
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

“Every little bit helps…” 
 
Overcoming the challenges to 
researching, promoting and 
implementing sustainable lifestyles 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Centre for Sustainable Development 
University of Westminster 
March 2004 
 
 

 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Acknowledgements 
 
The research project was funded through a New Horizons Research Programme 
contract from the Department for Transport (DfT).  The views expressed in this 
project summary are not necessarily those of the DfT. 
 
Research Project managers 
Professor Peter Jones 
Dr Helen Walker 
 
Project authors 
Dr Tracey Bedford 
Professor Peter Jones 
Dr Helen Walker 
 
Project Summary prepared by Andrew Ross at Final Draft Consultancy Ltd 
finaldraft@btopenworld.com 
 
 
 
 
“Every little bit helps…”: overcoming the challenges to researching, promoting and 
implementing sustainable lifestyles 
 
Published by Centre for Sustainable Development, University of Westminster 
March 2004 
 
For more copies of this report please visit the Centre for Sustainable Development website, 
www.wmin.ac.uk/cfsd, or telephone 020 7911 5073

  

mailto:finaldraft@btopenworld.com
http://www.wmin.ac.uk/cfsd


Contents Page
 
Executive summary 

 
Introduction 
 

i

1

1. Understanding a ‘sustainable lifestyle’ 
Defining sustainability 
Defining lifestyle 
Defining sustainable lifestyle 
Influencing lifestyles to enhance sustainability 
 

3
3
3
4
5

2.  Why do we need to change existing lifestyles? 
The environmental impacts of existing lifestyles 
Mapping individual behaviour 
Social and economic aspects of sustainable changes to lifestyle 
 

7
7
8
9

 
3.  Measuring a sustainable lifestyle 
Background 
Sustainability indicators 
Developing an indicator set to measure sustainable lifestyles 
Availability of data 
Addressing gaps in the data 
 

11
11
11
13
16
17

4. Issues to be considered when promoting sustainable lifestyles 
Introduction 
People’s sense of personal responsibility 
Cost and convenience 
Lifestyle aspirations 
 

19
19
19
20
20

5.  What a sustainable lifestyle might look like and how to make it 
attractive 
What would a more sustainable lifestyle look like? 
Who wants a sustainable lifestyle? 
How to make a sustainable lifestyle attractive 
 

22
22
23
23

6. Sustainable lifestyles: project recommendations 
 

26

7. Conclusion 
 

28

References 
 

29

Figures 

1. Lifestyle umbrella of consumption clusters 
2. Criteria involved in decision making for food choices 
3. Resource flows and sustainability impacts for lifestyle 
4. Indicator sets to measure the sustainability of lifestyles 
5. Overview of data availability 
6. General lessons from the Are You Doing Your Bit? campaign 
 

8
9

12
14
16
24

 

 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



Every little bit helps: overcoming the challenges to researching, promoting and implementing sustainable lifestyles 
 

Executive summary  
 
Findings 
 
One of the key challenges of the early twenty-first century is to reconcile the 
need to reduce the levels of energy and environmental resources we consume, 
while at the same time improving the quality of life for all.  
 
Researchers from the Centre for Sustainable Development (CfSD) at the 
University of Westminster have examined how it might be possible to measure, 
promote and implement sustainable lifestyles.  The study found that: 
 
• There is a range of significant environmental impacts associated with how 

individuals currently live which urgently need to be addressed.  However 
people will resist making changes to their lifestyle if they feel that their 
quality of life will be undermined or reduced in some way.  The way in which 
recycling has become accepted suggests that it is possible to introduce 
actions to reduce environmental impacts which individuals are willing to take, 
but they must involve minimal inconvenience or extra cost. 

 
• Reducing the amount of resources that individuals consume through their 

existing lifestyles is an important part of moving towards sustainable 
lifestyles.  However, resource use is currently inequitable and any approach 
to increasing the sustainability of lifestyles will need to take into account this 
uneven lack of access to resources. 

 
• There is substantial variation in the availability of data that are required to 

support policies designed to implement sustainable lifestyles.  Some areas, 
like energy, have surveys that allow for good, coherent analyses.  However 
other crucial resource issues, for example water and its use, have a dearth 
of suitable data on which to base decisions about how to bring about more 
sustainable lifestyles.  It is imperative that all necessary information is 
collated and made available so that suitable policies can be developed and 
actions prioritised.  

 
• Although government attempts to promote and facilitate sustainable 

lifestyles may be motivated by an urgency to address pressing 
environmental concerns, these initiatives need to reflect what influences 
lifestyle change.  The most effective approach is likely to involve the 
targeting of different strategies at various consumer groups.  This kind of 
multifaceted approach will require more disaggregated data than is currently 
available, both to identify target groups and to assess the effects of policy 
interventions. 

 
• Individuals obtain much of their knowledge about the environment at a local 

level, especially in their workplaces.  Any campaigns to change behaviour at 
home should also be simultaneously promoted via workplaces to promote a 
feeling of normality, equal responsibility and effectiveness.  To avoid 
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confusion, government needs to coordinate its approach to promoting 
messages about sustainable lifestyles. 

 
Background 
 
When representatives from around the world gathered at Johannesburg in 2002 
for the UN World Summit on sustainable development, one of the issues on the 
agenda was how to curb the over-consumption of wealthy societies.  One 
outcome of the summit was an instruction to national governments to produce 
sustainable consumption and production strategies.  In September 2003 the UK 
government launched a framework which sets out how it proposes to change 
consumption and production patterns. 
 
The publication of this study by the Centre for Sustainable Development at the 
University of Westminster is therefore a timely contribution to the overall debate 
on how to research, promote and implement more sustainable lifestyles, 
particularly in wealthy countries including the UK. 
 
This research defines sustainable lifestyles in the following way:  
 

Sustainable lifestyles are patterns of action and consumption, used by 
people to affiliate and differentiate themselves from other people, which:  
• Meet basic needs 
• Provide a better quality of life 
• Minimise the use of natural resources and emissions of waste and 

pollutants over the lifecycle 
• Do not jeopardise the needs of future generations. 

 
One of the primary motivators for individuals who live in a society which values 
the acquisition of commodities is to increase consumption in order to achieve 
the highest possible quality of life. Hence, as environmentalism has become 
entwined with images of denial, such as not driving and using less water, it has 
fallen out of line with what society considers to be normal behaviour (Schulze, 
1997).  
 
To be effective, any attempts to change lifestyle patterns in the interests of 
sustainability will therefore need to: 
 
1. Understand why people consume products in the way that they do. 
2. Promote an awareness of the positive impact which changing that 

consumption pattern will have on an individual’s quality of life. 
3. Establish the likelihood of a person’s willingness to participate in change.  
 
Why do we need to change existing lifestyles? 
 
There is a range of significant environmental impacts that are generated by 
existing lifestyles in the UK. These include: 
 
• Unsustainable and rising levels of water consumption (PIU, 2001a; EA, 

2001) 
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• Increasing levels of urbanisation in the UK and loss of greenfield sites and 
old growth forests (McLaren et al, 1998) 

• High levels of domestic energy use, from space and water heating, and the 
increasing use of electrical appliances (PIU, 2002; DETR, 2000a; EEP, 
1997) 

• High levels of passenger car use causing climate change, air pollution, 
congestion and health problems (EA, 2001; DETR, 2000a) 

• Increasing levels of air travel causing climate change and air pollution 
(DETR, 2000a) 

• Rising levels of household waste and low levels of recycling (PIU, 2001a; 
EA, 2001) 

• Fish stock depletion through high levels of consumption of certain types of 
fish (MSC, 2002) 

• High levels of meat and dairy produce consumption and the corresponding 
impacts on land consumption and health (McLaren et al, 1998; Lorek and 
Spangenberg, 2000) 

• Increasing transportation of non-seasonal foods and imports, and high levels 
of food processing (Sustain, 2001) 

• Land pollution and biodiversity loss through intensive agricultural practices, 
and a corresponding need to shift to more sustainably produced food (Lorek 
and Spangenberg, 2000). 

 
Reducing the level of resources that existing lifestyles consume is an important 
step in moving towards sustainable lifestyles. However, on its own, this will not 
be sufficient. The definition cited earlier also argued that a sustainable lifestyle 
must meet basic needs and provide a better quality of life. Where an individual 
does not have their basic needs met (such as decent housing or sufficient food) 
then, however low their resource consumption might be, they are not able to live 
a sustainable lifestyle. For example, the observation that an individual is 
consuming gas or electricity at an environmentally acceptable level may be a 
consequence of that individual not being able to afford to heat their dwelling 
adequately. 
 
Improving quality of life is also an important consideration, particularly for 
people living in deprived areas.  The Government’s Neighbourhood Renewal 
Unit has recognised that ‘local environmental issues are key considerations for 
people locally and are crucial to improving quality of life’ (NRU: ODPM 2003). 
 
We need to change the pattern and mix of existing lifestyles, not just because 
they are environmentally damaging, but also because of the poverty and poor 
quality of life experienced by some individuals.  Incorporating these social and 
economic issues into an examination of sustainable lifestyles is complex but 
essential, and is only partly possible with existing available data. 
 
Developing an indicator set to measure sustainable lifestyles 
 
The table overleaf illustrates the set of state, driving force and response 
indicators recommended by this project to measure the sustainability of 
lifestyles. These are based on a full analysis of the availability of data for, and 
relevancy of, each indicator.
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A possible set of sustainability indicators to measure lifestyles 
 
State    Driving force Response
Energy use (domestic) 
 
*Units of electricity used per household per week 
 

*Ownership of various electrical appliances (e.g. 
freezer, tumble drier) 
 

*Percentage of electricity generation from 
renewable resources  
Percentage of low energy light-bulbs per 
household 
Ownership of energy efficient goods 
*Percentage of households with insulation 
*Percentage of households with double glazing  

*Units of gas used per household per week *Average SAP rating  
*Average spot indoor temperature (˚C) 
Average number of baths/power showers per 
person per week 

*Percentage of households using gas as main 
heating source 
Percentage of households using gas for cooking 

Energy use (transport) 
 
*Litres of fuel used per person per week for 
personal transport 
 
 

*Average number of cars owned per household 
*Average engine size 
*Average distance travelled per person per week 
by mode (e.g. car, public transport, walking) 

*Percentage using clean fuel/hybrid cars  
*Percentage of population with access to frequent 
public transport services 
 

*Passenger kilometres by air per person per year 
(short, medium, long-haul) 

Average length of flight 
Average fuel consumption per person 
Average frequency per person 

Percentage of people holidaying domestically 
Percentage of businesses using tele-conferencing 
in place of business travel 

Freight – food miles: average distance travelled 
per kilogram of food consumed 

Weight of non-seasonal of fruit and vegetables 
purchased per person per week (gm/week) 
Weight of processed food purchased per person 
per week (gm/week) 

Percentage of food consumed which is locally 
produced 

Water 
 
Litres of water consumed per household per week  Average number of baths/power showers per 

person per week 
Litres of water per household per week drawn from 
mains water supply to water garden 

Percentage of households with metered water 
Percentage of houses with hippos/low flush toilets 
Percentage of houses with rainwater butts 

 iv



Every little bit helps: overcoming the challenges to researching, promoting and implementing sustainable lifestyles 
 

State    Driving force Response
Household consumption 
 
*Household consumption of non-food items per 
week (£/week) 
• *By sector 

Frequency of replacement of clothing, durable and 
electrical goods 

Percentage share of sector spending on 
environmentally labelled goods 

*Total weight of food purchased per person per 
week (Kg/week) 
• *Meat and meat products 
• 
• 
• 

*Dairy and dairy products 
*Fish and fish products 
Processed food 

*Average household incomes Percentage share of organically produced food 
Percentage share of fairly traded food 
Percentage share of locally produced food 

Waste 
 

  

Kg of waste generated per household per week  Volume and composition of household domestic 
consumption 

Percentage of households with home composting 
or using a composting scheme 
Percentage of households with doorstep recycling 
collection 

Land use 
 
Average plot size per dwelling (house and garden) 
*Average floorspace per person (m2) 

*Average number of household occupants 
*Average household incomes 

Percentage of households living in flats 
Percentage of second homes owned 

Quality of life 
 
*Average life expectancy  Average fitness of the population 

*Proportion of people living in sub-standard 
housing 

Proportion of the population taking active physical 
exercise per week 
Proportion of the population who smoke 

Percentage of population feeling their 
neighbourhood to be unsafe 

Reported crime rates (assaults, burglaries) Proportion of streets with high quality street 
lighting 
Number of CCTV cameras per 1000 population 

*Percentage who feel capable of influencing 
decisions relating to their local area 

*Average voter turnout for local elections Number of people involved in local community/ 
voluntary activities 

Note: Those indicators that have a data source – and have therefore been developed as quantifiable rather than ideal indicators – are marked with 
an asterisk (*)
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Improve data availability 
 
This project recommends that there are three actions necessary to improve 
the collection and management of data resources: 
 
• Official national surveys should be adjusted to include relevant questions 

about the purchasing of food and goods that enable the degree of 
sustainability to be assessed 

• Commercial businesses, in particular large retailers, should be 
approached to provide any data they collect relating to the consumption of 
environmentally-friendly and eco-labelled goods, in the context of overall 
patterns of consumption 

• A full national survey on lifestyle sustainability should be developed. 
 
What would a sustainable lifestyle look like? 
 
The research undertaken for this project suggests that the most effective 
changes for moving individuals towards a more sustainable lifestyle include:  
 

• Living in multiple person households • Compost organic matter 

Modal shift or reduce air travel  Dispose toxic materials safely 

Modal shift from cars to public transport Fit a toilet water-saving device 

Walking short distances Install low flow taps and showers 

Using smaller, fuel efficient cars and car 
share 

Collect rain water for garden watering 

Switch from fossil fuels to renewable energy Reduce meat and dairy consumption 
Switch from electric to gas cookers and 
condensing boilers 

Reduce fish consumption and 
purchase fish from sustainable stocks 

Insulate homes and fit double glazing 
 

Reduce the temperature of the home 
environment 

 

Purchase locally grown produce 
 

Purchase food grown using more 
sustainable methods of production 

• Purchase energy efficient appliances and do 
not leave appliances in standby mode 

 
• 

• 

• 

• 
Reduce the temperature of wash cycles to 
40˚C 

 
Recycle household waste 

Reduce levels of highly processed food 
 

Purchase certified sustainable wood 
and paper products 

• • 

• • 

• • 

• • 

• • 

• • 

• 

• 

• 

• 

 
The role of government  
 
The government needs to demonstrate leadership on issues such as waste 
reduction; energy efficiency and water use where it is clear what actions 
should to be taken.   
 
What individuals require is simple information, with limited uncertainty, to 
encourage them to undertake lifestyle change.  If awareness raising is to play 
a part in facilitating lifestyle change then it must be provided by an apparently 
trustworthy, independent and authoritative source.  For this to happen it is 

 vi
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essential to re-establish trust in the government; the public will allow the 
government to limit certain aspects of lifestyle practice where it recognises 
that this is best for the country as a whole.  Without this trust, it will be difficult 
for the government to promote lifestyle change with any success. 
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Introduction 
 
This summary report attempts to provide a greater understanding about how 
we might research, promote and implement sustainable lifestyles.  It 
synthesises three separate working documents produced as part of a 
research project on Sustainable Lifestyles, funded through the New Horizons 
Programme by the Department for Transport.  These working papers are: 
 
• Sustainable Lifestyles: concepts and issues 
• Indicators for Sustainable Lifestyles: an exploratory analysis  
• Barriers and Motivators for Sustainable Lifestyles: an exploratory 

analysis.1 
 
The purpose of the project was to: 
 
• Determine what adopting a sustainable lifestyle would involve 
• Ascertain how different lifestyles could be measured for their sustainability 

using readily available statistical data 
• Understand the factors which limit or facilitate the adoption of sustainable 

lifestyles. 
 
The research was based on an analysis of lifestyles in the UK and involved 
the collection of quantitative and qualitative information through: 
 
• A literature review and interviews with key thinkers and actors in the area 

of sustainable lifestyles 
• Four focus groups held in London and rural Leicestershire composed 

equally of men and women, with an emphasis on those who owned or 
rented their own accommodation. Focus groups members were recruited 
using a questionnaire designed to filter out those with a high degree of 
environmental commitment or an extreme animosity towards 
environmental actions.  

 
Structure of the report 
 
Chapter one defines the concept of ‘sustainable lifestyle’. 
 
Chapter two describes the environmental impacts of existing lifestyles and 
sets out the social and economic context in which these impacts need to be 
addressed. 
 
Chapter three analyses the issues which need to be considered when 
promoting sustainable lifestyles.  
 
                                                           
1 The working papers are available to download at www.wmin.ac.uk/cfsd.  Where relevant, this report 
notes links to the working papers. 
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Chapter four proposes sets of indicators for measuring the sustainability of 
lifestyles, and discusses how gaps in existing data might be overcome. 
 
Chapter five describes what a sustainable lifestyle might consist of and how 
individuals could be persuaded to adopt it. 
 
Chapter six sets out the recommendations of the project. 
 
Chapter seven highlights the overall conclusions of the project. 
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1. Understanding a ‘sustainable lifestyle’ 
 
This chapter proposes a working definition of a ‘sustainable lifestyle’ and 
highlights the interactions and tensions between the two areas of ‘lifestyle’ 
and ‘sustainability’.  It also discusses what needs to be done to ensure that 
efforts to change lifestyles patterns in the interest of sustainability are 
effective. 
 
Defining sustainability 
 
For the purposes of this project the most useful concept of sustainability has 
been that developed by the International Institute for Environment and 
Development in conjunction with the UN, which defines sustainable 
consumption as: 
 

‘…the use of goods and services that respond to basic needs and 
bring a better quality of life, whilst minimising the use of natural 
resources, toxic materials and emissions of waste and pollutants 
over the lifecycle, so as not to jeopardise the needs of future 
generations.’ (cited in UNEP, 2001) 

 
This explanation clarifies the environmental aspects of consumption as well 
as highlighting the social and inter-generational aspects of sustainability. 
While it does not explicitly describe the economic strand of sustainability, it 
accepts the need for improving quality of life.2 
 
Defining lifestyle 
 
Many of us may not think of our life in terms of having a ‘lifestyle’ – it is a word 
that is often associated with the lives of the rich and glamorous.  However it 
can be argued that everyone has a lifestyle since what this term describes is 
an accumulation of patterns of behaviour, resource use and consumption, as 
well as choices about employment and the best ways to live.  Traditionally 
lifestyles have been fairly circumscribed by social class and types of 
employment, and for much of the world this remains true.  While 
contemporary lifestyles in developed countries have not been completely 
decoupled from social class and basic wants, the diversity of choices and the 
level of wealth experienced by the majority of these populations have meant 
that lifestyles are now viewed as being something more than a pre-
determined way of life (Featherstone, 1991; Bauman, 1992; Chaney, 1996).  
Lifestyles can be regarded as: 
 

‘…patterns of action that differentiate people … people use 
lifestyles in everyday life to identify and explain wider complexes of 
identity and affiliation.’ (Chaney, 1996) 

 
                                                           
2 For more information on the development of this definition see the working paper Sustainable lifestyles: concepts 
and issues (2002) available at www.wmin.ac.uk/cfsd 
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Nearly all lifestyles in the UK include an element of choice about the best 
ways to live and the most appropriate methods to fulfil needs and individual 
desires. While lifestyles are about much more than the products and services 
that are consumed, the solutions to wants and needs are increasingly met 
through the consumption of goods and services (Bauman, 1992).  This 
‘commodification’ of lifestyles offers a plethora of consumption choices. The 
average household now consumes 4,300 products annually (Incpen, 2001), 
with a large supermarket offering up to 12,000 different products (Bedford and 
Burgess, 1999); hence the possibilities for different ways to live are myriad.  
 
As patterns of consumption replace employment type as the primary social 
marker (Miller, 1995), the goods and services that individuals and households 
consume become the most important elements in demonstrating social class, 
wealth and identity.  They become the means by which individuals express 
their values and their desires as well as the way individuals are judged by 
others (Giddens, 1991). 
 
This understanding of the importance of lifestyles as social markers is helpful 
in understanding environmental behaviours and underlines the complexities 
involved with lifestyle change programmes such as those promoting healthy 
eating, anti-smoking and environmental awareness.  For example, work by 
psychologists Sadalla and Krull (1995) revealed that (American) consumers 
preferred to save energy by purchasing energy-efficient technologies rather 
than engaging in energy saving behaviours which limited their potential for 
‘conspicuous consumption’ 
 
The intricate links between the multiple behavioural and consumer choices 
that make up lifestyles, and the environmental and social impacts of these 
choices, need to be explored if sustainable lifestyles are to be promoted as 
acceptable. 
 
Defining ‘sustainable lifestyle’ 
 
We are not aware of previous work to define the term ‘sustainable lifestyle’. 
The definitions of ‘sustainable consumption’ and ‘lifestyle’ set out above have 
therefore been amalgamated to create a working definition:  
 

Sustainable lifestyles are patterns of action and consumption, used 
by people to affiliate and differentiate themselves from other 
people, which:  
• Meet basic needs 
• Provide a better quality of life 
• Minimise the use of natural resources and emissions of waste 

and pollutants over the lifecycle 
• Do not jeopardise the needs of future generations. 

 
The scope of sustainable lifestyles research is therefore extremely wide, 
incorporating everything that a person does in their life with all the social, 
economic and environmental impacts of their actions and consumption 
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practices. This report largely concentrates on the consumption of products 
and services, and the actions that surround that consumption, although not all 
aspects of lifestyles are defined by consumption.  
 
The aspects of a sustainable lifestyle that relate to sustainability involve: 
 
• Use of resources (water, land and energy, as well as chemicals, metals, 

minerals, and living resources) 
• Impacts that the use of a resource has in terms of land, water, air, noise 

and visual pollution, waste, biodiversity loss, and renewable and non-
renewable resource depletion. 

 
Lifestyle choices also affect other aspects of sustainability such as social 
equity, health and wealth (both personal and GNP).  Sustainability implies that 
everyone should have access to resources and be free from ill-health caused 
by other people’s lifestyles.  However, the environment and people’s health 
are affected both by the resource inputs to lifestyles and the waste/pollution 
outputs from lifestyles. The distribution of resource use and the impacts of this 
use affects human health and has consequences for equality. 
 
The aspects of a sustainable lifestyles that focus on lifestyle are: 
 
• The products and services which individuals consume: each British 

individual consumes thousands of products to facilitate their lifestyle, 
choosing these from the tens of thousands of products on offer. Each 
product will have a different set of impacts on sustainability. 

• The patterns of action involved in the consumption and disposal of these 
products and services: these include things such as cooking and the 
decisions about how to cook a meal (steam, bake, fry; putting lids on pans; 
using a gas or electric cooker) as well as the decisions about what to do 
with any waste (throw it away or compost it). 

 
Individual actions involved in lifestyles are too numerous to list (for example 
brushing teeth, mowing the lawn, watching television) as are the products that 
are available to consume.  
 
Influencing lifestyles to enhance sustainability 
 
Many behavioural and consumption practices are habitual, adding to the ease 
and comfort of life (turning lights on, buying certain types of staple groceries), 
other products are consumed consciously to add to the enjoyment of life or 
personal fulfilment (a foreign holiday or smart suit).  In other words, 
consciously or unconsciously, every product or service consumed is chosen 
because in some way it facilitates the meeting of basic needs or adds to the 
quality of an individual’s life.  Changing the way that people consume, use 
and dispose of products to increase environmental and social sustainability 
will therefore have some form of impact on their quality of life. 
 
In the past this has not always been recognised in attempts to change 
behaviour.  For example lifestyle change campaigns that have adopted a ‘top 
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down’ approach of determining lifestyle change solutions, with a belief that 
providing the individual with information sufficient to generate lifestyle change, 
have had limited success (Restorik, 2001).  
 
Therefore to be effective, any attempts to change lifestyle patterns in the 
interests of sustainability will need to: 
 
• Understand why people consume products in the way that they do 
• Promote an awareness of the positive impact which changing that 

consumption pattern will have on an individual’s quality of life 
• Establish the likelihood of an individual’s willingness to participate in 

change.  
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2. Why do we need to change existing 
lifestyles? 

 
This chapter examines the environmental impact of existing lifestyles. It uses 
the concept of ‘consumption clusters’ to help map individual behaviour and 
consequent environmental impacts.  It also briefly describes the economic 
and social issues that need to be considered if these environmental impacts 
are to be tackled in a sustainable way. 
 
The environmental impacts of existing lifestyles 
 
The previous chapter suggested that we make lifestyle choices to reflect a 
particular image of ourselves.  However there are wider implications of the 
personal decisions that we make, particularly their collective environmental 
impacts.  These include:  
 
• Unsustainable and rising levels of water consumption (PIU, 2001a; EA, 

2001) 
• Increasing levels of urbanisation in the UK and loss of greenfield sites and 

old growth forests (McLaren et al, 1998) 
• High levels of domestic energy use, from space and water heating, and 

the increasing use of electrical appliances (PIU, 2002; DETR, 2000a; EEP, 
1997) 

• High levels of passenger car usage causing climate change, air pollution, 
congestion and health problems (EA, 2001; DETR, 2000a) 

• Increasing levels of air travel causing climate change and air pollution 
(DETR, 2000a) 

• Rising levels of household waste and low levels of recycling (PIU, 2001a; 
EA, 2001) 

• Fish stock depletion through high levels of consumption of certain types of 
fish (MSC, 2002) 

• High levels of meat and dairy produce consumption and the corresponding 
impacts on land consumption and health (McLaren et al, 1998; Lorek and 
Spangenberg, 2000) 

• Increasing transportation of non-seasonal foods and imports, and high 
levels of food processing (Sustain, 2001) 

• Land pollution and biodiversity loss through intensive agricultural 
practices, and a corresponding need to shift to more sustainably produced 
food (Lorek and Spangenberg, 2000). 

 
Total levels of goods consumption, and their overall impact on resource use 
and the subsequent levels of waste and pollution, are also of obvious concern 
to research on sustainable lifestyles.  
 
There are certain consumer choices which have disproportionately high 
environmental consequences.  These include: 
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• Tropical hardwood furnishings and their impact on rainforest biodiversity 
loss (McLaren et al, 1998) 

• Cut flowers and their high energy and pesticide intensity (Nonhebel and 
Moll, 2001) 

• Selected luxury items outside the purchasing power of most individuals, for 
example private aircraft and luxury yachts and their corresponding energy 
use and air/water pollution (Brower and Leon, 1999).  

 
Mapping individual behaviour 
 
Consumption clusters group patterns of action and purchasing according to 
areas of consumption such as clothing or food.  Each consumption cluster 
includes the relevant patterns of action and the products and services that are 
consumed and disposed.  For example, the consumption cluster for housing 
includes issues relating to the construction and maintenance of a dwelling 
such as the materials used, amount of building waste, levels of insulation and 
space heating, the different kinds of energy it uses and so on. 
 
Figure 1 shows the consumption clusters that relate to this analysis of 
lifestyle.  Work by Lorek and Spangenberg (2000) suggests that the clusters 
shown in this diagram account for around 95 per cent of environmental 
impacts from household consumption, with the nutrition, housing and 
transport clusters accounting for 70 per cent of those impacts.  
 
 
 

 
 

Housing 

Nutrition 

Transport 

LIFESTYLE

Domestic appliances

Domestic durables 

Clothing 
Personal hygiene 

Cleaning 
Holiday 

Leisure activities 

Financial investments 

Social choices (education, 
health provision etc) 

Figure 1: Consumption clusters relevant to lifestyle  
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The analysis of consumption clusters has identified the major environmental 
impacts related to the majority of individual consumption clusters, and the 
related lifestyle choices.  Each consumption cluster will have its own set of 
criteria for decision making; for example, Figure 2 highlights the criteria on 
which we make decisions about food purchases.  
 
Opportunities for promoting environmental action will depend on the criteria 
being used for product choices, and related patterns of use and disposal, with 
different consumption clusters having varying levels of acceptability for social 
and environmental considerations (Bedford, 1999).  
 

 

Income 

Age 

Gender 

Religious and cultural 
background 

Social class

Ethical
considerations

Health 
considerations 

Food and cooking 
knowledge 

Identity

Make-up of
household 

Food 
availability 

Convenience Price

Figure 2: Decision-making criteria for food choices 

Types of food purchased

Social and economic aspects of sustainable changes to 
lifestyle 
 
The concepts used to measure the sustainable levels of resources or 
assimilative capacities of natural systems are primarily measurements of 
environmental sustainability, for example maximum sustainable yields for fish 
or the assimilative capacities of the earth’s atmosphere for carbon dioxide.  
 
While reducing the level of resources that existing lifestyles consume is an 
important part of moving towards sustainable lifestyles, on its own this will not 
be sufficient.  There are social and economic, as well as environmental, 
dimensions to sustainability.  The definition cited earlier also argued that a 
sustainable lifestyle must meet basic needs and provide a better quality of life. 
Where an individual does not currently have their basic needs met (such as 
decent housing or sufficient food) then, however low their resource 
consumption might be, they are not able to live a sustainable lifestyle.  For 
example, evidence that an individual has an environmentally acceptable level 
of gas or electricity consumption may be a consequence of that individual not 
being able to afford to heat their dwelling properly.  
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Improving quality of life is also an important objective when considering the 
promotion of sustainable lifestyles, particularly for people living in deprived 
areas.  The Government’s Neighbourhood Renewal Unit has recognised this 
by noting that ‘local environmental issues are key considerations for people 
locally and are crucial to improving quality of life’ (ODPM:NRU, 2003).   
 
We need to change the nature of existing lifestyles, not just because they are 
environmentally damaging, but also because of the poverty and poor quality 
of life experienced by some individuals.  Incorporating these social and 
economic issues into an examination of sustainable lifestyles is complex but 
essential, and more importantly, only partially possible with existing data.  
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3. Measuring a sustainable lifestyle 
 
This chapter explores the use of indicators to measure the sustainability of 
lifestyles. It examines what data are required and their availability. Although 
gaps in data exist, this chapter demonstrates that it is possible to suggest a 
set of sustainability indicators that could be used to establish whether 
lifestyles in the UK are becoming more or less sustainable. It also considers 
mechanisms to address gaps in the data. 
 
Background 
 
Figure 3 is a simplified model of resource flows and corresponding impacts. 
The main part of the diagram illustrates the use of resources and the 
emissions of waste throughout the lifecycle of products and services.  This 
approach highlights that our choice of product or service, the way these 
products or services are used and the decisions about their final disposal all 
have an impact on overall levels of resource inputs and waste and pollution 
emissions. 
 
The column on the right side of the diagram describes the corresponding 
environmental and quality of life impacts of the way we use resources.  These 
impacts occur through the different periods in a product’s lifecycle, from 
resource extraction and the manufacture of goods to their consumption and 
disposal. 
 
Sustainability indicators 
 
While sustainability indicators rarely measure absolute levels of sustainability, 
they are becoming increasingly common tools for assessing whether or not 
various phenomena are moving along the path towards (or away from) 
sustainability (Bell and Morse, 2001).  Sustainability indicators can be used to 
assess aggregate consumption against the upper limits of resource use, for 
example maximum sustainable yields for fish stocks.  Other types of 
indicators include: assimilative capacities for natural systems, environmental 
space levels for resource use, and ecological footprinting for total 
measurements of sustainability for national, regional and individual 
consumption. 
 
Sustainability indicators are available to measure sustainability at local 
(community), regional, national and international levels (DETR, 1999; 
UNCSD, 1998; OECD, 1999a).  There are also sets of indicators available for 
some of the major resources and consumption clusters that this project 
suggests are the most important for further study, namely: transport (OECD, 
1999b), energy use (OECD, 1999c) and food (Safe Alliance, 1999).  
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The types of sustainability indicators most commonly used are driving force 
(also called pressure) and state indicators. Driving force indicators are used to 
measure the cause of a problem (for example the number of passenger cars) 
while state indicators are used to measure the effects (such as volumes of low 
level ozone in cities) (Bell and Morse, 1999). Increasingly agencies have 
begun to use pressure-state-response models of sustainability indicators 
which can analyse the causes, effects and related policy responses for social 
and environmental phenomena (UNCSD, 1998; OECD, 1999a).  
 
The value of indicators lies in their ability to convey complex information in an 
easily understood form. However in this simplicity also lies a major criticism: 
some see indicators as an overly reductionist measure of complex 
phenomena (Bell and Morse, 1999).  
 
Developing an indicator set to measure sustainable lifestyles 
 
The environmental impacts cited in Chapter 2 have been grouped into seven 
different areas, with indicators developed for each: 
 
• Energy use – domestic 
• Energy use – transport 
• Water use 
• Household consumption 
• Waste and recycling 
• Land use 
• Quality of life 
 
Using these themes, Figure 4 proposes a set of state, driving force and 
response indicators – identified by this project – which could be used to 
measure the sustainability of lifestyles. These are based on an analysis of the 
availability of data for, and relevancy of, each indicator.3  Those indicators for 
which a data source exists are marked with an asterisk.  The others have 
been included because they would allow for measurement at an individual or 
lifestyle level. 
 
The state indicators offer an analysis of the levels of environmental impact 
resulting from differing lifestyles, and the comparative level of social and 
economic sustainability. The driving force indicators represent the major 
causes of high levels of resource use and pollution. The response indicators 
measure both the structural responses necessary for the promotion of lifestyle 
sustainability (for example the availability of public transport) and individual 
responses (such as home insulation).  
 

                                                           
3 For a full description of the rationale behind the selection of these indicators refer to the report Indicators for 
sustainable lifestyles: an exploratory analysis (2002) available at www.wmin.ac.uk/cfsd 
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Figure 4: A possible set of sustainability indicators to measure lifestyles 
 
State    Driving force Response
Energy use (domestic) 
 
*Units of electricity used per household per week 
 

*Ownership of various electrical appliances (e.g. 
freezer, tumble drier) 
 

*Percentage of electricity generated from 
renewable resources  
Percentage of low energy light-bulbs used.per 
household 
Ownership of energy efficient goods 
*Percentage of households with insulation 
*Percentage of households with double glazing  

*Units of gas used per household per week *Average SAP rating  
*Average spot indoor temperature (˚C) 
Average number of baths/power showers per 
person per week 

*Percentage of households using gas as main 
heating source 
Percentage of households using gas for cooking 

Energy use (transport) 
 
*Litres of fuel used per person per week for 
personal transport 
 
 

*Average number of cars owned per household 
*Average engine size 
*Average distance travelled per person per week 
by mode (e.g. car, public transport, walking) 

*Percentage using clean fuel/hybrid cars  
*Percentage of population with access to frequent 
public transport services 
 

*Passenger kilometres by air per person per year 
(short, medium, long-haul) 

Average length of flight 
Average fuel consumption per person 
Average frequency per person 

Percentage of people holidaying domestically 
Percentage of businesses using tele-conferencing 
in place of business travel 

Freight – food miles: average distance travelled 
per kilogram of food consumed 

Weight of non-seasonal of fruit and vegetables 
purchased per person per week (gm/week) 
Weight of processed food purchased per person 
per week (gm/week) 

Percentage of food consumed which is locally 
produced 

Water 
 
Litres of water consumed per household per week  Average number of baths/power showers per 

person per week 
Litres of water per household per week drawn from 
mains water supply to water garden 

Percentage of households with metered water 
Percentage of houses with hippos/low flush toilets 
Percentage of houses with rainwater butts 
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State    Driving force Response
Household consumption 
 
*Household consumption of non-food items per 
week (£/week) 
• *By sector 

Frequency of replacement of clothing, durable and 
electrical goods 

Percentage share of sector spending on 
environmentally labelled goods 

*Total weight of food purchased per person per 
week (Kg/week) 
• *Meat and meat products 
• 
• 
• 

*Dairy and dairy products 
*Fish and fish products 
Processed food 

*Average household incomes Percentage share of organically produced food 
Percentage share of fairly traded food 
Percentage share of locally produced food 

Waste 
 

  

Kg of waste generated per household per week  Volume and composition of household domestic 
consumption 

Percentage of households with home composting 
or using a composting scheme 
Percentage of households with doorstep recycling 
collection 

Land use 
 
Average plot size per dwelling (house and garden) 
*Average floorspace per person (m2) 

*Average number of household occupants 
*Average household incomes 

Percentage of households living in flats 
Percentage of second homes owned 

Quality of life 
 
*Average life expectancy  Average fitness of the population 

*Proportion of people living in sub-standard 
housing 

Proportion of the population taking active physical 
exercise per week 
Proportion of the population who smoke 

Percentage of population feeling their 
neighbourhood to be unsafe 

Reported crime rates (assaults, burglaries) Proportion of streets with high quality street 
lighting 
Number of CCTV cameras per 1000 population 

*Percentage who feel capable of influencing 
decisions relating to their local area 

*Average voter turnout for local elections Number of people involved in local community/ 
voluntary activities 

Note: Those indicators that have a data source – and have therefore been developed as quantifiable rather than ideal indicators – are marked with 
an asterisk (*) 
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In practice, state, driving force and response indicators are frequently difficult to 
separate categorically: for example, the average number of household occupants 
could be viewed as being both a state indicator and a driving force indicator 
leading to increasing land development.  However this classification system has 
been maintained because the category of ‘response indicators’ is very useful for 
suggesting potential ways forward and is also helpful for analysing whether the 
take-up of environmental actions actively reduces environmental impacts or not.4 
 
The selection of indicators presented in Figure 4 has taken into account the 
availability of information wherever possible.  It also highlights a number of data 
gaps; because of the lack of robust data it is not yet possible to undertake a 
comprehensive analysis of the sustainability of different lifestyles.   
 
Availability of data 
 
There is substantial variation in the availability of data capable of supporting 
meaningful indicators across the various sectors (see Figure 5). 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
       Figure 5: Overview of data availability for indicator sets 
 

Indicators Indicator sets to measure 
sustainable lifestyles State  Driving 

force 
Response 

Energy use (domestic) 9 9 - 
Energy use (transport) - 9 9 
Water 8 8 8 
Household consumption - 8 8 
Waste 8 8 8 
Land use 8 - 8 
Quality of life 9 8 8 

Key to table 
Good  9 
Average - 
Poor 8 

 
While some areas, mainly those involving energy, have had surveys conducted 
that allow for good, coherent analyses of lifestyle sustainability, other areas have 
either little relevant data or no data at all.  This leads to two questions: 
 
1. How necessary are the data? 
2. How should the data be collected and by whom? 
 
The primary factor determining the need for additional data should be whether 
they increase our understanding of how to develop lifestyle sustainability.  For 
example, much of the per capita information showing the average levels of 
                                                           
4 It should be noted that the government’s commitment to publishing sustainability indicators (the flagship is the annual 
series of headline indicators) is pioneering both in terms of the analysis and presentation of data, allowing for an easily 
understood explanation of the driving forces of the levels of environmental impacts. 
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resource consumption and so on across the population as a whole is already 
provided by other indicator sets.  What is required by those seeking to improve 
lifestyle sustainability are greater levels of disaggregated information to assist the 
understanding of which sectors of society create the greatest environmental 
impacts - and why. 
 
The issue is further complicated by the fact that currently the responsibility for 
improving lifestyle sustainability rests with a range of agencies.  For example, 
waste and recycling are the responsibility of local government, with regional 
statistics on these being collated by the Chartered Institute of Public Finance and 
Accounts.  OFWAT collates data relating to water use provided by different water 
companies, while the Environment Agency provides advice on water 
conservation.  Thus it is apparent that the components of a sustainable lifestyle 
are currently measured and promoted by several government departments and 
associated agencies in an ad hoc pattern. 
 
There are certain aspects of lifestyle sustainability that can be addressed by 
general campaigns such as Are You Doing Your Bit?, a governmental 
awareness-raising campaign. (DETR 2000b).  However, to reduce many 
environmental impacts, it is likely that more could be achieved by using a series 
of targeted schemes aimed at different lifestyle groups rather than through 
campaigns of this type.  For example, improving domestic energy efficiency may 
involve: 
 
• Providing loans for those sectors of society unable to afford the lump sum 

required to insulate their homes, in addition to 
• Promoting energy efficient goods as the most desirable models for those 

groups with a large disposable income who are concerned about being seen 
to have the latest gadgets. 

 
It can be seen that a multifaceted approach requires more disaggregated data 
than is currently available, both to identify target groups and to assess the effects 
of policy interventions.  The establishment of sets of indicators that permit the 
drawing together of data from the different agencies and allow all agencies 
access to statistics that reveal the current levels of impact from contemporary 
lifestyles is essential.  Only this type of coordinated approach will reveal the most 
important aspects of consumption and behaviour that need to be addressed to 
increase lifestyle sustainability.  
 
Addressing gaps in the data 
 
Based on the above, this project recommends three actions which are required 
in order to improve the collection and management of data resources. 
 
First, in line with the government’s commitment to ensuring that sustainability 
issues are considered by all departments, national surveys should be adjusted to 
include relevant questions about the purchase of food and goods that enable their 
level of sustainability to be assessed.  OFWAT and local government currently 
have an obligation to collect limited information on water use and waste.  Overall 
responsibility for the collection and collation of detailed levels of information about 
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these areas should be placed with one authority such as the Environment 
Agency.  This should include an analysis of use based on the sets of 
socioeconomic characteristics employed by the Family Expenditure Survey and 
the National Travel Survey to ensure cross sectoral comparability. 
 
Secondly, the cooperation of businesses, in particular large retailers, should be 
sought to ensure the release of data they collect relating to the consumption of 
environmentally-friendly and eco-labelled goods, in the context of overall 
consumption patterns.  It is likely that there will be concerns about the publication 
of sensitive data that have been collected for commercial advantage, however 
this information is essential for accurate assessment of lifestyle sustainability. 
 
Thirdly, given the scale of the task involved in collecting coherent and consistent 
data from a variety of disparate sources, the establishment of a special survey on 
lifestyle sustainability is indicated.  This could take a variety of forms depending 
on how important it is to have frequent data.  If the data were to be used 
intensively across government and among external agencies, an annual 
Sustainable Lifestyle Survey would be relevant.  If the purpose was the provision 
of baseline sets of figures from which future policy could be developed, then a 
dedicated edition of the General Household Survey to consider the 
environmental, economic and social aspects related to sustainable lifestyles 
would be of particular value. 
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4. Issues to be considered when promoting 
sustainable lifestyles 

 
This chapter sets out issues that need to be considered when trying to encourage 
lifestyle change. These issues include: the level of people’s current sense of 
responsibility about the need for them to take action, the difference in cost and 
convenience between existing lifestyles and a more sustainable one, and the 
trends inherent in current lifestyle aspirations. 
 
Background 
 
The environmental impacts of existing lifestyles in the UK were summarised in 
Chapter 2.  Despite awareness of these impacts, people will still expect to 
maintain or improve their quality of life.  To achieve lifestyle change it is therefore 
necessary to understand what motivates individuals to take action and how they 
decide what they buy or use.  This chapter addresses three significant issues: 
 
• People’s sense of responsibility about the need for individual action to reduce 

environmental problems 
• The cost and convenience of proposed lifestyle changes compared with 

existing lifestyle choices 
• Current lifestyle aspirations.5 
 
People’s sense of personal responsibility 
 
Two primary motivators affect the individual’s willingness to act (Newhouse, 1990; 
Axelrod and Lehman, 1993; Eden, 1995).  The first is knowing that everyone is 
equally engaged in taking responsibility for environmental activities, rather than 
other sectors (like business or other countries) becoming ‘free loaders’ - reaping 
the benefits of individuals’ actions while not acting themselves.  The second is 
receiving feedback on the positive effects which result from personal actions.  
 
Environmental NGOs and retailers suggest that environmental consumer action is 
most likely to be triggered if health concerns or the welfare of particular species 
are involved, providing the consumer with a clear sense of the impacts of their 
actions (Bedford and Burgess, 1999).  For example, consumers are known to 
prefer paper recycling to other forms of recycling as they are able to visualise 
trees being cut down (Mori, 1999).  
 
Focus group analysis undertaken for this project made it clear that, although there 
is a level of resistance to sustainable lifestyles, the message that environmental 
change is the responsibility of all appears to have been accepted.  All groups 
acknowledged that they needed to play a part although some individual group 
members maintained that they would not take voluntary action.  
                                                           
5 The focus group research on which this chapter is based is described in more detail in the working paper Barriers and 
motivators for sustainable lifestyles: an exploratory analysis (2002) available at www.wmin.ac.uk/cfsd 
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It is evident that there is an element of truth in the argument that it is difficult to 
change habitual behaviours and normalised values, especially when there are so 
many actions and consumption practices that are perceived as needing to be 
changed.  But this is about more than just an unwillingness to take personal 
responsibility for the environment.  It is also a consequence of the timescales on 
which environmental problems and solutions are seen to be operating.  The 
apparently slow response rate to sustainability issues allows individuals to feel 
that major changes are not going to affect them, and that there is little impetus or 
urgency to undertake lifestyle change. 
 
Cost and convenience 
 
The pricing of goods and services and the convenience of any action are 
significant factors in the take-up of sustainable solutions.  Where socially or 
environmentally sustainable goods and behaviours cost more, are less efficient or 
inconvenient, it becomes irrational for the individual to participate in sustainability 
on a voluntary basis.  Conversely, any sustainable alternative that is cheaper, 
more efficient and convenient to undertake may encourage use, regardless of the 
individual’s social or environmental concerns.  This last point appears to influence 
much government policy on the environment, leading to the promotion of so-
called win-win solutions and green taxes as a ‘carrot and stick’ approach to 
increasing sustainability. 
 
The focus group members indicated that the public perceives environmentalism 
as being both personally and economically costly.  The success of those opposing 
green taxes on domestic fuel and petrol has also led the individual to believe that 
they can use their power to ensure that environmental costs do not fall on them 
directly. 
 
Lifestyle aspirations 
 
Once people possess goods that make them content, they are reluctant to do 
without them.  Groups within society place value on goods and services in 
different ways (Karp, 1996).  Those with more materialistic values will derive 
much of their satisfaction with life from their possessions, whereas other groups 
with so called ‘post-material’ values may derive satisfaction simply from feeling 
that they have been helpful by changing their lifestyles (De Young, 1996; Stern et 
al, 1993).  Understanding the current lifestyles of certain groups, and what has 
meaning for them, is therefore crucial for facilitating change. 
 
The focus group work suggests that a majority of the participants do not have a 
high level of concern about environmental problems.  While the discussion 
revealed a level of awareness about a series of issues, there was little to suggest 
that group members viewed the need for lifestyle sustainability with any degree of 
immediacy. 
 
The major issues that all the groups identified as detracting from their quality of 
life were graffiti and litter.  However, despite these issues, all four focus groups 
expressed high levels of satisfaction with their overall quality of life.  With the 
exception of one London group member, there was widespread agreement that 
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both the countryside and London offered a good quality of life.  Those living in 
London highlighted their access to a range of facilities, including public transport 
and parks, while the rural groups suggested that a lack of facilities was an 
acceptable trade-off for being able to live at a slower pace in attractive 
surroundings.  This present contentment with local quality of life makes it difficult 
to suggest changes to lifestyle.  Where there is little that is perceived as being 
wrong, any suggestions of change are likely to be viewed as having a negative 
impact on personal fulfilment. 
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5. What a sustainable lifestyle might look like 
and how to make it attractive 

 
This chapter sets out the types of actions that in practice would shift lifestyles in 
the direction of sustainability. It identifies the people to whom the changes 
outlined might appeal.  It then goes on to discuss the challenges involved in a 
broader adoption of these lifestyle changes and explores the role of government 
in bringing about reform.  In the last section it uses the example of recycling to 
demonstrate the kinds of changes in public perception that are possible, and to 
highlight an example of the action which is required. 
 
What would a more sustainable lifestyle look like? 
 
The research undertaken by this project suggests that, for society to move 
towards sustainability at an individual level, the following strategic changes need 
to be made: 
 
• Reduce wasteful consumption and lifestyle practices 
• Create alternative patterns of consumption 
• Address overall patterns of disposal. 
 
In practice, what are the changes that would move individuals towards a more 
sustainable lifestyle?  The most effective lifestyle change suggestions identified 
by the project research and indicated by the focus groups, are set out below: 
 

• Living in multiple person households • Compost organic matter 

Modal shift or reduce air travel  Dispose toxic materials safely 

Modal shift from cars to public transport Fit a toilet water-saving device 

Walking short distances Install low flow taps and showers 

Using smaller, fuel efficient cars and car 
share 

Collect rain water for garden watering 

Switch from fossil fuels to renewable energy Reduce meat and dairy consumption 
Switch from electric to gas cookers and 
condensing boilers 

Reduce fish consumption and 
purchase fish from sustainable stocks 

Insulate homes and fit double glazing 
 

Reduce the temperature of the home 
environment 

 

Purchase locally grown produce 
 

Purchase food grown using more 
sustainable methods of production 

• Purchase energy efficient appliances and do 
not leave appliances in standby mode 

 
• 

• 

• 

• 
Reduce the temperature of wash cycles to 
40˚C 

 
Recycle household waste 

Reduce levels of highly processed food 
 

Purchase certified sustainable wood 
and paper products 

• • 

• • 

• • 

• • 

• • 

• • 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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This project does not maintain that the above suggestions represent a 
comprehensive list; further additions will be made as the scope and depth of 
analyses of household and lifestyle impacts by research agencies are extended. 
 
As this report has already argued, those lifestyle change options that do exist will 
only become sustainable lifestyle solutions if individuals are willing and able to 
undertake them.  Therefore a further level of analysis Is required to reveal 
infrastructure and lifestyle barriers to the uptake of environmental change. 
 
Who wants a sustainable lifestyle? 
 
It is evident that there are already groups who are motivated to act through their 
environmental concerns.  Women and young adults are seen as being the most 
open to environmental actions (DETR, 2000b), although in general 
environmentalism is perceived to be motivated more from altruistic beliefs and 
post-material values than from underlying social characteristic.  In particular, 
those whose identity is in part based around their social or environmental 
concerns are most likely to have the greatest willingness to act, for example those 
working in a related field (Colby and Damon, 1993). 
 
How to make a sustainable lifestyle attractive  
 
Factors affecting behaviour change   
 
While the 1980s saw an increase in consumer concern regarding the 
environment, it did not demonstrate an equivalent growth in ‘green consumerism’. 
Attitudinal and marketing surveys revealed a stark value-action gap in relation to 
both environmental and ethical issues (La Trobe, 2001), with environmentally-
friendly goods failing to achieve their promised market share.  Much of the 
explanation for this can be found in the seminal work of the psychologists Ajzen 
and Fishbein (1980) who found that, rather than straightforwardly determining the 
intention to act, attitudes passed through a series of socialised filters.  These 
filters screened beliefs so that resultant behaviour was in keeping with the norms 
of society.  Hence, while an individual may hold positive attitudes towards the 
environment, where environmental actions are not the norm it is unlikely that the 
individual will act in accordance with their personal environmental values. 
 
One of the primary motivators for individuals who live in a society which values 
the acquisition of commodities is to increase consumption in order to achieve the 
highest possible quality of life.  Hence, as environmentalism has become 
entwined with images of denial such as not driving a car and using less water, it is 
out of line with what society considers to be normal (Schulze, 1998).  Moreover, 
those who do willingly undertake environmental actions are perceived as ‘pious, 
hair-shirted, sandal-wearing hippies’ (DETR, 2000b; Bedford, 1999).  These 
negative connotations ensure that people continue to distance themselves from 
‘abnormal’ environmental stereotypes.  If environmental attitudes are to be 
converted into action there needs to be a programme of normalisation and an 
attempt to engage all members of society in more resource-efficient behaviours. 
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The role of government  
 
It is clear from the government’s own literature that there is considerable 
awareness about how to promote sustainability.  The information in Figure 6 
relates to the Are You Doing Your Bit? campaign (DETR, 2000b).  
 
Figure 6: General lessons from the Are You Doing Your Bit? campaign 
 
• Barriers to individual action need to be overcome: people value convenience. The majority of 

people are unlikely to take action unless it is cheap, easy and can be accommodated within 
their everyday actions. 

• To stimulate action, attitudes need to be changed first.  Within the UK, the attitude of many 
was that environmental action was something worthy and carried out only by ‘eco –warriors’. 
Are You Doing Your Bit? set out to mainstream the environment by showing people that they 
could take action in their every day role as shoppers, travellers, in the home, and at work. 

• National activity should be reinforced at local level. Consumers can become easily confused if 
a variety of similar messages are communicated to them under different campaign banners.  

• Advertising by itself is unlikely to be effective. To gain wider momentum, advertising needs to 
be discussed, with campaign messages reinforced by the media and visible where consumers 
make their purchasing decisions.    

• Infrastructure – eg public transport, recycling facilities – must be available: to make it easier 
for people to take action. 

• Human nature welcomes rewards. Consumer incentives are an important way of stimulating 
individual action. 

• Fundamentally, messages should be kept very simple: if people become confused they simply 
opt out. 

• Action should be sustained: the impact of advertising can be short lived. 
 
 
The uncertainty surrounding environmental problems and solutions has left the 
public cynical about why there is no consensus on how to tackle these issues, 
why business and society are unable to develop simple solutions and why it 
should ultimately fall to the individual to deal with these problems through 
personal lifestyle change. 
 
As the Advisory Committee on Consumer Products and the Environment (Defra, 
2002a) suggests, it is not possible to remove uncertainty from understanding 
environmental impacts.  However, it is possible to clarify which areas have the 
greatest level of consensus and to show leadership in highlighting the most 
probable solutions. 
 
What is required is simple information, with limited uncertainty, to encourage the 
individual to undertake lifestyle change.  Currently no one agency appears to 
have responsibility for sustainability issues, but if awareness raising is to play a 
part in facilitating lifestyle change then it must be provided by an apparently 
trustworthy, independent and authoritative source.  For this to happen it is 
essential to re-establish trust in the government, as work into cross-cultural 
differences in environmental responsibility shows that willingness to act is based 
on a social contract between government and the individual (Harrison et al, 
1996).  The public will allow the government to limit certain aspects of lifestyles 
where it perceives that this is best for the country as a whole.  Without this trust, it 
will be difficult for the government to promote lifestyle change successfully.  
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Focus on recycling: an idea whose time has come? 
 
The focus group work undertaken for this research project indicates that the public is 
aware of the more visible environmental schemes underway in other places, and view 
Britain as lax in its centrally planned sustainability initiatives (such as recycling).  One 
participant commented that: 

 
“I was on holiday in Spain last year. And this sounds bad, but I tend to 
think that they are a bit behind us you know. You don't like to think 
that other countries are ahead of you. But they have got the recycling 
thing sussed, and then you look at us and we are so backward.” 
 

The fact that the public has begun to perceive certain environmental schemes as normal 
and inevitable offers potential for the implementation of similar schemes.  The use of 
terminology such as ‘backward’ for current waste collection practices suggests a level of 
acceptability for recycling, and even a degree of openness to becoming an 
environmental leader in certain areas of sustainable lifestyles. 
 
It is clear that it is possible to stimulate groups to undertake sustainable 
actions if they feel that all groups are taking responsibility equally, and tha
a normal and worthwhile thing to do.  Showing the public that certain 
behaviours have been successful in moving society towards more sustainabl
living will provide a basis for encouraging furthe

t it is 

e 
r action. 

 
The general conclusion of all the focus groups is summarised in the quote below: 
 

“I just think they need to make it easy for people.  Everybody has got a busy 
life. They really haven’t got time to think about rubbish and recycling.  It will 
just have to be there. You know you can put your stuff in a bin and forget 
about it.” 

 
Intriguingly, it was apparent that those who lived within a council area where all residents
had doorstep recycling were very proud of the scheme. Interviewees explained to the 
rest of the group that it took some getting used to but now seemed perfectly normal, even
if it was not something that the individual would have previously considered undertakin
They suggested that everyone willingly participated in the scheme and made it clear that 
they liked their green bin.  Those without a scheme berated their councils as backward 
thinking.  

g. 

 
It is imperative that those solutions which are promoted are effective, otherwise they 
become an inconvenience.  Both the rural and the London groups spoke about a variety 
of different local government initiatives for promoting sustainability.  All the groups 
contained members who had either been given, or had bought through council subsidy, 
a composting bin.  These individuals were enthusiastic about their bins and continued to 
use them. 
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6. Sustainable lifestyles:  
project recommendations 

 
The research undertaken for this project indicates a number of actions necessary 
if sustainable lifestyles are to become widely adopted.  These recommendations 
are set out below: 
 
1. Strategies for engaging people in lifestyle change will need to understand 

what influences individual decision making. To promote sustainability as 
desirable, it will be necessary to engage the public in their preferred areas 
first: recycling suggests itself a potential starting point.  Stakeholder 
consultation is required to ensure that the most effective and practical 
solutions are promoted to the public. 

 
2. There is considerable variation in quality and many shortcomings in the 

availability of data required to support policies designed to implement 
sustainable lifestyles.  It is imperative that all necessary data are collected, 
collated and made available so that policies and actions can be prioritised. 
This project recommends that there are three actions necessary to achieve 
this: 

 
• Official national surveys should be adjusted to include relevant 

questions about the purchasing of food and goods that enable the 
degree of sustainability to be assessed 

� Commercial businesses, in particular large retailers, should be 
approached to provide any data they collect relating to the consumption 
of environmentally-friendly and eco-labelled goods, in the context of 
overall patterns of consumption 

� A full national survey on lifestyle sustainability should be developed. 
 
3. The promotion and implementation of sustainable lifestyles will need to target 

different strategies related to the concerns of various consumer groups.  This 
kind of multifaceted approach will require more disaggregated data than is 
currently available, both to identify target groups and to assess the effects of 
policy interventions. 

 
4. Individuals will be reluctant to act if it will inconvenience them or lead to a 

perceived or actual loss in their quality of life.  Lifestyle solutions therefore 
need to be as convenient, cost effective and ‘normal’ as possible.  Resource 
efficient products should be promoted as being modern and forward thinking.   
Consumer tastes follow trends, and environmentally sustainable goods must 
be responsive to fashion. 

 
5. It is apparent that individuals derive much of their knowledge about the 

environment at a local level, so successes should be promoted locally as well 
as nationally.  In addition, the workplace represents a primary area where 
individuals become environmentally aware.  Any domestic lifestyle change 
campaign, such as recycling schemes, should have parallel policy initiatives 
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implemented in the workplace, to promote a feeling of normality, equal 
responsibility and effectiveness. 

 
6. The number and range of environmental issues being promoted by the 

government at any one time should be focused and prioritised, so that the 
public does not feel overwhelmed.  It is clear from the government’s own 
literature that there is substantial awareness about how to promote 
sustainability and any work it does in this area should reflect the lessons that 
have been learned from previous campaigns such as Are You Doing Your Bit? 

 
7. It is recommended that government should co-ordinate strategy and actions 

across departments when promoting campaigns for lifestyle change.  A 
regular forum should be convened across all government departments and 
agencies to develop an approach to promoting sustainable lifestyles.  
Consideration should be given to the creation of a single agency to take 
responsibility for the promotion of sustainable lifestyles.  This could also work 
to reduce public uncertainty regarding the environmental benefits of lifestyle 
change. 
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7. Conclusion 
 
This project has identified a set of lifestyle changes which would, if widely 
adopted, lead to a reduction in environmental resource use.  However these 
suggested changes to lifestyles will only become sustainable lifestyle solutions if 
individuals are willing and able to undertake them. Resource use is currently 
inequitable and any approach to increasing the sustainability of lifestyles will need 
to take into account this uneven access to resources. 
 
Since the research on which this summary report is based was completed, the 
government has published Changing patterns: the UK government framework for 
sustainable consumption and production (Defra/DTI 2003).  This is a welcome 
sign that government is beginning to take these issues forward, and provides a 
setting within which many of the problems identified by this research can be 
debated and resolved. 
 
But simply publishing a framework does not change the fact that there are many 
pressing issues which need addressing in the short term.  There is substantial 
variability and some gaps in quantitative data and a paucity of processes for 
engaging the public in behaviour change.  There is a lack of clarity about the 
degree to which reducing the environmental impacts of lifestyles should be the 
responsibility of individuals, and no forum in which all the significant players can 
work to agree what actions need to be taken.  Most worrying perhaps, is the 
public’s lack of trust about environmental information and the reliability of sources. 
 
The very limited results in terms of lifestyle change of two decades of policy based 
largely on an optimistic and laissez-faire approach demonstrates the necessity for 
different approaches to the problem.  It is also apparent that the increasing 
environmental constraints that we face may soon necessitate the adoption of a 
more sustainable lifestyle, regardless of the other impacts on quality of life.  If 
there is to be a genuine commitment to a sustainable future an early and greater 
impetus for investment and change should be made.  Significant levels of 
research, policy work and investment are required to support and realise the 
development of sustainable lifestyles. 
 
This project has identified some of the areas requiring further investigation and 
action.  The government and other agencies must now look to promote and 
facilitate sustainable lifestyles, motivated by an urgency to address pressing 
environmental concerns, but grounded in an understanding of the factors which 
influence and circumscribe lifestyle change. 
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