can discard of. Unfortunately, such form of higher order learning is hard to achieve in a situation of unequal power
relationships. As long as the narrative of “economic growth” is dominant, and as long as we believe that reducing
consumption makes us less happy and will create an economic collapse, little will change. The overall research question to
topic experts, practitioners and citizens in general, is how to create a learning environment where powerful domi- nant
narratives (economic growth, efficiency, materialism, short-termism) can be deconstructed.



6 Reflective Questions

1. Think about a specific consumption practice (like giving presents for birth- days): how can reframing be used to
promote more sustainable alternatives?

2. The prevalent mode of operation in the field is still one-way communication directed at private consumers. What
could two-way communication approaches look like that target broader systemic changes in consumption?

3. Thinking of an illustrative field in the context of sustainable consumption, select a communication setting of your
choice (i.e. a lesson for school child- ren) and develop three different approaches that reflect: communication for,
about and of sustainable consumption. What would be the implications of these perspectives for efficient social
participation, education and marketing?
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