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A B S T R A C T  

Climate change & sustainable development are two of the greatest challenges of the 21st century. The 

dominant narrative for addressing the crisis revolves around technological innovation, which presents an 

incomplete framing of the problem and produces solutions that only address symptoms and not the root 

cause of our existential predicament. The purpose of this thesis is to investigate the drivers of 

unsustainable lifestyles in the Global North by drawing upon scholarship in the field of Sustainable 

Consumption & Production. The research methods include qualitative secondary research and the 

application of systems thinking in the social sciences to represent a system of consumption & production.  

 

The output of this research is a framework titled ‘The Forces that Shape Consumption & Production’, 

which assists system designers in mapping the relationships and interactions between 4 primary actors – 

the individual, community, enterprise, and government. A core argument of this paper is that choices 

made available by a system of consumption & production determine the lifestyles that emerge. The 

framework is also used to conduct a macro-level analysis of transnational corporations with special 

attention paid to the United States. The findings reveal six drivers of unsustainable consumption & 

production that have undermined progress on sustainable development. In order to address these issues, 

twelve design solutions are identified in 3 intervention categories – practice, cultural, legal – that can be 

applied to leverage points within the system. Lastly, I propose using the framework as an analytical tool to 

complement human-centered design methodologies and to create a bridge between academia & industry. 

 

Thesis Supervisor: Nicholas A. Ashford 

Title: Professor of Technology & Policy; Director of the Technology & Law Program at MIT 
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Chapter 1: Background 

1 . 1  T H E  C H A L L E N G E  A H E A D   

Climate change & sustainable development are two of the greatest challenges of the 21st century. 

The mandate is clear. According to the United Nations Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 

(IPCC) (2018), our world must achieve net zero greenhouse gas emissions by 2050 in order to prevent 

global temperatures from rising 1.5°C above pre-industrial level by the end of this century. At that point, 

the negative impacts on our environment & society will be irreversible. The United Nations 

Environmental Programme (UNEP) (2021) states that the world will need to halve annual GHG 

emissions in the next 8 years - an enormous undertaking for society at all levels. In response, 

governments, industries, communities, and individuals around the world are taking action at varying 

speeds.  

At the COP26 climate summit, 151 countries have submitted climate plans but commitments to 

deep emission cuts remain weak and ambiguous (Mountford et al., 2021). The UNEP (2021) estimates 

that these NDCs place the world on track to reach 2.7°C in temperature rise by the end of the century. 

Tensions exist between countries in the Global South that require funding to leapfrog fossil fuel 

technologies and countries in the Global North who are largest historical emitters.  

After leaving the Paris Agreement in 2017, the United States under President Joe Biden has re-

entered the treaty and has committed to a 50-52 percent reduction in GHG pollution from 2005 levels by 

2030 (The White House, 2021). Biden’s effort has centered on his Build Back Better domestic bill, which 

seeks to assert US leadership in clean energy technologies and to rebuild America’s decade old 

infrastructure. The bill has unfortunately faced significant opposition to passage in congress and the 

outcome will determine United State’s climate credibility on the global stage. 

By the end of 2021, more than 2,200 companies covering 70 countries and 15 industries have 

made commitments to science-based targets to reach net-zero (SBTi, 2022).  These commitments are 
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voluntary and there is no authority that holds corporations legally accountable to their decarbonization 

plans. Institutional capital is leading the ESG movement and urging corporations to reimagine capitalism 

(Sorkin & Merced, 2022), yet both remain incentivized to make decisions that prioritize short-term 

quarterly performance and profit maximization. Private capital is pouring into climate technology in 

support of a renewable energy transition that will generate outsized financial return (The Economist, 

2021).  

Communities are mobilizing to demand change from government and industry. Long-time 

grassroots organizations such as Greenpeace and the Sierra Club continue to raise awareness of 

environmental issues in the public arena. A new generation of activist organizations such as Extinction 

Rebellion and Sunrise Movement are aggressively pushing for political action on climate change.  

Individuals are making lifestyle changes after COVID-19 with some returning to pre-pandemic 

behaviors & norms and others charting a path forward to new ways of living (Echegaray et al., 2021). 

While consumers report they are concerned about the environment, they often fail to follow through on 

green purchases – also known as the attitude-behavior gap (Young et al., 2010).  Climate anxiety is on the 

rise due to an uncertain future (Pihkala, 2020) and millions of Americans are leaving their jobs in the 

Great Resignation in search of fair working conditions (Parker & Horowitz, 2022) . 

In these turbulent times, the dominant narrative for addressing climate change that is circulated 

by government institutions and industry leaders is climate salvation by technological innovation brought 

about by stakeholder capitalism. A major issue with this narrative is that it presents an incomplete 

framing of the problem and therefore, proposed solutions will only address symptoms and not the root 

cause of our existential predicament. Technology is essential but it only buys time so we can address the 

underlying drivers of greenhouse emissions & material waste - consumption and its associated production.  

The elephants in the room are the unsustainable lifestyles of the affluent living in the Global 

North (Akenji et al., 2021). These lifestyles have emerged from a system of consumption & production 
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constructed for the ideological pursuit of economic growth. In order to meet the targets of the Paris 

Agreement, countries must reduce aggregate production-consumption levels associated with energy & 

material use (Alfredsson et al., 2018). The radical changes needed for achieving sustainable development 

require a mindset shift – one that I hope this thesis can facilitate.  

1 . 2  R E S E A R C H  A I M S  

A significant portion of this research draws upon scholarship in the field of Sustainable 

Consumption & Production (SCP). 30 years have passed since the 1992 Earth Day Summit in Rio de 

Janeiro and SCP has matured as two distinct research fields (Cohen, 2019). Sustainable production has 

focused on cleaner production, industrial ecology, and ecological design pertaining to industrial sectors. 

Sustainable consumption has focused on the redesign of economic systems, institutions, infrastructure, 

culture, lifestyles, and forms of social organization (Bengtsson et al., 2018).  A review of the current 

literature on SCP reveals specific research gaps that this paper seeks to address. 

Firstly, most SCP research is positioned either in the realm of consumption or production even 

though the issues are systemic and need to be addressed in tandem. This challenge is due to the different 

disciplinary & epistemic foundations of consumption and production. There is a need to strengthen the 

conceptual foundation at the intersection of SCP so that insights can be practically brought to the 

business environment (Roy & Singh, 2017). Second, SCP requires sustainability-oriented innovation, 

which deals with a design duality challenge where one must simultaneously hold the interest of humans 

and the greater society in mind. There is a need for a systems-informed design thinking methodology that 

can support the orchestration of innovations at disparate scales and time horizons (Jay et al., 2015). Third, 

relational and structural power are largely unexamined in SCP (Anantharaman, 2018; Fuchs et al., 2016). 

Inequality in these dimensions is linked to unsustainable systems of consumption and production (Mathai 
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et al., 2021). There is a need to study and act on the behavioral characteristics and the interaction 

dynamics of stakeholders in such systems so that interventions may be applied (Wang et al., 2019).   

Thus, the following research objectives guide the development of this thesis: 

1. Understand the factors that shape lifestyle by examining the individual & the system of 

consumption & production where an individual’s behavior is embedded 

2. Understand the influence producers have over consumption patterns 

3. Identify design interventions that can transition systems of consumption & production towards 

sustainability 

Chapter 2 reviews the literature to provide a conceptual foundation in systems thinking for the 

social sciences, a history of consumer society, and an overview of expert viewpoints that drive current 

research in the sustainability field. Chapter 3 introduces the ‘Forces that Shape Consumption & 

Production’ framework that was produced from this research and explains key concepts for its application. 

Chapter 4 applies the framework to analyze the outsized influence of transnational corporations over 

unsustainable consumption in the Global North and discusses twelve system design interventions that can 

change these patterns. Chapter 5 concludes by summarizing the contributions of this research and 

offering a call to action. 

1 . 3  S C O P E  &  M E T H O D O L O G Y  

The research scope is concerned with the issue of overconsumption and unsustainable lifestyles in 

the Global North. I pay special attention to the actors that influence consumer society in the United 

States and the impact of commodity goods & services on the environment & human well-being. 
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The first research methodology of this thesis is secondary qualitative research in disciplinary journals, 

textbooks, government agencies, researcher networks, policy think tanks, non-profits, and reputable news 

outlets. Sources include the following: 

 

• Journal of Cleaner Production 

• Journal of Pollution Prevention 

• Journal of Ecological Economics 

• Journal of Industrial Ecology 

• Journal of Environmental Studies and Sciences 

• Journal of Technology Forecasting & Social Change 

• California Management Review 

• Annual Review of Sociology 

• Sustainability Open-Access Journal 

• Global Environmental Change Open-Access Journal 

• Sustainable Consumption Research and Action Initiative 

• Tellus Institute for a Great Transition 

• Technology, Globalization, and Sustainable Development 

• The Oxford Handbook on the History of Consumption 

• Handbook of Research on Sustainable Consumption 

 

The second research methodology involves the application of systems thinking & system engineering 

methodologies to build a cohesive framework that illustrates the relationship between lifestyles and 

systems of consumption & production.  
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

2 . 1  S Y S T E M S  T H I N K I N G  F O R  C O N S U M P T I O N  &  P R O D U C T I O N   

In this section, I analyze the general definitions of ‘consumption’ and ‘production’ and extend 

their semantics by embedding the terms within the societal context.  

According to the Oxford English Dictionary, consumption is defined as “the action or fact of 

destroying or being destroyed; destruction”. Even though destruction is a consequential word, human-

beings may not consciously associate their consumption behavior with these negative connotations. 

Instead, we think of consumption in terms of everyday activities such as eating food, shopping for goods 

& services, engaging in leisurely activities, socializing in groups, traveling to new destinations, creating 

new experiences, and learning to achieve a fulfilling life. 

Production on the other hand is defined as “the action of making or manufacturing from 

components or raw materials, or the process of being manufactured”. While the meaning of production 

here is limited to the physical world with a tangible material output, production can also exist in the 

abstract with an intangible output such as knowledge, culture, and emotion. 

There are three important qualities that must be considered when examining consumption and 

production. Firstly, there is a dual nature to consumption & production as one cannot exist without the 

other. Consumption without production is not possible. Production without consumption is waste. By 

itself, production is an act of consumption. The two are mutually reinforced in a cycle of creation and 

destruction. Secondly, this cycle produces benefits as well as costs. The question of who receives the 

benefit and who absorbs the cost is fundamental to seeing a complete picture of consumption and 

production. Third, consumption and production exist within a greater system and not in a vacuum. A 

system is “an interconnected set of elements that is coherently organized in a way that achieves 

something” (Meadows, 2008, p. 11). 
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Systems thinking is a useful tool for understanding the phenomenon of consumption & 

production. General systems theory emerged from the scientific disciplines in the mid-20th century and 

since then, system thinking concepts have been applied to multidisciplinary fields to understand 

complexity (Boss et al., 1993). In the applied sciences, Systems Engineering (SE) emerged in the 1940s as 

a discipline for the design, creation, and operation of technical systems (Camelia & Ferris, 2016). 

Although SE was created to design cyber physical systems such as automobiles, communication networks, 

and space shuttles, it can also be used to analyze systems of consumption & production. 

In this paper, I use the following terminology and definitions to represent a system of 

consumption and production (Crawley et al., 2015): 

● Systems are comprised of entities that have form & function. Entities are systems on their own. 

● Form is the physical or informational embodiment of an entity. Functions are the actions for 

which an entity exists such as activities, operations, or transformations. 

● Relationships among entities create the structure of a system. These can be formal, informal, or 

functional.  

● Interactions among entities produce a new function for the system called emergence, whose 

functionality is greater than the sum of its parts.  

When applied to our living world and built environment, systems & entities can be biological 

organisms or non-living objects. Biological systems and entities include human-beings, animals, plants, 

and natural ecosystems. Non-living systems and entities include material goods, infrastructure, networks, 

and organizations. The delineation between a system and entity depends on the subject of interest. The 

art in systems thinking lies in setting boundaries and determining the appropriate level of abstraction 

needed for insightful analysis.  

This paper is primarily concerned with systems of consumption & production and investigates 

their relationship with sustainability. The conceptual context from the discipline of system thinking and 
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SE provides a foundation for understanding the Forces that Shape Consumption & Production 

framework in Chapter 3. 

2 . 2  A N  O V E R V I E W  O F  E C O N O M I C  H I S T O R Y  

The study of systems of consumption & production has existed since ancient times across empires 

in Europe, China, India, and the Middle East. Today, we know this field of study as economics, which 

was formalized during the Enlightenment. Classical economic growth theory emerged from Adam 

Smith’s 1776 treatise The Wealth of Nations. His pioneering ideas on a virtuous cycle of economic 

growth driven by the pursuit of self-interest, the division of labor, rising productivity & incomes, free 

markets, and a detached role for government laid the foundation for the modern economy (Ashford & 

Hall, 2019).  

In the 20th century, Neoclassical economics emerged as the mainstream school of thought and is 

characterized by theories of utility maximization, rational choice, and efficient markets. Neoclassical 

economists have wielded significant influence over the intellectual landscape and shaped government 

policies that would propel the United States into a global superpower after World War II (Barry, 2020).  

Critics of Neoclassical economics have long argued that it ignores the realities of human nature 

and the behavioral, sociological, political, and environmental dimensions of society. Grouped together, 

these alternative theoretical approaches to economics which incorporate natural and social science 

perspectives are called Heterodox economics (Røpke, 2020).  

There are two attributes of today’s economy that are regularly expounded to the general public - 

GDP and economic growth. Economists developed GDP & GNP in the 1940s in order to better support 

economic planning and decision-making (Ashford & Hall, 2019). Economic growth became a national 

policy objective in the US after World War II and is now promoted by nearly all countries in the world 

(Victor & Jackson, 2015). These two attributes are often discussed as one concept, GDP growth, which 
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serves as the primary measure of performance and success for national leaders at the most consequential 

levels of society.  

Finally, any meaningful discussion on the economy cannot take place without acknowledging the 

dominant paradigm of capitalism and its role in wealth creation over the past centuries. Capitalism is 

based on the idea of private ownership of the means of production. A key innovation of capitalism was 

the reinvestment of wealth - in other words, capital - into expanded production, which leads to rising 

income that can be spent in the economy (Higgs, 2014). This demand for goods and services can lead to 

more production, resulting in a seemingly perpetual cycle of growth and further accumulation of wealth. 

Thus, it’s no coincidence that the rise of capitalism created the conditions for the rise of consumer society. 

2 . 3  C O N S U M E R  S O C I E T Y :  P A S T ,  P R E S E N T ,  F U T U R E  

Consumer society is defined as “a society in which people often buy new goods, especially goods 

that they do not need, and in which a high value is placed on owning many things” (Oxford). Americans 

are most commonly associated with consumerism, but the seeds of consumer society were planted in 

Great Britain in the late 18th century (McKendrick & Plumb, 2018). The industrial revolution enabled 

the mass production of inexpensive goods that were previously limited to the wealthy elite. Producers 

realized that wants and needs could be extended beyond basic subsistence and experimented with novel 

marketing techniques to reach members of the urban middle class. These early consumers were able to 

indulge in the luxuries of furnishing, tea, apparel, household items, children's toys, and more (Stearns, 

2001). 

In the Theory of the Leisure Class, Thorstein Veblen (1899) coined the term ‘conspicuous 

consumption’, which attributed the public display of goods & leisure activities to people’s desire for social 

membership and status. While the majority of households in Western Europe remained poor and were 

unlikely to participate in consumer society, this period foreshadowed how individuals would define their 
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goals in daily life around aspirational desires (Stearns, 2001). If England produced a prototype of 

consumer society, then America in the 20th century scaled this prototype into a thriving regime. 

American consumerism did not appear by chance. It was instigated and systematically constructed 

by powerful forces in government and industry in the 1920s. A central figure during this period was 

Edward Bernays, the nephew of Sigmund Freud. His ideas on the deliberate manipulation of public 

opinion and methods for converting hidden desires into everyday practice helped launch the public 

relations and mass advertising industries (Bernays, 1928). The term ‘consumer’ is widely used today, but 

few realize it was popularized during this time by producer associations and interest groups running 

campaigns to generate demand for domestic goods (Higgs, 2014).  

After World War II, the United States federal government needed a way to achieve maximum 

employment and to improve standards of living. Economic growth was seen as the best path forward and 

the subsequent rollout of policies in key sectors - housing, transportation, agriculture, energy, finance - 

created the structure that gave rise to the hallmarks of American lifestyles (Brown & Vergragt, 2016). 

Large home construction, automobile ownership, meat-rich diets, fossil fuel addiction, and credit-fueled 

consumption can be traced back to zoning laws, the construction of highways, agricultural & energy 

subsidies, and financial deregulation (Cohen et al., 2010). From 1950 to 2000, consumer expenditure on 

non-necessities (food, housing, apparel) increased from approximately 32% to 50% as a share of total 

expenditure (Chao & Utgoff, 2006).  

The combination of producer generated demand and industrial policy produced a massive cultural 

shift where “consumerism and suburban lifestyle became conflated with such fundamental aspirations as 

wellbeing, freedom, and democracy” (Brown & Vergragt, 2016, p. 310). Consumer culture implies that 

the individual operating in such a society has made the switch from consuming for utility to consuming 

for meaning. There is no single definition of ‘consumer culture’ but it can be conceptualized as the fabric 
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of human experience manifested in everyday interactions where individuals & groups derive meaning 

from commercially produced artifacts & symbols (Arnould & Thompson, 2005).   

Consumerism was not without its critics and social movements have formed to fight against 

injustice within consumer society and society as a whole. These movements have fought for issues such as 

worker welfare, gender equality in the workplace, consumer rights, ethics and fair trade (Hilton, 2012). 

The 1960s marked the beginnings of the environmental movement that brought focus to the harmful 

effects of consumer society served by mass consumption & production. In the decades that followed, four 

major environmental concerns emerged - resource depletion, toxic pollution, biodiversity loss, and climate 

change (Ashford & Hall, 2019, p.106). Today, the United States remains the most potent consumer 

society in the world, but this title has come with enormous costs and ripple effects. 

The Ecological Footprint which measures the amount of biological capacity from the planet 

required to support human activity, shows that since 2000, the United States has consumed more than 5 

earths worth of resources each year. Neoliberalism and globalization have exported the American model 

of consumer society to other countries who have adopted it within their cultural context. The outsourcing 

of production to developing countries who prioritize economic development over the environment has led 

to toxic pollution worldwide. The effects of pollution are felt most acutely by the poor and vulnerable, 

resulting in 9 million premature deaths every year. The Living Planet Index which tracks the abundance 

of biodiversity shows an average 68% decline in wildlife populations between 1960 and 2016 (Living 

Planet Report 2020 - Bending the Curve of Biodiversity Loss, 2020). 

The negative effects of consumer society are also felt on an individual level. Studies have shown 

that materialism leads to lower levels of mental and physical well-being (Bauer et al., 2012). 

Compounded with the environmental and social costs of consumption, the future viability of consumer 

society is certainly in question. Scholars have begun to speculate on a potential transition to a post-

consumer society (Brown et al., 2017). In looking ahead to 2050, experts have observed 3 major 
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challenges that are likely to emerge (Mao et al., 2019). These include rapid changes in infrastructure and 

norms due to technological disruption, more living constraints due to ecological pressures, and a widening 

gap between the aspirations of individuals and the reality of the expected future in an unequal world. 

Consumer society has reached a pivotal moment in human history where it has outlived its 

purpose. If consumer society was systematically constructed, it could be systematically dismantled. “Our 

understanding of how people consume has always reflected our views about how they ought to live” 

(Trentmann, 2012, p. 1). These views are where we turn to next.  

2 . 4  T H E  D I C H O T O M Y  O F  S U S T A I N A B I L I T Y  A N D  G R O W T H  

In setting the stage for present day discussions on sustainability, we first look at three important 

nuances of the subject. 

First, sustainability is a crisis concept that emerged from humans responding to environmental 

and social inequality issues during the Industrial Revolution. In 1833, William Foster Lloyd introduced 

the concept of the Tragedy of the Commons, where humans acting out of self-interest exploit a pool of 

common resources until it is ruined despite knowing the long-term consequences of their action (Hardin, 

1968). This behavior very accurately describes the way humans behave today in the face of climate 

change. Second, sustainability is not politically innocent. It is tied to “larger political battles over empire, 

markets, and nations” (Chappells & Trentmann, 2015, p. 53).  The conservation of resources in a 

particular region could be realized by drawing upon that of another. This theme continues to be true in 

today’s geopolitical relationships. Third, the global discourse on sustainability is driven by developed 

countries in the Global North even though developing countries in the Global South are most affected by 

the consequences of unsustainable consumption & production. Power is crucial to shaping the narrative 

and agenda, and this unequal balance should always be acknowledged and addressed in any decision-

making room on issues related to sustainability (Anantharaman, 2018). 
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The dilemma of growth and resource constraints has been analyzed by economists, scientists, and 

environmentalists throughout history. In 1972, Limits to Growth, a publication by MIT scientists who 

modeled future scenarios of economic development, raised the issue of ecological limits and societal 

collapse from the overuse of natural resources. Five years later, the UN-assembled Brundtland 

Commission released Our Common Future, which articulated the first widely accepted definition of 

sustainable development - “development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the 

ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (Ashford & Hall, 2019, p. 135; Doran, 2021).  

The 1992 UN Conference on Environment and Development in Rio de Janeiro officially 

recognized unsustainable patterns of consumption and production as major causes of global 

environmental deterioration with industrialized countries as the primary culprit (Cohen, 2019). Two years 

later, the Oslo Symposium came up with a working definition for sustainable consumption & production 

(SCP). SCP refers to “the use of services and related products, which respond to basic needs and bring a 

better quality of life while minimizing the use of natural resources and toxic materials as well as the 

emissions of waste and pollutants over the life cycle of the service or product so as not to jeopardize the 

needs of future generations”.  

The initiatives in the following decades that attempted to make SCP a priority never received 

proper attention from governments as calls for action went against prevailing norms in economic policy. It 

wasn’t until 2012 that a 10-year framework to support SCP initiatives was adopted by the 2012 UN 

Conference on Sustainable Development. In 2015, the UN incorporated SCP into Sustainable 

Development Goal 12, “Ensure sustainable consumption and production patterns”, but the targets have 

not been translated into transformative action (Gasper et al., 2019).  

Another influential scientific report, Planetary Boundaries, in 2009 articulates a framework for 

understanding ecological limits through nine critical Earth-system processes and their estimated 

thresholds. Scientists argue that human activity beyond these thresholds would cause changes in the 
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planet that lead to societal collapse and call for a rapid reduction down to a safe operating space. In 2015, 

the report was updated and revealed that humans have already exceeded 4 boundaries - climate change, 

biodiversity, land-system change, and biogeochemical flows (Steffen et al., 2015) (Appendix - Figure 7) 

Scientists have sounded the alarm for decades on the risk of unrestrained economic growth 

leading human civilization beyond the regenerative capacity of earth, but the majority of global 

institutions & industries continue to believe that growth can be made compatible with our planet’s 

ecology. This response to environmental breakdown is called ‘green growth’ and its institutional 

proponents include the OECD, UN Environmental Program, the World Bank along with nearly all 

major economies in the world (Hickel & Kallis, 2020). The strategy depends on the decoupling of 

economic growth and throughput - defined as the energy and materials needed to support consumption 

& production.  

Historically, production-side solutions have been viewed favorably by government & industry as 

they could be implemented with standard management practices with reward from private markets. 

Consumption-side solutions have largely been ignored due to the political and emotional nature of 

questioning national economic policy objectives and modern ways of living in affluent countries. The 

overemphasis on technological innovation, efficiency, and profit have not led to promising results in terms 

of reducing aggregate consumption & production and greenhouse gas emissions (Bengtsson et al., 2018). 

The well-documented rebound effect - Jevons Paradox - has shown that efficiency gains from energy and 

material improvements on the production-side are mostly offset by higher-levels of consumption 

(Reimers et al., 2021; Shove, 2018).  

Decoupling can be achieved by recycling, shifting goods to services, designing better products and 

processes, substituting materials, and replacing fossil fuels with renewable energy. The rate of decoupling 

has to exceed the rate of economic growth, otherwise throughput remains the same or increases (known as 

relative decoupling). In dealing with ecological reality, what matters more is a decline in the total amount 
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of throughput as economic growth increases (known as absolute decoupling). Economists have studied 

empirical data and have determined that while absolute decoupling is possible in certain high-income 

nations, no evidence shows this to be true at the global scale even in optimistic scenarios (Hickel & Kallis, 

2020).  

The case for green growth is also supported by the successful combination of technological 

innovation and economic growth. During the Cold War, the Apollo Space Program established the 

United States national R&D apparatus and produced technologies that would lay the foundation for 

high-tech industries today. At the same time, GDP growth evolved into an ideology to prove the 

superiority of the US capitalist free market economy over the Soviet Union’s state led economy (Barry, 

2020). These events during the Cold War solidified US competitiveness on the global stage and after the 

1970s, economists viewed science and technology as engines of growth. In her research, Carlotta Perez 

argues that technological revolutions occur in two distinct periods – installation with major bubbles and 

market crashes, and deployment where the government intervenes to spread the value created across the 

economy (Perez, 2009). Green technologies, the climate crisis, and growth have converged to present an 

opportunity that mirrors the past. 

Unfortunately, green growth ignores the distributional issues related to sustainable consumption 

and production. The reality of overconsumption in rich countries and underconsumption in poor 

countries presents a grand challenge of creating a fair consumption space with equitable distribution of 

resources & opportunities with the remaining global carbon budget (Akenji et al., 2021) (Appendix - 

Figure 8)  

The dichotomy of sustainability & growth creates a tension that will appear in any solution that 

has the potential to drive meaningful change in the status quo. The Degrowth movement in the field of 

economics assumes that absolute decoupling is not possible and attempts to resolve this tension by 

proposing a vision for the economy where throughput decreases while well-being improves (Fanning et 
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al., 2020; Giorgos Kallis, 2018). It remains to be seen whether sustainability and growth can co-exist, but 

it’s clear that scientists & scholars have a point of view that is drastically different from current actors in 

the global economy. 
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Chapter 3: Forces that Shape Consumption & Production 

In the literature of SCP, scholars have generated numerous theories and frameworks to 

conceptualize a system of consumption & production. These are commonly referred to as ‘provisioning 

systems. There is no authoritative definition of the term and for this paper, I use the following definition: 

“a set of related elements that work together in the transformation of resources to satisfy a foreseen 

human need” (Fanning et al., 2020, p. 3).  

3 . 1  P R O V I S I O N I N G  S Y S T E M S  

In this section, I will provide an overview and comparison of three provisioning systems that are 

frequently referenced by researchers in this field. 

Sustainable Production-Consumption Systems:  

 

Sylvia Lorek and Louis Lebel define a production-consumption system (PCS) as a “system that 

links environmental goods and services, individuals, households, organizations, and states through 

linkages in which energy and materials are transformed, utility is derived, and relationships take place” 
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(Lebel & Lorek, 2008, p. 243). This framework (Figure 1) leans heavily on microeconomics in 

explaining the relationships and interactions between consumers & producers while incorporating 

concepts from industrial ecology to highlight linkages within a PCS that can be made more sustainable. 

The framework suggests that action towards transforming a PCS is driven by an actor, but it does 

not clearly define who this actor should be. The main purpose of a PCS is to transform energy & 

materials into goods & services. Mechanisms are suggested on how to achieve this aim with a focus on 

altering production modes & processes, introducing standards for environmental performance, and 

changing consumption pattens through sustainable marketing initiatives.  

Multi-level Perspective (MLP) on Socio-technical Systems:  

 
Figure 2 – Elements from the sociotechnical configuration in transportation (Geels, 2002) 

Dutch scholars created the MLP approach to understand technology transitions in sociotechnical 

systems, which is a provisioning system that is built upon multidisciplinary knowledge in sociology & 

innovation studies (Geels, 2002). Sociotechnical systems are a configuration of techniques and artifacts 

along with an array of institutions, rules, practices, and networks that fulfill socially valued functions. This 
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concept takes a technology-oriented point of view on provisioning and focuses less on the role of 

consumers and producers. 

 

Figure 3 – Multiple levels of a nested hierarchy (Geels, 2002) 

The MLP refers to 3 layers of a system where technology transitions occur (Figure 3). The 

macro-level is the landscape of dominant ideas, social currents, and historical trends at the scale of 

nations, regions, and the world. The meso-level is the regime where an incumbent sociotechnical system 

serves the needs of society. The micro-level is where niches exist that allow individuals and groups to 

experiment with new sociotechnical systems that can eventually displace an incumbent. Incremental 

change takes place at the meso-level while radical change emerges from the micro-level. (Brown et al., 

2017; Kemp & Rotmans, 2005) 

The MLP perspective on socio-technical change is useful for understanding the co-evolution of 

technology and society, but it does not provide much insight on how to tackle systemic issues related to 

sustainable consumption & production. 
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Systems of Provision: 

Ben Fine created the Systems of Provision (SoP) approach to explain consumption through 

political economy and other social sciences as opposed to mainstream economics. In SoP, there are 5 

interrelated drivers of consumption: agents who are participants in the system; structures with 

organizational, institutional, and social forms; processes that refer to specific activities; relationships 

among agents within the system; and material cultures where meaning is imbued onto goods & services. 

A key argument from the SoP approach is that consumption outcomes depend on the system by which a 

good or service is provided rather than a utility maximizing individual operating in perfectly functioning 

markets (Bayliss & Fine, 2020).  

SoP is ambitious in scope for revealing the characteristics of a provisioning system that are often 

overlooked yet play a critical role in shaping patterns of consumption & production. However, there are 

some practical limitations to this approach. Due to the overlapping nature of these 5 consumption drivers, 

it is difficult to draw boundaries and to visualize the whole provisioning system with its distinct parts. The 

intentional distancing from mainstream economics results in SoP serving more as a versatile diagnostic 

tool for identifying intervention points in existing provisioning systems as opposed to offering a definitive 

representation of a provisioning system on its own. 

Each of the three frameworks above is a powerful lens to examine consumption & production. 

The production-consumption system highlights the key steps in the provisioning process for goods & 

services and the relationship between producer & consumer. The MLP approach to Sociotechnical 

systems conceptualizes the function and structure of a provisioning system and connects them to the 

fulfillment of a societal need. Systems of Provision illuminates behavior within a provisioning system and 

potential leverage points for intervention. 

That being said, none of the frameworks clearly define the actors of a system of consumption & 

production and how their interactions with one another translates into system behavior and output. 
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Furthermore, the frameworks do not shed light on the interplay between the system and individual 

lifestyles, which in Section 3.5, I argue is essential to the conversation on sustainability. 

The Forces that Shape Consumption & Production (FCP) attempts to fill gaps in the 3 

aforementioned frameworks by offering a holistic perspective on systems of consumption & production, 

which is distinct from provisioning systems. Provisioning refers to the production-side of a system 

whereas FCP also incorporates the non-obvious actors on the consumption-side. FCP focuses on how 

these actors influence the choices made available for consumption, their interaction dynamics, and the 

lifestyles that emerge. Metaphorically speaking, lifestyles are the tip of the iceberg and the system of 

consumption & production is the base. The framework was created by applying the system thinking & 

systems engineering methodology articulated in Section 2.1.  

 

3 . 2  T H E  R O L E  O F  C O M M U N I T Y ,  E N T E R P R I S E ,  A N D  G O V E R N M E N T  

At the highest level of abstraction, the forces that shape consumption & production are situated 

in the three macro-level systems of society, industry, and government. Each of these systems consist of 

entities that are independent systems on their own. In order to effectively understand the inner workings 

of the system, we must move one layer deeper to examine the three entities of community, enterprise, and 

public institution (Figure 4). 

 

Figure 4 - Entities 



27 
 

These entities have nonhuman and human elements, and therefore have both a function and 

purpose. A key design principle from architects in the late 18th century is form follows function. I extend 

this maxim by arguing that function follows purpose, which is the subject matter of philosophy and 

debate. Purpose is never fixed. If the purpose of an entity changes, then the form of an entity may change 

as well. 

An individual is a participant in this system of consumption & production. Individuals are 

members of communities, employees of enterprises, and citizens of public institutions. In the language of 

systems thinking, an individual is a stock - the foundational element of a system. I explain the three 

entities in detail below: 

Communities are social groups. Sociologists refer to community as forms of collective life in 

which people are tied together through tradition, interpersonal contacts, informal relationships, and 

affinities (Storper, 2005). Community does not necessarily mean that people need to belong in the same 

physical space. Technologies have made it possible for people to form communities across geographies in 

digital space. 

At its core, the function of community is to create belonging by offering a structure for human 

connection and collective experience (Block, 2018).  Although communities can have a variety of purposes 

as determined by its members, producing social capital is a purpose that cuts across all communities. 

Social capital refers to social networks, norms of reciprocity, mutual assistance, and trustworthiness. It can 

be created through building associations with similar types of people (bonding) or those who are different 

(bridging). The benefits of social capital accrue to society through enhanced trust, reciprocity, and 

collaboration amongst individuals (Putnam, 2000). 

Enterprises are organizations that engage in commercial activity and its form is best understood 

through ownership design (Kelly & White, 2007). Ownership design consists of 5 elements: purpose, 

membership, governance, capital, and networks. Purpose is the most important element in determining 

the functions of an enterprise, but the other four ensure that those functions are enacted and held 
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accountable. The dominant enterprise form today is the publicly-traded corporation. Other forms of 

enterprise exist such as cooperatives, employee-owned firms, social enterprises, foundation-owned 

corporations, etc. (Kelly, 2013).   

The size of enterprise ranges from enormous transnational corporations with global reach to 

small-scale enterprises with a handful of workers operating in both the formal and informal sectors. In the 

middle of this range are small and medium enterprises that participate in the economy at the regional or 

national-level (White, 2006). Technologies have made it possible for enterprises of all sizes to conduct 

business across national borders, especially in industries that produce intangible goods and services. The 

core functions of an enterprise revolve around production & provisioning.  

Public institutions are organizations founded on a social purpose. Government is a system 

consisting of public institutions that serve the needs of society. History has produced several forms of 

government including democracy, autocracy, aristocracy, theocracy. Similar to enterprises, the purpose of 

government determines its form and functions. A discussion on the major philosophies of government is 

beyond the scope of this research.  

In this thesis, my arguments are built upon systems of consumption & production in Western 

democracies. I adopt the perspective that “governments play a critical role as a trustee to ensure basic 

human needs are met in an equitable manner” (Ashford & Hall, 2019, p. 18). General functions carried 

out by public institutions on behalf of a government that is engaged in industrial transformation include: 

ensuring a healthy economy with sufficient earning capacity, providing adequate physical and legal 

infrastructure, creating opportunities for basic education and skills acquisition, protecting the 

environment, regulating harmful advertising, facilitating and arbitrating for stakeholders with competing 

interests, investing in path-breaking science and technology, and ensuring fair democratic political process 

(Ashford & Hall, 2019). 

Before moving on to describe the relationships among communities, enterprises, and public 

institutions, a key point needs to be made regarding the duality of consumption & production. While 
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enterprises are typically associated with production and communities or individuals with consumption, all 

three of these entities engage in both production & consumption. Individuals are also capable of 

production without enterprises or public institutions as was the case in hunter-gatherer societies. 

Production requires a variety of assets to create value and it refers to the activities or processes associated 

with making a good or service. In political economy, ownership of the means of production is essential to 

understanding power within a system. We will further examine these power dynamics in Section 4.1  

3 . 3  I N T E R A C T I O N  D Y N A M I C S  

The relationships among communities, enterprises, and public institutions exist because of a 

functional value exchange in at least two of these entities. In the FCP framework, the dynamics of this 

exchange are important for identifying the center of power within the system (Figure 5).  

 

Figure 5 – System Structure & Interactions 
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Firstly, the fundamental relationship between a community and enterprise is based on an 

exchange of labor for wages. Individuals provide their time, skills, and knowledge to support the activities 

of enterprise and receive income to fulfill their needs through the market. The dynamic of this interaction 

is best characterized by the concepts of consumer sovereignty and producer sovereignty, which were 

introduced by economist John Kenneth Galbraith (1985). Consumer sovereignty is built off the theories 

of Neoclassical economics and assumes that the initiative for consumption originates from the consumer. 

Consumers express their needs to the market and in turn, producers respond to fulfill this demand. 

Producers do not play a role in influencing the consumer’s initiative and this direction of instruction from 

consumer to producer is called the ‘accepted sequence’.  

Galbraith observed that producers, specifically corporations, have the power to control the price 

of goods and services in the market and the ability to manage consumer demand through careful planning 

systems. Since producers had the resources to appeal to the psyches of consumers through advertising and 

product design, they had the power to create an initiative for consumption that otherwise would not exist. 

This direction of instruction from producer to consumer is called the ‘revised sequence’ (Galbraith, 1985, 

p. 264). 

Next, the fundamental relationship between enterprise and government in the United States is 

based on the principle of free markets. Government ensures a stable economic environment for society by 

granting enterprises the legal license to operate as private entities that belong to shareholders (White, 

2006). In Neoclassical economics, market failures occur when self-interested actors produce a less than 

optimal economic outcome. Governments are relegated to a role of intervening in the market to mitigate 

economic, social, and political harm. On the opposite end of the spectrum is the concept of industrial 

policy, which emphasizes government taking an active role in creating industries and altering the structure 

of the economy (Tucker, 2019).  Advocates of industrial policy argue that major advances in society have 

come about from government initiatives to create public infrastructure, cutting-edge technology, and 
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social welfare programs (Mazzucato, 2018).  Thus, the dynamic of the interaction is best characterized by 

the degree to which a nation state engages in free markets or industrial policy.  

Third, the fundamental relationship between government and community is rooted in the social 

contract. The concept can be traced back to influential philosophers during the Enlightenment such as 

Thomas Hobbes, John Locke, Jean Rousseau, and Immanuel Kant. The main purpose of a social contract 

is to balance individual freedom with the greater good for society. Individuals relinquish certain freedoms 

and rights to a governing system in exchange for peace and security (Ashford & Hall, 2019, p. 58). 

Individual participation in civil society and democracy strengthens a nation's ability to improve the 

wellbeing of its citizens. The dynamic of the interactions is best characterized by the degree of individual 

& community participation. Higher participation results in more effective governance whereas lower 

participation results in the opposite. 

3 . 4  S Y S T E M  B E H A V I O R  

“System structure is the source of system behavior” (Meadows, 2008, p. 89). The structure of a 

system of consumption & production is based on the relationship among community, enterprise, and 

public institutions. Because the individual is the foundational element, the goal of the system and its 

entities are to fulfill human needs. Max-Neef’s 1991 Model of Human-Scale Development is a frequently 

referenced sources for understanding human needs (Cruz et al., 2009). He argues that universal human 

needs are few, finite, and classifiable. These include subsistence, protection, affection, understanding, 

participation, recreation, creation, identity and freedom. Communication is a distinct social need that is 

missing from Neef’s model. A provisioning system fulfills these human needs with satisfiers that improve 

well-being. 

In the FCP framework, I argue that entities are in constant competition for power to influence 

the choices made available to the end user of the system - the human-being. The source of power is 
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capital, which comes in a variety of forms. I’ve already mentioned that social capital is produced by 

communities, but other types of capital include financial capital, political capital, human capital, cultural 

capital, and natural capital. In theory, an entity that has access to large amounts of capital or the ability to 

produce more capital will hold more power, which allows them to shape the behavior of the other entities.  

Based on the interactions of these entities, the provisioning system will produce choices for an 

individual. Choices have many attributes, but the ones that matter for sustainability are the following: the 

price set by supply & demand which determines what is accessible, the profit which determines what is 

made available, the amount of energy & material usage throughout its lifecycle, the orientation as either a 

public or private good. 

3 . 5  L I F E S T Y L E  E M E R G E N C E  

The arena where individuals are confronted with the choices made available to them by a 

provisioning system is where the framework shifts from a system-level of analysis to a human-level one. 

In this section, I explain the concept of ‘Lifestyle Emergence’ (Figure 6), which I define as a process in 

which individual choices evolve into habits and lifestyles. Lifestyle emergence implies that a system of 

consumption & production plays an outsized role in shaping individual behavior. Individuals can only 

make decisions on how to live based on the choices made available to them or through the choices that 

they independently create.  

 

Figure 6 – Lifestyle Emergence 
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Lifestyles are important for several reasons: (i) Lifestyles shift the upstream design conversation 

from creating products to fulfill human needs to creating behaviors that consider both people and planet. 

(ii) Lifestyles bring focus to demand-side solutions for climate change and sustainability - bringing much 

needed attention to individual wellbeing and the concept of sufficiency. (iii) Lifestyles define our 

ecological footprint, which measures the collective impact of our purchasing decisions and subsequent 

behaviors. (iv) Lifestyles are a reflection of our identity and values, which are the determinants of 

individual and collective purpose. By surfacing the concept of lifestyles in rooms of power, we create a 

pathway for envisioning alternative ways of living that are drastically different from the unsustainable 

lifestyles of today.  

Social practice theory (SPT) is a family of theories that offers a helpful lens to understand 

lifestyles and consumption. Practice refers to how individuals engage with everyday activities according to 

rules, norms, and societal context. SPT helps to expand our perspective on the variety of roles and 

activities that humans take on in addition to consumption, which is the focal point of microeconomic 

theories where individuals hold a title of ‘consumer’. Sociologist Alan Warde helped to reconceptualize 

consumption as “not itself a practice but… rather, a moment in almost every practice” (Welch & Warde, 

2015, p. 86). Shopping may truly be a practice of consumption, but other practices include caring, 

working, recreation, studying, inquiry, organizing, aggression, lending/borrowing, etc (Todorova, 2014).  

The starting point of a lifestyle is the confrontation between choices and an individual’s decision 

on whether or not to consume. This brief moment where a choice is made produces a set of behaviors. 

For example, the choice to purchase an apparel item leads to a host of behaviors such as washing, ironing, 

folding, or dressing oneself. A key argument in this paper is that the choices made available by the 

provisioning system determines which lifestyles emerge. Imagine a scenario where one might be deciding 

between the purchase of a fossil fuel vehicle or an electric vehicle. Although the electric vehicle is more 

environmentally friendly than a fossil fuel vehicle, public transportation may be the most beneficial for the 

environment and society because it ensures that mobility is accessible to those who cannot afford a car. 
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However, if a public transportation system is not constructed, then by default, an individual can only 

resort to purchasing a car. 

These behaviors lead to habits, which are patterns of behaviors with three characteristics - 

repetition, automaticity, and contextual cues. Repetition describes behavior that is conducted with 

regularity and its cumulative effect leads to automaticity. Automaticity refers to an individual’s lack of 

awareness, mental efficiency, and limited feelings of control due to the fluent nature of our everyday 

experience. Once a habit is formed, contextual cues may trigger the habit without one having to make a 

conscious decision and an individual's willpower is no longer necessary to engage in the habit (Verplanken 

& Roy, 2015).  

In the end, lifestyles are the culmination of habits and patterns of behavior that give meaning to 

routines and choices. Sociologists point to the power of lifestyles to create self-identity, social 

conversation, and narrative. Lifestyles are a source of cultural capital and the most visible aspect of a 

system of consumption & production. Individuals observe the lifestyles and narratives of those around 

them and are motivated to create their own.  

With regards to lifestyle and well-being, researchers have commented on certain behavioral traits 

that are quite consistent among most human beings. These observations provide a more nuanced 

understanding of lifestyles: (i) Humans are extremely adaptable and quickly adjust to their circumstances.  

(ii) Humans judge the emotional value of their material wealth in relation to others (iii) Humans will 

pursue fulfilling their needs and desires to have a better quality of life given the opportunities and 

necessary abilities (Akenji & Chen, 2016; Brown & Vergragt, 2016; White, 2006). Combined with 

Veblen’s observation of conspicuous consumption, we can now see the phycological blueprint that 

enterprises & public institutions capitalized on to create the modern-day consumer.  
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Figure 7 – Forces that Shape Consumption & Production 

 

To summarize Chapter 3, the availability & preferences for private & public goods determine the 

choices that individuals make. Choices are shaped by community, enterprise, and public institutions, and 

the individual participates in all three. Choices determine the patterns of behavior that result in lifestyles 

that are either sustainable or unsustainable (Figure 7).  
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Chapter 4: Discussion 

4 . 1  C O R P O R A T E  I N F L U E N C E  O N  L I F E S T Y L E S  I N  T H E  G L O B A L  N O R T H  

With the FCP framework in hand, I turn to the second research objective of this paper: to 

understand the influence that producers have over consumption patterns in the Global North, with 

analysis focused on the behavior of transnational corporations (TNC).  

The relationship between business and society has been debated since the time of Adam Smith 

who recognized the issues of monopolistic practices by producers back in 1776. The East India Trading 

Company, considered the first transnational corporation, demonstrated this tendency to monopolize 

markets on behalf of the British and Dutch empires through its trading activities & colonization of 

foreign lands (White, 2006). Today, consolidation and market dominance by a handful of TNCs remains 

the norm in industries that significantly affect the biosphere (Folke et al., 2019). Smith’s concern has 

morphed into the field of corporate social responsibility, which has been largely ineffective in making 

progress on sustainability as most commitments by TNCs are voluntary and not legally-binding. 

Furthermore, TNCs operate as a relatively autonomous authorities with power that rivals governments in 

nation-states (Ruggie, 2017).  

I examine TNCs as opposed to small & medium enterprises because of their geographic reach, 

vast resources, and control over the levers of power. TNCs deal with an array of stakeholders including 

employees, customers, communities, suppliers, unions, governments, shareowners, and future generations 

(White, 2006). In the 21st century, the world’s largest TNCs have revenues and balance sheets that exceed 

the GDPs of multiple countries (Khanna, 2016). While corporate power is a multifaceted concept and 

not restricted to financial capital (Dahl, 1957; Grant, 1997), it’s very apparent to see it exercised through 

the mass production of goods & services, the control of commodity prices, and the crowding out of 

smaller competitors. 
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In the discussion below, the FCP framework is applied at a macro-level to examine TNC 

activities from 1900-2022. Publicly-traded transnational corporations have played an outsized role relative 

to other actors in driving overconsumption and its associated production of commodity goods & services, 

which have led to unsustainable lifestyles in the Global North. The behaviors below are not meant to be 

exhaustive and provide an overview of salient drivers of consumption & production that have undermined 

progress on sustainable development (Figure 5).  

 

Figure 5 – Corporate Influence over System of Consumption & Production 

 

Advertising 

As an astute observer of affluent consumer society in the 1950s, John Kenneth Galbraith, coined 

the term the Dependence Effect which refers to the way consumer “wants are increasingly created by the 

process by which they are satisfied” (Galbraith, 1952). This process meant that producers have the power 

to drive higher levels of consumption through the use of advertising and demand management 
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techniques. Galbraith’s prescient writing at the time faced criticism as there was no empirical evidence to 

prove the Dependence Effect to be true. However, researchers have examined these critiques using theory 

and empirical studies to show that Galbraith’s arguments have stood the test of time (Dutt, 2008). 

Advertising indeed plays a significant role in expanding personal consumption but the effects vary 

depending on the consumption category and the accessibility of the good & service (Brulle & Young, 

2007). Corporate advertising is also distinct from counter-advertising, whereby typically government 

seeks to reduce consumption by exposing the motives and marketing activities of producers (Dixon et al., 

2020). Advertising has evolved from analog channels such as newspapers, print ads, billboards into 

sophisticated digital channels in radio, television, internet, and mobile technologies. The migration from 

offline to online forms of advertising has raised privacy concerns as the collection of personal data by 

providers may be involuntarily used for exploitation by industry (Evans, 2009). The daily inflow of 

advertisements from corporations to communities is a constant reminder of the need to consume - a need 

that has been ingrained in the minds of individuals since the early days of consumer society. 

 

Planned Obsolescence 

Advertising is part of a two-pronged strategy to increase consumption. The other half involves 

planned obsolescence (PO), the intentional production of goods with limited useful life. The origins of 

PO can be traced back to the Phoebus Cartel, a group of lightbulb manufacturers that agreed to engineer 

a shorter life span for the incandescent bulb in order to increase sales and profit (Krajewski, 2014). PO 

can manifest in 4 ways: functional obsolescence where products become outdated, psychological 

obsolescence where individuals are triggered to buy more, systemic obsolescence where a product system 

is made difficult to use or repair, and product failure due to poor construction and disposable use (Rivera 

& Lallmahomed, 2016). PO has defined business models around the frequent use and disposal of 

commodity goods and services in several industries such as fashion, consumer goods, electronics, and 

agriculture. Individuals in developed countries are habituated in a system of consumption & production 
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that is optimized for speed, convenience, and variety. As a result, engaging in throw-away culture 

becomes the social norm. Corporations are directly responsible for the upstream policies that have led to 

unnecessary environmental pollution and waste based on this linear model of the economy. 

 

Greenwashing  

As the negative environmental impacts from consumption & production became known to the 

general public in the 1960s, individuals & communities started to demand for change in corporate 

behavior. In order to quell the public concerns, corporations engaged in a practice known as greenwashing 

- the intentional positive communication of a producer’s environmental performance to cover up a 

questionable environmental record. Corporations can mislead consumers about firm practices as well as 

the environmental benefits of a product or service (Delmas & Burbano, 2011). Greenwashing became a 

playbook for industry leaders to follow and its persistence in the market stems from a lack of 

accountability and the proper enforcement of environmental regulations. Greenwashing has also been 

weaponized as a form of advertising either to protect corporate brands by tapping into the eco-

consciousness of consumers or to generate sales through the appeasement of environmental concerns 

without follow-through action. At its worse, corporations have used greenwashing to mislead the general 

public on critical sustainability issues, as was the case when the oil & gas industries ran media campaigns 

to discredit climate science and downplay the effects of global warming (Supran & Oreskes, 2020).  

 

Consumer Scapegoatism 

Unlike greenwashing where corporations conceal their activities, consumer scapegoatism refers to 

corporations laying the responsibility of addressing the environmental crisis on the consumer. Consumer 

scapegoatism is built on the belief that green consumerism, green growth, and green economy are possible 

and ignores the arguments of the ecological limits to growth (Akenji, 2014). In some cases, corporations 

are able to back their claims on eco-efficient products and environmental standards. In other cases, 
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corporations convince consumers to adopt sustainable behaviors that do little to address the growing 

environmental issues of emissions and waste.  

The prime example is plastics recycling where again, oil & gas companies redirected public 

attention away from the true problem of a throw-away culture made possible by the production of cheap 

virgin plastic that are byproducts of fossil fuels - a case of consumer scapegoatism and greenwashing 

(Sullivan, 2020). Corporations obviously do not call this behavior consumer scapegoatism and the nature 

of this interaction is largely invisible due to the general public’s belief in green technologies & green 

products as solutions for sustainability. Consumer scapegoatism serves to absolve corporations from 

taking action to enact the radical political, economic, and social transformations needed to create a more 

sustainable world - one that is less dependent on growth and profit. 

 

Shareholder Primacy  

Shareholder primacy refers to the ideology in corporate governance that the sole purpose of 

corporate activity is to maximize wealth for shareholders (Stout, 2013). This separation of ownership and 

management was made possible in the 1800s when joint stock arrangements allowed investors to 

participate in the wealth-generating opportunities of enterprise even though these capital providers were 

not involved in the daily operations or the community in which a business was embedded. Profit 

maximization became the guiding principle for shareholders and managers when Milton Friedman 

famously stated in 1970 that “there is one and only one social responsibility of business—to use its 

resources and engage in activities designed to increase its profits so long as it stays within the rules of the 

game, which is to say, engages in open and free competition without deception fraud”.  

Built on the twin pillars of capital markets and publicly-traded corporations, shareholder primacy 

rose to prominence on the trend of corporate takeovers, deregulation, and financialization in the 1980s. 

(Davis & Kim, 2015) Although publicly-traded corporations have many stakeholders, the fact that 
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corporate managers are legally obligated and incentivized to answer first to shareholders means that 

problems related to sustainability will always be of lesser priority unless there is a profit maximizing 

opportunity involved. This governance issue is the engine behind all the drivers of consumption & 

production described previously.  

Essentially, capital providers have become the hidden force behind corporate decision-making 

and they have far more influence than government and communities do to alter corporate behavior. 

When corporate managers move against shareholder interests, shareholder primacy is reinforced in three 

ways - hostile takeovers, stock options, and the firing of management. A clear example of this exercise in 

power is the 2021 ousting of Danone’s sustainability-oriented CEO, who led several strategic initiatives 

during his tenure to align the company with environmental performance. Danone is one of the largest B-

Corps in the world and this turn of events poses the question of whether publicly-traded corporations can 

truly make the right decisions on sustainability if shareholders & financial markets hold the keys to 

power.  

 

Corporate Lobbying 

Since the 1970s, scholars have also acknowledged that large corporations are a major influence on 

public policy within the United States, especially on matters that concern business operations (Epstein). 

The lack of transparency on the political relationship between industry & government makes it difficult to 

pinpoint specifically how corporations influence certain sectors of the economy. A simple reason for this 

opacity could be the mutual interest of corporations and politicians to keep this information hidden from 

the general public. The judicial system has also passed laws so that both groups are not legally required to 

disclose this data. Investigative journalists have led the charge in exposing corporate lobbying behavior 

and it is widely acknowledged that this lever allows corporations to bend legislation in favor of private 

sector interests on issues such as environmental regulation, taxation, subsidies, etc (Lyon et al., 2018).  
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It’s important to recognize that corporate lobbying in favor of protecting the environment is not 

an indicator of good corporate behavior. If a corporation has a track record of opposing environmental 

regulation and is now in favor of pro-environment policies, then the question to ask is why now? Recently, 

large investor groups have put forth statements advocating corporations to use ‘responsible lobbying’ as a 

method to deploy public policy for climate transitions. They acknowledge that corporate lobbying has 

frequently opposed climate policies to deliver net-zero emissions. The main reason for a shift in industry 

position with regards to sustainability is that sustainability is now viewed as a business opportunity that 

fits within the managerial frame of maximizing profits for shareholders.  

Taking into consideration these drivers of consumption & production, the dynamics of 

interaction among the three primary actors in the United States is best characterized by producer 

sovereignty and free markets. Publicly-traded corporations control the provisioning system and influence 

regulations to dictate choices for consumers in order to serve shareholder interests. The historical pattern 

of corporate action on climate change & sustainability is one characterized by avoidance, deception, 

acknowledgement, and very little follow-through action. A review of corporate responsibility reports from 

2000-2014 showed that merely 5% of companies acknowledged the issue of ecological limits (Bjørn et al., 

2017). Therefore, it’s no surprise that lifestyles in the United States and other Global North countries 

remain unsustainable with little progress over the past decades. Industries & governments are motivated 

by profit maximization and unless climate change can be framed as an economic opportunity, there 

appears to be little incentive to act. 

This system analysis brings together research and concepts from the field of Sustainable 

Consumption & Production in order to direct attention to the systemic drivers of overconsumption and 

its associated production. Much of this knowledge has been known for decades yet our society continues 

to engage in behaviors that are detrimental to future generations. How might we change this paradigm? 
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4 . 2  D E S I G N  I N T E R V E N T I O N S  F O R  S Y S T E M S  C H A N G E  

Another purpose of the FCP framework is to provide a “system map” that can assist individuals, 

community, industry, and government in designing for systems change. The framework facilitates a 

process of identifying leverage points – defined as “places within a complex system where a small shift in 

one thing produces big changes in everything” (D. Meadows, 1999; Mohai et al., 2009).  

The most powerful leverage point to transform a system is the paradigm and the one we live in 

today is capitalism. Numerous scholars have analyzed the effectiveness of capitalism to serve the interests 

of society and its viability in the 21st century is debated more than ever. In this paper, I do not take a 

position on whether capitalism is the appropriate paradigm for a sustainable world, but I am of the view 

that an unwavering belief in the current system goal of world economies - GDP growth - will lead to 

eventual ecological collapse and devastation for human civilization. GDP growth is an anachronistic proxy 

for assessing the economy’s ability to fulfill human needs and narrowly focuses on personal consumption, 

business investment, government expenditure, and global trade. Changing the ideology around growth 

begins with a conversation on purpose. In order to make progress on climate change & sustainability 

under the current paradigm, I argue that system designers must steer the system towards a new goal of 

improving human well-being regardless of whether top-down economic policy emerges to support this 

endeavor. 

Once a goal is defined, the next step is to design interventions that can be applied to leverage 

points in the system of consumption & production. Design interventions are broadly defined as system-

oriented solutions that can be a principle, rule, approach, metric, price mechanism, process, technology, 

product, etc.  Interventions need to address one of the defining issues of capitalism – inequality (Ashford 

et al., 2020). On the economic dimension, studies have shown that capital return in developed countries 

tends to exceed the rate of economic growth and leads to wealth accumulation by the owners of capital. 

Within the United States, the wealth gap between America’s richest and poorer families more than 

doubled from 1989 to 2016 (Pew Research, 2020). On the social and environmental dimensions, the 
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environmental justice movement has shown that the negative effects of climate change are felt 

disproportionately by the most vulnerable (Mohai et al., 2009). When examined through the lens of 

lifestyles, the richest in developed countries are responsible for the majority of GHG emissions and the 

poorest in developing countries barely have enough to fulfill their basic needs of survival (Akenji et al., 

2021). For capitalism to remain the dominant paradigm in the 21st century and beyond, it must address 

the economic, social, and environmental inequalities that are consequences of the way that growth has 

taken place.  

The FCP framework can also be used to connect design interventions to a recipient actor within 

the system of consumption & production. In contrast to the domain-agnostic analysis conducted in 

section 4.1, system designers should decide on an appropriate boundary that allows for higher fidelity 

analysis. A growing field of scholarship has pointed to urban centers as a major leverage point for systems 

innovation in climate change and sustainability. (Mansueto) Cities are a nexus for unsustainable lifestyles, 

employment opportunities, growing inequality, and linear systems of consumption & production that 

have resulted in enormous ecological footprints (Vergragt et al., 2016). In 2019, household consumption 

was responsible for 72% of global greenhouse gas emissions with the majority coming from mobility, food 

& agriculture, and housing domains (Dubois et al., 2019). Additionally, grassroots activism in this realm 

can potentially translate into political action and multi-stakeholder collaborations between the public & 

private sector. A global network of major city mayors has made pledges in accordance to the Paris 

Agreement and represent a formidable coalition (Data-Driven EnviroLab & NewClimate Institute, 

2020). 

Up to this point in the thesis, I have described consumption & production activities as essential 

components of a system in which both sets of activities are related and affect each other. The producers of 

goods & services in the system - enterprises, government, communities, and individuals – all influence the 

choices made available for consumption. The behavior of these four entities can be altered with design 

interventions that are classified in three categories. The first category refers to Practice Interventions 
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which are voluntary behavior changes in business practice. The second category refers to Cultural 

Interventions which are voluntary behavior changes due to changes in the cultural norm. The third 

category refers to Legal Interventions, which are mandatary behavior changes that influence choice 

through a change in law, policy, and regulation.  

 

4.2.1 Practice Interventions 

1) Mission-led Innovation Programs redefine the role of public institutions by having government 

take an active role in co-creating and co-shaping markets as opposed to passively fixing market 

failures. The intervention is focused on achieving sustainable consumption & production through 

industrial policy that rebalances the power dynamic between enterprise and government, and 

between enterprises and consumers. Proponents of industrial policy argue that governments are 

uniquely positioned to undertake long-term high risk innovation projects that the private sector 

would unlikely invest in. In order to succeed, governments need to adopt private sector 

innovation practices such as investing in a portfolio of R&D projects, nurturing organizational 

capabilities, and encouraging co-creation with an orientation towards public good (Mazzucato, 

2018). 

 

2) Ecodesign is a broad approach where the environment helps to define the direction of product 

design decisions. The intervention is focused on cleaner modes of production for enterprises 

through efficient processes and sustainable material choice that result in product efficiency 

improvements for individuals and communities. Design principles include lifecycle analysis, 

dematerialization, changes in energy generation, transmission, and use. Product strategies include 

the selection of low impact materials, reductions of materials in use, reductions of environmental 

impacts during product use phase, and extended product lifetimes. Process strategies include the 

optimization of production techniques, distribution systems, and end of life systems.  
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3) Product-Service Systems is a design concept where a set of products and services are integrated 

into a single solution that fulfill a user’s need. (Mont) The intervention is focused on reducing 

consumption for individuals, communities, and enterprises by creating alternative scenarios of 

product use that result in more sustainable modes production for enterprises. The consumption 

mode will shift from ownership to access and individuals can benefit from customization and 

quality. (Vezzoli) The production mode will also change from linear to circular as enterprises will 

be responsible for processes associated with the recovery, reuse, refurbishing, and remanufacturing 

of a product. This closed-loop system will also require more cooperation with suppliers (Mont, 

2002).  

 

4) Ownership Redesign is the act of changing an enterprise’s purpose from profit maximization to 

serving the public good. The intervention is focused on achieving sustainable production for 

enterprises by embedding its economic activity in the cultural and ecological context of a 

community. Alternatives to a shareholder-owned enterprise include cooperative ownership, 

employee ownership, community land trust, municipally owned enterprises, local ownership, 

tribal ownership, community covenants and easements, mission-controlled ownership (Kelly, 

2009). A key component of ownership redesign is governance. By ensuring that sustainability is a 

core principle of an enterprise, managers can be rewarded for making long-term decisions that 

prioritize people and planet without facing repercussions from extractive financial owners.  

 

5) Sharing Economy is a form of social organization that supports recirculation of goods and the 

exchange of services within a community (Curtis & Mont, 2020; Schor, 2016). The intervention 

is focused on reducing consumption for individuals through the collaborative consumption of 
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underutilized durable assets that results in higher levels of social capital and absolute reductions in 

production by enterprises. Collaborative consumption strengthens social cohesion and entails the 

activities of sharing, exchanging, swapping, and bartering. The sharing economy has the potential 

to drastically reduce energy & material throughput but faces the issues of rebound effects and 

governance. Platform businesses that enable collaborative consumption often lose their 

motivations for achieving sustainable consumption & production once they see an opportunity to 

scale.  

 

4.2.2 Cultural Interventions 

1) Individual Habit Change involves the adjustment of personal values and behaviors towards 

sustainable living. The intervention is focused on reducing consumption for individuals through a 

variety of strategies: reducing time spent on the social practice of consumption, engaging in less 

carbon-intensive activities, consuming more sustainable products, or becoming a ‘prosumer’, an 

individual who is engages in self-provisioning (Brown & Vergragt, 2016; Ritzer, 2015). Habits 

are extremely difficult to change and the ‘habit discontinuity hypothesis’ asserts that new habits 

are created when old habits are temporarily broken or suspended. Life transitions and crises such 

as becoming a parent or dealing with a global pandemic present a window of opportunity to 

change behavior. Thus, the task of diagnosing these periods when they occur or creating 

conditions for new habits to form becomes essential for a lifestyle change to be adopted. 

Government can play a role through the use of counter-advertising to raise awareness for 

sustainable living by bringing these strategies to light. 

 

2) B-Corp Movement is a global community of for-profit enterprises that have made commitments 

to social purpose. The intervention is focused on achieving sustainable consumption & 

production by nurturing enterprises that prioritize both mission & profit. Reducing consumption 



48 
 

& production is not an explicit goal of B-Corps, but sustainability is often wired in their DNA. 

B-Corps are also certified by the B Lab, which measures how these enterprises perform on social 

and environmental dimensions. As a result, B-Corps are possible early adopters of long-term 

sustainable business practices. The majority of B-Corps are privately held and the growth of this 

community parallels the rise of stakeholder capitalism in transnational corporations. B-Corps are 

active in educating their stakeholders on societal change and represent a formidable coalition that 

interfaces with government and industry (Stubbs, 2017).  

 

3) Ecovillages are experimental communal living arrangements that bring together individuals 

seeking alternative modes of living that are dedicated to sustainability (Nelson, 2018). The 

intervention is focused on reducing consumption & production by creating a form of social 

organization that enables the provisioning of goods & services in localized economies. Common 

characteristics include low impact living, collective goals & identity, decentralized governance 

(Ergas, 2010; Hong & Vicdan, 2016; Sherry, 2019) . 

 

4.2.3 Legal Interventions 

1) Legally-enforced mechanisms to alter Consumption & Production are government interventions that 

fall under two categories: a) direct controls by rules & regulation, and b) indirect controls by 

market-based instruments such as taxes & subsidies (Ashford & Hall, 2019). Direct controls 

mandate that consumers and corporations take action to reduce consumption & production. 

These can be performance standards such as the SEC’s requirements for disclosures of climate-

related risks by corporations or Southern California’s conservation rules that forbid households 

from exceeding a quota on water usage. Alternatively, controls can be design standards such as 

limiting the square footage of homes to reduce material & energy throughput (Cohen) or 

consumption corridors, which establish a minimum & maximum threshold for individual 
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consumption (Fuchs). Indirect controls incentive behavior by imposing or removing costs for 

specific consumption & production activities. A carbon tax could effectively reduce GHG 

emissions and pollution by making carbon-intensive good & services more expensive, thereby 

encouraging a shift to lower-carbon alternatives (Rissman et al., 2020). Another set of policies 

could target pricing mechanisms by de-coupling profit taking from the unsustainable production 

of goods and services. By increasing the cost of overconsumption for consumers, producers will be 

rewarded for producing less assuming that prices are made accessible for those who require higher 

levels of consumption without the means to afford it (Ashford, 2016).   

 

2) Redefining Growth Metrics can be the most powerful intervention for nation-states to advance 

sustainability through the adoption of new measures of economic development. The intervention 

is focused on achieving sustainable consumption & production across all entities by changing the 

system goal from GDP growth to improving well-being within planetary boundaries. The 

concept of well-being is not new and many organizations have offered alternatives to GDP. Since 

1990, the UN has released an annual report on human development - defined as the process of 

enlarging people’s choices so they may lead a long healthy life, acquire knowledge, and have 

access to resources for a decent standard of living. In the 2000s, prominent psychologists provided 

research that showed rising GDP per capita did not lead to higher life satisfaction beyond a 

certain income-level. They argued for policymakers to focus on social relationships, mental & 

physical health, and engaging employment as crucial indicators of a healthy society (Diener & 

Seligman, 2004). In 2020, Amsterdam became the first city in the world to adopt Kate Raworth’s 

Doughnut framework for policymaking (City of Amsterdam, 2020).  This intervention will likely 

be adopted by experimental governments bottoms-up since GDP is governed by the System of 

National Accounts, a global accounting framework, that is accepted by nearly all countries and 

macroeconomists.  
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3) Sufficiency Based Circular Economy is an approach to realize the full potential of the circular 

economy through policies that address consumption in addition to the phasing out of linear 

production processes (Bocken et al., 2022). Sufficiency is a concept that emphasizes the need to 

restrict resource consumption in line with planetary boundaries (Spangenberg & Lorek, 2019). 

The intervention is focused on reducing consumption & production for individuals, communities, 

and enterprises through government interventions that address the unsustainable production 

practices of enterprise mentioned in section 4.1. Examples of these policies in practice include 

mandating modularity in product design, extending producer responsibilities for end-of-life 

disposal, taxing packaging and landfill waste, penalizing marketing that leads to 

overconsumption, and the information provisioning of climate impacts from consumption 

choices. Under this approach, entities should encourage conscious consumption choices around 

the strategies of “refuse, reduce, and rethink” as opposed to recycling.  

 

4) Universal Basic Services (UBS) is a framework for provisioning that serves the public interest 

through services as opposed to money or goods. Traditional services offered by the government in 

developed countries include education, healthcare, domestic security, social work. UBS expands 

this set to include housing, transportation, and childcare with the aim of creating a social safety 

net in solidarity. The intervention reduces private consumption for individuals and communities 

by increasing public consumption to stabilize employment and provide security for everyday needs 

(Coote, 2021; Diener & Seligman, 2004). As a publicly-owned provisioning system with a 

purpose rooted in sufficiency & sustainability, UBS directly addresses the issue of inequality and 

may be more effective than a market-based system at curbing overconsumption. However, 

questions remain on whether the public sector could deliver the same quality of service as the 

private sector. 
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4 . 3  L I M I T A T I O N S  A N D  F U R T H E R  R E S E A R C H  

While the FCP is useful as a heuristic to understand the relationship between lifestyles and a 

system of consumption & production, there are several limitations. FCP is a qualitative analytical tool 

that does not assess the efficacy of system design interventions on an empirical basis. An in-depth system 

analysis for the purposes of implementing a design intervention will need to incorporate feedback loops 

and measurement tools. These nuances have only been partially explored in this thesis.  

The scope of this research is also limited to the consumption & production of commodity goods 

and services in the Global North with a primary focus on the United States. It is difficult to draw 

conclusions about specific cities, regions, states, and countries based on this macro-level analysis given the 

significant variations in cultural norms, rules, regulation, business practices, belief systems, and other 

contextual factors that clearly exist.  

In terms of further research to enhance and operationalize the FCP framework, two areas of 

interest come to mind. First, identifying the barriers to implementation and the barriers to adoption of 

design interventions within and among the four entities would increase the likelihood of systems change 

to occur. An investigation into theories of change would be beneficial as systems of consumption & 

production are never static. Second, the integration of FCP with the human-centered design 

methodology could create a bridge between academia and industry. An exploration of important topics in 

this space should touch on system design principles, transition management, coalition building, 

measurement, and system prototyping techniques. 
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Chapter 5: Conclusion 

5 . 1  S U M M A R Y  

This thesis research defines 4 main actors that comprise a system of consumption & production - 

the individual, community, enterprise, and government. The system structure & interactions among these 

entities are represented by the Forces that Shape Consumption & Production framework. Entities are in 

constant competition for power to influence the choices made available to the end user of the system - the 

human-being. The private and public choices made available by this system determine which lifestyles 

emerge. 

Using this framework, I investigated the influence of transnational corporations over 

consumption & production patterns in the Global North. Six corporate behaviors were identified that 

undermine progress on sustainable development. These include advertising, planned obsolescence, 

greenwashing, consumer scapegoatism, shareholder primacy, and corporate lobbying. 

Finally, I take the viewpoint that if consumer society was systematically constructed, it can be 

systematically dismantled as well. Consumer culture is a complex social phenomenon that is difficult to 

change, but components of a system of consumption & production can be changed. The real task at hand 

is creating a new narrative around human well-being as opposed to GDP growth. Inequality needs to be 

addressed in a system design intervention. I conclude by recommending 12 design interventions that can 

be applied to various parts of the FCP framework. These include mission-led innovation programs, eco-

design, product-service systems, ownership redesign, sharing economy, individual habit change, B-Corp 

movement, Ecovillages, legally enforced mechanism to alter consumption & production behavior, 

redefining growth metrics, a sufficiency based circular economy, and universal basic services. 
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5 . 2   A  C A L L  T O  A C T I O N  

This thesis is not meant to assert a viewpoint on how one should live as there is no correct answer 

for that question. People’s circumstances necessitate decisions that make sense for the opportunities & 

challenges in front of them. My goal in conducting this research was to present a more complete framing 

of the sustainability problem that is not presented in public discourse.  As William Rees stated, “we are in 

collective denial of reality” (Rees, 2010). What is that reality? 

The reality is that we do not have enough resources in the world for everyone to live like those of 

us in the consumer society of the Global North. Left unchecked, growth & overconsumption will lead to 

societal collapse. We must all shift to more sustainable ways of living. In order to change behavior, one 

must engage in the act of unlearning. What we take for granted is a result of ideas that have won the 

intellectual battles of their time. The people who argued for those ideas had limited foresight and may not 

have enacted them with inclusivity & sustainability in mind. We all have a tendency to see the good and 

downplay the bad. Human bias is inescapable. 

As such, we have to confront the cognitive dissonance head on by asking deeply personal 

questions. Do ideas from the 20th century still make sense for the future we want to live in? What does 

well-being mean to me and what are the values that I want to live by? Change from a growth imperative 

to a sustainability imperative starts with purpose and commitment to something much greater than self. 

For those who accept the crisis in full, I conclude by offering 3 takeaways for action: 

Firstly, achieving sustainable development requires collaboration by all four actors. While 

transnational corporations are the most influential and powerful, this thesis is not saying that the 

responsibility for addressing climate change & sustainability issues falls solely on them. We must direct 

our energy towards a common enemy – societal problems that have come about because of our species’ 

competitive, tribalistic, and self-centered survival instincts that tell us there is not enough to go around. 

Rather than solving a symptom of the problem, we need to collectively attack its roots.  
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Secondly, leadership for tackling sustainability means acknowledging that one doesn’t have all the 

answers, but has the ability to face the unknown and envision alternatives. Madeleine Akrich wrote “a 

large part of the work of innovators is that of “inscribing” this vision of (or prediction about) the world in 

the technical content of the new object. I will call the end product of this work a “script” or a “scenario”. 

This quote is illuminating and shows that the creation of sustainable behaviors should not be left to 

chance by existing unsustainable systems of consumption & production. Leaders must have courage to 

imagine & experiment with ideas even if they appear radical or impossible at the onset. Failure will be 

unavoidable, but through the process of learning from failure, we can arrive at the many solutions needed 

to achieve sustainable development. 

Finally, we know what needs to be done and there is no shortage of brilliant people who are 

thinking of ideas that can potentially address the wicked problem of climate change. The onus falls on 

those in positions of influence – business leaders, politicians, designers, technologists, cultural influencers 

– who have power to intervene in an unsustainable system of consumption & production by fighting for 

changes that would allow healthy, sustainable lifestyles to emerge. Power is not good or bad. The 

intention of the person with power is what truly matters.  
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