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Abstract 

Consumption is essentially an institutional action. When engaging in consumption, consumers are 

affected by the formal institutional environment and the cultural embeddedness of economic action. 

On the other hand, individuals may amend the institutional setting through consumption choices 

that challenge the prevalent institutional constraints. This paper reconciles theoretical and 

conceptual premises from institutional and practice theoretical literature to study the sustainability 

of day-to-day material consumption as part of the practice of running a household. Using 

institutional ethnography as a methodological approach, the study explores to what extent 

sustainability in day-to-day consumption of necessity goods is of embedded nature; to what extent it 

is due to a well-considered choice of an individual; and further, how does the institutional 

environment shape the sustainability of consumption. A hierarchy of informal institutions emerges, 

and it is argued that in order to understand how various institutions interact with economic action, it 

is crucial to recognise the underlying structures that shape the action: cultural dispositions, 

practices, routines and preference-driven choices all interact differently with external changes. The 

study further argues that sustainability is the more widespread the more it is embedded in practices, 

and that this is a result of overall institutional development beyond regulation and choice editing to 

path-dependent structures in society.  
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Introduction 

Not all societies consume in an equally sustainable manner. The stress our consumption poses on the 

environment and society depends largely on our way of living that can partially be considered as a 

path-dependent outcome of cultural and societal evolution, and partially as a conscious choice. Hence, 

it is reasonable to presume that our consumption is determined, to certain extent, by the surrounding 

institutional environment comprising both formal structures and informal rules, as well as their 

interaction.  

Although the earliest institutional economic analyses focused precisely on consumption (Veblen 

1899), the recent institutional literature on consumption remains scarce (Dolfsma 2002; Martinez et 

al. 2015). It is, arguably, the sustainability dimension that is bringing institutions back on the research 

agenda around consumption: if the conventional policy approach, such as information provision and 

targeted taxation, fails to promote behavioural change, would it be possible to build an institutional 

environment that would necessarily and sufficiently transform our consumption patterns towards 

more sustainable practices?  

This paper addresses domestic day-to-day consumption of material necessity goods in an institutional 

frame. The study considers the flow of material commodities as a part of the practice of running a 

household, recognising that our daily consumption occurs to a significant extent in a routinized 

manner, out of necessity. More sustainable patterns of consumption are desired worldwide, and the 

so called practice theoretical thinking provides tools to understand potential ways of intervening in 

how things are being carried out; how behavioural change could be initiated in the way of doing things, 

instead of focusing merely on specific consumption choices and their sustainability (e.g. Hargreaves 

2011; Strengers et al. 2014).  

The focus is further on understanding the constraints and enablers of sustainability of material 

consumption at the home: what are the institutional forces that may render our consumption 
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sustainable? The analysis assumes that rules, such as potentially introduced policy interventions, 

affect behaviour differently depending on whether the behaviour itself is embedded in routines and 

collective ways of engaging in activities or whether it is due to a cognitive and conscious deliberation 

of an individual (e.g. Spaargaren 2013; Shove and Walker 2010). Therefore, the research question is 

twofold: what kind of sustainability our consumption practices embody in a culturally embedded way; 

what are the sustainability choices we make consciously, and further, what might be the key 

institutional forces shaping the sustainability of day-to-day material consumption.  

The paper begins with building the theoretical premises and analytical frame that further underlie and 

guide the empirical analysis. Theoretically, the paper argues that the early institutional research on 

consumption shares conceptually common ground with practice theoretical thinking, in a profound 

and fundamental way. While institutional research on consumption may have been fading, practice 

theoretical research on consumption is gaining popularity (Keller et al. 2016; Røpke 2009; Warde 

2005). However, the latter approach does not comprise a coherent link to the broader development 

of society – something that the early institutional literature did (Veblen 1899; Hamilton 1987). The 

paper, hence, endeavours to reason the conceptual frame from the similarities of these two strains of 

literature. Additionally, in order to establish a link from a practice to the external institutional 

environment, conceptualisations widely used in the research tradition of New Institutional Economics 

are linked to the analytical frame. In concrete terms, the agency–structure embeddedness of 

sustainability is analysed making use of practice theoretical concepts such as habitus and field 

(Bourdieu 1990); the institutional analysis frame draws on Williamson’s (2000) hierarchy of 

institutions. Institutions, here, are understood broadly as comprising both formal and informal “rules 

of the game” (North 1990).  

Finally, drawing together the institutional as well as practice theoretical literatures on consumption 

lays foundations for introducing a methodological angle to grasp the interplay and interface of 

everyday consumption practices and institutions: institutional ethnography. The methods used in the 
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study comprise of participant observation, visual (photographic) documentation and interviews, the 

data being collected with eighteen informants in a medium-sized Finnish city. The study is explorative 

in nature, and further endeavours to lay foundations for establishing econometrically testable 

hypotheses about the interaction of formal and informal institutions and their impact on people’s 

economic action – an issue of crucial and recognised importance in institutional economic analysis 

(e.g. Alesina and Giuliano 2015; Chang 2011). 

The empirical part of the study proceeds on two stages. Ethnographic data about consumption is first 

compiled to form an understanding of the practices and their sustainability. Embedded and self-

motivated sustainability is explicated making use of the practice theoretical concepts of habitus and 

social field. Thereafter, institutions and sustainable consumption are hypothesised upon in light of the 

data, existing research and institutional conceptual guidance. The final section concludes with theory 

implications and policy recommendations. 
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Sewing together the Institutional Frame and Practice Theoretical 
Thinking through the Lenses of Consumption 

Our consumption behaviour is affected by structures and rules surrounding us; we do not consume in 

a vacuum. Although much of consumer research and studies on consumption build on the premises 

of methodological individualism (Keller et al. 2016; Halkier 2013), streams of literature exist to 

acknowledge and address the moulding effect of the society and its structures on consumption. 

Institutions and consumption is a centenary old but rather fading analysis frame that, however, links 

to an emerging body of research drawing on practice theoretical thinking on consumption. Here, the 

basic concepts of both lines of literature are reviewed and their interface is analysed to lay foundations 

for theoretical premises and analytical frame for the study of sustainable consumption practices in an 

institutional frame. 

The very roots of institutional economics had to do with consumption: Veblen (1899) wrote about 

conspicuous consumption in the wake of times of consumerism. He saw consumption in relation to 

status and its display, the desire to live up to the class next above in social hierarchy. Veblen’s (1899) 

theory is evolutionary in that he sees the preferences about the ways wealth is displayed evolving 

along with broader societal development. For example, he anticipated the growing mobility of people, 

and reckoned that it would move conspicuous consumption from leisure activities towards consuming 

luxury goods for their more obvious visibility. Hamilton (1987), in his writings on Veblen, articulates 

that the theory of leisure class takes the study of consumption from an individual to a cultural level.  

The institutional literature on consumption has not quite developed in a unified manner. It has in 

common, however, the very idea that there are systems of rules that create regularities in 

consumption behaviour. It is further acknowledged that these systems of rules comprise both formal 

institutionalised rules, such as those related to the legal system, and informal institutionalised 

behaviour, for example, habits and customs (Coşgel 1997). Another unitive feature, yet more subtle, 

seems to emerge from the conceptualisation of the nature of human action. For instance, Dolfsma 
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(2002), in his analysis on the consumption of pop music as an institutionally shaped phenomenon, 

develops a framework that distinguishes between socio-cultural values shared in the society from 

individual values. He argues that these individual values reflect preferences that are mediated by the 

institutional setting that, in turn, is embedded in the socio-cultural values. Coşgel (1997) develops an 

institutional framework for understanding consumption as communication between individuals: social 

institutions as shared understanding of meanings guide our consumption; they provide us with 

information that help us make informed statements through consumption choices. These examples 

infer the idea that we make intentional and conscious choices according to our preferences that are 

rooted in a collectively shared way of understanding things. Preferences and behaviour is rooted in 

culture, but not determined by it. Hamilton (1987: 1541), in his review on institutional economics and 

consumption, states: “today it is realized that all behaviour is both individual and social at the same 

time and that the form that it assumes is a culturally conditioned and derived one.”  

This conceptualisation of human action as being partially embedded in culture, partially due to a 

cognitive deliberation of an individual is, however, not obvious in economic or sociological research. 

Even today, much of the research on consumption is based on either the premises of methodological 

individualism or the structural paradigm (Spaargaren 2013). In sociological research, this dichotomy 

was challenged by Bourdieu (1990) and Giddens (1984), whose conceptualisations of the nature of 

human action paved the way for practice theoretical thinking (Reckwitz 2002). In economic research, 

the dichotomy remains un(der)explored, arguably.  

Bourdieu (1990) named the central concepts of his work as habitus and field. Simply put, habitus refers 

to the tacit way of understanding, the tacit way of engaging in things that is embodied in individuals 

through learning and growing up in certain circumstances. Field, furthermore, refers to the limits for 

the experiences through which habitus develops. Giddens (1984) writes about the relationship 

between agency and structure, treating the structure as a constraint and a resource for flows of action. 

Practice theoretical thinking, drawing on these ideas, places the social in a practice, instead of some 
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mental capacity of an individual (as in rational choice theories) or any social structure of culture or 

class. A practice, according to Reckwitz (2002: 249), is “a routinised type of behaviour which consist 

of several elements, interconnected to one other: forms of bodily activities, forms of mental activities, 

things and their use, a background knowledge in the form of understanding, know-how, states of 

emotion and motivational knowledge”. Further, Reckwitz (2002) points out that a practice, such as 

the practice of consuming or cooking, cannot be reduced to any of the above mentioned aspect alone, 

but it is an interconnected web of all that. Hence, placing a practice as the unit of study allows both 

agency and contextual factors to enter the analysis.  

The common ground for the (early) institutional economic thinking of the human nature and the 

conceptualisations of Bourdieu’s (1990) work has been recognised in the literature before. Trigg 

(2001) argues that Veblen’s (1899) writings of conspicuous consumption include the very idea that not 

all of our action is conscious to us; that there are cultural forces, unconscious to us, that guide our 

behaviour. The desire to “live up to the conventional standard of decency” may manifest itself in 

various ways, the motivations and reasons for which may remain unconscious to us (Veblen 1899: 

103). This idea of unconscious and conscious acts shaping our behaviour becomes perhaps more 

evident in Veblen’s (1914) later writings drawing on instinct theory (Asso and Fiorito 2004). Veblen 

(1914) posits that instinct together with material environment give rise to such informal institutions 

as habits and conventions.  

Another intersecting point between practice theoretical thinking and the literature on institutions and 

consumption seems to stem from the view that consumption of material goods occurs along an 

ongoing process of events, as opposed to the idea that consumption is some sort of a grand-end of 

economic activity. As Hamilton (1987: 1540) puts it: “Life is an on-going active process with nothing 

that can be substantively distinguished as a consummatory end from a productive means.” Similarly, 

in practice theoretical thinking we acquire goods and services in the course of engaging in practices, 

for instance, we buy groceries as part of the practice of running the household.  
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However, although practice theoretical research on consumption and the literature on institutions 

and consumption share crucial common ground in the way economic action is conceptualised, the 

literatures have not developed together. Research on institutional impact on consumption practices 

is rare; practice theoretical analysis of consumption seems to lack a coherent framework for 

addressing the link from a practice to the external societal conditions. Existing research linking 

practices to societal development draws mainly from innovation studies combined with literature on 

socio-technical transitions (Kemp and van Lente 2013; McMeekin and Southerton 2012). It culminates 

on the idea of technological niches stabilising around a dominant design that may break through in 

the existing socio-technical regime resulting in adjustments in the prevailing regime (Kemp and van 

Lente 2013; Geels 2002). From an institutional perspective, however, this approach seems like an 

example of how institutions may evolve. However, institutions are of various nature, they evolve at 

various paces, in various ways that may be arbitrary: the processes that shape institutions over time 

do not necessarily go through any evolutionary competition (North 1990: 16). 

In order to explore the interface between various types of institutions and the practice embodying 

consumption, the study uses Williamson’s (2000) hierarchy of institutions as a conceptual frame. 

There are two main reasons for the choice: the hierarchy is a well-established framework in New 

Institutional Economics, and it gives structure to analyse various types of institutions and their 

interaction, acknowledging the role of informal institutions in shaping the overall institutional setting 

of an economy. Williamson (2000) divides institutions into four levels: informal institutions (level 1), 

formal state institutions concerning especially property rights and rule of law (level 2), governance 

structures (level 3) and finally resource allocation; prices and quantities (level 4). According to the 

hierarchy, the higher the level, the more permanent the nature of the institution: it takes from 100 to 

1000 years to change the informal institutions; formal institutions take 10-100 years; governance 1-

10 years; allocation of resources and employment can be readily changed. Williamson (2000) argues 

that the higher level institutions pose constraints to lower level institutions.  
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In economic literature, the mechanisms through which the social context of economic action may 

affect the overall institutional development, has further been theorised through concepts of 

embeddedness and stickiness. Embeddedness, as introduced by Granovetter (1985), refers to the idea 

that economic action is embedded in social structure. The idea of stickiness can be seen to be based 

on the idea of embeddedness: When patterns of economic action are embedded in social structures, 

they are difficult to manipulate from outside. The approach indicates that institutional development 

should spur from bottom up; institutions transplanted from above may not take hold in a society if 

they contradict with deeper embedded conventions (Boettke et al. 2008). 

Instead of considering a practice as one informal institution, this study places the practice as the unit 

of analysis through which the economic action occurs. Consumption, as part of the practice of running 

a household, is considered being shaped in interaction with various institutional forces, formal and 

informal. In that, the angle of this study can be seen as an extension to the institutional economic idea 

of institutions and embeddedness: a practice embodies also the cultural context in which formal 

institutions may come embedded. Studying individual economic action as part of a practice that is 

shaped by institutional environment opens up an angle to reason how meso and macro forces come 

into contact with micro-activity. The methodology is called institutional ethnography.  
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Methodology 

Institutional and practice theoretical literature together feed the conceptual and theoretical premises 

for a methodology to grasp the interplay between micro-level economic action and institutions. 

Institutional ethnography is first elaborated on as an approach and field of study on a general level, 

after which field work and conducting the study is described in detail.  

First, however, in order to assess the sustainability of a practice, one needs to set straight the 

definition of sustainability in the consumption context. This is a matter of controversy, both in light of 

consumer research and technological literature on sustainability (Akenji 2014; Rimppi 2016). Assessing 

various sustainability dimensions, in absolute terms, over a life cycle of one product is already 

challenging enough, due to incommensurability issues between environmental, economic and social 

aspects, as well as the normative twist introduced by social and economic considerations and the 

perspectives of different interest groups (Rimppi et al. 2016). Instead, the analysis incorporates a 

relative approach to the sustainability of consumption, assessing actions on the basis of whether they 

are likely to contribute towards the macro goal of sustainable development; “development that meets 

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

needs” (WCED 1987). Similar approach has been adopted, for instance, by Jennings and Zandbergen 

(1995) in their study on sustainable organisations.  

On Institutional Ethnography 

Institutional ethnography is a methodology aimed at exploring and understanding how a practice is 

shaped by institutional forces. The term was initiated by Smith (1987) in her feminist sociological 

accounts on, especially, the relationship between women’s work at home and the schooling of their 

children, but the methodology has later been developed along studies about various practices and 

their context of ruling relations (DeVault 2006). Economic issues studied within the frame of 

institutional ethnography include, for instance, immigrant labour markets (Grahame 1998). 
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Smith (2005: 2) sees the roots of institutional ethnography in Marx’s materialist method and 

ethnomethodology in that it commits “to begin and develop inquiry in the very same world we live in, 

where we are in our bodies”, a standpoint deviating drastically from the hypothesis testing approach 

prominent in social sciences. While the starting point of an inquiry in institutional ethnography is, in 

other words, in identifying and understanding an experience or an everyday practice from the people’s 

perspective, there is an inbuilt idea of the existence of coordination and control of people’s activities 

beyond the microenvironment of an individual. The social in institutional ethnographic research, then, 

becomes “the ongoing concerting and coordinating of individuals’ activities” (Smith 1999: 6).  

The aim of institutional ethnographic research; to give an analytic description of how the relations of 

ruling, organisation and control, shapes the activities of people, provides a natural point of 

intersection for theories of practice and institutional theory. While the relations of ruling, as Smith 

(1999: 6) spells out, refer to various forms of bureaucracy, administration and management, the 

activities of individuals are often conceptualised as collective practices. Furthermore, the theoretical 

premises discussed in the first chapter; the extension of conventional conceptualisations of informal 

institutions into practice theoretical understanding of the nature of human action, shares ground with 

Smith’s (1987) writings about the purpose of an institutional ethnographic inquiry:  

“The disjuncture that provides the problematic of this inquiry is that between the forms 
of thought, the symbols, images, vocabularies, concepts, frames of reference, 
institutionalized structures of relevance, of our culture, and a world experienced at a 
level prior to knowledge or expression, prior to that moment at which experience can 
become ‘experience’ in achieving social expression or knowledge, or can become 
‘knowledge’ by achieving that social form, in being named, being made social, 
becoming actionable.” (Smith 1987: 49-50) 

This idea of knowledge embedded in structure reminds Bourdieu’s (1990) notion of habitus which 

emphasises the internalised behaviour; beliefs and the like, that in an individual’s action does not 

necessarily go back to any rationale but occurs as an adopted way of engaging in things. In a way, 

hence, institutional ethnography aims at making this knowledge prior to social expression of 

experience visible.  
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On the level of conducting research, institutional ethnographic inquiry proceeds, as presented by 

DeVault and McCoy (2002), most commonly in a three-stage manner: the practice of interest is 

identified and explored first; second, the institutional forces or processes shaping the practice are 

identified; and finally, the institutional processes of interest are explored further. This study follows 

the procedure up to identifying the institutional forces that emerge of interest, but deviates method-

wise at the final stage of the outlined institutional ethnographic inquiry. Whereas the investigation of 

institutional processes in institutional ethnographic studies often emphasises the analysis of text and 

various documents (DeVault and McCoy 2002: 753), the study at hand aims to lay foundations for 

establishing informed hypotheses about the institutional impact on consumption that can be tested 

econometrically in future studies. This is not to overlook the importance of discourses in shaping 

people’s action, but to conceptualise them as institutions that interact with larger institutional setting, 

also formal. On a more general level, institutional ethnographic inquiry proceeds conventionally as a 

case study, whereas this study aims to lay foundations for more generalizable results, bringing the 

inquiry closer to the new institutional economic research tradition.  

The point of departure, however, is in understanding the nature of a practice. This is, both within 

institutional ethnographic tradition and in a practice theoretical frame, primarily an ethnographic 

endeavour. Smith (2005) emphasises the open-endedness of the inquiry: understanding how people 

put the world together on a daily basis, in connection to various chains of action that relates us to the 

formal and informal institutional environment, calls for explorative, inside-out methods. Smith (2005) 

further emphasises the role of introspection as the point of departure; another common starting point 

for such an ethnographic inquiry would be participant observation (Bernard 2002: 323). Although 

ethnographic research often entails co-living in the studied community for a longer period of time, 

institutional ethnographic research often concerns circumstances and communities that the 

researcher is familiar with from the outset and, thus, shorter periods of field work may prove sufficient 

(Bernard 2002: 330).  
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Furthermore, as DeVault and McCoy (2002: 756) articulate, every institutional ethnographic inquiry is 

likely to include interviewing. The role of interviews can be understood two-fold, differing somewhat 

in their epistemological perspectives. Building understanding about what the practice or experience is 

like, proceeds through a web a conversations with informants, from formal interviews to informal 

“talking with people”, in the pursuit of forming a general picture of what is happening. On the other 

hand, analysis on how a practice comes into being and what settings allow it to endure shifts the focus 

to institutional cues instead of patterns of action. This stage of mapping the interconnectedness of 

action in practice and the institutional forcer is often complemented with expert interviews and 

various forms of available written documents.  

Fieldwork and Processing of the Data 

In this study, material day-to-day consumption, as part of the practice of running a household, was 

studied through a multi-perspective spectrum of methods: participant observation, visual 

(photographic) evidence, semi-structured interviews, as well as introspection. The fieldwork was 

conducted during the period from February 2016 to July 2016, in a medium-sized municipality (nearly 

73 000 inhabitants) in Finland. Eighteen (18) informants, from in total fifteen households, took part in 

the research. All of the informants were young academic adults; aged 22 to 37, with either a university 

or college degree, or studies under way. Educated, young individuals in an industrialised country 

constitute an interesting focus group from a policy perspective that emphasises the education of 

consumers and choice editing: these highly eco-literate, environmentally aware and often pro-

responsibility sympathetic people are those that are likely to be interested in the sustainability related 

information and look for it when making purchases (Pätäri et al. forthcoming). Although the market 

segmentation literature does not entirely agree on the characteristics of a potential green consumer 

(Laroche et al. 2001), the selected group of informants, based on the demographics, is likely to fall 

within the category of consumers with a propensity to pro-environmental action (Inglehart 1995; 

Marquart-Pyatt 2008).  
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Moreover, the informants were selected in an attempt to control for cultural background, and thus, 

all the informants were born and raised in Finland. In addition to these homogenising background 

factors, some informants owned their apartments; some of them were tenants. There was substantial 

variation in the informants’ level of income, and the fields of study and/or work ranged from 

engineering and business to nursing. The gender distribution was ten (10) men, and eight (8) women. 

Background information of the participants is summarised in Appendix 1. 

The informants were recruited through snowballing technique starting from acquaintances and 

students recruited in class1. Contact with informants was established either face-to-face or on a 

phone. A confirmatory e-mail with detailed instructions and information on the research was sent to 

all informants. At the outset, the informants were told that the research concerned daily consumption 

practices, without referring to the sustainability dimension of the research question. 

After establishing a contact with an informant, participant observation began in a grocery store of the 

informant’s choice. While specific attention was paid to the informants’ way of choosing items as well 

as the type of items selected, most of the informants got naturally engaged in an informal discussion 

simultaneously, resulting in a more elaborated picture of their grocery shopping patterns, motivations 

for selecting particular goods and the kinds of products they use to purchase. As the purpose was to 

accompany informants during their shopping routines, some informants were met in one supermarket 

according to their grocery shopping patterns; some informants were observed and followed to several 

stores during one shopping trip.  

Thereafter, the informants were advised to take photos of their everyday household activities at home 

during one week. They were instructed to focus on the moments of everyday routines that involved 

the handling of a material necessity commodity. Both the observations and photographs served 

further as a basis for interviews conducted in the homes of the informants. The semi-structured 

interviews, lasting from 50 to 90 minutes each, revolved around the practice of running a household 

                                                           
1 Econometrics tutorials for advanced Bachelor’s level students.  
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and consumption in general and as a part of housekeeping. Also, themes such as worldviews and 

values, sustainability in general and in everyday life were elaborated upon (refer to Appendix 2 for the 

original interview guide). Whereas some of the informants from a same household were interviewed 

separately (and provided separate sets of photographs), some couples preferred to be interviewed 

together. Additionally, some informants were visited several times, in order to engage in and observe 

different circumstances that form a part of the informants’ everyday lives, such as caring for children 

and spending leisure time. In addition to interview transcripts and visual consumption diaries, the data 

comprises field notes from the grocery store visits but also about several informal discussion had with 

the informants. A research diary was also kept for personal reflection: introspection serves as a 

complementary perspective to the data gathered through other means.  

The data collection process was iterative in that the interview guide was adjusted in response to the 

accumulating information. For example, if one interview served an institutional cue, this could be 

tested and explored further with the next informant. Some topics were left with less attention, 

whereas some areas were explored in more detail, based on the previous experience. In order to form 

a coherent understanding of the possible ways institutions might affect sustainability, the interview 

guide was also revised based on interviews with relevant experts. These expert interviews were 

carried out in parallel with the ethnographic data collection, and their main purpose was to enlighten 

the institutional perspectives to support informed interviewing of consumer-informants. Interviewed 

professionals included a board member of a non-profit organisation that delivers produce directly 

from local farmers to end-consumers, an organic farmer and lobbyist, a government research institute 

officer focusing on life-cycle analyses of food products, and an academic life-cycle researcher with a 

background in forest industry related projects.  

The data from all the available sources was first compiled for each household separately, to form a 

coherent picture of their everyday household practices. To understand the role of agency, the relative 

sustainability is considered between a realised action and an alternative to that action; an alternative 
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that is both reasonably available, and the sustainability of which can be assumed to be within the 

realm of awareness of the agent. Reasonable alternative here refers to a choice that an informant 

could make in situ: not acquiring a certain product at all, choosing an alternative product from similar 

products, or choosing a substitute or an alternative way of accomplishing similar ends, for example. 

The baseline for the awareness and understanding of sustainability, in turn, is derived from the 

interviews held with the informants. In other words, the choices are first considered in light of a 

collective understanding of sustainability based on which an informant could make informed choices. 

How these collective understandings look in relation to more absolute, objective terms, and how 

possible discrepancies between these may influence the real sustainability of practices, are further 

pondered in light of existing knowledge.  

The emerged understandings of household practices were further compared across households, in 

order to explicate similarities on the levels of practices and the sustainability they may exhibit. A basic 

spreadsheet programme was used to facilitate the analysis. The analysis was guided by the means of 

qualitative content analysis (Berg 2001): codes were attached to sustainability features on a 

household level, and further the emerging similarities across households formed higher-level themes. 

The role of coding, at this stage, was to serve as means to explicate the data and reduce it to themes 

of collectively shared embedded or deliberate sustainability of household practices (Syrjäläinen 1994).  

Quite the contrary, the institutional cues where also coded throughout the different kinds of collected 

data, but the analysis was not driven by the search for emerging themes. Instead, the institutional 

references, often made implicitly, were treated as potential avenues to understand the 

interrelatedness of external drivers and the emerged features of sustainability. At this stage, the 

content analysis proceeded in a theory-driven manner, in that concepts from practice theory and 

institutional theory were used to compile the whole picture of the sustainability of household 

practices in an institutional environment (see Tuomi and Sarajärvi 2011).  
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Accordingly, the following chapter first elaborates on the roles of choice and embeddedness in the 

sustainability of household practices through the picture formed from the different data sources. 

Emerging themes are further compiled and compared across product categories. An overarching 

picture of how institutional environment interacts with sustainability of domestic consumption is 

reasoned thereafter.  
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Results 

The Practices and Their Embedded and Consciously Motivated Sustainability 

In a given location, household practices tend to share remarkable similarities: people take care of their 

cleanliness in a certain manner, they are used to particular patterns of eating, they shop groceries, do 

laundry and store items for further use – in a certain way. People grow up to carry out things in a 

certain way, and this way of doing things involves the use of several material goods that are sometimes 

so integrated into the practices that people hardly pay attention to those. The location in this case is 

a medium-sized municipality in Finland, with nearly 73 000 inhabitants in about 37 000 households. It 

lays on the shores of a lake, and forest dominates the landscape in suburban areas and beyond, 

population density is 51 pers/km2. 33% of the households live in rented apartments; 47% of the total 

number of households live in small houses or detached houses. 28% of the population over 15 years 

have a university or college degree. There is a university, and the biggest private employer is a pulp 

and paper factory. All in all, this is a picture of a rather typical Finnish city.  

The informants involved in this study live in attached houses or apartments. They live by themselves, 

in a flat-share, or with their live-in partners or families. There were children in two of the households. 

Regardless of the household type, the material consumption and the household practices embracing 

them appear to fall into four categories, the embedded and consciously motivated sustainability of 

which seem to differ collectively. Food-related practices and personal hygiene form the most visible 

categories, whereas cleaning chemicals and paper products appear to be integrated into household 

practices to an extent where they vanish from sight into the taken-for-granted setting of a household. 

In the following, each of the product categories are elaborated separately, and the common and 

compared features of institutionalised sustainability versus personal effort are contemplated 

thereafter.  
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Food 

Perhaps the most studied household consumption good is food (Verain et al. 2012; Hughner 2007). It 

is also the aspect of material consumption that the informants started focusing on when asked to 

elaborate on what sort of goods they consume at home. As a rule, people have fridge and freeze for 

storing and preserving food, and biodegradable waste is separated at home, and brought to a 

collective recycling spot provided by each housing complex2. People are used to having breakfast at 

home (porridge, bread, muesli), and lunch relatively early, around 11am. Lunch is often eaten outside 

home: students make use of the government subsidised lunch at university canteens; working people 

have left-overs from home for lunch or go to lunch-serving restaurants or canteens. Most commonly, 

people eat another warm meal at home, after work. The informants did not feel the need to explain 

why they cooked a meal after work, implying that it is a common practice, but they attached meanings 

to the practice, such as spending time with partner and having healthy eating habits.  

Along with personal hygiene products, food is the product category where individual preferences play 

out most significantly. The conscious and self-motivated environmental efforts made in eating choices 

appear to concern vegetarianism and local food. Two of the informants were (lacto-ovo) vegetarians; 

four other informants had consciously paid attention to meat consumption for environmental 

reasons. Although decreasing meat consumption was commonly understood as a way to lower the 

environmental burden of eating, replacing meat with plant-based protein is, however, exceptional in 

the commonplace diet in Finland (de Boer et al. 2006). Meat (pork, beef, fish or poultry) is considered 

as an essential part of every meal, which was reflected in the informants’ eating habits as well. One of 

the informants included beans in his everyday cooking without a conscious environmental motivation. 

It seems noteworthy, that also people with high level of environmental awareness and technological 

                                                           
2 These spots usually contain bins for paper and board, biodegradable waste and residual waste. The student housing 
association at the city in question provides also collection for glass and metal. Municipalities are eventually responsible for 
waste collection, and they have the authority to regulate waste collection at real estates. Additionally, waste collection is 
organised through a number of recycling centres, and staffed recycling stations for hazardous waste.  
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understanding maintained the traditional dietary patterns, whereas some people who replaced meat 

with plant-based protein did so not because of environmental reasons.  

The impact of partner was evident. One informant had adapted vegetarian eating habits at home due 

to a vegetarian partner; another said that she used to highly prefer vegetarian food before moving in 

together with her partner. Although vegetarianism can be thought of as a chosen way of living, 

partners influenced food-related practices also in a more subtle way, evident to the informants too. 

Informants, regardless of gender, described putting more effort to cooking when sharing meals with 

someone, and being “more lazy with food” when living temporally alone. Also, when asked what might 

change his consumption habits in general, an informant described: 

“If I would live with someone. I’m just so used to making always the same food, but if someone 
would put a list on my hand and say that buy these, so that could change [my consumptions 
habits]”. 

“Jos asuisin toisen kanssa, niin ite oon vaan niin tottunut aina tekemään samaa ruokaa, mutta 
jos joku toinen antaisi listan käteen että osta näitä, niin se voisi muuttaa”3 

Another food-related preference with a conscious environmental motivation concerns the domestic 

production and origin of the ingredients. Short transportation distances were considered 

environmentally friendly, and consuming domestically produced food was seen as responsible, in 

terms of supporting the domestic economy but also from the environmental and ethical point of view: 

The environmental soundness and other responsibility dimensions of Finnish produce are considered 

guaranteed. Favouring Finnish produce and other groceries for the sake of responsibility appears as a 

discourse; a collective way of understanding the reality, referred to as something commonly 

perceived. Although the responsibility and environmental claims about Finnish produce may be 

problematic in many respects, the discourse gives a clear indication of a strong trust towards the state 

regulative environment.  

Organic food appears as a more multifaceted sub-category of food. Since organic food tend to 

command a price premium, buying organic food is mostly intentional, indicating a preference towards 

                                                           
3 The interviews were carried out in Finnish, and the excerpts were later translated into English by the author. 
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organic consumption. However, motivations for purchasing organic are diverse. Health and 

environmental reasons, and some sort of sympathy towards organic food production explained 

informants’ buying behaviour. It seems noteworthy that some informants, without having any self-

expressed motivation for environmentally or socially responsible consumption, did buy organic food 

intentionally. From the group of informants in this study, this phenomenon seems to be connected 

with having grown up in the countryside. Moreover, some informants who did not buy organic food 

said that they probably would, had they more money. Whereas organic food is clearly a matter of 

preference, Fair Trade products appear in a slightly different light. Some informants bought Fair Trade 

coffee due to a taste preference, without realising that it is Fair Trade production.  

One aspect of the sustainability of food related practices, as described above, culminates on 

environmentally motivated, consciously made choices. However, some choices that appear pro-social 

or pro-environmental are motivated by life-styles and preferences that do not connect to green values 

and intentions, at least not in a self-expressed way. For example, one informant packed mushrooms 

into a plastic bag in a grocery store mentioning that she would have preferred a paper bag. The 

moment she ended that thought she hurried to explain having meant that mushrooms go bad in a 

plastic bag, and that there were no other reason for her worry over choosing the plastic option. An 

other example would concern the buying of eggs originating from non-cage chicken farms: an 

informant who pointed out not having any sustainability driven motivations for consumption choices, 

buys eggs from non-cage farms because he does not “want to buy from cage farms”. The tendency 

was more common: people want to underline that they are not environmentalists, or ‘environmental 

hippies’. Often the informants distancing themselves from what they call “environmental hippiness”, 

however, turned out to have deep environmental concerns.  

Moreover, several informants live a very minimalistic life in terms of material consumption, for various 

reasons. Some connected it with a desire to live as ecologically as possible, but one brought up an 

ascetic ideal of avoiding everything unnecessary; another said that her anti-materialistic life style is a 
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result of moving a lot and often. Although minimalistic life style was a choice for these informants, for 

some it seems to be a reflection of both personality and circumstances; the way life just is. One 

informant realised this during the interview; when asked whether he would describe his life as 

sustainable, he replied: 

“No. Although I consume rather little, so that’s positive, in the end I consume surprisingly little, 
now that I think about it [- -] [Interviewer: Why do you consume little?] Because I don’t need 
anything. I’ve thought about this, that even if I had millions [of euros], I wouldn’t probably 
consume any differently, because it does not mean anything to me.” 

”En. Toisaalta mä kulutan aika vähän, että se on positiivista, mutta loppujen lopuksi mä kulutan 
kyllä yllättävän vähän kun näin miettii [- -] [interviewer: Miksi sä kulutat vähän?] Koska en mä 
tartte mitään. Mä oon miettinyt tätä asiaa, että vaikka mulla olisi miljoonia, mä en varmaan 
siltikään tekisi mitään ihmeellisiä kulutuksia, koska se ei mulle niin merkitse mitään.” 

The pure urge to consume only “what you need” translates into food related practices too. It seems 

to be connected with very conscious consumption and organised patterns of grocery shopping, few 

impulse purchases, as well as careful preservation of ingredients and left-overs, resulting eventually 

in negligible amounts of food waste. Ecologically motivated minimalists were more prone to weighing 

options and looking for products in different stores.  

While minimalism can be a conscious choice, environmentally motivated or not, or a way life has 

turned out, there were also common features in the way of doing things that do not appear quite as 

choices, but that do carry an environmental dimension. An obvious example would be the use of 

berries, often self-picked from the forest. People do not go picking berries because it is an ecological 

deed; it is a way of doing things that does not need justification or a reason. Even though the 

informants live in a city, half of them went berry picking in the autumn, and preserved the berries in 

a freeze. Three of the informants ate game-meat regularly, and one other informant brought up an 

interest to learn how to hunt. Some informants get produce from their parent’s gardens.  

Whereas eating wild food is a tradition way of doing things, interest towards locally cultivated and 

produced food may be seen as an emerging trend. It seems to be taking hold, however. Two 

informants purchased ingredients from a local non-profit organisation that delivers food from local 

farms. Two other informants, when choosing meat at the grocery store started talking about a desire 
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to buy directly from local farms. They, however, perceived it difficult. One informant did buy meat 

from a small slaughterhouse that procure meat from local farmers.  

Hygiene products 

The minimum set of hygiene products seem to comprise shampoo (and often conditioner), shower 

gel, hand soap and deodorant. The amount of various hygiene products varies a lot across informants, 

women possessing often a wider set of products. While consuming little can be considered ecological 

in this product category too, other embedded sustainability features are harder to find when it comes 

to hygiene practices. One would be the use of refill bottles for hand soap. Six informants, from four 

households, bought a huge package of soap and refilled a bottle buy the sink. They considered it 

practical. One informant bought a refill directly from a specific shop, both for shampoo and hand soap. 

Hygiene products are largely a matter of preference, and these originate from various conditions. The 

emerging responsibility dimensions in this product category include not only ecological considerations 

but to a larger extent also ethical: products not tested on animals. Buying ethical and ecological 

products were always a matter of conscious choice. Overall, organic or eco-cosmetics were marginal 

purchases among the informants. 

Health issues are another source of strong preferences, which can also overweigh responsibility 

related preferences for environmentally or ethically motivated consumers. While people are used to 

purchasing most of groceries from supermarkets, hygiene products were those bought from most 

diverse set of shops: beauty salons, specialised shops and pharmacies. Noteworthy, only in rare 

occasions the informants went to a specific shop to find some sort of an eco-grocery, but for a specific 

hygiene product or cosmetics many were willing to do the extra effort.  
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Paper products 

Frist, when asked to visually document daily routines that involve the consumption of a material good, 

strikingly many forgot to document any use of paper products. Yet, everyone uses at least toilet paper. 

The use of filter bags for coffee machine and baking paper (parchment paper for use in oven) is also 

firmly embedded in the collectively adapted way of cooking and brewing coffee. Both kinds of paper 

products were eventually found in nearly every household. Some informants, but not everybody, used 

paper towels in kitchen, as well as napkins.  

The use of paper products, in other words, was an integral part of practices that were similar across 

households. In that, the potential sustainability of paper use limits mostly to the choice of products. 

The following concise-toned interview excerpt tells a prevailing story. 

interviewer What is the trademark of the toilet paper you buy? Minkä merkkistä [vessapaperia] ostat? 

 
informant I don’t recall.  En muista. 

 
interviewer What is the reason why you have chosen this product? Millä perusteella olet valinnut tämän? 

 
informant It doesn’t cost like heck, and it feels okay in use.  Se ei maksa sikanaan ja on ihan hyvän tuntusta. 

 
interviewer Does the colour matter? Onko värillä väliä? 

 
informant Not really. Ei varsinaisesti. 

 
interviewer What do you mean by not really? Mitä tarkoittaa ei varsinaisesti? 

 
informant Well it doesn’t really matter, but it seems that those little bit 

better papers, those are white, and those like sandpaper, 
those has [a browner] colour. 

Ei sillä sinänsä, mutta tuntuu että sit kun se menee 
vähän parempiin niin ne on valkosia, ne on 
enemmän ne santapaperin oloset muun värisiä. 

 
interviewer The paper you usually use, do you remember whether it has 

any environmental label on it? 
Muistatko siitä paperista mitä oot käyttänyt että 
onko siinä jotain ympäristömerkkejä? 

 
informant I don’t remember, I haven’t checked.  En muista, en ole kattonut. 

 
interviewer Would it matter for you in these kinds of products? Oisko sillä mitään väliä tällaisissa tuotteissa, 

kiinnitätkö huomiota? 

 
informant Not really, it’s more like, if it turns out that something kills 

half of Finland, then I can switch to another product, 
otherwise it is not so strict.  

Ei sillä hirveesti ole, se on enemmän sellasta että jos 
selviää että se on jotain mikä tappaa puolet 
Suomesta niin sit voin vaihtaa pois, muuten se ei ole 
niin tarkkaa. 

 

The informant did in fact use eco-labelled toilet paper. It had the Nordic Ecolabel, and the package 

indicated that the company sponsors an orphanage. The paper was bleached, as inferred by the 
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informant, and it was manufactured in Finland from virgin fibre. Nearly every informant used eco-

labelled toilet paper, but only few were aware of it. Similarly, not everybody recalled the trademark 

of the toilet paper that he or she uses, not even in the common case that that the informant would 

always select the same paper, out of routine. One informant described the toilet paper he uses: 

“It is the one with the squirrel on, I think it is the squirrel, [trademark], yes I think it was, perhaps, 
I’m not sure, yeah, the one a little bit brown, yeah, no bleaching, yes yes, I’d say so. 
 
Well it is [trademark], it has some swan eco-label and it looks like it hasn’t been bleached, it 
has a nice picture of a squirrel, and well a friend of a friend of mine once worked there, it is 
quite inexpensive, I once checked, once I’ve compared the price-quality, then it’s always been 
the same, sometimes I buy the one with the owl, it is the owl of the nature-friendly 
trademark.”  
 
”Onko se se missä on se orava, muistaakseni se on se orava, [trademark], kyllä se tais olla, eiku 
kyllä se taitaa olla se [trademark], ehkä, en oo varma, kyllä, se mikä sellanen vähän 
ruskeemman värinen, joo, ei valkaistua, joo kyllä, kyl mä veikkaisin. 

No se on se [trademark], siinä on joku joutsenmerkki ja se näyttää siltä että sitä ei ole 
valkaistu, siinä on kiva oravan kuva, ja tota yks kaverin tuttu työskenteli joskus siellä, se on 
jotenkin jäänyt, se on aika edukas, joskus oon kattonut, sen kun on kerran kilpailuttanut niin se 
on sitten jäänyt, joskus tulee ostettua myös sitä missä on pöllö, se on ympäristöystävän pöllö.” 

 

Here, the informant did recall the trademark, and pointed out the importance of the paper being 

unbleached. Generally, in the cases where informants expressed a preference to buy environmentally 

friendly toilet paper, they pointed out the bleaching process over an ecolabel or the use of recycled 

raw material.4 In fact, when asked to define an environmentally friendly toilet paper, the raw material 

consideration between virgin and recycled fibres was hardly brought up at all.  

Furthermore, informants with no conscious effort for sustainable paper purchases had a set of 

preferences remarkably similar to each other, evident form the conversation excerpt above: toilet 

paper should be inexpensive, but for convenience reasons not the cheapest option. Also the 

availability of a big package size was important, especially for men. Products responding these 

preferences appear to be eco-labelled, as a rule. There are non-labelled toilet paper available in the 

lower price range, as well as in the higher. The choice of an environmentally sounder paper itself 

                                                           
4 As for clarity, toilet paper on the market is either white or yellowish depending on whether the paper is 
bleached. There are no coloured or scented paper on the market in Finland. 
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seems to be embedded in the practice due to a match between preferences and the available 

selection.  

As for the hard paper products, all of the informants used unbleached options, some intentionally, 

others unintentionally. The stores the informants used for grocery shopping have also bleached 

options available, although to a lesser extent. Unbleached options were available with and without 

the Nordic Ecolabel. The informants used mainly non-labelled products. Though the informants 

bought eco-labelled paper intentionally only in few cases, most of the informants spoke of the Nordic 

Ecolabel in a positive way, expressing trust towards the labelling process and the information the label 

indicates. 

Cleaning chemicals 

As a product category, cleaning chemicals as an integral part of household practices remind of paper 

products. They appear necessary for their instrumental use only. All the informants cleaned their 

homes themselves, and the minimum set of chemicals included some sort of multi-purpose cleanser, 

dishwashing liquid and laundry detergent. Depending on cleaning habits, some informants managed 

with these basic products, while others had specific cleansers for different surfaces, such as the stove, 

oven and faucets and the toilet. Furthermore, the use of extensive set of cleaning chemicals seems to 

be connected, quite naturally, with more intentional selection of products, whereas the use of only a 

couple of all-purpose products seems to follow a pattern of buying the same exact products over and 

over again. One informant saw her minimal use of cleaning chemicals as an ecological deed, but her 

live-in partner had never thought of their cleaning practices from that perspective.  

While the informants assessed the sustainability of tissue paper based on the bleaching process, such 

technical feature is not readily available and assessable for the consumer when it comes to cleaning 

chemicals. The sustainability information that may guide consumers buying behaviour is limited to 

eco-labels. Moreover, the range of eco-labelled cleaning chemicals is much narrower than for paper 

products, rendering unintentional use of eco-labelled products rare, and intentional use of eco-
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labelled products effort-demanding. For example, an informant, who would prefer both eco-labelled 

laundry detergent and a big package size, said that this combination is not available. Hence, in addition 

to paying the price premium, she would need to give up the convenience of buying a large-size 

package. Another environmentally motivated informant brought up cleaning chemicals when asked 

to compare product categories in terms of the ease of finding environmentally sound options:  

“Of daily consumer goods, efficient cleaning products, it is hard to find a[n eco-labelled] product 
that would be good for real, and the selection is not quite wide in many of the shops.” 

”Käyttötavaroista, tehokkaat siivousvälineet, se on vaikeeta että se on oikeesti hyvä tuote, ja 
valikoima ei ole kaikissa kaupoissa kovin laaja.” 

 

Embedded and self-motivated sustainability compared 

Sustainability features differently in different product categories, which appears to be a result of a 

web of interconnected motivations, habits and collective and individual dispositions to engage in 

household practices. Pro-responsibility behaviour manifesting in household practices can be 

consciously environmentally, socially, economically or ethically self-motivated choices; choices of eco-

labelled or self-assessed sustainable products, choices of lifestyle and most feebly, choices of the way 

things are carried out. All of this, however, can occur with or without self-motivation for pro-

responsible behaviour. Moreover, these dimensions vary between product categories and on an 

individual level.  

Understanding the embedded role of sustainability requires the conceptualisation of a cultural 

context, a shared or collective “symbolic structures of knowledge which enable and constrain the 

agents to interpret the world according to certain forms and to behave in corresponding ways”, as 

Reckwitz (2002) spells out the cultural theory point of view to social analysis. Through the concepts of 

habitus and field, the cultural context embedded in the informants’ household practices could refer 

to the shared dispositions of their habitus due to the shared cultural field in which they grew up. These 

dispositions are informal in nature, and seem to lay foundations that shape practices. A deeply rooted, 

implicitly ubiquitous collectively shared disposition seems to emerge from the way of understanding 
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sustainability at large: In relative terms, the path towards contributing to sustainable development 

would open up through a more self-sustained life, in a deeper connection with nature. In a very 

practical and realistic manner, the conception has a sense of ‘back to the nature’ mentality combined 

with and supported by the trust in technological development and the possibilities it may open.  

Practice theory, as conceptualised in the seminal paper of Reckwitz (2002), sees a practice as a 

routinized activity comprising both bodily and mental activities, embodying the use of things in a 

certain way, and knowledge as in ways of understanding, desiring and knowing how, all in an 

inseparable and tacit way. Shove (2003a: 2), in her practice theoretical account on comfort, cleanliness 

and convenience, illustrates a practice in a similar vein as “the creep of convention and the escalation 

and standardization of conditions and circumstances that people take for granted”. In the context of 

studied household practices, such practices include, for instance, the use of toilet paper per se, the 

means of cleaning a house, the way we understand that in a daily, routinized life it is normal to have 

dinner around six, and that porridge is a healthy start for the day. These are “the barely detectable 

gridlines of everyday life”, in Shove’s (2003a: 2) words. Such practices evolve slowly, and people within 

a particular societal and cultural context (field) share them widely. In other words, we grow up doing 

things in a certain way, regarding this way of engaging in things as ordinary.  

Sustainability at this gridline practice level concerns mainly the way we are used to using particular 

material goods in our daily lives: no one questioned the use of toilet paper, shampoo or disposable 

sanitary pads, for example, although their use as part of household practices is neither self-evident, 

nor universal. Being consciously aware of the culturally learned way of engaging in things requires 

relatively high capacity for self-reflection, as illustrated in the paper of Butler et al. (2014) who studied 

household energy consumption practices. Also, doing things differently would often require an extra 

effort, since the evolution of practices has occurred in connection with the development of 

technology, infrastructures and other institutions (Shove 2003b).  
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A sustainability related example of these widely shared ways of doing things would include the 

position of meat and milk in the commonplace diet. Being a vegetarian most often requires breaking 

off the adapted way of carrying out with life, learning deviating ways of doing things in the same 

institutional context that helps maintaining the traditional way of doing things. On the other hand, 

vegetarianism is enabled, for instance, by transnational learning due to mobility and easy access to 

information, as well as markets that respond to increasing demand of plant-based proteins. However, 

it also needs motivation: both of the vegetarian informants had a strong personal drive to live in an 

ecological manner.  

Another example of the extra effort required to do things differently on a culturally widely shared 

practice level concerns the patterns of shopping. The retail of daily consumer goods in Finland is an 

oligopoly. The two major grocery retailers (S Group and the K-Group) together hold a market share of 

over 80%. People use to do grocery shopping within the supply of these two chains, and many people 

buy all the daily consumer goods from these stores, which has become the ordinary way of daily 

matters. Some of the informants, however, deviated from this pattern. One couple purchased produce 

from local farms through a small locally operating non-profit organisation that organises the delivering 

process. Another informant bought shampoo refill for her own bottle from a special shop. Both cases 

again, involved high level of self-motivation.  

On the other hand, some culturally shared dispositions that lay foundations for regarding something 

as ordinary, realise through habits that are sustainable by their very nature, such as the berry-picking 

tradition and other personal use of forests. These are habits and traditions that involve people 

regardless of their attitudes, intentions and motivations for pro-responsibility behaviour. Those are 

part of ordinary way of life. To summarise, the culturally widely shared practices may embed 

sustainability that thus is adapted by a variety of people, whereas when these practices are non-

sustainable, it requires extra high level of self-reflection and motivation to engage in more sustainable 

ways of carrying out things.  
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Largely constrained by this culturally widely shared way of doing things, people develop different kinds 

of routines reflecting different circumstantial social fields that conditioned the development of their 

habitus. The effect of various socio demographics on the development on habitual behaviour is well 

documented in the literature (e.g. Hallström et al. 2011); the role of habits in eating and consumer 

behaviour is well recognised (van’t Riet et al. 2011; Wood and Neal 2009). Compared with culturally 

widely shared practices, this level of routines, often emerging as habits, are generally more conscious 

to the agent. For instance, many of the informants were used to frequently picking up the same 

products from the grocery store, which was both evident from their way of acting in the store, and in 

many cases articulated explicitly by the informant. These routines also change more easily, either due 

to self-motivation or because of a circumstantial influence, such as partner. Accordingly, sustainability 

in routinized daily life can come about for various reasons, and here the differences between product 

categories become more evident across informants.  

To illustrate, everyone cleans and eats, takes care of personal hygiene. However, the routines around 

these practices, however, involve various kinds of products that are used in various amounts, at 

various frequencies. The use of paper products as part of routines concerning personal hygiene, 

cleaning or cooking, appears most similar among all the informants. First, the products in use are 

about the same (toilet paper, coffee filters, parchment paper and sometimes napkins and kitchen 

towels), and there are not a lot variation in the way of using these products. Moreover, the kinds of 

products used share similarities that are of interest from the sustainability perspective. Nearly all use 

non-bleached coffee filters and parchment paper regardless of their environmental knowledge or 

motivation. Also, informants mainly used eco-labelled toilet paper (Nordic Ecolabel), but often were 

not aware of it. The informants, who intentionally wanted to purchase environmentally friendly toilet 

paper, assessed the sustainability based on whether the paper was bleached. Hence, when it comes 

to paper products, sustainability appears to be largely of embedded nature rather than due to 

deliberate choice, equalising sustainability across various kinds of consumers.  
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Cleaning chemicals fall within the same category as paper products in that they are used in a similar 

way across households; similar but not identical products can be found across households. However, 

compared to paper products, it seems rare to use eco-labelled cleaning products without a consciously 

made choice, and other sustainability criteria than eco-labels were not obviously available for 

informants. The embedded sustainability in cleaning routines could feature through minimalistic 

chemical use, which had little to do with environmental motivation.  

The routines around eating varied the most. Notably, as elaborated in more detail above, choices that 

appear environmentally or ethically sound are not necessarily made due to pro-responsibility 

preferences. The same applies to routines. Still these choices may be made consciously; the 

informants may be highly aware of their routines. In other words, sustainability in eating routines and 

produce choices is a multi-dimensional issue – a reality that challenges the discussion over the 

intention-action gap. The informed consumer is, moreover, highly aware of this multi-dimensionality 

of sustainability. The objective assessment of the sustainability of produce is challenging, and the 

informants who wished to make environmentally sound food choices, generally chose to reduce the 

consumption of meat instead of preferring for example organic food. The informants did buy organic 

produce though, but it happened for various reasons, not necessarily linked to pro-environmental 

intentions. On the other hand, the embedded sustainability in eating routines features largely through 

minimalism; buying what one needs and not producing food waste. Often, this did not link to pro-

environmental intentions either. Moreover, the possibility for routinized sustainability is to a 

remarkable extent externalised to government quite directly: students have lunch in specific canteens 

for government-subsidised prices.  

As for hygiene products, the exact products used varied a lot, although the practices behind taking 

care of personal hygiene are very similar. This is the product category where the informants put the 

most effort to find products that satisfied their preferences. The use of environmentally and ethically 

manufactured products accounted for high motivation for pro-responsibility consumption choices. 
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However, even for environmentally highly motivated consumers, other preferences (such as health 

related ones) sometimes overrun environmental motivation.  

 

In Institutional Words 

After providing me with photos of his daily consumption and having me stalking him at a grocery 
store, an informant finally asked me after the interview, what I am actually interested in; what 
I am really studying. I told him that at the end of the day I am interested in institutions: how the 
sustainability of our daily consumption is shaped by the institutional structure of our society; 
how much of it can be accounted to individual preferences. He looked at me in disbelief, as if I 
wasn’t being entirely wise. “You know, it is all about what is being sold to us”, he said.  

He made an institutional remark, and he had a fair point. The oligopolistic market structure of grocery 

retailing in Finland most definitely has an impact on consumption: There are no free markets where 

the prices would clear according to supply and demand, but a system of exchange concerted by two 

big players that have the position to exert market power on producers and consumers alike. Going 

beyond the interface of the consumer and retailer, the informant’s comment carries a profounder 

remark on what is being produced and how. On the other hand, he seems to take the institutional 

structuring of sustainability as given, with no feedback loops from consumers and demand. The 

example illustrates how institutions were often talked about: implicitly and indirectly. Yet, everybody 

talked about institutions. 

The institutional cues were numerous, as became evident already in the previous chapter: it is simply 

not possible to describe consumption practices without referring to institutional setting. Moreover, 

the explication of the sustainability of household practices in light of habitus and social field revealed 

a sort of a hierarchy depicting the nature of action and its drivers, as elaborated in the previous 

chapter and illustrated below.  
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Figure 1. Hierarchy of informal institutions 

 

The emerged hierarchy consists of four layers of the underlying structures that shape our action. The 

levels differ in terms of how much agency versus cultural heritage (social structure) exerts power in 

each. If the goal is to render behaviour more sustainable, we need to understand from which level the 

reason for undesired action stems. We also need to understand how the levels interact with each 

other, and with the surrounding institutional setting.  

A central feature of the hierarchy lies in the time span that it requires for each layer to change; the 

upper-most the level, the more time it takes to change, just as in the hierarchy of institutions 

presented by Williamson (2000). Two of the top-most layers illustrated in the figure above depict the 

so called cultural context: cultural disposition depicts the way we grow up understanding and 

attaching meanings to the world, simply put; practices refer to the way we grow up doing things, 

engaging in things. The evolution of cultural dispositions is, arguably, an extremely slow process, 

connected with nature and geography, climate, language, to say the least. Practices on the other hand 

do change, though it is likely to take at least a generation (see Shove 2003a). Routines are built upon 

practices (and eventually upon cultural dispositions); they are different ways to perform things within 

cultural context
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the cultural context. They are more conscious to the agent than the cultural context and they change 

more quickly. Preferences furthermore may change overnight.  

To illustrate, many of the informants brought up a desire not to acquire and keep things that they do 

not need. Several of them further made a comparison with their parents who use to “hoard things”. 

When asked to ponder why their parents’ behaviour differ in this sense, one informant said: “They are 

probably preparing for a winter war.” Although it was said with a grain of sarcasm, the other side of 

the coin tells a story of how habits change due to evolving circumstances, but how it may take a 

generation for the change to realise. Another informant, living a (not environmentally motivated) 

minimalistic life, said that money is purely a matter of safety to him. Materia may have represented 

safety for the parents’ generation, the same ways as money does for the 30-year-old informant today. 

Safety, after all, was the feature that was always brought up when the informants described a society 

that is good and desirable. Habits stick, and while the institutional setting is now shared by both the 

generations, their behaviour differ.  

Linked to the more permanent nature of the higher levels in the hierarchy, they can be thought of 

posing constrains on lower level institutions. In practice, this means that if a behavioural change would 

be initiated through external intervention, such as a policy measure, the goal of the intervention at a 

certain level would need to be in line with the higher levels of the underlying structure of action. For 

example, if a practice is unsustainable by its very nature, changing people’s preferences are not likely 

to lead to a desired change in behaviour. The higher level, in other words, defines what is seen 

legitimate, to some extent. Based on the previous chapters; emerging from the analysis based on 

ethnographic data, this paper argues the following: 

Interventions planned to promote green consumerism, buying of more environmentally 

friendly products, will not take hold since the goal of this intervention contradicts with 

the cultural disposition shaping the understanding of what is sustainable and what kinds 

of action would eventually contribute towards sustainable development. 
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Deeper connection with nature, living as much directly from the nature as possible, was seen as the 

end of the sustainability axis. The informants did not necessarily mean going back to the way life was 

before industrial revolution, but rather saw technology and technological development as an enabling 

institution. Notably, the informants did not see this way of life as a utopian fantasy, but a practical 

choice at arms-length. Purchasing eco-labelled products, in other words, is not seen as a way to make 

a difference. This is probably further reinforced by the evident suspicion towards marketing as an 

institution. However, there seems to be a desire to act on the concern over environment or social 

issues, but it remains unclear how this would be best done. 

Furthermore, the permanent nature of practices compared to routines and preference-based choices 

implies that they have developed slowly, and that their change is a slow process presumably 

interconnected with the development of external circumstances. Moreover, it seems plausible that 

the more evolutionary the development of practices, the more they are likely to be tied with formal 

institutional structure. Routines and preferences on the other hand are more likely to be affected by 

such informal institutions as discourses, media and marketing, for they are primarily controlled by 

agency.  

The comparison between product categories revealed that sustainability is most pervasive across 

individuals when it is embedded in collective ways of carrying out things, such as in the case of paper 

products. The relatively more sustainable choices of paper products are embedded in the routines in 

a widely shared way, perhaps to an extent that we might think of it as part of practices. On an 

individual level, the embedded sustainability across product categories and different household 

practices stems from minimalism – an overarching way of doing things. To sum up, the paper argues: 

If a pervasive sustainability is to be achieved and maintained, it should be embedded in 

practices that are an institutionally constructed result of an evolutionary process. 

The role of agency in reaching sustainable goals should by no means be dismissed either. The analysis 

emphasises that various drivers can result in sustainable consumption behaviour, even though they 
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would not obviously link to environmental motivations, emphasising both other sources of motivation 

and the potential role of institutions. Moreover, the agency-driven behaviour is likely to interact 

differently with and with different institutions than more culturally embedded behaviour. An example 

stemming from the analysis would be the role of discourses, especially the one over “environmental 

hippies” that seems to hinder sustainability at a choice level. Furthermore, the role of information, 

especially the kind of information available, is of importance from the agency perspective. Information 

provided across all the products in a certain category appears powerful. Such information can be 

institutionally regulated, such as the EU-level requirement to enclose information on the production 

facilities of farms for laying hens, or it can emerge from transparent, easily assessable technological 

features, such as the bleaching of the toilet paper. Both examples illustrate that even information is 

institutionally rooted. The same applies to information based on government funded research that 

essentially could fill the trust gap between consumers and information produced by institutional 

interest groups. However, also this kind of information is constrained (and enabled) by the funding 

structures: the sources of funding and their power in determining what kind of research governmental 

institutions conduct.  

The analysis with its examples make clear the importance of understanding the interaction between 

formal rules and informal institutions. The analysis can be guided by the hierarchy introduced as a 

result of this research, the hierarchy of informal institutions, that opens up the different role formal 

institutions can have in shaping the underlying structures based on which economic action occurs. 

Further, the analysis can be guided by the hierarchy of (formal) institutions conceptualised by 

Williamson (2000). These two hierarchies appear commensurable.  

Williamson (2000) argues that the level 2 formal institutions (often state level institutions, such as the 

rule of law) constitute the rules of the game, whereas the governance structures forms the play of the 

game. Similarly, practices can be seen as setting the “rules of the game” within which the game is 

played in forms of routines and preference based choices. Furthermore, as the state level formal 
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institutions are permanent in nature, just as practices, it seems plausible to hypothesise that their 

development have been interwoven. Similar level formal and informal institutions are likely to have 

(had) an impact on each other, whereas the impact initiated from other level may not penetrate and 

take hold at a higher or lower level. To demonstrate, prices and quantities (resource allocation level 

of formal institutions) are likely to influence consumers’ choices, but are less likely to penetrate the 

practice level of doing things.  

In other words, the hierarchy presented in this study appears commensurable with Williamson’s 

(2000) hierarchy of institutions, though extending the conceptualisation of informal institutions. It 

shall be further emphasised that what is called a hierarchy of informal institutions does not categorise 

informal institutions as they are often conceptualised in institutional economics, but introduces an 

underlying structure of actions that interacts with different external institutions. For example, a 

common conceptualisation of an informal institution is values. The hierarchy (Figure 1) implies that in 

order to understand and model how values interact with other (often formal) institutions it would be 

necessary to understand whether values refer to cultural dispositions (which they may) or something 

more personally constructed. The central point here would be the potential usefulness of 

distinguishing cultural context from specific informal institutions; cultural context gives rise to 

informal institutions, such as habits, that may be much more malleable than the cultural context itself. 
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Summary and Conclusions 

Understanding how the consumption of our contemporary societies can be rendered more 

sustainable is of crucial importance. This paper argues that it is of importance to recognise both the 

existing institutions that maintain already existing sustainability in everyday life practices and the 

institutions that may constrain the embedding of sustainability into practices. The paper shed light on 

these issues through reconciling theoretical and conceptual groundings of institutional and practice 

theoretical literatures, and using these insights to study the sustainability of consumption through the 

methodology of institutional ethnography. 

The paper argues that in order to understand how various institutions interact with economic action, 

consumption and its sustainability in this case, it is crucial to recognise the underlying structures that 

shape the action: Cultural dispositions, practices, routines and preference-driven choices all interact 

differently with external changes. Furthermore, these four layers form a hierarchy that imposes 

consequences for policy interventions. As the cultural context (cultural dispositions and practices) 

changes slowly and is likely to be firmly intertwined with the existing institutional environment, the 

sustainability is more widespread if it is embedded in the cultural context, as opposed to being a result 

of more agency driven forms of action. Also, if sustainability is to be rooted through choice editing, 

the intervention is likely to take hold the better the more it is in line with the more permanent 

structures of actions, the cultural context. Changing an unsustainable practice itself is likely to require 

a more extensive change in the overall institutional environment.  

The study was explorative in nature, and aimed to lay foundations for establishing hypotheses that 

can be confirmed with econometric techniques. The paper argues that combining the insights from 

the emerged “hierarchy of informal institutions” with the institutional hierarchy presented in 

Williamson (2000) can advise more realistic hypotheses building about the interaction of formal and 

informal institutions, and their impact on economic action. For example, the embedded sustainability 

of paper products in household practices could open an interesting avenue for institutional inquiry. 
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Perhaps the sustainability of a product category is likely to be the more embedded, the more integral 

the product (category) is in a practice, and the more the sector’s CSR is technology driven. Cultural 

dispositions, the industrial structure, trust in government regulation and literacy in transparent 

technological features of sustainability may also play a role.  

The explorative nature of the study also implies the limitations of the study: On the substance level, 

the data both supports and challenges the previous research on the sustainability of domestic material 

consumption, and elaborating on these aspects in more detail would shed new light on the analysis. 

Especially, combining technological life cycle research to advise the assessment of sustainability could 

open up avenues to understand the institutional constraints on our consumption practices. 
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Background information of the informants 

 

                      members of the  
household 

          field of  
profession       age   type of dwelling     occupancy   

h
o

u
se

h
o

ld
 

in
fo

rm
an

t 

  2
2

-3
0

 

3
0

-3
7

 

  ap
ar

tm
en

t 

at
ta

ch
ed

 h
o

u
se

 

o
w

n
er

 o
f 

th
e 

p
ro

p
er

ty
 

te
n

an
t 

  liv
es

 a
lo

n
e 

liv
es

 w
it

h
 p

ar
tn

er
 

w
it

h
 p

ar
tn

er
 a

n
d

 c
h

ild
re

n
 

liv
es

 in
 f

la
ts

h
ar

e 

  st
u

d
en

t 

p
ar

t 
ti

m
e 

jo
b

 /
 s

u
m

m
er

 jo
b

 

fu
ll 

ti
m

e 
jo

b
 

  en
gi

n
ee

ri
n

g,
 e

n
vi

ro
n

m
en

ta
l/

en
er

gy
 

e
n

gi
n

ee
ri

n
g,

 o
th

er
 

b
u

si
n

es
s 

&
 e

co
n

o
m

ic
s 

h
ea

lt
h

 s
ci

en
ce

s,
 s

o
ci

al
 s

e
rv

ic
es

 

1 1                                             

2 2                                             

3 
3                                             

4                                             

4 5                                             

5 6                                             

6 
7                                             

8                                             

7 9                                             

8 10                                             

9 11                                             

10 
12                                             

13                                             

11 
14                                             

15                                             

12 16                                             

13 17                                             

14 18                                             

 



 
APPENDIX II 
Interview guide 

 

 

 

 

 

BACKGROUND INFO 
 
Informant: 
- age 
- education, occupation 
- places of residence 
 
Household  
- number of residents 
- ownership 
- recycling facilities 
- household appliances 
- etc. 

GENERAL QUESTIONS 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

HOME, HOUSEKEEPING 
- the importance/meaning of home and housekeeping for the informant  
- the constraints / enablers for the current state of affairs 
e.g. How much time and what kind of time do you spend at home? What 
does home mean to you?  

VALUES, WORLDWIEVS 

- the guiding principles and 
motivations in life, 
in relation to others  
and society, with regard  
to  consumption 
 
e.g. Do you see that your values are in line / 
contradict with the prevailing values in society?  
What motivates you in life? What do you value 
in everyday life? What is a good life / society?  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

CONSUMPTION 
- how the informant categorises consumption and consumer goods  
  (in general/in home, material vs. immaterial consumption) 
- what does consumption mean for the informant 
- constraints / enablers of current consumption 
 
e.g. What sort of things do you consume? Would an increase/decrease in 
income affect your consumption and how? What does consumption mean 
to you? What does necessity/luxury consumption mean to you/in your 
life?  

 
- the meaning / importance of sustainability  

in personal life / in general 

 

e.g. What does sustainable development mean  

to you / in general? Do you think about  

sustainability when you shop? Do you consider  

your lifestyle / consumption as sustainable?  

 

 

SUSTAINABILITY 

SPECIFIC QUESTIONS 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

What do you value in a consumer good? 

How and why do you choose the products that you purchase? 

Based on photos and previous discussions and 

observation data: the kinds of products used, the 

they products are used, motivations, routines, 

awareness of the products used etc. 

Standard questions regarding awareness of prices, 

and specific choices of products  

(milk, eggs, toilet paper) 

Understanding / meaning of sustainability in 

relation to specific issues: eating habits, products 

(toilet paper, cleaning chemicals) 

objective versus subjective information 

explicit versus implicit information 

 


