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Abstract 

 

Sustainable Consumption & Sustainable Design:  

moving sustainability theory towards design practice. 

 

Catherine Markham Carter, MSSD 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2013 

 

Supervisor:  Steven Moore 

 
 The Sustainable Consumption Research and Action initiative, or SCORAI, is an 

international online dialogue between scholars and practitioners through discussion of current 

events and theories concerning sustainable consumption. In this research, I use SCORAI as a case 

study to identify current topics important in the field of sustainable consumption and then 

synthesize these topics with discourses and actors in sustainable architecture and design. The 

methods used to achieve this synthesis include analysis of existing foundational SCORAI 

literature to “ground” the research, data coding of primary SCORAI scholarly conversation, and 

participatory research and feedback with both SCORAI contributors and designers. First, a 

theoretical grounding in sustainable consumption literature provided a foundation to interpret data 

both as an “insider” expert and as well as an analytic observer. Next, building on the foundational 

insider, or “in-vivo,” knowledge, a contemporary segment of the SCORAI mailing list was coded 

in order to articulate patterns and observations of relevant SCORAI themes. Lastly, SCORAI 

researchers and architectural practitioners participated in the research in the development and 
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implementation of a focus group in order to identify what SCORAI concepts might mean to 

design students and practitioners. As a result of this process and focus group, I present two 

concluding lists: seven research observations, and another eight resulting propositions to inform 

future research and practice. These observations and propositions are presented in an effort to 

further understanding on how future sustainable consumption ideas might synthesize with design 

to address systemic sustainability problems.  
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Chapter 1. Project Description and Backing  

 

THE RESEARCH QUESTION 

 

If we are striving to make sense of our consumptive condition in order to work towards 

sustainability, and the Sustainable Consumption Research and Action Initiative (SCORAI) is a 

tool towards this end, what contemporary issues do SCOARAI scholars consider most significant 

and what do these concerns mean for action within the field of sustainable architecture and 

design? 

RESEARCH ABSTRACT 

 

The Sustainable Consumption Research and Action initiative, or SCORAI, is an international 

online dialogue between scholars and practitioners through discussion of current events and 

theories concerning sustainable consumption. In this research, I use SCORAI as a case study to 

identify current topics important in the field of sustainable consumption and then synthesize these 

topics with discourses and actors in sustainable architecture and design. The methods used to 

achieve this synthesis include analysis of existing foundational SCORAI literature to “ground” 

the research, data coding of primary SCORAI scholarly conversation, and participatory research 

and feedback with both SCORAI contributors and designers. First, a theoretical grounding in 

sustainable consumption literature provided a foundation to interpret data both as an “insider” 

expert and as well as an analytic observer. Next, building on the foundational insider, or “in-

vivo,” knowledge, a contemporary segment of the SCORAI mailing list was coded in order to 

articulate patterns and observations of relevant SCORAI themes. Lastly, SCORAI researchers 

and architectural practitioners participated in the research in the development and implementation 

of a focus group in order to identify what SCORAI concepts might mean to design students and 
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practitioners. As a result of this process and focus group, I present two concluding lists: seven 

research observations, and another eight resulting propositions to inform future research and 

practice. These observations and propositions are presented in an effort to further understanding 

on how future sustainable consumption ideas might synthesize with design to address systemic 

sustainability problems.  

PROJECT “BACKING” 

 

Some consider unsustainable consumptive practices to be the fundamental engine behind 

environmental degradation and destruction. Through any products’ lifecycle the manufacturing, 

production, transportation, consumption, and use contributes to pollution, climate change, and 

depletion of resources and biodiversity. Yet we continue to consume more and more goods, and 

especially in the US, the rate of extraction, manufacturing, transportation, use, and waste of 

products is staggering and unsustainable. One conceptual way too look at our collective 

consumptive practices is through the IPAT (Impact, Population, Affluence, and Technology) 

equation: 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1.1: IPAT Visual.  

Source: Kolbert, Elizabeth. 2011.  

“Enter the anthropocene age of man.”  

National Geographic. March. Vol. 219 
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Figure 1.1 shows how human environmental impact directly correlates with more and more 

consumption as the rectilinear figure fills with more and more goods. Any effort to get to the core 

of sustainability challenges must include a rigorous exploration of what drives overly 

consumptive, or unsustainable consumer behaviors and how to shift these drivers in more 

sustainable directions. This effort is generally called “sustainable consumption.” 

Historically, most environmentalists have targeted industrial producers as the source of 

environmental harm. As Cohen and Murphy state, “solving environmental problems has been 

construed as a producer responsibility and consumers have been placed at a distance from the 

assignment of culpability” (Murphy 2001; 4). This approach has been largely ineffective at 

significant mitigation of environmental harms, and ignores the underlying collective action social 

problem of over-consumption.1 Sustainable consumption research aims to address these issues in 

order to tackle the root, systemic problems leading to environmental catastrophe. In this way, 

scholars who research sustainable consumption often state they are addressing the “roots of 

unsustainability” (Brown 2012).  

While sustainable consumption scholars work on these issues, Anne Thorpe notes that, 

“the topic of design is mostly absent from the serious discourse on sustainable consumption” 

(Thorpe 2010; 3). It might seem odd that another cohesive sustainability group, or cohort, 

sustainable architecture and design, a powerful movement also on a mission to mitigate 

environmental harm, is not well integrated with the sustainable consumption movement. In 

                                                 
1 One argument that runs counter to the IPAT model is known as the Kuznets’ curve and Environmental Kuznets’ curve 

(see Kuznet 1955 and Stern 2004). This logic contends that we can decouple economic growth from environmental 

damage in assuming that once industrial activity matures, poverty and environmental harm decreases. There are 

certainly examples that “support” the idea of the Kuznets’ curve, but many scholars, including my position, reject that 

this could function on a global scale, and note that environmental mitigation in one post-industrial society is “cancelled 

out” by newly industrializing societies (see Eriksson 2010; 18). Andrew Simms makes a compelling counter argument 

to the Kuznets curve in that economic growth alone will exacerbate both worldwide poverty and environmental 

degradation (see Woodward 2006 & Simms 2008). Further, research on the “resource curse,” that studies how 

developing countries with economic potential in their resources still have poor development outcomes, also points out 

the ineffectiveness of Kuznets curve assumptions (see Sachs 2001).  
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recognizing the huge environmental impact of constructing and operating buildings, sustainable 

architecture, as a part of the larger movement of sustainable design, has gained significant 

momentum in the past few decades (“The Rise of…” 2004). Advocates of the sustainable 

architecture movement and their discourses2, or related narratives and conversations, aim to 

transition to a more sustainable built world, but rarely interact with and internalize the knowledge 

from sustainable consumption. In this research I ask: in considering how the sustainable 

consumption discourse articulates the “problem,” of sustainability, what systems, technologies, 

and products can architects and designers innovate to curb over-consumption and transition to a 

sustainable culture, with new norms, practices, behaviors, and values that can sustain and support 

life within ecological limits?  

Popular types of sustainable architecture often emphasize the latest technologies that can 

increase energy efficiency (this is discussed in the “ecological modernization” section of the 

literature review in Chapter 3). These common sustainable architecture methods promote 

efficiency through the design of products like: efficient HVAC systems and lighting, super 

insulated walls (to increase efficiency), photovoltaic panels, and materials – all technological 

applications.  

Simon Guy and Elizabeth Shove observe this tendency in A Sociology of Energy, 

Buildings, and the Environment. As a result, Shove and Guy advocate for the role of social 

scientists in technological development to counter prevalent technologically deterministic3 

approaches. They write:  

                                                 
2 Citing Dryzek 1997 and Fischer 2003, Steven Moore articulates “discourse” in an appropriate manner for this research: "unlike a 

concept, a discourse is an ongoing conversation in which meaning develops in a hermeneutic fashion between its participants (Dryzek 

1997, 8), for example, defines discourse as a ‘shared way of apprehending the world’ because participants in a discourse come to share 

an emergent vocabulary or set of meanings that did not previously exist" (Moore 2007;10) 

3 A “technologically deterministic” worldview overemphasizes “technology’s role in determining how society functions, while 

downplaying factors such as the political, economic, and social contexts in which a technology operates. Deterministic approaches to 

understanding  technology’s  role  in  society  also  tend  to  rely  on  the  assumption  that   technologies develop based on an intrinsic 

logic, progressing linearly from less to more advanced configurations” (Shannon 2011;4 citing Feenberg 2010). 
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What seems to be missing in an understanding of the non-technical processes involved. Hence, 

they (Jaffe and Stavins 1994) suggest that social scientist should have a part to play in explaining 

the mechanics of technology transfer and the relationship between research and practice (Guy 

2000).  

 

 

They point out explicitly that designers are often cast in a “passive role,” of simply performing a 

job that fulfills the needs of shelter and comfort, without attention to exactly how those ideas of 

comfort and need arise and become normalized. In other words, designers practices are both 

shaped by and shaping of what “shelter” or “comfort” might even mean. The diagram below 

expresses their view and critique of the “techno-economic model of technology transfer” (similar 

to the concept “ecological modernization,” again discussed in Chapter 3).  

 

Figure 1.3: Shove and Guy's diagram of technological development. Source: Guy 2000; 

62. 

 

Shove and Guy find it problematic that social structures and practices are often cast as a “barrier” 

to technological development and problem solving. This is the same problem we find in the 

sustainability problem solving fields, where the social scientists typically orient towards research 

in sustainable consumption and the technological scientist might instead orient towards and 

contribute to the field of sustainable architecture.  

While some may argue that sustainable architecture is about “getting the technology 

right,” a technologically deterministic attitude such as this, typically induces unforeseen and 

damaging consequences. In particular, sustainable consumption scholars often emphasize the 
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“rebound effect.” The “rebound effect” (also known as Jevons Paradox) can be understood by 

considering that when we couple the motivation for sustainability with monetary savings, the 

savings are reinvested, or “rebound,” back into the economy in some other environmentally 

harmful way.  As SCORAI contributor Halina Brown explains, “energy efficiency is necessary, 

but when pursued as the only path toward reducing fossil fuel consumption, more often than not it 

may actually lead to increased demand through the so-called rebound effect” (Brown 2012).  

Based on this reasoning, no matter how much we might increase the efficiency of some 

technologies, without also addressing systemic problems with fundamental cultural values, 

tendencies and individual behavioral changes, the box in the IPAT graph will continue to fill, and 

environmental damages will continue to intensify.  

However, technology and application of technologies through design is undoubtedly still 

a critical tool for a sustainable future. By incorporating sustainable consumption principles into 

design thinking, designers may consider “not only efficiency but also the way technology is used, 

configured, and designed,” and perhaps alter “earlier thinking in a technologically deterministic 

way emphasized simply making technologies more efficient” (Gram-Hanssen 2010; 162). 

 In this is research, then, I focus on synthesizing sustainability social science and design 

perspectives and am thus engaging in the challenge of interdisciplinary research (Petts 2008; 

593). Amongst other problems, interdisciplinary research may find “different [discipline] 

framings had important implications for what counted as evidence, and for what were seen as 

legitimate methods by which new knowledge could be generated” (Petts 2008; 598). Further, 

some research on interdisciplinarity even notes a particular tension between technological and 

social approaches in the built world: 

It was clear, for example, that discourse on energy efficiency in the built environment had 

privileged the scientific and technical dimensions of energy systems over the social contexts in 

which they are used. Thus research and development define ‘technical potential’ (and sometimes 

economic feasibility), while social, political and cultural factors are represented as annoying 
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constraints or ‘barriers’ that prevent such potential from being realised. Social scientists then find 

themselves cast in the role of helping to overcome these barriers, somehow smoothing the way for 

the necessary technical solutions (Petts 2008; 598).  

 

 

Clearly, disciplines are “powerful but constraining ways of knowing” and ontological 

approaches need reconciliation, or at least mutual respect, if interdisciplinary research is to be 

fruitful (Lattuca 2001; 2, also Petts 2008; 596). However, despite disciplinary structures, in this 

research I contend that both social scientists and designers interested in sustainability may have 

differing interpretations and approaches, but that there is also a significant coherence between 

these disciplines in their desire for sustainable outcomes. With this research I aim to hybridize 

this knowledge (Jamison 2011), striving for transdisciplinarity where ultimately “outcomes 

amount to more than the sum of parts” (Petts 2008; 596). Not only is this research conducted in 

an effort to produce new knowledge to further action towards sustainability, but Lisa Lattuca’s 

research on interdisciplinary research finds the process can have additional outcomes:  

Interdisciplinary projects also produced intellectual outcomes: changes in personal epistemologies 

such as new perspectives on disciplinary problems; greater understanding of particular problems 

or areas of study; and intellectual stimulation and growth stemming from new ways of thinking 

about a discipline or about the nature of scholarship (Lattuca 2001; 210).  

 

 

Through interactive research, I attempt to begin aligning these disciplinary frames around 

common interpretations of the sustainability “problem,” helping to create a foundation for 

common action. In unifying these sustainability movements and helping to create a more 

internally cohesive the larger movement of sustainability, both fields will have a better chance of 

instigating sustainable change (Wilson 2010; 174 -177). If we hope to curb over-consumption and 

unsustainable social structures and technologies, aligning these interpretive sustainability frames 

will lead to a more robust sustainability movement (Snow 1986). 

While both sustainable consumption and sustainable architecture and design have their 

own internal competing discourses, in general, sustainable consumption thinking challenges 
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dominant neoliberal capitalist paradigms (Cohen 2006) that is perceived as the driver of growth, 

over-consumption, and environmental degradation. Sustainable architectural practices tend to 

produce so-called “green products” and in doing so focus on technology and efficiency gains to 

mitigate environmental harm. Conflicting approaches and ideologies, such as these, have been 

common over the course of the broader sustainable or environmental movement. Peter Mulvihil 

states that,  

Nearly everything about environmentalism has been controversial, including its purpose, guiding 

principles, strategies and tactics. It is an uneasy amalgam of competing ideologies and agendas. It 

is more an umbrella than a coherent movement, widely diversified and variable (Mulvilhil 2009; 

502).  

 

 

However, little headway has been made in trying to reconcile these varying viewpoints into 

cohesive and significant action in slowing the rate of environmental harm. These important 

sustainability fields can learn from each other, and in fact need to if they hope to be effective at 

addressing environmental problems.  

The advocates of sustainable consumption can find new methods for action through 

design (Tokenwise 2006), which operate as a powerful link between production and consumption. 

Design practice has a unique position in that it can facilitate change at both in production and 

consumption realms in order to address collective action problems. However, sustainable 

architecture could also become more effective in embracing the need for systematic change and 

able to deal with negative reinforcing mechanisms like the “rebound effect” that result from a 

sole focus on technological efficiency. Sustainable architecture researchers and practitioners, 

therefore, might branch out from an  “ecological modernization” (a term discussed more in 

Chapter 3) approach, and understand social contexts of design and technology in order to address 

previously unaddressed sustainability barriers. In focusing only on efficiency, sustainable 

architecture practices may be diverting attention from the fundamental systemic problems of 
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over-consumption and continued growth. In should be clear at the conclusion of this Chapter that 

with this research, I embark on one effort to synthesize and strengthen both of these important 

sustainability discourses and movements.  The reader should have a general understanding of 

“sustainable consumption” and “sustainable architecture and design” as two kinds of discourses 

and movements interested in finding ways to continue to sustain life within ecological limits, but 

with two different framings (and resulting actions) of the sustainability problem - one which 

primarily focuses on the dominant paradigm of "consumer society" as the root of the problem, 

while the other emphasizes how we build our world and the technologies we employ as a root and 

tool for the problem. 

Before delving into the methods and results of the research, it is important to provide a 

ground and basis for my reasoning. In the following Chapter, I provide more detail on the 

perspective from which my research questions and methods emerge.  
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Chapter 2. Methodology & Methods  

 

ONTOLOGICAL APPROACH 

 
Before beginning any system of inquiry to produce knowledge, the more conscious and more 

explicit a researcher can be with their assumptions leads to both coherent research and provides a 

context for interpretation. This section will reveal the researcher’s paradigms, or my basic set of 

beliefs (Guba 1994; 109), upon which this study is founded.4 The recognition of these paradigms 

creates a platform for a logical and coherent system of inquiry. As a researcher, my ontological 

assumptions and logic of inquiry should also be appropriate for the field in which I am producing 

knowledge. Because this study involves investigation and knowledge production within two 

emerging “fields” (i.e. sustainable consumption and sustainable architecture and design), within 

which I act as both a participant and observer, my assumptions as a researcher must be congruent 

with the assumptions in these discourses. 

 The field of sustainable consumption, the case study of SCORAI, and knowledge produced 

within SCORAI, all involve the merging of many disciplines, and therefore corresponding 

disciplinary paradigms. The discourse of sustainable consumption itself, and even more explicitly 

in the case of SCORAI, is based on the constructivist premise that “individual reconstructions 

coalesce around consensus” (Guba 1994; 9). The SCORAI mission states: 

The Sustainable Consumption Research and Action Initiative (SCORAI) is an international network 

of academics and practitioners working to address challenges at the interface of material 

consumption, human fulfillment, lifestyle satisfaction, and technological change. Network members 

are seeking to facilitate the design of a coherent research program that forges connections between 

scholars and communities of practice and contributes to an ongoing policy dialogue on these 

interrelated issues (“About the Sustainable...”). 

                                                 
4 In keeping with this effort for explicitness, a small aside: During the research and writing of this thesis, I 

have been inevitably and unavoidably influenced by the interests, narratives, and ideas of my colleagues at 

at my home institution in the School of Architecture at the University of Texas in Austin. This is again, 

unavoidable, but a possible confounding variable in my research. 
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In developing a coherent research program through this online discourse, the members of 

SCORAI are in the process of, quite apparently, socially constructing knowledge. Yet, while all 

“findings” are found in this constructivist process, in this case, the constructions center around the 

goal of sustainability, or “value-mediated findings” (Guba 1994; 111), meaning that the SCORAI 

method of inquiry is both that of constructivist and critical theorist. Constructivist in the sense 

that knowledge emerges from socially constructed contexts, and critical theorist in that the goal 

of this knowledge production is to instigate empancipatory and life-enhancing change. These 

value judgments, and sustainable consumption and design knowledge itself, hinge upon analysis 

of contemporary social-technological relationships. The more these socio-technological 

mechanisms result in perceived sustainable outcomes the more valuable they are to the SCORAI 

community (as well as sustainable designers). Conversely, the more these mechanisms result in 

unsustainable outcomes, the more critique they receive from SCORAI. Simply put, SCORAI 

operates on the value, or belief, that over-consumption is harmful, dangerous, and ultimately 

incompatible with the desired, sustainable world. All comments and knowledge contributed to the 

SCORAI discourse center around these value judgments. If SCORAI’s aim was to research 

strictly consumption alone, the approach would likely be much more constructivist. However, 

because the aim is to uncover truths about sustainable consumption, their goals are explicitly 

value-driven. This, of course, also applies to sustainable architecture and design. Further, the 

information on SCORAI incorporates both the external shaping of consumption by social, 

political, economic, ethnic, gender etc. values, but also involves the internal social construction 

of this varied knowledge. In this way, my approach to producing knowledge using SCORAI as a 

case study is both within critical theory paradigm and a constructivist paradigm. 

 This critical constructivist approach that my research employs also necessitates 
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researchers’ ability to recognize, respect, and understand alternative paradigms in the many 

disciplines that shape and form sustainable consumption and sustainable architecture. In this way, 

this critical constructivist perspective could also be considered a pluralistic ontology, respecting 

and incorporating multiple worldviews.  

 To further articulate the critical constructivist approach to knowledge-making we can turn 

to technology studies. Because this research centers around design and consumption, and 

consumption implies resource use through technologies, this focus parallels technology studies. 

In essence, with this research, I aim to contribute to sustainable change through sociological and 

technological interactions. In Questioning Technology, Andrew Feenberg articulates how a 

constructivist approach to technology can also be valued-laden, critical, or as he says 

“humanistic.” He summarizes the assumptions in this kind of critical constructivist approach to 

technology in three points: 

1. Technical design is not determined by a general criterion such as efficiency, but by a social 

process which differentiates technical alternatives according to a variety of case-specific criteria; 

2. That social process is not about fulfilling “natural” human needs, but concerns the cultural 

definition of needs and therefore of the problems to which technology is addressed;  

3. Competing definitions reflect conflicting visions of modern society realized in different technical 

choices (Feenberg 1999; 83-84). 

 

Feenberg’s comments point out that within a constructivist paradigm, researchers and participants 

must identify the relevant competing, and socially constructed paradigms in socio-technical 

systems and attempt to synthesize and construct consensual, and context appropriate knowledge. I 

conduct this research in an effort to “distill a consensus construction that is more informed and 

sophisticated than any of the predecessor constructions” (Guba 1994; 114). 

 If a critical constructivist approach explains the “nature of reality” then how does this 

relate to what can be known? These ontological assumptions directly lead to the chosen methods 

for this study. I utilize constructivist ground theory coding in my analysis of the SCORAI online 

discourse, and constructivist participatory research methods in my interactions with SCORAI 
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scholars as well as in my focus group with designers. These methods are described in more detail 

in the following section of this Chapter. The goal of the study is to determine “what 

contemporary issues are considered most significant by SCORAI scholars” and to synthesize this 

knowledge with the discourse around sustainable architecture to inform future sustainable action.  

 

METHODS OVERVIEW5 

 

As it is important to be explicit with my ontological approach, I must be equally as explicit with 

my choice of methods, how they will answer my research question, and cohere into an 

epistemological approach consistent with my ontological approach. This hierarchy of consistency 

from overall research ontology down to the research tactics is visualized well by Linda Groat and 

David Wang in Architectural Research Methodologies:  

 

Therefore this section will not only outline my research tactics, or methods, but also demonstrate 

how they create cohesion in my overall philosophy, or critical constructivist ontology.  

                                                 
5 Further explanation of the methods process, details, and content is in Chapters 5-7 and Appendixes. 

 

Figure 2.1: Hierarchy of research ontology, epistemology, 

methods, and tactics. Source: Groat 2002; 87. 
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 In order to gain a solid constructivist foundation and to become both a participant and 

observer of SCORAI knowledge production, my first method was an extensive literature review 

of the SCORAI recommended books and works published by SCORAI scholars. If I could not 

understand sustainable consumption thoroughly, and also in the words and meanings of SCORAI 

scholars, I simply could not adequately connect this field to design. As Kathy Charmaz 

articulates, "intimate knowledge provides us with a different location to understand studied life 

than those who remain outside it can attain" (2013; 146). In this way, I casted myself as double 

expert, both an “insider” as well as an “outside,” analytical, social scientist (Charmaz 2013). 

Charmaz also cites Donna Haraway and explains below how this “double expert” role can help 

uncover “situated knowledge” (Haraway 1988): 

From a constructivist view, what we see, when, how, and to what extent we see it are not 

straightforward. Much remains tacit; much remains silent...Our task is to make them explicit in 

our analysis…we try to get right in the sense of trying to understand our research participants 

beliefs, their purposes, the actions they take, and reason for their actions and inactions from their 

perspectives. We also try to locate participants meaning and actions in large social structures and 

discourse of which they may be unaware...we look for assumptions…by linking our participants 

meanings and action in this way, we show the connections between micro and macro levels of 

analysis and thus link the subjective and the social (2013; 131). 

 

 

 However, in order to go beyond simply interpretation of the SCORAI background 

literature, and in order to gain a more contemporarily relevant and as well as observatory stance 

on SCORAI issues, my second method involved coding a selection of the SCORAI email 

conversations. This allowed me to strategically investigate the contemporary issues SCORAI 

scholars are concerned about and currently debating. A typical SCORAI post might include a 

current event or article, and then is followed by the scholars’ discussion of this event through a 

sustainable consumption interpretive lens. For this strategic method I utilized a constructivist 

grounded theory coding approach. Kathy Charmaz answers the question, "what does 

constructivist ground theory mean?":  

It assumes a relativist epistemology, sees knowledge as socially produced, acknowledges multiple 
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standpoints of both the research participants and the grounded theorist, and takes a reflexive stance 

toward our actions, situations, and participants in the field setting— and our analytic constructions 

of them (2013; 129). 

 

By drawing on constructivist grounded theory I used this reflexive process to understand how 

SCORAI scholars construct their meanings. Ultimately, I determined “emerging categories” that 

might be meaningful to designers (Charmaz 2013; 144). 

 After grounding myself in SCORAI literature and then coding the online SCORAI 

conversations, I continued this emic and etic iterative relationship in my final strategic method by 

using a form of “participatory research.” In order to allow SCORAI scholars to participate and 

help shape how I connect sustainable consumption to sustainable architecture, I engaged with 

them through the both the SOCRAI online listserve and at the SCORAI conference. I first posed 

the below questions on the listserve and then targeted the most prominent contributors for 

feedback at the bi-annual conference in June 2013: 

 What do you see as the core concepts/themes/principles of SCORAI? 
 What elements of these concepts are important for sustainable architecture/design? Why? 

What would you want a designer to know about sustainable consumption? 
 Do you see any obvious barriers and opportunities for designers in trying to incorporate 

sustainable consumption principles into sustainable design?  

 
 

By including SCORAI feedback so directly in the research, I allowed my research participants 

to help shape the direction of my research as active contributors. This participatory approach to 

research aligns with my critical constructivist paradigm in that participatory research is carried 

out with people instead of on people, and meanings are co-constructed out of these shared 

experiences.  

 “Participatory research” is a broad category utilized in many disciplines since the 1970s 

and in particular planning and development research (Sletto 2012; Stronza 2008 who also cites 

Garrod 2003 and Guevara 1996; Chambers 1992). In particular, Amanda Stronza’s ecotourism 

research articulates the benefits of a participatory approach. Stronza emphasizes that research 
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participants were not only asked to,  

…respond to questions, but also to help determine which questions were most relevant to ask and 

to gather data and interpret results. As such, this approach takes assessment out of solely academic 

realms and puts it back into communities for applied learning and action (2008; 456).  

 

 

There are also precedents for participatory research in design research (Pressman 1995; Groat 

2000). Taking participatory research further to instigate change and action, “participatory action 

research” (PAR) could be considered an application of a post-normal science, utilized where 

“‘facts are uncertain, values in dispute, stakes high, and decisions urgent,’” and thus, “requires 

the formation of an ‘extended peer community’ in which a discourse occurs among all 

stakeholders affected by a problem…which together inform policy decisions made by the 

extended peer community” (Marshall and Picou 2008; 241 citing Funtowics and Ravetz 

1992:254).  

 While empowerment is often a central aim of participatory action research, for the 

research proposed and conducted here, I instead want to emphasize the process of co-creation and 

shared experience that results from participatory methods. While there is no specific policy action 

or design project that my research applies to, I contend that even the process itself of participatory 

research contributes to social change, even if the outcome is initially latent.  David Perkes, an 

community-oriented designer notes,  

 
…expertise describes uncommon skills and specialized abilities that set one person or a group of people 

apart from others. Experience, on the other hand, describes skills and knowledge that come from commonly 

shared events or activities that form and strengthen human relationships around those activities. In its 

inclusive sense, ‘experience’ is everything that comes from the interaction of human beings with their 

environment: beliefs, customs, values, politics, and prejudices—in short, the social interactions that shape 

culture (Perkes 2009; 68). 
 Bjorn Sletto, in conducting planning research, has also found that the engagement itself 

required of participatory research results in further action. Citing Spinoza, Thrift, and Dewsbury, 

in his research Sletto found that “the affect produced through our encounters have profound 

potentials for action and agency (Spinoza 1989). This is because such ‘encounters may inject new 
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ways of thinking and imagining, and in so doing, confer agency on residents in ways that may be 

thought of as political and liberating’ (c.f. Thrift 2003, Dewsbury 2003)” (Sletto 2012; 618). This 

shared experience and interaction is valuable for both interdisciplinary growth and larger 

sustainable change (Dewey 1938).  

 I also continued to use this broad understanding of a participatory approach in my focus 

group with student architects and designers. This focus group provided an open 

communicative, safe, space to address issues of sustainable consumption and sustainable design. 

In this focus group, I asked participants to interpret sustainable consumption ideas from their 

unique position as “expert” design students and practitioners. This helped reveal opportunities, 

and barriers to synthesizing the two movements, as well as insights into how sustainability theory 

does or does not translate to practice.  

 Research on focus groups shows that they offer an opportunity for participants “to get to 

know each other…focus groups can make a taboo theme known in the community and ‘get things 

moving’ there… they can facilitate frank exchanges…because in the open and—ideally—relaxed 

atmosphere, it is easier to address taboo themes” (Bergold 2012; 18). A focus group was selected 

as a particular method for this research because of this method’s unique ability to provide insight 

into the worldviews of a particular group, in this case design students and practitioners 

(Kamberelis and Dimitriadis 2013; Puchta and Potter 2004; Litosseliti 2003). Focus groups have 

historically been an extremely popular market research tool, but have also become a popular tool 

for a wide variety of social science research. In Developing Focus Group Research, Rosaline 

Barbour and Jenny Kitzinger articulated this unique role in qualitative research:   

In general, questionnaires are more appropriate for obtaining quantitative information and 

explaining how many people 'hold' a certain (predefined) 'opinion'. However, focus groups are 

better for exploring how points of view are constructed and expressed. In-depth ethnographic work 

may be more appropriate for documenting broad cultural issues, but focus groups are particularly 

suited to the study of attitudes and experiences around specific topics. Interviews are more 

effective for tapping into individual biographies, but focus groups are invaluable for examining 

how knowledge, ideas, storytelling, self-presentation and linguistic exchanges operate within a 
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given cultural context (1999; 5). 

 

In this case, my focus group “cultural context” was architectural design practice and education. I 

glimpsed into the worlds of my participants and gained insight into how designers think about 

their practice in the theoretical context of sustainable consumption.   

While not all focus groups are inherently participatory, as the researcher necessarily to 

some extent imposes the event onto the researched, the process of focus groups work itself also 

aligns with my participatory approach. Kamberelis and Dimitriadis point out that,  

The power of focus groups to generate understanding that have personal and collective relevance – 

knowledge that is vital, useful, and communally shared – has been a salient theme [in their 

studies]. Additionally, [they] have seen some of the ways that this knowledge can and does 

mobilize effective personal, social, and political work (2013; 83).  

 

 

In essence, the focus group process itself can have significant implications for action research 

when the process itself shapes participants lives in new directions.  

 All of the methods described in this Chapter are conducive for layers of critical 

constructivist investigation: an in depth literature review allowed me to become both a participant 

and observer; grounded theory coding leverages this dual participant/observer position to gain 

strategic insight into the essence of contemporary SCORAI issues and how I might translate these 

concerns to designers; and my participatory methods with key SCORAI members and designers 

allowed for further co-construction and synthesis of these multiple perspectives, and together 

these perspective further understanding in what this theory means for sustainable practice and 

action in design. This research, then, will embrace the idea that knowledge for sustainability 

emerges from all of these situated contexts, but also that the researcher and participants can 

together actively engage in synthetic knowledge production and action. In keeping with this 

ontology and methodology, the SCORAI scholars, the designers, and myself all contributed to 

and shaped the findings of this research.  

 Before I describe my methods in more detail in Chapters 5 and 6, and reveal my findings 
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in Chapter 7, it is important to understand how we arrived at these contemporary concepts of 

“sustainable consumption” and “sustainable architecture.” The following Chapters provide 

overviews of the literature and thinking that contributed to the construction of these terms. As a 

result of this Chapter on methods and methodology, it should now be clear that the inquiry 

presented was conducted within a critical constructivist perspective and that the methods chosen 

and employed – a literature review and discourse coding, and participation through direct contact 

and in a focus group – are consistent with this worldview. 
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Chapter 3. Literature Review 

 

The following chapter provides an overview of the literature and important thinkers contributing 

to the contemporary movements and discourses of sustainable consumption and sustainable 

design. Literature from the environmentalist movement, psychology and sociology fields, 

economics and efficiency, planning, and public health are all mentioned in this Chapter as 

influences, though some are certainly emphasized more than others. The diagram below outlines 

some of the moments, or important figures in this history: 

 

Figure 3.1: Sustainable consumption & sustainable design literature “estuary,” broad 

overview. Source: Author 
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There are undoubtedly more influences than I can manage to cover in this thesis – the literature of 

these highly interdisciplinary fields – sustainable consumption and design – is more of a vast 

“ocean,” than an “estuary.” However, this “estuary” diagram (Figure 3.1) captures what I 

understand to be as highly influential and important in the development of the concepts, 

constructions, and perspective of the contemporary movements relevant to this research.  

  This first section of literature review provides an overview of this total trajectory, while 

the second section of the literature, in Chapter 4, focuses in on sustainable consumption literature, 

in particular, SCORAI literature.  

 

PREMODERN ANTECEDENTS & MODERN ORIGINS OF ENVIRONMENTALISM  

 

 

We can find a trace of some environmentalist ideas in an early text from 1664 text by John 

Evelyn on yields in forestry, titled: Silva: A discourse of Forest, Trees, and the Propagation of 

Timber. In this influential publication intended to contribute to the practice of forestry, Evelyn 

pointed out that, “economic growth depended on sound conservation practices” (paraphrased by 

Livingstone 1999; 426). This stewardship and conservationist attitude pioneered what became 

resource management for the 18th century (Livingstone 1999; 427) and would later resurface in 

preservationism and conservationism. Despite this early trace, a later scholar, Thomas Malthus, is 

credited as one of the earliest critical environmental thinkers that articulated highly influential 

theories about resource scarcity. 

  In his 1778 essay, The Principle of Population, Malthus sets a conceptual foundation that 

centuries later transpired in the fields of sustainable development, design, and consumption. 

Though Malthus may not have used the terms consumption and articulated a relationship with 

sustainability, his thought process and theory resurface in these contemporary movements. 
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Malthus claimed that as population growth increased exponentially, resources would become 

scarce, resulting in widespread famine and poverty. This link between resource consumption and 

the resulting environmental impact is aligns with contemporary ideas in sustainable consumption. 

“Malthusianism” has evolved in several directions overtime, including Neo-Malthusianism first 

emerging around the turn of 20th the century which incorporates the idea of contraception into 

population dynamics and control, and later Neo-Malthusianism which further incorporated 

contraception as a political population control tool (Alier 2009; 1115).  

 

THE “WAVES” OF ENVIRONMENTALISM 

 

 

Evelyn and Mathus’ thinking resurfaces in the modern North American history of 

environmentalism, often understood in “waves” (Kamieniecki 1993; 59, Thiele 1999; xxv-xxvi, 

Environmental Careers Organization 2004; 8, Haq 2011; 5-17, Bansal 2011; 5, McGrail 2011; 

120).  The “first wave,” in the late nineteenth and early 20th century, is described as highly 

“conservationist,” wherein outdoor enthusiasts organized in order to protect game and wilderness. 

This wave led to the formation of the conservationist groups like The Sierra Club (1892) and The 

National Audubon society (1905). Emerging out of the counter-culture movements of the mid-

century, the “second wave” was markedly more skeptical of modernism and economic growth, 

and perceived the industrial processes of modernization as fundamentally harmful towards the 

environment. Organizations like the World Wildlife Fund (1961), The Environmental Defense 

Fund (1967), and Greenpeace (1970) formed at this time. Additionally, at this time the United 

States government legitimized some environmentalist attitudes in passing a number of 

environmental legislative initiatives, including the National Environmental Policy Act, Clean Air 

Act, Clean Water Act, and Endangered Species act.  
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Malthusian thinking came to more contemporary fruition in this second wave with the 

1972 report from the Club of Rome, The Limits to Growth, along with a series of other 

publications6 all addressing “an inevitable confrontation between ever-expanding material 

demands and increasingly depleted finite resources, between growing pollution and the 

weakening ability of ecosystems to assimilate waste” (Salzman 1997, 1243). Taking the Limits to 

Growth argument further, a lesser known work called The Social Limits to Growth in 1976 by 

economist Fred Hirsch contended that not only were there physical limits to growth in a 

Malthusian sense, but also because of the dynamics of “positional goods,” increasing affluence 

was limited socially and in fact, socially destructive. In essence, increasing affluence led to 

increasing social problems, instability, and unrest. It is important to note that this work and other 

environmental thinkers at the time typically critiqued consumption on moral grounds (Reisch 

2004; 2), and this relationship between consumption and morality has changed over time.  

Hirsch’s work, then, was unique in that it provided a normative argument against unchecked 

increasing affluence. 

It was out of this era of theory that the IPAT equation (also see Chapter 1 section titled 

“Backing”) emerged. The IPAT equation measures human environmental impact, (I), in terms of 

Population (P), Affluence (A), and Technology, (T) leading to I = P x A x T (Ehrlich 1971). In 

other words, the more people that exist, consuming more and more goods and resources, the 

larger the impact on the environment. This is almost a direct reframing of Malthus’ ideas.  

Despite this realization about human impact, The Limits to Growth, and other 

environmental literature from this era still did not see consumption as a distinct topic for study, 

nor in terms of individual and household behaviors (Cohen 2001; 23, Reisch 2004: 2), nor in 

terms of consumption, or consumer society, as a dominant social paradigm. Environmentalism 

                                                 
6 Including: Schumacher, E. F. Small Is Beautiful…(1973). Ehrlich, Paul R. The Population Bomb (1970), and 

Commoner, Barry. The Closing Circle: Nature, Man, and Technology (1971) 
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and sustainability were not yet framed as seriously around the concept of consumption or design 

(Cohen 2001; 22, Reisch 2004: 2).  

The “third wave” of environmentalism is characterized by a flurry of different 

worldviews and applications, including both grassroots and global campaigns. This included the 

environmental justice movement, anti-consumerist movements like “Buy Nothing Day” and the 

Seattle WTO protests, and it is also within this third wave that both “sustainable consumption” 

and “sustainable architecture emerge,” though with different interpretations and embodiments of 

environmentalism (Haq 2011; 5-17). This more contemporary third-wave environmentalism can 

be characterized as “widely diversified and variable” (Mulvill 2009; 502). The chart below from 

Peter Mulvihill reveals more nuanced understanding of environmentalist “waves” in showing the 

perpetual reinterpretations of environmentalism: 

 

 

 

While one could argue that the environmentalism depicted on the left is not “declining” at all, but 

simply a part of the newer environmentalism characterized as “dispersed and complex,” Mulvihill 

Figure 3.2: Peter Mulvihill's environmentalism 

interpretations. Source: Mulvihill 2009; 504 
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perhaps reveals some the complexities and perceptions of environmentalism that resulted in the 

shift from the second wave to the third wave.  

As sub-environmental movements emerged in this third wave, “sustainable 

development,” came to prominence and solidified as term, a field of study, policy, and action 

with the World Commission on Environment and Development’s Report in 1987, Our Common 

Future. Here, sustainable development was defined as “development that meets the needs of the 

present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (World 

Commission…1987; 43) and this publication placed this notion of “sustainability” within an 

international political agenda. Both in this definition and the IPAT equation, we can clearly see 

the earlier warnings of Evelyn, Malthus’, and Hirsch concerning population growth and 

resources. However, the term “sustainability” was distinctly new, and framed as a matter of 

international importance. 

This section briefly covered some of the literature and events within the 

environmentalism movement, highlighting in particular how we arrived at the notion of 

“sustainable”. The following section looks at social science literature and where research in 

consumption emerged so that ultimately, we can understand how notions of “sustainable” and 

“consumption” came together.  

 

CONSUMPTION STUDIES IN SOCIAL SCIENCES 

 

 

Also around the time of the second and third waves of environmentalism, social science scholars 

took great interest in the study of “consumption,” leading to an explosion of literature in the late 
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80’s and early 90’s7. An important figure in this discourse, French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu 

published Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgment of Taste in France in 1979 and 

internationally in 1984. Influenced by Karl Marx, Max Weber, and early consumption theorizer 

Thorstein Veblen8 (who coined “conspicuous consumption”), Bourdieu researched how aesthetic 

consumption choices acted as an instrument for class distinction, creating underlying social 

structures, he called habitus (which has influenced the contemporary term “lifestyle”). Taking 

this argument further, Bourdieu argued that power dynamics and structures operated in the 

process of consuming of these goods, where lower classes aesthetic consumption, or taste, was 

dominated by upper classes, who had more “cultural capital.”  While some critiqued Bourdieu 

(see Miller 1997; 154-156), his influence stretched far and is still frequently cited today, 

especially in works concerning consumption. Other disciplines adopted his findings and 

terminology, like anthropologist Nestor Garcia Canclini, who incorporated Bourdieu in his 

investigation of cultural capital within hegemonic systems of modernization (Canclini 1993; 14-

19).  

Also around this time, another influential anthropologist, Mary Douglas, along with 

Barton Isherwood, published The World of Goods, whom, like Bourdieu, also saw the 

consumption of goods as “symbolic boundary,” or mechanism for social identity and distinction. 

However, unlike Bourdieu, their work focused less on hierarchal class mobility as an underlying 

motivation for consumption choices, and more on how goods operate as a symbolic discourse 

(Douglas 1979 and Sassatelli 2007; 98). 

                                                 
7 Many consumption scholars also cite Roland Barthes works titled Mythologies and later in The Fashion System. 

Barthes synthesized semiotics and consumption in writing about cultural objects as symbols (see Barthes 1957 and 

Bathes 1983). Claude Levi-Strauss’s cultural theories are also cited as influences in some consumption research (see 

Levi-Strauss 1966). 

8 Veblen, who coined the term “conspicuous consumption” around the turn of the 19th century, conceptualized that 

good taste meant removal from the working world by living a life of leisure. According to Miller, Veblen believed the 

lower class strived for this “elite” taste through “emulation”. (Veblen’s The Theory of Leisure Class as explained by 

Miller 1997; 147-148). 
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 Consumption studies researcher Roberata Sassatelli believes that these works by 

Bourdieu and Douglas were key contributors to the realization of a focused area of study on 

consumption. She states: “we may consider that it is largely in response to Bourdieu and 

Douglas’s studies that a sociology of consumption as a specialized branch of sociological 

knowledge has consolidated” (Sassatelli 2007; 91). Some researchers still simply re-apply 

Bourdieu’s methods and framework to other social circumstances, as Douglas Holt did for 

contemporary consumption habits and practices in the United States (Holt 1998). 

Key contributors to the proliferation of new consumption research included Neil 

McKendrick, J.H. Plump, and John Brewer’s The Birth of Consumer Society: The 

Commercialization of Eighteenth-century England. This 1982 book pointed out other, neglected 

points of the social transformations resulting from the industrial revolution, namely the 

emergence of consumer society. As David McCracken articulates, the purpose of The Birth of 

Consumer Society, “is to document the development of the demand side of the industrial 

revolution and illuminate how this transformation of tastes and preferences [of the consumer] 

contributed to the great transformation” (McCracken 1990; 5). 

Colin Campbell in 1987 wrote The Romantic Ethic and the Spirit of Modern 

Consumerism, criticizing what he called Mckendrick et als “instinctivist” theory that “want is 

inherent in humans and simply needed the right circumstances to be unleashed” (Campbell 1987; 

44). Written as a continuation of Max Weber’s classic The Protestant Ethic and Spirit of 

Capitalism, which primarily addressed systems of production, Campbell instead aimed to 

emphasize systems of consumption.  Campbell explored the concepts of “wants,” ultimately 

concluding that we live in a distinct era of “modern hedonism,” where through symbolic 

interpretation, we daydream about the potential hedonistic offerings from consumption. He 

claimed that inherent in this modern self-illusionary hedonistic state is a “longing and permanent 
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unfocused dissatisfaction...to be inevitable consequences of the practice of day dreaming” 

(Campbell 1987; 87) and that this state creates the incessant desire to accumulate goods distinct 

in modern consumer society.  

It is also worth mentioning, (because we can see this theme surface again and again later 

in sustainable consumption) that Campbell rejected the idea of dominant neoclassical economic 

idea of “rational consumers,” believing that this approach never answers the question of insatiable 

wanting, and that in fact, constant consuming is actually more of a gamble and adventure than 

rational.  

At the same time in anthropology discourses in 1988, some studies on consumption took 

on more culturally context dependent research approach. The volume The Social Life of Things: 

commodities in cultural perspective, edited by Arjun Appadurai, looked at commodification and 

consumption in wide range of international contexts and markets (Appadurai 1988). Another 

anthropologist, Daniel Miller, in 1987 wrote Material Culture and Mass Consumption. Miller 

explored and theorized about the relationship between cultural objects and society, drawing 

heavily from Hegel. Miller ultimately supported Veblen’s ideas concerning emulation (see 

footnote 3 in this Chapter) and also that in the absence of formal sumptuary codes, there is 

resulting ambiguity in social hierarchies, actually creating more demand and more consumption 

(Miller 1987; 136). Related to some of the arguments made in the “Backing” section in Chapter 1 

(i.e. how sustainable consumption can help inform sustainable design practice), is one of Miller’s 

critiques on the various claims to the study of commodity culture: 

First, and perhaps most bizarre, is the field entitled design history. As conventionally studied, this 

is clearly intended to be a form of pseudo art history, in which the task is to locate great 

individuals such as Raymond Loewy or Norman Bel Geddes and portray them as the creators of 

modern mass culture...in effect this design history is a study of the industrial artefact which quite 

ignores the consumer (Miller 1987; 142).  
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In the 1993 work, The World of Consumption, Ben Fine and Ellen Leopold, like 

Campbell, also rejected neoclassical economic theory’s ability to explain consumption as well as 

psychological biologically deterministic approaches. They pointed out that rational economic 

theory fails in assigning meaning to both the consumed and consumer. They also grappled with 

how to define something as widely used and contested as “consumer society.” Fine and Leopold 

ultimately conclude that a “system of provisions” (SOP) approach, or a vertical categorization of 

products and production within a system, (i.e. agriculture, clothing etc.) should be used in order to 

study consumer society because “there is a stronger vertical link in the process from production to 

consumption within each of the SOPs than there is between them” (Fine 1993; 175). Fine and 

Leopold recognized that systems of production are “leaky” and that commodity groupings share 

components, but still maintained the claim that “the term ‘system’ signifies the idea that certain 

structures and dynamics have been set in place for each separate group of commodities” (Fine 

1993; 175). This approach, the system of provision approach, is important to mention because it 

has been adopted as one way to approach sustainable consumption, especially in considering 

SOPs in the intricate, convoluted, and frequently unjust (or asymmetrical) global markets. This 

kind of attitude concerning systemic and interrelated problems resulting from a global paradigm 

of consumption ultimately led to the formation of sustainable consumption movement and field of 

study (discussed in the following section).  

While the environmentalist literature and movement was historically concerned with 

addressing symptoms of industrial society that “harmed nature” or harmed human health, 

consumption research was aimed at studying the social dynamics and drivers of industrial society 

that created a distinctly unique “consumer society.” The following section on sustainable 

consumption outlines how these perspectives came together to form “sustainable consumption.” 

 



30 

 

THE SUSTAINABLE CONSUMPTION MOVEMENT EMERGES 

 

 

With this explosion in consumption literature and theories came the idea that consumption was 

now a dominant social process. While second wave environmentalism may have critiqued the 

idea of consumption on moral terms as an “abstract aggregate” (Reisch 2004; 2), later scholars 

began to recognize that consumption itself needed evaluation with a more complex, nuanced, 

criteria, looking beyond consumption simply as resource intake and output (Cohen 2001; 5). Out 

of this growing awareness of consumption as a dominant social practice and paradigm in the 

social sciences, and also out of a perceived need to find a way to develop “sustainably,” came 

sustainable consumption. 

Another emerging environmental trend known as “green consumerism” or “political 

consumption,” also contributed to the shaping of a global perspective on sustainable 

consumption. Gary Haq and Alistair Paul noted in their history of environmentalism that the 

1980s was distinct in the political encouragement of individualism. Through their policies leaders 

at the time, Margaret Thatcher and Ronald Reagan, “promoted principles of consumer 

sovereignty” and “placed an emphasis on individuals taking responsibility for their choices” (Haq 

2011; 80).  This is where we see the idea of “green consumerism” surface that condoned and 

bestowed individuals with “power” to “vote with their dollars.”  

While “green consumerism” concerns the act of consumption and environmental 

consequences, “sustainable consumption” emerged as a related discourse, but different. In 1992, 

sustainable consumption solidified as a distinct concept at the United Nations Conference on 

Environment and Development. In Chapter 4.3 of the conference report, Agenda 21 stated: 

…the major cause of the continued deterioration of the global environment is the unsustainable 

pattern of consumption and production, particularly in industrialized countries, which is a matter 

of grave concern, aggravating poverty and imbalances.  

(“Agenda 21” 1992) 
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Here, sustainability is framed within global policy as a needed antidote to patterns of over-

consumption that also causes or exacerbates global disparities in wealth and poverty. Through the 

rest of the 1990s, “sustainable consumption” became increasingly integrated into international 

political discourse. First, in 1997, the Council of the Royal Society of London and the United 

States National Academy of Sciences released a joint statement titled, “Towards Sustainable 

Consumption” (Cohen 2001; 28), to the World Summit on Sustainable Development in 2002, 

where a 10 year framework was created to address sustainable consumption, (United Nations. 

2002), and this led to a report in 2003 from the United Nations Environmental Program and 

United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs detailing this 10 year framework, 

called “Marrakech Process” (Paving the way for sustainable consumption and production…).9 

The Marrakech Process marks the international recognition of a critical need to integrate 

sustainable consumption within international development. The Marrakech Process also directly 

led to the development of Sustainable Consumption Research Exchanges (SCORE), which in turn 

influenced the creation of SCORAI (see “About Score” 2013, Cohen 2010, and Chapter 5).  

Since the late 1990s, a significant amount of research and work has been conducted 

within the discourse of sustainable consumption. Other literature from the environmental 

movement critical of consumer society also emerged at this time, like Gert Spaargaren in 1997 

who, according to Inge Ropke, was prolific in writing about the ‘double dividend’ idea that 

curing over-consumption would simultaneously make us better off, happier and healthier (Ropke 

2005).10 Some environmental scholars then proposed alternative economic approaches and 

paradigms (Daly 1999, “The History of NEF” 2013).  

                                                 
9 See: http://esa.un.org/marrakechprocess/ 

10 This is often discussed in terms of “The Good Life” in later sustainable consumption writings (see Soper 2008 and 

2007, Jackson 2005) 
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“Sustainable consumption” then, tends to incorporate a broad range of disciplines all 

having to do with what we consume (food, water, energy, land, minerals, etc), how we consume 

(needs, luxuries, social inequality, etc), why we consume (sociology, psychology, marketing, etc), 

and how to curb over-consumption (design, policy, economics, etc). This broad range of ideas 

counters dominant paradigms and structures focused on economic growth and thus has had 

limited impact in changing the course of these dominant paradigms. In other words, in many 

ways the sustainable consumption worldview challenges the status-quo, and therefore threatens 

all parties interested in upholding the status quo. A founder of SCORAI, Maurie Cohen, along 

with Joseph Murphy, in their work in Exploring Sustainable Consumption: Environmental Policy 

and the Social Sciences, recognized a gap between sustainable consumption internal organization 

and mechanisms for actionable change: 

 

The very challenging task at present is to devise a means to synthesize the wide array of new 

perspectives on consumption into a more unified and coherent paradigm. Furthermore, the social 

sciences’ ability to contribute meaningfully to emergent modes of environmental policymaking 

hinges on a dialectic process that can overcome the estrangement that has existed between the two 

domains for much of the past two decades (Murphy 2001; 36).  

 

 

In order to make significant and meaningful contributions towards changing unsustainable 

economic and cultural paradigms from over-consumption to more sustainable practices, 

sustainable consumption ultimately needs effective integration with forms of action. While the 

above quote calls for action through policy-making, this research proposes that design practice, 

and sustainable architecture, can perhaps offer a form of meaningful action for this important 

sustainability knowledge.   

While this section covered how we arrived at the term “sustainable consumption,” the 

following section provides a brief overview of the discourse and literature of “sustainable design 

and architecture.” 
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SUSTAINABLE DESIGN & SUSTAINABLE ARCHITECTURE 

 

Sustainable design and architecture were simultaneously developing as concepts while 

sustainable consumption research blossomed. As stated earlier, third wave environmentalism 

was, and continues to be, extremely diverse and “messy.” Therefore, the histories and literatures 

leading up to sustainable design comes through many movements including public health (Brulle 

2000, Moore 2005; 54, Wilson; 108), regionalism (Mumford 1928, Geddes 1915, Canizaro 2007), 

the “back to the land” movement in the 1960s (Jacob 1997), energy crisis’ and efficiency 

responses (“The Rise…” 2004), and more. One noticeable trend is an increasing interpretation 

and awareness of the concentration of environmental problems in urban areas (Petts 2008; 594). 

This awareness led to the development of “sustainable cities” and the creation of the “planners 

triangle” that expressed the idea that sustainable development is achieved through environmental 

protection, healthy economies, and equity (Campbell 1996, Brand 2005). This idea of the city as a 

unit and arena for environmental protection and the city as a functional “urban ecology” 

continues to flourish (McKendry 2011), and has influenced the trajectory of sustainable design at 

a city as well as building scale.  

One influential segment of sustainable design within the “third wave” of 

environmentalism deserves special attention, often called “ecological modernization,” coined by 

sociologist Joseph Huber in the 1980s (Cohen 2005; 539). This discourse within the 

environmental movement was typically less critical of growth, technology, and modernism and 

believed environmental protection and continued economic growth and industrialization were not 

at odds (see Stavropoulos 1996, Dryzek 1997; 147, Buttel 2000, Davison 2001; 22). According to 

Maurie Cohen, “Huber himself envisaged ecological modernity as a new phase of human 

civilization, one characterized by an intensive process of super-industrialization organized around 

a new generation of highly sophisticated environmental technologies” (Cohen 2005; 530). Along 
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with this industrialization friendly discourse, where there was a believed compatibility between 

economic growth and environmental protection, emerged ideas like corporate social 

responsibility (CSR), socially responsible investing (SRI), and the “triple bottom line” also 

gained popularity (Carroll 1999, “Idea: Triple Bottom Line” 2009). Aidan Davison claims that 

while earlier waves of environmentalism were “directed against the current of the technological 

society, arguing that modern forms of technology and economic organization are inherently anti-

ecological and socially iniquitous,” later waves “in contrast, move with the current of the 

technological society” (Davison 2001; 12-13). While Davison sees this as problematic in that it 

created an opportunity for “an even more urgent, unflinching pursuit of economic growth, global 

marginalization, corporate liberalization, and technological globalization,” this new 

environmental attitude also provided an opportunity for innovations in sustainable design to 

flourish, in particular sustainable architecture. Under this premise, sustainable technological 

approaches to design developed into ideas about technology like “ecoefficiency,” or 

“ecoinnovation,” cited as approaches to environmental protection (see McDonough 2002, 

Hawken 2000).  

However, ecomodernization was heavily critiqued for an inherent technological 

determinism (Hannigan 1995; 184 as cited by Spaargaren 2000; 65) and was also critiqued by 

consumption scholars as heavily production oriented (Carolan 2004). In response, while the early 

contributions to ecomodernization theory stressed “the role of technological innovations in 

environmental reform” in the early 1980s, later contributions to this field tried to incorporate the 

role of markets, politics, and even consumption research (Mol 2000; 5, Spaargaren 2000). 

Ecomodernization theory, then, developed into various sub-fields of environmentalism that were 

considered more holistic, systems-thinking approaches to sustainability, incorporating science 
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and technology studies, social movement theory, sustainable consumption, industrial ecology and 

more.  

However, largely in sustainable architecture education and practice, the technological 

focus of an ecomodernization approach remains, and it perhaps creates a barrier to also 

meaningfully incorporating sustainability advances in social sciences with design. Davison 

recognizes that the concept of ecoefficiency, for example, was easier politically, noting that “the 

reluctance of Northern leaders to make binding commitments to reduce resource consumption…is 

being replaced as these leaders become convinced that advances in ecoefficiency make the 

maintenance of economic growth and reduced consumption compatible” (Davison 2001: 26).11 In 

essence, when sustainability theories and initiatives do not challenge the systemic status quo, they 

are more readily adopted and implemented. 

Different and competing kinds of architectural “sustainability logics” (Guy and Farmer 

2001) can certainly be identified, but a technological “eco-modernization” approach to design, 

that is less of a challenge to the status quo, still seems to dominate so-called sustainable 

architectural practices. The LEED (Leadership in Energy & Environmental Design) green 

building certification movement in the United States is a form of evidence for this idea in that this 

program provides a checklist of implementable technologies that then will designate and certify 

that the building is “green.” In an article on interdisciplinary research in built environments, 

Judith Petts, Susan Owens, and Harriet Bulkeley also observe this barrier to disciplinary synthesis 

(also cited in Chapter 1). They state:  

It was clear, for example, that discourse on energy efficiency in the built environment had 

privileged the scientific and technical dimensions of energy systems over the social contexts in 

which they are used. Thus research and development define ‘technical potential’ (and sometimes 

                                                 
11 This tension and the ecological modernization approach also exists within the sustainable consumption movement in 

the form of claims that economic growth and sustainable consumption are compatible. This approach contends that 

tools like product labeling, consumer education, and environmental taxation can create a sustainable economy (Seyfang 

2006; 384).   
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economic feasibility), while social, political and cultural factors are represented as annoying 

constraints or ‘barriers’ that prevent such potential from being realized (Petts 2008; 598). 

 

 

In other words, sustainable architecture practice typically focuses on energy efficiency, i.e. what 

is the most efficient lighting system, photovoltaic system, or HVAC system for this building? 

Whereas questions of what technologies can interact with different social contexts to more 

holistically aid in a transition to a sustainable culture are more rarely addressed in design practice.  

This difficulty could stem from the idea that design historically has been an agent of 

consumption, aiding the process of social distinction and taste (See Moore 2014, Thorpe 2010; 

15). Not only are designers thought of mediators between production and consumption, but, at 

least in architectural design, products have been historically interpreted either as art, or as 

technology (Moore 2014), and more rarely as social objects or social tools. These factors – design 

as an agent of consumption, design as art or technology and not as a socially shaping device – 

may have historically excluded design from many of these social discourses,12 in particular 

critiques of consumer society and the world of goods.  

Richard Wilk contends that technologically deterministic initiatives for change may be a 

result from simply modernism itself. He notes that “prevailing models of technological change 

are deeply rooted in the ‘modernization theory’ pioneered by figures like Myrdal and Rostow in 

the 1960s” and that “modernization depicts the world on a temporal/geographic continuum from 

traditional to modern societies” (Wilk 1995; 207). Thus, what it might mean to be “modern” may 

also imply certain ideas about technology and it’s role in society.   

With the emergence and proliferation of a critical discourse in design, sustainable design, 

it surprising that this movement of design researchers and practitioners have not yet seriously 

incorporated much from decades of research on goods and behavior. And likewise, design and 

                                                 
12 Some exceptions include Woodhouse and Patton 2004, Feenberg 1999, Mackenzie et al 1999. 
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architecture are not often seriously included and incorporated within the sustainable consumption 

discourse (Thorpe 2012; viii and 2010; 3). This difficulty in merging sustainable consumption 

and sustainable architecture is not necessarily new or unique. Haq and Alistair point out that, 

“environmentalism has always seen splits between those who are technological optimists and 

those who are” skeptical of technological “fixes” (Haq 2011; 95). 

  I will revisit this issue towards the end of the second section of literature review in 

Chapter 4 and point out certain instances and narratives in which design and sustainable 

consumption have merged. However, in order to achieve significant strides in sustainable change, 

the broader systems thinking and collective action approach of sustainable consumption still can 

potentially offer critical new perspectives for sustainable architecture.13 

In the next Chapter, I provide a brief overview of the contemporary SCORAI literature 

on sustainable consumption. The following section of literature directly comes from the SCORAI 

recommended list, providing me, the researcher, with the tools and language to become both a 

participant and observer of the SCORAI worldview. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
13 Without getting too off tract, it is worth mentioning that some scholars use Elaine Scarry and Bruno Latour as 

possible theoretical framework to think about the agency and animism of artifacts (see Tonkenwise 2006).  In Brunn 

2003, Latour’s Actor Network Theory (ANT) is expanded, compared, and synthesized with evolutionary economics 

and Social Construction of Technology (SCOT) to explain how technologies are “resolved” or realized through 

competing actors power and agency.  
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Chapter 4. SCORAI Literature  

 

One of the most recent attempts to articulate “sustainable consumption” comes from SCORAI 

scholars Maurie Cohen, Halina Brown, and Phillip Vergragt, in their edited volume Innovations 

in Sustainable Consumption. In their introductory chapter they state: 

“An important set of approaches for moving forward on this front [transition towards sustainability] 

has been developed over the past two decades by social scientists, environmental scientists and 

engineers, and policy makers working within the interdisciplinary field of sustainable consumption. 

This work integrates across industrial ecology, ecological design, ecological economics, sociology, 

psychology, science and technology studies (STS) and consumer studies. Understanding what is meant 

by sustainable consumption or how to study and advocate for it, varies widely within this community 

of scholars, practitioners and policy entrepreneurs.” (Cohen et al 2013; 2) 

 

 

However, consumption studies and sustainability even expand far beyond the fields mentioned 

above by Cohen et al. For example, in the field of international agro-food geography research 

David Goodman and Melanie Dupuis note that, “consumption as a theoretical category has 

‘arrived’ in agro-food studies” (Goodman 2002; 7). Because this research is concerned with 

sustainable and just food systems, consumption studies in this field also can be considered a 

contribution to of the discourse of “sustainable consumption.” Or, as another example, if we 

simply change the term “sustainable consumption” to “political consumption,” we suddenly see 

another vast literature concerned with consumption as a mechanism towards more equitable and 

humane political-economic systems (See Micheletti 2007, Shah 2007, Hilton 2007). While there 

is a degree of shared literature between all these discourses (some of the key figures are identified 

in Chapter 3), and similar debates, tensions, and paradoxes, they also often have distinct literary 

histories and worldviews. Perhaps then, “consumption” is becoming a new “buzzword,” or 

popular concept frame spanning multiple disciplines.  

For my research using SCORAI as a gateway to sustainable consumption, the most 

relevant of these contemporary literatures on sustainable consumption is literature highly 
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connected to SCORAI, and in particular the organization’s recommended literature. The 

following section provides an overview of the SCORAI recommendations and their key themes.  

 

Figure 4.1: Chapter 4 overview diagram. Source: Author 

 

 

First, I will discuss how this literature is united, or what I call the “SCORAI worldview,” and 

then I will discuss these (overlapping) categories of SCORAI literature: economic and political; 

sociological and psychological; and science and technology, “transitions,” and global dynamics. 

These perspectives reveal the different approaches towards achieving sustainable consumption 

within the SCORAI framework.  Lastly, I will conclude the Chapter by touching upon the ways 

design and sustainable consumption have already seemingly synthesized in this literature.  
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A SCORAI WORLDVIEW  

 

 

Fundamentally, most scholars involved with SCORAI see capitalist consumer society as a 

dominant paradigm that promotes continued economic growth and cultures to support economic 

growth and thus promotes over-consumption. This is viewed as the “root of unsustainability” 

(Brown 2012, Speth 2009). This message is very potent in Gus Speth’s The Bridge at the Edge of 

the World: Capitalism, the Environment, and Crossing from Crisis to Sustainability, where Speth 

points out that rampant consumerism and “economic activity so large in scale” combine and then 

undermine “the planets ability to sustain life” (Speth 2009; 9). While Speth, employing the often 

urgent rhetoric of environmentalism, can come off as an alarmist, he contends that "soon it will 

be abundantly clear that it is business as usual that is utopian, whereas creating something very 

new and different is a practical necessity" (Speth 2009; xiii-xiv).  

  This urgency and worldview that sustainability and unbridled economic growth through 

extreme consumerism are fundamentally incompatible, is frequent shared understanding in most 

of the SCORAI literature. Therefore, almost all of the literature frames people as consumers – as 

well as questioning how this frame itself may nor may not exacerbate over-consumption. For 

example, some authors discuss the consequences of a consumer society paradigm in that we think 

of ourselves as consumers instead of citizens (Szasz 2007, Maniates 2001) or discuss the agency, 

the capacity to act, or lack there of, in consumption as a form of citizenship (Schor 2013, Allaway 

2012, Micheletti 2007, Hilton 2007, also see Goodman 2002).  

  Most SCORAI associated scholars seem to perceive that the current structural systems 

that propel consumer society simultaneously propel us towards environmental disasters. In 

focusing on the collective action problem of consumption, proponents of sustainable consumption 

typically note a historical (and perhaps misplaced) emphasis on industry and production as the 

primary perpetrator of environmental degradation. Instead of singling out industry, or production, 
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a sustainable consumption perspective recognizes the collective action of all consumers, 

especially in rich, highly consumptive countries, as in critical need of attention, research, and 

systemic change. Cohen and Murphy point out that,  

Over the past four or five decades consumers in the richest nations have largely avoided being 

identified as responsible for the environmentally damaging effects of their consumption practices 

in part because other targets and explanations have been offered (Murphy 2001; 4).  

 

 

Sustainable consumption viewed as a movement, then, aims to shift the focus and reframe of the 

“problem” of sustainability in new terms, different from typical approaches in both second and 

third wave environmentalism. 

  These worldviews are evident in the research agenda set forth in the influential “Oslo 

Declaration on Sustainable Consumption” that further encouraged and legitimized sustainable 

consumption research. This international declaration specifically calls for:  

 research on consumer behavior and practices;  

 the relationship between consumption and environmental impacts;  

 connections between consumption and other sustainability initiatives;  

 consumption and quality of life connections;  

 envisioning how a sustainable future might operate and look like;  

 sustainable consumption policies, and; other forms of implementation (Tukker 2006).  

 

All of these research calls are answered in various parts of the SCORAI literature, which is why 

we might find such an interdisciplinary array of perspectives.  

  Another cohesive aspect of SCORAI literature is the frequent fundamental questioning of 

current dominant paradigms – neoliberalism, neoclassical economic theory, and consumer society 

– and instead, the advocacy of a much more “values based,” qualitative approach to change the 

perceived unsustainable cultural norms and practices (Allaway 2012). This worldview aligns with 

science and technology (STS) understandings of “transitions” and technological change, which is 

why we might see STS scholars within the SCORAI literature. STS approaches insist that simply 

implementing an economic device or a new technology within these paradigms will not 
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fundamentally mitigate the impacts of consumers. Instead there are complex dynamics and 

“rebound” effects to consider (see Chapter 1 for explanation of “rebound effects”). 

  Andrew Szasz also critiques current dominant market systems and so-called “green 

consumption” in that this has another kind of “rebound effect”. In Shopping Our Way to Safety, 

Szasz describes the consequences of a social phenomena he calls inverted quarantine. Through 

inverted quarantine, individuals attempt to isolate themselves from toxins in the environment, 

mostly through the consumer products they purchase. Szasz describes this as an “individualized 

response to collective threat” (Szasz 2007; 3). These individualized responses, according to 

Szasz, place more emphasis on political change through consumer actions (“vote with your 

dollars”), in the place of where we historically would see collective citizenry action. According to 

Szasz, this is highly problematic because instead of protecting people, inverted quarantine 

actually leads to a false sense of security, that Szasz calls imaginary refuge, and this in turn 

undermines political action for systemic change. Szasz calls this consequence political 

anesthesia, and says “when people believe they can deal with an environmental health threat 

simply by barricading themselves individually with acts of consumption, rather than by trying to 

confront the threat through activism, the process of politicization never starts” (Szasz 2007; 211).  

  Szasz’s observations and systems thinking tactics are not an anomaly in the sustainable 

consumption discourse. Emmaunuel Prinet, along with Vanessa and Dagmar Timmer, similarly 

summarize many of the paradoxes found in trying to advance sustainable consumption.14  

                                                 
14 The citation from Mulvihill 2009 in Chapter 3 also notes that emerging environmentalist trends are riddled with 

paradoxes. 
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Figure 4.2: Identified and embraced paradoxes in sustainable consumption. Source: 

Timmer et al 2009; 19 

 
 

What makes much of the sustainable consumption discourse distinctive is that these paradoxes 

are not hidden or ignored, but embraced as wicked and perverse negative reinforcing realities that 

must be confronted if we are to transition to a more sustainable world. These paradoxes surface in 

different domains of SOCRAI literature and demonstrate that sustainable consumption is a 

movement interested in systemic change. Unlike an ecological modernization approach, which 

would not challenge paradigms and larger dominant, unsustainable systems, sustainable 

consumption advocates intend to grapple with how, for example, “incremental steps can 

undermine revolutionary change” (from the above Figure 4.2). In this way, sustainable 

consumption emerges as a new kind of movement and discourse interested in systemic 

sustainable change. 
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SCORAI ECONOMIC & POLICY APPROACHES TO SUSTAINABLE CONSUMPTION 

 

One approach within SCORAI literature to deal with these paradoxes and achieve sustainable 

consumption are new understandings and kinds of economic systems. Recommended reading via 

the SCORAI website, Herman Daly, often known as the “father of ecological economics,” 

provided an important new theoretical foundation for economic thinking, challenging the 

dominating neo-classical approach. In this model, instead of the environment and environmental 

ills framed as an “externality” to “internalize” into the economy, the economy is framed as a 

subset, dependent upon societal capabilities and justice, which in turn is totally dependent upon 

available environmental resources. This paradigm shift can be visualized in the transition from 

Daly’s critical diagram on the left, Figure 4.3, to the diagram on the right, Figure 4.4.  

 

 
           Figure 4.3: Economy dominates.            Figure 4.4: Environment dominates.  

                  Source: Daly 2010; 22            Source: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Nested_sustainability-v2.gif 
 

 

Daly is also famous for his Malthusian revival concept, “uneconomic growth,” roughly defined as 

growth that decreases quality of life (see Figure 4.5 below showing “marginal disutility”). These 

kinds of ideas were critical to the development of different but similar concepts and movement 
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known as “degrowth” (Alier 2010) discussed by SCORAI scholars, which suggests that the 

economy should shrink for purposes of environmental protection as well as increase wellbeing 

(the “double dividend” discussed earlier). This hinges upon wellbeing studies that show a 

“marginal disutility”: after a certain point, increased wealth does not increase human wellbeing 

and happiness (State of the World 2004; 19, Offer 1997 and 2007, Ann Thorpe 2001; 42) 

 

    

Figure 4.5: Herman Daly's marginal disutility concept. Source: Daly 2010; 19. 

 
SCORAI scholars also frequently suggest alternative measures of wellbeing in place of 

commonly used Gross Domestic Product (GDP) to reframe our economic thinking and economic 

goals in terms focused on the wellbeing of people. These new measures might help inform new 

economic policies that are concerned with what basic human needs are essential for living 

fulfilling lives rather than strictly a profit motive (SCORAI conference keynote speaker Carol 
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Graham 2013, Thorpe 2012, Michaelson 2009, Speth 2009, Sachs 1998; 115, Offer 1997 and 

2007). Tim Jackson, a SCORAI contributor who has gained a wide audience, has also 

incorporated these ideas in his well-known book Prosperity Without Growth, where he suggests 

macro economic policies that counter the common belief that continued growth should be the 

goal for all national economic strategies (Jackson 2011).  

  The discourse of ecological economics merged directly with sustainable consumption in 

SCORAI contributors Ingre Ropke and Lucia Reisch’s edited volume The Ecological Economics 

of Consumption. Here, scholars explore the environmental impacts and problems of consumption, 

how consumption relates to human needs and lifestyles, and also alternative approaches to help 

mitigate over-consumption (Reisch 2004). These topics are all framed within the ecological 

economics idea of a constrained world, that unbridled growth is unsustainable within ecological 

constraints.  

“New economics” is yet another term for alternative economic approaches frequently 

used and growing in popularity within the SCORAI literature. As explained by Gil Seyfang in 

The New Economics of Sustainable Consumption, “New Economics” is a “conception of a 

sustainable future which includes radical re-organizing of economies to be more localized, 

decentraliesed, smaller-scale, and oriented towards human wellbeing, equity, justice, and 

environmental protection” (Seyfang 2009; 47). Seyfang also notes the importance of redefining 

cultural concepts of “work” and “wealth” as well as emphasizing a the cultural norm of 

“ecological citizenship.”  A broader articulation of new economics states that, “the movement 

seeks an economy that is increasingly green and socially responsible, and one that is based on 

rethinking the nature of ownership and the growth paradigm that guides conventional policies” 

(Aperovitz, 2011 also Cited by Rodgers 2013 who also cites Schor 2010). Seyfang and others 

then, present these conceptualizations as critical elements in transitioning to sustainable 
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consumption. “New economics” emerges as another movement interested in fundamentally 

challenging and changing dominant and unsustainable economic paradigms.   

Christer Sanne, though not an apparent contributor to SCORAI online or at the 

conference, is frequently cited by SCORAI scholars and articulates another economic dimension 

and challenge important to sustainable consumption scholars. Sanne explains how the work-debt-

spend relationship, or cycle, prevents people from making sustainable changes. In his research, he 

found people stated a “preference for shorter hours instead of higher salary,” but they find 

themselves locked ”in a situation where there is no 'exit' - no real opportunity to act in another 

manner (such as choosing shorter hours)” (Sanne 1998; 14). Sanne explains this in further detail, 

calling this phenomenon “the ratchet effect”: 

It may be well-nigh impossible to cut consumption, at least’s at short notice, since most household 

budgets are tied up with present commitments, loans or simply habits. Few households will - as 

we saw - accept working hour cuts if they also mean wage cuts. This creates an asymmetrical 

'ratchet effect': social pressure tends to inflate consumption but budget restraints block the - 

genuine - desire to decrease it: thus different answers to the questions on preferred work hours. A 

'no' for the present is still compatible with the opinion - held by a majority - that shorter hours are 

preferable to a higher salary (Sanne, 1998; 15). 

 

 

 

This notion of an economic “ratchet-effect” locking people in to over-consumptive, unsustainable 

behaviors (“lock-in”) seems to be another common thread and challenging paradox noted in the 

SCORAI discourse (Ropke 2005; 9, who also cites Schor 1998, 1995, and 1991). 

 Many other SCORAI scholars, even those with non-economic backgrounds, often 

contribute economic analysis and critiques. Frequently, SCORAI scholars reject the neo-classical 

economics, self-interested “rational choice” model (Thorpe 2012 and 2010, Jackson 2011, 

Gram Hanssen 2010, Offer 2007, Shaw 2002, Wilk 1995). Gram-Hanssen describes this as “the 

prevailing view is that implementation of the correct economic instruments and the provision of 

appropriate information will induce people to change their behavior” (Gram-Hanssen 2009; 162).  

This theory is critiqued because not only are consumers often removed from tangible 
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environmental impacts of their choices, information concerning environmental impacts can be 

extremely cognitively demanding and structurally inaccessible. Tim Jackson highlights these 

complexities and others that result from  “green” purchases in the aptly titled, “Choosing to be 

sustainable: tracing complex decisions” (Jackson 2006). 

  Some SCORAI scholars emphasize that individuals often have complex, irrational, 

meanings tied to their consumption purchases and habits. Renata Salecl (though not a SCORAI 

contributor) articulates this as well in her book on choice. She writes: 

The choices we make are often irrational…when we buy an expensive car, it may very well be in 

order to arouse envy, and not because we have rationally concluded that we need this particular 

model…arousing envy is very much part of today’s marketing…a new trend introducing 

humiliation back in to the mix” (Salecl 2010; 149).  

 

 

Ann Thorpe also cites behavioral economics report that “highlights areas where we often 

knowingly act against our own best interests: not saving for retirement, not losing weight, and not 

reducing our climate change emissions” (Thorpe 2010; 6 citing Prendergrast 2008). Issues 

concerning individual choice are frequent in the SCORAI literature and will also be discussed in 

terms of sociological and psychological SCORAI contributions in the following section.  

  Most policy recommendations in the SCORAI literature stem from these understandings 

of needed economic reform, or complete economic overhaul. For example, policies that promote 

localization, cap resources use, invest in human capital, or that limit the commercialization of 

culture through restrictions on advertising are all examples of how the economic thinking 

described above might materialize in a policy (Jackson 2009).  Sanne, with his focus on the 

“lock-in” of the “work-spend cycle” described earlier, advocates for policies that increase leisure 

and reduce working hours in an effort to force degrowth and incentivize local, serviced based 

economies (Sanne 2002). While all of the arguments construed and problems identified by 

SCORAI scholars could shape policies, there still seems to be a gap between concrete policies or 
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laws that could be implemented now with consequences that help society move toward 

sustainable consumption. Thus it appears easier to identify the systemic, paradigmic problems 

than to offer actions for intervention. 

  The economic and policy approaches in the sustainable consumption discourse present a 

wide variety of concepts and devices for various scales; from global market schemes to localized 

economies. The next section of literature overview looks at the dynamics of consumer society 

much more from a sociological and psychological worldview.   

 

SCORAI SOCIOLOGICAL & PSYCHOLOGICAL APPROACHES TO SUSTAINABLE 

CONSUMPTION 

 

Instead of looking for economic problems or levers to achieve sustainable consumption, some 

scholars emphasize the sociological and psychological dynamics of consumption. This research 

focuses on behaviors and habits, the “value-action gap,” advertising and persuasion, issues of 

choice and individuality, and the morals and meaning created through consumption. Many 

scholars point out that while we still need paths for individuality and individual expression, we 

should strive to find mechanisms of social distinction that foster a sustainable collective culture 

while fulfilling psychological needs (Moore 2014; Sassatello 2006; Kasser 2003; Holt 

1998). Some of these scholars take a cultural-phenomenological approach like Ben Barber, who 

attributes over-consumption to the wide “infantilization” of capitalist consumer culture (Barber 

2007). 

  Making another phenomenological argument, with psychological backing, Peter 

Whybrow suggests that the rampant and compulsive hyper-consumer culture in America could be 

attributed to a unique genetic makeup. What he deems a kind of cultural psychological state of 
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“mania,” American culture is comprised of risk-taking individuals, who’s genetic ancestors took 

the risk to move to this continent during colonialization, and therefore concentrated a gene-pool 

of “risk-taking” genes. This genetic concentration, according to Whybrow, creates a manic 

culture that can never get enough – and over-consumes (Whybrow 2005). 

  Tim Kasser has contributed research that reinforces many of SCORAI’s critiques of 

consumer society, but uses psychological evidence. His research revealed that those who 

"strongly value the pursuit of wealth and possession report lower psychological well-being than 

those who are less concerned with such aims" (Kasser 2002; 5). This provides direct 

psychological evidence to the “double dividend” claim that links consumption to wellbeing first 

touted by Fred Hirsh (Reisch 2004; 2, Hirsch 1976). In a later book, Kasser continues to find that, 

The ideology encouraged by our culture of consumption undermines the personal well-being and 

need satisfaction of those who accept its values…a strong MVO (Materialistic Value Orientation) 

also leads people to engage in behaviors and hold attitudes damaging to our communities and to 

the world's ecological health (Kasser 2003; 21).  

 

This work is often cited in the SCORAI discourse and literature because it provides explicit 

psychological evidence that highly consumptive behavior is damaging to individuals as well as 

the environment.  

  Instead of using a biological or psychological argument to explain American’s hyper-

consumption (like Whybrow), Lizabeth Cohen takes a historical analysis approach in Consumer’s 

Republic, focusing on social and political circumstances in America post WWII (2003). Cohen 

described her own book as dwelling on “the way evolving patterns of residence, commerce, 

marketing, and politics polarized people in the second half of the twentieth century" and also the 

process that inexorably intertwined rights of citizens with the rights of consumers (Cohen 2003; 

408).  

  Also focusing on the second half of the 20th century in America (and Britain), which is 
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often cited as the era of consumer society, is Avner Offer’s contribution, The Challenge of 

Affluence (2007). His thinking hinges upon the concept that there are diminishing returns on well-

being after a certain level of wealth is acheived (mentioned earlier and visible in Figure 4.5). 

Offer connects social institutions, like familial arrangements, market arrangements, as well as 

political and temporal structures to show the “darker side” or perverse effects of affluence. Offer 

also warns of the distrust, coercion, and manipulation through the normalization of advertizing 

and that this could have a “spillover” effect into other societal norms (Offer 2007).   

  The issue of individual choice, mentioned in the previous section, also creates tensions 

and paradoxes within the SCORAI discourse. Many scholars take the perspective that “there can 

be a tendency to blame the individual, when often the reason is deeper-rooted and structural” 

(Allaway 2012). However, some sustainable consumption research aims to provide individual 

consumers with empowering information, to help them make “responsible” choices, and live so-

called “sustainable lifestyles”15 (Deutsch 2010, Tukker 2010, Kaenzig, Josef, and Rolf 

Wüstenhagen 2010). Others point out that continuing to emphasize individuality and the 

segmentation of social life is problematic in itself, stifling needed collective action, as well 

having access and equity issues in buying a “sustainable lifestyle” (Szasz 2007, Sassatelli 2006, 

Shove 2004, Maniates 2001).  

  This section focused on SCORAI interpretations of sustainable consumption particularly 

with regard to social and psychological dynamics, including biologically and socially determined 

psychological arguments at both individual and cultural scales.  

 

The next section looks at dynamics of consumption particularly with regard to technologies. 

                                                 
15 For more information on “lifestyles” see Sanne 1998 Dobers 2005, Evans 2009, Hobson 2002, Spaargaren 2000a 
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SCIENCE AND TECHNOLOGY STUDIES, TRANSITIONS, & GLOBAL DYNAMICS IN 

SCORAI 

 

Other contributors to SCORAI come from a discipline, known as Science and Technology 

Studies (STS), that focuses the dynamics of consumption through the relationship between people 

and their technologies over time. This can range from “from laboratory curiosities through 

seemingly simple artifacts, to complex sociotechnical systems” (Woodhouse 2004; 4). Of 

particular interest to sustainable consumption, STS offers theories for how and why certain 

technologies are adopted and why certain technological infrastructures dominate. From a 

sustainable consumption perspective, the current dominant technologies and infrastructures are 

conducive to unsustainable patterns of over-consumption.  For example, David Hess, a SOCRAI 

scientific committee member, has looked at the intersection of design and STS through 

technological social movements and the movements’ ability to produce and diffuse alternative 

technologies (Hess 2005). 

  The STS scholars in SCORAI often write about “transition scenarios” (Vergragt 2006) 

and STS in global development contexts (Wilk 1995). Phillip Vergragt, in answering the Oslo 

declarations call for development of transition scenarios and building on Paul Raskin’s ideas in 

the “Great Transition”16 (2002) (and later The Great Transition Today: A Report from the Future 

(2006), writes about “appropriate,” or highly context-dependent technologies that can fulfill 

fundamental humans needs, and how these technologies may help us transition to a more just, 

sustainable world. In this imaginative exercise, Vergragt then outlines three distinct kinds of  

 

regions in a “Great Transition,” called Agoria, Ecodemia, and Arcadia, that differ in their 

organization but all exercise a “high degree of political participation, healthy environments, 

                                                 
16 Also cited by Speth 2009: 42-45 
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universal education and healthcare, high social cohesion, no absolute poverty, and more fulfilling 

lives” (Raskin 2006; 5 and Vergragt 2006; 16).  This idea of “transitions,” or grand technological, 

value, and paradigm shifts is important for sustainable consumption advocates in that it helps 

create a vision for what sustainable consumption might look like. This idea is articulated many 

places, but one good example is highlighted by Gus Speth citing Paul Ehrlich and Donald 

Kennedy, calling for: 

‘An ongoing examination and public airing of what is known about how cultures (especially their 

ethics) evolve, and about what kinds of changes might permit transition to an ecologically 

sustainable, peaceful, and equitable global society…what we are asking for is a cultural change; 

we know that cultures evolve, and out hope is that the very process of debate will speed that 

process and encourage change in a positive direction’ (Speth 2009: 200-201). 

   

  Richard Wilk also connects STS approaches and ideas about “appropriate” technologies 

to global sustainable development schemes, finding that because of modernist assumptions about 

technology and efficiency, “the developing world is littered with ill-suited, non-functioning, 

ruined, and abandoned technology, an enormous waste of resources” (Wilk 1995; 208). Wilk 

ultimately makes an argument for “hybrid” technologies, using both local and nonlocal 

knowledge, in sustainable development contexts. This is, of course, important in the context of 

the shocking global disparities in wealth and consumerism that is noted frequently in sustainable 

consumption literature.  

  The worldwide state of inequality is often discussed by SCORAI scholars and is well 

illustrated by the calculation from The State of the World: special issue on sustainable 

consumption that “providing adequate food, clean water, and basic education for the world’s 

poorest could all be achieved for less than people spend annually on makeup, ice cream, and pet 

food” (State of the World 2004; 10). From these perspectives, global justice and equity are 

inherent components of a more sustainable future.  

  Wolfgang Sachs et al. also address issues of global inequality and sustainability and 



54 

 

outlines steps to reduce the disparity (like decreasing consumption in the North) and 

simultaneously increase worldwide wellbeing (Sachs 1998). Like Speth, cited earlier, they “sound 

an alarm” stating that, “the twenty-first century will be the century of the environment – either the 

century of ecological catastrophes or the century of ecological transformation” (Sachs 1998; 8). 

How exactly is design contributing or learning from the sustainable consumption discourse? This 

is covered in the following section. 

 

HOW DESIGN HAS ALREADY CONNECTED TO SUSTAINABLE CONSUMPTION  

 

 

An important question to look at for the purposes of this research is how design and sustainable 

consumption have already connected in SCORAI literature. Links between the two fields are 

expressed in a many ways with varying degrees of challenging the “status quo,” or the 

“ecological modernization” approach to design.  While this is a growing area of disciplinary 

synthesis, design discourse and sustainable consumption typically have connected through 

“practice theory” (Gram-Hanssen 2010, Røpke 2009, Shove 2004, Spaargaren 2003), STS (Hess 

2005, Wilk 1995), and so-called “green design” (Heiskanen 2011 and 2010, Kaenzig 2010).  

  Practice theory, a new, yet increasingly popular approach in consumption research, 

contends that consumption should be framed in terms of the sociological unit of “the practice.” 

The idea is that people often see themselves as engaging in practices – cooking, washing, 

exercising, socializing etc. – and perceive themselves far less frequently as consumers. Therefore 

the point of intervention into unsustainable consumptive behaviors must understand and engage 

with the dynamics of these practices and their practitioners. This creates opportunities for design 

interventions in terms of considering how unsustainable practices are shaped by technologies, 

their social context, and design. In essence, design can aid in the development or transition to less 



55 

 

consumption in household and daily practices. Kirsten Gram-Hanssen recognizes these 

relationships terms of household electricity consumption (Gram-Hanssen 2010), while Shove 

evaluates practices and related technologies in bathing and household comfort (Shove 2004).  

  Already mentioned STS (see previous section) scholars recognize the co-evolution 

between technologies and societal norms and institutions. Richard Wilk suggests technological 

development interventions should be participatory and collaborative, grounded in local norms and 

customs (Wilk 1995). Cameron Tonkenwise articulates this interaction between design, science 

and technology studies, and practice theory. After acknowledging the lack of mechanisms for 

action for sustainable consumption social science knowledge, he notes that: 

Social science research from two directions, public health behaviour change and sociology of 

technology studies, now point to the importance of design. The hypothesis is that tacit use patterns 

are resulting in akrasia — the Aristotelean term for the inability to do what one knows to be the 

right thing to do — and that design is needed to facilitate changes in use patterns. It is design's 

ability to explicate the regularities and commitments associated with use that allow it to develop 

situated tactics, though not abstract principles, for facilitating sustainable behaviours. Sustainable 

designs either animistically disburden us of akrasia, by making actions more sustainable without 

our explicit knowledge, or animistically enable us to overcome akrasia, by making more 

sustainable actions easier and/or more desirable. (Tokenwise 2006). 

 

  

This important idea of akrasia is also known in sustainable consumption as “cognitive 

dissonance,” or the “value-action gap.”  Tonkenwise states then, that design has a unique ability 

to alter this habitus, or the taken-for-granted habits and lifestyles that become increasingly 

unsustainable.  

  Architectural scholars Steven Moore (who is also a SCORAI scientific committee 

member) and Barbara Wilson build on STS and consumption perspectives in their forthcoming 

book. They reveal that both technological codes and issues of taste and distinction have shaped 

architectural choices and production in different ways through history (Moore 2014).  Keeping in 

mind historical drivers of architectural consumption, one idea that Moore and Wilson also discuss 

is the role of “green” certification systems to link design and sustainable consumption. This is a 
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common way that perspectives in sustainable consumption and design merge – through so-called 

“green consumption.” 

  Advocates of the “green consumption” approach are typically less critical, or at least less 

focused on critiquing the current capitalist, neo-classical economic paradigms, and instead 

contend that the opportunities for sustainable consumption exist within these current paradigms, 

and that incremental change in arenas like “green consumption” could lead to more systematic 

change. In relation to sustainable consumption and design, these ideas can take the form of 

marketing research on ecolabeling, or the effective communication of sustainability information 

(Heiskanen 2010 and 2011, Kaenzig 2010).  For example, Josef Kaenzig and Rolf Wüstenhagen’s 

research aims to address the question of how to target certain consumers using Life Cycle Cost 

(LCC) information on labels in order to show consumers that certain “eco innovations” have a 

higher initial costs but lower operating cost (Kaenzig 2010). In response to this kind of 

sustainable consumption approach, critics note an underlying assumption that “if we provide 

consumers with more knowledge, they will act as rational beings and consume sustainably.” 

Clearly, other perspectives in sustainable consumption challenge this way of thinking, and might 

even claim that simply making more efficient, or “green” products, and encouraging consumers 

to purchase them, without challenging fundamental social and institutional norms, may even 

exacerbate the problems of over-consumption (as discussed in the “rebound effect,” issues of 

choice sections, and Figure 4.2).  

  Some other SCORAI and sustainable consumption literature has more directly and 

alternatively synthesized with design theory and practice. In SCORAI founder Mauire Cohen’s 

edited volume Exploring Sustainable Consumption, one chapter title “Sustainable Consumption 

by design” attempts to tackle this disciplinary connection head on. The authors articulate this by 

first pointing out three different kinds of orientation within design practice: 
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 Product focus – making existing products more resource efficient; 

 Results focus – producing the same outcome in different ways, and; 

 Needs focus – questioning the need fulfilled by the object, service or system, and 

how it is achieved. (Fletcher 2001; 215). 
 

 
In their view, moving from a product focus, to results, and then on to needs orientation has an 

increasing potential for environmental protection and mitigation of over-consumption, but is also 

increasingly difficult to implement. This is displayed in their graph below: 

 

 

Figure 4.6: Design orientation, difficulty in implementation, and resulting environmental 

protection. Source: Fletcher 2001; 216. 

 
This kind of thinking, that we can design for the “human need,” instead of simply redesigning a 

product or service, or making a product more efficient, also surfaces in the movements called 

“collaborative consumption,” “the sharing economy,” or “design for social innovation.” While all 

of these sub-movements, or discourses, are different, they all attempt reframe the role of products 

and technologies in our daily lives.  
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  Ann Thorpe is another scholar who merges sustainable consumption and design. Thorpe, 

in rejecting “rational consumer” arguments, frames design motivated by sustainability and justice 

(rather than economic growth) in social movement terms, as design activism. Her latest book 

Architecture & Design versus Consumerism, described the current strategies of design activism 

(Thorpe 2012). Interestingly, in this book she used a graph (Scitovsky’s Wundt Curve) that looks 

strikingly similar to Herman Daly’s ecological economics graph demonstrating marginal disutility 

(in Thorpe’s case, the marginal disutility from new product stimulation): 

 

 

Figure 4.7: Ann Thorpe's graph of the marginal disutility of novelty. Thorpe 2012; 56 

 
What both Daly and Thorpe show in these graphs is that consumption can only increase well-

being up to a certain point, and beyond this point (called “economic limit” or “optimal scale” by 

Daly, and “comfort zone” by Thorpe) new consumption or continued growth has decreasing 

returns for wellbeing, or novelty and stimulation. This brings up important considerations for 

designers in thinking about the capabilities or potential of a product to increase wellbeing. Both in 

this book, and in past articles she points out a fundamental tension between design and 

consumption. She notes: “design is a key cog in the wheel of consumerism, so it is no wonder that 
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most designers have trouble conceiving of their work in any other form than commerce and 

consumerism. Many designers fall back on the idea of making consumerism ‘better’” (Thorpe 

2010; 15). The idea she alludes to, “better” design, is the idea of products and designs that operate 

within the “green” market, and perhaps are more efficient, or a little less toxic, but do not address 

the fundamental systemic problems of consumer society (the idea of “green consumption” 

discussed earlier). Thorpe also notes “product-service-systems” as one kind of design strategy 

that may seriously confront unsustainable consumption (Thorpe 2012; Thorpe 2010). These 

approaches are also called the previously mentioned movements or discourses “collaborative 

consumption” (popularized by Rachel Botsman and Roo Roger, see Botsman 2010), the “sharing 

economy,” and “design for social innovation.”  

  More recently, Maurie Cohen, SCORAI founder, along with Halina Brown and Phillip 

Vegrargt, SCORAI executive committee members, incorporate design when they use the passive 

house movement as a case study in their edited volume Innovations in Sustainable Consumption. 

They demonstrate that multiple theoretical perspectives – STS, practice theory, and new 

economics – only in combination, offer insights and connections into the various levels and 

stakeholders involved in reducing consumption through passive homes (Cohen 2013). These 

perspectives evaluate the passive house movement through the social norms and institutions, 

through the practices of the individual stakeholders, and the economic implications and 

consequences.  

  Most recently, as this thesis comes to a close, SCORAI organizers have noted an 

increased interest and potential for innovation in the relationship between design and sustainable 

consumption. As a result of the Spring 2013 SCORAI conference, and the designers and design 

researchers in attendance, there may be upcoming events and organizing around these two fields 

– design and sustainable consumption. 
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  For now, the question still remains of how sustainable architecture could use SCORAI 

knowledge, and what that would mean for resulting designs. In other words, can sustainable 

consumption inform and materialize in architectural practice and what would it actually look 

like? Beyond incremental arguments that make green products “trendy,” or that assume 

consumers will make rational choices based on complicated and cognitively elite sustainability 

information (assuming, of course, one even has access to the “green” market), how could 

sustainable consumption inform design to make more systemic change? How can architects 

concerned about sustainability use this knowledge to make change, without simply falling back 

on producing more “green” products for the “green” market? Can we create sustainable buildings 

and markets that intervene against the very system that made them a necessity? In essence, how 

do we create systematic change against a dominant system using the tools available within that 

very system? This research aims to help answer that question in asking designers how they might 

practice considering the sustainable consumption articulation of these needed systemic changes. 

Whether it is through economic devices, knowledge about sociological, psychological dynamics, 

or science and technology understandings of consumer society, design is far from an irrelevant 

practice in these varying worldviews and in some ways, as outlined above, designers and design 

thinkers are already responding.  

  The following Chapters explain the rest of this research process and the results in this 

sustainable design and consumption effort.  
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Chapter 5. SCORAI Coding Results 

 

Before explaining my coding process and results from the SCORAI list-serve, it is worth briefly 

providing background on how SCORAI formed and what role this organization plays in the 

sustainable consumption discourse, upholding its credibility as an appropriate case study and 

representative organization of sustainable consumption. As described in the literature review, 

Chapter 3, in 1992, the notion of achieving sustainable levels of production and consumption 

became a stated goal of international environmental organizations As a result, different global 

environmental organizations and initiatives adopted sustainable consumption as a new goal. 

Several of the scholars involved in these international conversations started to organize into 

different global groups, one group in particular hoped to further efforts in sustainable 

consumption in North America. As Maurie Cohen, a founder and executive committee member of 

SCORAI describes: 

 
In 2008, a small group of researchers began to meet in Boston on a monthly basis under the 

auspices of the Tellus Institute, initially with a vague idea of forging in the United States (and 

soon afterward in Canada as well) a community of scholarship and policy practice focused on 

sustainable consumption. Over the course of half a year or so, the meetings expanded to 

encompass a widening circle of interested participants. Several of us involved in this effort were 

personally familiar with a prior project called SCORE! that played an important role in building a 

robust network of European academics and policy makers engaged in work on sustainable 

consumption. Our aim was to draw inspiration from this project while at the same time taking 

advantage of the distinct circumstances in North America. A tangible outcome of these 

deliberations was establishment of SCORAI and the first step of the founders group was to 

convene a workshop in October 2009 at Clark University in Worcester, Massachusetts.  (Cohen 

2013; xx) 

 

 

Since 2008, SCORAI has expanded to incorporate over 530 contributors from primarily North 

America and Europe. 
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GROUNDED THEORY CODING PROCESS 

 
 

Particularity in the last year, SCORAI has become widely popular and the number of list-serve 

contributors has grown dramatically. It is therefore increasingly difficult to track the same voices 

and contributions as they come from such a variety of people. At times, because the group has 

become so large, the SCORAI managers, like Maurie Cohen, have discouraged discussions and 

tried to direct conversations to alternative outlets. While in many ways this new flurry of 

participants is fantastic in that it brings new perspectives to this open conversation, many that 

contribute now are not the original sustainable consumption “experts” that founded the list. 

Because I want the most credible representation and essence of SCORAI, I selected an earlier six-

month portion to code, from January-June 2011, before this surge in popularity. I then went 

through the process of initial coding, focused coding, and thematic coding as well as using 

memo-writing to gain insights on the content I was coding (see Chapter 2 on methodology and 

methods for a epistemological backing of my “grounded theory coding” process).  

 In the initial coding phase, I resisted using an analytical approach and simply tried to 

mark distinct “actions,” or in the case of this research distinct concepts, of interest to the SCORAI 

scholar. This was in an effort to let the codes emerge from the data source itself, rather than 

beginning the process by applying previously construed, analytic codes. I also coded the name of 

the scholar posting in order to keep track of who posted with the most frequency. At the end of 

this phase I had about 500 codes distinguishing 500 “actions,” or articulations of topics, issues, 

and themes. I then sorted and organized these into 66 focused codes (see Appendix A for a list of 

these codes and descriptive keywords). I took these 66 “focused codes” and re-read and coded the 

selection of the mailing list, exclusively using these 66 codes.  

 With these codes, I also kept track of their corresponding level of “groundedness,” or 

frequency of occurrence in the SCORAI mailing list. Using these codes and their levels of 
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groundedness, I then experimented with combining the codes in various ways (see images in 

Appendix B), until I came up with three “thematic codes” that were broad enough to capture the 

essence of the SCORAI conversations in a way that could be then communicated to designers.  

 Throughout this process, I also employed the technique of “memo writing.” Frequently, 

at any time of the day or night, I would have different freeform ideas and insight into my coding 

process and SCORAI content. These memos helped me stay open, creative, and reflective on 

what the data was revealing (See Appendix D for a log of memos).  

 

CODING RESULTS 

 

I should begin by stating that characterizing the SCORAI list-serve conversations in concise 

terms was a difficult, if not an impossible process. The contributions varied widely in approach, 

scale, and topic. However, this does not mean that the codes and content did not have wider 

themes and concepts that I could still analyze and then use for articulating and communicating 

issues of sustainable consumption to designers. 

 A list of the 66 focused codes along with descriptive key words can be found in 

Appendix A. I am hesitant to offer my observations about these codes considering the variable 

nature of SCORAI conversations, however, what I mention may help those who are unfamiliar 

with the list-serve understand how conversations typically unfold. In my initial observations and 

sorting of codes I noted that a lot of the SCORAI discussion evolved in response to some kind of 

contemporary event or trigger. Respondents to the trigger email would then analyze, critique, 

and/or comment on and then at times offer “solutions” at varying scales.  However, it seemed 

“global perspectives” (this is a code) were particularly employed in combination with a heavy 

focus on issues in the “United States” (another locational code). According to my groundedness, 
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the topic of and use of the conceptual frame of “transitions” was a frequent, and the specific 

environmental issue of “climate change” was also frequent. These codes with a high degree of 

groundedness are logical when considering SCORAI’s international participation, the need to 

curb over-consumption in the richest, most consumptive countries (like the United States), and 

that climate change is considered to be a kind of “ultimate,” catastrophic, environmental problem. 

In other words, these initial observations of SCORAI tendencies are noted, but not particularly 

revealing of any inconsistencies or new revelations. 

 Upon experimenting with and sorting the codes in various ways (See Appendix B), I 

found that SCORAI conversations within my sample, while diverse, had a few other tendencies. 

SCORAI list-serve approaches to sustainable consumption fell most frequently in the 

“sociological/psychological” approach to sustainable consumption, and discussions often 

occurred at a macro scale. Again, while these were tendencies, SCORAI conversations with 

economic, policy, and STS approaches to sustainable consumption at more meso and micro scales 

also occurred, therefore I do not think these tendencies within my sample are significant, or can 

be extrapolated as tendencies for all of SCORAI.  

Overall, the discussion on the mailing list appeared different from the approach in the 

SCORAI literature possibly in a few ways. Because the discussion often commenced around 

some contemporary event or trigger, the SCORAI list-serve concepts seem to emerge much more 

pragmatic than the theoretical world of the literature. In the SCORAI conversations concerning 

kinds of action to instigate change, there was typically more specificity, examples, and temporally 

relevant context in terms of economic devices, government policy, and kinds of design. 

Logically, the literature provides background theory and examples, while the list-serve then, 

becomes an opportunity for this theory to become more applied and specific.  
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After sorting the codes in a variety of fashions (again, see Appendix B), ultimately, I 

came up with three thematic codes – “Attitudes,” “Mechanisms,” and “Scenarios” – to describe 

the SCORAI content in a way that would be useful for a focus group with designers. The 

following is a brief description of these codes and how they are related: 

 

“Attitudes” – this theme refers to how SCORAI currently articulates current problems, 

paradigms, and realities. In essence, this theme is characterized as SCORAI’s attitude, but plural 

to account for the multiple constructions within SCORAI. This consists of problematic symptoms 

of consumer society, more systemic problems within the paradigm of consumer society, and 

specific environmental problems, like climate change, or problematic places, like the United 

States, that receive particular attention in SCORAI’s articulation or “attitude.”  Out of the three 

thematic codes, this theme also had the largest proportion of “groundedness,” meaning that 

SCORAI scholars expressed the problem, or problems, associated with consumer society more 

than “mechanisms” or “scenarios.”  

 

“Mechanisms” – this theme refers to the way scholars on the SCORAI articulate action and 

methods for change. This includes macro-scale mechanisms, like macro-economic and 

government policies, meso-scale mechanisms, like kinds of green economies and products, and 

micro-scale mechanisms that happen at a local or household level. For example, using alternative 

measures of well-being, other than the typical utilized gross domestic product (GDP), is a rather 

macro-scale mechanism when considering the global scale of that quantitative norm, While 

research on those employing a “sustainable lifestyle” in a town in the UK focuses micro-scale, 

with a contextually based mechanisms for change (though of course both these large scale and 

small scale changes can have also significantly larger or smaller implications, transcending 
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scales). 

 

“Scenarios” – this theme refers to the SCORAI ideas concerning imagined futures. Some of these 

ideas are largely aspirational or abstract, but serve to guide mechanisms, away from the current 

unsustainable attitudes towards new paradigms and norms. Examples in this category include the 

idea of a “post-material,” “post-petroleum,” “post-carbon,” “post-growth” etc. world, where we 

would transition from one unsustainable cultural-socio-technical paradigm to a newer, sustainable 

paradigm. 

 

 

Figure 5.1: Diagram overview of thematic codes. Source: Author. 

 

 
These categories of course overlap and while they could seem rather reductionist, I contend that 

the categories themselves are not the focus, but instead the relationship between the categories 

and the importance of understanding that how SCORAI even defines or frames a problem will 

have serious implications for design “solutions.” In essence, the categories are a tool for 

communicating between the language utilized in sustainable consumption and sustainable design. 
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Using these thematic codes provides a familiar framework to designers, where I can describe 

context (attitudes), solution or design (mechanism), and imagine the potential results (scenario) 

What is unique and helpful in this case is that the attitudes, mechanisms, and scenarios, through a 

distinctly sustainable consumption interpretation, introduce new kinds of questions for 

sustainable designers. In other words, when we understand the “problem(s)” in the way that 

sustainable consumption scholars do, how does that shape design interventions and imagined 

futures? 

The implications of these codes for the focus group are as follows: 

 framing the problem of (un)sustainability using SCORAI attitudes; 

 understanding how design could support new or already identified mechanisms, and; 

 understanding what kinds of design could support these alternative, imagined future 

scenarios, or what future scenarios designers imagine instead and why. 

 
 

This Chapter provides an overview of the coding results and conclusions about how to 

use the codes to inform a sustainable consumption and design focus group. The following 

Chapter discusses in more detail the content that was extracted from the codes using this 

framework – attitudes, mechanisms, and scenarios – and how it was used to instigate discussion 

in the focus group.  
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Chapter 6. SCORAI & Design  

 
 

This Chapter discusses how different results and input from SCORAI informed my focus group 

discussion with designers. As mentioned in Chapter 2, the focus group is a kind of participatory 

tool, employed so that I can incorporate the situated worldviews and expertise of my participants 

directly into the research. I will begin by picking up where Chapter 5 departed, and discuss how 

this SCORAI coded content took form in my focus group in the framework of attitudes, 

mechanisms, and scenarios. Then, I will discuss how input from SCORAI scholars also shaped 

the content of the focus group.  

 The focus group followed a basic outline where I first introduced sustainable 

consumption, and then did three exercises to instigate discussion – an imaginative design context, 

a sentence completion exercise, and a word association exercise – and finally I allowed for any 

open comments at the closing of the event. Please see Appendix C for all related focus group 

materials including the recruiting poster and emails, slides, and handouts of the focus group with 

a short description of each image. 

FOCUS GROUP INPUT FROM SCORAI CODES  

 

In terms of attitudes, SCORAI coding results helped me define the problems of sustainability in 

SCORAI terms to instigate thoughts on what this means for participants’ design practice. In the 

focus group, I specifically identified some “systemic problems” of consumer society relating to 

design and design practice including: an emphasis on specialization, and growth; an emphasis on 

individual choice and individualism; cultural materialism and status/wealth seeking; technologies 

that make it easy to consume and the rebound effect, and; greater wealth increases well-being 

only up to a point – disparities in income, work-spend cycle and less leisure time, debt. I then 
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placed these broad concepts within an imaginative exercise, and my participants first where asked 

to recall their last design project and replaced their “client” with a sustainable consumption 

advocate, highly concerned about these kinds of issues. My participants then were told to imagine 

how they might alter their design considering the pervasive problems (from their client’s 

perspective) of an emphasis on individual choice and individualism, materialism and status, 

technologies that make it “easy” to consume resources, and invisible consequences of household 

consumption.  

 The coding results also informed the focus group discussion in the third exercise, a word 

association game. I selected attitudes, mechanisms, and scenarios from SCORAI codes that could 

act as provocative words for designs and instigate discussion. This included:  

 architectural need;  

 architectural luxury;  

 architectural status, peer pressure, and sustainable change;  

 post-material architecture, and;  

 degrowth design.  

 

 

These words were also chosen to allow opportunities to ask a series of follow-up questions 

relations to SCORAI’s attitudes, mechanism and scenarios. The questions I prepared are roughly 

stated below, though they were changed slightly and adapted to specific focus group 

conversations and context:  

 Attitudes:  

  How can design change attitudes and values and also confront the value action gap?  

  Framings of luxury and need? (How can architects help reframe luxury and need?) 

  Client’s and occupant environmental awareness?  

  How could design leverage new sustainable social dynamics/pressures ?  

  How can design challenge the paradigm of growth and redefine prosperity?  

  What would this look like in your designs? 

 Mechanisms:  

If alternative indicators of happiness/well-being are important, what does this mean and how do we 

incorporate this into architecture? Both theoretically and physically?*  

  What kinds of policies do you think could allow you to design for these problems?  

  How could your designs help alter our work/leisure balance?*  

  How could it redefine sustainable lifestyles?*  

  How could it encourage community organizing? 

 Scenarios: 
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  What do you envision as a sustainable society? Why?* 

  Localism? Postmaterialism? Post-consumerism?* 

 

* The questions marked with an asterisk in particular were not as much addressed in the focus group due to time and 

conversational constraints. However, I would like to keep them in this list to maintain transparency concerning the 

researcher’s (my) intentions and in the event that future research may be able to address these questions.  

 

While the process of coding helped me understand and communicate sustainable consumption to 

designers in this focus group, the coding results and content directly informed activities in the 

ways described above. In the next section I describe how input from SCORAI scholars shaped my 

focus group.  

 

FOCUS GROUP INPUT FROM SCORAI SCHOLARS  

 

The above section explains how the SCORAI coding was most directly used in the focus group 

activities. However, I also used direct input from SCORAI scholars to inform the discussions in 

the focus group. I first emailed the SCORAI list-serve and then attended the SCORAI conference 

with these questions in mind:   

 What do you see as the core concepts/themes/principles of SCORAI? 

 What elements of these concepts are important for designers? 

 What would you want a designer to know about Sustainable Consumption? 

 Do you see any obvious barriers and/or opportunities for designers in trying to 

incorporate sustainable consumption principles into sustainable design? 
 

 

  

I then followed up with the most prominent SCORAI contributors (according to my coding) that I 

also connected with at the conference, and I asked them these questions. I did not received replies 

from all that I contacted. However, I received enough input and deduced some responses via my 

attendance and observations at the conference, to help form some content of my focus group.  

 These contributions materialized in my focus group content in several ways. First, Halina 
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Brown, a SCORAI executive board member, gave a keynote speech that offered a definition of 

consumer society and articulated the varying approaches and worldviews about consumer society 

within SCORAI. I asked her for a copy of her keynote and used these ideas in my explanation of 

sustainable consumption in my focus group.17  

 Also at the conference, I noticed that many sustainable consumption scholars, and in 

particular Kakee Scott, who also conducts research within the field of design, framed the 

problems of consumer society as “wicked.” This idea comes from a planning article that claimed 

most “tame” planning problems had been “solved” and the problems that remained were 

“wicked,” characterized in these ways: 

1. There is no definitive formulation of a wicked problem 

2. Wicked problems have no stopping rule 

3. Solutions to wicked problems are not true-or-false, but good-or-bad 

4. There is no immediate and no ultimate test of a solution to a wicked problem 

5. Every solution to a wicked problem is a "one-shot operation"; because there is no opportunity to learn by 

trial-and-error, every attempt counts significantly 

6. Wicked problems do not have an enumerable (or an exhaustively describable) set of potential solutions, 

nor is there a well-described set of permissible operations that may be incorporated into the plan 

7. Every wicked problem is essentially unique 

8. Every wicked problem can be considered to be a symptom of another problem 

9. The existence of a discrepancy representing a wicked problem can be explained in numerous ways. The 

choice of explanation determines the nature of the problem's resolution 

(Rittel 1973)  

 

 

In other words, the unsustainable problems resulting from a paradigm of consumer society are 

systemic, complex, dynamic, ever changing, and interconnected in perverse ways. Upon noticing 

how often SCORAI scholars framed the problem this way, I adopted this idea and framing of a 

“wicked problem” in my focus group introduction to help emphasize the purpose of my research, 

in that my research and this discussion are about taking creative leaps out a typical design 

thinking to address these “wicked” kinds of problems.  

 I also used responses from three other SCORAI scholars who responded to my questions 

                                                 
17 I am refraining from using attaching this keynote speech as an Appendix or including this definition of consumer 

society per Halina’s request to not copy or reproduce her text. She is planning to publish the document shortly.  
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via the online list-serve. One of these responses pointed me to an article that mentioned the “slow 

design” movement. I used this idea of “slow design” to instigate discussion through a sentence 

completion exercise in my focus group. While it is easy, or at least more common, to imagine 

what “slow design” might look like in terms of fashion/apparel or the “slow food” movement, this 

term is less clear and common in architectural and design practice. Therefore, I asked my 

participants through the sentence completion game to think about slow design in architecture, 

what it might look like, and if it matters to their practice.  

 Two of my other responses from SCORAI scholars directly commented on the degree of 

agency and responsibility of designers. One response questioned how much a designer could 

really change a system and similarly, another questioned to what degree we can, or should, hold 

designers responsible for how their buildings or objects are adopted or used over time. To 

incorporate this into my focus group, I included the phrase “architectural responsibility” in the 

word association exercise and related follow-up questions to try and see what that might mean to 

my designer participants and what ideas they have about responsibility and the agency of design.  

All of this input helped shape the focus group to instigate discussion on what sustainable 

consumption ideas mean for the practice of design and the institutions constraining design 

practice. How do sustainable consumption concepts translate to design action? (Do they?) And 

what do practitioners perceive as barriers and opportunities to designing for sustainable 

consumption?18 These were the kinds of questions I addressed in my focus group using concepts  

 

directly derived from SCORAI sustainable consumption literature, SCORAI codes, and SCORAI 

scholar input. The following and final Chapter discusses and analyzes the results of the focus 

group, briefly touches upon some of my reflections as the researcher, and reveals future 

                                                 
18 A related study looks at practitioners’ perceived barriers to sustainable design. See Blincoe 2009.  
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implications resulting from my research.  
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Chapter 7. Conclusion: findings, reflections, and implications 

 

In this Chapter, I discuss my own reflections, the findings of the research, and the implications 

for future inquiry. In doing so, I offer some possible answers to my original research question:  

 
If we are striving to make sense of our consumptive condition in order to work towards 

sustainability, and the Sustainable Consumption Research and Action Initiative (SCORAI) is a tool 

towards this end, what contemporary issues do SCOARAI scholars consider most significant and 

what do these concerns mean for action within the field of sustainable architecture and design? 

 

First, I will briefly discuss possible connections between sustainable consumption and sustainable 

design identified in my own memo writing (see Appendix D for log of memos), followed by the 

results of my focus group. Lastly, I will reflect on this kind of research and then suggest future 

areas of inquiry that can help further understanding in the role of design in transitioning the 

current unsustainable paradigm of consumer society into preferred and imagined conditions of a 

more sustainable world.  

 

MEMO WRITING REFLECTIONS ON SUSTAINABLE CONSUMPTION & DESIGN  

 
 

I periodically reflected on the coding and research process through my memo writing. From this 

process of reflection, I noted two distinct topics for future research with regard to the synthesis of 

sustainable consumption and design: 1) redefining “success,” in sustainable design assessment 

and 2) how related discourses in public interest design and regionalism might also shape and 

contribute to a larger synthesis and narrative. 

 One idea that emerged from my reflective memo writing is that the results of this 

research, and sustainable consumption thinking, could help (re)define "success" or judgment in 

the practice sustainable design. While reframing the problem of sustainability is critical in order 
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to reorient a potential solution, how we frame the problem also has serious implications and is 

equally critical for how we later determine “success” – i.e. what kinds of design we deem 

“sustainable.” What would evaluations and assessments of buildings consist of if they understand 

the “problem” in the way sustainable consumption advocates frame it? As Murphy and Cohen 

also note: 

Impact assessments usually fail to examine the implications of millions of consumers acting 

through new infrastructures and technologies either at the physical, cultural, or ethical levels. This 

suggests that sustainable consumption can be linked to a major programme of reform in the area of 

technology and infrastructure assessment (Murphy 2001; 237).  

 

 

The common approaches to building assessment tend to measure and emphasize quantitative 

outcomes like energy and water consumption, but more rarely do assessments evaluate a 

qualitative dimension of sustainability (Hendrickson 2010; 482). Perhaps new kinds of 

assessments could understand the larger importance of sustainable cultures, supported by 

sustainable technologies, much more than efficient sustainable technologies alone.  These kinds 

of evaluations might incorporate or emphasize qualitative measures like occupants’ 

behavior/value change as a result of sustainable design. Of course, we would also then have to 

deal with the apparent “gap” between sustainable values and sustainable actions or behaviors.  

What should we make of the value-action gap in design? What responsibility can or should a 

designer have for helping sustainable values to become sustainable actions?  In what ways is this 

gap problematic or can we depend on these latent, or not yet realized, sustainablity values 

ultimately materializing in greater action and cultural change? In other words, how should we 

think of sustainable design if we understand that not only do architects and designers shape 

technologies, but they also design choices, habits, and practices (Thaler 2008)? 

Another connection that emerged from my memos was how the old and varied idea of 

architectural regionalism (see Canizaro 2007 and other “regionalism” citations in Chapter 3 
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section “Sustainable Design & Sustainable Architecture”) might be a kind of design theory that 

also provides opportunities for sustainable consumption. The idea and resulting assumptions 

contend that within a regionalist framework, people would develop habits and consumption 

patterns according to their region. Building cultures would tune themselves to respond to the 

dynamic flows of energy in different places. Regional forms of architecture would then facilitate 

this relationship, bonding people to changing conditions in these distinctive contexts. Certain 

universal and ubiquitous technologies of globalized consumer society seemingly disrupt this 

relationship to the changing conditions of places, contextual diverse cultures and ecosystems. Air 

conditioning, for example, interrupts the relationship between building occupants and seasonal 

variation, changing seasonal habits, attitudes, and practices.  However, calls for regionalism or 

local architecture and economies are by no means new, and so perhaps we need different 

questions. Why is regionalism seemingly difficult to achieve? What would make culturally and 

environmentally regional architecture more attractive, effective, and life-enhancing? Are people 

actually connecting to, or could they connect to, their region in new and unexpected ways? 

Another discourse related to regionalism is the “sustainable preservation” narrative 

(which I encountered while conducting this research) also offers fresh thinking on the relationship 

between sustainable design and qualitative understandings of sustainability. Sustainable 

preservation advocates recognize that places of meaning, worth preserving, have both quantitative 

and qualitative characteristics of sustainability (Nelson 2013).  Older buildings have a certain 

amount of quantitative embodied energy, for example, and preserving this energy is considered 

energy efficient (“Realizing the Energy Efficiency…” 2013). Simultaneously, places worth 

preserving could also be considered sustainable if that they create a qualitative sense of place, and 

community, and place worth caring about and protecting. What sustainable preservation 

principles are consistent with ideas of a “post-consumer” society? This is another question to be 
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explored.  

Another sustainability discourse and cohort I encountered in this research process called 

“public interest design,” also incorporates ideas of regionalism and sustainable preservation. This 

movement is concerned with how design can respond to local community defined and designated 

needs (often targeting underserved communities to address the equity and justice elements of 

sustainability) and employs ideas about “reskilling” through design-build activities.  

What could these emerging sustainability discourses learn from or contribute to 

conversations in sustainable consumption? I bring these ideas up simply to point out possible 

areas of future research and synergy and to note various voices in some disparate “sustainability” 

discourses that might come together to create new innovations and a stronger, more unified 

movement (Wilson 2010).  

This section represents my own reflections through this process as a researcher and as a 

participant of both of the discourses of sustainable consumption and design. The following 

section describes and analyzes the results of my focus group, where I tried to take a more 

observatory, distanced role to gain insight into my research question.  

 

FOCUS GROUP RESULTS & ANALYSIS 

 

The general focus group approach was to create an open and comfortable atmosphere to reflect on 

the potential synthesis of design and sustainable consumption. With a group of five volunteer 

graduate students (or recent graduates) of design disciplines involved in different kinds of 

practice,19 I emphasized these “ground rules” (adopted from Litosseliti 2003; 70): 

                                                 
19 This is a small sample of design practice and education, but still offered enough perspective to inform further 

interesting and important questions for sustainable consumption and design integration.  
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 You should speak freely 

 Your opinions are important 

 There are no right and wrong answers and both positive and negative comments are helpful 

 Don’t worry about building consensus or agreeing with each other 

 Don’t worry about being on the right track 

 Please don’t talk at the same time, allow others to speak 

 

In my general comments to the group, I emphasized that the “big idea” for our time together was 

to think about what design can or cannot mean for systemic sustainable change (even if they did 

not consider themselves aligned with “sustainable design” they were asked to imagine that there 

client was concerned with these issues). As described in Chapter 6, I attempted to explain how 

sustainable consumption theorists articulated the “problem,” and explained that this might 

indicate other kinds of "solutions" than previously considered. I said to my participants that, “the 

idea is to try to understand how these ideas might translate to action in your design practice. How 

could sustainable consumption theories actually materialize in your designs?”  

 However, the atmosphere was so comfortable, that overall I had difficulty in shifting the 

conversation solely to “sustainable consumption” from a broader idea of “sustainability” or 

“sustainable/green” design. While I tried to set this tone by describing ideas, using film clips and 

diagrams, and definitions all about consumer society and sustainable consumption in a brief intro, 

and tried to bring the conversation back to this directions several times, I now think that a great 

deal more of a sustained time and effort is required to significantly shift thinking so that 

designers’ could reframe “problem of sustainability,” in this way, and then to imagine new 

responses, or design “solutions.” Without a much deeper and longer dialogue about sustainable 

consumption, the focus group quickly became a discussion about the different difficulties these 

designers encountered in the practice of design or sustainable design. This was clearly what the 

participants were most comfortable and versed in talking about. 
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“Sustainability” and “sustainable design” were interpreted and executed in a wide variety 

of fashions, but at the same time, it seemed the participants shared some kind of common 

understanding of these terms. Future studies then, could clarify this interpretation, potentially 

utilizing multiple focus groups and surveys from a broad selection of “sustainable designers” to 

help bring to the fore these varied meanings of sustainable design and practice. Research simply 

investigating perceptions and practice of these ideas of sustainability alone is needed. This is not 

to say that I advocate for one singular definition or interpretation of sustainable design, but that I 

do advocate for research that could lead to a clearer, broad understanding and synthesis of these 

many varied meanings.  

Because the provocations I used in this focus group were identified topics or concerns of 

the sustainable consumption discourse, the conversation with these designers still did yield 

interesting connections between the fields. My participants seemed to enjoy expressing their 

experience, expertise, and opinions on many of these issues and we did not get through all of the 

exercises per se, but ultimately the group did touch upon almost all of the topics I planned to 

present as provocations. Please see Appendix E for a more detailed description of focus group 

responses. While many of the participant responses were interesting and could be helpful for a 

variety of different kinds of research questions, the list below represents my analytic observations 

about the participants’ responses that have the largest implications for sustainable consumption. 

These observations, then, are seven opportunities or barriers for discourse and practice synthesis. 

My final findings and recommendations for further research based on these observations 

correspond in another list in the final concluding section. 

1) The lasting effects of design decisions. To a large degree, there was a focus on the 

design process (i.e. client - designer relationship) and resulting design proposal and not 

the lasting effects of the design decisions, proposal and product. Participants more 
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rarely discussed how design products and technologies operate and influence practices 

after the design process, or after the “moment of purchase.” This kind of perspective 

limits discussion on design and sustainable consumption to thinking within the system 

of production and consumption of architecture as a product in the market – a valuable 

conversation – but largely ignores how design results might have later and lasting 

influence on values, behaviors, and practices of “users,” or occupants. 

2) The agency of “things.” Building on the point above, there was a good deal of 

inconsistency and confusion concerning the degree of inherent agency in technologies 

and design themselves. 

3) Systemic understanding: problems and symptoms. Many responses seemed to not 

quite grasp the idea of larger “systemic symptoms” of consumer society (systemic 

consequences of materialism as an intense desire to acquire new goods and related 

status seeking, systemic consequences of extreme individualism and emphasis on 

individual choice…etc. – participants were not asked to subscribe to these ideas, but at 

least understand and respond to these ideas). This might have occurred for variety of 

reasons including the possibilities that the material was so new and thus needed a 

deeper, sustained explanation, and/or because socio-cultural systems thinking is not 

common in design education and practice, and/or because their individual worldviews 

were not consistent with this kind of thinking and they then rejected any kind of 

response. All of this suggests more dialogue is needed to determine why or why not 

this gap seemingly occurred.  

4) Architectural responsibility. One participant commented (and the group seemed to 

agree) that practicing designers needed to cultivate a collective idea of “architectural 

responsibility.”   
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5) Designer agency. Participants felt that designers are typically absorbed by (or 

“bogged down” as they said) the complications and stakeholder disagreements in 

design process itself. Thus, they articulated themselves as “constraint responders.” 

6) Designers as educators. Participants thought that it was important for designers to 

act as sustainable design educators – but thought there were significant limitations on a 

designer’s ability to “educate” (it “just doesn’t work”; “designer doesn’t have 

[sufficient sustainability] education themselves”; the client’s desires have ultimate 

authority). 

7) Institutionalized versions of sustainable design. The LEED (Leadership in Energy 

& Environmental Design) certification system is a built environment example of how 

leveraging and failing to address the systemic problems of consumerism - like norms 

of materialism and status - can lead to rebound effects. Participants noted that clients 

will seek “LEED at all costs” for the status, and there is little evaluation and follow-up 

after LEED status is achieved. 

 

The above observations all have implications for the original question – “how might these 

concerns be operationalized and addressed in the field of sustainable architecture?” – for which  I 

outline my analysis of these observations in the next section in another corresponding bulleted 

list. 

 

FUTURE RESEARCH & INITIATIVES FOR SUSTAINABLE CONSUMPTION & DESIGN  

 
 

Before articulating my concluding findings and recommendations for future research, I would 

like to briefly reflect and comment on this kind of research in general.  While problems of 
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consumption and the sustainability problem are often framed as wicked, or highly complex, 

problems, research into these fields is also encounter this “wickedness” in three primary 

dimensions: distinguishing sustainable outcomes, funding sources, and the scope of 

interdisciplinarity. Because the current systems of unsustainable consumption and production can 

be characterized as convoluted and “wicked,” it is difficult to use research to determine if we 

have or have not achieved results indicative of “success,” or in what cases have we or failed to 

shift towards more sustainable systems of production and consumption. Not only are research 

outcomes difficult to holistically interpret, funding opportunities for the kinds of research that 

might help determine sustainable consumption and design interventions are lacking. If research 

aims to slow economic growth, for example, how many industries would be interested in funding 

this research (considering that could ultimately limit or undermine their profits)? Lastly, 

“sustainable consumption” is so interdisciplinary and vast in scope, it is difficult to comprehend 

all of these perspectives in a way that might be the most useful for design. However, at the same 

time, narrowing research onto more micro elements of consumer society may end up simply 

focusing research on an issue that is a symptom of another and larger systemic problem. 

 In short, the “Paradoxes in Advancing Sustainable Household Consumption” included in 

Chapter 4, (and placed again below as Figure 7.1) also apply to research on consumption and 

sustainability in general. I place these well-articulated paradoxes here again to emphasize the 

“wickedness” of research and action on sustainable consumption.  
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Figure 7.1 Identified and embraced paradoxes in sustainable consumption. Source: 

Timmer et al 2009; 19 

 

Similarly, as Maurie Cohen, Halina Brown, and Phillip Vergragt state in the preface of their new 

book on sustainable consumption, “devising interventions that can address such systemic 

complexity is an unprecedented, and possibly unachievable, goal” (Cohen 2013; xix). However, 

with so much at stake, (and to admittedly employ that urgent environmental rhetoric), the health 

and continued life of many species and stability of human civilization may depend upon 

innovating sustainable methods of consumption and production. This research hopes to contribute 

to this effort, even if in a small way, or even if this is primarily a learning opportunity for myself, 

the researcher, so that my future research may be better guided, informed by experience, and may 

contribute more heftily to these urgent needs.   

A SCORAI associated design researcher, Kakee Scott, also grappled with the complexity 

of this research and demonstrated a possible coping mechanism for this complexity in her recent 

research and SCORAI presentation. In this presentation, she admitted that she “bastardized” 

practice theory and transitions theory for the sake of teaching these ideas to young designers in a 

fast-paced design studio class. What was impressive about this process was not necessarily her 
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theoretical depth, complexity, or consistency, but instead, her effective translation of elements of 

sustainable consumption theory for design practice and action. This approach is an example of 

pragmatism, then, which Steven Moore characterizes as "research methods that are action-

oriented rather than those that are epistemologically determined. In other words, pragmatists are 

less interested in laying claim to truth than in catalyzing action" (Moore 2007; 4). 

Similarly, the focus group I conducted was far less concerned with getting academic 

theory “just right,” in my presentation to designers, and instead, more concerned with what 

particular notions in sustainable consumption theory would translate meaning to a community of 

design practitioners. The responses from my participants (summarized in the proceeding section) 

in the focus group suggest the following eight propositions for future research and action in 

sustainable consumption and design. 

1) Sustained dialogue for new, synthetic sustainability narratives. Sustained dialogue 

is needed if frames of sustainable consumption and sustainable design are to align in 

any serious way and materialize in design practice.  

2) Understanding the lasting effects of design decisions using insight from social 

sciences. Designers are perhaps mostly focused on the design process and proposal 

itself, with little regard to the lasting habitual and behavioral effects of the design and 

technology applications (which tends to be more of a social science domain). Practice 

theory and other social science theories related to sustainable consumption could 

potentially help inform and shift this tendency and foster an understanding about the 

role of technology in daily practices.  

3) Understanding the agency of “things” and resulting implications for the agency 

of designers. There seems to be a good deal confusion and varied perspectives on the 
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agency of technologies or designs themselves and this has significant implications for 

the degree of designer agency as change-makers.  

5) Understanding, expanding, and changing the agency for designers with regard to 

the market for architectural production. Designers seemingly feel that they respond to 

“constraints,” but have perceived limited agency due to the capitalistic client-designer 

relationship and system.  

6) Reframing flexible design regulations as a possible tool to facilitate the synthesis 

of sustainable consumption and design. Building on the point above, flexible codes 

and regulations could be one way to provide sustainability constraints that designers 

feel they themselves cannot employ. This does not need to imply a kind of “eco-

fascism,” but instead can recognize how regulatory constraints can imply a kind of 

covert collective decision-making process. In essence, some design choices are 

removed from individuals, and because of this regulation, become more of a collective 

decision-making process. This is “covert” in that it is not at all what we typically think 

of in terms of a “participatory” or collective decision-making design process. 

Regulations, in theory, voice and represent the invisible collective stakeholders. The 

creation of the flexible and dynamic regulations and how these concepts are 

communicated and framed in the design and occupancy process could therefore 

become an intersection for sustainable consumption policies and sustainable design.20 

This is noted with an understanding that regulation for sustainability is no simple 

prescription process, and instead comes with many more challenges and more research 

questions.   

                                                 
20 Steven Moore (a SCORAI committee member and my advisor) and Barbara Wilson make some similar observations 

in their latest book about technological codes. See Moore 2014.  
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7) The need for research on how design can connect environmental awareness to 

sustainable action. Designers in this case felt they could change levels of “awareness” 

about sustainability issues, but not “behavior.” More research is needed to understand 

how design choices change awareness and behavior, and how design processes and 

products may or may not influence the “value-action gap.” 

8) Understanding, articulating, and cultivating “architectural responsibility.” 

Building on points above, because designers focus on the design process and final 

proposal much more than the lasting social and environmental effects post-design 

process, building an idea and system for “architectural responsibility” (as one of my 

participants suggested) may help designers understand the role they play shaping 

culture and consumer culture.  

 

All of these points are avenues for further research and investigation and in different ways help 

respond to my original research question. There is no singular, simple or straightforward answer 

to my original research question, and sustainable design and sustainable consumption could 

interact and inform each other in a variety of avenues including the points above. The more 

researchers continue to integrate these ideas, especially in the ways noted above, the more we will 

discover the potential and possibilities for sustainable change through design that understands the 

(un)sustainable consumption “problem.”  

At the conclusion of this paper, there is good reason to think that research in sustainable 

design and sustainable consumption will continue and flourish (though perhaps not by that name). 

There appears to be new discourses and interest by SCORAI leaders in integrating design more 

meaningfully into their movement. Researchers involved in the discourses mentioned in this 

Chapter – “sustainable preservation,” “public interest design,” and more – are communicating 
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with global scholars involved with “design for social innovation” and “transitions design” 

through connections made via SCORAI.21 None of these emerging discourses seem to articulate 

the “problem” or “solution” in exactly the same way, but they all envision new elements of a 

post-consumer world, all challenge elements of the (unsustainable) status quo of design as 

perpetuating consumer society, and all recognize that design can instead play a vital role in 

shifting towards sustainability. Future research, then, could look at these newer, emerging 

discourses in terms of how they articulate problems of sustainability, design, and consumption 

and how they address the propositions of my research outlined above. For example, how does 

new inquiry within these discourses address the need for sustained dialogues and new narratives 

for sustainable design and consumption? How do they further designers understanding of their 

agency and the agency of the “things” they design? How do they facilitate new conversations 

about “architectural responsibility?”   

As these kinds of formerly disparate scholars and discourses organize, synthesize, and 

strengthen one-another, we might see new and radical design ideas emerge, furthering and 

supporting new paradigms that operate within ecological limits, and support life-enhancing 

livelihoods.  

 

 

 

 

                                                 
21 I also mention these discourses towards the conclusion of Chapter 4. However, I refrain from discussing 

these emerging discourses at length as they “emerged” towards the end of my research for this work. These 

discourses, then, might represent important areas for future research.  
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Appendix A – Focused Coding List 
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Appendix B –Coding Process  

In the first section, each number below represents a different “sort” of the codes and 

includes a description of that sort. The later section includes images from the coding process. 

 

 

CODE CATEGORIES, EXPERIMENTS, & COUNTS 

 
1. Description: Dividing the codes up into current “attitudes” (and conditions at multiple 

scales, yet distinct temporally from future imagined scenarios), “mechanisms” (action, 

methods for change) and “scenarios” (future conditions, typically aspirational and 

abstract).  

Results: 

Attitudes total 443: 

Problematic symptoms of consumer society, totals 201:  

 denotes strong connection/overlap with next category 

 denotes strong connection/overlap with previous category 

 

 Attitudes toward economy – consumption – materialism – sustainability 22 

 Cognitive dissonance 5 

 Value/attitude behavior/action gap 13 

 Environmental awareness 8 

 Rebound effect 6 

 Psychology 11 

 Habits/behavior 17 

 Consumption quantity 25 

 Income/wealth 14 

 Inequality/equity 18 

 Luxury-need 4 

 Advertising-marketing-persuasion 15 

 Choice 14 

 Consumer experience-incentives-products 9 

 Social pressures/dynamics 14 

 Status Consumption 6 

Systemic problems/attitudes/conditions (of consumer society), totals 67:  

 Growth 18 

 Prosperity 4 

 GDP 9   

 Economic logic 11 

 Religion 6 
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 Crony capitalism 5 

 Population 10 

 Limits 4 

Specific EV “problems” – heavily climate change/energy focused, totals 109: 

 Climate change – impacts of – denial of 22 

 Carbon and GHG emissions 27 

 Energy 24 

 Oil 8 

 Food 11 

 Health 9 

 Water 4 

 Economic crisis/recession 3 

 Waste 1 

Places – heavily N. America/America focused, totals 66: 

 North America activity 4 

 America/Americans 31 

 Canada 2 

 Europe 14 

 Japan (disaster) 12 

 Asia 3 

Mechanisms total 227: 

Large scale mechanisms, totals 106: 

 Economic devices/concerns 48 

 Government policies 27 

 Degrowth  7 

 GDP 9  Alternative indicators measures 14 

 Development 10 

Medium scale mechanisms, totals 74: 

 Education 16 

 Planning 15 

 Design 18 

 Green economy 16 

 Work/leisure 9 

Smaller scale (either to do impact scale or low groundedness), totals 47 

 Lifestyle 9 

 Household scale 13 

 Second hand markets/institutions 7 

 Localism 2 

 Ecological footprint 6 

 Civil Society Organizations 5 

 Activism 3 

 Lifecycle analysis 2 
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Scenarios total 138: 

Imagined futures, new paradigms 

 Global perspectives 23 

 Transitions 28 

 Cultural values – change 24 

 Happyness/Well-being 19 

 Inequality/equity 18 

 Income/wealth 14 

 Millennium Consumption Goals 8 

 Postmaterialism 2 

 Localism 2 

2. Description: Dividing the codes up into the “four approaches to sustainable consumption” 

used to describe the SCORAI literature, the topics and frequency breakdown like this: 

 

Economic approaches total 187: 

 Economic devices/concerns 48 

 Economic logic 11 

 Green Economy 16 

 Economic crisis/recession 3 

 Second hand markets/institutions 7 

 

 Growth 18 and Degrowth 7 

 Income/wealth (also relates to happiness/well-being and prosperity) 

 Rebound effect 6 

These few also tie in strongly with policy 

 Inequality/equity 18 

 Consumption quantity 25 

 Population 

 Limits 4 

Policy approaches total 123: 

 Government policies 27 

 Civil society organizations 5 

 Crony capitalism 5 

 Millennium Consumption Goals 8 

 GDP 9 

Tools 

 Alternative Indicators/measures (relates a lot to GDP) 14 

 Ecological Footprint 6 

 Lifecycle analysis 2 

 Activism 2 

 Localism 2 
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Relates strongly to STS 

 Development 10 

 Global perspectives 33 

STS approaches total 63: 

 Transitions 28 

 Design 18 

 Planning 15 

 Postmaterialism 2 (in a kind of transition sense -relates strongly to Socio/Psych)  

Sociological/Psychological approaches total 229: 

 Cultural values – change 24 

 Attitudes towards economy- consumption- materialism – sustainability 22 

 Happiness-Wellbeing 19 and Prosperity 4 

 Habits/behavior 17 

 Education (connected to policy, but here because often focused on the effectiveness of 

education for sustainable behavior change) 16 

 Advertising – marketing – persuasion 15 

 Social pressures/dynamics 14 and status consumption 6 

 Choice 14 

 Value/attitude – behavior/action gap 13 and “cognitive dissonance” 5 

 Household scale 13 

 Psychology 11 

 Lifestyle 9 

 Consumer experience-incentives-products 9 

 Environmental awareness 8 

 Religion 6 

 Luxury – need 4 

Other groupings in this round: 

Distinct environmental problems  

 Carbon and GHG emissions 27 

 Climate Change – impacts and denial of 22 

 Energy 24 

 Oil 8 

 

 Food 11 

 Health 9 

 Water 4 

 Waste 1 

Global distribution of topics discussed: 

 America/Americans 31 

 North American SC activity 4 

 Canada 2 

 

 Europe 14 
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 Japan (disaster) 12 

 Asia 3 

3. Description: Dividing the codes up into scale – grand/phenononlogical/global, middle/meso 

scale, and micro/household/individual scale. Results: 

 

Grand/phenomonolgical/global trends total 234: 

 Global perspectives 33 

 Consumption Quantity 25 

 Transitions 28 

 Cultural values-change 24 

 Inequality/equity 18 

 Growth 18 and Degrowth 7 Prosperity 4 

 Alternative indicators measures 14 (could also be considered meso) 

 Population 10 Limit 4 

 Economic Logic 11 

 Development 10 

 GDP 9 

 Millennium consumption goals 8 

 Religion 6 

 Economic crisis/ recession 3 

 Post-materialism 2 

Meso/middle trends total 101: 

 Planning 15 

 Design 18 

 Civil society organizations 5 

 Environmental awareness 8 

 Second hand markets/institutions 7 

 Work/Leisure 9 (could also be considered Grand) 

 Ecological footprint 6 

 LCA 2 

 Advertising marketing persuasion 15 (could also be Micro) 

 Education 16 (could also be Micro) 

Micro/household/individual trends total 158: 

 Habits/behavior 17 

 Education 16 

 Social pressures/dynamics 14 

 Status consumption 6 

 Choice 14 

 Household scale 13 

 Psychology 11 (also Meso) 

 Lifestyle 9 

 Consumer experience – incentives – products 9 

 Value/attitude – behavior/action gap 13 and “cognitive dissonance” 5 
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 Luxury-need 4 

 Attitudes towards economy-consumption-materials-sustainability 22 

 Activism 3 

 Localism 2 

4. Description: Dividing the codes up into “avenues for action” and “distinct from the 

literature”.  

 

Results: 

“Action” total 266 & “Distinct from Literature” total 195: 

 Economic devices/concerns (distinct from literature in specificity of economic devices) 

48 

 Government Policies (distinct from literature in specificity of policy devices) 27 

 Habits Behavior 17 

 Design (distinct from literature in discussion of specific technologies) 18 

 Education (distinct from literature) 16 

 Advertising – marketing – persuasion 15 

 Planning (distinct from literature in specificity) 15 

 Choice 14 

 Alternative indicators/measures 14 

 Social pressure/dynamics 14 

 Household scale 13 

 Lifestyle 9 

 Consumer experience-incentives-products 

 Second hand markets/institutions (7) 

 Religion (not really discussed much in the literature) 6 

 Ecological footprint 6 

 Status consumption 6 

 Civil society organizations 5 

 Activism (beyond Anne Thorpe, not much discussion of activism in the literature) 3 

 Lifecycle Analysis (not mentioned much in literature) 2 

 Localism 

Also particularly distinct from literature, but not necessarily an avenue for action 

 Attitudes toward economy – consumption – materialism – sustainability 22 

 Environmental awareness 8  

 

 Japan (also adding this because it represents a specific natural disaster, which the 

literature does not address often) 12 
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IMAGES OF CODING PROCESS 

 

 
Figure AB.1: Attitudes, Mechanisms, and Scenarios Sort 

 
Figure AB.2: Attitudes, Mechanisms, and Scenarios Sort (less labels) 
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Figure AB.3: "Groundedness" Sort 

 

Figure AB.4: "Four Approaches to Sustainable Consumption" Sort 
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Figure AB.5: Scale of Inquiry Sort 

 
Figure AB.6: "Distinct from Literature" & "Action" Sort 
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Appendix C – Focus Group Materials  

RECRUITING POSTER 

 
Figure AC.1: Recruiting Poster 
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RECRUITING EMAIL* 

1.

 
2. 

 
Figure AC.2: Recruiting Email 

 
*After sending out the first recruiting emailed, I realized the language here might select 

participants already interested in, or holding pre-conceived notions about sustainable 

consumption and design. In my second call, I revised this language to cast a wider net, but I 

should note that the first email might have induced biased responses. This in no way negates my 

entire research question and project, but could be a confounding variable in my focus group 

results. In the end, all focus group work is subject to different kinds of group bias, but in this case 

as in many others, this should not make my results any less interesting or helpful. See chapter 2 

for more backing on the purpose and use of focus group research.  
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FOCUS GROUP PRESENTATION AND ACTIVITIES SLIDES 

 
Figure AC.3: Focus Group Presentation and Activity Slides 
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This first groups of slides show how I opened the focus group – setting the “ground rules” for an 

open and free dialogue, and introducing the concepts of sustainable consumption. I have blacked 

out one slide because it is material that has not been published yet, but that I had permission to 

use in my focus group.  

 
Figure AC.3 (continued): Focus Group Presentation and Activity Slides 
  

In the next group of slides, I continued to frame the “problem” from a sustainable consumption 

perspective. I then launched into the first exercise of the focus group called “imagine”. Each 

participant was asked to recall the last project they were working on and then imagine that a 
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sustainable consumption scholar, or advocate, was their client. This client was especially 

concerned with the different issues identified in the cloud. The participant was asked to write 

down notes on how their design would change considering these issues.  

 

 
Figure AC.3 (continued): Focus Group Presentation and Activity Slides 

  
This last group of slides shows a continuation of the previous exercise and then exercise 2, “slow 

design & sentence completion” and exercise 2, “attitudes, mechanisms, and scenarios – word 

association”.  After one slide talking about the concept of “slow design,” I asked participants to 

complete the sentences on the handout regarding slow design and then discussed why they made 

their choices. In exercise 3, participants rapidly and freely associated the provocative words on 
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the slide with whatever words come to their mind. We then discussed the words they associated 

and why.  

 
Figure AC.3 (continued): Focus Group Presentation and Activity Slides 

 

 
This very last slide simply provided the opportunity for participants to discuss any last issues. 
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FOCUS GROUP HANDOUTS 

These handouts correspond with the presentation and activities described above.  

 
Figure AC.4: Focus Group Handout for “Imagine” exercise 
  

 

 
Figure AC.5: Focus Group Handout for “Sentence Completion” Exercise 
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Figure AC.6: Focus Group Handout for “Word Association” Exercise 

 
Figure AC.7: Focus Group Handout for Freeform Comments 
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APPENDIX D – MEMO LOG  

These memos are free form thoughts from certain points in time over the course of the research. 

They do not represent any final thoughts or conclusions and are simply an open place to reflect on 

research to help develop analytic insight. 

 

5-9-13 possible 

ways to compose 

codes  

-Simply consolidate 

 

-By # of regions and groundedness 

 

-by scale of investigations (phenomenological/global, meso/city/societal, 

individual/local 

 

-Avenues for action vs. theory 

 

-Buckets of approaches to SC from lit review diagram 

 

-Things that are distinctly different from the literature 

5-19-13 

observations about 

codes 

In general, SCORAI seems to focus on the "problem of (un)sustainability" 

from a "high level" -- global perspectives and grand transition schemes. 

Included in these important topics is a focus on the economic devices and 

concerns (as our economic system and strict adherence to neoclassical 

capitalism is viewed as fundamental problem) and ways to shift the 

problematic nature of our economy. This is of course ironic in some ways 

because SCORAI itself becomes a symptom of a neoliberal economic 

paradigm focused on the economic levers and in some ways also plays into 

a kind of "economic determinism"…. 

 

--issues of global inequality  

 

America/Americans also get particular focus both because many SCORAI 

members are American, but even more so because America is the problem 

child of (un)sustainability. The system and way of life in the States 

consumes so much more than the rest of the world and the economic 

conditions in the US also impact the rest of the world. Again this is 

interesting in that SCORAI shows that while we may want to leave an era 

of international hegemony, perspectives and conversations still focus on 

this hegemony.  

 

---another country that got particular focus at this time was Japan, almost 

entirely due to the natural disaster there.  

 

Issues of energy and climate change are frequent in the discourse as this 

tends to be considered the "ultimate" environmental concern and potential 

disaster. Not only does modern life depend on fragile energy sources, but 

these same sources are "dirty" and lead to the greenhouse gas emissions 

causing climate change. In an era where climate change is the ultimate 

environmental threat, this is expected.  
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Cultural values, attitudes and their relationship to action and climate 

change also emerge as frequent topics in SCORAI 

 

A lot less talk about action or what prevents it in certain contexts - what 

prevents localism, action based on sustainable values, use of alternative 

well-being indicators, regulation of advertising and marketing...etc. This is 

not entirely true, because they do talk about why these changes are 

hard...perhaps we need a mixing of the approaches. Try the 

sociological/psych devices research on politicians, try the economic 

devices in schemes in research on f technological change etc. 

4-30-13 small 

SCORAI 

observation 

not only is SCORAI discourse more relevant - but they talk about policy 

options that could fit within the current scheme a lot more than they do in 

the literature 

4-4-13 really 

amazing Tokenwise 

article that explores 

design as research 

http://www.academia.edu/1204144/What_things_know_Exhibiting_animis

m_as_artefact-based_design_research 

 

Latour, SCary, Langdon winner and Woodhouse (STS), graduate course 

looking at design and special issue of design issues 

Designers miss the mark of designing the wrong variables to tie together 

consumption 

 

 

How do the critiques of sustainable consumption might be attractive to 

designers? 

How do you merge the frame of designers with those that are concerned 

with sustainable consumption? 

 

Designers think in terms of things 

 

Designers are a direct link between production and consumption and have 

agency.  

 

Design for social innovation - systems design 

 

PID and design for social innovation 

4-6-13 Thorpe 

quote for SCORAI 

paper 

Design: 

Design strategies that help us meet needs with fewer purchased solutions 

could lead to more sustainable consumption. Although this approach is not 

guaranteed to eliminate the development of new products and services—to 

do away with “stuff”—it could reduce the quantity of stuff and go some 

way toward changing our lifestyles, potentially by making stuff easier to 

share, produce locally, repair, or do yourself, which also could have social 

and psychological benefits. 

Thorpe 2010; 16 

3-31-12 Cuidad 

Juarez and arch 

article 

 http://sustainablecitiescollective.com/urban-choreography/23014/ciudad-

ju-rez-between-resiliency-and-engagement 

http://www.academia.edu/1204144/What_things_know_Exhibiting_animism_as_artefact-based_design_research
http://www.academia.edu/1204144/What_things_know_Exhibiting_animism_as_artefact-based_design_research
http://sustainablecitiescollective.com/urban-choreography/23014/ciudad-ju-rez-between-resiliency-and-engagement
http://sustainablecitiescollective.com/urban-choreography/23014/ciudad-ju-rez-between-resiliency-and-engagement
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3-29-13 

sustainability 

studies and 

behavioral/consump

tion studies 

all of these disciplines around sustainability incorporating behavior 

because realization of severity of collective action problem 

3-27-13 quote 

concerning 

collectivism and 

alternative 

behavioral 

opportunities 

Can be included in SCORAI paper: 

"Consistent with Timmer et al. and Jackson, Tukker et al. (2010) also note 

that while a number of one- dimensional change models (awareness 

campaigns, etc.) have been tried, approaches implemented in isolation 

have only small effects, particularly if the aim is to achieve comprehensive 

behavioral change. Motivational strategies to create supportive social 

environments, to foster a sense of community, and to impart shared values 

offer better prospects than moralizing or appealing to individual altruism. 

But motivational techniques must go hand in hand with creation of 

alternative behavioral opportunities for fulfilling needs that are comparable 

to preexisting alternatives." p3 DEQ lit review 

3-27-13 notes from 

thesis meeting with 

Professor Moore 

Could cite Public interest design movement - all about co-authorship - 

Bryan Bell, David from golf coast SNT reading post Katrina Mississippi 

design. “A Useful Practice.”  

 

Interactive- latent "action" 

 

Explication of everyone of these codes as an Appendix - making of 

categories  

 

Making of categories "knowledge producing" and aid in communicating to 

designers the important concepts of SCORAI people.  

 

Connection to regionalism - habits that people develop in different regions 

to tune themselves to response to flows of energy in different place- 

 

Regional form of architecture bond people with how conditions change in 

that place 

 

Air conditioning interrupts this relationships  

 

Ongoing conversation in "sustainable architecture"- are these automations 

and the building changes to EV interrupt humans relationship to place. 

Engineers can't trust humans to open window 

3-20-13 

specialization 

Specialization as barrier to common understandings of built world and 

possibly collective building operations. 

3-19-13 Halina's 

piece about 

incorporating SC 

into EV studies  

http://www.environmentmagazine.org/Archives/Back%20Issues/2012/Janu

ary-February%202012/science-needs_Full.html 

3-19-13 about 

cultural continuity 

and environmental 

Research on cultural continuity of historic places/building using 

environmental psych 

http://www.environmentmagazine.org/Archives/Back%20Issues/2012/January-February%202012/science-needs_Full.html
http://www.environmentmagazine.org/Archives/Back%20Issues/2012/January-February%202012/science-needs_Full.html
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psych study  

3-18-13 focus 

group - barriers to 

design for 

sustainable 

consumption 

Fundamental question: can design be an intervention in great unsustainable 

systems? Or is design powerless in this way and a puppet/mechanism for 

these systems to operate? Is the only type of design as a system 

intervention activist design (Anne Thorpe) ? What decisions do designers 

make, what opportunities do they have in their practice to design in a 

manner that incorporates sustainable consumption principles? 

3-14-13 thesis  Trying to think of ways to categorize-create themes- understand the 

SCORAI codes 

  

Interesting that global perspectives, population, transitions all have pretty 

high groundedness. It seems the level of inquiry in SCORAI is 

phenomenological mostly. Not too too much practice theory kind of focus. 

  

Also a lot of focus on economic devices, logic, growth/degrowth- 

interesting also that I don't think their are many trained economists in 

SCORAI. I wonder if this is a comment on how economists are trained as 

in neoclassical economic thinking and belief in these theories. The people 

questions neoclassical economics and suggesting these alternative 

devices/societal focus often are not economists. (Tim Jackson, Herman 

Daly, NEw economics person might be exceptions).I guess when you are 

interpreting contemporary events through this SCORAI lens, you end up 

focusing a lot on economics because that is the contemporary focus. 

  

Possibly could divide up into scales some how - like a global level, a 

societal level, and an individual level 

2-25-13 sustainable 

technologies vs. 

sustainable cultures 

Could argue that "sustainable technologies" do not exist and that we are 

instead striving for a sustainable culture that technologies can assist… 

 

"Sustainable Design" even a myth- however myths are an inescapable and 

necessary part of any culture - so how do we reconstruct a myth of 

"sustainable design" to be healthier? 

 

Look up differences between "Great Transition" and "socio-technical 

transitions" 

2-18-4 poverty and 

discrimination 

greed as a form of classism - discrimination against poor people…self-

blame as individuals buying into the system that marginalizing them (false 

consciousness) 

 

possible cultural theory 

2-25-13 for 

strategic methods 

section 

“While conducting the focused coding, I return to the primary materials 

with the 66 codes to again identify where they occurred. An important 

change here is that for a given email or documents I did not typically use a 

given code more than once. I determined that I was attempting to capture 

the overall concerns of an email or document with a given code, but not 

tracking each instant a code may have been used.” 

2-18-13 SCORAI 

videos 

watch these videos posted in the SCORAI listserve- a few more are 

bookmarked in scoria research youtube account 
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http://front.moveon.org/scribbling-sharpie-illustrates-the-truth-about-our-

economy/?id=28084-5455531-AwvfZnx 

  

http://www.slackjaw.co.uk/consumed/ 

2-16-13 memo on 

helpful SCORAI 

paper 

The Phillip Verg. 3-22-11 attached paper civil society organization could 

be extremely helpful in translating ideas for my focus group 

  

His attachment on 4-25-11 is also really good (UN report on SC) 

2-16-13 articulation 

of social/cultural 

change and 

sustainability 

2/13/13 Gmail - FW: [SCORAI] Tuesday17th of May, 2011, Conference 

on “Psychology and Sustainable Development: Beyond Behaviour 

Change” 

 

We need to tackle the societal structures and processes that promote and 

reinforce identity desires, values, images and inequalities if we are serious 

about changing unsustainable consumer practices" 

  

Davis Uzzel, professor of EV psych for a conference announcement 

2-12-13 on possible 

SCORAI meta 

categories/narrative

s relates to 

sustainable design 

logics 

ideas on "the green economy"..."A rough view identifies two visions: 

green growth through technological innovation (the modernist view); and 

sufficiency and self-provisioning rather than material growth (the 

transformative view)." via email from Maurie Cohen on 2-20-11 

2-12-13 about 

SCORAI coding 

method 

If a paper or article is linked and the link is still active, and if there is no 

description or point made by the original poser, I will code the linked 

article for larger incidents/concepts. 

If a paper or article is linked and the link is still active, but the contributor 

who posted the link includes a large enough quote and/or makes their point 

about the attached article - I will look at the attached article for background 

to understand there arguments, but only code the authors. 

  

This way I can avoid coding topics that are not of central concern to the 

SCORAI participants 

2-6-13 John Enfield 

quote 

From blog entry on January 25th 2013 title "Sustainability in 10 Bullet 

Points" - "Trying to design new institutions and modify the existing ones, 

but based on the same fundamental beliefs, is doomed to failure. " 

  

http://www.johnehrenfeld.com/ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://front.moveon.org/scribbling-sharpie-illustrates-the-truth-about-our-economy/?id=28084-5455531-AwvfZnx
http://front.moveon.org/scribbling-sharpie-illustrates-the-truth-about-our-economy/?id=28084-5455531-AwvfZnx
http://www.slackjaw.co.uk/consumed/
http://www.johnehrenfeld.com/
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Appendix D – Focus Group Response Summary  

 
Each bullet represents a response, italics represent my summary of a response, and quotes 

represent direct quotes of participants.  

 

Exercise 1 “imagine” provocations: 

A. Individualism… 

 Individualistic choices are beneficial for design 

“I personally think that individualism as a benefit of sustainable 

design…individual choices and educating individual choices help the collective 

good.” 

 Escaping individual choice was not an option 

“Individual choice creates ownership and responsibility. Last design I was 

working on was all about providing individual choice efficiently in mass 

production.” 

 Designers as trendsetters 

“Individualism as a cultural issue and redefining standards of living…designers 

have a big influence on trends…people see designers as ‘cool’. They have the 

ability to say ‘live more simply’…and I think designers can be trendsetters in a 

way.” 

 Collective decisions making can emerge from a complicated design process (due 

to contradicting code regulations). Individual choice is already diminished by all 

of the restraints from codes. 

 Participatory design as a response to individualistic culture- community 

integrated into the design process with larger goals 

 

B. Materialism and Status… 

 The building itself embodies the status of the practices it supports 

“The building itself is tied to the status…and tied to the disparities it upholds” 

There is an expectation that money will buy you a level of aesthetic status. 

“The status seeking of green.” 

Re-defining materialism – seeking a status that is materialistic yet less 

environmentally harmful (not sure this answer understands the systemic nature of 

the problem) 

“Materialism is integral to the human condition.” 

 Designers role as trendsetter opens up an opportunity to be an educator 

“The designers role is to guide people on what looks good and what’s popular 

and it gives you the chance to educate them on qualities that might be 

sustainable.” 

 Education doesn’t always work  

“You can be told facts about how a design performs, but if you don’t like a 

design, you don’t like it.” 

Designer is more of a “feedback looper”- understanding what a client wants and 

make it happen – the designers’ responsibility to design something [so that the 
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client doesn’t have to think about it] and that the designers seamlessly integrates 

the client’s needs and does sustainability on top of it. 

A building that teaches you sustainability “you become aware of what you are 

doing and why – like you see a giant glass wall that the sun is hitting and you are 

hot and a giant wheel you can turn to cover/close the window” technologies that 

make practices related to building operation explicit and fun 

 Participant talks about tensions in sustainability triangle 

“LEED at all costs.” 

“LEED has become tax code for rich people.” 

 Financial institutions and lending practices are averse to risk.  

LEED and these status symbols can be positive (revolutionary vs. incremental 

change). 

 “The problem is when we mistake the comfort that material give us from the 

status material gives us.” 

Exercise 2 “sentence completion” provocations: 

Overall the participants still feel they can use their design practices to at least change the level of 

awareness of unsustainable consumptive behavior (but that they cannot these kinds of “behavior” 

– i.e. “awareness” not “behavior”). 

 

C. “Slow design”… 

 Fines, laws with consequences, create awareness. 

Culture starts changing with education. Teach children about urban ecologies. 

Building/practice is generally a separate process from education. 

 Designers can be advocates for codes.  

 But codes can be too inflexible and too permanent, they lag as conditions 

change. 

 Agency is extremely limited by the client and even the selection process of 

“picking a designer.”  

 Making participatory processes, or healthy design practices like POEs “sexy,” 

or appealing. 

 The scale of the household feels easier for instigating change, with so many 

stakeholders scales on larger scales, you get “bogged down” and it can be hard 

to make “progressive design choices” – make this process “sexier.” 

  Designers as technology mediators. 

“Clients understand a lot about what they hope the house will look like and how 

it will function – but they understand nothing about how this actually happens [or 

comes-together]. They understand how much energy they consume due to the bill 

they get every month, they understand that turning the water and lights off saves 

you money…but I don’t think even architects fully understand all of [these 

dynamics]. We only have a little more information…we know where to find the 

low-flow fixture and they don’t…”  

 Designers as constraint responders.  

“If electric lights were just not there anymore designers would figure out how to 

do more daylighting.”  
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 There is hope for new directions in sustainable design because there is a growing 

interest in these kinds of “restraints” that make sustainable design happen – “it’s 

about small victories.” 

 “I can change awareness, but I can’t change behavior…because that’s 

individual.” 

(Perceiving that design does not change behaviors). 

 “I think awareness and behavior are both individual…I can be excited [about a 

new design] and think it is the best design feature a building could ever have and 

my client could say the just don’t like it…I can only hope my design could 

encourage new decisions.” 

 “I feel like you can curb [unsustainable consumptive behaviors], but it might just 

filter out somewhere else in their lives.” 

Exercise 3 “word association” provocations… (this game was rather rushed so we didn’t get to 

dig in as much, but we covered two terms in particular that were new territory). 

 

A. Luxury 

 “ ‘Trendy - I feel like this is where trends happen – where there is luxury.” 

 

B. Degrowth Design 

 “Quality – things would need to last.” The importance of quality instead of simply 

quantity. 

 “’Existing’, meaning existing things…there is a tendency in architectural thought 

that assumes creating something new is always better.” 

 “’Wheels ‘ - when I think about something that is growing” and that “wheels” 

provide flexibility to move in new directions within this uncertain growth.  

 

C. Architectural responsibility 

 “Education” mentioned by a few participants. 

 “Systematic operation responsibility of architecture to understand how it fits into a 

larger system.” 

 “’Fallacy’ – I don’t think there is such a thing as a responsible piece of 

architecture…once a building is built the earth is stuck with it …it allows a person 

to decide what happens in this location when it effects a lot more than that one 

person…forcing people to live with this.” 

 “Developing in opinion about architectural responsibility itself is an important 

thing to do – it is useful to the discipline to form an opinion about it.” 
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