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People are using Earth’s resources faster than they can replenish and polluting 
the Earth faster than it can recuperate (Meadows, Randers and Meadows 2004, 
p3). In the face of climate change, sustainability has become a burning question 
among politicians, industries and consumers. There is a pressing need to reduce 
the resource-throughput of products resulting from the throwaway culture of 
discarding things that are in good shape. A move away from the linear product-
use-dispose model to a circular economy perspective is critical for preserving 
scarce natural resources (European Commission 2014; United Nations 2016). 
Circular economy emphasizes designing “closed loop” economic systems which 
reduce resource usage and waste (Kichherr, Reike and Hekker 2017). Yet, the 
role of consumers in the circular economy has been underexplored and under-
estimated (Camacho-Otero et al. 2018; Lofthouse and Prendeville 2017; 2018; 
Wastling et al, 2018). The discussion on product circularity is often framed 
around production and design (Selvefors et al. 2019). In such views, consumers 
are treated as passive users to whom the products ought to be designed so that 
they enable circular opportunities (see e.g. Selvefors et al. 2019). Yet, changes 
in consumption are equally important (Kirchherr et al. 2017, Selvefors et al. 
2019).  

  The overall environmental impact of consumer behavior is of ma-
jor concern for the current and future wellbeing of life. Hence, scholars have 
already been studying how to change consumer behavior most effectively to-
wards more sustainable behavior (see McDonagh and Prothero 2014 for a re-
view). Yet, decades of attitude-behavior gap studies have not resolved the prob-
lem of why consumers do not change their behavior towards more sustainable 
practices, even when they espouse “greener” values (Wilhite et al. 2000). Those 
studies view consumption choices as autonomous and isolated sets of actions 
and ignore contextual and systemic factors (Dolan 2002). My dissertation study 
aims to move away from the previous sustainable consumption discussion on 
the attitude-behavior gap, which sees unsustainable consumption resulting 
from the gap between individual consumers’ attitudes and behavior (Heiskanen 
and Pantzar 1997; Vermeir and Verbeke 2006; Gupta and Ogden 2009). In 
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contrast, I take a more holistic approach to studying sustainable consumption. 
My approach is similar to studies viewing consumer behavior as a product of 
shared, engrained habits, routines, rituals, and preferences situated in wider 
networks of prescribed cultural and social practices (Bartiaux 2008; Spaargaren 
2002; Swidler 2001). Accordingly, social structures are then brought into the 
center of the analysis through practice theory (Shove et al. 2012).  

 Practice theory explores consumption through the ongoing rou-
tines, performances, materials, and teleoaffective engagements which structure 
and organize social life (Arsel and Bean 2012; Schatzki 2002; Swidler 2001). 
Practice theory considers consumption not as a practice itself, but as an element 
of nearly every practice (Warde 2005). The theory has become increasingly pop-
ular in consumer behavior and sustainable consumption studies, as it enables 
scholars to gain a holistic picture of consumption practices (Røpke 2009) or un-
derstand social change (Shove et al. 2012; Hand, Shove and Southernton 2005), 
for example. Most importantly, practice theory offers an avenue away from the 
attitude-behavior gap, as it does not focus on the individual, but on social prac-
tices (Welch and Warde 2015). The theory allows studies to explore how more 
sustainable management can be developed in ways that are consistent with con-
sumers’ current practice portfolios (Shove and Pantzar 2005; Røpke 2009; 
Spaargaren 2011). 

 With the practice theory perspective, this dissertation takes a cir-
cular approach to sustainable consumption. Circular economy (CE) literature 
has emphasized the importance of a cyclical view of consumption, where prod-
ucts form a closed-loop system from sourcing and production to use and dis-
posal back to sourcing and production (Camacho-Otero et al. 2018; Selvefors et 
al. 2019). For example, the literature has emphasized the need to move from 
ownership and acquiring new possessions to engaging with for example repair-
ing and returning products (Camacho-Otero et al. 2018). Following the CE ide-
ology, recent sustainable consumption research encourages taking a full con-
sumption cycle perspective of acquisition, usage and disposal (Prothero et al. 
2011; Brosius, Fernandez and Cherrier 2013). Similar to CE, the full consump-
tion cycle perspective aims to broaden the perspective of sustainable consump-
tion literature. Here, the focus of the attention has traditionally been on product 
acquisition (e.g. Gupta and Ogden 2009; Assadourian 2010; Young et al. 2010; 
Moisander 2007; Vermeir and Verbeke 2006) and somewhat on disposal (e.g. 
Price, Arnould and Folkman Curasi 2000; Lastovicka and Fernandez 2005; 
Brosius et al. 2012). Yet, these studies have not taken practices of product use 
as the central focus. A notable exception are studies on collaborative consump-
tion and sharing economy (e.g. Belk 2010; Bardhi and Eckhardt 2012a; 2012b; 
Hamari et al. 2013; Belk 2014), which take a fuller consumption view by focus-
ing on non-ownership behavior rather than buying. 

 In this dissertation, I build on the cyclical view of consumption by 
focusing on the usage phase of the cycle (see figure 1). Yet, since all of the phases 
relate to each other through a cycle, I will touch upon acquisition and disposal 
as well. My dissertation builds a holistic view for sustainable consumption by 
taking macro, meso and micro perspectives into solving an environmental 
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problem through sustainable consumption. The objective of the study is to de-
liver valuable knowledge and theories on product usage in the cyclical view of 
consumption, rather than to give complete answers to every situation. Previous 
studies have utilized the more holistic perspective in understanding sustainable 
consumption and taken a practice theory approach (e.g. Spaargaren 2011, Shove 
2010). However, these studies have focused on product choice and post-choice 
disposal. Therefore, by taking a macro perspective, I explore how sustainable 
consumption can be reached by focusing on consumer practices during product 
use to understand consumers’ role in the circular economy. This brings product 
maintenance into the center of the research where, through a more micro and 
meso perspective, I aim to understand why consumers engage in extending 
product lifecycles, keeping products part of their practices through mainte-
nance. Further, taking a specific Nordic perspective permits understanding the 
context of context (Askegaard and Linnet 2011) and the socio-historic pattern-
ing of sustainable consumption practices. This leads to escaping the individual-
istic approach by considering how usage practice is situated in space, emphasiz-
ing the social structure of behavior (Spaargaren 2002). 

  

 
  

 

 
The dissertation research has been part of a wider interdisciplinary EU project 

BONUS - Change (Changing antifouling practices for leisure boats in the Baltic 
Sea), taking place during 2014 to 2018 and focusing on improving the Baltic Sea 
ecosystem. All three essays are based on ethnographic data collected during the 
project and explore consumption practices through sustainable perspective. The 
study context focuses on leisure boating in Finland, Sweden, Denmark and Ger-
many. My part of the research has played an important role in understanding 
maintenance and consumption practices in the context of leisure boating 
around the Baltic Sea in order to shift consumption practices towards more sus-
tainable ones.  

Currently, boaters extensively use unsustainable, environmentally destructive 
boat hull paints within their maintenance practices. These coats of paints are 
renewed frequently to fight biofouling, producing a steady toxic waste stream 
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into the fragile Baltic Sea ecosystem (Yebra et al. 2004; Dahlström et al. 2014). 
Biofouling is a critical problem for boaters. The fouling organisms attached to 
the boat hull increase the boat weight, slow the boat and make maneuvering 
more difficult, not to mention aesthetic considerations (Yebra et al. 2004). The 
main active ingredients (biocides) preventing biofouling in antifouling paints 
are toxic heavy metals, i.e. copper and zinc. The use of antifouling paints con-
tinuously adds to the inflow and accumulation of biocides in the Baltic coastal 
ecosystem, which has lethal effects on marine organisms (Thouvenin et al. 
2002). The context proves highly interesting, as leisure boaters and especially 
sailors are often nature-oriented, thus professing green attitude. However, these 
attitudes do not lead to more sustainable behavior. It thus amounts to yet an-
other attitude-behavior gap within green consumption. 

 The context of leisure boating around the Baltic Sea is an interesting one in 
which to study how to make consumption practices more sustainable by focus-
ing on product use. As the Baltic Sea is one of the largest brackish water envi-
ronments in the world, toxins and emissions from around 80 million people in 
14 countries make it a highly polluted area causing health issues (Eklund and 
Eklund 2014). The current maintenance practices of more than 3,5 million lei-
sure boaters are destructive to the environment, especially since they influence 
the fragile archipelago areas of the Baltic Sea (Dahlström et. al, 2014). As such, 
the three interlinked essays in my dissertation take on a cultural perspective, 
studying the social importance and meaning of boating and connected mainte-
nance practices as well as the cultural specialties of Nordic consumer culture. 
The socio-cultural significance of boating and boat maintenance can hinder en-
vironmentally sustainable innovation, especially because boat owners may be 
blind to their own habits. Also, boating has a strong cultural heritage in the Nor-
dics and thus needs deeper understanding and influencing tactics to change the 
unsustainable consumption behavior. The results of the study are used by envi-
ronmental organizations such as Keep the Archipelago Tidy, boat clubs, and 
boating associations, as well as the Ministry of the Environment and the Finnish 
Safety and Chemicals agency.  

  

 
The dissertation is comprised of three interlinked essays, two of which are 

published in a peer reviewed journal and a book and one that is currently under 
review in a journal. The three essays contribute to answering the main research 
question of the dissertation, that is: How to reach sustainable consumption by 
focusing on consumer practices during product use? Even when previous circu-
lar economy and practice theory inspired sustainable consumption studies have 
looked at changing consumption behavior through practices, they have rarely 
focused on the product use category and especially maintenance.  
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In the first essay, together with Diane Martin, Anu Harju and Bianca Koro-
schetz, I explore how consumer practices during product use results in a wide 
variance in overall environmental sustainability impacts. Employing the prac-
tice theory lens, the essay acknowledges how different practice elements shape 
the sustainability of a product. Our analysis of different configurations of prac-
tice elements resulted in four practices configurations of leisure boaters: The 
Proper Boater, the Opportunist, the Green Boater, and the Negotiator. The essay 
helped to further acknowledge how focusing on product use influences overall 
sustainable consumption. 

 
In the second essay, I explore how Nordic consumers’ nature experiences are 

orchestrated through an interplay of Nordic ideologies of nature with Nordic 
governmental apparatuses. This book chapter brought a more holistic approach 
to the sustainable consumption of product use by expanding the contextualiza-
tion of the consumers’ lived experiences to the structuring of the social system. 
The essay brought up that on one hand, Nordic everyman’s rights and nature 
ideologies bring freedom for Nordic consumers to enter and experience nature 
equally. On the other hand, the Nordic states setting strict governmental rules 
promoting ideologies restrict nature experiences. The chapter studies Nordic 
sailor’s nature experiences by focusing on both sailing as an experience as well 
as sailboat ownership and related maintenance. 

 
In the third essay, together with Henri Weijo, I explore how and to what end 

consumers perform maintenance practices in communal consumption contexts 
where consumption objects require regular maintenance. This essay helps to 
understand why consumers would engage in product use practices such as 
maintenance. We take a communal perspective, as it further allows us to illus-
trate the communal aspects of maintenance, how tools and competences are 
shared, and how the community dictates the practice. Hence, the essay allows 
us to extend the understanding of product use practices from individual level to 
communal practices.  

 

 
This dissertation comprises of two parts. The first part gives an overview of 

the theoretical background of my dissertations. The second part consists of the 
three essays. In the first part, I will first review literature on sustainability. The 
first chapter specifically focuses on explaining how and why the transition to-
wards circularity is needed and how it has been previously studied. I then move 
to explaining the role of consumption in sustainability. The second chapter will 
go through the move from an individual to a more holistic approach in sustain-
able consumption. I will then explain what the circular view of consumption 
means and how product use is studied in previous research to show the missing 
parts. In the third chapter, I discuss practice theory in consumer research and 
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sustainable consumption within previous research. In the fourth chapter, I in-
troduce the methodological choice of ethnography and the research process 
briefly and elaborate on the fieldwork and analytical process. Finally, chapter 
five combines the findings of the three essays to form a holistic answer to the 
main research question of the dissertation. 
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In this part of the dissertation, I describe the basics of sustainability and cir-
cular economy. The purpose is to position my research in the wider theoretical 
and practical phenomenon of sustainability. Firstly, I define sustainability 
briefly. I then review how literature on sustainability has increasingly moved 
towards circular economy literature. Secondly, I will introduce the role of con-
sumption in sustainability. I first discuss how sustainable consumption research 
has evolved from studying individual consumers into taking a more holistic ap-
proach. This then leads to explaining the circular view of consumption and the 
gap in product use in the current sustainable consumption literature. 

 

 
It is now widely agreed upon among scholars, politicians and ordinary citizens 

that we are reaching the limits of the capacity of our planet. We are running out 
of critical resources (UNEP 2012) and many patterns of consumption are fun-
damentally unsustainable (Shove 2010; McDonagh and Prothero 2014). No 
matter which indicator we choose, humans have put increasingly more pressure 
on the earth (Chappells and Trentmann 2015). For example, after the eighteenth 
century, the rate of carbon dioxide emissions into the atmosphere has acceler-
ated, global water use has increased, and the world’s population has grown more 
than six-fold between 1700 and 2000 (Chappells and Trentman 2015). Due to 
these realizations, sustainability has become a megatrend (Lubin and Esty 
2010). The sustainability literature is vast and largely studied, both in market-
ing, but even more so outside of marketing literature. Therefore, the sustaina-
bility discourse has multiple and contested voices (McDonagh and Prothero 
2014).  

The most commonly referenced definition of sustainability is from the Brund-
tland Commission Report: “the development that meets the needs of the present 
without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their needs 
(WCED 1987, p. 8). Sustainable development used to focus only on environmen-
tal and economic development (Moldan 2011). Yet, a well-known approach in 
sustainability is called the triple bottom line, which divides sustainability into 
three dimensions: environmental, economic and social (Elkington 1998). The 
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approach emphasizes that in order for businesses to attain ultimate success, not 
only economic profit, but also people and the planet need to be taken into con-
sideration (Norman et al. 2004; Colicchia et al. 2013). However, the approach 
has been criticized for not including a common unit of measure (Slaper et al. 
2011). Whereas economic sustainability might be easy to report, measuring so-
cial capital has proven problematic (Slaper et al. 2011). Where the Brundtland 
Report made sustainable development the focus of global environmental policy, 
the UN Conference on Environment and Development in Rio de Janeiro in 1992 
operationalized the report’s approach (Chappells and Trentmann 2015). For ex-
ample, this so-called Agenda 21 gave attention to material flows by calling for 
an assessment of environmental impacts through the full life cycle of products 
(United Nations 1993). Hence, more sustainability discussion has geared to-
wards circular economy. 

 

 
Sustainability practitioners and scholars have increasingly become interested 

in the concept of circular economy as a way to operationalize the concept of sus-
tainable development (Ghisellini et al. 2016; Murray, Skene and Haynes 2017), 
which is seen too vague for implementation (van der Brande et al. 2011). Here, 
circular economy is viewed as a condition for sustainability (Geissdoerfer et al. 
2017). Traditionally, the economy has been based on linear systems, where re-
sources are extracted and then transported to factories, where they are pro-
cessed into goods, after which these goods are sold to consumers, who dispose 
of them after use. This process creates a pressing need for always extracting new 
natural resources and is thus highly unsustainable. Hence, a move away from 
the linear production models and consumption patterns into circular economy 
has received much attention from scholars trying to come up with ways to solve 
the adverse environmental impacts.  

 The concept of circular economy (CE) dates back to the 1960s (e.g. 
Boulding 1966). Since then, CE has gained popularity among both practitioners 
and academics, especially within the past years (Kirchherr et al. 2017). Previous 
research has studied for example barriers to CE (Kirchherr et al. 2018), as well 
as product design and business strategies for CE (e.g. van der Berg and Bakker 
2015; Bocken et al. 2016), such as extending product lifetimes (e.g. Bakker et al. 
2014a; 2014b). CE arguably has benefits for sustainable development (Bocken, 
Ritala and Huotari 2017), especially regarding the reduction of environmental 
impact in supply chains and productions (Kirchherrer et al. 2017; Spring and 
Araujo 2017). Production, use, and disposal of products all contribute negatively 
to the environment (Clark 2007).   

 The growing interest to study and use the concept of CE has re-
sulted in a diffusion of description of the concept (Kirchherr et al. 2017). Kirch-
herr and colleagues (2017, p. 229) composed a coherent definition, based on a 
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thorough study on the definitions of the concept, that this dissertation will fol-
low. They define CE as: 

 
”an economic system that replaces the ‘end-of-life’ concept with reducing, al-

ternatively reusing, recycling and recovering materials in production/distri-
bution and consumption processes. It operates at the micro level (products, 
companies, consumers), meso level (eco-industrial parks) and macro level 
(city, region, nation and beyond), with the aim to accomplish sustainable de-
velopment, thus simultaneously creating environmental quality, economic 
prosperity and social equity, to the benefit of current and future generations. 
”  
 
The definition provides a sense of hierarchy among the different activities, pri-
oritizes reduction and reusing over recycling and recovering, and emphasizes 
the role of consumers and organizations as enablers (Kirchherr et al. 2017). 
Even when limited to focusing on consumers and organizations as the only ac-
tors (Camacho-Otero et al. 2018), it serves the purpose of this dissertation. This 
dissertation focuses especially on the micro perspective of the definition by 
shedding light on how consumers partake in the circular economy through re-
using, recycling and reducing materials in consumption processes. In order to 
understand how to move towards a more circular economy, I will next explain 
the problematics of current use and design of products. 

To support the transition from linear to circular economy, designers and re-
searchers are looking for ways to circulate materials and fight against short 
product lifecycles in order to decrease the negative environmental causes of the 
throwaway mentality (Cooper 2004; 2005). We live in a throwaway culture, 
where the lifetime of products is short and disposing of fully functioning prod-
ucts is common (Cooper 2016). It is obviously a drain to environmental re-
sources to discard things when they are still in good shape. The throwaway cul-
ture is also shifting the role of objects as their role in consumers’ lives and cul-
ture is diluting (Verbeek and Kockelkoren 1998, p. 28). Thus, the concept of 
planned obsolescence and especially how to move away from it has gained in-
terest among scholars and practitioners. 

The issue of planned obsolescence, of designing a product with a limited usage 
time so that it becomes obsolete after a while, has been widely studied in the 
production literature (e.g. Fishman, Gandal and Shy 1993; Guiltinan 2009; Bak-
ker et al. 2014a). Packard (1960) popularized the concept to deliberate the 
shortening of product lifecycles. At the time, planned obsolescence was mainly 
discussed in the context of diluting the quality of products (Cooper 2004). Only 
in the 1990s was obsolescence discussed from the sustainability perspective 
(Cooper 2004). There are three kinds of obsolescence: technological, common 
to electronic goods; economic, due to new more energy- or cost-efficient substi-
tutes entering the market; and psychological, where the consumer prefers fash-
ionable or more stylish substitutes (Cooper 2004). The declining lifespan of 
products may lead to detrimental environmental consequences, especially from 
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the production perspective (Bakker et al. 2014). As this shows, the discussion 
on circular economy has been focusing on mostly production and design. 

 Yet, consumers too partake in the circular economy. The research 
of circular economy is often framed around production or business models (Ri-
zos, Tuokko and Behrens 2017; Selvefors et al. 2019). Even when the definition 
and previous research acknowledges that consumers’ involvement is necessary 
to the functioning of circular economy, there is very little literature taking the 
consumer’s perspective and studying consumer responses to the circular offer-
ings (Mugge 2017; Rizos et al. 2017; Camacho-Otero et al. 2018). Yet, whether 
products designed following the circular principles and prolonged lifetimes will 
actually be used and taken into use depends on the people using the products 
(Selvefors et al. 2019). Previous research has noted that user acceptance can be 
a significant factor hindering the implementations of circular business models 
(Rizos et al. 2016; Kirchherr et al. 2017). Similarly, Scott and Weaver (2014) 
suggest that consumers should be encouraged to be innovative with their pos-
sessions, as that would more likely lead to a higher likelihood of repair. Hence, 
previous research calls for more focus on consumers and consumer acceptance 
(Kirccherr et al. 2017; Camacho-Otero et al. 2018) that this dissertation aims to 
respond to. This dissertation builds on the previous sustainability and circular 
economy research by bringing the consumer’s perspective through focusing on 
product extensions, especially maintenance. Hence, I will move into discussing 
the role of consumers in the move towards a more sustainable future. 

 

 
Unsustainable social and economic behavior is claimed to be one of the main 

reasons for environmental degradation (Heiskanen and Pantzar 1997; Cohen 
2006). Hence, scholars have been increasingly interested in how to change con-
sumers’ behavior into more sustainable practices (Cohen 2006). Yet, sustaina-
bility is not a new phenomenon. People have had to think about the impacts of 
their acts on the future in all periods in history. Even agrarian communities had 
to consider how to manage and ensure the future availability of for example wa-
ter, forests and crops (Chappells and Trentmann 2015). Still, one of the main 
reasons for environmental problems is overconsuming natural recourses 
(UNEP 2012). The Agenda 21 set forth a framework for managing excessive de-
mands and unsustainable lifestyles and devoted a chapter to “Changing Con-
sumption Patterns” (United Nations 1993). Since then, the general consensus 
has been that sustainable consumption is not only important, but also necessary 
for the future (Nielsen 2011).  

 Research on sustainable consumption aims to understand and 
promote consumption behavior leading to sustainable development (Reich and 
Thøgersen 2015). Sustainable consumption is often used synonymously with 
ecological, green, or ethical behavior (Verplanken and Roy 2015). Similar to the 
broader concept of sustainability, the most common definition follows the 
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World Commission on Environment and Development, resulting from the work 
on sustainable development, defined as meeting “the needs of the present with-
out compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” 
(WCED 1987, p. 8). Hence, sustainable consumption contributes to the survival 
of future generations (Kilbourne et al. 1997) and takes into account environ-
mental, economic and social sustainability (Heiskanen and Pantzar 1997). Also, 
sustainable consumption is a decision-making process taking into consideration 
consumers’ social responsibility as well as their individual needs and wants 
(Vermeir and Verbeke 2006).   

 Yet, the definition leaves out the question of what forms of con-
sumption can be considered sustainable. Quite obviously, not all type of envi-
ronmental behavior matters equally (Stern 2000). This is where methods meas-
uring the impacts of consumption and production, such as life cycle assessment 
(LCA), come into play. The United Nations put forward a life cycle assessment 
method that aims at quantifying the overall environmental impacts of consump-
tion activities (UNO 2002). The method is usually used in natural sciences and 
describes impacts associated with product systems and services during the pro-
duction, distribution, use and disposal of a product (ISO.14040 1997). The ad-
vantage of LCA is indeed its holistic and versatile approach to sustainability 
which allows analyzing complex processes (Hertwich 2005). However, LCA has 
been little used in the context of sustainable consumption, as the focus has been 
more on the sustainable production side (Hertwich 2005).  

Next, I will firstly explain how the focus on sustainable consumption has 
shifted from only looking at individual values and attitudes at the micro level to 
a more holistic macro focus on sustainable consumption. Then I will explain the 
circular view on sustainable consumption and especially explain how product 
use has been neglected in previous sustainable consumption research.  

 

2.3.1 Problematics of the individualistic approach to sustainable con-
sumption 

 
The early work of sustainable consumption research was interested in individ-

ual consumer behavior and concerns. This research stream has still been con-
tinuing (see McDonagh and Prothero 2014 for a review). These studies focused 
on categorization of the green consumer to determine their value as a marketing 
segment (see Kilbourne and Beckmann 1998 for a review). A majority of the 
studies on green consumers sought to understand whether and how environ-
mental concerns lead to environmental behavior (Kilbourne and Beckmann 
1998; McDonagh and Prothero 2014).  

 Individualistic approaches to sustainable consumption target in-
dividual consumers for reaching a sustainable target (Shove et al. 2012). They 
focus on the micro level of sustainable consumption, such as individual atti-
tudes, emotions, beliefs, norms and values for promoting sustainable consump-
tion (Stern 2000). Since the Agenda 21 was set forth, many attempts have been 
made to change consumers’ attitudes through sharing knowledge on the effects 
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of unsustainable consumption (Jackson 2005). Also, in marketing, more studies 
previously focused on the micro level of sustainable consumption. Similarly, 
most activist and policy initiatives have focused on influencing consumer 
choices through transforming personal attitudes and values into more sustain-
able ones (Holt 2012). Hence, policy makers prefer information and awareness 
campaigns which persuade consumers to change their individual behavior to be 
more sustainable (Keller et al. 2014).  

 Many of these previous sustainable consumption studies have ap-
proached behavior as a linear and rational process (Hargreaves 2011). They are 
derived from Ajzen’s (1991) “theory of planned behavior” (Hargreaves 2011) or 
expectancy-value theory, where the basic tenet is that people behave in order to 
maximize their expected benefits (Jackson 2005; Phipps et al. 2012). Following 
this logic, in order to change consumers’ behavior to be more sustainable, we 
would need to change their attitudes into pro-environmental ones. These pro-
environmental attitudes would then lead to more sustainable consumption. 
However, the studies consistently found that even when consumers are con-
cerned about the environment, i.e. they have a sustainable attitude; they are not 
behaving accordingly, i.e. their actions are still unsustainable (e.g. Vermeir and 
Verbeke 2006; Gupta and Ogden 2009). This inconsistency between attitudes 
and behavior is referred to as the attitude-behavior gap (Young and Middlemiss 
2012). As a personal example, even though I have spent the last four years read-
ing and learning about sustainability and I think I have a highly sustainable at-
titude, not all my acts are sustainable. For example, I routinely fly long-distance 
to attend conferences. And even when the titles of the conferences at times have 
“sustainability” in them, it still does not make my flying for a few days’ trip any 
more sustainable. Whereas this logic might work in other contexts, sustainable 
behavior is somewhat special, as it includes not only the benefits for the indi-
vidual, but also for the environment and/or others (Phipps et al. 2012). Hence, 
the results of the attempts focusing on individualistic approaches remain insuf-
ficient (McMeekin and Southerton 2012; Carrington, Neville, and Whitwell 
2014).  

  The results from attitude-behavior studies have even been contra-
dictory at times (Kilbourne and Beckmann 1998). For example, Follows and 
Jobber (2000) showed a hierarchical relationship from values, to attitudes and 
to purchase. More recently, Giesler and Veresiu (2014) introduced a viewpoint 
of consumer responsibilization, requiring the active creation of consumers as 
moral subjects. Specifically, following the neoliberal logic, they argue that the 
responsibility ought to be assigned to the individuals with freedom to choose, 
and supported by moral guidelines. Giesler and Veresiu (2014) suggest that con-
sumers should not be treated as passive citizens or victims, but rather we should 
let them decide for themselves and empower them to take actions. Yet, recent 
studies have questioned the ethical consumer ethos (e.g. Chatzidakis, Maclaran, 
and Bradshaw 2012; Bertilsson 2005; Devinney, Auger, and Eckhardt 2010). In 
fact, Devinney et al. (2010) argue that the ethical consumer is a myth, firstly as 
it represents a fictional role model: such a consumer simply does not exist. Sec-
ondly, they argue that the ethical consumer is an idealization contesting the 
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existing flawed consumer behavior which leans on guilt. Thirdly, even when the 
ethical consumer represents a role model, they say that the morality of the 
model itself is disputable. Additionally, the green consumer ethos has proven 
problematic, as while environmentally conscious consumers may buy products 
labeled as sustainable, they still consume, only differently (Connolly and 
Prother 2003).  

Furthermore, the attitude-behavior studies often suggest moving away from 
capitalistic values such as materialism and consumerism as a solution for reach-
ing a more sustainable future (Holt 2012). Materiality and consumption are of-
ten discussed in a rather negative tone in sustainability literature. Sustainability 
research often explores materialism in the context of consumerism (Assa-
dourian 2010; Wijetunga 2019). Consumerism points to the expansion of “new, 
modish, faddish or fashionable, always improved and improving” material 
goods (Slater 1997, p. 10). Some researchers even argue that the only possible 
solution to move away from unsustainable consumption behavior is to move 
completely away from consumerism – the less we consume the less we need to 
produce, and the less harm is caused to the environment (e.g. Jackson 2005). 

Yet, recent studies argue that attitude-behavior studies are being too concen-
trated in isolated behavioral items (Shove 2010; Shove et al. 2012). Instead, the 
more socially oriented studies have aimed to understand the social structures of 
sustainable consumption (Spaargaaren 2003). They consider consumer behav-
ior to be historically developed by cultural and social interdependencies (Dolan 
2002) which I will present next.   

 

2.3.2 Holistic approaches to sustainable consumption 

 
The more holistic approach studies the social context in which consumption 

is embedded (Spaargaren 2003; Welch 2017) and considers the role of cultural 
aspects in influencing consumer behavior. These studies see consumers rather 
as consumer-citizens than as self-interested consumers (Prothero et al. 2011). 
Additionally, the macro level of sustainability focuses on the market level, such 
as third-party labeling schemes (Thøgersen 2005) and market level ideologies 
(Holt 2012).  

Cultural studies reject the autonomous view of behavior that the attitude-be-
havior studies take, and relate sustainable consumption to cultural and social 
practices (Dolan 2002; Connolly and Prothero 2003). They argue that a thor-
ough study needs to consider behavioral practices situated in time and space – 
practices that consumers share with others – thus emphasizing the social struc-
ture of behavior (Spaargaren 2002). Hence, the more social view not only sees 
consumers consuming products and services responding to basic needs, but 
sees those needs interrelated into a social and cultural context (Dolan 2002). 
These studies show that social structures, including macro structures like gov-
ernment and markets, as well as meso structures such as communities, should 
be taken into consideration. 
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Sustainable consumption studies have emphasized the importance of commu-
nities in providing opportunities for sustainable practices (Moraes et al. 2012; 
Sahakian and Wilhite 2013). According to Holt (2012), whether a market has 
the potential to become sustainable depends on social movements and subcul-
tures within the market. Jackson (2005) further explains that behavioral change 
should take place at the social level, since consumers are constantly influenced 
by social norms. This includes creating an ethical space bound to communities’ 
norms and meanings in order to facilitate and shape images for sustainable con-
sumption (Moraes et al. 2012). 

Where the studies taking the more individualistic approach often blame con-
sumerism and suggest moving away from the capitalistic values (Holt 2012), the 
more holistic approach takes a broader perspective on consumerism and con-
sumption (Cherrier 2009). To move away completely from the consumeristic 
society would be not only too slow, but also very difficult (Holt 2012). Some 
studies have even indicated that in some cases, anti-consumption movements, 
such as voluntary simplicity, where consumers aim to minimize their consump-
tion, actually result in higher uses of resources and even consuming more prod-
ucts (Craig-Lees and Hill 2002). To move away from consumerism would be 
difficult or even impossible, since consumption and product ownership provide 
comfort, help in the construction of one’s self and in communicating it to others, 
and also satisfy physical and emotional needs (Cherrier and Murray 2007). Ar-
nould (2007) also argues that consumerism is a powerful tool for consumers to 
influence political actions in the marketplace – to have agency in the market-
place. In addition, Holt (2012) notes that consumerism is dominating the over-
all society and is impossible to move away from quickly. It is not a distant or 
autonomous set of generic values, and it is not the only cause of unsustainable 
consumption. Therefore, rather than demanding a move away entirely from 
consumerism, we should understand market institutions and consumer prac-
tices (Holt 2012). 

Hence, sustainable consumption should focus on understanding the current 
consumer culture and the role of materials embedded into it. Cultural studies of 
consumption have been exploring possessions in terms of identity construction 
and extended self (Arnould and Thompson 2005; Tian and Belk 2005). The 
studies claim that consumption can help in defining self when consumers 
choose products according to their self-image (Schau and Gilly 2003). Con-
sumption is a route for understanding consumers’ practices, thoughts and 
needs. Since it is not a fixed thing, personal identity can be formed or reformed 
by consumption (Belk 1988). Numerous consumption possessions reflect iden-
tity (Ahuvia 2005). Material objects which are owned by someone become cues 
for defining how the person is perceived by themselves and by others (Tian and 
Belk 2005). Belk (1988) sees consumers as possessing an inner core self which 
is expanded to items that become part of the extended self. The extended self 
can be experienced through a concrete set of things, people or places (Belk 
1988). Consumers honor long-term commitments, and thus their lack chal-
lenges the sacred possessions of individuals (Tian and Belk 2005).  
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All these arguments point to the direction that rather than fighting against 
consumerism, the focus should be directed towards making the current culture 
more functional through enhancing product and material circulation. Hence, 
there has been a recent shift to take the practice theory perspective in sustaina-
ble consumption studies (e.g. Røpke 2009; Magaudda, 2011; Spaargaren 2011; 
Shove et al 2012) which I will present in part 3. Yet, studies taking a circular 
view of consumption have noted that even the holistic approach does not con-
sider the full life cycle of products enough. Consequently, the next subchapter 
will discuss the circular view of sustainable consumption to bridge this gap. 

 

2.3.3 Circular view of consumption 

 
 Many of the previous sustainable consumption studies have ap-

proached consumption as a linear and rational process (Hargreaves 2011) start-
ing from acquisition, through to use, and ending with disposition (Prothero et 
al. 2011). Traditionally, sustainable consumption has been divided into three 
R’s: reduce, reuse and recycle. In sustainable consumption, the focus of the at-
tention has traditionally been on product acquisition and reducing (Gupta and 
Ogden 2009; Assadourian 2010; Young et al. 2010; Moisander 2007; Vermeir 
and Verbeke 2006). Where traditionally marketers are interested in how to get 
consumers to buy more, sustainable consumption focus has directed attention 
towards less consumption (Jackson 2011). Hence, sustainable consumption 
studies focusing on the reducing category have distinctively discussed overcon-
sumption and consumerism, and consumer movements and anti-consumption  
(e.g. Kozinets and Handelman 2004; Iyer and Muncy 2009; Cherrier 2009; 
2010; Cherrier et al. 2011) such as brand avoidance (Lee, Motion and Conroy 
2009), boycotting (e.g. Klein, Smith and John 2004), consumer resistance (e.g. 
Mikkonen and Bajde 2013), consumer movements and activism (e.g. Kozinets 
and Handelman 2004), and voluntary simplicity (e.g. Huneke 2005; Alexander 
and Ussher 2012). On the other hand, Jacoby, Berning and Dietvorst noted al-
ready in 1977 that more attention should be paid to product disposition. Since 
then, scholars have been increasingly interested in the recycling category stud-
ies focusing on product disposal and waste management (e.g. Brosius et al. 
2012; Price et al. 2000; Kang and Schoenung 2005; Lastovicka and Fernandez 
2005; Bulkeley and Gregson 2009; Wang et al. 2011; Hukkanen et al. 2013; Ylä-
Mella et al. 2015; Benton 2015). However, Lee, Dewhirts and Cherrier (2018) 
still call upon more research on the end stage of consumption, especially on re-
use, repurposing, maintenance and circulation. 

 Recent research on sustainable consumption (Prothero et al. 2011; 
Brosius et al. 2012) argues that consumer researchers should view consumption 
as a full consumption cycle of acquisition, usage and disposal. The perspective 
emphasizes the cyclical view of consumption where products are moving from 
acquired, consumed and disposed back to acquired, instead of the previous fo-
cus on consumption as a linear process which ends when the product is disposed 
of (Brosius et al. 2012). Hence, I argue that there is a clear synergy between 
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circular economy and full consumption cycle literature. Both literatures use the 
same model ranging from acquired, used and disposed back to acquired (see e.g. 
Brosius et al. 2012, Selvefors et al. 2019). Circular consumption is a closed-loop 
system where materials are in a constant cycle, and in which materials are con-
sidered resources rather than recycled and considered waste (Scott and Weaver 
2018). Hence, following the calls on taking a more cyclical view into consump-
tion (Prothero et al. 2011; Brosius et al. 2012), the next subchapter will explain 
the gap on use and especially on maintenance in the consumption cycle. 

 

2.3.4 Products usage – the missing part of circular consumption 

 
Consumers take part in a circular economy mostly through the usage phase of 

the consumption cycle. Lengthening product life spans serves as an important 
avenue for facilitating sustainable consumption (Cooper 2005). Encouraging 
consumers to hold on to their possessions longer and to delay new acquisitions 
would decrease the overall material throughput in provision systems and fur-
ther dilute the effects of throwaway culture (Cooper 2005). Yet, only a few stud-
ies focus on the usage phase. The rare studies where the usage phase has been 
taken into account emphasize that sustainable consumption should also aim at 
decreasing waste, expanding product life spans and keeping materials in circu-
lation (Scott and Weaver 2018; Selvefors et al. 2019). The usage phase includes 
product life-extensions, such as the reuse of products, product maintenance, 
and product sharing, which all play important roles in enhancing sustainable 
consumption (Prothero et al. 2011). Therefore, if we want to understand con-
sumers in the circular economy, we need to understand how and why they would 
engage in the usage practices both personally and communally. 

Previous studies on circular economy which pay attention to the usage phase 
have mainly focused on the production and business model perspectives. For 
example, studies taking the LCA perspectives (e.g. Hertwich 2005) and user 
perspectives on product circularity in design processes (e.g. Selvefors et al. 
2018) provide some information on the environmental impact of product use. 
For example, as the LCA studies measure all impacts related to product systems 
and services, they also provide some limited information about the environmen-
tal impact of product use (Hetwich 2005). Yet, LCA has been very little used in 
studying sustainable consumption, as it mainly provides information which 
consumers may not even know how to use (Hertwich 2005). Similarly, the de-
signer-focused circular economy studies have looked at the design processes 
that enable the preconditions for circular product use (Bakker et al. 2014; 
Selvefor et al. 2018). For example, Selvefors et al. (2019) take consumption and 
product use as the point of departure and explore product exchange – more spe-
cifically, how products are circulated from user to user. Yet, they too take a de-
signer perspective, leaving the consumer’s role to be the use of whatever is de-
signed in the proper manner. Hence, both the LCA approach and the circular 
economy literature have mainly treated consumers as passive recipients who do 
not take an active role in enhancing cyclical consumption. Therefore, more 
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research on product circularity framed with the consumer taking active center 
stage is needed.  

Similarly, some consumer research studies focusing on reuse have started to 
bring some understanding to product use. These studies illustrate the im-
portance of understanding consumers as active agents in extending product 
lifecycles. Yet, the reuse category has received less attention within sustainable 
consumption literature (Scott and Weaver 2018). The lone exceptions are stud-
ies such as research studying how acquiring other people’s trash creates a cycli-
cal consumption model (Brosius et al. 2013) and a study on repair (Scott and 
Weaver 2014). Scott and Weaver (2018) for example studied repurposing, the 
act of assembling an object to a new purpose, to extend the product life cycle. 
They acknowledge that repurposing increases the attachment to the product, 
which might then lead to increasing the product life span. Additionally, they 
suggest that reuse should be considered a creative and productive activity rather 
than a sacrifice made for the sake of the environment. Yet, these studies leave 
out the maintenance perspective in connection to product circularity.  

I will discuss maintenance in more depth in essay 3 and focus here on the sus-
tainability benefits of maintenance. As Prothero et al. (2011) note, product 
maintenance influences product life and replacement by extending the product 
lifecycle and enhancing recyclability. Product life spans have decreased over the 
last decades (Kostecki 1998). Maintenance helps consumers prevent future re-
pair costs by preserving or even upgrading their possessions to desirable levels 
of practical performativity (Takata et al. 2004). Regardless of these benefits, 
there is very little literature on how consumers are engaged or could be engaged 
in the usage stage of the product life cycle through maintenance and repair. 
Also, public policy relating to the reduction of resources often focuses on man-
ufacturing processes and how to make them more environmentally friendly 
(Brosius et al. 2013).  

 More recently, explorations on innovative business models advo-
cating access instead of ownership, such as collaborative consumption or shar-
ing economy (e.g Bardhi and Eckhardt 2012; Belk 2014; Hamari et al. 2016), 
have further helped to expand the discussion of circularity and the role of the 
consumer. Collaborative consumption and sharing economy discussions point 
to the usage phase of the full consumption cycle. These innovative business 
models are based on sharing and accessing goods and services through commu-
nity-based online services. From a sustainability perspective, increase in shar-
ing could decrease the need for acquiring new products by moving away from 
individual consumption modes and thus overconsumption (Binninger, Ou-
rahmoune and Robert 2015). Sharing and collaborative consumption provide 
consumers with a way to limit their product ownership by using products with-
out owning them through using someone else’s possessions (Belk 2009). How-
ever, I argue that also the sharing economy and collaborative consumption dis-
cussion lacks an important maintenance perspective, which would bring inter-
esting new avenues for moving towards circularity and sharing. For example, 
when consumers rent or borrow products instead of owning them, companies 
can better control the usage and repair of their products. This should incentivize 
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the companies to extend their product lifecycles through planned maintenance 
and repair procedures (Belk 2017; Becker-Leifhold 2018). Additionally, I argue 
that the need for maintenance may become even more extensive when moving 
towards sharing or circular economy, where the products circulated and shared 
need to be kept in good condition. There, the conditions of products become 
their key exchange value.  

 This dissertation studies product use through a practice theory 
perspective. The perspective makes it possible to take a holistic view of sustain-
able consumption and escape the attitude-behavior division. The next chapter 
will elaborate more on practice theory and how it helps in studying sustainable 
consumption practice through product use. 
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Practice theory is not a unified theory, but encompasses multiple approaches 

that vary in scope and emphasis. Yet, all the theorists share the common thread 
of social life as a “nexus of practice”, where different people’s actions form a 
whole, thus sharing the assumption of social beings situated in practices 
(Schatzki 2012). The principal point for practice theorists is avoiding consider-
ing behavior an outcome of personal behavior choice or preference, and instead 
considering practices carrying both individualistic behavior and structures 
(Schatzki 2005). Practice theory derives from the philosophic background of 
Heidegger and Wittgenstein and has social science roots in Bordieu, Giddens 
and Foucault, called the first generation of practice theory (Schatzki et al. 2001; 
Halkier and Jensen 2011). Schatzki (1996, 2002) and Reckwitz (2002) have fur-
ther developed their insights of the theory.   

The first generation of practice theories focused only on human actors (Spaar-
garen 2011). The later generations regarded nonhuman entities equally im-
portant for the production of social practices (Schatzki 2002). The role of mate-
riality is inspired by Latour’s (2005) actor-network theory (Shove et al. 2012). 
This second wave of practice theories argues that interest in materiality enriches 
the theory by further allowing movement beyond the individual actor as a pri-
mary agent (Shove et al. 2012).  What can be described as the third wave is com-
prised of studies which apply the theories empirically (e.g. Halkier and Jensen 
2011; Halkier et al. 2011; Sahakian and Wilhite 2014).  

Practice theory builds on flat ontology (Schatzki 2011), meaning that it is not 
hierarchical but relational. Practices are interlinked through bundles forming 
constellations and a large plenum of practice arrangements (Schatzki 2014). 
The flat ontology also helps explain the role of individuals. Individuals are de-
centralized, as they are considered as carriers of multiple practices (Keller et al. 
2016). Yet practice theorists do not consider practitioners as dupes, but rather 
as active doers (Warde 2005). Reckwitz (2002 p.250) summarizes practices well 
as:  

 
“a routinized way in which bodies are moved, objects are handled, subjects 

are treated, things are described, and the world is understood. To say that 
practices are ‘social practices’ is indeed a tautology: A practice is social, as it 
is a ‘type’ of behaving and understanding that appears at different locales and 
at different points of time and is carried out by different body/minds.” 
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Hence, the practice-theoretical approach places the practice as the unit of anal-
ysis (Giddens 1984; Reckwitz 2002). This allows for providing a “general and 
abstract account” (Schatzki 2001, p. 4) of the phenomenon under study.  

 Practices can be divided into practice-as-entity and practice-as-
performance (Schatzki 1996; Warde 2005; Shove et al. 2012). Practice-as-entity 
refers to “a temporally unfolding and spatially dispersed nexus of doings and 
sayings” (Schatzki 1996, p. 89). Practice-as-performance can be defined as per-
formance of the practice that “actualizes and sustains practices in the sense of 
nexuses” (Schatzki 1996, p. 90). Hence, practice-as-performance refers to an 
individual performance – a unique enactment of a practice (Hui 2017). In con-
trast, the practice-as-entity requires recurrent performances of a practice, as 
practices will disappear if they are not performed (Shove and Pantzar 2005).  

 

 
Practice theory is a relatively new theory in consumer behavior studies (Røpke 

2009). The theoretical understanding rests on the assumption that markets, 
and hence consumption, are socially constructed phenomena (Holt 2012; 
Schatzki 2002; Shove and Pantzar 2005). Recent works have applied practice 
theory in studies of brand communities (Schau, Muñiz and Arnould 2009),  pro-
environmental behavior change (Hargreaves 2011), materiality (Magaudda 
2011), taste regimes (Arsel and Bean 2013), temporal experiences (Woermann 
and Rokka 2015) and disrupted routines (Phipps and Ozanne 2017), to name a 
few. People are driven and motivated by practices and hence practices steer be-
havior (Warde 2005). 

According to practice theory, consumption is not seen as practice itself, but it 
is almost always a moment in nearly every practice (Warde 2005). Practices also 
create wants and thus steer consumption behavior (Warde 2005). The theory 
explores consumption through the ongoing routines, engagements and perfor-
mances of social life (Arsel and Bean 2012). Hence, due to the flat ontology, 
practice theory has become increasingly popular in consumer behavior studies 
as it enables movement away from isolated, contextual variables into a more 
holistic understanding of practices, and movement away from the actor-struc-
ture discussion (Warde 2005; Røpke 2009; Halkier et al.2011).  

Most importantly, practice theory enables achieving a non-individualistic per-
spective on consumption (e.g. Hargreaves 2011). It enables focusing on social 
processes, as the central tenet is that the social is located in a nexus of practices, 
arrangements of human and nonhuman actors where social action as organized 
activity both transpires in and is understood in context (Schatzki 2002). Addi-
tionally, the theory allows looking at practice configurations as a whole, without 
demanding a separation between macro and micro perspectives. Practice theory 
hence puts more emphasis on doings, materiality, and embodied practical com-
petences over the traditional research foci of consumer decision-making, 
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symbolism, and intentional or expressive presentation of the self (Schatzki 
2002; Warde 2005; Thomas and Epp 2019).  

 

 
Practices are usually broken down into conceptualizations of different and in-

terdependent elements. Schatzki (1996 p. 89) was first to introduce a conceptu-
alization of elements being understandings, rules, and teleoaffective structure. 
In his later work, he split the understandings into practical understandings, 
which relate to Bordieu’s habitus that refer to knowing what to do or say in a 
given situation, and general understandings, which relate to belief and mean-
ings (Schatzki 2002, p. 77-82). Reckwitz (2002) introduced more elements such 
as the body, the mind, things and their use, know-how, states of emotions and 
knowledge. Later, Warde (2005) offered his own threefold model consisting of 
products, understanding and engagements.   

In this dissertation, I follow Shove’s and Pantzar’s (2005) well-known under-
standing of practices as construction of meanings, competences and materials. 
Although not identical, there is some overlap between the analytical categories 
of meaning and Schatzki’s (2002) general understandings. There is also overlap 
between the categories of competence and practical understandings. This tri-
partite terminology allows a clear distinction of the elements and enables focus-
ing on their interconnection. The elements are interconnected and the linkages 
between them performed regularly and repeatedly (Shove et al. 2012). Thus, 
practices consist of both doings and sayings – both practical activity as well as 
its representations (Warde 2005) – and require performance for their existence 
(Warde 2005; Shove et al. 2012).  

 
Materiality The material aspect encompasses objects, infrastructures, tech-

nology, tools, hardware and the body (Hand, Shove and Southerton 2005). Al-
most all practices include consuming materials and using them (Reckwitz 
2002). Schatzki (2002) emphasizes the role of materials in shaping the connec-
tions in making a practice an entity. Warde (2005, p.131) continues by outlining 
that “consumption occurs as items are appropriated in the course of engaging 
in particular practices and that being a competent practitioner requires appro-
priation of the requisite services, possession of appropriate tools, and devotion 
of a suitable level of attention to the conduct of the practice”. Shove and col-
leagues (2012) then further materialized practice theories using the term 
‘things’. 

 
Meaning Meanings are socially shared ideas associated with the practice giv-

ing meaning to it (Shove et al. 2012). Schatzki (2002, p.80) uses the term tele-
oaffective structure to illustrate “a range of acceptable or correct ends, accepta-
ble or correct tasks to carry out for these ends, acceptable or correct beliefs (etc.) 
given which specific tasks are carried out for the sake of these ends, and even 
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acceptable or correct emotion out of which to do so” thus bringing the sociality 
into the practice. His view highlights how the right thing to do is different from 
what is rational to do (Schatzki 1987, p.120). Yet, meaning represents the social 
and symbolic significance of performing the practice (Shove et al. 2012, p. 23).  

 
Competences Shove et al. (2012) combine all kinds of understanding and 

practical knowledge into an element of competence. Competence is thus a bun-
dle of practical knowledge, forms of understanding and skills. Theories of prac-
tice often emphasize that performance in practice is usually not conscious (e.g. 
Warde 2005). A competent practitioner does what makes sense to oneself and 
draws on past meaning, rules and futures goals (Schatzki 2002). Competence 
consists of certain emotions in certain moments and know-how on how to be-
have in the practice (Reckwitz 2002). The practices hold a specific type of 
knowledge, understanding the world and having the required know-how, want-
ing and feeling in a specific way (Reckwitz 2002). Moreover, competence does 
not refer to only human doing but is also embodied in things (Watson and Shove 
2008). The body is what brings practices into action, as individuals are carriers 
of practices performing practices constantly (Reckwitz 2002). Following Reck-
witz (2002), bodies are not just instruments, but practices are “routinized bodily 
performances”.  

 

 
The question regarding practice theory in terms of sustainable consumption 

is how practice theory could inform the change towards more sustainable con-
sumption. Or, how is unsustainable consumption embedded in consumer prac-
tices? As mentioned, the bulk of sustainable consumption studies have taken 
the individualistic approach, yet the contemporary consumption perspective 
acknowledges the importance of examining the social structures behind con-
sumption (Spaargaren 2003; Welch 2017). Here, the practice theory perspective 
is especially useful as it moves away from analyzing individual behavior into an-
alyzing social practices (Warde 2005; Røpke 2009). Hence, practice theory of-
fers a way out of the attitude-behavior gap and its problematics (Welch and 
Warde 2015).  

Research has increasingly used practice theory to study sustainable consump-
tion, for example in studying showering to understand the environmental con-
sequences of resource-intensive practices (Hand et al. 2005), energy practices 
to illustrate the link between technology and behavior (Wilhite 2008), everyday 
life and domestic practices to emphasize how most practices are performed with 
little consideration to the environment and how the focus should therefore be 
on collective efforts in sustainable change (Røpke 2009), pro-environmental be-
havior change to explore behavior change above individual’s attitudes (Har-
greaves 2011), cycling to understand why some practices are not available for 
consumers (Spotswood et al. 2015) and food consumption to recognize the 
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agentive aspects of a practice (Sahakian and Wilhite 2013). However, none of 
these have looked at maintenance or extending product lifecycles. Previous 
studies have shown how practice theory is useful in the sustainable consump-
tion context as it views consumers as not purely rational nor unconscious, but 
rather as agents bounded in sociocultural environments (e.g. see Shove and 
Pantzar 2005; Røpke 2009; Spaargaren 2011; Halkier et al. 2011). Spaargaren 
(2011) summarized well the common reasons for using practice theory in un-
derstanding unsustainable consumption as: 1) the role and responsibilities of 
the citizen consumer can be specified; 2) it gives an overview of the contribution 
of materials; and 3) the cultural framing of practice theory permits viewing the 
social construction of consumer behavior.   

 A recent stream of sustainable consumption studies taking the 
practice theory perspective argue that a main challenge in changing everyday 
consumption is that it is comprised of routines which are not actively reflected 
upon (Jaeger-Erben, Rückert-John and Schäfer 2015). The routinized habits are 
embedded in social and material context (Shove and Warde 2002, Jaeger-Erben 
et al. 2015). Practice theory allows focusing on the emergent nature of practices 
and thus behavior change (Hargreaves 2011; Halkier et al. 2011).  Hence, a cen-
tral question for sustainable consumption from the practice theory perspective 
is how to change habits (Sahakian and Wilhite 2013). The elemental nature of 
practices presents how practices evolve as the elements are linked and unlinked. 
Hence, a change into more sustainable consumption requires change in any of 
the three practice elements (Sahakian and Wilhite 2013). Practices change when 
the linkages or elements change. To create more sustainable practices, these 
linkages must be broken before the old practices can be replaced (Shove et al. 
2012). The ways in which the different practice elements configure consumption 
practice and the dynamics between them all have transformational potential to 
sustainable consumption (Magaudda 2011; Shove et al. 2012). This is especially 
since practices are constantly changing and remade (Shove 2003; Hand et al. 
2005). 

 This dissertation follows Røpke (2009) in linking environment 
and practices with material components such as products, infrastructure, and 
tools that people need to perform practices. Materiality is what brings consump-
tion into the discussion of practices (Warde 2005). Thus, practice theory and 
sustainable consumption research are linked through the material component 
of practices (Sahakian and Wilhite 2013). The material components are also 
usually the reason why the practice is considered unsustainable. Moreover, the 
practice theory perspective enables one to focus on doing rather than having 
products (Shove et al. 2012). Furthermore, the theory is suitable for this partic-
ular study especially because it does not focus on individual decision-making 
and does not view consumers as catalysts or barriers to change, but instead fo-
cuses on consumption bound up with everyday social life (Sahakian and Wilhite 
2013). In addition, the astatic nature of social practices as well as the interrela-
tions between practices makes it an interesting theory for the context (Shove 
and Pantzar 2005). Performing practices usually involves various products and 
other material artefacts, raising the importance of consumption. Material 
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artefacts have agency once they are taken into use (Sahakian and Wilhite 2013). 
The aim is to move the negative discussion of sustainable consumption research 
about overconsumption towards a broader view of materials in practices. Spe-
cifically, the dissertation illustrates how it is useful to understand the role of 
material artefacts and tasks related to product ownership, such as maintenance, 
in order to have a holistic understanding of the problems behind the unsustain-
able practices. 
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In this dissertation, ethnography has been the guiding principle for doing 
qualitative research. The method provided a perfect fit to gain understanding of 
everyday practices in order to understand how product use contributes to the 
sustainability of the products. Ethnography is also suitable for the theoretical 
perspective of practice theory for bringing up all practice elements: the materi-
als, meanings and competences. The method similarly provided a great fit to the 
chosen research context of leisure boat maintenance, which is a highly embod-
ied practice that would not have been comprehensively understandable through 
spoken language, for example. In practice, this has meant participating in boat 
maintenance practices for extended periods, observing boat owners and the 
boat communities, asking questions regarding people’s everyday lives while 
they participate in maintaining their boats, and boat owners reflecting on their 
experiences, as well as reading the news and other secondary sources in order 
to get a holistic picture of boating and boat maintenance as a practice. Since the 
method used for answering each research question, as well as the data collection 
process and analysis, is described in more detail in each of the essays, this chap-
ter discusses the origins of ethnography and then moves onto describing how 
ethnography is used in consumer research and sustainable consumption at 
large. I then introduce the context of my research, which is then followed briefly 
by my account of the data collections and analysis. 

 

 
Ethnography refers to “a research process in which the researcher is closely 

engaged in the daily life of some social setting and collects data using ethno-
graphic methods of observations and participation – an experience labeled as 
fieldwork – and then writes accounts of this process” (Moisander and Valtonen 
2006, p. 45).  Ethnography is both a way of interpreting culture and a data col-
lection method (Geertz 1973; Arnould 1998; Sherry 2008). The method origi-
nates from cultural anthropology, where ethnography was mainly used for stud-
ying small-scale societies (Goulding 2005). Yet, where ethnography as a meth-
odology was previously used for studying distant and exotic places (Geertz 
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1973), it is nowadays increasingly used to understand familiar contemporary 
cultures closer to home (Moisander and Valtonen 2006, p. 47). As a result, be-
sides the geographical change, the method has also evolved theoretically and 
diversified (Moisander and Valtonen 2006, p.47).  

Ethnography has gained popularity increasingly in marketing and consumer 
research (Arnould and Wallendorf 1994). Ethnography is used especially in con-
temporary consumer culture, as it makes it possible to explore consumption be-
yond cognition and behavior by giving more understanding of the social and 
cultural point of view (Arnould 1998). The early examples from ethnography in 
consumer research began with what is known as the Consumer Behavior Odys-
sey, in which researchers aimed to acquire knowledge about American con-
sumption by travelling with a recreational vehicle around the United States and 
employing ethnographic methods such as videotaping in-situ interviews, taking 
photos and writing fieldnotes on consumption activities (Belk et al. 1988; 
McGrath et al. 1993). Since then, ethnography has been increasingly used in 
studying everyday cultural consumption (Arnould and Wallendorf 1994; Ar-
nould and Thompson 2005, Kozinets 2010). It is widely used in consumer cul-
ture theory studies, for example in understanding subcultures in the context of 
Harley Davidson motorcycle fans (Schouten and McAlexander 1995), experien-
tial servicescapes in the context of whitewater rafting (Arnould and Price 1993), 
sociocultural branding in the context of the American Girl brand (Diamond et 
al. 2009), and extraordinary experiences and pain in the context of the Tough 
Mudder adventure challenge (Scott et al. 2017), to name a few. The method is 
especially useful for the present study because of ethnography’s focus on ob-
serving consumers in their everyday life while they are carrying out their prac-
tices (Reckwitz 2002). 

Ethnography enables researchers to go beneath superficial or socially desira-
ble meanings (Goulding 2005) and helps to understand the culturally-shaped 
actions and everyday social interactions (Arnould and Wallendorf 1994; Ar-
nould and Thompson 2005).  The main goal of ethnography is to systemically 
clarify the behaviors of members that construct and are constructed by the cul-
ture (Goulding 2005). Arnould and Wallendorf (1994) summarize four essential 
characteristics of ethnographic interpretation: 1) primacy to systematic study-
ing of human action in natural settings, 2) extended, experiential participation 
in the studied cultural context, 3) production of interpretations of behaviors 
which the studied persons and the intended audience evaluate as credible, 4) 
incorporation of multiple sources of data.  

Ethnography aims to explain how culture is constructed in a particular cul-
tural context (Sherry 2008), studying social phenomena in situ (Moisander and 
Valtonen 2006, p. 48). It is mostly about how experiences in the society reflect 
meanings for individuals (Arnould 1998). Ethnographers aim to look “beyond 
what people say to understand the shared system of meanings” (Goulding 2005, 
p. 298) and observe behaviors that naturally occur (Arnould and Wallendorf 
1994) while being faithful to the experiences of a specific chosen context (Sherry 
2008). However, ethnographers do not presume a field or setting as such, but 
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analyze it in ways through which it is formed through discourse and material 
practice (Moisander and Valtonen 2006, p. 51).  

Ethnographic data collection includes collecting data from multiple sources 
for an extended period of time. Sherry (2008) provides a toolkit which is typi-
cally included in ethnographies: archival analysis, trace analysis, participant ob-
servation, interviews, photography, videography, and projective tasking. The 
success lies within applying these multiple methods into a single phenomenon 
(Arnould 1998). To collect data from multiple sources is, of course, time-con-
suming and labor intensive (Goulding 2005). Yet, extensive fieldwork and face-
to-face interaction in people’s natural settings is necessary for ethnography, as 
it provides a deeper understanding of the ways in which people make sense of 
their lives (Arnould 1998; Moisander and Valtonen 2006, p. 48) and improves 
the likelihood of getting holistic explanations (Sherry 2008). Participant obser-
vation is an especially central data collection method, as it allows access to the 
details of consumption behavior (Arnould and Wallendorf 1994) and enables 
giving meaning to the cultural patterns (Arnould 1998).  

Ethnographic data collection results in a written end-product where the voices 
of participants in the cultural context are constructed in a fluent and readable 
narrative (Sherry 2008). The research findings should represent the multitude 
of layered meanings (Arnould 2008). However, an important notion with re-
gard to the researchers’ positioning is that the researcher is always affected by 
the world which is under study (Boyle 1994). Consequently, the researcher com-
bines both the outsider interpretations (etic) with the subjective insider experi-
ences (emic) to provide deep and holistic insights and understandings (Boyle 
1994; Arnould and Wallendorf 1994; Goulding 2005). Also, ethnography’s aim 
is to provide meanings and understandings rather than to generalize (Arnould 
1998). 

 

 
 Ethnography proved beneficial to studying sustainable consump-

tion practices during product use since it enabled getting a holistic understand-
ing of a difficult, multi-layered problem. The method allowed going beyond the 
attitude-behavior problematics by looking beyond the spoken language, while 
simultaneously getting into the meanings behind product use. Ethnography has 
been increasingly used to study consumer practices in the context of environ-
mental behavioral change (Hargreaves 2011) and sustainable consumption (Ca-
sey, Lichrou, and O’Malley 2017). Ethnographic research is useful for the con-
text as it facilitates firsthand understanding of the doings and sayings of con-
sumers in their everyday consumption practices (Shove and Pantzar 2005; 
Shove, et al. 2012).  

 One of the methodological questions to ask was how much voice I 
had to or should give to the boat owners, especially considering that previous 
attitude-behavior gap studies have proven multiple times that people tend to 
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say one thing but behave in another way. This question confirmed the method 
choice to include not only spoken language, namely interviews, but also partic-
ipant observation in situ, in order to experience myself how the practices were 
structured. Moreover, according to for example Schatzki (2002), sayings are a 
subset of doings, and therefore they are doings that say something. Additionally 
Shove et al. (2012) outline that practices are entities that can be spoken about. 
Yet, practice theories decentralize the subject by focusing on both sayings and 
doings (Warde 2005). This is where ethnography also proved useful, as it al-
lowed taking a decentralized perspective, while interviewing alone might disre-
gard the material surroundings.  

The rich data was gathered through formal interviews as well as participant 
observation and informal conversations which took place in the everyday prac-
tices. The interviews were designed to help informants reflect on their past be-
haviors and future expectations (Arnould and Wallendorf 1994). Participant ob-
servation made it possible to study the relationships among people, organiza-
tion of their doings, and different patterns as well as the immediate sociocul-
tural context (Jorgensen 1989). The data collection for the dissertation began in 
March 2015 and ended in November 2018. This long-term immersion in the 
boat maintenance context enabled studying the consumer behavior as it oc-
curred (Arnould and Wallendorf 1994). Through extensive participant observa-
tions at multiple boatyards, I was granted an access to the behind-the-scenes 
activities which might have been otherwise hidden. For example, a harbormas-
ter who I got to know very well during multiple visits at the boatyard showed me 
stains of antifouling paint on the ground. He told me to not take pictures and 
told me how they were not proud of those stains. Additionally, the multinational 
and -disciplinary research team provided access to different domains of mean-
ing. For example, many boat owners treated me, a young female, as someone 
who did not have much knowledge on how the boat functioned. Therefore, the 
boaters explained to me in great detail what they were doing with their boats, 
especially when it came to anything technological. In retrospect, this was bene-
ficial for me, as they might have left out some interesting aspects had they 
thought I was an expert. Similarly, collecting data in Finland proved much eas-
ier than elsewhere due to the language and culture barriers elsewhere. 

As cultural meanings, ideals and practices are not tied to a geographic space 
(Appadurai 1996), we collected data not only at the boatyards where the mainte-
nance happened. We also visited boat fairs, did informal observation in online 
boating forums, and read newspapers and boating magazines. Therefore, an es-
sential part of understanding how the practice is formulated was constituted in 
the online forums where boat owners shared knowledge and tips on boat 
maintenance and also discussed the environmental worries related to boat 
maintenance. Extensive participation in the field enabled me to get an ‘insider’ 
perspective (Moisander and Valtonen 2006, p. 51). The observations permitted 
me to explore the mundane everyday maintenance practices the boat owners did 
not recognize doing even themselves (Moisander and Valtonen 2006, p.52). 

 My stance when starting with this research was not neutral. As 
mentioned, ideal for doing ethnographic research is that the researcher 
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immerses him- or herself into the site for an extended period of time. I am a 
beginner sailor myself. I started my sailing journey in 2011 by attending a scout 
group evening sailing. I then found sailing so fascinating that I went along to 
longer, around one-week long sailing trips and took courses on navigating. I did 
not engage much with boat maintenance, other than the maintenance which 
took part during the sailing trips. I was first exposed to boat maintenance only 
when I joined the research project. Once I got into the research project and 
learned more about the maintenance practices, I went along and maintained the 
scout boat. I also helped out at friends’ boats. Therefore, I cannot say I was an 
outsider when I started and neither did I have a “blank state”. My previous ex-
periences gave me some insider advantages, as I had some information before 
entering the field as a researcher. However, to distance myself from the research 
context, I started with the research by going to a boatyard I had not previously 
been to, and talked with boat owners I did not know beforehand. It was easier 
to have conversations with the boat owners knowing a little about sailing. How-
ever, I did not have much experience on motorboating, and most of the infor-
mation I heard from the informants about boat maintenance was new to me.  

 As the data was collected within a larger research group, the data 
analysis was an ongoing process throughout the project and yielded multiple 
reports and articles. The analysis brought the product circularity and sustaina-
bility into the center of the research. The initial focus at the start of the research 
was understanding unsustainable boat maintenance practices, but through 
analysis, the focus evolved into understanding product use, maintenance and 
sustainability at a larger scale. The three essays presented in this dissertation 
were produced through an extensive data analysis process. I was responsible for 
the first round of analysis for all the essays. The data analysis started with the 
traditional ethnographic data analysis process, namely looking for patterns 
from the interview transcripts (Goulding 2005). I identified categories that were 
then placed under broader themes. This coding process then lead to a syntheti-
zation, where the categories were linked (Goulding 2005). I first started analyz-
ing the data through open coding and coupled the analysis with the fieldwork 
findings, while adhering to the recommended iterative process ongoing 
throughout the research project (Belk, Fischer, and Kozinets 2012). I then ap-
plied the practice theory framework to analyze the qualitative data, allowing me 
to examine materiality, competence and meaning from the emic perspective of 
boat owners. By employing hermeneutical analysis (Spiggle 1994) I was able to 
develop a sense of the whole (Arnold and Fischer 1994). 

 

The dissertation is based on an EU funded research project, CHANGE (chang-
ing antifouling practices for leisure boats in the Baltic Sea). It was a multidisci-
plinary project among marine scientists, legal scholars and consumer research-
ers to comprehensively examine leisure boat maintenance practices around the 
Baltic Sea. Maintenance of the boat hull is particularly implicated in 
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environmental sustainability, as the hull interacts with the marine environment 
while in use and the land environment during maintenance and storage. 

 Most leisure boat owners use toxic antifouling (AF) paint to keep 
barnacles from attaching to the hull (see picture 1), thereby improving maneu-
verability and decreasing drag, which in turn lessens fuel consumption and 
costs. AF paint used to combat barnacles causes particular problems, as the use 
of these products continuously adds to the distribution of biocides in the coastal 
ecosystem (Thomas and Brooks 2010) and leads to the unintended deaths of 
benign marine organisms. The more toxic anti-fouling paints containing tribu-
tyltin (TBT) were banned in the European Union already in 1989. Yet, the cop-
per and zinc in current anti-fouling paints have also been proven harmful for 
species in the Baltic Sea and thereafter to its whole ecosystem (Lageström et al. 
2017). Additionally, TBT is still present in old layers of paint on nearly 50 % of 
leisure boats in the Baltic Sea (Eklund et al. 2008). The effects to the Baltic Sea 
are especially severe considering the brackish-water ecosystem and the wide 
range of salinity (Dahlström et al. 2018). In fact, the Baltic Sea is one of the most 
polluted seas in the world (Helcom 2010). All three essays are based on data 
collected during the project and the results are used by environmental organi-
zations such as Keep the Archipelago Tidy, as well as the Ministry of the Envi-
ronment and Finnish Safety and Chemicals Agency.   
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In order to guide the reader into the specifics of the context of context 
(Askegaard and Linnet 2011), here I will give a brief outline of boat maintenance 
in the Nordics, whereas essay 2 will more thoroughly explain the specifics of 
Nordic restrictions and freedoms. The cold weather conditions dictate boat 
maintenance practice in the Nordics. In the autumn, boats are moved onto land 
and washed with high-pressure hoses and covered with protective tarps for the 
long winter storage (see picture 2). These winter storage sites vary from sailors’ 
backyards to indoor halls operated by private businesses. However, most boats 
are stored in private and public outdoor boatyards. A major part of boat mainte-
nance happens in the springtime, starting from March-April, when the boats are 
prepared for the sailing season. The springtime maintenance consists of wash-
ing the boat, waxing its sides, replacing broken or rusty materials, fixing the en-
gine if needed, and painting the hull with toxic paints to avoid the biological 
contamination of barnacles and algae. Little maintenance takes place during the 
actual sailing season; that is mainly dedicated to the actual sailing practice. Dur-
ing the sailing season, the maintenance is mainly responsive damage control 
and aesthetic adjusting of polishing the sides of the boat and checking the con-
ditions of for example ropes and sails.   

 

 

 
Nature plays an important part in Nordic life (Beery 2013). In the Nordics, 

“real” boating is traditionally associated with an image of getting “back to one’s 
roots”. It often involves some ascetic elements and peace, requiring a consider-
able amount of personal maintenance work and know-how. Therefore, the bar-
riers to enter the hobby are generally quite high, not necessarily in terms of 
money, but in terms of needing a high personal involvement in time and know-
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how. Thus, the hobby can be seen burdensome at times, as it may require high 
time investment. Modern technology may even make the maintenance increas-
ingly more difficult, since self-maintenance requires even more extensive edu-
cation and know-how. However, the government supports boating by offering 
infrastructure for boating, such as relatively cheap boat spots in harbors close 
to city centers. The Nordic states have a strong aim of interfering in what people 
do and how they think (Østergaard et al. 2014). Yet, a Nordic specialty is the 
concept of everyman’s rights which allow everyone an equal opportunity to en-
ter and experience nature (Beery 2011).  
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This section introduces how the findings of the three essays bring new per-

spectives to sustainable consumption practices through product use. All three 
essays focus on studying the same consumption practice: boating and related 
boat maintenance as a way to support product life-extensions. To shed light on 
consumer roles in the circular economy which have up to now not been studied, 
the three essays deal with the intersection of macro, meso and micro perspec-
tives. Yet, it is important to keep in mind that the practice theory approach per-
mits focusing on social processes (Schatzki 2002) and looking at practice con-
figurations as a whole, without demanding a separation between macro and mi-
cro perspectives. Therefore, the practice theory perspective makes it possible to 
situate consumer behavior into a greater totality and move between micro, meso 
and micro perspectives. This allows for moving away from the attitude-behavior 
gap (Young and Middlemiss 2012) and getting a more holistic view of product 
use in the full consumption cycle (Prothero et al. 2011).  

Next, I will explain how each of the essays answers the main research question 
through the macro-meso-micro perspectives. However, it is not my intention to 
repeat all of the findings of the essays, but rather to highlight the main contri-
butions in answering the main research question. 

 

 
The first essay explores how different variations of materials, meanings and 

competences result in different sustainability impacts. The essay broadens un-
derstanding about how different practice configurations impact the sustainabil-
ity of product use. By doing this, it brings all macro, meso, and micro levels into 
the discussion. It argues that on one hand, previous macro level research on 
sustainability has focused on institutional actors and systemic change efforts 
(e.g. Thøgersen 2005; Prothero et al. 2011; Holt 2012; Chatzidakis, Maclaran, 
and Bradshaw 2012; Yngfalk 2016). On the other hand, the micro level research 
on sustainable consumption has mainly focused on consumer choice and post-
use disposal (e.g. Benton 2015; Brosius, Fernandez, and Cherrier 2013; Lastov-
icka and Fernandez 2005). The essay then takes a practice theory perspective 
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and looks at both macro and micro levels, such as institutional regulations and 
market resources (macro) and cultural expectations (micro). For example, the 
study shows that existing infrastructures and institutional actions shape the 
practices during product use. Additionally, the study shows how practice con-
figuration variability has direct consequences on the environmental impact of 
paint use. The essay emphasizes the need for institutional actors to take action. 
Yet, it also argues that more sustainable use practices are enforced at the meso 
and micro levels. Without community surveillance of local norms, the macro 
level regulations would remain ineffective.  

The essay identifies four different practice configurations – the Proper Boater, 
Opportunist, Green Boater and Negotiator. These four configurations illustrate 
how choosing different materials during product use results in more or less sus-
tainable product use. For example, in addition to the boat, the sea, and the hu-
man bodies carrying out the maintenance practice, material elements of the 
practice include the paint, brushes, tarps and other equipment used in mainte-
nance; rules and regulations guiding or restricting the activity; and the overall 
marina infrastructure, including recycling bins for waste management. The 
findings also show that the EU, local laws, enforcement of regulations and the 
boat community values also contribute to product use sustainability. Hence, the 
essay helps in understanding the motifs of the most sustainable consumers and 
gives more insights to the meanings of the unsustainable practices.  

By looking at the macro, meso, and micro levels through materials, compe-
tences and meanings, the essay brings a more holistic view of the full consump-
tion cycle (Prothero et al. 2011). The essay illustrates the complexity of institu-
tional versus communal efforts shaping sustainable practices. For product cir-
cularity to become actualized at the consumer level, not only should institu-
tional actors take action through for example regulations, but also the commu-
nities should be activated and included.  

 

 
The second essay similarly focuses on both macro and micro levels. Most im-

portantly, this essay contextualizes the consumers’ lived experiences and how 
they are structured by the social systems and markets. The essay brings a more 
holistic approach to sustainable consumption by exploring the context of con-
text (Askegaard and Linnet 2011) - explaining the forces that shape the lived 
experiences of consumers. This makes it possible to escape the individualistic 
approach to consumption and product use by taking into account how the usage 
practice is situated in space, emphasizing the social structure of behavior 
(Spaargaren 2002). Hence, the essay looks more deeply into macro-social struc-
tures than the other two essays. Moreover, the essay illustrates how nature ide-
ologies are essential for understanding sustainable product use. Therefore, the 
essay goes into the specifics of experiencing nature in the Nordic context.  
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Even though the Nordic region shares many similarities with other Western 
cultures, the Nordic model still shapes sustainable consumption practices. Nor-
dic nature experiences are full of paradoxes which consumers need to navigate 
through. On one hand, a Nordic specialty is the freedom brought by the every-
man’s rights, which allow each and every person a free access to nature. How-
ever, the freedom is somewhat illusional, since the Nordic welfare states are also 
well known for their strict governmental restrictions. This macro level perspec-
tive allows a broader understanding of why and how nature is experienced, 
which then further helps with giving context to how consumers could be en-
gaged into sustainability. The essay also brings the micro perspective to how 
consumers themselves see sustainability. For example, the findings show that 
even though the common ideology in the welfare states follows the idea that 
everything ought to come as given to citizens (Kjelgaard and Östberg 2007), the 
responsibility has not shifted entirely away from the consumer. This is because 
of the communities adhering to the egalitarian ethos. Therefore, the nature ide-
ologies are an important part of understanding consumers’ roles in making con-
sumption practices sustainable.  

The essay helps to give more understanding, through context of context, on 
why boaters chose or did not choose the more sustainable options. Also, this 
study shows how the practice of sailing is organized through the government, 
municipalities and boating communities. Interestingly, for example, Nordic 
sailors were often outsourcing morality to the government (Byrkjeflot 2001) by 
requesting that the government take more responsibility, and not being proac-
tive themselves. Similarly, consumers were constantly balancing between public 
collectivism and private individualism (Berggren and Trägårdh 2010). Follow-
ing the Nordic egalitarian ethos, everyone was required to participate in the 
communal maintenance efforts. Yet, individuals were authorized (Giesler and 
Veresiu 2014) to take actions independent of the state.  

To get a holistic view of how to achieve sustainable consumption in regards to 
product use, this essay brings more insight into the effects of surrounding con-
sumer culture. Accordingly, the essay suggests that sustainable product use can-
not be achieved simply by focusing on the features of the products during the 
manufacturing process; the social structures in which the practices are embed-
ded should also be considered. Additionally, nature ideologies are shown to dic-
tate maintenance practices to some extent, and hence should not be disre-
garded. 

 

 
The third essay gives important information especially on the micro and meso 

level of product use. It provides implications to circularity from a consumer per-
spective by explaining how consumers participate in lengthening product life 
spans. Most importantly, the essay shows the active role of consumers by 



42 

demonstrating their ability and willingness to maintain products. The essay 
goes more deeply into the different practice elements comprising of mainte-
nance. It elaborates why consumers engage in maintenance practices and what 
it means for them. Additionally, by deepening the analysis of the meso level, the 
essay provides more insight into theorization of communal practices.  

At the micro level, the essay explains how and why individuals engage with 
maintenance practices. Maintenance, for example, not only ensures that objects 
continue to serve their practical purpose, but also connects to symbolic teleoaf-
fective ends. In the context of sailing and sailboat maintenance, the mainte-
nance of the boats cannot be separated from the overall practice of sailing. 
Hence, maintenance predominantly links to usage. We usually maintain things 
which we like and actively use (e.g. Belk 1988; Epp and Price 2010). The essay 
also shows the role of maintenance in acquisition practices where new posses-
sions are adjusted (McCracken 1986; Fernandez and Lastovicka 2005). Simi-
larly, the disposal of objects may entail maintenance, for example to increase 
the exchange value or to give a symbolic farewell (e.g. Fernandez and Lastovicka 
2005; Türe 2014). Hence, we show how maintenance cuts through the entire 
consumption chain of acquisition, usage, and disposal (Holbrook 1987), linking 
to the first essay. 

At the meso level, the essay explains how consumers join consumption com-
munities to deepen their consumption engagements (Schouten and McAlexan-
der 1995; Schau et al. 2009; Arnould and Thompson 2018) and develop con-
sumption competencies (Schau et al. 2009; Thomas et al. 2013). The sailing 
communities orchestrate maintenance practices by providing access to mainte-
nance resources, but they also discipline these maintenance practices. The 
macro level, which we frame as the consumptionscape of sailing, is made up of 
man-made structures, climate, geography, maritime meanings and mytholo-
gies, nature discourses and networks of consumption communities. Here, 
maintenance serves as a way to create a better fit between the boat and the 
macro structures of the consumptionscape. This relates to the findings of essay 
2, where consumers not only maintain their boats for material fits, but also to 
fit the Romantic imaginary realm (see also Canniford and Shankar 2012). Addi-
tionally, the essay emphasizes how maintenance is best understood as a nexus 
of practices (Shove et al. 2012) to expand the view of usage from the object-
centric view, where consumers only exert effort to preserve their desired levels 
of functionality (e.g. Takata et al. 2004). In other words, maintenance does not 
only shape the objects under care—it transforms practitioners, communities, 
and consumption experiences.   

By taking the communal level into focus of the discussion, the third essay elab-
orates how and why consumers engage in enhancing product circularity, espe-
cially communally. Rather than considering consumers passive recipients, the 
focus on maintenance brings up the joy of extending product lifecycles and 
hence the deeper meanings of the maintenance practice. Additionally, the essay 
emphasizes that lengthening product lifecycles through maintenance does not 
relate only to product use, but is further extended to acquisition and disposal. 
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The findings of this dissertation need to be interpreted in light of its limita-

tions. The limitations addressed here provide fruitful opportunities for future 
research in sustainability, circular economy and consumer research. 

Firstly, the context of the study limited it to sustainable consumption practices 
during product use. Future research should continue the focus on how consum-
ers are taking an active role in the circular economy. Whereas the essays focused 
on maintenance and extending product lifecycles, other areas where consumers 
take an active role in enhancing product circularity should be explored. Hence, 
to gain deeper insight into product circularity from the consumer perspective, it 
would be interesting to study product use in a more consumer-driven circular 
economy. This would enhance the circular economy future by involving all ac-
tors into moving from linear to circular. Similarly, where boat maintenance re-
lates to lengthy ownership, future research should look into contexts where 
ownership is usually shorter, such as clothing.  

Secondly, my research focused on the Baltic Sea and especially on consumer 
practices in Finland, Sweden, Germany and Denmark. Expanding the research 
focus to other Baltic Sea states and further outside the Baltic Sea area would 
provide a broader perspective into sustainable consumption practices during 
product use. As mentioned, the Nordic model orchestrates the practices. For 
example, the relationship to nature might be different in other contexts and re-
sult in different findings.   

Thirdly, looking at sharing economy and collaborative consumption could 
benefit from a circular economy approach, especially studying the collaboration 
between consumers, producers, and other stakeholders. As mentioned, I argue 
that the need for maintenance may become even more extensive when moving 
towards sharing or circular economy, where the products circulated and shared 
need to be kept in good condition. Hence, we need more information on how 
consumers could be taken into consideration when planning product circularity 
through new innovative business models advocating access instead of owner-
ship. 
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