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Abstract  

The exploration of everyday social practices related to sustainability often touches on the most 

invisible parts of peoples’ everyday lives. Given the multiple cultural forces that govern cleanliness 

and comfort, and the intimate spheres in which these practices are performed, practices associated 

with everyday water use (and associated energy consumption) bump up against ‘the taboo’.  While it 

has been resolved that ‘people can talk about their practices’ in interviews, a range of other methods  

– including CCTV, video and other data to survey and document practices in homes – are increasingly 

being used. As we delve theoretically closer to these public/private boundaries with new studies on 

social practices and sustainability, greater attention to the ethics of methods is needed. Different 

‘talk’ based methodologies such as focus groups that could allow researchers to work more ethically 

with the strong moral sensitivities of certain domestic practices have not yet been considered. This 

article explores 6 focus groups on ‘bodies, clothes, dirt, and cleanliness’ which took place in Lancaster, 

UK. Reflecting on researcher positionality, and results of a survey of focus group participants following 

the focus groups, the paper concludes that focus groups, humour and laughter enable intimately 

political conversations about aspects of everyday practices that might be difficult to access or 

articulate through other research methods. The implications of using conversational humour and 

laughter as a purposeful tools for exploring particular aspects of everyday social practices is also 

explored. This article responds to recent calls for greater consideration of fieldwork and 

methodologies ethics related to gender and embodiment within human geography, and on the ethics 

and politics of everyday life research.  

 

Introduction 

 

The probing of everyday practices related to water and energy resource consumption pushes us ever 

closer to the intimate, and social, dynamics of the home (Kaufmann, 1998) including strong 

(gendered) moral sensitivities (Pink, 2004). This paper addresses the ethics and instrumentality of 

focus group methods in understanding dynamics related to cleanliness and hygiene of homes, clothes 

and bodies. It explores the role of humour and laughter – specifically in relation to focus groups - as a 

research strategy for awkward research encounters with everyday practice. This article is situated in a 

questioning of the methodological development of theories of social practice (e.g., Martens et al., 

2014), debates which have become revitalised through the mainstreaming of different practice 

theoretical approaches to everyday life research and sustainable consumption. It also contributes to 

debates about the limits, benefits and moralities of talk based methodologies as they relate to 

everyday life, domestic practices and consumption more broadly conceptualised (e.g., Muir and 

Mason, 2012), and geographical literatures on focus groups (Holbrook and Jackson, 1996, Hopkins, 

2007, Koch, 2013, McGregor, 2004). The arguments presented also connect with the call for greater 

consideration of fieldwork and methodologies related to bodies, gender and embodiment in human 
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geography (Longhurst and Johnston, 2014). This paper emphasises that ethical and moral sensitivities 

regarding domestic practices should be central to the construction and implementation of 

methodology within everyday geographies. It is argued that focus groups and a connection with 

humour enables the collection of data about performativity as linked to social conventions beyond 

that possible with interviews, observational methods and ethnomethodology.  

 

Waves of criticism and defence of talk based methodologies have a strong lineage; embedded in 

critiques of representational ontologies and an increased engagement with the material, the 

corporeal, and the performative (e.g., Harrison, 2007). Critiques of talk tend to centre on what it 

doesn’t capture (Martens, 2012b). Sensory, visual, observational, and (new forms of) quantitative and 

experimental methodologies (e.g., Browne et al., 2014, Davies and Doyle, 2015, Latham, 2003) are 

increasingly promoted as ways to overcome the limitations of talk based ethnographic work in the 

home (Martens, 2012b). However, Hitchings (2012) defends the humble interview – and talk more 

generally – as a useful method to capture practice, although he cautiously reflects not all people can 

talk freely and that some practices might be more difficult to access in one-to-one ‘talk’ based 

methods (see also Mason and Davies, 2009).  

 

The creative use of methods has proven essential to the theoretical development of social practice 

theories and their application in sustainable consumption research (eg., Browne et al., 2015, Martens 

et al., 2014). Many researchers are now exploring new ways to capture performance of practices and 

their material, performative, and conventional entanglements. Amongst this proliferation of research 

techniques to understand everyday life, the consideration of the ethics and politics of method is 

crucial (Halkier, 2011, Halkier et al., 2011, Martens, 2012a) as they bring the researcher closer to the 

intimate dynamics of participants’ everyday lives, their bodies and related cultural and infrastructural 

intersections (Royston, 2014, Wallenborn, 2013).  

 

The mundane, potentially awkward nature of everyday social practices related to resource 

consumption in the home means that questions about the impacts and implications of 

methodological choices for social practices research becomes incredibly important. It is worth 

considering the different kinds of awkwardness that may emerge in talk about everyday practices, 

and the methodological strategies that might overcome them. There may be different ways of 

working with potential awkwardness in talking about lay normativity in regards to sustainable 

consumption (Barnett et al., 2011) compared to potentially shameful feelings around ‘dirty topics’ 

(Longhurst, 2001) such as stains in your laundry (Jack, 2013) or bodies that sweat (Waitt, 2014, Waitt 

and Stanes, 2015). For example, gossiping about others in interviews (distinguishable to with others 
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during group research) can overcome awkwardness and enables access to cultural norms 

underpinning thermal comfort (Hitchings and Day, 2011).  

 

Different methodologies are required to get at the rhythms, routines and dynamics underpinning 

different types of practices. Methodologies that are appropriate for studying ‘public’ practices like 

sport (e.g., Blue, 2013) and mobilities (e.g., Spinney, 2009) may not be appropriate for capturing the 

dynamics of cleanliness practices that – in the Global North at least, but increasingly in the Global 

South  - largely take place in the privacy of peoples’ homes and bathroom spaces (Elias, 2000, 

Srinivas, 2002). While CCTV, video and sensory ethnographies more generally, can be useful for 

exploring performances of household practices such as dishwashing (Martens, 2012b), they are 

potentially inappropriate for capturing the meanings (social conventions) related to other forms of 

cleanliness, or capturing the actual performances of personal washing and bathing. How methods 

relate to specific (theoretically driven) research questions is also important, for example, whether the 

research is trying to capture consumption as it relates to: performances and entities at a population 

level (Browne et al., 2015); materiality (Evans, 2014); know-how and skills (Royston, 2014); the social 

organisation of practices (Shove et al., 2014); or bundles of practices (Gram-Hanssen, 2011).  

 

Notably absent from this increasing list of methods to explore everyday practices is focus groups. The 

human geography literatures on focus groups show how a methodological tool used extensively 

within market research and consumer sciences (Grandclément and Gaglio, 2011, Holbrook and 

Jackson, 1996) has been adapted to address the core interests of human geography, including issues 

of power and performativity embedded in research processes (e.g., Koch, 2013). Within human 

geography, focus groups are espoused as offering opportunities for the research process to spark 

political action and as a way to explore with participants difficult-to-access experiential knowledges, 

opinions and meanings (Hopkins, 2007), identities (Holbrook and Jackson, 1996), environmental 

discourses and social knowledges (McGregor, 2005), and “everyday engagements with … social and 

spatial worlds” (Hopkins, 2007, p. 529). They are perhaps particularly useful when other qualitative 

research methods are found to ‘close’ off awkward and politicised experiences and encounters 

(Hopkins, 2007, Koch, 2013). However, there has been little discussion about their suitability as 

potential method to enable intimately political conversations about aspects of everyday practice that 

might be difficult to access or articulate. 

 

The ability to create a space within focus groups for shared stories, laughter and gossip is also 

relevant here (McGregor, 2004). Although the role of humour and laughter is increasingly explored as 

a tool for research within geography (Delph-Janiurek, 2001, Ridanpää, 2014), it has not yet developed 
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in geographical literatures on focus group methodology. Within other social sciences (health, 

education, psychology) laughter and humour is emphasized within focus group methods as a way of 

overcoming social awkwardness around taboo and shameful topics, particularly with marginalised 

groups (Robinson, 2009). Within these literatures, the focus group is thought to create an important 

social space to enable generation of data that would otherwise be inaccessible through one-to-one 

methodologies (Wilkinson et al., 2007). We toyed with the idea that conversational humour as a 

research tool within focus group methodology might be a useful way of creating a safe social space to 

talk about sensitive and intimate practices related to resource use in the home.  

 

Reflections on the Use of Focus Groups and Humour to Capture Dynamics of Everyday Practices  

 

The focus group research detailed below was embedded in a wider set of research activities that 

attempted to understand the diversity and patterns of water use associated with laundry, personal 

care (washing, bathing, showering), gardening and kitchen water use across a population of South 

East England (Pullinger et al., 2013). Our mixed methods strategy drew upon an 1800 person 

quantitative survey and 22 qualitative interviews with survey participants. The data enabled us to 

capture a snapshot of how cleanliness practices have changed over time in the UK, and reflect on 

their potential future trajectories (Browne et al., 2015). However, it was difficult to reflect deeply in 

the quantitative and qualitative interview data on the way that (shared) cultural conventions shape 

diversities and patterns of cleanliness practices related to self/personal care and care of others 

(Shove, 2003).  

 

It was also recognised early on in the quantitative and qualitative aspects of this mixed methods 

strategy, that detailed questions about practices underpinning water consumption - particularly those 

related to clothes, bodies, and general cleanliness - could be quite awkward. For example, despite 

significant consideration and investments in research techniques (e.g., piloting surveys, computer 

assisted program interviewing) by the research team and the commissioned market research 

company to overcome the sensitive nature of the survey, our survey had some of the highest refusal 

rates and follow up complaints the market research company had experienced. The qualitative 

interviews also revealed how talk of showers and laundry can often slip into the intimate, which the 

framing of an interview on water use did not prepare the participants for. Such lines of inquiry were 

often quickly shut down or made light of by the participant once they recognised the conversation 

may be ‘inappropriate’ and ‘uncomfortable’.  
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Our research methodologies were increasingly pushing up against the intimacies of personal lives, the 

material realities (and taboos) of lived sexual/gendered (and in some conversations aging or 

differently-abled) bodies, and the vital materiality of symbolic dirt (Bennett, 2010, Campkin and Cox, 

2007, Waitt, 2014). Although underpinned by similar concepts of dirt and cleanliness, we reflected 

upon the difficulties of getting at the (intimate) dynamics of ‘private’ practices like bathing and 

washing (of self, others, and clothes) compared to other cleaning practices such as dishwashing 

(Martens, 2007) during interviews. There was also a question as to whether these potentially 

awkward practices (and the complex social and cultural dynamics of cleanliness underpinning them) 

were more or less amenable to verbal articulation between people in the setting of a focus group 

framed through conversation and humour.  

 

Setting up the focus groups 

 

We experimented with different group structures which has previously been reported to influence 

group dynamics, for example, whether a group is made up of friends or social acquaintances (Coates, 

1996, Hay, 2000, Holbrook and Jackson, 1996), or complete strangers (Wilkinson et al., 2007). For the 

first two focus groups we recruited participants from two (gender separated) community groups in 

Lancashire, UK. One group was a male sporting group and the second a female music group. The 

second strategy was to recruit through snowball sampling (flyers handed out at the university square 

at lunchtime, emails, Facebook invitations snowballed throughout university and 

personal/professional networks). For this second strategy there were four gender separated groups: a 

male and female under 24 years old focus group (undergraduate and early postgraduate students, as 

well as young professionals), and an over 24 year old focus group (postgraduates, professionals). Due 

to the snowballing strategy used and the small size of Lancaster University and Lancaster town there 

was a mix of strangers and acquaintances in these four focus groups. Groups were split by gender due 

to the different functions of humour, funny stories, jokes and teasing in male and female 

conversations and the anticipated sensitive nature of the conversation (Bing, 2007, Gouin, 2004, Hay, 

2000). For both structures of the focus group the recruitment flyer specifically highlighted that the 

sessions were about bodies, clothes and cleanliness (rather than water or energy use), and would be 

fun and interactive.  

 

Location, places and times of day of focus groups matter (Hopkins, 2007) and as conversational 

informality was desired the events were held in rooms at a local community centre and pub, in the 

evening with food and drinks for the participants, and took two hours. Each focus group had only 7-9 

participants (Barbour, 2008), and two facilitators who were the same gender as the participants. 
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Participants were given a £20 supermarket voucher for participating1 (see Grady, 2001, Head, 2009). 

The session was structured to be casual, fun and interactive but without expectation (of ourselves or 

the participants) of how or why they would be funny. The positionality of research/ers was made 

explicit and discussed within preparatory sessions with facilitators (England, 1994, Rose, 1997). This 

flowed into the style of facilitation to ‘be curious with participants’ about the topics under discussion 

and encouraging participants to question and have conversations around each other’s practices and 

habits rather than just rely on facilitators’ questions. Participants were also given the opportunity to 

feedback on their experience in the focus group through an online evaluative survey. 

 

Evaluating focus groups: Sharing stories, humour and incongruity 

 

As the quote below describes, there can be strong sexual humour within all female groups (Bing, 

2007), with sharing funny personal stories a route to female group solidarity (Hay, 2000). 

‘Conversational humour’ is also said to become characterised in group settings by “overlapping 

speech, the co-construction of utterances, repetition, and a heightened use of metaphorical 

language” (Coates, 2007, p. 1). This interview transcript was from the over 24s female focus group 

about bed sheets (italics were added during transcription): 

 
FACILITATOR 1 So how often do people wash sheets and stuff? 
 
They start talking over each other.  
 
MARCIA I think it’s the threshold thing [echoing an earlier discussion of acceptability of dirt] 
again isn’t it! It’s like you look at your sheets and you’re like ‘Oh Ewwwww’! [Eww used as disgust] 

 
JULIA  I wash them a lot because I drool a lot. Big time! 
 
[laughter] 
 
FACILITATOR 1 So you change them what, how often? 
 
JULIA I’d say each other week and at home [South American country] every week just 
because it’s hotter so I wake up in sweat even in the winter. After sex as well. [laughter] 
 
FACILITATOR 1 So do people change them after sex as well?  
 
PENNY Sex yes, the more sex the more you have to change your bedding. 
 

                                                           
1
  Research participants were paid in order to respect the time given to volunteer for the research, in particular 

in consideration of people with limited incomes (students, unemployed, and part time workers), and to 

allow people with family responsibilities to participate (the focus groups took place in the evening and the 

£20 was considered to offset costs of babysitter).  
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MARCIA So, every time you have sex you change your sheets? 
 
PENNY  No. No. 
 
JULIA After the guy leaves? 
 
PENNY If it’s different guys it’s just etiquette!  
 
Cackles of Laughter  
 
[someone interjects: it’s just manners!] 
 
VANESSA We usually change ours weekly but they are white so it’s very quickly obvious if 
they’re grubby or whatever. 

 
FACILITATOR 1 And you do that like every ….? 
 
VANESSA It’s usually a Friday or Saturday so the weekend it’s like nice.  [FACILITATOR 1 
interrupts: ah right clean sheets for the weekend? A few people agree with a few ‘yeah yeahs’].  
 
PENNY Yes clean sheets, it’s nice to get into a bed as well with clean sheets. 
 
MARCIA  Clean sheets and shaved legs! 
 
FACILITATOR 1    So they tend to go together? Do you change pyjamas when you put new sheets 
on? 
 
MARCIA and a few others (indistinguishable who):  Yes yes! 
 
JULIA I don’t, I don’t drool on the pyjamas. [laughter] 

 
SUZI  I’d definitely go three or four weeks before I change my sheets! 

 
CAROLE You know I’ve been sitting here for a long time trying to remember when I changed 
my sheets last and I can’t!! 
 
Laughter 
 
BELLE There was something on the news recently about changing your sheets and then that 
just made me cringe because I was like oh my god I need to change my sheets right now! It was 
talking about how long you leave them on for and what was the norm and then it was....    
 
MARCIA Really and what is the norm? 
 
JO  I think it was supposed to be every two weeks but then most people they asked on the street 
was sort of like “oh yeaaaaah I do it every week” [using a very sarcastic voice indicating they wait 
much longer]. 
 
Cackles of Laughter 

 

The emergence of humour amongst focus group participants, particularly sexual joke making, was 

more pronounced across the female focus groups as has been observed as a dynamic in other 
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literatures (Bing, 2007, Hay, 2000). However, humour also worked as a facilitative tool across all of the 

focus groups regardless of gender. More generally, the focus group was a safe space in which to share 

stories - about themselves, their friends and families - in relation to something intimately familiar but 

rarely verbally shared. As desired, some parts of the focus groups became organic conversations and 

a form of gossip with other participants, rather than conversation just structured by the facilitators. 

Each of the focus groups were different in what - and how the - humorous stories were told, or 

shared. This was influenced by gender, and the structure of the focus group, that is, whether the 

group were mostly all strangers or members of a community of interest (discussed below). The role of 

the facilitator is also significant here, for example, in the male focus groups the facilitators reflected 

they had to work (differently across the groups) to find and then use a mode of humour that 

resonated with and worked for that group.  

 

Through the telling of humorous stories, incongruences between participants about the nature of 

‘normal’ bodies and routines were myth busted. It became obvious through the sharing of stories, 

humour, and the incongruences perceived that there was no ‘normal’. Through humour these 

participants were discovering in real time new dimensions of the incongruity of their perceptions of 

what ought to be done (Roberts, 1988), and a sense of the presumed shared meanings associated 

with societal ideas about cleanliness and freshness, versus the diversity of what people actually do in 

their everyday lives. Intersecting these discussions was an idea of genuine surprise, and humour, at 

what inspired a change of bedding; understandings and thresholds of dirt; commentary on 

sexualities, beauty routines and feelings of freshness; and the societal norms of washing bodies, 

clothes and bedding reflected in the media.  

 

Participant reflections on the focus groups 

 

Participants were given the opportunity to take part in an online evaluative survey in the week 

following the focus group (using Survey Monkey). This survey asked detailed questions about their 

participation in the focus group and their views of the research process. There was a high response 

rate of 71.74% (33 people out of 46 who participated). Half of the participants were surprised at the 

topics of conversation (50% - with 37.5% agreed; 12.5% strongly agreed), but the overwhelming 

majority enjoyed discussing these topics (93.8% - with 65.8% agree; 28% strongly agreed), and found 

the topics discussed interesting (96.9% - with 56.3% agree; 40.6% strongly agree). In terms of the use 

of focus groups as a way to overcome a sense of discomfort in talking about the intimate aspects of 

practice, when asked if the topic of conversation made them feel uncomfortable the overwhelming 

majority disagreed (87.6% - with 56.3% disagree; 31.3% strongly disagree). This supports previous 
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research that has shown that focus groups are a successful way of discussing sensitive topics 

(Robinson, 2009, Wilkinson et al., 2007).  

 

In terms of a sense of embarrassment 84.4% disagreed (50% disagreed and 34.4% strongly disagreed) 

with the statement that they felt embarrassed by some of the topics of conversation. The evaluative 

survey shows the majority of participants did not feel embarrassed or uncomfortable about the topics 

of discussion but rather found it enjoyable and interesting. When probed further in open ended 

questions there were a wide range of answers. For the 32 participants who responded to open code 

questions their responses centred on themes of humour, a sense of sharing, a sense of liberation at 

the discussion, the role of facilitation and the setting, and peripheral anxieties.  

 

For some the sharing of embarrassing or memorable stories across the group (an intentional strategy 

– we got each person to share a memory of being dirty as an icebreaker) was a leveller that made 

people feel comfortable. In the female community group being amongst a group with whom they 

shared common bonds and friendship helped (Kitzinger, 1994). However, for some participants in the 

community-of-interest groups, this sense of friendship and bonds created some level of anxiety about 

the level of sharing. Although participants were sharing stories about common experiences in 

everyday lives (Holbrook and Jackson, 1996), some were concerned about revealing too much about 

oneself, or intimate stories about a partner known to the rest of the group. Across all of the six focus 

groups, however, the sharing of the diversity of others practices, and the extreme ranges of habits 

and routines expressed made people feel more comfortable to share their own stories. Others 

reflected that they found the discussion “liberating”, “frank and open” and that it was “good to talk 

about things that are just necessities of life!”  

 

One of our hypotheses was that an informal focus group which used humour and laughter could be 

used as a way to get people to discuss fairly intimate aspects of everyday practice. A number 

reflected that the focus group was fun, interesting, humorous, amusing, and that there was a sense of 

surprise at the stories that emerged from the discussion. One participant reflected (the question did 

not prompt about the use of humour): “Short answer is humour. It was a comfortable group…I didn’t 

think topics crossed awkward boundaries, for me at least”. When asked if they felt uncomfortable or 

embarrassed by the topics of conversation the overwhelming majority (31 respondents) said ‘no’. 

However for the two participants that did find these topics embarrassing it was about when the 

discussion turned to sex.  
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Facilitation was a significant theme. The participants reflected that this was a safe, relaxed space 

where people were listened to and people could expect and offer honesty. Another reflection on 

facilitation was that it was good to split the focus groups according to gender, and that the 

recruitment strategy set clear expectations about the potential topics of discussion. Framing the 

conversations around bodies, clothes and cleanliness rather than water use was a significant issue – a 

number of people said how they had felt prepared to discuss intimate topics coming into the focus 

group, and there was not a sense of ‘shock’ about the content of the focus groups when sensitive 

topics were raised.  

   

Conclusions 

 

Despite critique, talk based methods remain one of the most widely used empirical tools to gain 

understandings of everyday life, consumption, and more recently sustainability (Barnett et al., 2011, 

Hitchings, 2012). Conversational focus group methods are rarely used within this literature but as this 

paper explores they can facilitate a different type of talk around social practices and everyday life. 

The excerpt about laundering bed sheets shows that in these focus group settings encouraging 

curiosity about others, openness and humour enabled the participants to explore what they found 

interesting or incongruent about each other’s practices, and challenge held social norms and 

meanings. Focus groups or similar informal multi-person conversations in which humour and laughter 

feature enacts a new type of data (Robinson, 2009). The focus group is therefore a currently 

underused but potentially fruitful method to research mundane everyday practices as it allows new 

data to emerge particularly about social meanings and conventions, the social organisation of 

everyday practices, and connections across bundles of practices.   

 

Another purpose of the article was to evaluate the success of focus groups in overcoming the 

awkwardness of individual talk based methods regarding everyday practice, and the range of ethical 

issues regarding methodologies of practice discussed in the introduction. This was evaluated through 

the follow up questionnaire – to judge the ‘ethics’ of focus group methods through the participants’ 

own perspectives. The findings from the evaluative survey – and stated with confidence because of 

the high response rate – reflect that focus groups conversations around intimate dynamics of practice 

do not provoke feelings of awkwardness, embarrassment or discomfort. Conversely, most participants 

found the conversations interesting and enjoyable even when it bumped up against intimate and 

social dynamics in the home. How the focus groups were set up was important: groups were single 

gendered; participants had anticipated the topics of conversation; and a space was held open for 
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lightness, laughter, and humour which were described by participants as important in invigorating 

conversations around awkward topics.  

 

This article asserts that focus groups – particularly when they invoke humour and laughter – are a 

useful research strategy when exploring awkward, and socially taboo, research encounters around 

everyday practice and sustainable consumption. Like all ‘talk based’ research methods focus groups 

clearly have their limitations such as the focus group itself being a type of performance 

(Grandclément and Gaglio, 2011). However, they also have their strengths in that the focus group 

‘performance’ also creates new types of data. For example, conversational incongruence revealed 

different aspects of (shared) social conventions and meaning making about practices, and the diverse 

material and social influences to everyday practice (infrastructures, technologies, dirt, others and 

own bodies).  

 

In summary, by enabling people to talk together about their everyday practices focus groups can: 

enhance understandings of the diversity and dynamics of everyday practices; reveal particular ideas 

of shared routines and cultural conventions; challenge these social norms through the highlighting of 

incongruences between participants; highlight the connections between performativity, materiality 

and cultural conventions; and enable reflections on the negotiation of the dynamics and routines 

related to practices that underpin household water and energy sustainability. Understanding these 

dynamics will become even more significant as practices of cleanliness and other household practices 

evolve to become even more resource intensive (Browne et al., 2015), and increasing interest is given 

in research and policy about how to influence trajectories of sustainable consumption (Davies and 

Doyle, 2015, Evans et al., 2012). Importantly it has been highlighted that research on sustainability 

and everyday life needs to more critically attend to the personal, gendered, embodied, often intimate 

nature of practices under study; and that deeper reflection is needed on the ethics of research 

methods as social practice theories become mainstreamed in everyday life and sustainable 

consumption research.  
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