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Abstract

Whilst discourses of ‘sustainable lifestyles’ and ‘lifestyle change’ are becoming
ubiquitous in media, comment and environmental policy; there is a good deal of
ambiguity as to what this means and entails or how they might operate to ameliorate
present environmental crises. As such, this paper draws on our own qualitative
fieldwork to explore ‘sustainable lifestyles’ from the perspective of persons who
identify themselves explicitly as living, or at least attempting to live, in ways that are
more sustainable and/or environmentally friendly. The analysis provides a
descriptive evocation of the tensions, constraints, rewards and opportunities that
characterise the experiences detailed in the respondents’ narratives before
considering the significance of sustainable lifestyles in relation to processes of social
and environmental change. Crucially, we argue that ‘sustainable lifestyles” are far
more complex than the rhetoric would suggest and that they need to be understood
in relation to wider social and cultural processes. On the one hand, we recognise the
need for ‘structural changes’ to enable ‘lifestyle choices’ that are conducive to
sustainability whilst on the other, we stress the importance of looking beyond
‘sustainability’ (however it may be defined) and appealing to other agendas and
identities in order to motivate pro-environmental behaviour.

Keywords
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Introduction

It is increasingly difficult, in the present political and cultural climate, to avoid the
language of ‘sustainable lifestyles’. Against a backdrop in which there is widespread
recognition that climate change and related environmental crises are among the most
serious problems facing humankind, there is a tendency to conceive of ‘lifestyle
change’ and the transition to ‘sustainable lifestyles’ as the solution. To give an
example from the UK: Tony Blair, when he was Prime Minister, stated that:

‘Making the shift to a more sustainable lifestyle is one of the most important
challenges for the 21st century. The reality of climate change brings home to us the
consequences of not facing up to these challenges’.

This is just one example among many of these discourses becoming part of the
linguistic repertoire that politicians deploy. Nevertheless, it would be somewhat
cynical to write this off as mere rhetoric, especially when there very practical
attempts in the international political arena, such as the United Nations Environment
Program, to understand and enable sustainable lifestyles. Furthermore, the
popularity of these discourses seems to be spilling over from the domain of politics
and into the popular imagination. One can scarcely turn on the radio or television
without hearing something about ‘sustainable lifestyles” just as newspapers,
supplements and magazines — and not just the ones from which one might expect
this - increasingly carry features about lifestyle change and how individuals can
change their lifestyles for the good of the environment.

There is, however, a lack of clarity when it comes to understanding just what
‘sustainable lifestyles” are and how they might operate to foster pro-environmental
behaviour and sustainable patterns of consumption at the individual level or how
they might relate to wider questions of social and environmental change. This is
perhaps not surprising given that ‘sustainable’ and ‘lifestyles’ are inherently
ambiguous and elusive terms. For example, it has been suggested that ‘lifestyles” can
simultaneously refer to everything and mean absolutely nothing (Sobel, 1981).
Similarly, the difficulties involved in attempting to define ‘sustainability’ have been
described as an ‘exploration into a tangled conceptual jungle where watchful eyes
lurk at every bend” (O’'Riorden, 1985). To make matters worse, the terms do not sit
easily together. The term ‘lifestyle’ carries certain unavoidable connotations of
playful consumption, identity and performance which seems rather far removed
from the demands of environmental sustainability. Accordingly, there is a tendency
to view the study of lifestyles as the analysis of tastes rather than values (Campbell,
1995) which creates a particular problem for the analysis of ‘sustainable lifestyles’.
Nevertheless, there have been some serious attempts by social scientists to move past
this and use understandings of lifestyles and/or (sustainable) consumption to
explicate the concept of ‘sustainable lifestyles’ (for example Bedford, 2002; Evans and
Jackson, 2007; Hobson, 2002; Spaargaren, 2003). Our intention is slightly different.
Drawing on our own qualitative study of persons who identify themselves as living a
‘sustainable lifestyle’, we are attempting to move beyond both political rhetoric and
conceptual models in order to explore ‘sustainable lifestyles” from the perspective of



those who identify themselves as attempting to live one. The rationale for doing so
stems from the idea that a focus on those who already embody the concept in which
we are interested will enable us to shed some light on the possibilities of and for
sustainable lifestyles.

Setting

The research was carried out in the South East of England over a period of eight
months between 2007 and 2008. Having decided to recruit those who are
deliberately attempting to live in ways that are sustainable and/or environmentally
friendly; a purposive and theoretical sampling strategy (Glaser and Strauss, 1967) was
deemed appropriate as was a “self-selecting” set of respondents. As such, we created
advertisements giving details of our research and inviting those who identified
themselves as suitable participants to come forward. These advertisements were
placed in a range of geographical locales in order to pick up different socio-
demographic features as well as using a variety of locations — including internet
notice boards, local newspapers, environmental forums, community centres,
supermarkets, charity shops and strategic locations such as ‘alternative’ cafés — to try
and capture a broader cross section of appropriate respondents. In total, there were
25 respondents of whom 16 were male and 9 were, coming from range of socio-
economic backgrounds with a good spread of ages ranging from early 20s to mid 70s
although in terms of ethnicity, respondents were mainly (although not exclusively)
of European and/or Caucasian origin.

In order to develop in-depth understandings of the respondents’ lives and real world
experiences we conducted long qualitative/ethnographic interviews (McCracken,
1988; Spradley, 1979) in which respondents were given the opportunity to tell their
own story in their own terms. As such, the interviews were largely unstructured but
guided by an aide memoir that was constructed in relation to the themes that we
wanted to explore such as: the behaviours and practices that lead respondents to
identify their way of life as ‘sustainable’, the tensions and conflicts experienced in
attempting to live a sustainable lifestyle and the strategies deployed in negotiating
perceived inconsistency. The interviews lasted an average of ninety minutes and
were transcribed verbatim, generating a substantial amount of data to analyse. The
research was not characterised by distinct and discrete periods of data collection and
data analysis but rather an integrated process (Hammersley and Atkinson, 1983) in
which the transcription and preliminary analysis of one interview would generate
new ideas to be explored in the next such that analysis informs data collection as well
as vice versa. Indeed, the interview protocol and the content of the aide memoir
evolved as we learnt more about the lived experience of the respondents to include,
for example, the rewards and sacrifices associated with sustainable living and the
perceived efficacy of individuals in relation to social and environmental change.
Having collected all of the data, we set about conducting analysis proper through
continued immersion in the data, before coding (Coffey and Atkinson, 1996),
categorising and developing hypotheses surrounding the themes that we wanted to
explore and those that became relevant as a result of conducting the research. These
initial categories and hypotheses were contextualised and ‘tested” in relation to data



and the existing theories that transpired as relevant such that our ideas were refined
and rewritten through an iterative process between desk and data. Consequently,
we generated a range of ‘grounded’ (Glaser and Strauss, 1967) insights that seemed
to ‘fit’ the data (i.e. the analytic categories were readily applicable observed
phenomena) and ‘work’ insofar as they have decent explanatory power across a
range of observations. What follows is a discussion around some of these insights.

Social Practices

Lifestyles can be understood, at the most basic level, as the assemblage of social
practices that represent a particular way of life and give substance to an individual’s
ongoing narrative self identity and self-actualisation (Giddens, 1991). As such, the
most obvious place to start is with a discussion of the social practices that feature in
the respondents’ narratives of living a sustainable lifestyle. Perhaps unsurprisingly,
the range of social practices reported tended to revolve around food, transportation,
energy consumption in the home, waste/recycling and recreational activities.
Furthermore, these bundles of social practices were not common across respondents
neither was the importance placed on different domains of activity. In terms of
narrative structure, interviewees tended to begin with a lengthy discussion of the
areas that they conceive of as the most important and those in which they are making
the most significant effort. For example:

I suppose that my main effort, really in living sustainably is really about looking at
and getting my energy consumption down and my emissions down, my CO2
emissions down (Male, 74)

The main practical things that I do would involve choosing, um, choosing efficient or
uh or low emission methods of transport, for example, not flying um which is quite a
difficult one because of my job unfortunately but I try to avoid it for other reasons.
For other travel. My uh, well I run my car on vegetable oil, I have done for quite a
while, both my current car and the one before so that is about five years or
something. And that is probably the most major thing I do, if you like. (Male, 32)

The main thing that I do is avoid waste. Me and my boyfriend recycle pretty much all
that we can — the facilities are quite good in our area -and plan what we buy so that
we don’t have to waste anything, especially food. We generate one small bag of
landfill every two weeks and since living together we have only thrown out half a
bag of spinach and a handful of strawberries (Female, 27)

Similarly, respondents engaged with each particular domain in many different ways.
For example when it came to food, there were those who had adopted relatively
‘extreme’ measures such as following a raw food vegan diet, those who tried to buy
food that is more ‘sustainable’ — and this was generally understood in terms of
organic food or products with low food miles- and those who highlighted the
importance of how the food is cooked:

Cooking is another area where I think that I am reasonable sustainable. When we
cook, we try to cook efficiently. If we boil something on the hob we will use that



water until there is no water left so we don’t lose that heat [...] Um, the oven doesn’t
go on unless we’ve got more than one thing to cook in the oven...Yeah, I microwave
things when -1 mean microwaving is pretty efficient so we do that when we can but I
don’t tend to use it often. In terms of food generally, I really do think about food.
(Female, 36)

Virtually all respondents positioned their more sustainable social practices in terms
of changes that they had made such as giving up flying where they used to fly a lot,
being mindful of household energy consumption where they used not to be or
switching to an energy efficient vehicle where they used to drive - as one respondent
put it - “a big fuck-off company car’. From here, respondents’ intimated that making
a one-off change was not, in isolation, sufficient:

So we bought the Toyota Prius and got rid of our second car. That was great but the
important thing became how we use it, otherwise it is a total cop-out. We have the car
for when we HAVE to use it but we don’t use it as a matter of course. If we can plan
properly and find a way around it then we do and do you know what? Between us
we have only done 5000 miles in one year which ain’t bad (Male, 52)

This connects well to the idea that the challenge of sustainable lifestyles is not a
technical problem in which people can carry on doing what they are doing whilst
efficiency gains in resource productivity provide the solution and eliminate the need
for individuals to make changes to their lifestyle (Hobson, 2002). Similarly, this
respondent goes on to note that

You see, the good stuff we do with the car does not give us a get out of jail free card
and excuse the things we do elsewhere in our lives. In fact it forces us to do similar
things, like, with our home and not flying...

The implication here is that these ‘sustainable lifestyles’ are characterised by changes
across multiple domains such that changes in one social practice do not, in isolation,
constitute a sustainable lifestyle. This sits well with the idea that lifestyles are made
up of relatively consistent and coherent bundles of social practices (Giddens, 1991).
This feeds into the idea that changes in one social practice lead to further changes in
other domains. This idea was common to virtually all respondents and exemplified
best by the following:

It isn’t just a matter of changing light bulbs and “that’s it". It is a progressive thing you
see and you have got to do more and more each year. It's no exaggeration to say that
this whole green thing, if you like, changed my life. It's addictive really — I started off
by getting my flying and car use right and then it seemed stupid to not get other
things sorted especially when you learn more. So from there, I decided to get energy
at home sorted and from there we started thinking about where our food comes
from.... One thing leads to another (Male, 59)

Many respondents suggested that, no matter how many changes they had made,
they could or should be doing more. As such, it makes sense to think of sustainable
lifestyles as an ongoing process, requiring constant negotiation and maintenance



across a range of social practices meaning that individuals never reach a point where
they can state ‘I am living sustainably” and stop. Taking it up another level, thinking
in terms of change and process suggests that individuals deliberately and reflexively
choose their bundles of social practices as part of an ongoing narrative of self
actualisation. In turn, this suggests a particular framing of ‘lifestyle” as life project
which, as will be seen, is useful up to a point but deeply problematic in relation to
the analysis of sustainable lifestyles.

On Becoming

Respondents’ narratives suggest that the (ongoing) process of living sustainably
begins with one key change from which others tend to follow. This raises questions
of where these initial changes come from and in some cases; the answers are not that
surprising. For example, there are those who have had a long standing concern for
environmental issues and now feel that they should assume personal responsibility
for ‘making a difference” and those who — as a result of increased media attention —
have become more aware of the issues and intimate that they have felt an imperative
to act. There are even those who suggest that they should ‘practice what they
preach’, such as one respondent who started running a Carbon Rationing Action
Group in his local community:

I realised when I decided to do these talks, that apart from getting more informed —
obviously — to do the talks...which makes you more alarmed and more motivated to
do something...there is also the very practical thing that sooner or later, some bright
spark in the audience would say ‘well what are you doing then’... I thought that I
cannot really go along and talk to people without being a reasonably good example
of what you can do. (Male, 74)

Very few respondents, however, arrived at the process of attempting to live
sustainably or those initial changes via an explicit or isolated concern with the
agendas of environmental sustainably. To the contrary, their narratives of becoming
suggest a more complex history in which ‘sustainability” is caught up with other
concerns and agendas.

One of the most common routes to sustainability is frugality, especially in the case of
older respondents. To give an extreme example:

I actually don’t have much cop with this whole climate change business. I am not
convinced by it, I reckon it is overhyped by the media. Mind you, I cannot abide
waste...I mean, I resent spending money for no reason and I think it is just wrong to
waste water and electricity and all that. I think people should be able to use as much
as they want but only use what they need and I don’t need much you see so I don’t
use much. (Male, 61)

Far more common were respondents who had always been frugal — whether through
choice or necessity — tended not to be for ‘environmental’ reasons but found that the
social practices that their frugality entails, such as not wasting things and being



careful with money, sit comfortably with their emerging concern with environmental
sustainability:

We have never lived beyond our means and I suppose, as time goes on our means
have become more and more comfortable and money isn’t really an issue but still, we
do live very simply. For example, we don’t impulse buy. If we see something that we
want to buy we don’t and then say to ourselves ‘well if we still want it in a week we
can come back and get it" and 9 times out of 10 we don’t. Same goes for car journeys
and putting the heating on...we don’t do it until we know for sure that we need to. It
is very sensible and of course, it is much better for the environment (Male, 56)

Another interesting route to sustainability was found in vegetarianism and more
broadly, animal rights. In the extreme, one respondent explained how she used to be
an animal rights campaigner and now she has ‘rebranded’ herself as an
environmental activist as it is less threatening to other people. The more common
narrative was one of becoming a vegetarian out of concern for animals and then
finding meaningful connections to environmental sustainability:

Well I became a vegetarian when I was 12 and I knew nothing really about the
environment but having learnt that not eating meat is a really sustainable thing to do
it all kind of made sense to me (female, 27)

In a similar way, many respondents had changed their diets for health reasons and
through doing so, learnt more about food and found a route into sustainability. More
broadly, many respondents detailed long standing concerns with ‘ethical’ and
‘alternative’ living grounded in human/animal rights and worries about global
consumerism that found a comfortable bedfellow in environmental concerns. Some
even went as far as putting the environment at the heart of their ethical living:

Since my late teens I have tried to live and consume as ethically as I can and I always
found it hard but since I have learnt more about the environment it is become clear to
me that this is what it is all about. I mean, I care about animals and I care about
people but none of this is any good if there isn’t a good environment to live in and
then if you look...global business and consumerism is damaging the environment
just as they exploit people and animals. Way I see it, it is all related and if we sort out
the environment, everything else will follow (Male, 33)

Taking all of this together, ‘sustainable lifestyles’” seem to emerge from and sit well
with a range of other social practices relating to health, frugality, animal rights,
human rights and social justice. Indeed, there is good reason to theorise this
collecting of discourses in terms of a broader milieu around which respondents are
organising their life projects with sustainability playing an important and
complementary part. Again, this is true to an extent but such an understanding
would underestimate the tensions and inconsistencies that characterise the
experience of attempting to undertake one such life project.
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Tensions and Inconsistencies

The data reveals a range of perceived inconsistencies amongst and across the social
practices that constitute respondents’ lifestyles such that their narratives intimate a
sense of ‘falling short’, in some way or another, of their objective to live more
sustainably (see Evans, 2008):

And you see, I don’t know if what I am doing is enough or even that
sustainable and I know there are people doing a lot more that me...I see it as
a spectrum from doing bugger all to doing all that you possibly can and I
guess that I am somewhere between the middle and that ‘doing all you
can’.... (Male, 33)

I do alot, I suppose, a lot to be more sustainable but I could do more. I do more than
most...but I know full well there are those that do much much more than me and
then there are those that do much more than them. Apart from a few nutters living
alone up a tree, we are all in a situation where no matter what we have done, we
could and probably should be taking further action but sometimes it is hard and
sometimes you have to have a life, you have to be a bit selfish (Female, 27)

These inconsistencies, in part, seem to stem from the tensions that characterise the
experience of attempting to live more sustainably. Crucially, two types of tension
were identified; those that arise between sustainability and the demands of living a
‘mainstream’ consumer lifestyle and those that arise between sustainability and
‘complementary’ agendas detailed in the previous section.

As noted, the term ‘lifestyles’ is loaded with certain unavoidable connotations that
do not sit easily with the objectives of environmental sustainability and the
respondents detailed tensions between efforts to reduce their environmental impact
and their desire to engage in more familiar ‘lifestyle’ pursuits. For example, the
respondent above described the need to ‘have a life” and be a ‘bit selfish” and this is
echoed across respondents in accounts of allowing themselves ‘little treats’ to
compensate themselves and make up for the other things that they have chosen to go
without:

I know it is bad but I love clothes. I am a fashion victim and here I just let myself go.
A bit lame really but I do so much...I mean I try so hard so I figure that I deserve one
guilty pleasure and treat myself. Haha, I try and do it ethically but sometimes the
clothes have to win (Female, 27)

I suppose my main, my only significant vice is my gadgets. Typical boy with his toys
you know. My laptop is always on, downloading usually and I use my ipod a lot and
have a really cool phone [laughs] and all that and, but, I do find myself feeling bad
but then I just think, I'm like ‘ah — what the hell I don’t have a car, I don’t fly...”
(Male, 24)
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Similarly, many respondents made explicit their longing to live a more hedonistic
consumer lifestyle alongside a sense of having to give this up for the sake of the
environment:

It is hard. Well for some people it might not be but for me it is. I look around at
people having and doing all these lovely things and I want it, I catch myself thinking
‘why can’t I have that’ you know, if they can and then it gets to the point that I have a
‘fuck the environment’ mindset...but I know that I can’t be that way and it isn’t right.
So I carry on, through gritted teeth [Laughs] (Female, 38)

Against this tension, Kate Soper’s alternative hedonism thesis (2006, 2007) is
particularly useful. Here, she argues that a successful antidote to the environmental
impacts of consumerism relies less on stressing the ecological necessity of consuming
less or denying the pleasures that consumerism affords and more on stressing the
ways in which it obscures the ‘other pleasures’ of alternative, less environmentally
damaging, sources of consumption and non- consumption. Looking back at the data,
there is empirical support for the alternative hedonism thesis. By contrast to the
narrative lines that juxtapose ‘sustainable lifestyles” with the pursuit of hedonistic
desires; there were those that emphasised the ‘other pleasures” of living sustainably.
Here, discussions ranged from the ‘simple pleasures’ associated with energy saving
rituals in the home to the creative indulgence involved in creating a ‘whole new
garment’ by repairing old or broken clothing. Most commonly, respondents
discussed the pleasures associated with wholesale shifts in eating practices (such as
the pleasures of ‘slow food”) or mobility practices (such as giving up the car and
walking) alongside engaging in activities that seem to involve less engagement with
consumerist consumption such as spending time with friends and family, gardening
and writing (see Evans 2008 for a fuller discussion)

Interestingly enough, the pleasures of living a sustainable lifestyle were seen to be
connected to the pleasures of living a frugal, healthy or ‘ethical’ lifestyle:

It’s brilliant. Cycling, weather permitting, is so good for me...and I only started doing
it really to get my carbon down. I am so much fitter which is important at my age, I
save a fortune and I just enjoy getting around more. Rather than thinking ‘here we go
again’ I look forward to my cycling trips and don’t want them to end (Male, 56)

This of course lends support to the analysis in the previous section and the idea that
‘sustainability” is intimately tied to other agendas to form a milieu that resembles an
alternative vision of the ‘good life’. Nevertheless, respondents detailed instances
where this harmonious relationship did not hold and demonstrated that choices had
to be made between living sustainably and living ‘ethically’, frugally or healthily:

My husband is a fussy eater and when it comes to fruit, he really wants to have
apples. Apples...every time that we go shopping. Now obviously I want only to buy
them when they are in season and local but I am not going to deter him from having
one of the things that he eats that are good for him (Female, 36)
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Goodness, I find myself with all sorts of dilemmas. I mean, I am vegetarian obviously
but one of the only places to buy meat substitutes — tofu and all that which I need, I
am not a good enough cook to not have them - the only place I can go is the
supermarket and that isn’t really good. I don’t like supermarkets. So being veggie is
good for the environment but supermarkets are wrong for the environment and a
load of other reasons (Female, 27)

This objection, in theory at least, to supermarkets is common across respondents as
part of wider ‘anti- big business’ and ‘anti- globalisation” ethos that connects to
tensions around the local and the global in relation to the demands of living a
sustainable lifestyle. These tensions are most eloquently captured in the following
quote:

It becomes a real pain actually. Do I buy organic food from the supermarket or non-
organic food from the local grocer? And then again, it may be local business but it
isn’t necessarily local produce but I get to thinking. Is local necessarily best? On the
one hand yes, it has be better for the environment, right? But trade is also good right?
I mean fair trade obviously but trading with the third world helps them develop and
that is worth doing. Going local is like protectionism again. And I think it is good to
have choice — I remember how boring Britain was in the 70s and now we can have all
sorts of lovely things from all over the world and this is actually very very good for
our cultural tolerance (Female, 58)

Again, this sense of connection to a global world in terms of cultural exchange (as
well as or in addition to economic exchange) was constructed, by many respondents,
as synonymous with the process of living sustainably. Consequently, foreign travel
became a real source of tension for many respondents and several described an
unwillingness to give up air travel, most notably:

I know that taking a flight to Australia is bad for the environment and I wouldn’t
mind betting that the damage it does outweighs the good things I do elsewhere with
my car and my food and whatnot. But still, that is not what it’s all about, is it? I mean,
it is a state of mind isn’t it? As long as you think about what you do then you are
doing the right thing. That's my view anyway (Male, 30)

Interestingly enough, the respondents who did not face these tensions were those
who described themselves as ‘socially conservative’ and unsympathetic to the
‘wackiness associated with the green movement’ (Evans, 2008). However, the crux of
all these tensions is captured by a seemingly mundane example:

Honestly, I find this with the most banal things. I mean, coffee — do I go for organic or
fair trade coffee? Stupid isn’t it but it is an issue. One is good for the environment;
one does right with human rights and that so I have to make a choice between people
and the environment. And I shouldn’t have to as these things are or should be
related. You know, the only coffee available should be fair trade and organic. Ok, this
isn’t just about coffee, it is a dumb example but you see what I mean... (Male, 33)

All of these tensions demonstrate that whilst in one framing sustainability is a
consistent feature of living frugally, healthily and ethically; there is a slight problem
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for those wishing to promote sustainable lifestyles by exploiting these multiple entry
points insofar as sustainability, in another framing, is a potential antagonist of these
agendas. Indeed, the interviewees seemed to join these agendas in some instances
and detach them in others depending on which of their social practices they were
talking about. Whilst our analysis cannot find any discernable patterns across
respondents in terms of where sustainability sits easily with ‘related” agendas and
those in which it does not; there are some interesting points of commonality. Firstly,
virtually all respondents found the term ‘sustainability” to be problematic and
difficult to define by comparison to the relative ease with which they could impute
meaning to other agendas. Indeed, taking food as an example (as most respondents
did): it is far easier to establish the requirements of a vegetarian diet than it is a
‘sustainable’ one. As a consequence, both the concept of sustainability and the
practicalities of living a sustainable lifestyle were constructed by respondents as an
emergent property of bringing together these other discourses or agendas. In turn,
this rendered ‘sustainability’ something of a fragile and ephemeral concept that
tended to ‘lose out’ to more concrete concerns when it came down to it. Secondly,
and more positively, respondents tended to acknowledge that in essence,
sustainability — or at least minimising environmental impact — is not an antagonist of
these other agendas but, in the current social, economic and political order, it ends
up this way. Consequently, respondents gave a strong sense of the need for
structural and social change in order to preserve the ‘natural’ joining of minimal
environmental impact and their chosen way of living.

Systems of Provision and Social Change

As noted, the tension between sustainability and complementary agendas were
understood by respondents to be the source of their perceived inconsistencies such
that they often accounted for ‘falling short” of living sustainably on the grounds that
they were doing something else that was also ‘ethical’. More importantly, in the
strategies deployed to account for these inconsistencies, they were quite explicit that
these tensions arose as a result of social institutions and arrangements that are
beyond their immediate remit and control. This hints at the important relationship
between individual lifestyle change and changes in existing systems of provision and
Again it is the work of Spaargaren (2003) that has pioneered the case for bringing
social structure into the analysis of sustainable consumption/lifestyles instead of
leaving it out as an ‘external variable’. He argues that a sociological approach to
sustainable consumption can and should conceive of ‘lifestyles’ as the
accomplishments of individual human agents but also recognise that these rest on
the possibilities afforded by different systems of provision. The data gathered here
certainly supports this idea insofar as respondents identified, quite clearly, that their
ability to engage in sustainable social practices was constrained by existing
infrastructures and systems of provision. For example, one respondent who
identified being ‘green” as a central objective:

And then I certainly always used to always shop in the organic shop, going back a
few years um but then with work commitments and so on you find that you just can’t
and it doesn’t help that there is no, as far as I know, organic shop in Guildford or
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Godalming...ok, there is one in Cranleigh but then it is quite a significant drive to get
to that organic shop and it is only open normal hours plus the weekends and so I
have to make the effort to go at the weekend because I am at work during the week
so um, I don’t feel particularly satisfied. And I think it is little by little, if you like,
that you don’t meet the expectations that you have of yourself or what you can
achieve from a, from a Green point of view. (Male, 33)

It is interesting to note that he is unable to follow certain courses of action as a result
of being locked into a particular working pattern, offering a nod to ecological
critiques of work (Gorz, 1994; Hayden, 1999). Incidentally, this respondent also
detailed legal problems resulting from attempts to run his car on vegetable oil and he
is by no means alone in finding ‘structural” limitations to his attempts to live more
sustainably:

There is so much more I would do and I would do it more often but sometimes you
just cannot, through no fault of your own. I remember wanting to recycle but having
no facilities so I couldn’t recycle. I would like to by only local and in season food but
that isn’t really an option. I would love to be able to cycle everywhere but in this
country work is so far from home and our cycle network is...well our cycle network
is [laughs] appalling. So you fall short and there is only so much guilt you can
assume as one woman (Female, 38)

Having detailed these difficulties, respondents tended to suggest that changes to
systems of provision would make their existing efforts easier as well as encouraging
them to make further changes and in turn, more progress towards living a
sustainable lifestyle. Similarly, virtually all respondents suggested that changes to
the country’s existing infrastructure would be necessary if other — less ‘well
intentioned” — persons were to be persuaded to adopt a more sustainable lifestyle.
Nevertheless, when asked what changes they felt should be made; very few
respondents were forthcoming with any practical solutions beyond the idea of
monetary incentives:

I mean society has to — one way or another — either by pricing or by regulation or by
rationing or by something, has to enable or force people to get their energy
consumption down (Male, 74)

Indeed, the idea that something needs to be done alongside a general sense that
nobody knows quite what came out in the majority of interviews.

This ambiguity is reflected in the lack of consensus among respondents as to whether
or not it is appropriate to encourage lifestyle change in other people. At one end of
the scale, there were those who felt that, by whatever means possible, others should
be persuaded to make the changes and efforts that they have made. For example, one
woman had been arrested several times for trying to get her message into schools
through somewhat unconventional channels and yet described the importance of
what she was doing ‘at any cost’ to herself. By contrast, there were those who felt
that it what a matter of personal choice and that they had no right to place ‘moral
demands’ on other people. Most people however were somewhere in the middle,
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stressing the importance of leading by example and/or giving information and
educating people without ‘moralising”:

I don’t think in general it is right to pick individuals up as it is a little po faced and
holier than thou so I say with individuals, I only start talking with them or
challenging them if the subject comes up. Because it does quite often come up. So if
someone does express concern about the environment or ways that people can raise
or say something like ‘I have changed to energy lightbulbs but I really don’t know if
that is enough or not’ and, you know, people do quite often give you a lead in. But
unless there is a lead in, I don’t. Because it probably won’t do any use and it will...it
could well turn them off and what is the point? (Male, 74)

Similarly, it was fairly common for respondents to deploy an allegorical scale of
‘green-ness’ and suggest that their role is to encourage others to be at the best point
that they can be such that individuals are encouraged to do something, no matter how
small, without facing judgment for not doing more.

This ambivalence towards lifestyle change in others can perhaps be partially
explained by the idea - common to all respondents - that lifestyle change is a
necessary but not sufficient condition for the social changes required to avert present
environmental crises. For a start, many respondents suggested that changes to their
way of life would not be as effective as taking action through other channels. For
example, several respondents belonged to the local Green Party and suggested that
this is a more appropriate conduit for change — a view echoed by those who
identified the relative efficacy of their involvement in campaigning activities and
activist networks. There were also those who felt that their activities at work would
be more fruitful than changes in their private lives and leisure time. For example,
efforts to “green’ the workplace through official (such as being employed to minimise
the environmental impact of the company’s activities) and unofficial (getting the
canteen to recycle or colleagues to switch off their computers) channels were
identified as far more substantial than anything that could be done in or around the
home. Many suggested that the nature of their employment was important:

I work in telecoms selling new phone systems to companies, it is not particularly
useful...so another path, whether it be renewable energy or whatever would be much
more, would be much more impact, haha, and I think it is probably more important
than um living life sustainably, I think um that just keeping your head down and
living life sustainably doesn’t have a massive impact. Not like, not like, I mean you
can have a much bigger impact by choice of career and what you do for work. (Male,
32)

Taking this and thinking back to lifestyle change, many respondents felt that their
voluntary efforts and those taken by people like them was simply not a large enough
solution to cope with the scale of the problem:

The answer isn’t actually voluntary action at all... the sort of “do your bit approach’
which inevitably is only key people doing their bit. You are not going to get most
people responding to propaganda and do your bit stuff, it is only a proportion of
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people. So it is only going to be a proportion of people which is not enough, I'm
afraid (Male, 56)

Similarly, the majority of respondents thought that widespread and large scale
lifestyle change would still not be enough:

You could even get everyone doing things but that isn’t enough. There are only little
bits that people can do within the current infrastructure and resources that we have
got and isn’t enough because p- people, I mean people might perfectly and genuinely
want to use their car less for instance — to use an obvious one — but if in fact they are
living in a place where the public transport is useless or unsafe or dirty or...you
know...which is probably quite likely then they can’t. Or they can’t in the short term
can they? Now, if, in the brave new world the country did have adequate public
transport and planning was more sensible such that people could live closer to things
then people could and should be able to give up their cars but without changes to
bigger changes, people can’t do it (Male, 74)

Even though respondents attached a certain sense of futility to the whole domain of
lifestyle change; nobody suggested that this was grounds for them or anybody else to
give up on personal efforts to combat environmental problems. To the contrary,
respondents felt that they had to “do their bit’ no matter how small the impact might
be:

It is hugely important to do what you do and you can. Just because you cannot see
the results immediately, or other people aren’t doing their bit, or business needs to
change before things get better or whatever...or China and India are growing. None
of these are good reasons to throw in the towel. I get annoyed by that attitude
(Female, 27)

Nevertheless, respondents suggested that their individual changes needed to be
complemented by ‘top down’ initiatives on the part of government and industry:

Well, I actually think it should be coming from the top down, through legislation...
so a big example would much greater tax on energy in general [...] but rather than
just trying to make green things cheaper, other things have to reflect the real cost ...to
society I suppose and I really think that that is the way, the way to do it. (Male, 32)

I would feel a lot less, how do I put it? Aggrieved about what I am having, well
choosing, to do if I saw that businesses — who are the real bad guys here — were doing
their bit as well. So it would be like we are all playing for the same team. We also
need proper role models as well, I mean instead of aspiring to be like celebs in the
magazines it would be wonderful if people aspired to be like responsible, I don’t
know, citizens (Female, 38)

Viewed as such, it would certainly seem that respondents felt their efforts were
valuable but, recognising the limits of individual action, would like to see their
changes complemented by the action of other individuals, institutions and
organisations. Crucially, whilst respondents seemed unwilling to give up on the
grounds that their efforts might make little difference; there was a sense that their
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efforts would be more meaningful if situated in a coherent framework of social
change geared towards environmental sustainability. Indeed, there was a very strong
sense that change needs to come from above and that ‘bottom-up’ contributions, such
as theirs, form a small but important part of the process. Taking all of this together,
the implication — from the respondents’ points of view - is that systems of provision
need to change in order to enable sustainable lifestyles but, more importantly, that
structural and social change is required in its own right.

Conclusion and Discussion

The overarching idea here is that sustainable lifestyles are far more complex than the
rhetoric would have it and that any attempt to motivate their uptake on a wider scale
needs to understand the many facets, tensions and difficulties associated with ‘real
world” attempts to live one. Our analysis has intended to convey a sense of these
complexities but, there are some conceptual moves to be made here. For a start, the
analysis has demonstrated that those who are attempting to live a ‘sustainable
lifestyle” construct and pursue this process through a number of different channels.
Rather than having a single model of what a ‘sustainable lifestyle” might entail; there
are multiple assemblages of social practices that are, hopefully (for an assessment of
what and what isn’t ‘sustainable’ is beyond the remit of our analysis) less
unsustainable. As such, it makes sense to think in the plural - sustainable lifestyles
rather than sustainable lifestyle. In addition to this heterogeneity across respondents,
it makes little sense to conceive of any individual’s lifestyle as an internally coherent
‘life project’ concerned only with the reduction of environmental impact. The
analysis here detailed inconsistencies across social practices and tensions between
sustainability and other agendas such that any given ‘lifestyle’ — sustainable or
otherwise - does not represent a fixed bundle of social practices or even the totality of
any given individual’s experience (Chaney, 1996). In addition to viewing sustainable
lifestyles, as Spaargaren (2003) points out, in terms of individuals negotiating the
demands of environmental sustainability across a range of social practices; the
analysis here argues that individuals continually negotiate and renegotiate a range of
conflicting agendas against each other. Consequently, instead of conceiving of
(sustainable) lifestyles as fixed; we suggest that they need to be understood as a
process which in turn implies that individuals have — and move between — multiple
bundles of social practices such that they have more than one lifestyle and these are
not necessarily all conducive to a reduction in environmental impact.

Breaking the term ‘sustainable lifestyles” down into its constituent parts, it can be
seen to be an even more problematic concept. The underlying message here is that,
from a respondents’ point of view, ‘sustainable lifestyles’ are not divorced from
wider social and cultural processes. For a start, ‘sustainable lifestyles” are about more
than just sustainability. Aside from the obvious difficulties in defining what
‘sustainability’ is, the respondents’ narratives suggested that sustainability is caught
up with any number of other (perhaps more concrete) agendas such as health,
frugality, human rights and alternative hedonistic pursuits. Indeed, we would go as
far as saying that the inherent difficulty in defining sustainability and the
concomitant heterogeneity of respondents is a reflection of the ways in which
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‘sustainable lifestyles” materialise through the connections between other discourses
and practices. This is good news for those seeking to motivate pro-environmental
behaviour on a wider scale as it suggests that, rather than relying on appeals to the
agendas of sustainability or notions of a green identity, there are multiple entry
points through which to mobilise the uptake of sustainable lifestyles. Nevertheless, a
note of caution is required because these multiple entry points can become, in
practice, a source of conflict with the specific agendas of environmental sustainability
such that it is not always the guiding principle across all social practices.
Furthermore, this problem is exacerbated by the conflicts between ‘sustainability’
and the more familiar ‘lifestyle’” agendas, creating the need for sustainable lifestyles
to make available a replacement for the cultural meanings that might be taken away
by their uptake if they are to be politically feasible and culturally viable. By the same
token, Kate Soper’s analysis of alternative hedonism shows how this creates another
entry point through which to motivate sustainable lifestyles. Of course, there is a
sense in which these tensions and choices are understood to be ‘false” and the result
of existing systems of provision when, ideally, there would be no choice because all
these things are — or should be - related.

Secondly, the term ‘lifestyle’ carries connotations of individual responses
to/responsibility for social and environmental change and yet the respondents — who
are willing to assume these responsibilities — suggested that changes in systems and
infrastructures of provisions would facilitate further choices and changes on their
part as well as making easier the ongoing process of living sustainability.
Furthermore, there was broad consensus among these respondents that individual
lifestyle change is not enough to bring about the changes that they suggest are
required to ameliorate present environmental crises. As such, they suggested that
vast ‘structural’ changes are needed such as economic, educational and social reform
to engage more people in attempts to live more sustainably alongside the
aforementioned changes in systems of provision to make these attempts accessible to
and feasible for a broader range of people. Common to all respondents, however,
was the idea that individual change alone is not enough. Whilst they acknowledged
the importance of lifestyle change and view a situation in which everybody makes the
effort to live more sustainably as one that would go a long towards solving the
problem; they all stressed the need for government and industry to assume
responsibilities and make changes. Indeed, the efficacy of individual lifestyle change
and in fact the whole domain of “sustainable lifestyles” seems to rest on government
and industry change in a manner that is not exhausted by enabling individual
change and ensuring that it makes a difference. The data suggests that individual
responses need to connect to wider, ‘structural” initiatives such that individual action
is situated in a meaningful framework of social and environmental change.
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