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Bringing the sociology of sustainable consumption into 
conversation with education for sustainable 
development

Kathryn Wheeler 
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ABSTRACT
This paper examines how the sociology of (sustainable) consump-
tion can inform and enhance critical Education for Sustainable 
Development (ESD). Both fields have long challenged approaches 
that target ‘the consumer’ and their individual choices, calling 
instead for greater attention to the socio-technical systems, cultural 
conventions, and political economies that shape and constrain 
action and understanding. Despite these shared concerns, dialogue 
between the two fields has been limited. Guided by the research 
question – ‘How can sociological perspectives on consumption 
enrich ESD, particularly in relation to the limitations of current con-
sumer education frameworks?’ – this paper traces the policy history 
of sustainable consumption in ESD and analyses three recent 
UNESCO/UNEP resources. It then reviews sociological scholarship 
on social difference, consumption as communication, practice the-
ory, and systems of provision. From these, seven key insights are 
developed that strengthen critical ESD by broadening definitions of 
consumption, recognising inequalities, and situating actions within 
social and systemic contexts. These insights challenge simplistic, 
individualised models of the consumer and offer more nuanced 
ways of addressing consumption in ESD. To illustrate their potential 
application, the paper sketches a provisional learning tool, adapted 
from UNESCO’s Greening Curriculum Guidance (2024) to prompt fur-
ther dialogue on translating sociological insights into practice.

Introduction

Practical changes to everyday consumer and household behaviours have been a 
popular way to introduce young people (and the wider public) to actions they can 
take on sustainability and climate change in their local contexts. When faced with 
complex global systems that young people can do little to personally affect, it is easy 
to see why sustainable actions like recycling, buying fair-trade goods or cutting food 
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waste have taken a central place in Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) 
resources (Eaton and Day 2020; Huckle 2013; Pykett et  al. 2010; Wheeler 2023). United 
Nations policies on ESD1 (which inform national initiatives worldwide) – from the 
Decade of ESD (2005) through to UNESCO’s follow-on programmes (Global Action 
Programme and ESD for 2030) – have all prioritised consumer education as a key 
platform for achieving sustainable futures. Whilst the earlier UN initiatives promoted 
‘consuming in a responsible way’ (UNESCO 2005, 7), the more recent roadmap calls 
for ESD to create space to ‘explore alternative values to those of consumer societies’ 
(UNESCO 2020, 18). Although the 2030 roadmap suggests a more radical transforma-
tion than previous incarnations, what all these documents agree is that citizens ought 
to change how they consume and to consider the values they attach to consumption. 
Whether through promoting sustainable lifestyles or moving away from ‘consumer 
society’, consumer education remains central to education for sustainable futures.

Consumption is often specifically targeted within ESD because it is seen as a col-
lection of behaviours that people have control over through their individual everyday 
choices. Promoting behavioural change in consumption (or ESD 1) aims to instil 
personal responsibility and empower young people (Jordan 2022; Vare and Scott 
2007). This focus has been challenged by ESD scholars, inspired by critical and trans-
formative pedagogies (Balsiger et  al. 2017; Gadotti 2008; Hayward 2012; Huckle and 
Wals 2015; Kahn 2008; Kopnina 2020; Sterling 2011). While debates continue about 
what constitutes effective ESD, transformative approaches broadly aim to help young 
people reflect critically on socio-environmental challenges and to engage in collab-
orative, democratic actions which may challenge the status quo (Hayward 2012; Olsson 
2022). Hayward’s (2012) discussion of ecological citizenship contrasts with more trans-
missive, neoliberal education models that promote limited, predefined actions (recy-
cling, voting) and instil notions of ‘personal responsibility’ that imply ‘responsible 
consumption’ is sufficient to address the climate crisis. UN approaches to ESD have 
been accused of favouring this transmissive model (Huckle and Wals 2015), though 
recent shifts in language towards competencies (like critical thinking, systems thinking, 
normative competencies) reflect transformative aims (UNESCO 2017). It is not neces-
sarily the case that promoting consumption and facilitating learning for certain critical 
competencies are opposed to one another – indeed Vare and Scott (2007) held that 
both ESD1 (defined behaviours) and ESD2 (critical thinking competencies) are required; 
the problem is that focusing on individual behavioural change ‘diverts our attention 
from scrutinising the way power is exercised at a systemic or institutional level’ 
(Hayward 2012, 12).

Similar debates appear in sociology, particularly in the ‘practice turn’ which strate-
gically moved away from behavioural, social-psychological and economic models of 
consumer behaviour centred on individuals and their attitudes (Evans 2019; Shove 
2010; Whitmarsh, O’Neill, and Lorenzoni 2011). Yet, as Olsson has highlighted in this 
journal, social practice theory has been largely absent from ESD scholarship, despite 
its potential to ‘sharpen the critique of behavior-oriented ESD and support the devel-
opment of a stronger systemic focus’ (Olsson 2022, 1110). Consumer education has 
been addressed in ESD, but rarely as a central or sustained focus. In this journal, for 
instance, consumption usually appears within broader sustainability and environmental 
education agendas rather than as a discrete area. For example, Scott’s (2020) review 
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of the journal’s first 25-years mentions consumption only in passing when discussing 
how environmental education (EE) has been interpreted by some as a call for material 
constraint. Moreover, in one of the journal’s most cited papers, Monroe et  al. (2019) 
reveal that monitoring energy saving schemes and the engagement in ‘selected 
behaviours’ at home were a popular way of measuring the impact of climate change 
education with no mention of consumption or consumer education (though it is 
clearly implied). In her earlier writings, Kopnina (2011, 2013) called for ESD to pay 
more attention to consumption within curriculum development, but there has been 
little development of this plea, despite some interest in allied fields (Kenway and 
Bullen 2001; McGregor 2016; Sandlin and McLaren 2010). A notable exception is 
Scalabrino, Navarrete Salvador, and Oliva Martinez’s (2022) framework for Education 
for Sustainable Consumption and Production, which centres sustainable consumption 
as a site for transformative learning. However, this framework overlooks the sociological 
scholarship on consumer culture and sustainable consumption. Such an oversight can 
be understood because the literature on consumer culture and sustainable consump-
tion has been relatively silent about the issue of education. Two decades after Martens 
(2005) noted sociology’s neglect of consumer learning and childhood consumer 
cultures, little has changed. This paper addresses that gap by bringing sociologies of 
sustainable consumption into conversation with ESD scholarship. Through a selected 
review of sociological literature on consumption and consumer cultures, I argue that 
sociological frameworks offer a powerful lens for analysing the systems, economies 
and values shaping consumer behaviours. By examining socio-demographic influences, 
the meanings of consumer goods, and the role of systems in shaping habits, I show 
how sociology supports sustainability competencies such as critical, systems and 
normative thinking.

This paper begins from the position that consumer actions provide a valuable 
entry point for teaching sustainability, making issues like climate change locally rel-
evant. As Hayward (2012, 12) highlights ‘fostering individual responsibility matters’, 
and research shows that acting in the sphere of consumption can lead to deeper 
political engagement, as individuals connect their private actions to broader 
socio-political campaigns (Clarke et  al. 2007; Micheletti 2010). Where this paper 
diverges from transmissive approaches that promote defined individual behaviours is 
in challenging the assumption that consuming differently is easy or straightforward. 
It aims to problematise the naïve understanding of consumer choice that often 
underpins ESD policy and practice. Instead, it shows that consumption is a highly 
structured practice shaped by a range of social, psychological, cultural and 
political-economic factors (Evans 2019; Warde 2022; Wheeler 2019). This is both a call 
for sociological insights to inform under-theorised representations of the ‘consumer’ 
in ESD, and a plea for sustainable consumption scholars to recognise the importance 
of early educational experiences in shaping how consumption is understood.

The paper is guided by the following research question: How can sociological per-
spectives on consumption enrich ESD, particularly in relation to the limitations of current 
consumer education frameworks? To answer this, I begin with an overview of how 
sustainable consumption and education have been linked in international ESD policy. 
I then introduce key sociological conceptualisations of consumption, highlighting their 
historical trajectory and definitional scope, before outlining the methodological 
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approach taken. The next section presents a critical reading of three UN-endorsed 
educational resources to examine how sustainable consumption is currently framed 
in practice – often through individualised and behavioural lenses. In response, I 
identify key contributions from sociological scholarship that offer alternative ways of 
understanding consumption as a socially structured and culturally meaningful process. 
Four key areas are highlighted: social difference, consumption as meaningful com-
munication, practice theory and systems of provision. Building on these, I synthesise 
and develop seven sociological insights with direct implications for ESD, and which 
form the central focus of the paper. It is hoped these insights will stimulate reflection 
on how ESD might move beyond reductive models of individual behaviour change, 
engaging more fully with the complexity of consumption illuminated by sociological 
perspectives. To illustrate how these insights might be taken forward, I also sketch a 
provisional learning framework, adapted from UNESCO’s Greening Curriculum Guidance 
(2024), presented as a supplementary tool to prompt reflection and dialogue.

International policy history on sustainable consumption education

To say that consumption and consumers have been ignored in EE/ESD policies would 
be incorrect – but earlier forms such as the Belgrade charter (1975),2 placed less 
emphasis on specific behaviours like consumer choice. Instead, they focused on raising 
awareness of environmental issues and developing skills, attitudes, and motivation 
to support both individual and collective solutions. Two-years later, the 1977 Tbilisi 
Intergovernmental Conference on Environmental Education, mentioned consumer 
education only once among its 41 recommendations, though it more broadly empha-
sised engaging the ‘general public’ and offering educational examples ‘familiar to 
learners in their own home’ (UNESCO 1977, 12). The Brundtland report introduced 
the contested concept of ‘sustainable development’ in 1987, influencing how EE was 
reframed in later policies. As EE evolved into ESD, the language shifted from ‘envi-
ronment’ towards ‘sustainable development’, with greater focus on promoting individual 
pro-environmental behaviours like consumer choice (Gough 2015; Hume and Barry 
2015). Some scholars criticised this shift, arguing that sustainable development 
advances a ‘business as usual’ model centred on individual behavioural change rather 
than critical thinking and pluralism (Gadotti 2008; Huckle and Wals 2015; Kopnina 
2012). Others noted that incorporating development education into EE brought sus-
tained engagement with critical pedagogical thinkers like Freire (2000), opening space 
for more radical and constructivist approaches (Hume and Barry 2015). Scott and Vare 
(2021) identify two parallel often competing strands of practice in their history of 
environmental and sustainability education; one grounded in the natural sciences and 
humanity’s ‘dependence on the biosphere’; the other focused on human development. 
They suggest these tracks have converged since the declaration of the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) in 2015.

As EE was evolving into ESD in mainstream policy, ‘sustainable consumption’ was 
simultaneously emerging as a discrete arena of policy concern. Its origins can be 
traced to the 1992 Rio Earth Summit, where Agenda 21 highlighted the environ-
mental impacts of industrialised nations’ consumption patterns and urged govern-
ments to promote ‘positive attitudes towards sustainable consumption through 
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education’ (United Nations 1992, para. 4.26). Links between consumption and sus-
tainability have remained central in international agreements, including the Paris 
Agreement and successive IPCC reports. In education policy, the 2002 World Summit 
on Sustainable Development identified Sustainable Consumption and Production 
(SCP) as one of three overarching objectives, leading to the Decade of ESD (2005–
2014). Concurrently, the Marrakech Task Force on Sustainable Lifestyles was estab-
lished, and in 2006 launched a project for ‘Education for Sustainable Consumption’ 
(ESC) led by the Italian Ministry for Environment. By the 2012 Rio + 20 conference, 
the need to change production and consumption patterns was reaffirmed, prompting 
the adoption of a 10-Year Framework of Programmes on SCP (10YFP). Of the six 
projects launched within this framework, two addressed sustainable consumption 
and education – ‘Consumer Information for SCP’, and ‘Sustainable Lifestyles and 
Education.’ When Agenda 2030 was launched in 2015, the 10YFP became the main 
implementation mechanism for SDG 12 on SCP.3 Its work has renewed in 2021 at 
a High-Level Political Forum, calling for strengthened efforts from 2022 onwards. 
In parallel, ESD for 2030 (UNESCO 2020) was launched as the core implementation 
strategy for ESD between 2020 and 2030, calling for education that enables learners 
to ‘explore alternative values to those of consumer societies’ (UNESCO 2020, 18).

This brief policy history shows how sustainable consumption and education have 
become increasingly aligned within international frameworks, particularly through 
joint initiatives like the 10-Year Framework on SCP and the ESD for 2030 roadmap. 
Consumption has shifted from a marginal concern to a core component of global 
ESD agendas. Yet the focus has remained on individual behaviour, leaving key lim-
itations that sociological perspectives can help address. The next section offers a 
conceptual overview of sociological perspectives on consumption, highlighting the 
richness and complexity of this body of scholarship and grounding the analysis that 
follows – as well as illustrating why sociology can make an important contribu-
tion to ESD.

Conceptualising consumption sociologically

Sociological perspectives have long challenged reductive models of the consumer. A 
widely accepted definition of consumption from sociologist Alan Warde (2005) 
describes it as:

a process whereby agents engage in appropriation and appreciation, whether for utilitar-
ian, expressive or contemplative purposes, of goods, services, performances, information 
or ambience, whether purchased or not, over which the agent has some degree of discre-
tion (Warde 2005, 136).

This definition encompasses not only acquisition but also how ‘goods, services and 
performance’ are used, valued, and lived with in everyday life This broader view 
immediately challenges the consumer model common in ESD resources, where con-
sumption is equated with choice at the point of purchase.

Warde builds on this to identify three key dimensions of consumption – acquisition, 
appreciation and appropriation – which trace the historical trajectory of sociological 
scholarship since the 1960s (Warde 2014). The first phase focused on ‘acquisition’, 
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interpreting consumption largely through capitalist production. Consumption was 
seen as a reflection of class, with advertising driving desires, and buying shaped by 
economic structures. The model of the consumer in these early sociological accounts 
was ‘no different to economic theory’ (Warde 2014, 281) – e.g. the rational sovereign 
consumer – and echoed enduring moral critiques of consumerism (Horowitz 1985, 
2004). Such moralism is reminiscent of ESD for 2030s call for the need to ‘explore 
alternative values to those of consumer societies’ (UNESCO 2020, 18).

In the second phase, marked by the ‘cultural turn’ in the 1970s, attention shifted 
‘from instrumental aspects’ of consumption to its ‘symbolic dimensions’ (Warde 2014, 
281). Consumption was no longer viewed solely as a consequence of production, but 
as an interplay between culture and economy. Work on ‘appreciation’ showed how 
goods express identities, strengthen social bonds, and communicate lifestyles. 
Consumer culture was celebrated not only for its pleasures but also as a potential 
site of political action, through the subversion of symbolic resources and the inten-
tional use of goods for social and political ends (Sassatelli 2007). Warde argues this 
emphasis on expressive and intentional choice was again ‘little different from the 
sovereign consumer of neo-classical economics’ (Warde 2014, 283). However, this 
critique may be overstated, as influential sociologists such as Bourdieu (1984) and 
McRobbie (1991) examined how consumption was mediated by cultural production 
and shaped by factors like social class and gender.

The pre-occupation with the active and reflexive consumer was challenged in the 
third phase (which gained prominence from the early 2000s onwards), where attention 
turned to the ‘appropriation’ of consumer goods and how consumption occurs (often 
unreflexively) through the routine performance of everyday practices. This ‘practice 
turn’ opened the door to material culture perspectives, exploring how objects and 
technologies are domesticated and act as material forces shaping what is possible 
(Appadurai 1986; Miller 1987; Reckwitz 2002). Practice theory has been especially 
productive for sustainable consumption, shifting focus from individual choice to the 
meanings, infrastructures and ‘know-how’ required to perform everyday practices 
(Shove 2010; Spurling et  al. 2013; Warde 2005).

Warde’s historical conceptualisation offers a useful overview of key trends in socio-
logical research, highlighting both the consumer and the practices they engage in 
as areas for inquiry. While there are overlaps and gaps in his three-phase model, it 
provides a valuable foundation for tracing the field’s evolution. Building on Warde’s 
‘three As’ – acquisition, appreciation, and appropriation – Evans (2019) proposes a 
corresponding set of ‘Ds’ to capture how consumer goods lose value in our lives and 
become waste. These are i) ‘devaluation’, the counterpart to appreciation, when goods 
and experiences lose appeal through their ubiquity, changing cultural meanings, or 
wear and tear; ii) ‘divestment’, the counterpart to appropriation, reflecting how attach-
ments fade when items cease to ‘fit’ our bodies or lives; and iii) ‘disposal’, the coun-
terpart to acquisition, describing how goods leave our lives, whether as waste or 
through second-hand cycles.

Taken together Warde’s three As and Evans’ three Ds illuminate what is missing 
from the dominant ESD framing of the consumer. They show that consumption is 
not a singular act, but a complex, relational process shaped by time, context, infra-
structure, and meaning. Sociologists view consumption as embedded in wider 
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economic, political, and cultural systems (Bayliss and Fine 2021; Harvey 2015; Mcfall 
2009; Wheeler 2019; Wheeler and Glucksmann 2013). Their work describes not only 
what people consume, but why, providing a valuable foundation for exploring con-
sumption in education. Having highlighted the potential of sociological perspectives, 
I now turn to the study at hand, beginning with its methodological approach.

Methodological approach

This paper draws on two interconnected forms of qualitative inquiry: purposive doc-
ument analysis and interpretive scholarly review. Both are selective rather than exhaus-
tive and reflect an interpretivist epistemology rooted in sociological inquiry. The first 
method involved a close reading of three educational resources developed or endorsed 
by UNESCO and UNEP: 1) Greening Curriculum Guidance (UNESCO 2024), which rep-
resents one of the most ambitious frameworks for embedding climate and sustain-
ability education into curricula worldwide; 2) The Anatomy of Action (UNEP & UnSchool 
2021) which highlights ‘changes any individual can make to support the growing shift 
to global sustainability’ (UNEP 2021); and 3) The Good Life Goals (Futerra & One Planet 
Network 2019), a set of ‘personal actions that people around the world can take to 
help support the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)’ (UNEP 2021). These three 
documents were selected because they are among the most recent international 
resources explicitly addressing sustainable consumption in education. Produced by 
UNESCO and UNEP working groups shaping global ESD agendas, they are likely to 
influence national curriculum development across UN Member States. As Aikens, 
McKenzie, and Vaughter’s (2016) review reveals, the international policy context often 
drives national and local sustainability education initiatives.

The analysis draws inspiration from Huckle and Wals’ (2015) critical examination of 
UN texts, as part of their argument for more transformative ESD. Similar 
document-focused analyses have been undertaken by Bylund, Hellberg, and Knutsson 
(2022), who critique the ESD for 2030 roadmap, and Knutsson (2021), who explores a 
series of documents associated with the UNESCO-Japan Prize on ESD. My analysis of 
the three UN-endorsed documents examines how they depict the consumer as an 
individual agent of change, and the kinds of sustainability actions they promote. It 
also considers the behavioural expectations these materials place on learners, including 
the extent to which they assume personal responsibility and downplay structural or 
contextual constraints. While informed by elements of critical discourse analysis, the 
reading remains interpretive, using sociological perspectives to identify patterns, 
omissions, and normative assumptions within each document. Having recently under-
taken an extensive content analysis of a range of ESD resources in the UK context 
(Wheeler 2023), I can confirm that the patterns identified within these three documents 
systematically appear elsewhere.

The second method involves a selective review of sociological literature on con-
sumption, conducted in response to the limitations identified in the policy documents. 
Rather than offering a systematic literature review, I synthesise key contributions from 
sociology – particularly from cultural theory, social practice theory, and economic 
sociology – to explore how consumption has been conceptualised as a structured, 
symbolic, and socially embedded process. This synthesis is guided by Warde’s (2014) 
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three-phase historical characterisation of sociological scholarship on consumption, 
and by my positionality as a researcher with over 15 years of teaching and collabo-
ration in the sociology of sustainable consumption. These perspectives shape both 
the critique of current policy framings and the construction of a sociologically 
grounded pedagogical framework. The approach reflects a commitment to qualitative 
traditions that view knowledge as situated, and which value theory-building through 
engaged, disciplinary reflexivity (Braun and Clarke 2022; Denzin et  al. 2023). Together, 
these methods address the research question by critically examining how consumption 
is framed in current ESD policy and showing how sociological perspectives can enrich 
responses to its limitations.

Findings from policy document analysis: sustainable consumption as an 
individual choice

This section analyses how consumption is framed in three recent UN-endorsed edu-
cational resources, highlighting the limitations of behaviour-centred approaches that 
sociological perspectives can help to address. These documents offer insight into how 
international policy goals are translated into learning materials and how the role of 
the consumer is imagined in ESD. Each document is summarised in turn, followed by 
a sociologically informed critique.

The Greening Curriculum Guidance (2024)

UNESCO’s Greening Curriuculum Guidance offers a framework for embedding sustain-
ability and climate change into curricula worldwide, aiming for 90% of countries 
adopting this by 2030. It sets out outcomes for learners aged 5 to 18+, covering 
environmental, social and economic themes. These outcomes are grouped into cog-
nitive, social/emotional and behavioural dimensions, reflecting the view that trans-
formative learning requires interdisciplinary engagement. The guidance links outcomes 
to key sustainability competencies (including critical thinking, systems thinking, prob-
lem solving, collaboration and self-awareness) (European Commission. Joint Research 
Centre 2022; UNESCO 2017), though the mechanics of this link remain unclear. This 
guidance is commendable for embracing the complexity of sustainability issues and 
advocating for diverse forms of knowledge. Given its length (nearly 200 pages), this 
discussion focuses on the sixth learning topic, ‘Sustainable Lifestyles’, located within 
the economic sphere of ESD – though many outcomes in this section appear across 
other topics as well.

This section begins by defining sustainable lifestyles as ‘being cautious and con-
scious of how we interact with the world around us’ and recognising ‘how our personal 
choices and habits as well as systemic changes could affect our planet’ (UNESCO 
2024, 140). While systemic change is acknowledged, the emphasis falls on personal 
awareness and daily decision-making (cooking, shopping, travelling, waste practices), 
and on the fulfilment derived from individual ‘ethical actions’. Targeted learning out-
comes span seven areas: nature, renewable energy, responsible consumption, living 
spaces, mobility, diets and waste practices. Across these topics, behavioural and 
cognitive learning outcomes repeatedly stress the need for changes to personal 
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consumption habits, energy practices and waste behaviours, as well as encouraging 
learners to promote behavioural change among peers and family.

For instance, in the 5–8 age band under ‘responsible consumption’, the social/
emotional outcome invites learners to ‘express which material possessions they are 
most attached to and why’ (UNESCO 2024, 145). However, the accompanying 
behavioural outcomes focus on personal responsibility – e.g. being able to ‘make 
decisions against overconsumption’ and ‘raise awareness of others to conserve 
resources, reduce waste and be mindful of their consumption habits’ (UNESCO 2024). 
Here, responsibility is placed squarely on individuals (very young children), with little 
reference to the systems that shape behaviour. The expectation that everyone – 
regardless of age, gender, ethnicity, income level, social class and geography – can 
and should change their behaviour ignores important structural and socio-demographic 
factors.

Older learners are asked to ‘reflect critically on social and cultural norms that 
work against responsible consumption’ but the corresponding behavioural outcome 
again shifts to the individual, asking them to ‘challenge psychological and personal 
orientations that promote overconsumption ‘ (UNESCO 2014, 146). This individual-
ised framing, the limited attention to institutions and social differences, and the 
lack of engagement with the meanings of consumption are all areas where a 
sociological lens could enrich understanding. Greater emphasis on the structural 
forces shaping consumption would better foster competencies like critical and 
systems thinking.

The Anatomy of action (2021)

UNEP’s Sustainable Lifestyles and Education working group and the UnSchool platform 
produced the Anatomy of Action (AoA) – a ‘scientific and evidence-based framework’ 
showcasing ‘top-level changes any individual can make to support the growing shift 
to global sustainability’ (UNEP & UnSchool 2021, 1). Learners of any age are invited 
to participate in a 15-day challenge, completing a new sustainable action each day 
and sharing it on social media. The campaign’s central visual is a hand, whose five 
digits represent lifestyle domains (food, stuff, move, money and fun), described as 
‘the five main lifestyle areas where each human has an impact and where you can 
make choices to have a more positive impact on the planet’ (UNEP & UnSchool 
2021, 2).

The approach promotes behavioural ‘swaps’ to everyday actions (such as choosing 
plants instead of meat or menstrual cups instead of disposable products), implying 
that consumer choice, rather than structural change, is key to societal transformation. 
A short video featuring consumers from various global contexts, reinforces this, illus-
trating small personal changes and presenting behavioural shifts as moral imperatives 
(The Unschool of Disruptive Design (Director) 2019). The video ends with each par-
ticipant (child and adults) raising their hand and declaring in their own language, 
‘this is our anatomy of action’ – a gesture symbolising that the power lies in our 
individual hands.

The evidence base underpinning this approach draws on limited sociological and 
psychological literature on norms, cognitive biases, and the relative impact of different 
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consumer actions (Acaroglu 2019). The design aligns with findings that concrete steps 
can encourage pro-environmental behaviour change. However, like the Greening 
Curriculum Guidance, it frames consumption individualistically, overlooking cultural 
meanings, structural forces and the limitations of individual choice as a lever for 
systemic change. It also misses an opportunity to critically examine the role of digital 
platforms. For example, learners engaging in social media activism may unknowingly 
shape future exposure to ‘sustainable’ products through algorithms that respond to 
past behaviours, raising questions about how consumption is nudged online (Airoldi 
and Rokka 2022).

The Good life Goals (2019)

The other main campaign from UNEP’s Sustainable Lifestyles and Education group is 
the Good Life Goals (GLGs), developed with creative agency Futerra. The GLGs present 
85 individual actions aligned with the SDGs, aiming to ‘bridge the gap’ between 
high-level policy goals and everyday lifestyles. Actions emphasise what ‘people can 
do, not a long list of things that they should not do’ (Futerra & One Planet Network 
2019, 7–9), and are pitched as relevant for both ‘over and under consumers’, and for 
all ages. Each SDG is paired with five GLGs – starting with a ‘learning ask’ (designed 
to be achievable for children), followed by three largely consumer-based or community 
actions, and ending with a ‘demand for change from leaders’. Like the AoA, the GLGs 
frame consumption as a key site of action, encouraging behaviours like buying local, 
recycling, supporting ethical businesses and prioritising experiences over goods – e.g. 
‘collect friends and experiences, not just things’ (Futerra & One Planet Network 2019, 28).

Each SDG (and their accompanying GLGs) is symbolised with an emoji which both 
humanises the goal, but at the same time neutralises differences between individuals 
implying universality. However, emoji’s are not a universal language - their happy, 
genderless imagery is read differently across cultural contexts (Chen et  al. 2024). As 
with the Anatomy of Action and the Greening Curriculum Guidance, the GLGs assume 
individual actions are equally feasible for all, overlooking structural constraints, social 
differences and the culturally embedded meanings of consumer practices – areas 
where sociology offers richer critique.

What the UN documents miss

Sustainable consumption is positioned as a central mechanism for practicing sustain-
ability in the UN-endorsed resources, with actions such as buying less or shopping 
ethically championed as key learning outcomes. This reflects broader findings that 
consumer actions are over-represented in ESD (Eaton and Day 2020; Kopnina 2016; 
Wheeler 2023), often displacing systemic and collective transformations. Critically, 
these materials construct a simplistic consumer figure – the sovereign, morally respon-
sible individual who makes explicit choices when buying and disposing of goods – 
obscuring the structural, cultural, and systemic factors shaping consumption practices. 
This simplicity is reinforced by messaging of universality – for instance, the hand and 
emoji imagery which downplay differences between people.
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Yet, as highlighted earlier, sociological scholarship conceptualises consumption as 
a cycle that extends well beyond the moments of purchase and disposal (Evans 2019; 
Warde 2014). Historically, the field has traced how consumption has been understood 
through phases of acquisition, appreciation, and appropriation, as well as processes 
of devaluation, divestment, and disposal. These perspectives reveal consumption as 
a relational process, whose moralities and meanings are closely tied to cultural con-
texts, systems of provision, socio-demographic characteristics and material constraints 
(Evans 2019; Micheletti 2010; Middlemiss 2018; Sassatelli 2007; Shove 2010; Wheeler 
2019). Even the notion of a ‘sustainable choice’ is highly contextual, and moral imper-
atives to act can vary significantly depending on who one is shopping for (Miller 
1998). The universal framing of consumer actions found within the UN resources has 
significant implications for pedagogy: by sidelining collective and contextualised 
understandings of action, these resources risk alienating learners who lack the con-
ditions or cultural resources to meet such expectations. This contrast between uni-
versalised consumer models and the contextual realities of consumption highlights 
why sociological perspectives are needed to enrich ESD and address the limitations 
of current consumer education frameworks.

These critiques resonate with a wider body of critical ESD scholarship that has 
long challenged transmissive models that prioritise behaviour change and predefined 
outcomes (such as reduced consumption or changed attitudes) over critical engage-
ment and learner agency (Gough 2015; Jickling and Wals 2013; Vare and Scott 2007). 
In contrast, critical, transgressive, and ‘wild’ pedagogies advocate more pluralist and 
transformative approaches (Bellino and Adams 2017; Huckle and Wals 2015; Jickling 
et  al. 2018; Kahn 2008; Kopnina 2012; Lotz-Sisitka et  al. 2015). They call for education 
that draws on interdisciplinary knowledge and equips learners to interrogate how 
structural constraints, cultural contexts, and natural and political systems shape human 
practices and non-human processes.

Beyond the narrow focus on behaviour change, the concept of consumption itself 
remains undertheorised in ESD. When it is addressed, it is often through psychological 
models or selective conceptual borrowings – such as from social norms or social 
practice theory – rather than sustained engagement with sociology. ESD policy con-
tinues to position the individual as the central agent of societal change, drawing on 
models like ‘The Theory of Planned Behaviour’ (Kollmuss and Agyeman 2002), which 
underpin much ESD research (Huoponen 2024; Molinario et  al. 2020; Rioux 2011; 
Torkar and Bogner 2019). This reflects broader disciplinary tendencies; psychology 
and economics emphasise individual attitudes and market choices, whereas sociology 
(and allied fields) explores the processes, meanings, and inequalities embedded in 
consumption (Warde 2022). Sociological perspectives are therefore highly relevant to 
critical ESD but remain underrepresented in both policy and scholarship. Addressing 
this gap is central to the research question. This paper does not seek to rehearse 
familiar debates between individual and structural explanations. Rather, it argues that 
an interdisciplinary approach to ESD – called for by advocates of transgressive learning 
(Lotz-Sisitka et  al. 2015) – must engage all relevant disciplines. Sociological perspec-
tives are under-represented in this conversation, yet they offer powerful tools for 
understanding consumption as a culturally meaningful and socially embedded practice. 
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The next section presents findings from a selective review of sociological scholarship 
on consumption, showing how these perspectives can enrich existing work in ESD.

Findings from selective literature review: sociological perspectives on 
consumption

In this section, I respond to Evans (2022) call for sociologists to provide clarity so 
that consumption is better understood in policy and practice. Building on the policy 
document analysis, this review asks how sociological scholarship can address the 
limitations identified there – particularly the tendency to frame consumption as an 
individualised choice. To do so, I identify four key areas of scholarship that offer 
meaningful insights for learners seeking to understand the role of consumption in 
their own lives and societies – while also pointing toward alternatives to dominant 
consumer values. These are: a) Social difference and consumption; b) Consumption 
as meaningful communication; c) The Practice of Sustainable Consumption; and d) 
Exploring systems of provision and consumption. These four areas were chosen 
because they speak directly to the shortcomings identified in current ESD policy and 
resources: they foreground social difference, challenge universalised notions of choice, 
and reveal the structural systems that shape consumption.

a) Social difference and consumption

Sociologists have long shown how social-economic status, gender, ethnicity, life stage 
and geography shape experiences of the social world and access to goods. These 
categories intersect to produce differentiated patterns of consumption, yet many ESD 
resources overlook social difference when promoting sustainable consumption. As 
seen in the Anatomy of Action and Good Life Goals, they assume all individuals can, 
and should, make the same kinds of consumer choices. In practice, consumption is 
shaped by who we are, the resources available, and by the cultural meanings attached 
to practices. For example, in a study of the Fairtrade Schools programme in Bristol 
(UK), Pykett et  al. (2010) show how the same educational materials yielded different 
outcomes, depending on students’ socio-economic and geographic contexts. While 
some ESD research considers socio-demographic variables (e.g. class, gender) as pre-
dictors of pro-environmental behaviours (Betzler and Kempen 2025;; Mónus 2022; 
Rioux 2011; Torkar and Bogner 2019), these often treat categories as variables rather 
than exploring the structural reasons behind differential engagement. Torkar and 
Bogner (2019), for instance, note gender differences in environmental concern but 
do not examine how these might be shaped by gendered norms or socialisation. A 
sociological lens moves beyond correlations to ask why these patterns occur and 
what power dynamics underpin them

One of the most enduring divisions explored by sociologists of consumption is 
social class. Bourdieu’s seminal text, Bourdieu (1984), based on a study of French 
citizens in the 1960s, argued that there is nothing individual about taste; rather it is 
constituted within social fields, and often signals and reproduces social position. For 
Bourdieu consumption is guided by habitus – an embodied set of dispositions shaped 
by education, economic capital and social networks. Consumption thus becomes a 
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site of class struggle, with certain consumer choices/practices coded as legitimate, 
while others are denigrated through symbolic boundaries and cultural violence. Littler 
(2011, 36) argues that many forms of ethical consumption serve as ‘badges of dis-
tinction and disparagement’ by the middle-classes and this applies in different national 
contexts. In Malaysia, consuming organic foods was used to ‘boost one’s standing in 
society’ (Bryant and Goodman 2014, 53), while in India, middle-class cyclists ‘went to 
many lengths to distinguish themselves from those who bicycled ought of necessity’ 
(Anantharaman 2018, 557). The sociological point is not simply that inequality affects 
access, but that the meanings and representations of sustainable consumption are 
themselves classed and exclusionary, leading some learners to feel, as Bourdieu put 
it, that ‘it is not for the likes of us’ (Bourdieu 1984, 471).

This has implications for how learners interpret sustainability messaging. Returning 
to ESD studies linking socio-economic status to willingness to engage with sustainable 
consumption (such as Mónus 2022), a sociological lens asks whether reported attitudes 
reflect genuine behavioural differences, or are instead social class judgments about 
what constitutes ‘appropriate’ behaviour. Middlemiss (2018), for instance, found that 
low-income consumers often had low carbon emissions out of necessity but did not 
identify as ‘sustainable’ because they did not recognise themselves in dominant sus-
tainability narratives. This highlights inequalities of access to valued sustainability 
practices, and the justice implications for those who cannot afford basic needs, such 
as heating. It also shows how sustainability discourses framed around individual 
consumer responsibility can burden marginalised groups.

Similar dynamics operate along gender lines. Many of the practices targeted by 
sustainability interventions – shopping, cooking, recycling – are disproportionately 
managed by women. Campaigns and educational programmes thus place an inequi-
table burden and responsibility on women (Isenhour and Ardenfors 2009; Weller 2017). 
Gender, class and other markers of difference intersect to shape who is expected to 
‘do’ sustainability. Companies reinforce these patterns by targeting women through 
gendered marketing (Hawkins 2012; Lekakis 2022) which may help explain why women 
often report stronger pro-environmental attitudes than men.

Age is also a crucial axis of difference. Children’s ‘generational positioning’ within 
households impacts their ability to act on responsible consumption pleas (Walker 
2017). A review of ESD resources found that many encouraged behaviours over which 
young people have limited control – such as driving less, using eco-detergents or 
turning down the heating – suggesting that ‘children are being used as conduits for 
consumer information campaigns’ (Wheeler 2023, 465). Uzzell’s (1999) study of chil-
dren as ‘catalysts of environmental change’ similarly found that household change 
depended on social and cultural factors, including parental willingness to participate 
in their child’s learning and children’s power within family structures. Despite these 
insights, childhood consumer culture remains under-explored within both ESD and 
the sociology of consumption. Martens and colleagues (Martens 2005; Martens, 
Southerton, and Scott 2004) argue we must examine how children learn to consume 
within relational complexes shaped by carers and role models, institutions (like schools 
and the market), cultural discourses on parenting, socio-economic context and indi-
vidual biographies. These intersecting influences show why a sociologically informed 
and developmentally sensitive approach is needed. When examined alongside other 
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axes of social difference (class, gender, and ethnicity), it becomes clear that capacity 
to participate in sustainable consumption is unevenly distributed. These dynamics 
have clear implications for ESD, which are explored further in the ‘Discussion and 
Implications.’ section.

b) Consumption as meaningful communication

While a Bourdieusian perspective frames consumption as a site for reproducing 
structural inequalities, a parallel body of scholarship emphasised consumption’s role 
in communicating identity and enabling meaningful social interaction. This under-
standing challenges the instrumental framing of consumption in many ESD resources, 
where action is encouraged without reference to the social and cultural roles con-
sumption plays in everyday life. Following the 1970s cultural turn, sociologists and 
anthropologists became increasingly interested in how symbolic and cultural 
resources were appropriated by consumers to construct identities and communicate 
meanings within and between groups. Douglas and Isherwood (1996, 38), for 
instance, argued that consumption had too often been reduced to ‘subsistence plus 
competitive display’ rather than recognised as central to ‘making visible and stable 
the categories of culture’. From this perspective, material goods function as ‘infor-
mation systems’ through which meanings are made and communicated in everyday 
social rituals. Research on youth cultures – notably the Birmingham School of 
Cultural Studies – showed how young people reinterpreted the meanings of material 
goods to express and reinforce subcultural identities (Featherstone 1990; 
Hebdige 1979).

Much of this work linked the communicative power of consumption to wider 
debates about societal transformation within late modernity and post-industrialism –  
encompassing globalisation, technological change, space-time distanciation, the ero-
sion of tradition, the precarity of working identities and heightened reflexivity (Bauman 
1998; Giddens 1991; Miles 2000). For Giddens, identities based on class or occupation 
were replaced by reflexively constructed self-narratives, with consumption, and par-
ticularly the marketplace, becoming central to this process. Media and advertising 
supplied individuals with the narrative resources to craft these consumer identities 
(Hall, Evans, and Nixon 2013; Miles 2000). Together, this scholarship highlighted the 
crucial role of consumption in conveying meanings and shaping cultural practices. It 
emphasized the active role of consumers as ‘choosers, communicators, and 
identity-seekers’ (Gabriel and Lang 2006), particularly in contexts marked by rapid 
social and cultural change.

This understanding of consumption as a socially meaningful activity complicates 
calls for reduced consumption – common in ESD resources – as it risks implying 
‘reducing social relations’ (Middlemiss 2018, 145). If consumption plays a key role in 
maintaining sociality and feelings of inclusion, then behaviour-change initiatives are 
unlikely to succeed unless they acknowledge the social costs and complexities of 
altering everyday practices. Research with ethical and sustainable consumer commu-
nities shows how subcultures of shared meanings are formed through routine practices 
and symbolic display, which assign cultural value to consuming less or differently 
(Isenhour 2012; Wheeler 2012). In these contexts, sustainable consumption becomes 
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a marker of belonging, distinguishing participants from ‘other’ consumers. Whilst this 
might create spaces of ‘ethical distinction’ (Varul 2009) that exclude those without 
access or interest, it also suggests that meanings attached to sustainable consumption 
can shift over time through communication campaigns, education, and the active 
reinforcement of new norms within social groups. Such dynamics suggest that sus-
tainability must be carefully framed in education settings.

c) The practice of sustainable consumption

While sociological accounts of social difference and symbolic meaning remain influ-
ential, recent scholarship on sustainable consumption – particularly within sociology 
and applied environmental sciences – has been shaped primarily by practice-theoretical 
perspectives (Evans 2019; Reckwitz 2002; Schatzki 1996; Shove 2010; Spurling et  al. 
2013; Warde 2005; Welch, Halkier, and Keller 2020). This approach responds to the 
individualistic focus on consumers ‘attitudes, behaviours and choices’ which dominates 
economics, psychology, and mainstream environmental policy (Shove 2010) - an 
approach evident in the UN-endorsed resources analysed above. Rather than placing 
individuals at the centre, practice theory shifts the analytical focus to practices – 
understood as the ‘nexus of doings and sayings’ performed by multiple bodies in 
organised and coordinated ways across space and time, often with limited conscious 
awareness (Warde 2005). Applied to consumption, this perspective argues that most 
consumption occurs while performing social practices and is shaped by meanings, 
skills, and material infrastructures, rather than by individual choice. Much environ-
mentally damaging consumption arises from the organisation of daily routines, not 
deliberate decisions. This insight challenges symbolic or choice-based models of 
consumption, which often overlook the ordinary and inconspicuous consumer actions 
(like water and energy use) that drive environmental impact.

A commonly cited example is the now-routine practice of daily showering, which 
only became widespread in recent decades (Hand, Shove, and Southerton 2005; Shove 
2003). This practice is enabled and sustained through a distinct configuration of 
material infrastructures (plumbing, heating systems bathroom designs), cultural mean-
ings (norms around cleanliness, self-presentation and care) and the temporal organ-
isation of everyday life (values of convenience, speed and daily rhythms). These 
elements interrelate to shape how the practice is performed and reproduced. It is 
therefore not enough to encourage people to use less water or energy because the 
meanings of showering, the conventions around cleanliness, and the technical infra-
structures remain intact. People do not deliberately set out to consume water and 
energy but to accomplish valued tasks. The potential of practice-theory inspired 
approaches has already been recognised in this journal (Jørgensen, Madsen, and 
Læssøe 2018; Olsson 2022) – where authors have used examples from waste and 
climate change education to call for a shift away from individual behavioural solutions.

Many consumer actions are performed unthinkingly as part of daily routines – 
something which values-driven accounts of sustainable consumption overlook. Yet 
opportunities for reflection arise when learners explore how social practices are 
connected and why they persist A common critique of the practice-theoretical 
approach – particularly relevant in educational contexts – is that it downplays agency 
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and conscious deliberation. Though individuals may be recognised as ‘carriers of 
practices’ (Warde 2005), the emphasis on routine and structure can obscure people’s 
capacity to make choices, direct their own behaviour, and participate in political 
processes (Sayer 2013). It also ignores that some individuals have more power or 
motivation to engage in sustainable practices than others. Whilst the UN policy focus 
on individual behaviour is problematic, practice theory risks going too far in the other 
direction. Whitmarsh, O’Neill, and Lorenzoni (2011) suggest this limitation can be 
addressed by combining practice-based perspectives with psychological insights on 
attitudes and identity-theory. Their more recent work on behavioural spillover effects 
in sustainable consumption (Frezza et  al. 2019) offers a model for integrating structural 
and individual-level understandings of behaviour.

d) Exploring systems of provision and consumption

If practice theory accounts of sustainable consumption have been critiqued for under-
playing individual agency, then ‘systems of provision’ approaches offer an even broader 
lens on the global, historical and political-economic processes shaping consumption. 
These perspectives shift attention away from isolated consumers to the structures 
that enable, constrain, and reproduce consumption. In doing so, they directly respond 
to the limitations of the UN-endorsed resources, which tend to foreground individual 
action while leaving broader systems unexamined. These approaches often analyse 
specific commodities (like bottled water, orange juice or coffee) to explore how con-
sumption is embedded in transnational systems (Evans and Mylan 2019; Fridell 2014; 
Harvey 2015). Others connect consumption to wider circuits of cultural and economic 
production (Airoldi and Rokka 2022; Appadurai 1986; Bayliss and Fine 2021; Du Gay 
et  al. 2013; Harvey 2021; Ritzer and Jurgenson 2010; Wheeler 2019; Wheeler and 
Glucksmann 2013).

Despite their diversity, these approaches share a core concern – to show that 
consumption is entangled in larger systems over which the consumer has limited 
power and autonomy. Here, the consumer appears as one of the least powerful actors, 
constrained by the dominance of multinational corporations that control the produc-
tion and supply of goods. Harvey’s (2021) work stands out here – he develops a 
theory of the sociogenesis of climate change which carefully traces how historical 
trading relationships and access to natural resource environments (such as sun, water, 
and oil) have enabled distinct political-economic structures and industrial development 
over time.

While consumers are often depicted as powerless in these accounts, concepts such 
as ‘consumption work’ and ‘moral economy’ introduce a more relational understanding 
of agency – situating individual choices within broader moral, institutional, and infra-
structural frameworks. Glucksmann’s (2016) concept of consumption work examines 
how work is distributed amongst consumers, businesses and organisations within 
unique systems of provision. For example, when a consumer sorts household waste 
for recycling, they are contributing to the labour required to process that waste – 
whether it ends up in landfill or is reprocessed through the circular economy. Crucially, 
this division of labour is shaped by prevailing norms, institutional structures and 
societally varied forms of private/public provisioning. Similarly, Wheeler’s work on the 
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moral economies of consumption highlights how individuals’ ‘lay normativities’ – the 
things that matter to them and inform their decisions to enact sustainable consump-
tion (Sayer 2011) – are often co-constituted within broader moral frameworks related 
to distinct economic systems and collective cultural processes. These wide-angle 
approaches acknowledge the constrained conditions under which sustainable con-
sumer action takes place but also preserve space for agency and moral deliberation.

An important development within these perspectives has been the integration of 
material things and non-human actors into the networks that mediate consumption. 
Actor-network-theory emphasises how consumption results from assemblages of tech-
nologies, marketing practices, consumers’ collective actions, materials and infrastructures. 
These components interact in relational, negotiated processes, rather than consumption 
being driven solely by individual choices or structural forces (Callon, Millo, and Muniesa 
2007; Cochoy et  al. 2020; Evans and Mylan 2019). This is particularly relevant in digital 
contexts, where algorithmic marketing loops (operating without users’ full awareness) 
repeatedly advertise products based on consumer data (Airoldi and Rokka 2022; Beer 
2013). Algorithms mine vast datasets to generate personalised product recommenda-
tions. These systems are proprietary, giving platforms like Google, Facebook, and Apple 
concentrated power (Srnicek 2017). While there are spaces for resistance – such as 
ignoring recommendations or acting collectively to ‘hijack’ algorithms (Airoldi and 
Rokka 2022) – greater education about how algorithmic economies are shaped by 
consumer actions and business interests is essential. Developing critical awareness and 
fostering digital citizen-consumers should be central aims of ESD moving forward.

The value of ‘systems of provision’ perspectives lies in revealing the political-economic, 
historical and socio-cultural complexity surrounding everyday goods and lifestyles. 
They counter the tendency of policy documents to reduce sustainability to personal 
responsibility, situating consumption instead within enduring global, political, and 
ecological systems. Elements of such approaches already appear in commodity-focused 
ESD resources on fair trade and development (for example, chocolate or bananas), 
but these often stop short of addressing power imbalances or naming agents of harm 
(Wheeler 2023). Tracing a product’s journey through supply chains may partially unveil 
what Marx (1977) called the ‘commodity fetish’ – the way capitalist production obscures 
the social relations and labour embedded in goods. Yet contemporary green marketing 
and anti-consumerist discourse can ironically produce what Binkley and Littler (2008) 
term a ‘fetish for de-fetishisation’, offering partial stories of global systems that risk 
glossing over structural inequalities. This leaves open important questions about how 
to translate systems perspectives into pedagogy – questions taken up in the discus-
sion that follows.

Discussion and implications: integrating sociological perspectives into 
ESD

This section pulls together the key insights from the review of the sociological liter-
ature on consumption and consumer culture, highlighting how they can enrich critical 
ESD. As shown in the findings from the document analysis, ESD policy and practice 
often present the consumer in simplistic and individualised terms. By contrast, socio-
logical perspectives foreground the socio-cultural, economic, political and material 
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processes that shape consumption, offering a more nuanced understanding of learners’ 
identities as consumers. In what follows, I outline seven overarching learning insights 
that a sociological lens has brought to the fore. Grounded in the four areas of schol-
arship explored in the findings from the selective literature review – social difference, 
consumption as meaningful communication, practice theory, and systems of provision –  
these seven insights illuminate different dimensions of consumption from symbolic 
meaning and social inequalities to habitual practice, and structural constraint. Together 
they constitute the discussion and implications of this paper. They are offered as 
conceptual contributions to support educators and researchers in rethinking how 
consumption is addressed in sustainability education. To illustrate how these insights 
might be translated into practice, I also sketch a provisional learning framework, 
adapted from UNESCO’s Greening Curriculum Guidance on ‘responsible consumption’ 
(UNESCO 2024, 145–146).

1. The definition of consumption should include the full cycle of consumption

The first educational insight this paper advocates is that consumption should be 
understood as a full cycle – from acquisition to appropriation and appreciation – and 
their counterparts of devaluation, divestment, and disposal (Evans 2019; Warde 2005). 
By broadening the concept beyond the act of purchase, learners can explore how 
people live with, interact with, and eventually discard of goods. This perspective 
highlights what is missing from dominant ESD framings of the consumer, which tend 
to equate consumption with moments of choice. It also provides a valuable starting 
point for reflection on the everyday meanings of consumption and the broader sys-
tems through which goods and services are acquired, used, and disposed of. Consumer 
items carry cultural and symbolic meanings, as well as material realities, shaping how 
they are lived with and understood. For ESD, emphasising this fuller cycle moves 
beyond behaviourist appeals to simply reduce or change consumption, and opens 
richer opportunities for learners to consider how consumption encompasses a wide 
range of activities embedded in time, context, and infrastructure.

2. Social difference and inequality matter for sustainable consumption

A sociological lens draws attention to how consumption is shaped by differences of 
class, gender, age and ethnicity. These categories influence not only what people con-
sume, but also how sustainable consumption is perceived and judged. Sustainable 
practices can become symbolically exclusionary, with some groups feeling it is ‘not for 
the likes of us’ (Bourdieu 1984, 471). Crucially, this may not reflect actual behaviours: 
lower socio-economic groups invariably consume less energy, yet middle-class consumers 
report higher engagement with sustainability (Middlemiss 2018). At the same time, 
sustainability messaging can disproportionately responsibilise certain groups – particularly 
women, due to gendered expectations around domestic practices (Weller 2017), and 
young people, who may have little control over household decisions (Walker 2017).

For ESD, this highlights the importance of recognising difference and inequality. Not 
all learners have equal capacity – or desire – to identify with dominant sustainability 
messaging. In line with critical eco-literacy (Huckle 2013; Kahn 2008) and ‘global 
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education for sustainability citizenship’ (Huckle and Wals 2015), students should be 
equipped to examine how social positions, marketing strategies and political structures 
shape sustainability appeals. This includes analysing how responsibility is distributed 
across groups, who is burdened, and whose practices are valued or marginalised. Such 
reflection must be handled with care; attention to social differences should not justify 
targeting learners differently or reinforcing global hierarchies. Scholars warn of the 
biopolitical logic embedded in some UN ESD policies which risk normalising inequalities 
between the global North and South (Bylund 2024; Bylund, Hellberg, and Knutsson 
2022; Knutsson 2021). Instead, social difference can be used to foster ethical reflection 
and systems thinking, encouraging learners to ask how sustainability is framed, and 
for whom.

3. Consumption is about identity and communication

A sociological perspective shows that consumption is deeply tied to identity. It helps 
us construct a sense of self and build relationships with others. Material goods carry 
symbolic meanings and are often used to express care, status, or belonging. This 
resonates with the ‘values-driven’ consumer model, where behaviour is influenced by 
cultural norms and perceived ability to affect outcomes (Ajzen 1991). Such a perspec-
tive is evident in ESD policy and scholarship (Kollmuss and Agyeman 2002; Torkar 
and Bogner 2019). For example, initiatives like the Anatomy of Action and the Good 
Life Goals activate this model of the consumer – an individual embedded in existing 
social relationships who might be convinced that shopping sustainably, and signalling 
this on social media, will shift cultural meanings of consumption.

A sociological lens, however, adds depth by situating these ‘choices’ in wider social 
contexts. In late-modern societies, where traditional sources of identity, such as work 
or place, have become less stable (Giddens 1991), consumption has become a key 
arena for identity construction. Reducing consumption is therefore not always straight-
forward: it can feel like a loss of connection or an inability to access valued ways of 
life (Middlemiss 2018). Ideas about ‘the good life’ are continually shaped through 
advertising, media and social networks, reinforcing particular norms and aspirations. 
For ESD, this highlights the importance of communicating alternative values and 
interrogating dominant narratives that drive consumer behaviours. Educators can 
encourage learners to critically examine how their consumer identities are socially 
shaped – especially in digital contexts where social media and algorithmic processes 
promote particular lifestyles (Loukianov, Burningham, and Jackson 2020). This reflection 
aligns with UNESCO’s call to ‘explore alternative values to those of consumer societies’ 
(UNESCO 2020, 18), inviting learners to consider not only how they consume, but why.

4. Consumption is not always a conscious individual choice – it is embedded 
in social practices

Building on the previous insights, a fourth contribution from sociology is that con-
sumption is embedded in routine practices, rather than resulting from deliberate 
individual choices. Focusing on practices rather than decision-making shifts attention 
toward the collective organisation of everyday life. Social practices are shaped by 
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interrelated infrastructures, skills, norms and conventions, with individuals acting as 
‘carriers of practices’, who reproduce them largely unreflexively (Spurling et  al. 2013; 
Warde 2005). Much environmentally damaging consumption therefore arises from 
how practices are configured, not from intentional choices

This perspective suggests a different way of thinking about interventions and 
actions – not as personal decisions, but as opportunities to reshape systems. For ESD, 
this could involve reflections on what is considered ‘normal’ behaviour, how different 
practices are interlinked, and how they vary across settings. For example, reducing 
food waste cannot be meaningfully discussed without considering food production, 
shopping, cooking, and caring practices, and how these are undertaken differently in 
diverse spaces (such as the handling of waste at school and at home) depending on 
the cultural meanings, technologies and infrastructures available. Such insights invite 
learners to think critically about how practices emerge, persist, and importantly, how 
they might be transformed. Transformation lies not only in shifting individual attitudes 
but in reconfiguring the social and material conditions that sustain everyday practices.

5. Consumers have limited power within global systems

Educators need to be honest – with learners and themselves – that consumer actions 
have limited power because they take place within complex global, political, and eco-
nomic systems shaped by historical inequalities, material geographies, and technologies. 
As highlighted earlier ‘systems of provision’ perspectives reveal these dynamics and 
expose the power imbalances often overlooked in policy and practice. For ESD, acknowl-
edging this limited power is crucial: it encourages learners to question the systems 
that govern access to consumer goods, to uncover the hidden environmental and 
social costs embedded in global supply chains, and to situate personal choices within 
broader political-economic contexts. This approach aligns with critical sustainability 
education frameworks such as Huckle and Wals (2015) ‘global education for sustainability 
citizenship’ and Kahn’s (2008) eco-literacy which call for learners to explore the inter-
connections between local and global actions and to interrogate dominant sustainability 
narratives promoted by media, government and corporations. At the same time, the 
message of limited consumer power must be handled with care. Presented without 
pathways for agency, it risks producing apathy or despair. The challenge for ESD is to 
communicate structural limits while also preparing learners to explore where possibil-
ities for action remain – a theme taken up in the following insight.

6. Consumer actions still offer opportunities for agency

Although consumers operate within constrained systems, understanding how these 
systems work can help identify meaningful opportunities for collective action, 
justice-oriented projects, and reimagining alternative futures. Consumer behaviours 
– when critically framed – can act as stepping stones to civic and political engage-
ment (Clarke et  al. 2007; Micheletti 2010; Wheeler 2012). If introduced with the 
sociological insights developed in this paper, consumption can provide a platform 
for developing citizenship skills and democratic participation (Hayward 2012). Learners 
can be supported to connect their consumption practices with collective projects 
that build civic capacity. Hayward’s (2012) SEEDs framework, for instance, recommends 
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using local projects to develop agency through collaborative action, enabling children 
to deliberate about fairness across generations, exercise their political imaginations, 
and link global systems to local contexts.

Critiques of practice theory caution against losing sight of agency (Frezza et  al. 
2019; Whitmarsh, O’Neill, and Lorenzoni 2011), and some systems perspectives – such 
as ‘consumption work’ (Glucksmann 2016), ‘moral economy’ (Sayer 2011; Wheeler 2019) 
and ‘algorithmic consumer cultures’ (Airoldi and Rokka 2022) – remind us that spaces 
for agency remain even within global systems. ESD therefore has to balance recog-
nition of structural constraints with these opportunities for individual and collective 
action This aligns with Lotz-Sisitka et  al.’s (2015) call for transgressive learning, which 
fosters co-learning across disciplines and contexts to support the development of 
both individual and systemic agency. Recognising such opportunities is also important 
for addressing the climate-related anxiety many young people experience. Local col-
laboration and collective projects can create spaces for constructive engagement, 
offering not only hope but also ways to express legitimate fears (Jones and Davison 
2021; Ojala 2023; Wheeler 2024). Through role play, media analysis, and creative 
activities, learners can begin to see themselves not only as consumers but as political 
actors, with consumption serving as an entry point into wider democratic practices 
of sustainability.

7. Understanding consumption requires critical media literacy

Consumption as a site of democratic practice is increasingly mediated by digital and 
cultural infrastructures. The pervasive influence of media, advertising, and digital 
technologies, means that understanding consumption today requires strong critical 
media literacy skills. In an age of fake news and algorithmic marketing, young people 
need to recognise how digital and traditional media shape consumer behaviours and 
identities. This links to systems thinking – particularly around how big data is used 
strategically to target specific audiences and reinforce consumer norms (Airoldi and 
Rokka 2022; Beer 2013). As seen in campaigns like Anatomy of Action and Good Life 
Goals, online sharing is presented as a way to spread sustainable practices. However, 
we might also ask how sharing anti-consumerist messages could influence algorithmic 
content and open spaces for digital resistance (Lekakis 2022). Beyond online platforms, 
learners should reflect on how media more broadly – from TV, to film, music, litera-
ture, billboards – shapes desires, norms, and inequalities. If we want to imagine 
alternative futures and values beyond consumer societies (UNESCO 2020), young 
people need the skills to interrogate the narrative and cultural frameworks that sustain 
unsustainable consumption.

Illustrating sociological insights with the Greening Curriculum Guidance

Building on the seven insights outlined above, this section sketches a provisional 
learning framework that illustrates how sociological perspectives on consumption might 
be translated into a developmentally appropriate set of outcomes. The aim is not to 
prescribe practice but to show how abstract insights can be reimagined as curriculum 
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resources, and to invite feedback on how they might be strengthened for use in 
practice. The framework adapts the section on ‘responsible consumption’ from the 
Greening Curriculum Guidance (UNESCO 2024), embedding the sociological approaches 
developed in this paper, while retaining the developmental progression set out in the 
Guidance. It also draws on insights from a recent content analysis of ESD learning 
resources and conversations with educators and resource designers about the messages 
we ought to convey and co-create with young people (Wheeler 2023).

In following the structure of the Greening Curriculum Guidance, however, there is 
a risk of presenting consumption as a discrete or single-issue area of curriculum. This 
sits uneasily with the Guidance’s wider emphasis on transformative education rooted 
in local contexts and the importance of ‘whole-institution’ approaches. Wider policy 
and scholarly debates similarly advocate for using the institutional setting of the 
school (including its governance, facilities management and teaching content) as a 
key site for young people to experience transformative sustainability education 
(European Commission 2022; Fischer 2011; Henderson and Tilbury 2004). Because 
consumption cuts across many domains of everyday life, it cannot be fully contained 
within a single strand. The framework should therefore be read as illustrative rather 
than directive – it is one possible way of imagining how sociological insights might 
be translated into practice, rather than a finished model.

The resulting framework is presented in Supplementary Table 1. It weaves together 
the seven key insights to expand beyond individualistic models of behaviour and to 
situate consumption within systems, practices, inequalities and identities. It avoids 
over-responsibilisation by naming structural barriers, media influence, and the role of 
powerful actors, rather than simply asking learners to ‘recycle more’ – an area already 
well supported by existing resources. At the same time, it creates space for critical agency, 
creative dialogue, and collective action. Importantly, it also supports interdisciplinarity by 
creating space for psychological insights to complement sociological ones, particularly 
around the emotional dimensions of consumption such as guilt, hope, and denial 
(Hickman 2020; Ojala 2023; Pihkala 2020). Research with young people shows the impor-
tance of creating space for difficult climate emotions to be acknowledged, ‘with oppor-
tunities for teachers and young people to work together to imagine hopeful collective 
futures through constructive actions’ (Wheeler 2024, 22). This framework is intended to 
support such conversations and to prompt further dialogue and experimentation.

Conclusion

This paper has argued for the integration of sociological perspectives into ESD, with 
a particular focus on the theme of consumption. Drawing on insights from cultural 
sociology, social practice theory, and systems of provision approaches, it has demon-
strated that consumption is not a simple matter of individual choice, but is embedded 
in broader social, cultural, economic, and political structures. Through a critical review 
of UN ESD policy documents, the paper has shown how dominant framings often 
promote individualised models of behaviour change, overlooking the complexity and 
inequalities that characterise consumer cultures.

To address this, I have developed seven key sociological insights that can strengthen 
critical ESD approaches. These insights broaden definitions of consumption, highlight 
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the significance of social difference, and situate consumption within identities, prac-
tices, and systemic constraints. They also emphasise opportunities for agency through 
critical media literacy, collective action and civic engagement. This paper has argued 
that these insights offer educators tools for moving beyond reductive models of 
consumer behaviour and for engaging more fully with the complexity of consumption 
illuminated by sociological perspectives. An illustration of how these insights might 
be translated into practice was offered through a provisional and conceptual learning 
framework in Supplementary Table 1. While not presented as a tested curriculum tool, 
it is hoped this framework will provide a basis for future empirical research on how 
sociological perspectives can be interpreted and enacted in classroom practice.

More broadly, the paper demonstrates how sociological perspectives can enrich ESD 
by situating consumption within systems, practices, identities, and inequalities. This 
contribution complements existing psychological, emotional, and pedagogical approaches, 
highlighting the value of interdisciplinarity in sustainability education. As national cur-
ricula and international sustainability agendas continue to evolve, there is both an 
opportunity and a responsibility to ensure that young people are not just asked to 
consume differently, but are equipped to think critically, and act collectively to imagine 
more just and sustainable futures. Sociological thinking has much to offer in this task.

Notes

	 1.	 Throughout this paper I opt for ‘ESD’ to refer to the different variants of environmental 
education, climate change education and education for sustainable development. I have 
opted for ‘ESD’ given my focus on critiquing and engaging with UN approaches which 
tend to use ‘ESD’.

	 2.	 The Belgrade Charter was proposed by participants at UNESCO workshop in 1975 and 
is recognised as one of the first internationally recognised statements on EE that went 
on to shape subsequent UN policies in this area

	 3.	 Action on sustainability education is also monitored under SDG 4.7.
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