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By looking at marketing campaigns, websites of product
manufacturers or booklets providing advice for the sensi-
tized consumer, one could conclude that merely by buying
the ‘right stuff’ we could save the world. Conscious consump-
tion is undoubtedly important. But consumption cannot be
reduced to buying stuff, and sustainable consumption can-
not be reduced to a consumer-choice-issue. Research and
politics should resist the temptation of simplistic approaches
and adopt a comprehensive approach that integrates con-
cerns about the natural environment as well as concerns
about the quality of life and justice.

“How dare you!”
(Greta Thunberg, 23.09.2019)

How to reconcile human behaviour on both the indi-
vidual as well as the collective and community level with envi-
ronmental concerns, has been investigated by social sciences
and humanities for decades. In Switzerland, such research
gained momentum in the 1990s, due to the Swiss Priority
Programme Environment (SPPE) funded by the Swiss Na-
tional Science Foundation (SNSF). The SPPE was the soil

on which many projects have since grown, as Paul Stern
hoped in the introduction to one of the books presenting in-
tegrated results from the SPPE: “I hope this book represents
the beginning of a long-term effort at problem-oriented in-
terdisciplinary collaboration among Swiss researchers and
practitioners™.

In a first phase, social sciences and humanities inves-
tigated how to avoid (further) environmental problems, and
the research topic was described accordingly as behav-
iour being sensitive to the natural environment. In a second
phase, the research focused on how to achieve sustainable
development, thus adopting a broader perspective including
social concerns and justice. This went hand in hand with a
rising reflexivity with regard to the societal role of science,
which resulted in visions of Swiss researchers about sus-
tainability and global change and in postulating that research
should produce three types of knowledge, ‘systems knowl-
edge’, ‘target knowledge’, ‘transformation knowledge’?

The interlinkage of environmental, social and norma-
tive aspects has recently been reinforced by Greta Thunberg
in her emblematic speech at the UN Climate Action Sum-
mit (New York 23.09.2019): “You have stolen my dreams and
my childhood with your empty words. And yet I'm one of
the lucky ones. People are suffering. People are dying. En-
tire ecosystems are collapsing. We are in the beginning of a
mass extinction, and all you can talk about is money and fairy
tales of eternal economic growth. How dare you!”s

Consumption is more than
buying and sustainable
consumption is not about
buying the right stuff

Sustainable consumption has become an important
field of research for social sciences and humanities in recent
years. Trying to report the broad body of (inter)disciplinary
research would be presumptuous. Therefore, we limit our-
selves to summarizing some points that are key to us.

Consumption does not begin with people setting foot
in a store (or accessing the online shop), and it does not end
with people leaving the store (or the online shop). Reducing
consumption to the act of buying would be reductionist. In
order to understand consumption and how it impacts sus-
tainability, a comprehensive approach is required. We must
understand how different acts are tied together, how they

1 Stern (2001, IX).
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3 Thunberg, Greta (2019): Transcript of the speech at the UN Climate
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influence each other, and how they are embedded in social
interactions and informed by material and spatial arrange-
ments. Buying new trousers, for example, is just a snippet
of consumption: this snippet is heavily dependent on, for in-
stance, trends in fashion, on advertising, on what the peers
are wearing, on the available budget, on the amount of time
someone wants to invest in looking for and selecting clothes,
on what shops are available and on their product offerings.
And for a proper understanding and assessment of the snip-
pet, we must know how much and for how long the trou-
sers that have been bought are worn, whether and how they
are cleaned, whether they are mended, and how they are
disposed of. While some people are deeply concerned with
their wardrobe, others are not. While some people can freely
choose what clothes they want to wear, others cannot. All
acts of consumption are embedded not only in a social, legal,
and cultural context, but also in infrastructures (e.g. internet,
road system, public traffic), services (e.g. alteration shops,
repair cafes) and systems of provisioning (e.g. production
chains). Consumption is, in other words, a complex fabric
consisting of intertwined acts and decisions by different ac-
tors on different societal levels.

Acts of consumption are not ends in themselves but
serve diverse functional and symbolic purposes. People
‘by and large do not consume for the sake of consumption
itself — they are always doing it to achieve some other end™.
Let us return to the trouser example: trousers can be worn to
keep warm (or to block the sun) and stay dry, that is, for the
purpose of protecting the body. Trousers can be worn to ex-
press one's identity. Trousers can be worn in order to belong
to a specific community. Trousers can be worn as a political
or social protest (e.g. when women who are not allowed to
wear trousers do s0). And these purposes are not limited to
the product in a strict sense but also apply, for instance, to
whether and how trousers, jeans for instance, are washed or
not and to how they are individually customized. The end in
itself of consumption is first, to organize one's daily life, and
second, to live a life that is perceived to be valuable. In order to
understand patterns of consumption, it is therefore necessary
to distinguish means (consumer goods and acts of consump-
tion) and purposes (daily life, quality of life).

With a view to sustainable consumption, it is crucial to
note that environmental and social pressure are not caused
by the purposes of consumption but by the means, that is, by
what people do (acts) and by the consumer goods (products,
services, infrastructures) they make use of in their doings.
Accordingly, sustainable consumption does not depend
solely on individual consumers choosing ‘the right’ prod-
ucts, nor on the individual either. The scope of sustainable
consumption policies should not be limited to the behaviour
of individuals but target the entire system of consumption.

4 Wilk (2010, 46).
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Zusammenfassung

Konsum umfasst weit mehr als den Akt des
Kaufens, und alle Konsumhandlungen sind vielfach
sozial, rechtlich und kulturell eingebettet — so lautet
eine Schliisselerkenntnis aus vielen Jahren interdis-
ziplindrer Forschung zu nachhaltigem Konsum. Der
Konsum einer Hose etwa umfasst auch deren Pflege
und Aufbewahrung, die Art und Weise, wie sie ge-
tragen wird, und wie man sich von ihr trennt. Und
der Konsum einer Hose ist nicht nur beeinflusst von
individuellen Vorlieben, von Modetrends und Wer-
bung sowie vom Budget, sondern auch von Infra-
strukturen und Versorgungssystemen.

Eine zweite Schlisselerkenntnis: Konsum ist
nicht Selbstzweck, sondern ein Mittel, das darauf
abzielt, den Alltag zu bewiéltigen und ein erfiilltes
Leben zu fiihren — so kann das Tragen der Hose die
Zugehdrigkeit zu einer bestimmten Gruppe markie-
ren oder ein politisches Statement sein, wenn zum
Beispiel Frauen das Tragen von Hosen untersagt ist.
Diese Unterscheidung zwischen Mittel und Zweck
ist wesentlich fir die Politikgestaltung, denn soziale
und b6kologische Belastungen entstehen durch das
Mittel, nicht durch den Zweck. Politiken sollten des-
halb auf das gesamte Konsumsystem abzielen und
Lebensqualitat als Zielgrésse ins Auge fassen.

Ein Ansatz dafiir sind «Konsum-Korridore».
Nach dem Prinzip «meine Freiheit endet dort, wo
die Freiheit der anderen beginnt», setzt dieser An-
satz die Ober- und Untergrenze von legitimem Kon-
sum dort an, wo «Geschlitzte Bedlirfnisse» tangiert
sind — also Bed(irfnisse, deren Erflillung jedem Men-
schen maéglich sein sollte. Obwohl kontrovers wahr-
genommen, &ussert die Schweizer Bevélkerung
eine gewisse Offenheit fiir das Konzept. Es kbnnte
sich als valabler Referenzpunkt fiir zukdinftige Nach-
haltigkeitspolitiken erweisen.
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Taking quality of life as a point
of reference for sustainable
consumption

For many, sustainable consumption is more or less
synonymous with frugality, renunciation and austerity, or al-
ternatively, it is synonymous with paternalism, coercion and
dictatorship. A broad body of research stemming from the so-
cial sciences and humanities has uncovered how sustainable
consumption can be conceived and achieved without impos-
ing lifestyles and unduly limiting individual freedom.

Sustainability expresses a vision, the vision of a world
in which quality of life is ensured for all human beings living
at present and in the future. This vision integrates environ-
mental and social concerns as well as intra- and intergen-
erational justice — and it is about giving all human beings
the chance to be free and safe and to pursue their notion
of a satisfying life. Acknowledging the importance of qual-
ity of life as a goal of both consumption and sustainabil-
ity and adopting a comprehensive approach in conceiving
consumption have opened up new perspectives on how to
define and achieve sustainable consumption.

Sustainable consumption should be judged by the
extent to which it contributes ‘to creating or maintaining
the external conditions that allow humans to satisfy their (...)
needs’™. This means we have to define and operationalize
quality of life, otherwise just what sustainable consumption
actually is remains vague. This operationalization in turn must
allow responsibility to be assigned to the community without
implying paternalism and imposing lifestyles, it must provide
a suitable fundament for designing policies, it must allow us
to distinguish between purposes (needs) and means (satis-
fiers, external conditions) — and it must resonate in society.

Building upon the large body of human needs theo-
ries, we operationalize quality for life in the context of sus-
tainability by nine ‘Protected Needs’ (fig. 1).° A represent-
ative survey in Switzerland showed that these ‘Protected
Needs’ do actually cause a sense of obligation in the Swiss
population.” In other words, it would be possible to develop
a shared understanding of quality of life in Switzerland as a
societal vision on which sustainable consumption policies
could build on.

5 Fischer et al. (2012, 72).
6 Di Giulio/Defila (2020).
7 Defila/Di Giulio (2021).

Controversial yet not
polarizing — how Swiss people
react to the idea of con-
sumption corridors

In an inter- and transdisciplinary research program
funded by the German Federal Ministry of Education and Re-
search (BMBF), involving researchers from more than fifteen
scientific disciplines (mostly social sciences and humanities)
and about 80 practitioners, different aspects of sustainable
consumption have been investigated. This resulted, among
other, in recommendations on how to achieve sustainable
consumption. These eight ‘consumption messages’ (‘Kon-
sum-Botschaften’) show eight pathways towards sustaina-
ble consumption that have been intensively discussed with
70 persons from politics, administration, the economy, and
a broad range of civil society organisations. Each message
responds to a myth, summarizes research and outlines pos-
sible concrete steps.2 Two messages address basic norma-
tive aspects, two address fundamental aspects of societal
transformation, three address aspects of societal govern-
ance, and one message addresses the importance of exper-
imental societal search processes.

Probably the most challenging of the eight messages is
message two on consumption corridors (‘Korridor-Botschaft’).
It suggests to achieve sustainability in consumption by pro-
ceeding from quality of life and taking this as a criterion
to define minima and maxima of consumption. The lower
boundaries, the minima, should determine the satisfiers (and

the material necessities
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Figure 1:

Protected Needs: what individuals must be allowed to want.
Source: Di Giulio & Defila 2020, p. 108 (see there for a more
detailed description of the needs)

8 Blattel-Mink et al. (2013).
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resources) that every individual must be provided with. The
upper boundaries, the maxima, should determine the thresh-
old that, if exceeded (quantitatively or qualitatively), adverse-
ly impacts the quality of life of other individuals (living now
or in the future) by putting others’ minima of consumption at
risk. The space between these boundaries is a corridor of
sustainable consumption (fig. 2).

In order to find out how the concept of consumption
corridors would be received in Switzerland, we conducted
a representative survey in which we asked respondents to
react to arguments in favour and against this concept.

The results can be summarized as follows: The re-
spondents show a slightly positive openness to endorse
the concept of consumption corridors. Political attitude is a
strong predictor, but its effect is weaker than assumed, and
the concept is less polarizing than was expected (it is con-
troversial but not polarizing). People do not reject its content,
they do not think an implementation would be impossible,
and they are able and willing to engage with the arguments
in favor of and against the concept. In sum, the concept has
the potential to provide common ground beyond traditional
political divides.®

Hence, it is not out of question to discuss fundamental
questions about sustainable consumption in Switzerland -
this could be a promising focus for both policy design and
future research.
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Figure 2:
Visualization of the concept of consumption corridors.
Source: Di Giulio & Fuchs 2014, p. 187

9 Defila/Di Giulio (2020).
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Résumé

La consommation englobe bien plus que le fait
d’acheter, et tous les actes de consommation sont
ancrés de multiples maniéres au niveau social, légal
et culturel : voila I'une des principales conclusions de
nombreuses années de recherche interdisciplinaire
sur la consommation durable. La consommation
d’un pantalon, par exemple, comprend également
son entretien et son stockage, la fagon dont il est
porté et la fagon dont on s’en sépare. Et la consom-
mation d’un pantalon est influencée non seulement
par les préférences individuelles, les tendances de la
mode, la publicité et le budget, mais aussi par les in-
frastructures et les systémes d’approvisionnement.

Un deuxiéme élément clé est que la consom-
mation n’est pas une fin en soi, mais un moyen
visant a gérer le quotidien et @ mener une vie satis-
faisante. Le port du pantalon peut ainsi marquer
l'appartenance a un groupe particulier ou étre une
déclaration politique, par exemple dans le cas ou
les femmes n‘auraient pas le droit d’en porter. Cette
distinction entre moyen et fin est essentielle & I’éla-
boration des politiques, car les impacts sociaux et
environnementaux découlent des moyens et non
des fins. Les politiques devraient donc viser I'en-
semble du systeme de consommation et considérer
la qualité de vie comme une valeur cible.

Dans cette optique, les « corridors de consom-
mation » constituent une approche possible. Selon le
principe « ma liberté s’arréte la o commence celle
des autres », cette approche fixe les limites supé-
rieure et inférieure de la consommation pour ce
qui est des « besoins protégés », c’est-a-dire des
besoins que chacun-e doit pouvoir satisfaire. Bien
qu’elle le pergoive de maniere controversée, la po-
pulation suisse se montre relativement ouverte & ce
concept. Il pourrait se révéler étre un point de réfé-
rence valable pour de futures politiques de durabilité.
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