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1 INTRODUCTION

Silld jos ensimmdinen kaiken ottaa
viimeiselle selkdd kddntdd

kaikki omaisuutesi on jonkun toisen
omaisuudesta pois

(Ensimmaéinen kaiken ottaa,
Valvomo)

1.1 Theoretical and motivational grounds of the study

The most appropriate way to begin this dissertation is to think over
sociology’s fundamental task. Rob White’s understanding of what sociology,
at its best, could be, has been one of the main guidelines for this work.

Sociology is about people, institutions and behaviours. It is
about the social interactions and social structures. Ideally,
sociology consists in thinking about the nature of society, and
comparing any particular society with what went before and
what it is likely to become. The concern is with both ‘what is’
and ‘what ought to be’. The task of the sociologist, in this
perspective, is to stand back from commonsense views of the
world to investigate where we are and where are going. It is
about gaining a sense of historical and global perspective. It
is about understanding the structure and processes of a
society as a whole, including global societies. (White 2004, 2)

The present study is a journey into some of the dimensions of the
environment-consumption nexus. It is an attempt to understand the complex
phenomena related to environmental issues. However, one should keep in
mind that the scope of the study is naturally restricted, as within the limits of
one dissertation only some of its elements can be focused on. By combining
two research branches, this work aims to follow the general task of sociology
as defined above, to investigate where we are now and where we are heading.
For the most part, this study employs an individual, micro-level perspective,
except for when gaining a historical and global or macro-perspective is
required. Combining these different views i.e. the historical phases of
environmental thought and the macro and micro-levels requires the use of
more than one discipline. The foundations of this dissertation rest on two sub-
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disciplines of sociology, environmental sociology and the sociology of
consumption as “Real problems do not respect academic boundaries.” (Daly &
Farley 2003, xvii).

Environmental questions demand sociological analysis because concerns
about environmental hazards are no longer the preserve of individuals, but
problems that have entered the collective consciousness of humankind; the
environment is collective property (Spangenberg & Lorek 2002). Despite the
growth of environmental studies within both environmental sociology (ES)
and the sociology of consumption, research that combines these two
disciplines is still in its early stages. Moreover, the vast majority of the
research has been conducted in the US (see Dunlap, Gallup & Gallup 1993,
466 for an extensive literature review). In the Finnish context, studies that
combine environmental issues and the sociology of consumption are scarce
and mostly limited to young consumers’ environmental awareness and actions
(see Autio 2006). Comparative international research on individuals’
perception of environmental issues and how those differ between countries is
also currently lacking in depth.

Several scholars have acknowledged the shortcomings that environment-
consumption research has confronted (e.g. Spaargaren 1997; Dunlap & Mertig
1997; Brechin 1999; Sanne 2002). One of the main problems relates to the fact
that the Western lifestyle is spreading around the world. Western
consumption-intensive lifestyles directly and indirectly pose a severe threat to
the environment and this has led to the growth of research interest within this
field. Nevertheless, conceptualising and measuring the interaction between
people and the environment remains problematic. Therefore, it is important to
find theoretical perspectives on how to perceive and discuss this interaction,
and, in particular, study consumption, which is regarded as being of strategic
importance within the subject of green consumption research (Spaargaren &
Van Vliet 2000, 50).

The role of ES, has been crucial in providing especially theoretical and
conceptual tools that researchers have used to get to grips with environmental
questions. With the help of ES attempts have been made to translate the
sociological understanding of the linkages between consumption and the
environment into a theoretical analysis. Thus, despite the short history of ES
as an independent research branch within sociology, a wide range of
theoretical tools is available for exploring this linkage. The main notions
adapted for this dissertation relate to the concept of environmental
consciousness, which is a product of 1960’s thought (Jamison 1999, 16).

From the multitude of different topics that are studied within environmental
sociology, this research addresses the problematic field of the environment
and consumption. According to Princen (1999, 347), “Consumption must be
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distinguished conceptually from other approaches to environmental
problems.” Traditionally, environmental problems have been approached from
the perspective of production or by scrutinising the dichotomy between
production and consumption (ibid. 348). Aggregate consumption continues to
increase globally, but a significant change in this respect has occurred. Earlier
(over-)consumption was connected to the Western world and the lifestyles of
Western consumers; in the contemporary world, consumption is also rapidly
increasing in the developing world. This entails that studying consumption is
even more critical and it has become necessary to enlarge the research scope
from the production sphere and extend it out in a consumption-oriented
direction.

Given that there is no such sub-discipline which would solely address the
environment-consumption relationship, this study also uses the sociology of
consumption as stated above. As Spaargaren and Van Vliet (2000, 51) argue,
for the further development of consumer studies within ES there is a need to
find ways to approach this issue, and the sociology of consumption constitutes
one promising way in this respect.

The ideas developed in sociological consumption studies that were adapted
to the objectives of this research deal with the various meanings of
consumption and the concepts related thereto. The critical consumption
research that re-emerged during the 1970’s enthroned such relevant problems
as ethical questions about consumption and the growth in consumption’s
impact on the environment. Since that time, the Western model of mass
consumption is acknowledged to have contributed significantly to global
environmental problems. (Uusitalo 2004, 10; Repke 1999.) “Current
“canonical assumptions” of insatiable wants and infinite resources, leading to
growth forever, are simply not founded in reality.” (quotes in the original,
Daly & Farley 2003, xxi). The criticism of the above quotation is directed
against the idea of a constant and unlimited growth of consumption, which is
based on the belief that consuming more brings more pleasure to people.
However, according to the statistics more than a billion people consume too
much in respect to their basic needs. (Princen 1999, 348.) Hence, consumption
and consumer goods play an important role in people’s lives.

As Southerton and Chappels (2004, 3) have pointed out, contemporary
understandings of consumption have seen a remarkable evolution from the
early economic definitions. Consumption is, in general, theoretically a much
broader subject than the behavioural process (choice, decision making,
consuming, and disposal) allows. It does not only look at models based on
individual rationality or market valued commodities but also at non-marketed
goods and services and informal exchange systems (ibid.). Therefore,
sociological theories of consumption offer different and broader approaches to
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the issue. These theories assume, among other things, that consumption is
about status, lifestyles, and individuality which all stimulate consumption and
indirectly promote global environmental change.

Thus, it is clear that according to these points of view, different aspects of
consumption could be accentuated. In this dissertation a difference is first
drawn between consumerism and consumption. The focus is on how these two
concepts are perceived in the environmental debate. Drawing on the existing
literature, sustainable or green consumerism is understood here as a notion
which is larger than sustainable or green consumption. Green consumerism is
viewed in this study as a concept stemming from two main premises. First, it
is seen as being mediated through three levels of environmental
consciousness: knowledge, attitudes, and behaviour. According to the relevant
studies in the field, these three items are interrelated and have a significant
effect on the perception of environmental issues (Rannikko 1996;
Diamantopoulos, Schlegelmilch, Sinkovics & Bohlen 2003). Secondly, green
consumerism is understood here as a phenomenon which is connected to the
structural elements of a society. Institutional dynamics, such as the welfare
state, the world market and the mass media constitute the frames of everyday
lives and the actions of individual consumers. (Halkier 2001, 27.)

The terms ‘sustainable’ or ‘green’ are used synonymously and alternatively
in this research to mean the wide range of different terms related to
consumption’s environmental and social dimensions. Such terms are, for
example, environmentally friendly consumption or environmentally
responsible consumption. In other words, there exists many terms for
expressing the relationship between environment and consumption and thus,
for reasons of simplicity, this study utilizes only the terms sustainable
consumption and green consumption. On the one hand, the term sustainable is
adapted to express the wider sense of the environment-consumption nexus.
Sustainable consumption is a derivate of sustainable development,
“development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the
ability of future generations to meet their own needs.” (United Nations
Department of Economic and Social Affairs 2006), which is an umbrella
concept for the various issues this concept has spawned. Sustainable
consumption is understood here to encompass both the environmental and
social aspects of consumption. On the other hand, the term green contains the
narrower meaning of the environment-consumption nexus, referring only to
the environmental aspects of consumption, but is used here synonymously
with the term sustainable.

The key interest of this dissertation is to shed light on sustainable, green
consumption as one manifestation of environmentalism. The term
‘environmentalism’ stands for the ideological environmental movements that
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arose in the 1960’s. This was described as a broad and multi-dimensional
movement that manifested itself in different forms depending on the time
period and the country. (Jamison, 2002, 17, for more about the development of
environmentalism see Table 1)

Myriad definitions given to sustainable or green consumption exist. The
following two quotations given below encapsulate the general idea used in this
study. The sustainability-related definitions are highlighted first in order to
present some of the officially declared statements.

Sustainable consumption focuses on formulating equitable
strategies that foster the highest quality of life, the efficient
use of natural resources, and the effective satisfaction of
human needs while simultaneously promoting equitable social
development, economic competitiveness, and technological
innovation. (Oslo declaration on sustainable consumption,
2005).

Sustainable consumption is the use of goods and services that
satisfy basic needs and improve quality of life while
minimizing the use of irreplaceable natural resources and the
byproducts of toxic materials, waste, and pollution. (Sierra
Club, 2007)

A variation on the theme has been presented by the Agenda 21 declaration.
Agenda 21 is a comprehensive plan of action that was created in 1992 in Rio
de Janeiro. This programme addresses sustainable consumption and lifestyles
in the context of the environment and development by dividing responsibility
for environmental problems proportionally to a nation’s possibilities to act.
According to the programme declaration, “All countries should strive to
promote sustainable consumption patterns and developed countries should
take the lead in achieving sustainable consumption patterns.” (United Nations
Department of Economic and Social Affairs 2006)

However, achieving sustainable consumption patterns has been primarily
left on the shoulders of industrialized, developed countries, who, it is argued,
should take the lead in such development. At the same time, it is proposed that
developing countries should seek to achieve sustainable consumption patterns
according to their development process and guarantee the provision of basic
needs for the poor. In principle, countries should be guided by the following
basic objectives in their efforts to address consumption and lifestyles in the
context of the environment and development. (ibid.)

It is difficult to pinpoint the most common theme from among the different
definitions given to sustainable consumption apart from the striving for
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sustainability. Some general aspects at the forefront are satisfying the basic
needs of humans and the efficient use of natural, non-renewable resources. In
addition, environmental aspects and social well-being have been emphasised
(Halkier 2001). For the purpose of this study, green consumption is defined as
a multidimensional and complex behavioural pattern, which takes into
account both environmental and social aspects in the consumption of goods
and services.

An essential question related to green consumption is whether it is possible
for an individual to act according to the declaration of sustainable
development. Ideally, green consumption addresses consumption patterns that
impact on the environment as little as possible and promote the social well-
being of co-citizens. In practice, this is problematic since all consumption has
a direct or indirect environmental loading, which in time contributes to an
increase in social problems. The objective measurement of the environmental
effects of consumption is thus quite impossible. Therefore, this study
concentrates especially on the subjective meanings and perceptions people
have towards environmental matters and how consumers perceive or
experience themselves as ‘green’.

The previously presented definitions of sustainable consumption (Oslo
Declaration 2005 and Sierra Club 2007) refer to the fulfilling of basic human
needs through consumption. These definitions encompass the idea of an ideal
and equal consumption that societies should strive for. They also point out that
needs are one fundamental factor of individual behaviour. However, there are
also other important factors that can explain consumption. For example,
situational and socio-demographic factors may better explain certain
consumption choices than they do needs (Résdnen 2003, 24). Especially when
it comes to green consumption, social norms frame behavioural patterns of
consumption (Southerton & Chappells. 2004, 5). Consumption behaviour is
therefore argued to be a conscious effort on the part of actors to achieve a
reduction in the environmental impact associated with the lifestyle
characteristics for that person or group. Conscious effort according to
Spaargaren (1997, 151), refers to the process of reflexive monitoring of
behaviour by knowledgeable and capable actors, who routinely act according
to a set of criteria for ecologically rational behaviour.

Altogether, the greenness of consumption behaviour is prompted by
different elements. Figure 1 summarises the determinants of green
consumption.
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Contextual factors

of consumption

- Economic, cultural
and social resource

- Normative factors

Individual factors
of consumption

- Economic and socio-
demographic factors
Situational factors
Personality factors

- Routines and habits

- Choice

Green
consumption

Personality factors of con-
sumption

- Values, beliefs, worldviews
- Attitudes, needs, intentions

Figure 1. Constituent elements of green consumption

Being and acting green is characterised in the relevant literature by daily
consumption trade-offs related to shopping for second hand and recycled
products, product choices and other behaviours enhanced by environmental
attitudes, values and motives, which can even be considered to be holistic
consumption systems (cf. Pantzar & Heiskanen 1995, Laaksonen & Méntyla
2000). Figure 1 assumes that the nature of green consumption — as well as that
of consumption in general (cf. Rédsédnen 2003, 25) — is contextual by nature.
Rather than viewing green consumption exclusively as a matter of personal
needs or choice it is understood as mediated through a variety of both
constraining and enabling elements.

The first group, the contextual constraints of consumption, brings to the
fore the influence of surrounding circumstances on contemporary
consumption, which are the economic, cultural and social resources that often
operate as constraints of consumption (Résédnen 2003; Sanne 2002; Repke
1999). For example, infrastructures affect how and where roads are built or
heating is organised. They set the conditions for methods of action and affect
consumer choice (Southerton, Warde & Hand 2004, 34).

Factors in the second group are elements that are often mediated through
contextual factors but are individual characteristics. For instance, lifestyles
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and routine patterns of consumption are seen as critical for global
environmental change (Spaargaren & Van Vliet 2000; Southerton et al. 2004,
39; Princen 1999, 348). Lifestyles represent a personal and adopted method of
consumption. Much consumption is also routine-based and it requires
considerable change from both the consumer and the context (e.g.
infrastructure) to make a benign contribution to the state of the environment.
Moreover, choice plays an important part in people’s everyday consumption
decisions. For example, Timonen (2002) has demonstrated how consumers
bring environmental responsibility into their mundane reasoning in order to
make green choices about doing the laundry. Through economic and socio-
demographic factors, this research refers to individual-level elements, such as
income or gender, which are relevant consumer characteristics for
consumption patterns.

The third group of elements in Figure 1 comprises determinants such as
needs, beliefs, worldviews and attitudes which can be seen as being almost
directly connected to consumption behaviour (cf. Rasédnen 2003, 26). In the
context of green consumption, recycling for example has been explained by
values (Poortinga et al. 2004). The worldview a person possesses may also be
a strong motivator for green consumption. Voluntary Simplicity, an
ideological movement, which consists of people who voluntarily want to cut
down their own consumption is, for instance, a purposely chosen way to
consume according to one’s worldview and beliefs (Zimmer, Stafford &
Stafford 1994, 65). Consumers have also been categorised as more or less
green based on their socio-psychological determinants. For instance, it can be
assumed that the birth of radical and marginal groups, deep ecologists or
environmental movements is motivated by strong environmental values (cf.
Konttinen 1999, 46). On the other hand, consumers that have adapted
greenness at some level of action as part of their everyday life would seem to
be representative of a moderate attitude in their relationship to environmental
questions. (Wagner 1997, 25-26, Moisander 2001; Autio & Wilska 2003, 4—
5).

In the literature on green consumption patterns the impact of different
consumption acts on the ecosystem or biosphere is often stressed (Stern 2000,
408; Stets & Biga 2003; Shove & Warde 2002, 246). According to various
scholars (Fuchs & Lorek 2005; Spangenberg & Lorec 2002; Princen 2003),
sustainable consumption contains two dimensions: improvements in the
efﬁciencyl of consumption, and the necessary changes in consumption levels

! The efficiency of consumption is not in the focus of this study. However, it is reviewed here briefly
in order to give a wider picture of the different issues related to green consumption research. For more
about efficiency in consumption see, Princen, Thomas (2005) The Logic of sufficiency. MIT Press:
Cambridge, MA.
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and patterns. An increased efficiency of consumption is usually believed to be
attainable via technological improvements, which contribute to the eco-
efficiency of consumption. Utilizing energy more efficiently is an example of
such an improvement. (Fuchs & Lorec 2005, 262.) The increased efficiency of
consumption, however, has not proved to be a sufficient solution to the
environmental effects of consumption. According to critical views, the present
energy-dominant supply mix — the use of nuclear fuel, coal, oil, natural gas
and other fossil fuels — is categorized as unsustainable (Nergard 2006, 15-16).
The use of renewable energy, hydropower for example, also causes significant
damage to the environment. Ultimately, an increase in fuel consumption
efficiency fails because the general global constraints of nature have not been
taken into consideration. (ibid.)

Studies have shown that achievements based on consumption’s eco-
efficiency alone are not sufficient since energy savings are cancelled out by
the growth of volume (Greening, Green & Difiglio 2000; Berkhout, Muskens
& Velthuijsen 2000; Fuchs & Lorec 2005; Sanne 2001; Abrahamse Steg, Viek
& Rothengatter 2005). This so-called rebound effect refers to the use of
energy.

Technological progress makes equipment more energy
efficient. Less energy is needed to produce the same amount
of product, using the same amount of equipment — ceteris
paribus. However, not everything stays the same. (-) because
one tends to consume more productive services, and the extra
demand for productive services from the equipment implies
more energy consumption. This lost part of the energy
conservation is denoted as the rebound effect. (Berkhout et al.
2000, 426 emphasis in the original)

Because consumption’s efficiency does not lead to environmental
improvement, consumption and its patterns are of crucial importance. It is
increasingly acknowledged that rising levels of consumption directly
contribute to environmental problems (Repke 1999, 401; Sanne 2002; United
Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs 2006; OECD 2007). This
involves the second type of change required, namely, changes in Western
consumption patterns and reductions in the levels of consumption of affluent
Western countries. In this case, the interest here lies on the driving forces of
consumption, most importantly on its individual and structural determinants
(Fuchs & Lorec 2005; Sanne 2002). In this study, however, consumption
patterns as such are not focused on directly. Instead, the influence of the
current consumer society on people’s lifestyles and the consumer’s ability to
take environmental issues into account in their consumption choices is the
central issue. Also, in order to gain real environmentally benign changes with
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regard to consumption patterns, attention must be paid to the circumstances
and forces that surround the individual consumer

1.2 Purpose of the study and research questions

By analysing green consumerism on a large scale, this dissertation seeks to
provide a more profound understanding of the structural mechanisms linking
the macro and micro-level. It also aims at making a contribution to the
ongoing research on sustainable consumption, which seeks to bring about a
more sustainable global future by means of more sustainable consumption
patterns (Oslo declaration on sustainable consumption 2005, 1).

The purpose of this dissertation is to identify the structural factors involved
in causing and portraying the relationship between consumption and
environmental issues. In sociology, structural factors refer to different socio-
demographic and economic factors, such as age, sex, social class, education,
income and type of household, which are considered to be typical micro-level
factors (Toivonen 1994; Réasidnen 2003, 115). Also a country with its national
disparities can be seen as a structural factor that typically represents the
aggregate macro-level. The main purpose of the study is divided into the
following research questions.

e Research question 1: Do macro-level (institutional) factors

systematically explain the environment-consumption nexus?

e Research question 2: Do micro-level (individual) factors systematically

explain the environment-consumption nexus?

e Research question 3: What is the relationship (mechanism) between

institutional and individual factors?

The first research question focuses on institutional level factors. Its aim is to
analyse, both theoretically and empirically, how environmentalism in general
and sustainable consumption in particular may be affected by structural
macro-level factors. Paper 2 focuses on this first research question and
different social structures are addressed at the theoretical level in sub-chapter
3.1

The second research question concentrates on the structural features of
green consumption at the individual level. It provides new perspectives on the
debate concerning green consumption and consumers by analysing the effects
of both lifestyle and socio-demographic background variables on one’s
perception of environmental matters. Papers 3 and 4 in particular concentrate
on research question 2.

However, in order to produce and portray a larger picture that shows how
social structures are associated with environmental issues, e.g. with a pollution
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problem, institutional and individual levels are also jointly observed. This is
the research aim of research question three. For this question a mechanism-
based view of the environment-consumption debate is offered by examining
Coleman’s (1986) macro-micro-macro model and its applicability to the
sustainable consumption context. Paper 1 in particular addresses this question.

1.3 Methodological choices and the description of data

1.3.1 Research design

There are multiple ways of carrying out meaningful research on the perception
of different environmental issues. The rationale behind choosing one method
over the other depends on the suitability of the methodology and research
method for the purpose and context of the study (Creswell 2003, 5; Heiskanen
2005, 189). In essence, three different approaches to the research exist:
qualitative, quantitative and a mixed methods approach, of which each offer
an alternative way to enter the studied problem by framing the phenomenon
from different perspectives (e.g. Bryman 1988). The fundamental question of
which method to choose depends mainly on the theoretical perspective or
philosophical stance lying behind the method in question (Creswell 2003, 6—
12). In social science research various categorizations exist for methodological
research practices. The most traditional method has been to distinguish
between positivistic and anthropological research traditions (Raunio 1999, 71).
A more specific division is offered by Creswell (2003, 6-8), who divides them
into four schools of thought: post-positivism, constructivism,
advocacy/participatory, and pragmatism. Furthermore, Raunio (1999, 95)
proposes two basic orientations: nomothetic and ideographic. These are ideal
types of methodologies and difficult to apply as such, while fundamentalism
and pragmatism offer a more fruitful approach for a researcher when making
methodological choices (ibid., 96, 337-338).

Without going any deeper into the philosophical discussion of the concept
of methodology, it is understood here as the foundation that guides the
research design and the selection of the method (Raunio 1999, 27) and both
fundamentalism and pragmatism are briefly discussed in this context.

The fundamentalist approach emphasises the ontological view of the
studied phenomenon. According to this view, a method should be chosen on
the basis of the nature of the phenomenon because in the fundamentalist
approach reality is seen as given. A pragmatic approach is somehow more
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liberal when it comes to methodological choices. In the pragmatic view reality
is seen as multidimensional and, therefore, different methods complete these
different dimensions. It is up to the researcher to decide which of the different
methods best helps to gather information on a given phenomenon or research
problem. (Raunio 1999, 337-338.)

The theoretical grounding that has guided the empirical research design in
this thesis follows a pragmatic approach. Reality, in this case the environment,
is seen as multidimensional. As already mentioned, the purpose of this study is
to identify structural factors that help to explain the environment-consumption
nexus and quantitative methods are regarded as the most suitable method for
researching this purpose. By taking this standpoint on the issue the possible
structural dimensions of the interplay between the environment and
consumption are identified. It is good to be aware that a quite divergent picture
of consumers is gained if they are observed via different methods (Heiskanen
2005, 189). As Heiskanen points out (ibid.), different data collection methods
produce diverse images of green consumers and this applies to research
concerning green consumption as well.

In the social sciences a difference is often made between descriptive and
explanatory research. While descriptive analysis is interested in questions such
as what, what kind or how much, explanatory analysis tries to answer the why
type of questions. (FSD 2007; Uusitalo 1991, 35; T6tté 2000, 83.) With regard
to this dissertation the analytical emphasis has been placed on the latter type of
research. All the analyses conducted explain and also aim to understand the
environment-consumption relation from different angles. Naturally descriptive
measures, e.g. “what kind of” questions are utilised. However, the main goal is
to elicit explanations about the interplay between the environment and
consumption as it appears to be, according to the results of the statistical
analysis.

When it comes to the strengths and weaknesses of quantitative methods,
there are several ways of estimating the value of the method. Quantitative
methods are claimed to give superficial but reliable information about well-
known things. Moreover, quantitative methods refer to a temporal presence
and, therefore, express a static image of society. According to Raunio (1999,
344-345), the strengths and weaknesses of quantitative methods depend on
whether one wants to analyse phenomena at the macro or micro-level of
society, is interested in the structures or processes of social reality and is
aware of the degree of generalisation that is possible for the research.

The method applied in the empirical parts of the articles is thus,
quantitative. Quantitative research is particularly associated in sociology with
the social survey as this is one of the main methods of data collection (Bryman
1988, 11). A survey represents a method conducted by interviewing or by
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gathering information via a postal questionnaire, and nowadays also via
Internet questionnaires about individual behaviour and the factors affecting
individual behaviour (Toivonen 1999, 170; Raunio 1999, 195). Some
problems related to the survey method are listed below by Toivonen (1999,
178-185). The survey has been regarded as being too individualistic because
people do not often form their attitudes alone, although the results are
presented that way. It is considered static, since it produces information about
opinions at one moment in time. The survey has also been seen as bourgeois
because the lower strata cannot respond to the questions, as they are too
difficult for them to understand, while the upper classes are seen as not
wanting to respond to the questionnaire. Superficiality is also a criticism
directed towards the survey method. For many people it is inconvenient to
answer certain kinds of questions, e.g. those related to intimate issues and
thus, the relevance of the responses may remain superficial.

However, there are a number of strengths that justify the use of a survey. Its
“capacity for generating quantifiable data on large numbers of people who are
known to be representative of a wider population in order to test theories or
hypothesis has been viewed by many practitioners as a means of capturing
many of the ingredients of a science.” (Bryman 1988, 11) A survey enables
international comparative research and the collection of both longitudinal and
cross-sectional data. For example, a common way to measure consumers’
environmental awareness has been to conduct surveys and gather official
statistics. Statistics Finland, for instance, conducts a national survey every five
years on environmental issues. Moreover, the Finnish Social Science Data
Archive (FSD) provides different data for research and includes environmental
surveys. The data utilized in this study were collected by survey methods and
represent both national and international cross-sectional studies on, mainly,
environmental issues. There are certain restrictions pertaining to cross-
sectional studies. First of all, cross-sectional datum sets limits on the
comparability of different time periods and therefore, comparisons over time
are not possible. Another problematic feature is that the measured items reflect
only information obtained at a particular point in time and due to this there is
an information bias. (Risdnen 2003, 127-128.)

These kinds of restraint come into question especially when addressing
social change over a longer time period. However, as it is not the purpose of
the empirical part of the thesis to analyse the nature of change but instead to
focus on systematic mechanisms in green consumption patterns and, thereby
explain social change, cross-sectional survey data offer the most suitable
material.
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1.3.2 Datasets and the analysis of the data

A total of four different datasets collected by surveys were utilized and
analysed. Each dataset served to examine the specific purposes of the papers
respectively, and they all provided means with which to examine
contemporary sustainable consumption patterns. The data utilized in the
articles are comprised of three datasets. The first represents international
survey data, ISSP 2000 (International social survey programme: Environment
II, 2000); the second was part of the same survey but it contained only the
Finnish part of the study, ISSP 2000: Finnish data; the third comprised data
collected by the Department of Marketing of Turku School of Economics, the
so-called Mylly Project data (2003). The introductory part of this dissertation
also makes use of a fourth dataset collected from the 15 EU countries of 2002,
which is called Flash Eurobarometer 123 (EOS Gallup Europe 2002). The use
of different datasets was necessary because they approached environmental
issues rather differently. The datasets are described in more detail in each
article but an overall picture of them is provided below.

The first dataset is comprised of 26 countries from around the world (N =
31 042). Sample sizes were country-specific but varied between 1000 and
1500 respondents in each country. The survey was carried out from 2000 to
2001. Data collection was based on the survey type of questionnaire and it was
conducted either by personal interviews or by mail. In 2000, the theme of the
survey was the environment and the respondents were asked to express their
opinions and attitudes concerning environmental issues. The questionnaire
also consisted of questions which measured both respondents’ behavioural
aspects and their awareness of environmental problems. Such questions related
to, for example, the causes of ozone layer depletion, personal sacrifices made
for the environment, changes in private motoring and readiness to pay more
for green products. (International social survey programme: Environment II,
2000.) These data were used to determine the environmental consciousness
construct that can be operationalised to measure people’s opinions about and
their relationship to environmental questions. ISSP 2000 data make it possible
to study this construct and help to reveal how both institutional and individual
level structures explain perceptions of different environment related matters.

The second dataset, the Finnish part of the ISSP 2000 study (N = 1528),
contained, in its main features, the same questions as the international data. In
the Finnish questionnaire some arguments or statements were broader, for
example, those concerning the recycling of domestic waste. In the Finnish
questionnaire, there were three different questions designed to measure
recycling: the recycling of newspapers, glass and cans, while in the
international questionnaire recycling was measured only by asking whether
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the respondent recycled waste in general. The response rate was roughly 61
per cent and it was collected by random sample. (International Social Survey
Programme: environment II, 2000: Finnish data.) These data served especially
to analyse young Finnish consumers’ orientations to environmental issues,
how worried they are about pollution and how willing they are to compromise
their own standard of living.

The Mylly Project data were utilised in this work to an appropriate extent,
since part of the questionnaire’s content was developed for other kinds of
purposes (for more information about the Mylly Project see Uusitalo &
Pitkdaho 2005). The total number of respondents was 1370 and data collection
was timed for autumn 2003. The survey represents panel data, since the
sample was based on the respondents of the previous study conducted in 2001.
The response rate was approximately 59 per cent. The variables selected from
the questionnaire measured both attitudinal commitment to green consumption
and general consumption styles. Consumption styles and individual
background variables, age, education, and type of household were used as
explanatory variables. These variables enabled the exploration of the
dependencies between green commitment and the effect of both modern
structures and postmodern consumption elements.

The last dataset, Flash Eurobarometer 123, covered questions regarding
sustainable development and environmental concern. The data are used only to
complement the theoretical discussion in the introductory part of chapter 3.
The sample size amounts to approximately 500 people in each of the 15 EU
countries (in 2002) of persons over 15 years of age, the total number of
respondents being 7533. The survey was conducted by telephone interviews in
2002. Each national sample is representative of the continental population. A
weighting factor was applied to the national results in order to compute a
marginal total that reveals how each country contributes to the total result in
proportion to its population. (EOS Gallup Europe 2002.) These data served
especially to give a fresher picture about certain environmental values and
attitudes within Europe, i.e. how people regard certain environmental threats
and how attitudes differ between EU nations. Moreover, the Finnish
respondents’ attitudes were compared with those of other EU member
countries.

The data were analyzed with a statistical program SPSS. The analysis
methods vary according to the study objectives of each article. Some of the
analysis is descriptive, mainly frequency distributions, cross tabulations and
indexes, which allowed the focal statistical parameters to be reported. In order
to create meaningful comparisons multivariate relationships were also
conducted by utilising two basic techniques, principal component analysis
(PCA) as well as analysis of variance (ANOVA). The use of factor or
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principal component analysis is a typical method for analysing attitudes. A
factor analysis helps in the handling of many different attitude arguments by
sorting them out into more than one dimension. (Toivonen 1999, 333.) PCA
analysis is used here to reduce the number of factors and gain information
about the general dimensions of environment-related items. ANOVA is used
to analyse the effect of explanatory variables on dependent ones. In this way
information about the degree to which the independent variables have an
effect on the dependent variables and whether there exists an interaction effect
can be discovered.

The main goal of the analysis is to point out whether the factors explain
both perceptions of environmental issues, for example, people’s concerns
about environment threats, and the linkages between the environment and
consumption. In other words, the background explanants represent both
aggregate, macro-level and micro-level elements, which aim to give a coherent
picture of how sustainable consumption could be explained. Therefore,
gender, size of household, education and other typical independent individual
level variables are used. Thereafter, macro-level structural variables GDP
(Gross Domestic Product) and population density are utilised. By making
comparisons at the macro—level (national differences) and searching for
relationships on both levels the aim of the tests is to discover whether there
exist systematic structures that could explain the relationships between
consumption and environmental issues.

1.4 Structure of the study

This dissertation consists of an introductory part and four papers that are either
published or accepted for publication. The introductory part has been formed
from four chapters. In chapter one, the research is outlined. Chapter two
discusses the theoretical foundation of this thesis, environmental sociology
and the sociology of consumption. Environmental sociology is addressed first
by focusing on its development within sociology as sub-discipline of its own.
Thereafter, an overview of the sociology of consumption is provided. Chapter
three is built upon the different constituent elements of green consumption
(see Figure 1), by discussing each constituent element separately in its own
sub-chapter. In chapter four, the articles incorporated in this study are
summarised and the contributions of each paper are discussed. The last chapter
(chapter 5) of the introductory part is a conclusion, in which a summary of the
main results and theoretical implications of the present study are adduced.
The papers assembled in this work aim to contribute to the further
understanding of the environment-consumption nexus. Each of the papers



25

approaches the environment and the sociology of consumption from different
perspectives, which has been one criterion for selecting those very articles for
this dissertation. One of the papers is mostly theoretically oriented while the
other three bind theoretical discussions together with empirical analysis. By
having different approaches to the same theme of green consumption an
attempt has been made to highlight how multifaceted the phenomenon is. Each
paper has its own purpose, which aims to contribute to the purpose of the
dissertation, i.e. to identify the structural elements causing and portraying the
environment-consumption nexus.

The papers move from the general to the particular. The focus of the study
is restricted mainly to structural view points on green consumption however,
the importance of other approaches, such as cultural aspects, should not be
undermined. The fact that the central focus will be on the relationship of the
structural elements of green consumption stems from the practical need to
restrict the scope of analysis (cf. Spaargaren 1997). This is implemented in the
papers here by starting with theoretical aspects, especially of the environment
and, to a certain extent, of consumption. After setting the ground for more
specialised research the focus moves to testing theories with empirical
international comparative data. As the focus is narrowed down, the scope of
the research is shifted to the Finnish context and to another domestic dataset
(Mylly Project 2003). Finally, when arriving at the narrow end of the “funnel”
the study is restricted to the research of young, Finnish consumers. In the
following section the central elements of each article are summarized.

The first paper, “Structures and mechanisms in sustainable consumption
research” (Haanpdd 2007a) concerns the macro-micro interplay and its
connections to environmental discourse. This article was chosen for this
dissertation as a point of departure from which a view of the effects of
structural elements on sustainable development discourse in general and
particularly from the viewpoint of sustainable consumption could be
developed. It considers the contextual factors influencing people’s social life
and to some extent the fundamental question related to methodological holism
and individualism. Various theoretical discussions concerning the structural
approach to the environment-consumption nexus are reviewed as they link to
macro, meso and micro-levels.

Paper 2, “Cross-national differences in the environmental consciousness”
(Haanpéd 2007b) focuses in more detail on the theoretical models that have
been developed in the (environmental) social sciences to study the interplay
between action and structure. The main emphasis is on the two way thesis of
environmentalism developed from Ronald Inglehart’s (1977; 1995) post-
materialist values thesis and some of its main arguments are tested in the
empirical part of the paper. This paper studies linkages between the macro and
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micro-levels by exploring the relationship between institutional and individual
variables in explaining environmental concern and consumer consciousness
about environmental problems.

Papers 3 and 4 take up the task of reviewing some sociological
interpretations of consumption. The aim is to point out and analyse in detail
the specific dynamics of consumption and its sociological sphere. Paper 3,
“Consumer’s green commitment: indication of a postmodern lifestyle?”
(Haanpdd 2007¢) concentrates on the ideas of postmodern consumption as it is
manifested in the relationship between lifestyles and green consumerism.
Instead of deducing (cf. Spaargaren 1997, 149) the effect of lifestyles by
analysing consumption decisions and behavioural patterns, an attempt is made
to investigate how consumers’ lifestyles explain green consumption. Paper 3
aims to deepen the understanding of how a more sustainable consumption
lifestyle can be promoted.

In the last paper, “Vihreyden tavoittelusta totunnaisiin kulutustapoihin”
(From green aims to conventional consumption manners, Haanpdd 2005) the
attitudes and opinions of young Finnish adults are scrutinized. The paper deals
with young peoples’ perceptions on environmental problems at the turn of the
millennium. It also looks at their attitudes towards environmentally
responsible consumption.

This chapter has presented an overview of the contents of this dissertation.
The theoretical starting points for the study were outlined and the purpose and
research questions presented. The methodological choices and data were
introduced as was the structure of the study.

The next chapter discusses the central aspects of two disciplines important
for green consumption studies. It starts with environmental sociology and its
main features. The remaining part of the chapter centres on theories within the
sociology of consumption.
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2 AT THE CROSSROADS OF DISCIPLINES:
ENVIRONMENTAL SOCIOLOGY AND THE
SOCIOLOGY OF CONSUMPTION

Engaging sustainable consumption means, by definition, taking into account
two major themes: sustainability and consumption. The lenses through which
these issues are approached in this study are, due to the nature of this work,
sociological. This chapter offers an overview of the importance of the two
disciplines looked at in the theoretical positioning of the discussion of
sustainable consumption. First, this chapter describes the emergence of
environmental sociology and thinking. It also addresses paradigmatic
development within the discipline. Secondly, the sociology of consumption is
discussed. By bringing consumption issues to the fore, this sub-chapter
emphasises the significance of the understanding of contemporary
consumerism in bringing about environmental change.

2.1 Environment and sociology

It is quite impossible to pinpoint the origin of environmentalism in the world
(Brechin & Freeman 2004, 2). However, the term “environmental sociology”
entered sociological discourse in the first part of the 1970’s (Dunlap 2002a,
10). At that time, when environmental sociology was still in its formative
phases it was defined as “the study of interaction between the environment and
society” (Catton & Dunlap 1978a, 44). At the heart of the definition was the
mutual relationship between these two: The physical environment was to be
taken into account in order to be able to understand society, and vice versa.
Catton and Dunlap emphasised that the evaluation of the environment-society
relationship required a re-evaluation of traditional sociological approaches.
They argued that the Durkheimian tradition of explaining social facts with
other social facts disregarded the physical environment (Dunlap & Catton
1979, 244; 1994, 6; Catton & Dunlap 1978a, 44).

The changing conditions of the environment had an influence on
mainstream sociology as environmental topics begun to increase. Also, the
merging of various social, economic, and other institutional changes brought
new insights into sociological research on environmental issues in the 1970’s
(Lutzenhiser 2002, 6). Not only did real environment catastrophes and the
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deterioration of the natural environment caused by industry and consumption
lead to the formation of environmental sociology as an independent research
branch within sociology, so did the intellectual development of sociology
(ibid., 7; Dunlap 2002a, 10-11; Konttinen, Jokinen & Koskinen 2004, 289).
However, the pressure of the legacy of sociology restrained the formation of
environmental sociology and in its early phases the examination of societal-
environmental interactions belonged to the sociology of environmental issues
rather than environmental sociology. The historical phases of environmental
sociology are returned to in the next sub-chapter.

Thus, the emergence of environmental sociology is linked to a societal
interest in environment problems. The general growth of the public’s
awareness of environmental problems during the last three decades of 20"
century is connected to the recognition of global environmental change
(GEC). People worldwide have come to confront the presence of
environmental problems and their influence on everyday life. For example,
resource depletion and the unceasing pollution of lands, seas and air have a
direct influence on the lives of millions of people (Yearley 1996, 26-50; Barry
1999, 154-155). The social dimensions of environmental problems are the
consequences of the overstepping of nature’s carrying capacity. Impoverished
land areas, excess-fishing, overpopulation and pollution problems in big cities,
to mention but a few, cause poverty, infectious diseases, and migration, which
deepens the gap between wealthy and poor nations. (Yearley 1996, 51-61;
United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs 2006.)

The awareness that environmental problems do exist has risen and that
awareness has become global as various national and international Gallup
polls have shown that people everywhere are concerned about environmental
issues (Dunlap et al. 1993; Tulokas 2002). Public concern peaked in the
beginning of 1990’s, for example, Finnish Business and Policy Forum’s
(EVA) report (Torvi — Kiljunen 2005, 81) indicated that in 1992, public
concern on environmental issues reached an all-time high. According to this
report, environmental concern was particularly channelled through a
willingness to make personal sacrifices for nature, which three out of four
respondents in 1992 were ready to do compared to only 62 per cent in 2004
(ibid., 82). However, the willingness to lower one’s personal standard of living
was measured, in this report, according to one’s attitude to the issue. The
attitudinal readiness of the general public of Finland to make these kinds of
reductions has always been high (Haikonen & Kiljunen 2003, 177).
Environmentalism has become commonplace. As Schultz states (2001, 327), it
is difficult today to find someone who would openly be an anti-
environmentalist.
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The analytical framework of environmental sociology developed by
Duncan is based on the concept of the ‘ecological complex’ a notion
developed from the biologists’ concept of the ecosystem in order to apply
insights from general ecology to sociological human ecology (1959; Dunlap &
Catton 1979, 251; 1983, 120). It focuses on the interdependence between
population, organization, environment, and technology (P,0,E,T), which
emphasises the reciprocity of each element, stressing the ‘E’ not as a social
environment, rather as a physical environment. According to that view, the
tasks of environmental sociology were basically to seek answers to two kinds
of questions: First, how do interdependent wvariations in population,
technology, culture, social systems, and personality systems affect the physical
environment. Secondly, how do changes in the physical environment modify
population, technology, culture, social systems, and personality systems, or
any of the interrelations among them? (ibid., 252.) In the process of
disciplinary development, new influences came to shape the research branch.
According to Dunlap, a “real” environmental sociology would have involved
the analysis of the causes or the effects of environmental variables in relation
to social variables (Dunlap 2002b, 331.) Common for the proponents of
environmental sociology during its 30 years journey has been “the application
of an ecological perspective to the project of environmental sociology.”
(Lutzenhiser 2002, 7).

2.1.1  The historical landmarks of environmental thinking

The term ‘environment’ is a notion, which has no single, universal definition,
rather it is defined according to the scope of each particular study. Its roots are
in the French word ‘environ’. In general, the definition divides the meaning of
the term into two parts: on the one hand, ‘environment’ refers to the physical,
non-human world (forests, plants etc.) and, on the other, to the non-natural
world (human, social and constructed environment). In other words,
environment can mean everything that surrounds everything that exists.
However, as Barry states, “(-) we need to know what is surrounded in order to
know what the environment in question is. That is, without some specified
thing to refer to (a species such as humans, or a culture or place) the term
‘environment’ means very little.” (cursive in the original, Barry 1999, 13.)
Barry (1999, 17) has further elaborated the concepts of environment by
comparing them with their antonyms. The aim of the dualistic distinction is to
make sense of the meaning of the concept by seeing what it is contrasted with.
First, environment or nature is an opposite of human society or culture. Trees,
for example, grow in spite of human culture and, therefore, are independent of
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human society. Secondly, nature or non-human differs from human. Especially
for the social theory this opposition is fundamental, since it defines what the
human is. Thirdly, naturally occurring things cannot be compared with human
made, artificial matters. Such are, for example, weather phenomena, stones,
metals etc. And fourthly, nature is different from nurture, i.e., primaeval
forests represent wild, natural state nature while the forests used by forest
industry are typical nurtured environment or nature. (Barry 1999, 16-17.)

In social theory environment is understood as “something to be surrounded
by something else” (Spaargaren, Mol & Buttel 2000, 2). Traditionally, the
environment has been absent from social systems. Like the city-walls of
traditional societies, which separated a town and its surrounding world from
each other, the environment was not included in social analysis as a factor that
had an impact on society. (Spaargaren et al. 2000, 2-3.)

Environmental sociology stems from human ecology, which was developed
in the social sciences at the end of nineteenth century (Jamison 2001, 78). The
roots of human ecology can be traced to some of the most influential works of
classical sociology’s tradition, those of Marx, Weber, and Durkheim.
Although sociological explanations in the classical tradition were, by nature,
human induced and emphasised the exemptionalism of human beings, those
classical works have had relevance and influenced the emergence and shaping
of environmental sociology. (Buttel 1986, 338-343; 2000, 20-24.) This is why
in explanations of social phenomena psychological, biological, or physical
facts were ignored (Catton & Dunlap 1980, 19, Dunlap 2002b, 331-332).

In its early phases, in the 19™ century, human ecology mainly studied the
relationship between human beings and the natural world. As it stemmed from
the boundaries between the internal, endogenous and the outer or exogenous
world that social theory had traditionally emphasised, sociology that regarded
environmental issues was predominantly anthropocentric. Social explanations
were based only on internal factors. According to the most influential works of
environmental sociology (for example, Schnaiberg 2002; Catton & Dunlap
1978a; Buttel 1987) this classical legacy, however, limited mainstream
sociology’s ability to understand social change in the modern world.

According to Jamison (2001, 81) human ecology found a contemporary
voice in 1960’s, the decade in which the rise of environmental thinking is
typically dated to. One name that is almost always mentioned when discussing
environment issues is Rachel Carson, the author of Silent Spring (see Table 1
below). This book inspired a new generation and gave a new drive and
direction to the previously conservative environmental movements (ibid.)
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Table 1. Phases of environmentalism. With slight changes to the original adapted
from Jamison 2001, 82.

Time Emphasis Example

(1) Awakening Public debate World Wildlife Fund
pre-1968 Issue identification Silent Spring, 1962

(2) Ecological era Organization Club of Rome

(ca. 1969-74) Program articulation The Limits to Growth, 1972
(3) Politication Social movement “No nukes”

(ca. 1975-79) Energy policy Soft Energy Paths, 1977
(4) Differentiation Think tanks Greenpeace

(ca. 1980-86) “deep ecology” State of the World, 1984
(5) Internationalisation ~ Sustainable development UNCED

(ca. 1987-93) Global issues Our Common Future, 1987
(6) Unification Incorporation Agenda 21

(ca. 1994-) Resistance Natural Capitalism, 1999

Table 1 illustrates the development of environmental thinking from 1960
onwards. Jamison (2001) has discerned six main phases of environmentalism.
The first was the initial period of awakening timed somewhere between the
1950’s and the 1960’s. The second period was characterised by
environmentalism that was institutionalised by making it more explicit and
programmatic. During that period new environmental movements were born
among them, for example, hippie communes. The hippie movement was an
anti-consumption movement that promoted non-material values (Spaargaren
1997, 167). The third phase was set in motion by political debates and social
movements, especially when the oil crisis of 1973 and 1974 raised energy
issues to the top of the political agenda. At this time environmental studies
also became a separate academic field.

During the 1980’s, the fourth time period of environmentalism, an
ideological shift moved the focus away from environmental questions. During
that time, an economic and neo-liberal orientation prevailed in broader society
and environmentalist thinking was remarkably restrained (see also Dunlap &
Catton 1994, 9—-10). A range of new, global environmental problems were
associated with the fifth phase of environmental thinking. What was unique to
this time period was the development of co-operation between business and
governments. Furthermore, industry was challenged to develop its production
processes in cleaner and greener directions, which was guided by the quest for
sustainable development. The last period involves technological advances and
the birth of green business. Also worth noting here is that the number of critics
of the globalization of business and the institutionalization of environmental
questions has increased at virtually the same pace. So, although production
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systems have become more ecologically efficient, the capitalist-oriented
ideology of the continuous growth of production and the use of resources
would seem to be in conflict with the needs of the constantly growing number
of people who are excluded from the benefits of this development.

2.1.2 A paradigm shift within environmental sociology

A brief overview, given above, of the influential scholars in the sociological
tradition of the development of environmental sociology during the past three
or four decades helps to provide insights into one of the main issues in the
sub-branch: the duality of human beings. Due to the pressing legacy of
classical sociology, an anthropocentric view has been the prevailing attitude in
mainstream sociology during the development of environmental sociology as a
sub-discipline of its own. According to Catton and Dunlap (1978a), the
fundamental anthropocentrism underlying all of the competing theoretical
approaches was the main unifying feature in then-contemporary sociology.”
They labelled this worldview the “human exceptionalism paradigm” (HEP),
later modified as the “human exemptionalism paradigm” (Catton & Dunlap
1978a; 1978b; Dunlap & Catton 1979, 250). The roots of this paradigm are to
be found in the Western cultural tradition, which is anthropocentric by nature.
According to the anthropocentric view, humans were seen as unique among
the earth’s creatures and therefore, apart from and above nature. This view has
been the dominant Western worldview (DWW) during the expansion of
Western culture over the past 500 years (Catton & Dunlap 1980; Buttel 1986;
1987; Dunlap 2002b, 333).

Beliefs characteristic of the DWW are assumptions of people’s superiority
over the other creatures of the Earth. Another typical assumption is that
progress is unlimited, thus for every problem restraining human progress it is
thought that there will be a solution (Catton & Dunlap 1980, 17; Dunlap
2002b, 332). The historical influence of imperialism on this world view is
clear, since the industrial revolution was highly dependent on the raw
materials brought from the New World. The DWW encompasses the idea of
humans as masters of their destiny; people can choose their goals and learn
alternative ways to achieve those goals. Since the world was thought to be vast
it offered limitless opportunities to people, and progress was considered to be
never ending (Catton & Dunlap 1980, 17-18). This era has been called an
“age of exuberance” and points, in general, towards Western industrialised

% The other, various competing theoretical orientations are not dealt with here (for more about them
see Dunlap 2002b).
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countries, and especially towards American society, its values and
expectations where the abundance was most salient (Potter 1954 in Catton &
Dunlap 1980, 17)°.

The HEP paradigm was, as noted earlier, constructed from the dominant
Western worldview. In the work of Catton and Dunlap, the background
assumptions that described common sociological discipline were stated by the
authors as follows:

1. Humans have a cultural heritage in addition to (and distinct from)
their genetic inheritance, and thus are quite unlike all other animal
species.

2. Social and cultural factors (including technology) are the major
determinants of human affairs.

3. Social and cultural environments are the crucial contexts for human
affairs, and the biophysical environment is largely irrelevant.

4. Culture is cumulative; thus technological and social progress can
continue indefinitely, making all social problems ultimately soluble.
(Catton & Dunlap 1980, 24-25.)

During the 1970s and the 1980s Catton and Dunlap reanalysed the changing
conditions of society. The most characteristic feature for the past three to four
decades is a transfer from the age of exuberance to the “post-exuberance age”.
The notion, post-exuberance, contains the strict concern of what effects human
actions and behaviour have on the environment. This concern is reflected
foremost in environmental change, the growing use of natural resources and
energy for human purposes. In contemporary society the environmental
changes that were predicted already in the beginning of the 1970s (for
example, Ehrlich & Ehrlich 1972) are a reality that people have come to face
in one way or another. These “ecological facts of life” (Catton & Dunlap
1980, 31), e.g. that the global ecosystem is finite, have paved the way for
realizing that future human society can no longer be built on the assumptions
of abundance and the expectations of continuous growth that characterised the
age of exuberance.

These changes that started to take place in the 1970s began a process of
conceptual retooling in sociological thinking. Catton and Dunlap introduced a
third paradigm called the “new ecological paradigm” (NEP) that enabled the
raising of sociological attention to environmental problems (Catton & Dunlap
1980). This alternative to the HEP contained in principal the same points but
with remarkable differences in its emphasis on the role of human beings:

1. Humans differ from the other species but are dependent on the same

? Potter, D. M. (1954) People of plenty: Economic abundance and the American character. University
of Chicago Press: Chicago.
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resources important for life (food, shelter, space, water, and so on)
as other species.

2. Human life is influenced not only by social and cultural forces but
also by the biophysical environment, for example, by pollution.

3. The biophysical context of human activity is paid attention to in
terms of health and physical survival, e.g. human health and
physical survival are possible only under certain environmental
conditions.

4. Technological progress and the social environment do not guarantee
limitless growth. Human science and technology cannot repeal
ecological principles, although limits exist e.g. in the form of
temperature changes. (Catton & Dunlap 1980, 33; see also Buttel
1986, 345; 1987, 470.)

The NEP paradigm thus, emphasises mankind’s dependency on the
ecosystem. Humans are part of nature and are interdependent with all other
species on nature’s resources.

The introduction of the HEP-NEP distinction was followed by criticism of
the paradigm shift. The criticism included notice that the NEP was not specific
enough to allow the testing of the paradigm (Buttel 1978). There were also
contradictory views about the core of environmental sociology. Dunlap and
Catton (1979, 251) defined its core as the “study of interactions between
environment and society” while Buttel (1987, 467) referred to it as “new
human ecology”, which according to him differed remarkably from the
classical human ecology, discussed earlier in this chapter. The new human
ecology was in words of Buttel (1987, 468), “genuine” environmental
sociology, because it rejected the anthropocentric emphasis of mainstream
sociology and stimulated empirical research.

According to Milbrath (1994), a similar kind of paradigmatic division can
be seen in a society when the dominant social paradigm (DSP) is challenged
by a new environmental paradigm (also abbreviated as NEP). The premises of
both paradigms are basically congruent with the DWW-HEP-NEP distinction;
however, Milbrath argues that societies organized according to these differing
paradigms will be deeply different. The societies dominated by the DSP are
unsustainable while those societies that follow the environmental paradigm are
sustainable (see also Jokinen, Kaivo-oja & Malaska 1997, 39).

Without going any deeper into environmental sociology’s paradigmatic
issues, this sub-chapter is concluded by stating that during the last thirty to
forty years the significance of the environment within the sociological
discipline and its theories has become significantly more important than it was
before that time. Environmental problems are no longer seen as insignificant,
which is also shown by the growing amount of research attention paid to
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environmental phenomena. This leads us to the next discussion issue of
sociological studies on consumption.

2.2 Contemporary consumer culture

Sustainable consumption is a key concept for sustainable development. The
current, rapidly growing levels of consumption, which are no longer exclusive
to high-income countries but increasingly found in developing countries,
demand both macro and micro-level actors take action to reduce the elements
of consumption harmful to the environment (cf. the declaration of sustainable
consumption of the United Nations Department of Economic and Social
Affairs 2006). In this sub-chapter, political issues or governmental programs
for saving the planet are not discussed, rather the focus lies on contemporary
consumer culture and the individual consumer’s role. Encouraging and
facilitating consumers to adopt less environmentally harmful consumption
patterns is one of the major challenges of present societies.

Contemporary Western consumerism is often connected to rampant
materialism and mass consumption, in which consumers seem to be
celebrating a never ending consumption feast. In brief;, they have adopted
extravagant lifestyles that have led to excessive and wasteful consumption
(Vahvelainen 2001, 3). Such a viewpoint explicitly brings to the fore the
negative elements of consumption, the fact that consumption has an intrinsic
value in people’s life by becoming a principal activity of leisure time and a
search for happiness, as Goodwin below demonstrates.

A salient characteristic of a consumer society is that it is one
in which a principal focus of leisure or nonwork time is the
spending of money. These leisure activities may be both active
and  passive, including shopping, window-shopping,
daydreaming about possessions, and purchasing and
displaying possessions. A consumer society promotes the
belief that ownership of things and activities that require
spending money—and the spending of money itself—are the
primary means to happiness. A subtext in such a society is the
assumption that happiness is the single real goal in life.
(Goodwin 1997, xxx)

The environmental crisis appears when the consumer meets his/her limits in
an environment which cannot sustain the needs generated within modern
consumer culture (Slater 1999). These kinds of views about consumerism
highlight the individual’s role and responsibility with respect to environmental
issues (cf. Spaargaren & Van Vliet 2000; Sanne 2001). And yet, it is not only
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a matter of responsibility, but also of acknowledging the increasing
importance of market dynamics and economic agents, in which people as
consumers are significant factors. Most people are aware of that when they
consume less, whether it is a question about material goods or eco-efficiency
in consumption activities, they can see it is good for both nature and for their
wallet. But as Sanne states (2001, 120) postmodern society displays a Janus
face: people are encouraged to act in a sustainable way but in search of
happiness they are also encouraged to consume more.

Paying attention to the role of consumption in general and its various
aspects in particular, helps to understand green consumption and consumerism
more deeply. Traditionally, occupation and work shaped people’s self-identity,
but in present-day societies people seek their identity mostly by buying and
consuming goods (e.g., Murphy 2001, 11; Gabriel & Lang 1995, 81-100;
Shove & Warde 2002, 234-235). Consumption provides hedonistic pleasures
(e.g. Campbell 1987; Corrigan 1997). In the context of history it is
understandable that consumption has long been regarded as an activity
producing enjoyment; while work was considered onerous, consumption was
pleasurable (Princen 1999, 348).

2.2.1 Classical foundations of consumption

The history of consumer consumption research has built its foundation on the
theories of classical sociologists and social scientists, such as Weber, Marx,
and Veblen whose work has been refined during the last century by mostly
European sociologists, for example, Jean Baudrillard and Pierre Bourdieu.
Marx developed a thesis of commodity logic according to which, human life
was ruled by the exchange of goods (Marx 1998). The capitalist critique
presented by Marx was redirected by Max Weber’s ideas of the protestant
ethic (Weber 2001). Both the scholars were interested in the differences and
collisions of the classes: the Marxist view emphasised production’s role in
creating class conflicts while the Weberian viewpoint explained social and
class differences through consumption. Moreover, Marx examined the
material dimensions of society but Weber concentrated mainly on its
ideological and spiritual foundations and saw those as the main generating
forces of consumption. The themes of the protestant ethic included, among
others, social stratification, which was manifested at three value levels: the
symbolic value of the status group, the economic value of social class, and the
economic value of party membership. Consequently, the consumption and
lifestyle of individuals was especially defined in terms of social surroundings
and value hierarchy, i.e. the legitimate social order.
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Status was also a central element in Veblen’s explanations of consumption.
However, Veblen paralleled wealth outright with human esteem in the Theory
of the Leisure Class (Veblen 1992). He also analysed and criticised the
“noveau riche”, the owners of new money, of late nineteenth century America,
and their excessive lifestyle, termed “conspicuous consumption”. According to
Veblen, extreme consumption was necessary among the American social elites
of that time, since status and appreciation was difficult to achieve without such
a lifestyle. Veblen’s coeval George Simmel (1986) observed urban
metropolitan people in the beginning of the 20™ century and noticed the
important role of the middle class in relation to fashion. Fashion was
established by the social elite and it trickled down through the classes by the
process of emulation.

Fashion and emulation were, thus, connected to esteem and status and
goods served to re-enforce this status building. In contemporary society, things
are purchased not for what they are, but for what they represent. The
necessities of consumption change over time. What was regarded as a luxury
before may now be a necessity for consumers. These changes reflect the
values that consumers are striving for while making consumption choices
(Raijas 2004, 81; Ilmonen 2007, 362—377). The most characteristic feature, “a
mystery”, of modern consumerism concerns “the very essence of modern
consumption itself — its character as an activity which involves an apparently
endless pursuit of wants” (Campbell 1987, 37). In sociology, consumption has
at least three aspects: identity-formation, differentiation, and the transmission
of symbolic meanings. (Burgess 2003, 80, 230, Murphy 2001, 11-12; Warde
2002; Wilska 2002). The traditional values of consumption, the use and
exchange of goods (Marx 1998, 53-120) have been replaced by a change of
symbolic values, “people define themselves through the messages they
transmit to others through the goods and practices that they possess and
display. They manipulate and manage appearances and thereby create and
sustain a ‘self-identity.” (Warde 1994, 878)

2.2.2 From utilitarianism to differentiation

Identity formation is closely linked to all consumption. According to some
scholars, Western consumers can be seen as “thirsting for identity” when
evaluating, choosing and buying goods (Gabriel & Lang 1995, 81). Also
connections between consumption and lifestyle are closely related to the
seeking of identity. Goods are building blocks to lifestyles as they construct a
bridge to an ideal lifestyle (McCracken 1988, 113). Furthermore, consumers
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use a set of goods, consumption constellations, to define, communicate and
perform social roles (Solomon, Bamossy & Askegaard, 1999, 405).

It is suggested that group communication should be considered separately
from identity formation (Murphy 2001, 12; Shove & Warde 2002, 235). Such
concepts as perceptions of taste and status buying and status symbols express
people’s tendency to evaluate themselves in relation to others (Solomon et al.
1999, 346-347). The Veblenian term “conspicuous consumption” refers to this
very role of consuming goods in order to inspire envy in others (Solomon et
al. 1999, 347; Corrigan 1997, 21-26). However, according to some recent
theories, in contemporary society the sense of the self and personality is not
achieved by gaining social prestige, rather from the “production model of self”
(Shove & Warde 2002, 235). With this term the authors refer to the
construction of identity through constant consumption, in which the question
is no longer about the fulfilling of needs but the fulfilling of wants and desires
in the hedonistic playground (Campbell 1987, 69—70; Corrigan 1997, 16;
Gronow 1997, 74).

The features connected to contemporary consumer society fit in with the
elements of postmodernity. The overproduction and over-determination of
messages are deeply rooted in postmodern ideas of consumption and
consumerism (Ritzer & Goodman 2002, 164). Having a Baudrillardian view of
consumer culture offers an alternative interpretation to the cornucopia of
consumption. According to Baudrillard (1993), consumption is about a fashion
choice rather than a communication of identity. By comparing consumerism to
fashion Baudrillard explains everything that makes “the merry-go-round” with
the fashion system. Everything that happens under the topic of the consumer
society reveals the superficial circulation of fashion from the choice of food to
the choice of clothing. This leads to the interpretation of consumption as
superficial and hyper-real. (Baudrillard 1993.) In his book “Consumer
society”, Baudrillard interprets consumption also as a symbolic exchange; for
him consumption (consummation) is, among other things, a system of
ideological values and of social function (Baudrillard 1998, 39).

Research within environmental sociology that focuses on the environmental
aspects of consumption has gathered a growing interest since the start of the
1970s, although it was modest until the 1990s. The “Treadmill of
consumption” adapted from the original ideas of Allan Schnaiberg’s “The
treadmill of production™ thesis (Schnaiberg 1980; 2002) represents a critical

* The treadmill of production thesis aims to sum up and visualize the core elements that produce
politicized production. For example, the spread of industrial production and economic development is
enabled by a constant destruction of natural resources. The thesis emphasises the role of business and
government in creating the circumstances for this development. Schnaiberg argues that societies are
dominated by the conception according to which, the growth of production also solves social and
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attitude towards consumption shared by many environmental sociologists
(Spaargaren & van Vliet 2000, 51). This thesis, formulated by Dutch social
philosophers (Spaargaren 1997, 167), emphasised the negative elements of
consumption but as it was influenced by the Frankfurt School was likewise
concerned about the spread of mass culture (Bottomore 2002).

This chapter has discussed the main features of environmental sociology
and the sociology of consumption to the extent that is necessary as regards this
work. The treatment of the concepts of the environment and consumption
within the social sciences, sociology and environmental sociology, is summed
up in Table 2 below. It moves from a general level description to a more
specific definition by distinguishing environmental sociology from the social
sciences and sociology.

Table 2. Characteristics of the ‘environment’ and ‘consumption’ within the social

sciences, sociology, and environmental sociology

Social sciences Sociology Environmental sociology
Environment Physical and non-  Cultural and The biophysical

physical social influences environment that may

surroundings on the entity and influence or be

its behaviour influenced by human
societies and behaviour.
C . An action in An order of The (un)sustainable
onsumption . A . L

different cultural, significations or  implications of

utilitarian or social class in consumption dependent

differentialist society. on the context and

contexts psycho-graphic elements

Within the social sciences, both the concept of the environment and the
concept of consumption have been defined at an abstract level. This indicates
that the meanings of the concepts vary a great deal. For example, the
environment within the social sciences can refer to physical or non-physical
contexts. In fact, if it does not refer to something it is difficult to give it a
precise meaning. Accordingly, the meanings given to consumption contain
several aspects. For example, in economics, consumption is regarded as
something given and consumer satisfaction is measured only in terms of goods
and services consumed or utility maximization (Harris 1997, 269).

In the field of sociology, the concept of the environment has become
defined in terms of its cultural or social dimension. Thus, there is no place for

economic problems. However, the treadmill of production thesis argues that it only increases these
problems. (Schnaiberg 1980.)
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a biophysical meaning until it is placed in the field of environmental studies.
When it comes to the term consumption, the sociological view emphasizes the
social and symbolic meanings of consumption, while the environmentalist one
emphasizes the material implications of consumption, in the light of the
potential ecological limits to growth. It must be kept in mind that these
characteristics are not exhaustive by any means, but aim to be more a basic
summary. The definitions given to these concepts vary naturally according to
the scope of research. But what is of importance here is that both concepts
have alternative meanings depending on the discipline.

The next chapter offers a synthesis of the mutual relationships between the
environment and consumption as presented in the relevant literature. The
central focus is on the key determinants of green consumption, according to
which the chapter is also outlined.
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3 CONSTITUENT ELEMENTS OF GREEN
CONSUMPTION

On meilld stereot, televisio,
mikroaaltouuni ja videonauhuri
on pakastin, kahvinkeitin,
mikroprosessori ja polynimuri
(Onnelliset, Leevi and the
Leavings)

This chapter discusses how the theoretical offerings of environmental
sociology and the sociology of consumption can be applied to green
consumption research. This is outlined according to Figure 1, in which three
kinds of elements that have an impact on green consumption are put under a
closer evaluation. First, contextual factors of green consumption are discussed
and these are seen as decisive elements that frame contemporary
consumerism. Second, the focus is shifted down to individual-level factors,
which may not always be directly connected to green consumption patterns.
Last, personality factors with regard to green consumption are discussed.

3.1 Contextual factors of green consumption

Although some groups or organizations have taken initiatives to respond to
environmental concerns either by changing their behaviour to become more
sustainable or by promoting alternative techniques (Georg, 1999), the majority
of people continue to live and consume as they have done before. The main
difficulties connected to changes in greener consumption patterns may lie in
two factors: structural forces driving consumption and contemporary
consumer culture (Sanne 2001; 2002; Casimir & Dutilh 2003; Shove & Warde
20002; Baudrillard 1998; Repke 1999). Together these factors can be seen to
form the constituent elements of green consumption.

It is argued that the surrounding economic, social, and cultural forces create
the circumstances of consumption (e.g. Sanne 2002; Repke 1999, 403;
Résdnen 2003, 73). However, only a few scholars in the field of green
consumerism have pondered the role of the driving forces behind the growth
of consumption (Sanne 2002; Repke 1999; Spaargaren & Van Vliet 2002;
Spaargaren 1997; Southerton et al. 2004). In this part, the meanings of
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different forces with regard to sustainable consumption are drawn together.
Since the papers included in this thesis deal with the structural forces that
frame green consumption only some complementary notes are made here.
According to the most critical viewpoints, turning consumption patterns
under present conditions towards a more sustainable direction seems
unrealistic (Sanne 2002, 274; Hobson 2002, 113). The prevailing modes of
intervention — ways to alter consumption patterns in a more sustainable
direction — are typically limited to the “top-down” approaches of informing
and educating people of the necessity of behavioural changes. Such is, for
example, the EU campaign to slow down climate change by inspiring people
to adopt different grass-root behavioural changes (The European Commission,
2007). However, information alone is not a very efficient strategy for
contributing to environmental change (Abrahamse et al. 2005, 281).
Alternative, “bottom-up” approaches have been, though, offered by some
scholars. The redirection of prevailing consumption patterns depends, first and
foremost, on the context, the historical factors generated by the industrial
revolution which have contributed to the use of resources, existing norms,
socio-cultural and economic structures and infrastructures and the exploitation
of resources from the South. These frame and limit the success of new
initiatives made for sustainability (Georg 1999; Sanne 2002; Rapke 1999).
The influence of surrounding circumstances on contemporary consumption
can be placed, based on the existing literature, in two main categories, which
are partly mutual and interdependent. On one hand, the circumstances create
possibilities for the “willingness to consume” (Repke 1999); on the other
hand, individuals are “locked-in” by surrounding structures (Sanne 2002;
Southerton et al. 2004). Ropke’s account of the ‘willingness to consume’
involves three main aspects: economic explanations, socio-psychological
explanations, and historical and socio-technological explanations. The
economic explanations that focus on macro-level aspects claim that both
competition in the field of production and long working hours stimulate
increased consumption, and accompanied with the decrease of relative
production prices these three elements together spur on consumers to consume
more. The socio-psychological explanations are more micro-oriented by
nature. These explanations are based on the postmodern and cultural aspects of
consumption. Historical and socio-technological explanations belong to the
meso-level and those regard consumption as being dependent on everyday life
practices and the different systems that condition it. (Repke 1999, 404—416.)
Rapke’s observations of the frames of sustainable consumption provide
theoretical support for Sanne’s approach, but he focuses on structures as
interconnected and pressing determinants that lock in consumers. These
structural elements are: historical changes, urban structure and consumption,



43

system change and consumption boost, the consolidation of consumer culture,
and work and consumption. Sanne’s first account refers to historical changes
from traditional farming to industrial society, which operated as the engines
for the present individualised society where individualisation is seen in such
phenomena as the decrease in household size and specialised single-purpose-
only items; through which consumers are taught to buy different equipment
for every kind of leisure activity. A second driving force is those urban
structures which, in turn, create an acceptance of environmentally unfriendly
methods of planning infrastructures (e.g. encouraging the use of cars, cf.
Southerton et al. 2004, 33) which then generate massive social problems and
inequalities. One example is the fact that city districts are given different
values, especially in metropolises. For example, in Rio de Janeiro the majority
of citizens live in favelas, the shanty towns of poor people.

The third influential element Sanne points out is technological shift because
a seemingly improved systems change aims after all at increased sales. An
example of this is the transfer to the digital broadcasting technique that
Finland is adopting. This much criticised system change involves the
acquisition of completely new technological equipment.

With the fourth element, the consolidation of consumer culture, Sanne
claims that, unlike the prevailing conception that consumers are able to make
deliberate choices when purchasing, it should be acknowledged that business
has got a tight hold of consumers. In other words, even if it is generally
accepted that consumers are no longer victims that are manipulated by
producers and business, marketing effectively invades lifestyles confirmed by
political and technical integration. Finally, Sanne looks at how the present
organizing of working hours promotes unsustainable structures by giving
employees longer working days instead of splitting the work by having more
employees. According to him, the input of labour should be reduced, given
that if people work less they also spend less, and vice versa.

The major outcome of Sanne’s analysis of the driving forces of
consumption is that people as consumers face pressure from two strongly
influential parts of society, the business class and the political class. In a
democratic society, there is pressure from both sides and in both directions
concerning politics and people, in brief political influence flows from
governments to people and the other way round. Business affects people
directly but also through politics. Today’s world may be characterised, in fact,
by the term “econocrazy”, the mutual dependencies of business and politics
that sets frames for people as consumers.

While Sanne’s work underscores in principal the government-business-
consumer nexus from a “top-down” standpoint, i.e. from an institutional to an
individual level, in Susse Georg’s study (1999) the focus is on “bottom-up”
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initiatives that people, particularly in their roles as citizens, have
accomplished. Georg describes how citizens have co-operated to develop
technological and social solutions to environmental problems that they are
concerned about. The forms of co-operation include, for example, research
centres which aim to develop alternative energy techniques and greener goods.
“These experiments allow for a positive expression of needs and concerns and
for the development of innovative response to these concerns.” (George 1999,
463)

Consumer initiatives can at their best be a remarkable influencer, the power
a group of consumers can place on companies can turn into ideological
consumer movements, such as Voluntary Simplicity, which consists of people
who voluntarily want to cut down their own consumption (e.g. Schor 1999).
Broad-based consumer movements can act as counter forces against unfair
global marketing structures. In order to make a real change consumer groups
have to exercise the power found in masses if they are to make real lifestyle
changes. This is especially so as sustainable consumption often requires
additional effort and time by the consumer because a change to a more
sustainable direction is often not experienced relatively quickly as being self-
evident and is instead found to be troublesome.

3.2 Individual factors of green consumption

Paper 3 deals with the postmodern elements of consumption and contemplates
the applicability of some of its ideas to the context of green consumption.
Some additional remarks are made here. The first consumption model, which
draws from sociological postmodern ideas about lifestyle and symbolic
consumption and applies them to a green consumption context, is van Vliet’s
and Spaargaren’s model of the system of the provision perspective of
consumer behaviour (Spaargaren & van Vliet 2000). The authors examine
lifestyle and consumption issues on the one hand, from a horizontal distinction
perspective and on the other hand, from a vertical system-of-provision
perspective. The distinction perspective is mainly based on Bourdieu’s work
on style. According to them, “The Bourdieu-inspired stream of thought in the
sociology of consumption are important for environmental sociologists
because they make us aware of the crucial importance of the social or
symbolic dimensions of consumption.” (Spaargaren & Van Vliet 2000, 59)
The system-of-provision perspective “expects different commodities or groups
of commodities to be distinctly structured by the chain or system of provision
that unites a particular pattern of production with a particular pattern of
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consumption.” (ibid.) With this concept they refer to consumers’ access and
use of different modes of consumption.

For Spaargaren and Van Vliet the relation between structure and actor
represents less the socio-psychological elements at the core of the analysis and
more the social practices. These social practices involve routines and habitual
consumption. For this reason, green consumption should be monitored in
terms of consumers’ opportunities to make deliberate choices.

Shove and Warde (2002) discuss the escalating levels of consumption by
proposing six mechanisms that they apply in the context of some consumption
activities. These mechanisms are social comparison, the creation of self-
identity, mental stimulation and novelty, aesthetic matching, the specialization
of commodity production and the requirements of socio-technical systems
(2002, 233). In this way the authors draw together previous sociological
accounts of the forms of consumption. The six mechanisms revolve around
what seems to be individual choice and selection and try to capture different
features of green consumption. Thus, the model allows the identification of
some weakly represented elements of sustainable consumption in the
mainstream sociology of consumption. These are: interdependence, the
evolution of normal standards, and infrastructure. The first stands for
relationships between resource intensity and the management of time in its
different aspects. The second ingredient refers to consumers’ proclivity for
conspicuous consumption, and the just-in-case purchases people make. An
example of such is over-sizing, purchasing for example, an SUV just-in-case
there is a future need for space. The last component also takes into account the
need to better understand the processes and decisions that frame people’s
consumption possibilities with regard to making purchasing choices.

The two models described above contain features of the individual factors
of green consumption, individual choice being the most important theme of
both. However, the models expand from the circle of individual factors
towards the contextual elements of consumption. As stated earlier, individual
consumption patterns are often mediated through the context, which can act
both as enabling or hindering elements for green consumption behaviour: for
example, social campaigns to save energy create normative rules on how to act
in a desirable manner and those may act as stimulants to change previous
routines and habits.

Several scholars have stressed an important account that has been applied to
the green consumption context; people acting in dual roles: as consumers and
as citizens (Sanne 2002, 282; Gabriel & Lang 1995, 173—-186; Georg 1999;
460; Hobson 2002, 99—103; Spaargaren & Van Vliet 2000). People’s acts as
consumers cannot be detached from their actions as citizens especially when it
comes to sustainability. In brief, people, as consumers, act with a short-term
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orientation looking for the direct fulfilment of needs and wants without
considering sustainability. As citizens their actions are guided by a long-term
orientation, where the individual takes into consideration environmental
matters and also shows responsibility towards others. (Casimir & Dutilh 2003,
322; Sagoff 1997) The concept of a citizen implies both control and balance
over rights and duties and active participation as members of society.
Moreover, in the role of citizen, individuals are supposed to take a moral
standpoint when making their choices. (Gabriel & Lang 1995, 174.)

In recent years the re-emergence of the idea of citizen has been applied, not
surprisingly, in the context of environmentalism. Environmental citizenship
entails the emergence of exactly the kind of individual described above, an
active individual that feels no fear to defend the rights of the majority and who
carefully evaluates different alternatives and moral questions when making
decisions. He/she also knows, cares and acts with responsibility towards the
environment. (ibid.; Hobson 2002, 101.) Environmental citizenship calls for
individuals, for example, to take part in government-directed top-down
informative campaigns that strive for a better environment via the activation of
consumers, such as the EU campaign to reduce climate change mentioned
earlier.

3.3 Personality factors of green consumption

Sustainable or green consumption is a broad and a complex issue, and
therefore, the orientations and scopes of the research vary a great deal. In
today’s world where environmental problems are topical, consumers are often
seen as a principal “lever of change” (Sanne 2002, 273). This means that
consumers and their decisions are expected to redirect consumption so that it
becomes more sustainable.

Research focusing on green consumption behaviour has a tradition dating
from the latter part of 20" century; environmental sociology and the sociology
of consumption is one of the major areas of research (for example, van Liere
& Dunlap 1980; Buttel 1987, 472—475). The consumers’ role in bringing
about environmental change has been considered as decisive, and depending
on the discipline different aspects of consumerism have been emphasised
(Sanne 2002, 273). Topics related to various determinants of consumption
include, for instance, the purchasing process and identity-formation through
consumption and ethical issues (Olander & Thegersen 1995; Uusitalo 2004;
Derksen & Gartrell 1993; Kaiser, Wolfing & Fuhrer 1999; Grankvist & Biel
2001), which are typical orientations also within the field of green
consumption research. Consumption is not solely an economic issue, but is a
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highly social action and consumers are regarded as social and environmental
actors (Cogoy 1999, 386; Georg 1999). “(-) environmental problems are social
in sense that they originate from social structures c.q. social arrangements
between people” (Spaargaren 1997, 1).

In the following sub-chapters the personality factors generating
environmentalism and more particularly, sustainable or green consumption are
reviewed based on the relevant literature.

3.3.1 Environmental values

Environmentalism in its broad sense is not a new phenomenon. In
industrialized countries environmental movements and organizations have
actively engaged in behaviour aiming to harm the environment less (George
1999, 456; Jamison 1999). Environmentalism can also be a matter of one’s
worldview. Different measures of endorsement of an ecological worldview
exist in environmental literature, amongst which the most prominent ones
have been instruments seeking to measure ecological or environmental
consciousness (Ellis & Thompson 1997 in Dunlap et al. 2000; Schlegelmilch,
Bohlen & Diamantopoulos 1996), anthropocentrism versus eco-centrism
(Thompson & Barton 1994 in Dunlap et al. 2000) and the New Ecological
Paradigm Scale (Dunlap et al. 2000).

Environmentalism can also be a result of one’s values. At the aggregate
level, the two-way thesis of global environmentalism presented in the
environmental literature aims at explaining global differences with regard to
environmental issues from a mainly cultural or economic perspective (cf.
Yuchtman-Ya’ar 2003, 119). The central theme of the thesis is that there are
two basic varieties of global environmental concern, divided between rich
(Northern) and poor (Southern) societies (Guha 2000; Guha & Martinez-Alier
1997). The first is explained by the post-materialist values thesis, according to
which, global environmentalism is seen as a derivative of the post-materialist
syndrome. Environmental concern is the manifestation of typical post-material
(-modern) values in wealthy countries, such as self-expression and the quality
of life (Inglehart 1995; Martinez-Alier 1995; Guha 2000, 98; Brechin 1999;
Lee & Kidd 1997; Dunlap & Mertig 1997). The second, objective problems —
subjective values thesis, suggests that citizens’ real experiences of
environmental hazards in poor countries has motivated them to protect the
environment (Inglehart 1995; Brechin 1999; 2003). Other value-based
explanations of environmentalism are the moral norm-activation theory of
altruism (Schwartz 1973) and the value-belief-norm (VBN) theory of
environmentalism (Stern 2000). The moral norm-activation theory of altruism
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specifies conditions, which affect the activation of personal norms and hence
their influence on behaviour. This approach presumes that altruistic behaviour
occurs in response to personal moral norms, which are activated in individuals
who believe that certain conditions pose threats to others. Thus, it can be
assumed, according to this approach, that pro-environmental behaviour occurs
if an individual perceives that the state of the environment is deteriorating.
This is based on the assumption that environmental quality is a collective
good, which activates one’s altruistic motives and personal norms to act in
pro-environmental way and achieve an inverse condition that would not pose a
threat to others. (Schwartz 1973; Stern 2000.)

The value-belief-norm theory of environmentalism created by Stern and his
colleagues is built on existing theories including the moral norms-activation
theory of altruism. They postulate that linking existing theories together is
needed in order to indicate that “the consequences that matter in activating
personal norms are adverse consequences to whatever the individual values.”
(Stern 2000, 413) Thus, people who hold altruistic values (e.g. environmental
quality) are concerned about other people, as well as the environment and this
motivates them to act pro-environmentally.

At the individual, personal level it is argued that values affect
environmental attitudes and behaviour (Poortinga, Steg & Vlek 2004; Nyborg
2000; Schwartz 1994). Much of the research on environmental values is based
on general theories of values, especially the works of Rokeach (1973) and
Schwarzt (1994). The value scales of Rokeach and Schwartz have been
applied to a variety of research on environmental behaviour, such as the
willingness to protect the environment, recycling, and environmental concern
(a detailed description of the studies is contained in Poortinga et al. 2004, 71).

Poortinga and his colleagues (2004) analysed the relationship of subjective
quality of life (QOL) indicators to values. The QOL dimensions represent
what people may find important in life. The researchers found that
environmental quality is one dimension of the QOL. This means that
environmental concern and environmental behaviour-related items are clearly
linked to basic human values, which has become evident in Finnish
longitudinal data research as well (Torvi & Kiljunen, 2005; Haikkonen &
Kiljunen 2003). One of the main themes of the Finnish Business and Policy
Forum EVA has been Finnish attitudes toward the environment, its current
state and the actions taken to improve it. According to EVA’s report
(Haikkonen & Kiljunen 2003, 59), the enjoyment of the natural world around
them is regarded as one major aspect of happiness for Finns. In other words,
environmental values represent one distinct dimension of the human value
scale. (Poortinga et al. 2004, 87—88.)
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According to Bazerman and Hoffman (1999), “the numerous environmental
problems we are facing are not primarily technological or economic but
behavioural and cultural.” (Bazerman & Hoffman 1999 in Hoffman &
Sandelands 2005, 142, see also Cogoy 1999). Although technological and
economic activity may be the direct cause of environmentally destructive
behaviour, it can be argued that cultural, social and institutional values
indirectly guide the development of that activity (Bazerman & Hoffman 1999
in Hoffman & Sandelands 2005). Figure 2 below shows the influence of three
key areas regarding the quality of life of 15 EU countries’ people. These areas
are economic (growth, investment), social (poverty, social exclusion, health,
and educational services), and environmental. A comparative analysis between
Finnish respondents (N = 500) and 15 EU countries (N = 7533) was
conducted.

O econ. Fi
B econ. EU
= env. Fi
env. EU
@ soc. Fi

B soc. EU

Figure 2. The influence of economic, environmental, and social issues on the quality
of life. The percentage share of the response alternative ‘Very much’.
Source: EOS Gallup 2002.

At the EU-level, the state of the environment (33%) is clearly the most
important of the factors influencing the quality of life, since the share of
economic factors was only 27 per cent and the share of social factors 29 per
cent. Slight differences can be found in the opinions of the Finnish people.
The influence of the environment on the quality of life is still the most
important factor (25%), but the share is only one fourth of all Finns. In
addition, compared to the aggregate EU-level, Finnish citizens perceive social
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issues (22%) as being considerably more important than economic ones (11%)
in their value list. The result strengthens the finding made above in the QOL
theory, in which it was shown that the environment has an intrinsic value for
people. Furthermore, other, international surveys have found high percentages
of respondents who also list environmental problems as foremost among the
problems facing their society (Dunlap et al. 1993).

However, it must be noticed here, that this result was based only on some
value variables and is not naturally comparable with any value theory. It only
aims to point out what people regard as important for their quality of life.

30
very much ' 19
52
quite a lot 48
i 16 O women
not much i 26 g@men

3
not at all 7

%

Figure 3. The influence of the environment on the quality of life, according to
gender. (Finland, N=496, p<0.01) Source: EOS Gallup 2002.

The above figure, Figure 3, shows one important aspect of
environmentalism, that is, its highly gendered nature. Numerous studies have
pointed to women’s greener values and attitudes and also their willingness to
take environmental issues into account in their consumption behaviour (for
example, Autio & Wilska 2003; 2005; Roberts 1996, Stern & Dietz 1994).
The state of the environment has a stronger influence on women than on men,
which is shown by the fact that as many as 82 per cent of women agreed with
the statement, whereas the percentage was 67 for men.
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3.3.2 Environmental attitudes

In addition to values, the bases for environmentalism can be found in attitudes
and other psychographic factors motives, norms, and beliefs. Sociological
studies on environmental concern owe much to psychology, where different
attitude models have been developed, such as Ajzen’s Theory of Planned
Behaviour (1985), Triandi’s Subjective Culture Model (1977), and Bagozzi &
Warshaw’s Theory of Trying (1990), which have been used in framing the
interaction of attitudes and environmental concerns. The attitude-behaviour
paradigm, i.e. measuring environmental awareness and citizens’ personal
agendas, largely determines the image of the environmental social sciences in
the eyes of the public at large (Spaargaren 1997, 126; Uusitalo 1997, 22). The
research conducted in this field has focused, for example, on structural micro-
elements that explain environmental awareness. Once environmental issues
achieved a stable position in Western societies, several opinion polls started to
measure the public’s concern about and opinions on environmental issues (van
Liere & Dunlap 1980; Dunlap & Scarce 1991; Brechin 2003).

Particular attention to environmental behaviour (although not approaching
it from a consumer’s point of view) was given already in the 1980s (Buttel
1987). Special attention was paid to research on environmental attitudes and
values. According to Buttel’s extensive literature review, three kinds of
literature on attitudes, values, and behavioural research could be distinguished:
studies examining the social-structural problematic, studies examining social-
psychological theory, and applied studies attempting to determine the social
factors related to behaviour associated with the environment (Buttel 1987,
472).

The social-structural aspects of environmental attitudes were based on
surveys dealing with public concern about the quality of the environment
(ibid., 473—-474; see also van Liere & Dunlap 1980, 189). Social-psychological
research involved theory testing and the evaluation of studies made in the
field. The target of that research was to study the cognitive structure of
environmental behaviour and attitude-behaviour congruence. Quite an
exceptional argument was proposed by Heberlein (1981, in Buttel 1987, 474)
who argued that attitudes, for example environmental concern, were questions
about people’s opinions rather than attitudes and because opinions are not
stable cognitive structures they are not likely to significantly affect behaviour.
However, more recent studies have demonstrated that from value-mediated
attitudes and beliefs emerge green behaviour patterns (Poortinga et al. 2004;
Georg 1999; Stern & Dietz 1994).

A specific area of attitudes that has gained much research attention is
substantive research on concerns about environmental problems. Current
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research focuses on both the local and global level of environmental concern.
Typical orientations in the field cover topics related to the relative importance
of environmental problems, the perceived seriousness of environmental
problems, green behaviour and the willingness to pay for environmental
protection (Dunlap & Scarce 1991; Zimmer et al. 1994). These survey-based
studies have shown that people are personally concerned about environmental
problems (Brechin 2003, 1999, Dunlap & Scarce 1991; Dunlap, Van Liere,
Mertig & Jones 2000), but at the same time largely uninformed about the
causes of these problems (Brechin 2003). Awareness about global
environmental change affects one’s attitudes. However, it must be taken into
account that one can be very concerned about wasting energy, for example,
but still have quite a low understanding of how the rising consumption of
energy creates environmental change itself. In recent Finnish studies (Torvi &
Kiljunen 2005, 81-82; Tulokas 2002, 19; Hovi 2003, 175-188) people have
expressed their concerns about both global and local environmental threats.

This thematic issue is examined more closely in paper 2, but the alternative
measures of environmental concern are briefly discussed here. The scales
developed to measure concern are categorized into three sectors: specific
environmental issues, environmental issues combined with other social issues
or lifestyles, or constructs measuring correlations with environmental concern
(Zimmer et al. 1994). The first two of these have been applied mainly to
marketing research. However, they also provide important insights into
alternative ways to approach the construction of concern. Zimmer and her
colleagues refer, through the first measuring scale, to the index of ecological
concern originally developed in 1973. This index measured perceptions about
detergent brands. The second type of scale combines environmental issues
with other social issues or lifestyle factors. An example of a green lifestyle is
Voluntary Simplicity, which has been measured according to different scale
items. (Zimmer et al. 1994, 65.)

The third method of measuring environmental concern is a concept widely
used both in social studies and marketing research, that is, the construct of
environmental consciousness. According to Rannikko (1996, 58),
environmental consciousness should be differentiated from values and
attitudes, since the construct is divided into three components: knowledge
about environmental issues, attitudes towards environmental issues, and pro-
environmental behaviour. However, as the discussion above has indicated,
attitudes and values are in close relationship with all of these components. The
value-basis theory suggests that attitudes about environmental issues are the
result of more general underlying values, classified as egoistic, altruistic, and,
biospheric values, and that different value orientations lead to different
attitudes (Stern & Dietz 1994, 69-71; Schultz 2001, 335). Furthermore,
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studies have also resulted in strong links between attitudes, values, beliefs, and
behaviour (Stern & Dietz 1994; Schultz 2001).

Nevertheless, it is worth keeping in mind that there is no clear causal
relationship between the three components of the environment consciousness
construct. In other words, in spite of the fact that knowledge about
environmental problems would be high it does not necessarily lead to more
sustainable consumption behaviour or lifestyles. (Bohlen, Schlegelmilch &
Dianmantopoulos 1993, 417; Rannikko 1996, 59, Diamantopoulos et al.
2003).

Environmental concern varies along the subject. The figure below (Figure
4) presents an environmental concern index formed of four causes of concern
about global environmental problems: “How worried are you about future
trends in climate change (N=7492, mean 3.0) / nature (N=7495, mean 3.2) /
environment (N=7498, mean 3.4) / natural resources (N=7417, mean 3.3)?”
These attitudes were measured by the Likert scale 1 = ‘not at all’ — 4 = "very
much’. That is, the information given by the four variables was summed up so
that it could show the level of environmental concern for each question. In
practice, the column ‘not concerned’ in Figure 4 represents the share of those
who have responded to each of the four questions with the alternative 1 = ‘not
at all’. As can be seen, such a completely indifferent attitude did not come up
in this study since the proportion of those is zero per cent. A general
conclusion that can be drawn from the index is that over half of the
respondents, almost six persons out of ten (58%) are very concerned about
future trends when it comes to climate change, nature, the environment, and
natural resources. Only five per cent of the general public announced that they
don’t worry much about environmental issues.
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Figure 4. Levels of environmental concern among individuals in 15 EU countries (N
=7350). Source: EOS Gallup 2002.

The next figure (Figure 5) represents a national variation of the same
environmental concern index. Only the proportion of the very concerned
population in each country was selected. The concern was greatest in Italy
(77%), Greece (70%) and Portugal (66%) and lowest in Sweden (31%) and the
Netherlands (31%). Finnish anxiety about the future state of the environment
is below the EU average of 47 per cent of very concerned citizens. The nation-
level comparison reveals that perceptions of environmental issues are regarded
quite heterogeneously. The high concern of most Mediterranean countries can
surely be explained by their economic dependency on tourism which is largely
influenced by their beautiful and still partly untouched nature.
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Figure 5. An index of high concern within environmental concern among 15 EU
countries (N = 7283). Source: EOS Gallup 2002.

The results presented in the above figures 2 — 5 are in line with previous
studies and strengthen the view that the environment both from a value and an
attitude perspective is an important part of life for people. Environmental
matters are important not only because of their intrinsic value but also because
people may feel that their own health is threatened, for example, air or noise
pollution are direct consequences of the degradation of the environment in
cities.

In this chapter, the constituent elements of green consumption were
categorised into three main groups: contextual, individual and personality
factors. Contextual factors incorporate the economic, social, and cultural
forces that are seen as having a major influence on green consumption
patterns. The effect of contextual elements is mainly indirect, since they create
the surroundings of consumption. Individual elements are factors that are in
closer relationship to individual consumption and may have a direct influence
on it. For example, a consumer’s economic situation, the money available to
them, is a restraint that may hinder many people from making green choices,
since green goods are often more expensive. The third group contained
personality factors that are in relatively direct connection to consumption
behaviour. Individual needs, attitudes and values are, nonetheless, often
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affected by the factors of the other two groups. For example, one may have an
attitudinal readiness to use public transport instead of using one’s own car, but
for infrastructural reasons, e.g. a bad bus connection, this is not possible.
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4 IN PURSUIT OF SUSTAINABILITY

Hei ehtymdttomdnd kuka luulee

et eteenpdin karavaanimme kulkee
vaik’ ilta saavuttaa meiddt jo

te jatkakaa joilla voimaa on
(Kasvun rajat,

Valvomo)

In this chapter, the theoretical discussion is drawn together in relation to the
four papers incorporated in this thesis. The discussion forges ahead in terms of
the order of the papers and addresses the main results and respective empirical
contributions of each paper. Although all the articles focus on different
dimensions of environmental issues the underlying logic that unites them is
the environment-consumption nexus. Green consumption is seen as a social
and structural activity which is shaped by institutional and micro-level factors.
Also other elements of contemporary consumer society are discussed but the
main focus is on the postmodern discourse surrounding consumption.

4.1 Willing consumers, locked-in or unsustainable out of sheer habit?

A hugely important issue in the debate on sustainable consumption is the
pressure and influence of circumstances, i.e. contextual and structural factors.
In chapter 3, the factors that have an influence on sustainable consumption
were highlighted.

The different ideas provided for explaining our relationship to consumption
vary between individualistic explanations and institutional factors. Studies on
the environment have offered wide-ranging answers to questions regarding the
driving forces behind continuous growth, of which the most prominent are
writings concerning imperative or given structures. Those refer to alternative
orientations on how the context we live in conditions the way we consume.
The first view, the “willingness to consume” emphasized that the effect of
structural factors on consumption, once understood by an individual, is the
voluntary curtailment of consumption, which is, first and foremost, an ethical
question (Repke 1999, 417).

The second view, although partly drawing strength from the first
explanation, offered a somewhat more pessimistic view of the forces behind
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the growth of consumption. This “locked-in” viewpoint stressed that it is a
question of mainly negative incentive structures that lock consumers into
maintaining habitual unsustainable consumption patterns (Mayo 2006, 150;
Sanne 2002). Economic and political constraints, infrastructures and
institutional barriers not only actively encourage unsustainable action, they
also cause social inequalities. Such barriers are often created by business,
which powerfully lobbies government (Sanne 2002, 281).

Some changes have clearly occurred in contemporary society. “All around
the world, society is undergoing radical change — radical in the sense that it
poses a challenge to Enlightenment-based modernity and opens up a space in
which people choose new and unexpected forms of the social and the
political.” (Beck & Lau 2005, 525) Thus, the general “greening” of the climate
of opinion of Western society that has taken place during the last three to four
decades of the 20™ century must not be overlooked. This has led to global
goals to achieve a cleaner, more secure, and more sustainable society.
According to those who subscribe to this view, the environment is seen as the
foundation of society (Peattie 1999, 137), which is supported by social
transformations. Social transformations involve not only physical changes
concerning environmental disruptions and material flows but also social and
institutional improvements (Mol & Sonnenfeld 2000, 5-6; Sonnenfeld & Mol
2002a; Spaargaren 1999). These transformations involve changes in the role of
science and technology, the increasing importance of market dynamics and
economic agents, transformations in the role of the nation-state, modifications
in the position, role and ideology of social movements and, lastly, changing
discursive practices and emerging ideologies (Mol & Sonnenfeld 2000, 6).
What is of special importance to this study is the role of market dynamics and
economic agents, since those are connected to green consumption and
consumerism. The terms “market dynamics” and “economic agents” refer to
different kinds of actors having many roles, which affect ecological reform
and change. Such actors are, for instance, producers, consumers and credit
institutions.

Debate among scholars has emerged about whether social changes have
remained just a theoretical speculation without having actually taken place
(Mol & Sonnenfeld 2000, 6). The so-called green awakening of societies and
consumers to environmental questions, and to the overall recognition of a
collective environmental problem, has not led to considerable changes in, for
example, consumption patterns (Olney & Bryce 1991, 695). The improving
changes in consumption patterns would especially signify a decrease in
consumption, which in fact has not occurred. Instead, consumption in Western
industrialised societies has constantly grown. According to the UN’s Human
Development Report, global consumption has more than doubled in almost
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thirty years, public and private consumption expenditures reached $24 trillion
in 1998 - twice the level of 1975 and six times that of 1950 (Hahn 2002, 41).
And on average, resource use per person nearly tripled between 1950 and
1990 (Corson 1994).

It is widely accepted that sustainable consumption requires lifestyle changes
(Sanne 2001, 125; 2002, 285). However, the existing structural limits do not
allow these changes. That problem is discussed in paper 1, in which the
structures, the contextual factors that influence social life broadly and green
consumption in particular are presented. The issue is approached on a broad
front and the term structure is used in this article as an umbrella concept for
the theoretical constructs of ‘macrocosmos’ and ‘microcosmos’. Through the
investigation of structures from both the methodological holism and
methodological individualism perspectives, a structural approach has been
adapted. The relation between macro and micro-society becomes essential
when approaching sustainable development — and with specific interest in
sustainable consumption — in the global context. By scrutinizing these
relations, the article aims to pave the way for the other papers included in this
research by discussing various theoretical concepts related to structures. As an
empirical phenomenon, consumption is a complex one, which — as this
research has many times underlined — cannot be interpreted in terms of
cultural or social factors alone. Questions such as why the level of green
concern varies between countries, or why people in some countries are more
willing than their counterparts in other countries to make personal sacrifices
for environmental reasons, cannot be understood by restraining the analysis to
only some of its elements.

The main goal of paper 1 was therefore to examine more closely the notion
of structure and related concepts, and to evaluate their potential role in
sustainable consumption research. Nevertheless, with certain exceptions
(Spaargaren & van Vliet 2000; Reopke 1999; Showe & Warde 2002, Sanne
2002, Southerton et al. 2004), previous work that deals with the contextual
factors of green consumption only rarely combines structure-actor interplay in
analysis and brings it to the empirical level. Therefore, the article elaborates
upon some of the major basic concepts and definitions and empirical
implications from the relevant literature, which has been merged within other
sociological research streams that would help to reveal the relevance of this
interplay for environmental research. Paper 1 contributes to this research
stream by elaborating upon the concepts of structure and actor, first, at a
general level, and second in the green consumption research context. Another
contribution to the ongoing debate on this relationship is that the paper
produces new conceptual tools for dealing with the macro-micro discussion.
That is, it introduces Coleman’s (1986) macro-micro-macro model and applies
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it to the green consumption context. Last, the applicability of the model is
evaluated and a mechanistic approach for studying the structure-actor
interplay is proposed. These contributions are discussed in more detail below.

The paper starts with accounts of social structure developed in the theory of
structuration by Anthony Giddens’ (e.g. Giddens 1984) and Tony Lawson’s
understanding of it in the context of institutional theories (e.g. 2003). For
Giddens, structure is not something stable and congealed but represents rules
and resources that are bound up in time and space to social reproduction.
Some of the formal concepts of structuration theory provide a more specific
meaning for environmental studies, the most promising ones being Giddens’
concept of “behavioural or social practices” and their routine-based nature. As
structure is bound to the time-space continuum, it is also an inevitable part of
everyday life or rather ‘day-to-day social activity’, the phrase that Giddens
uses systematically in order to express its very literal sense in trying exactly to
encapsulate the routine character of social life. Another core notion is the
concept of the “duality of structure”. In fact, the main goal of the theory is to
abolish the dualism between structure and actor, since structures are both the
media and outcome of human action.

By social structure Lawson means something that comprises all the
underlying powers, mechanisms and tendencies that are related to the actual or
surface phenomenon. This may be best described in his own words on social
reality (Lawson 2005, 181):

1 take social reality to be the realm of all phenomena that, for
their existence, depend, at least in part, on us. And by
asserting that the social realm is structured [ claim, in
particular, that it consist in far more than actualities such as
(actual) human behaviour including its observable patterns. It
also consists in features such as social rules, relations,
positions, processes, systems, values, and meaning and the
like that do not reduce to human behaviour.

How do we understand social (environmental) change and individual
behaviour through the lenses used by Giddens and Lawson? What is suggested
in paper 1 is that these concepts must then be integrated into the broader
theoretical context of institutions, mechanisms and interactions. In other
words, the notions of structure and actor are of use when searching for
connections between the individual, the macro-level, the micro-level, and
society. Elsewhere (Coleman 1986, 1312) has pointed that sociologists take as
their starting point the purposive action of individuals. This standpoint
assumes that people are well-organised and that they can shape social systems.
However, if this were the case, they could easily force, for example, business
and markets to develop in a more sustainable direction. As Coleman states,
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what matters is that “The action, or behaviour, of the system composed of
actors is an emergent consequence of the interdependent actions of the actors
who make up the systems.” (ibid.)

Thus, the above-mentioned concepts of institutions, mechanisms and
interactions are dealt with in paper 1 as they appear in the social sciences. In
order to be able to understand the environmental change caused by human
actors, the concepts of the macro, meso and micro-level were elaborated upon
in tandem with the others. However, operating with macro and micro-levels is
only of use to a certain extent as with this type of analysis the information
obtained reveals only which variables best explain certain observations either
on the aggregate level of society or on an individual actor’s level, not why
social processes occur as they do in society (both on the macro and on the
micro-level). In the next stage of paper 1, a meso-level approach was
introduced, which was aimed at linking together the macro and micro-levels.
The notion of meso refers to theorizing on the middle-range, which seeks to
capture the interplay between macro and micro. The meso-level approach
makes it possible to compare different phenomena from the structural angle
and to investigate whether they reveal any consistent patterns or trends (Beck
& Lau 2005, 528). Although no empirical investigation was conducted in this
article, this theoretical reasoning has helped to understand why the
environment-consumption nexus is as multifaceted a phenomenon as it is.

4.2 Global environmental consciousness in focus

Public concern over environmental matters has grown rapidly since the
1960’s. People’s support or resistance towards the environment has been
shown to be connected either to environmental crises or economic trends,
although this is not to play down the media’s role in making people aware of
the environment (Haikonen & Kiljunen 2003, 167-169; Hutchins & Lester
2006). When an environmental crisis takes place, e.g. the explosion of the
nuclear power plant at Chernobyl in 1986, public support for the industry
involved in that disaster declines, as it did for nuclear power back then
(Dunlap & Scarce 1991). This disaster raised environmental problems in the
consciousness of Finnish people. Half of all Finns were, at that time, sceptical
about the state of the future environment, whereas six years later an attitude
survey revealed that visions about the future were much more positive. Two
thirds of Finnish people (64%) believed that environmental protection would
be successful. (Haikonen & Kiljunen 2003, 170.) Moreover, what is of greater
significance is that a follow-up study conducted in the EU about citizens’
relations to environmental issues reveals that people’s concern about the
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depletion of the ozone layer has decreased but concern over the extinction of
some plant or animal species increased between 1999 and 2002 (Hovi 2003,
175).

As the above debate reveals, the focus has shifted in paper 2 from
theoretical analysis to the empirical study of environmental attitudes,
knowledge and behaviour. Paper 1 established the theoretical and conceptual
foundations of mechanism-based ideas and paper 2 continues to explore social
mechanisms in the empirical context. The aim to examine theoretical
approaches in empirical design is also a main aim of the paper. All the
empirical analysis conducted leans on the theoretical ideas of the post-
materialist values thesis (Inglehart 1977) that has been applied to the field of
environmental research. This thesis has been used in explaining national
differences within the perception of environmental problems. The starting
point in paper 2 is to test empirically the post-materialist values thesis (two-
way thesis) in the context of the environmental consciousness construct. The
study also contributes to environmental research by presenting new
information about national differences in the perception of environmental
issues and about how structures both at the macro and micro-level impact
upon these perceptions. Therefore, the empirical part the paper was two-fold:
first, some of the basic ideas of the post-materialist values thesis were tested.
Secondly, the analysis aimed at explaining perceived environmentalism in
more detail by focusing on the environmental consciousness construct. These
three components form, as discussed earlier, the so-called environmental
consciousness construct (e.g. Rannikko 1996, 58) that can be operationalised
to measure people’s opinions about, and relationship to, environmental
questions. Environmental issues are monitored through a cross-national data
survey (International social survey programme: Environment II, 2000).

Attitudes towards the environment reflect cultural locality (Brechin &
Freeman 2004, 2). This is because what Finns or people in other countries
consider to be worthy of public concern varies over time. If environmental
concern in America grew out of the 1960’s (ibid.), in Finland ecological
awareness raised its head at the beginning of the 1980’s. At the time, soft and
hard values were also in conflict in other industrialised countries. (Haikonen &
Kiljunen 2003, 167.)

People are worried about different global environment problems, for
example global warming. This kind of worry shows a concern for global level
problems. The concern can also be local. This means that individuals are
concerned about their own surrounding environments, the nature close to their
own living areas. Thereby, environmental concern is divided into two levels:
global and local. Furthermore, as discussed in paper 2, the level of concern
varies greatly among countries and their citizens, thus both between-country
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and within-country variations exist. Between-country variation is often
explained by the economic situation of the country; the more affluent the
country, the higher the level of environmental concern (Inglehart 1995; Kidd
& Lee 1997). However, according to various scholars, environmental concern
is a universal value, which is not bound to the economic development of one
country, rather to the perception of direct, real environmental threats (Brechin
1999; Dunlap & Mertig 1997).

Table 3. The environmental consciousness construct and its connection to levels of

affluence
Environmental Environmental Environmental
concern knowledge behaviour
Middle-income countries High Varying Low
High-income countries Low Varying High

Table 3 above summarises the connections between national wealth and the
distribution of the countries in respect of the environmental consciousness
construct. These results are discussed in more detail below.

The analysis of national differences in how the general public perceives
environmental threats strengthens the argument above. The results of the
analysis in paper 2 pointed out that environmental concern peaks among low-
and middle-income countries, such as Chile, Portugal and the Philippines
while people in the welfare countries did not manifest high concern, Finnish
people were, in fact, the least concerned. (Table 2 in Haanpdi 2007b.)

Environmental knowledge is another component of the concept. Studies
show that there are great differences in knowledge about environmental issues
between people of different countries (Hovi 2003, 181, 183; Mayo 2006, 150).
For example, the analysis conducted in paper 2 showed that environmental
knowledge about the reasons and effects of green house gases varied to a great
extent among countries, from 69 per cent to zero per cent (Table 3 in Haanpia
2007b). Consistent with these results is another Euromonitor study, where it
was found that only 14 per cent of the general public knew that not all
radioactive waste is very dangerous. According to this study, people were best
aware of the matter in The Netherlands, in Denmark and in Sweden. (Hovi
2003, 184.)

Public debate about environmental problems increases people’s knowledge
and the media also plays a significant role in the shaping of public debate and
influencing awareness (Hutchins & Lester 2006, 438). However, there are two
sides to the coin: when people get more information about the environment it
affects their concern either by increasing or alleviating it (Hovi 2002, 181).
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Knowledge about increasing environmental problems can promote not only
concern but also anxiety, which may be manifested via frustration with all
kinds of the environment debate as was suggested in paper 2 with reference to
low worry (Table 7 in Haanpéé 2007b).

When it comes to green behaviour, typically the following types of
questions are asked: Is one willing to pay more for the environment’s sake or
to reduce one’s personal life standards? The answer can also measure the
subjective evaluation of one’s opinion as to whether he or she is an
environmentalist. The results gained from these kinds of questions reveal the
intention to take action for the sake of the environment, not actualised green
behaviour, and therefore they often result in depicting an environmentally
positive opinion climate, since as was shown earlier in this thesis,
environmental attitudes are high. If people are asked instead about their
actualised environmentally responsible behaviour, for example, active
participation in the actions of environmental organisations or groups, signing a
petition about environmental issues, or reductions in car use for the
environment’s sake, the situation changes dramatically, as the results in paper
2 showed.

The most committed to green behaviour were the people of rich
Switzerland. Economic well being seemed to explain green behaviour quite
well (Table 4, Haanpad 2007b) which somehow is an expected result, since
people in affluent countries have much greater possibilities to provide
economic support than most of the people in the developing world. This can
be noticed from the results: the top five of the list consisted only of wealthy
nations, with the exception of Mexico. Those lowest committed were, then
again, countries of low-income, such as Russia and the Philippines. This
finding, however, was in contrast with some earlier studies. In Brechin and
Kempton’s study (1994) it was the poorest countries that exhibited a high
willingness to make economic sacrifices. They found a weak relationship
between levels of wealth and the willingness to pay for environmental
protection. Maybe the most reasonable explanation is that although few people
within low-income countries would be ready to pay cash in order to protect the
environment, the same people hold high values for the environment. However,
the instrument of “willingness to pay” expresses only environmentally
responsible intention not actualised behaviour as was discussed earlier.

The questions were, therefore, put to further analyses, which were firstly
conducted by the Principal Component Analysis (PCA) and secondly, the
factor scores were explored using an analysis of variance (General Linear
Model). The item set consisted of a total of 15 variables. The criterion for the
selection of these items was that they measured the environmental
consciousness constructs: environmental concern, knowledge, or behaviour. In
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the conducted analysis, five clearly separate dimensions related to
environmental concern and worry and to behavioural support and actualized
behaviour as well as to environment knowledge were formed. This five-factor
solution was found to be the best fit and it explained 64 per cent of the total
variance (Table 6 in Haanpdd 2007b). The dimensions were simply labelled in
the most informative and descriptive manner: the first dimension was loaded
by items of environmental ‘concern’ and, thus, was labelled as such. The
second factor consisted of “willingness to pay” type of questions and can be
seen as reflecting citizens’ readiness to make behavioural sacrifices for the
environment and was simply called ‘willingness’. The third factor, ‘worry’
expressed citizens’ worry but was negatively loaded and, hence, pointed
toward negative attitudes about environmental issues. The fourth dimension,
‘behaviour’ consisted of elements of actualized green behaviour, and the last
factor, ‘knowledge’, was formed from items related to environmental
awareness.

What do those five dimensions tell about the perception of environmental
matters? First of all, they reveal the hidden constructs of a general attitudinal
dimension. As has been suggested by several theories (e.g. Diamantopoulos et
al. 2003; Rannikko 1996), the environmental consciousness construct is
formed from three different elements, those of environmental concern,
knowledge, and behaviour and this was borne out by the analysis. In the case
of this study, the outcome was altogether five dimensions, of which all are
related to this very construct. It could certainly be argued that the outcome is
such because the original items analysed measured only the environmental
consciousness construct. However, it is not axiomatic that all the items tested
are statistically significant. Therefore, every item was controlled for its
communality, which expresses how much the item explains the factor that it is
loaded on. The communalities in the study were acceptable (h*>0.3). In sum,
all the factors that were formed in the principal component analysis presented
in paper 2 are valid.

Once the analysis, like the one in paper 2, has been conducted, the factor
loadings, i.e. different dimensions produced are worth putting through further
analysis, in order to gain more information about the phenomenon. A suitable
way to find out more about environmental consciousness was to put the data in
the analysis of variance (ANOVA). This analysis method was used to assess
the comparative significance of background variables in order to find out
whether they explain environment consciousness at the individual and/or at the
institutional level. The results revealed that both micro-level, socio-
demographic background variables and aggregate level, macro variables do
explain the environmental consciousness. Socio-demographics pointed to
significant consistent effects regarding the consciousness construct. All the
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variables, education, age, gender, and family income, did explain the
dimensions of environmental consciousness. Also macro-level variables, GDP
and population density were highly significant explanatory factors.

The main conclusion in paper 2 was in line with some previous studies in
the field (Brechin & Kempton 1994; Brechin 1999; Dunlap & Mertig 1997)
which have shown that public concern exists globally and is not restricted to
affluent, industrialised countries, rather is clearly evident in countries that
belong to developing, low or middle-income nations. There were significant
differences between high and lower-income countries with respect to
environmental concern, which was systematically greater in developing
countries. In summary, the results of paper 2 confirmed that both micro and
macro-level factors do systematically explain the environmental consciousness
construct.

43 Postmodern features of green consumption

Different terms are used when explaining the changes that our societies are
undergoing. According to some sociologists, this era is described and
conceptualised best by referring to the term postmodern (Lyotard 2001; Lyon
1999) while others use the term “second modernity” (Beck & Lau 2005). The
“postmodern project”, i.e. what is meant with it, how it should be defined and
does such an era even exist, is a discussion that constantly rages (cf. Mustonen
2006, 17-28).

Paper 3 examines the notion of postmodern in the context of the sociology
of consumption and ponders to what extent the elements of green
consumerism and consumption are applicable to the postmodern discussion of
consumption. This theoretical reasoning leans on the discussion of postmodern
society where consumption structures are claimed to be more complicated than
in modern society. Without taking a stand on the claims of the nature of this
time period we are in, i.e. whether to call it postmodern, second modernity, or
the post-industrial era, some of its characteristic features are embedded in the
debate of green consumption. As in paper 2, paper 3’s theoretical notions are
operationalised empirically. The most important contribution of this paper is
the new empirical model developed to measure postmodern features of
consumption in the context of green commitment. This model allows for the
simultaneous evaluation of the effect of both postmodern and modern
structural elements with reference to green commitment. Another contribution
relates to the postmodern elements of green consumption, which were
developed in this study based on the literature review conducted regarding the
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writings on postmodern consumption. This was conducted in the theoretical
part of the paper. The key features of paper 3 are presented next.

Some ideas about postmodern consumption can be seen to complement the
debate of green consumerism. In paper 3, two perspectives were emphasised.
First, postmodern explanations of consumption behaviour stress that
traditional structural elements do not explain contemporary consumption. In
other words, consumption cannot be defined in terms of social categories, such
as education, gender, and age, since social reality has become more
heterogeneous and people define themselves through their personal desires,
abilities and the choices that have become the basis of their lifestyles (Résénen
2003, 46). For example, Mike Featherstone, one of the postmodern theorists of
the sociology of consumption has elaborated upon this idea by discussing
Bourdieu’s accounts of consumption, distinction and lifestyles (Featherstone
1991, 84-89). According to Featherstone, Bourdieu’s insights into how social
class determines cultural capital is too direct a projection of the influence of
class structure on consumption. Popularization and the marketing of not only
cultural but also other consumption goods and the constant introduction of
new tastes blur class boundaries (Featherstone 1991; Spaargaren 1997, 180).

The second feature related to postmodern consumer society deals with the
notions of lifestyle and choice. Postmodern consumption is said to be driven
by diversity and freedom of choice, emphasising difference, which in turn
leads towards fragmented and diverse forms of social identity and lifestyles
(Featherstone, 1991; Miles, Meethan & Anderson, 2002). The freedom to
choose has been called into question by several scholars (e.g. Marcuse 1969;
Baumann 1996; Schor 1997). These views challenge an individual’s
possibilities to exercise freedom of choice and argue that a choice of goods
comes at the expense of choice in other (more) important areas of life. Juliet
Schor (1997, 48), for instance, has analysed this with regard to work and
leisure time by arguing that workers do not have free choice when considering
their working hours but instead have been habituated into given working
patterns. “workers want what they get, rather than get what they want.” (ibid.
48-49 emphasis in the original) A relatively deterministic view of the notion
of free choice was presented by Herbert Marcuse, one of the members of the
critical Frankfurt School. In his book The One Dimensional Man (1969),
Marcuse analyses the individual’s true and false needs claiming that in fact,
these needs are dictated by society. According to him, societal control creates
a compulsory need for waste-production and for waste-consumption, a need to
cling to such spurious freedoms as the freedom to choose a favourite brand.
(Marcuse 1969, 30-31). Thus, postmodern freedom remains just an illusion
which is ultimately guided by circumstances. It has also been argued that
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values hinder green consumerism. In the consumer society material goods are
the primary way of achieving happiness (Goodwin 1997, xxx).

In paper 3 the concept of lifestyle was discussed further, however, some
additional remarks are made here. In green consumerism research, the concept
of lifestyle is connected to the process of consuming, individual choice and
decision making (see e.g. Southerton et al., 2004; Sanne, 2002), but also to the
social or symbolic dimensions of consumption (Spaargaren & van Vliet,
2002).

These two features, the erasing of structural background elements and
lifestyle-based consumption, were contested by an empirical study concerning
general consumption motives and green commitment in the sphere of Finnish
consumers. The effect of both socio-economic variables and different
consumption styles were analysed in the light of statistical data. The purpose
of the empirical analysis was to test whether traditional background variables
explain consumers’ commitment to green issues when making everyday
purchases or whether green commitment was explained by different
consumption styles. The results of the study suggested that consumption styles
representing lifestyle have a notable effect on green commitment, which was
measured in this study by certain consumption—related attitudes. From these
items an index measuring consumers’ green commitment was formed (Figure
2 Haanpii 2007c).

According to the results, most of the respondents manifested an interest in
green issues when making purchasing decisions. The share of the more green-
committed group of consumers was clearly higher than that of the low-
committed consumers. In the next phase, the dimensions of general consumer
styles were produced by utilising PCA (see sub-chapter 4.2 for its description).
This was essential, in order to analyse their impact on green commitment,
which was regarded in the study as manifesting a commitment to a green
lifestyle. Six quite distinct factor dimensions were produced by PCA. These
were labelled as ‘reluctant’ (factor 1), ‘trendy’ (factor 2), ‘quality’ (factor 3),
‘price’ (factor 4), ‘convenience’ (factor 5), and ‘conscious green’ (factor 6).

These factors and age, education and type of household representing social
background variables (other variables being non-significant), were put into the
further analysis. The idea lying behind the test was to bond together those
elements that represented postmodern lifestyle features, which in this case
were the six dimensions of consumption styles, and traditional background
variables, that is, the three explanatory factors above. It was anticipated, as the
postmodern writings suggest, that green commitment is better explained by
postmodern lifestyle elements than by age, education and type of household.

The analysis strongly points to the fact that green consumer commitment is
characterised by postmodern lifestyle features, since those elements had more
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influence on it than socio-economic variables. The effects of consumer styles
were not uniform, though, since the consumer style ‘quality’ had no effect on
greenness. It could be interpreted that people who are very quality-conscious,
for example, for whom it is important to buy brands or who see product
quality as more important than price, are not interested in a product’s
environmental criterion. This is somewhat surprising; given that the
manufacturing processes of green products are often well described in their
product labels and the raw materials are qualified. However, consumers trust
in green products is not always strong (Laaksonen & Méntyld 2000). This may
imply that quality-conscious consumers do not regard greenness and
environmental values to be of importance. On the other hand, repeat purchases
of everyday food products are made with little awareness when the choice
process is more or less automatic and can be controlled by habits or routines
(Grankvist & Biel 2001, 405).

Three of the tested styles had a very high effect on green commitment.
These were ‘reluctant’, ‘trendy’, and ‘convenience’. As the labels of the
consumer styles already reveal, these consumers differ in many respects from
each other when it comes to consumption criteria. The reluctant consumers,
who regard themselves in many senses as anti-consumers (see the items that
were loaded on this consumption style in table 2, Haanpdd 2007¢) were most
committed to green issues. What instead, unifies them is the fact that the
environment is valued by all of them.

The main goal in paper 3 was to test the hypothesis that different
consumption styles are influential, or important with regard to green purchase
choices. The general conclusion of this study was that consumption styles
correspond with the level of green commitment, although socio-economic
background variables also had some effect on it.

4.4  The future is in the hands of youngsters: perspectives on green
youth culture

Young Finnish people are aware of the environmental problems that
contemporary consumerism incurs (Autio 2004; Autio & Wilska 2003, 2005;
Haanpda 2005). For the Western world and Western consumers the
contemporary era is an age of affluence in which consumption plays a natural
part. For the majority of young people this has signified the freedom to
consume (Miles 2002, 134). The young adults of today’s consumer society
are, quite literally, born among all kinds of goods. It is not a question about
having a colour TV or a DVD player, rather about how many of each a
household possesses (Autio 2004, 105).
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In paper 4, young Finnish adults’ environment-related attitudes and opinions
were evaluated. The sample consisted of 288 (172 girls and 115 boys)
respondents whose ages ranged between 15 and 25 years. The survey data
were divided into four thematic areas: 1. environmental concern, 2. science,
technology and the environment, 3. green consumption attitudes, and 4.
environment actions in practice. Each area was analysed separately, first in the
light of its means distribution and then by cross tabulation. This study
provides new information about young people’s perceptions of environmental
matters. It also looks for the explanatory factors behind them. In other words,
the study contributes both to youth studies and environmental research by
providing these research fields with information about Finnish youths’
opinions, attitudes and consumption patterns regarding green consumption.
The study seeks to provide a coherent picture of how young adults in Finland
understood environmental issues at the turn of the Millennium. The main
content of paper 4 is dealt with below.

When considering young adults’ consumer culture there has been a
tendency to generalise certain aspects as fixed. The consumption habits of
young people are distinguished by a particular style of consciousness, which is
leisure-oriented consumption mixed with other, often conflicting, consumption
styles (Osgerby 1998; Saarinen 2001, 45-46; Autio & Wilska 2005). These
different aspects connected to youth consumption are also discussed in the last
paper, (paper 4). Young adults are expected to be active participants of
consumer culture and, furthermore, to pave the way for new consumption
styles (Méaenpaa 2003, 129-131). It is taken for granted that youth is a
consumption-oriented time, although youth sub-cultures should not be
detached from the complex social contexts in which youngsters consume or, as
Miles argues (2002, 135), more likely do not consume. That is previous
research in the field has concentrated on youngsters at either end of the
continuum of different consumption styles. On the one hand, young adults are
regarded as responsible and rational consumers who carefully think over their
consumption choices. According to this view, young consumers take the
environmental aspects of consumption into consideration when consuming and
they are regarded as being in the vanguard of green and ethical consumption
styles (Autio & Wilska 2005, 403). On the other hand, young people are often
regarded as egoistic consumers for whom an abundance of consumption
possibilities only offers an endless number of needs and desires and
encourages them to adopt uncontrollable consumption patterns. (Autio 2004
106-108; Autio & Heinonen 204; Wilska & Virtanen 2002; Wilska 2003,
441-442))

Earlier in this thesis it was argued that consumption is bound up with
contextual factors. This is the case with young consumers, too, especially
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when it comes to sustainable consumerism. Young consumers’ preparedness
to critically evaluate their consumption styles and habits is connected to the
circumstances in which they have grown up (cf. Autio 2004, 118). Today’s
young adults have been associated with a consumerist culture where almost
everything one may wish for is available. From the 1980°s onward, when these
youngsters were born, Finnish society has undergone a strong decade of
growth. And despite the economic depression in the 1990’s material growth
continued (Heinonen 2000, 18). It is, therefore, not surprising that
consumption is — and not only for young people — an important part of
everyday life. Consumption as such is regarded as an axiomatic action: in
traditional, agrarian societies consuming more than was necessary to fulfil
one’s basic needs (e.g. eating more than was needed) was regarded as negative
and immoral while in contemporary Western societies the modern consumer is
thought of as exceptional if he/she does not want to consume. It can be argued,
that consumption has become an end in itself (Campbell 1987). Corrigan
points out (1997, 10) that traditional consumption was quite fixed and
narrowed down into a limited sphere of needs. Today’s modern consumer
looks for pleasures in emotions that are (Campbell 1987, 69) gained through
constant consumption.

It is no wonder then that the ideology of sustainability does not easily reach
young consumer groups. Although young people have quite a good
understanding of the causes of environmental problems, it does not often lead
to changes in their consumer behaviour.

The analysis showed that the majority of young Finnish consumers are
favourable to environmental issues. The results also revealed that young
people’s attitudes towards environmental issues are gendered; the opinions of
young women and girls were, overall, more positive than boys and young men
regarding environmental issues. Girls were more concerned than boys about
the effects of modern lifestyles regarding the environment and they were also
more willing to alter their personal behaviour with respect to their own
standard of living (Table 1, Haanpédi 2005).

Boys proved to be more positive than girls about the statement regarding
the possibilities of science to solve environmental problems and the majority
of young people thought that environmental protection is needed in order to
enable economic growth. Both boys and girls were extremely concerned about
the world’s population growth. Global questions and quite abstract
environmental issues related to economic growth, which in practice are
outside the boundaries of individual influence, seem to arouse concern.
Statements related to everyday life and behaviour did not evoke much
concern. For instance, a willingness to pay higher prices or taxes for the
environment’s sake was not supported very strongly by young consumers. On
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the other hand, youngsters have adopted the habit of recycling; they often
recycle waste, especially paper. It is worth noting that the standard deviation
was often quite high, which indicates that environmental issues are perceived
among young people quite heterogeneously.

There were apparent differences between boys’ and girls’ attitudes related
to environmental threats. Girls were consistently perceived as more worried
about environmental threats than boys. Most apparently this is manifested in
relation to the argument stating that “Within the next five years, how likely is
it that an accident at a nuclear power station will cause long-term
environmental damage across many countries?” Over half of the girls
subscribed to this statement whereas only one third of boys agreed with it.
(Table 2, Haanpad 2005.) These results strengthen the gendered opinions
about the environmental issues referred to above.

Young people are favourable to economic growth, yet, they see
contradictions between growth and the environment. The discussion about
science, technology and the environment is reflected in the opinions of young
adults. The results of paper 4 suggested that young people are not very
optimistic about scientific solutions for solving environmental problems.
These kinds of questions are also quite difficult for young people to take a
stand on, either for or against, which can be noticed from the results: 62 per
cent of girls and 44 per cent of boys could not take a proper stand on the
argument “Economic progress in Finland will slow down unless we look after
the environment better”.

In considering their own possibilities for influencing the environment’s
state young people seem quite optimistic. There are gender differences though,
especially when it comes to the younger age group. Male teenagers aged 15 to
19 were the most pessimistic about their individual opportunities to affect
environmental change, while young women aged between 20 and 25 were the
most optimistic. Free-riding, enjoying the environment without making any
behavioural changes (Konkka 2002, 235) has been pointed out as a hindrance
to greener consumption patterns. The majority of the young adults were not,
however, troubled by the fact. (Haanpéa 2005, 126.)

An ecological self-image was emphasised by those youngsters who lived in
urban areas. One third of them were willing to pay higher prices to protect the
environment but what is noteworthy is that among the same urban age group
unwillingness was also higher than in other areas. In other words, young urban
people placed at both ends of the spectrum. Those living in the countryside or
in sparsely populated areas were slightly less committed to environmental
issues. (Table 5, Haanpdi 2005.)

The study also addressed the issue of testing the curtailment of behaviour
related to car use. The finding pinpointed that there is interdependency
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between different behavioural aspects and the commitment to greenness.
Consistently those who supported cutting down on private motoring in order
to help the environment were also the most committed to a variety of green
behaviours. The most committed, however, also represented quite a minor
share of young adults. 13 percent of the respondents of the survey announced
that they almost always curtail car use for the sake of the environment. (Table
6, Haanpéi 2005)

Today’s young adults do not perceive any contradictions between their own
consumption and environmental protection. They are — consistently with the
rest of adult population — concerned about different environmental matters but
do not see them as personal problems which they are responsible for. Global
and abstract problems are considered important but at the same time their own
personal sacrifices for a more sustainable future seem to be fairly significant.
Most young Finns thus can be characterised as light green consumers. Age and
gender best explained most environmental attitudes and behaviour, and in
some cases place of residence also explained environmental attitudes and
behaviour. To sum up this section, greenness is mainly thought of as affecting
one lifestyle choice from a variety of others to be picked from.

This chapter has summarised the articles included in this thesis. The
purpose of the chapter was to combine the main content of each article and
point out that when providing explanations for the interplay between
consumption and the environment no single explanation exists. Rather, green
consumption is conditioned by different elements, which often restrict
consumption choices.
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5 CONCLUSION

The present study has taken a structural approach to environmental attitudes,
opinions, knowledge, and consumption patterns. Through the investigation of
both international and national data, and by comparing them to the previous
studies conducted in the field of environmental research, this study has
highlighted the environment-consumption nexus. The data used have offered a
representative sample of the multifaceted phenomenon of green consumption.
Without the use of such data it would have been difficult to study the interplay
between structures and actors, the relationship between institutional factors
and individual-level green consumption patterns. As the discussion in this
study has pointed out, institutional factors encompass a wide variety of
contextual features, from cultural norms related to consumption to institutional
elements, for example, the social and economic structures of a country.
Without different individual items that measure the range of environmental
issues it would not be possible to grasp the interplay between the different
levels of society with regard to the environment and consumption.

In chapter 2, a review of the development of environmental sociology was
conducted. In addition, consumer culture and its refinement from early
classical descriptions to contemporary writings about the sociology of
consumption were contemplated. Environmental and social issues have not
been regarded as self-evidently belonging together in social studies. In brief,
the main idea behind chapter 2 was to reflect the overall character and
significance of the development and the current stage of both disciplines in
relation to sustainable consumption research. Furthermore, the theoretical
reasoning also reviewed the concepts central to these disciplines that are of use
in green consumption research.

The discussion in chapter 3 emphasised the basic elements of the
environment-consumption nexus. First, it focused on contextual elements that
have had an influence on green consumption. Secondly, individual factors of
green consumption, such as cultural and postmodern explanations were
discussed. Essential to this sub-chapter was the need to draw together existing
green consumption studies that have obtained conceptual tools from
sociological consumption theories. As well as working with concepts of
consumption theories, these models emphasised the importance of taking the
context, i.e. infrastructures into account in order to look at how individual
choice obscures how other contextual, structural elements affect consumer
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choices (Sanne 2002, 273). These explanations point out that people — as
consumers and as citizens — are strongly influenced by their surrounding
contextual circumstances. In other words; it is not so much a question about
consumers’ free will and freedom of choice; rather the fact that they are
locked into unsustainable consumption patterns by the context. The context
here refers to structural forces that drive consumption, such as macro-level
institutional factors and micro-level individual factors. (ibid.). Thirdly, it
discussed the importance of alternative theoretical implications of how an
individual’s environmental perceptions and concerns can be approached and
measured. In socio-psychological studies, the role of values and attitudes is
seen as an important way to canvas perceptions about environmental
problems.

In chapter 4 the articles were discussed in relation to their main features.
The content of the articles was constructed according to the research design
presented in chapter 1. The articles also sought answers to the research
questions of the present study, as the following sub-chapter also highlights.

5.1 Summary of the main results

In this sub-chapter the research results are discussed on a more general level.
The purpose of this dissertation was to identify structural factors involved in
causing and portraying the relationship between consumption and
environmental issues. This issue was approached from different viewpoints
presented in the four articles incorporated into this thesis. The research
questions that were used to shape the main purpose of the study were divided
into three areas. These are all reflected here in the light of the main findings of
the empirical research.

Research question 1: Do macro-level (institutional) factors systematically
explain the environment-consumption nexus?

Based on the results of the empirical analysis conducted in paper 2 it can be
argued that macro-level factors explain, quite systematically, the environment-
consumption nexus. The empirical findings allow us to underscore the role of
national wealth and population density in providing explanations of national
differences with regard to environmental issues. However, one must note that
only two, although important, factors were chosen to represent the institutional
level. This was necessary due to the limitations of the study and also
purposeful from the point of view of the theoretical background.

An important fact to note is that the existing literature on the relationship
between the post-materialist values thesis and environmental perceptions does
not support one of the main ideas of this thesis. That is; the national level of
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affluence works contrary to how the thesis suggested it should. It was found
that in lower-income countries concern for the state of the environment is
higher than in high-income countries. However, some support for a two-way
thesis was found because people in affluent countries were more likely to
engage in green behaviour than people in countries with a low-income were.

Research question 2: Do micro-level (individual) factors systematically
explain the environment-consumption nexus?

The micro-level structural conditions and green consumption patterns were
addressed in papers 3 and 4. In many writings concerning contemporary
consumption it has been stressed that consumption behaviour does not form a
coherent field that can be explained by structural elements. This idea was
developed most of all in paper 3. The empirical model tested both postmodern
consumption styles and traditional background variables in relation to green
consumption commitment. Contrary to previous studies on the relationship
between general consumption behaviour and structural conditions (e.g.
Résdnen 2003) this study found that postmodern elements usefully explained
commitment to green consumption behaviour. In other words, lifestyles do
have a notable effect on green commitment and in fact, are more significant
than structural background variables. The results of paper 4 were in line with
those of paper 3 as they showed that structural elements, such as age and
gender were the best predictors of perceived greenness; nevertheless, there
were items that neither age nor gender could explain.

Thus, these results did not provide strong support for research question 2.
This has led to the consideration of the significance of the context and its
indirect effects on green consumption and lifestyle choices. The increasing
variety of goods available in a globalised world offers a variety of diverse
lifestyles from which to choose including green lifestyles. However, it is
important to note that having a lifestyle and then changing to another is not
simple, as factors other than consumption-based ones may lie behind
lifestyles.

Research question 3: What is the relationship (mechanism) between
institutional and individual factors?

Structures were understood in this study as the different social, cultural and
economic frameworks that condition green consumption patterns. In
particular, paper 1 focused on the mechanisms between macro and micro-
levels. In this paper social structure was understood as both having an effect
on individual actors and being influenced by it. The most important outcome
of the paper was that structures explain social behaviour to a certain degree;
however, without a mechanism-based view it is not possible to explore and
evaluate the effects of those structures on different social actions.
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This led to the research design adapted for this thesis. The underlying logic
was to turn the theoretical approaches into an operationalised form so that they
could be evaluated via a statistical analysis. Without adopting a mechanism-
based view, that is the idea of social mechanisms (e.g. Hedstrom & Swedberg
1996, Esser 1996), it would not have been possible to look for a systematic
relationship between two entities. It is important to emphasise at this point that
through the concept of social mechanisms statistical associations and general
social processes can be referred to. Mechanism serves as a “theoretical
construct that provides hypothetical links between observable events”
(Hedstrom & Swedberg 1996, 39). In other words, it helps to explicate what
produces the relationship between the observed phenomena. In this study, the
observed phenomena were the interplay of the environment-consumption
nexus and through the analysis of different dimensions of green consumption
this study aimed at discovering factors that would explain this interplay.

Based on both the review of the literature on previous studies in connection
with sustainable consumption research and on the conducted empirical
analysis, the results of this study emphasise the significance of contextual
factors. The context i.e. the surrounding economic, social, and cultural forces
create the circumstances of consumption but are not often directly measurable,
although empirical evidence for the effect of structures both on the macro and
micro-level was found. From a mechanism-based view the context can be
understood by use of the concept of the meso-level. At this level the structure-
actor relationship becomes concrete.

The results revealed that taking care of the future environment by means of
consumption rests, in today’s society, on the shoulders of marginal,
ideological groups or individuals. According to the results of the analysis
made in the three empirical papers of this work, consumers who are highly
committed to green consumption represent a minority of consumers. The
masses of consumers that need to make changes to their consumption patterns
have not, at least yet, altered them enough in order to achieve a sustainable
direction. The findings of this study point out that economic boundaries frame
both sustainable consumption choices and attitudinal readiness to adopt a
greener lifestyle. This holds true both at the aggregate and the individual level.
To be blunt, being green often requires money to buy more expensively priced
green goods and services. This is regarded as the main reason why the results
of the comparative international data show that people in developing countries
are not very willing to pay more for environmental initiatives, even if their
values support that notion. Also, for young adults paying more to be green is
not a primary choice or consumption practice.
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5.2 Theoretical implications

The overall theoretical contribution of the present thesis is that it unifies
various themes related to green consumption into one study. Both the
introductory part and the four research papers that this study is built upon
argue that green consumption should be seen as a social activity, which cannot
be detached from its surrounding circumstances. In sub-chapter 1.1 a model
for approaching green consumption was proposed. This helps to categorise the
various elements that have had an impact on green consumption. The
following theoretical discussion combined the most appropriate concepts of
environmental sociology and the sociology of consumption into a theoretical
framework and offered conceptual grounds for the deeper examination of the
constituent elements of green consumption.

With regard to the conceptual and theoretical discussion it may be argued
that a holistic view on green consumption involves taking both contextual and
individual elements into consideration. Such factors are for example,
infrastructures that condition individual actions or different personality factors
that have a direct impact on consumption patterns. The effect of context has
been recognised in recent green consumption studies. While previously
sustainable consumption was approached via socio-psychological models the
focus is now shifting towards studies involving social practices that result
from both consumer and producer actions (Southerton et al. 2004, 9). What the
present study stresses is that since green consumption is a complex
phenomenon, its patterns are influenced by various factors and therefore, the
research design should be one that allows the possibility to analyse the
underlying mechanisms of the phenomenon. As a result of this presumption, it
was considered important to examine the effects of the different constituent
elements and understand how they directly impact on green consumption
patterns.

In other words, this study has found that socio-psychological factors do
play an important role in relation to people’s consumption patterns in general
and especially when addressing green consumption patterns. In this study,
socio-psychological determinants are seen as useful for the empirical part of
this study because of their suitability for the operationalisation of theoretical
accounts. It is assumed that by analysing large datasets concerning different
elements of green consumption, the important linkages between the observed
phenomenon and the factors that generate the outcome can be approached
more effectively.

This is not to undermine the value of recent developments within green
consumption studies. Rather, this study aims to complement existing research
by offering another way of seeing the multi-faceted world of sustainable,
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green consumption. It must also be emphasised that by adhering only to the
sphere of attitudes and values, i.e. those within different personality measures,
the importance of other significant determinants may be lost. For example,
according to the relevant literature, green values and attitudes have a
remarkable importance in relation to consumption patterns; however, the
empirical analysis conducted in this work has established that green attitudes
do not necessarily lead to actualized behaviour. People’s attitudes are often
very green, their concern for the environment’s state is high and people are
also willing to cut down on their personal standards of living. However, this
occurs only on an attitudinal level and rarely translates into action that would
produce sustainable consumption patterns.

On the other hand, if we take a look at statistics on how much consumption
increases per year at the national level an inverse conclusion about the
influence of green attitudes could be drawn. An aggregate level comparison
indicates that the society we are living in is one defined in terms of
consumerism and commodification. In Marcuse’s words (1969, 33) “the
people recognize themselves in their commodities; they find their soul in their
automobile, hi-fi sets and stereos, split level home, and kitchen equipment”.
People and families spend their weekends consuming and shopping rather than
going out and enjoying nature. Outdoor hobbies have been superseded by
shopping trips. Without taking too deterministic a viewpoint on consumption
it is clear that consumption, consumer goods and services have different,
important roles in our lives as consumers.

It is not possible to give any universally applicable suggestions on how to
make contemporary consumption patterns more sustainable. However, based
on the results of the present study, some general conclusions may be drawn.
The importance of paying attention to the personality factors of consumers
was referred to above. In addition, the study emphasises that institutional
elements and their surrounding context are also of primary importance. In this
sense, it is worth considering under what conditions consumers are able to
make choices about their consumption decisions or lifestyle choices. It has
been suggested that the issue may not be so much about the question of
choice, but is instead about that of routines and habits. (Chappels, Van Vliet &
Southerton 2004, 145.)

53 Limitations and implications for further research
This study has explored the environment-consumption nexus by approaching

it in the light of previous studies and theories and by applying this knowledge
to empirical analysis. Some limitations concerning this study are noted here.
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First, the use of other methods in addition to quantitative data would have
increased the study’s understanding of the environmental aspects of
consumption. For example, with the help of qualitative interviews about what
consumers’ think themselves of the constituent elements of sustainable green
consumption new viewpoints and dimensions on the studied phenomenon
would have been opened. However, the use of quantitative data allows for
generalizations based on the research results that are applicable in a larger
context and can be seen to represent the whole studied population. Also, the
use of longitudinal data regarding green consumption patterns would have
produced information about the changes in consumption patterns and allowed
comparisons to be made over time.

It is also acknowledged that building research upon different articles does
not allow for the monitoring of one phenomenon in depth. On the other hand,
this kind of research design may shed more light on different dimensions of
the same phenomenon.

Reducing consumption in different ways is a crucial question that has
produced initiatives ranging from a reduction in the use of electricity to
campaign days termed “buy nothing days”. Sustainability is not always a
matter of replacing one product with another, a greener one, but simply doing
without. Nevertheless, it must be kept in mind, that the consumer culture that
prevails in Western, affluent countries, has not been within the reach of the
mass of the people of the developing world. Nonetheless, there are significant
changes going on in the developing world; the standard of living has risen in
many countries, for example, in China and in India, the two most populated
countries in the world. This signifies a remarkable increase in consumption on
a global level, which is lately understood as being a major threat to the
environment and a challenge for the Western world. A study that would
combine both quantitative and qualitative information about how people
experience these changes and whether they perceive themselves as green or
not and asks if green consumption matters to them would be worthy of further
research.

The world has entered the twenty-first century with the global threats to its
future self evident. Climate change is an every day talking point in societal
agenda. The growing prominence of environmental issues and the increase in
environmental awareness has already produced changes throughout society but
those changes are obviously not adequate. There are two parallel trends
occurring: on the one hand, the rapid continuation of the growth of the world’s
economy is being pursued, much to the detriment of the environment, on the
other hand, there is the pursuit of a sustainable society.

Consumers’ acts directly impact upon the state of the environment. But as
global consumption increases, criticism is obviously not the way to solve
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environmental problems. On the contrary, once the importance of consumers’
roles in bringing about social change and in improving the state of the
environment is understood, then the easier it will be to see the dynamics of
industrial societies both on the macro and micro-level. The contradiction
between sustainable development and the growth of the economy cannot be
solved by consumers alone, nor by placing the burden for environmental
change on the shoulders of individuals.
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