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Abstract 
	
The	affluent	groups	and	societies	in	the	world	have	made	material	consumption	part	of	
their	lifestyle.	Today,	overconsumption	has	come	to	constitute	an	acute	environmental	
problem,	both	with	regards	to	the	natural	resources	needed	to	satisfy	our	ever-growing	
wants,	and	to	the	mountains	of	waste	it	leaves	behind.	
	
Starting	from	a	global	justice	perspective	and	from	an	understanding	of	sustainability	
as	 keeping	within	 the	 planetary	 boundaries,	 this	 thesis	 argues	 that	 it	 is	 urgent	 that	
affluent	 individuals,	groups	and	societies	develop	a	sense	of	sufficiency,	of	“good	and	
enough”.	 Focusing	 on	 sufficiency	 in	 the	 area	 of	 material	 consumption,	 this	 thesis	
explores	paths	that	could	be	taken	to	strengthen	sufficiency	as	an	idea	and	value	within	
a	consumerist	society	and	culture,	and	aims	to	answer	the	overarching	question	of	how	
an	 affluent	 society	 might	 orient	 itself	 towards	 sufficiency.	 Against	 the	 background	
framework	 of	 political	 ecology,	 relational	 geography	 and	 sustainable	 consumption	
literature,	sufficiency	is	framed	as	a	question	of	responsibility	–	the	responsibility	of	the	
affluent	individuals,	groups	and	societies	in	the	world	to	refrain	from	taking	more	than	
their	fair	share,	or,	in	other	words,	to	withdraw	from	their	excess	environmental	space.		
	
Two	cases	of	sufficiency-related	practice	in	Sweden	are	studied:	one	of	individuals	who	
actively	and	voluntarily	reduce	their	consumption	to	only	the	basics	over	the	period	of	
one	year,	and	one	of	individuals	using	the	‘’KonMari	Method’’	to	declutter	their	homes.	
The	thesis	shows	that	the	difference	between	these	practices	in	regard	to	consumption	
is	a	question	of	intentionality:	The	buy-nothing	practitioners	intentionally	want	to	stop	
consuming,	whereas	 the	majority	of	 the	KonMariers	–	as	a	 result	of	 their	practice	–	
eventually	cease	to	want	to	consume,	despite	the	absence	of	this	as	an	original	driver.		
These	results	point	to	the	importance	of	looking	at	different	kinds	of	entry	into	more	
sufficient	consumption	practices,	and	at	the	motivations	behind	them	when	it	comes	to	
policies	aimed	at	reducing	material	consumption.	The	findings	further	serve	to	create	
an	understanding	for	how	a	sense	of	sufficiency	might	develop	in	an	affluent	context.		
	
Based	 on	 literature	 discussing	 a	 framework	 for	 a	 politics	 of	 sufficiency	 and	 on	
interviews	 with	 public	 officials	 and	 civil	 society	 representatives	 working	 with	
sustainable	consumption	at	different	levels	in	Sweden,	this	thesis	further	explores	the	
obstacles	to	and	potential	for	orienting	an	affluent	society	towards	sufficiency.	Certain	
potential	 for	 a	more	 sufficiency-oriented	 future	 is	 identified,	 not	 least	 in	 terms	of	 a	
cultural	shift	and	elements	of	“sufficiency	thinking”	among	the	informants.	However,	
the	 thesis	 stresses	 the	 importance	 of	 rethinking	 our	 understanding	 of	 limits,	 being	
outspoken	 about	 what	 the	 existence	 of	 planetary	 boundaries	 implies	 in	 terms	 of	
limiting	 resource	 use	 and	 defining	 clear	 goals	 that	 respect	 those	 boundaries	 and	
emphasize	societal	values	at	the	basis	of	‘the	good	life’,	such	as	well-being,	health	and	
ecological	sustainability.	
	
Key	 words:	 sufficiency,	 sustainable	 consumption,	 anti-consumption,	 decluttering,	
political	ecology,	KonMari.	
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Sammanfattning 
 
Rika	grupper	och	samhällen	i	världen	har	gjort	materiell	konsumtion	till	en	del	av	sin	
livsstil.	Idag	har	överkonsumtion	kommit	att	utgöra	ett	akut	miljöproblem,	både	i	fråga	
om	de	naturresurser	som	krävs	för	att	tillgodose	våra	ständigt	växande	behov	och	det	
avfall	som	den	ger	upphov	till.		
	
Med	utgångspunkt	i	ett	globalt	rättviseperspektiv	och	i	en	förståelse	av	hållbarhet	som	
innebär	att	hålla	sig	inom	de	planetära	gränserna,	argumenterar	denna	avhandling	för	
nödvändigheten	 i	 att	 rika	 individer,	 grupper	 och	 samhällen	 utvecklar	 en	 känsla	 av	
tillräcklighet,	av	"bra	och	nog"	(good	and	enough).	I	avhandlingen	undersöks	olika	vägar	
som	kan	tas	för	att	stärka	tillräcklighet	som	idé	och	värde	i	ett	samhälle	präglat	av	en	
konsumtionskultur.	Avhandlingen	syftar	 till	att	besvara	den	övergripande	frågan	om	
hur	 ett	 välmående	 samhälle	 kan	 styra	 mot	 tillräcklighet,	 med	 specifikt	 fokus	 på	
materiell	 konsumtion.	 Mot	 bakgrund	 av	 ett	 teoretiskt	 ramverk	 av	 politisk	 ekologi,	
relationell	geografi	och	hållbar	konsumtion,	definieras	tillräcklighet	här	som	en	fråga	
om	ansvar.	Det	är	ett	ansvar	som	åligger	rika	individer,	grupper	och	samhällen	i	världen,	
och	som	handlar	om	att	avstå	från	att	ta	mer	än	sin	beskärda	del,	eller,	med	andra	ord,	
att	minska	sin	negativa	miljöpåverkan	genom	att	dra	sig	tillbaka	ifrån	det	alltför	stora	
miljöutrymme	som	de	upptar	idag.	
	
I	avhandlingen	studeras	två	grupper	som	på	olika	sätt	praktiserar	tillräcklighet:		dels	
individer	som	frivilligt	har	minskat	sin	konsumtion	till	det	basala	under	ett	”köpfritt	år”,	
och	dels	individer	som	har	använt	sig	av	”KonMari-metoden”	för	att	rensa	i	sina	hem.	
Avhandlingen	visar	att	skillnaden	mellan	dessa	praktiker	när	det	gäller	konsumtion	är	
en	 fråga	om	avsiktlighet:	Den	köpfria	gruppen	vill	avsiktligt	sluta	konsumera,	medan	
majoriteten	av	KonMari-gruppen	så	småningom	upphör	att	vilja	konsumera	i	samma	
utsträckning	som	tidigare,	som	en	följd	av	sin	praktik.	Dessa	resultat	pekar	på	vikten	av	
att	 titta	 på	 olika	 typer	 av	 ingångar	 i	 mer	 tillräckliga	 konsumtionspraktiker	 och	
anledningarna	bakom	dem	när	det	kommer	till	att	ta	fram	åtgärder	som	har	som	mål	
att	 minska	 den	 materiella	 konsumtionen.	 Resultaten	 bidrar	 också	 till	 att	 skapa	 en	
förståelse	för	hur	en	känsla	av	tillräcklighet	kan	utvecklas.		
	
Baserat	på	litteratur	som	diskuterar	centrala	element	i	en	”tillräcklighetspolitik”	och	på	
intervjuer	 med	 offentliga	 tjänstemän	 och	 företrädare	 för	 det	 civila	 samhället	 som	
arbetar	 med	 hållbar	 konsumtion	 på	 olika	 nivåer	 i	 Sverige,	 undersöks	 hinder	 och	
potential	för	att	styra	samhället	mot	tillräcklighet.	Viss	potential	identifieras,	inte	minst	
när	 det	 gäller	 förändring	 av	 kultur	 och	 normer	 samt	 ett	 ”tillräcklighetstänk”	 bland	
informanterna.	 Avhandlingen	 betonar	 dock	 vikten	 av	 att	 ompröva	 vår	 förståelse	 av	
gränser,	visa	tydlighet	i	fråga	om	vad	de	planetära	gränserna	betyder	när	det	kommer	
till	att	begränsa	resursanvändning,	samt	att	formulera	tydliga	mål	som	respekterar	de	
gränserna	 och	 utgår	 från	 värden	 som	 ligger	 till	 grund	 för	 ‘det	 goda	 livet’,	 så	 som	
välmående,	hälsa	och	ekologisk	hållbarhet.		
	
Nyckelord:	 tillräcklighet,	 hållbar	 konsumtion,	 anti-konsumtion,	 rensning,	 politisk	
ekologi,	KonMari.	
	



 III 

	
Acknowledgements 
 
First	of	all,	to	Karin	Bradley.	I	feel	so	very	lucky	to	have	had	you	as	my	supervisor	and	I	
cannot	thank	you	enough	for	your	help	and	support	during	these	years.	Thank	you	for	
believing	 in	 my	 ideas	 at	 the	 same	 time	 as	 keeping	 me	 grounded	 in	 the	 reality	 of	
research,	for	your	patient	reading	of	countless	versions	of	every	chapter	of	this	thesis	
and	for	always	providing	constructive	feedback	and	important	food	for	thought.	I	also	
want	to	thank	you	for	inviting	me	to	be	a	part	of	your	projects	and	for	showing	me	how	
much	fun	research	can	be.	Your	curiosity,	generosity	and	supportive	attitude	are	a	true	
inspiration.	
	
To	 Jonathan	 Metzger,	 my	 co-supervisor.	 I	 have	 really	 appreciated	 your	 on-point	
observations	and	critical	questions	that	have	pushed	me	to	think	outside	my	comfort	
zone.	Thank	you	for	your	support,	for	your	readings	and	for	invaluable	insights	in,	and	
reflections	on,	the	complexities	of	research.	
	
This	PhD	has	been	made	possible	thanks	to	the	interdisciplinary	research	program	The	
Seed	Box	–	a	Mistra-Formas	Environmental	humanities	collaboratory	and	financing	from	
Mistra	and	Formas.	 I	want	 to	 thank	 the	original	program	directors	of	 the	Seed	Box,	
Johan	Hedrén	and	Cecilia	Åsberg,	for	your	work	with	starting	up	this	research	hub	and	
for	your	important	contribution	to	the	field	of	environmental	humanities	in	Sweden.	I	
also	want	to	thank	everyone	involved	in	the	Seed	Box	research	school	and	program	over	
the	years.	A	very	special	thank	you	to	my	fellow	Seed	Box	PhD	students	who	started	this	
long	 journey	 together	 with	 me:	 María	 Langa,	 Daniel	 Andersson,	 Justin	 Makii	 and	
Alejandra	Ruales	Falconí.	I	am	so	very	happy	to	know	you	and	to	have	had	the	privilege	
of	diving	into	the	beautiful	and	very	messy	world	of	the	environmental	humanities	in	
the	company	of	your	brilliant	minds.		
	
I	 feel	very	privileged	for	having	been	able	 to	call	 the	division	of	Urban	and	Regional	
Studies	at	KTH	my	academic	home	during	the	past	four	years.	Not	only	has	it	opened	
the	doors	to	the	complex	and	interesting	world	of	planning	research	to	me,	but	it	has	
first	and	foremost	been	a	place	where	 I	have	 learnt	a	 lot	and	have	been	 lucky	to	be	
surrounded	 by	 excellent	 people	 and	 researchers.	 Thank	 you	 to	 everyone	who	 have	
passed	through	the	division	during	these	years.	To	Maria	Håkansson	for	always	having	
the	 patience	 to	 listen	 to	 the	 questions	 of	 a	 confused	 PhD	 student	 and	 providing	
constructive	 support.	To	Andrew	Karvonen	 for	a	very	ambitious	quality	 review	 that	
helped	improve	the	final	version	of	this	thesis	a	great	deal.	And	a	special	thank	you	to	
Susan	Hellström	and	Therese	Gellerstedt	for	always	being	solid	(and	very	helpful)	rocks	
in	the	sometimes	stormy	sea	that	is	KTH	bureaucracy.	
	
To	each	and	everyone	of	my	dear	fellow	PhD	students	over	the	years:	Thank	you	for	all	
the	talks	(the	serious	and	not-so-serious),	for	all	the	laughs	and	for	the	best	of	support.	



 IV 

Thank	you	to	Anna	Hult,	Hélène	Littke	and	Sofia	Wiberg	for	making	me	feel	welcome	
when	I	started	my	PhD,	for	providing	answers	to	any	possible	question	that	I	had	and	
for	making	this	whole	PhD	thing	seem	manageable	and	fun.	To	Sandra	Karlsson	and	Eli	
Karimnia	 for	 sharing	 thoughts	 and	 hardships	 and	 joys.	 To	 Ryan	 Locke,	 dear	 office	
roommate	 no.	 1,	 for	 invaluable	 insights	 on	 US	 politics,	 many	 thought-provoking	
discussions	and	support	(including	last	minute	proofreads).	To	Jenny	Lindblad	(dear	
office	roommate	no.	2),	Karin	Winter	and	Sherif	Zakhour	for	sharing	the	ups	and	downs	
of	 this	PhD	 journey	 from	day	one,	 for	your	presence	and	 friendship,	 and	 for	always	
having	something	smart	or	fun	to	say,	no	matter	the	topic.	Thank	you	to	Maria	Ärlemo	
for	encouraging	talks	and	to	Naomi	Lipke	for	your	support	and	dedication	in	various	
tricky	questions	of	language.	To	Malin	Hansen	for	being	the	best	co-teacher	and	course	
responsible	I	could	have	wished	for	(and	the	most	hopeful!)!	To	Ola	Persson	and	Vishal	
Parekh	for	inspiring	talks	on	sufficiency	and	sustainability,	in	consumption	as	well	as	
in	life.	
	
Thank	you	to	Eléonore	Fauré	for	your	friendship	and	wise	insights	on	topics	ranging	
from	degrowth	to	the	art	of	actually	finishing	a	PhD	and	how	to	handle	life	in	general.	
And	to	Pernilla	Hagbert	for	not	only	being	an	inspirational	researcher	(with	excellent	
layout	skills!)	but	also,	and	more	importantly,	an	amazing	friend.	
	
A	 warm	 thank	 you	 to	 everyone	 in	 the	 Beyond	 GDP	 Growth	 research	 environment,	
especially	to	program	directors	Åsa	Svenfelt	and	Göran	Finnveden	for	inviting	me	to	be	
part	of	the	program.	It	was	inspiring	in	so	many	ways	and	I	have	learnt	a	lot	from	all	of	
you.	Thank	you	also	to	everyone	in	the	Mistra	Sustainable	Consumption	program,	for	
letting	 me	 take	 part	 in	 interesting	 discussions	 and	 important	 research.	 I	 am	 also	
grateful	to	the	KTH	Environmental	Humanities	Lab	for	providing	a	place	of	inspiration	
and	very	much	needed	undiscipline	at	KTH.			
	
To	 Lucy	 Chamberlin	 –	writing	 with	 you	 truly	 sparks	 joy!	 Thank	 you	 for	 a	 fun	 and	
inspiring	collaboration.		
	
I	am	very	grateful	to	Jörgen	Larsson	from	Chalmers	University	of	Technology	and	Ylva	
Uggla	from	Örebro	University	for	reading	and	commenting	this	thesis	at	different	stages	
of	the	research.	I	am	also	grateful	to	Matilda	Borgström	for	a	brilliant	cover	illustration	
that	captures	the	very	essence	of	the	need	for	sufficiency.	And,	of	course	-	thank	you	to	
all	informants	for	sharing	your	experiences	and	thoughts	with	me.		
	
To	Elisabeth	Kring,	my	sister	in	PhD	(very	pacific!)	arms.	I	could	not	have	asked	for	a	
better	companion	on	this	journey.	Thank	you	for	sharing	every	step	of	the	way	with	me,	
for	helping	me	deal	with	the	miserable	days	and	celebrating	the	good	ones.	Thank	you	
for	making	me	laugh,	for	being	a	source	of	never-ending	wisdoms	and	for	your	constant	
support	in	every	possible	matter	of	the	mind	and	heart.	I	feel	so	grateful	to	have	shared	
this	experience	with	you,	and	so	very	proud	of	us	both	for	pulling	it	through.			
	



 V 

Some	say	that	PhD	life	is	a	bubble.	I	am	happy	to	say	that	for	me,	it	has	for	the	most	part	
been	a	slightly	weird	but	lovely	bubble,	one	that	I	will	miss	living	in.	But	I	have	also	lived	
in	another	bubble	these	past	years,	one	that	is	without	doubt	the	weirdest	and	loveliest	
bubble	 I	 have	 ever	 known	 and	 that	 has	 shaped	my	 life	 in	ways	 I	 could	 have	 never	
imagined.	So,	to	Julie,	FogE	&	det	beste	chattfolket	av	alle:	Takk	for	ALT.	
	
To	all	my	friends	outside	these	bubbles:	thank	you	for	your	patience,	for	keeping	me	
grounded	and	for	allowing	me	to	be	myself.	Thank	you	for	distracting	me	when	I	need	
distraction	and	pushing	me	when	I	need	to	be	pushed,	for	carrying	me	through	the	hard	
times	and	sharing	the	good	times.	I	feel	so	immensely	grateful	and	happy	to	have	you	
in	my	life.	A	special	thank	you	to	Linda	for	helping	me	think	better	and	bigger	about	all	
possible	aspects	of	sustainability	and	of	life.		
	
I	am	grateful	to	the	places	closest	to	my	heart	during	these	four	years	-	Granada,	Oslo	
and	Årstaskogen	-	for	allowing	my	head	and	heart	to	breathe.	
	
And	finally,	to	my	family.	Thank	you	for	always	believing	in	me.	To	Anna:	being	your	
sister	is	one	of	my	greatest	joys	in	life.	To	mum	and	dad:	I	am	forever	grateful	for	your	
constant	support	and	for	how	you	have	always	encouraged	me	to	learn	and	explore.	
Tack.	
	
	

Åsa	
Stockholm,	December	2019		

	
	
 





Table of contents 
 

1. Why sufficiency? An introduction ............................................................................................................. 5 

1.1 The need for a new logic ..................................................................................................................... 7 

1.2 Degrowing the rich: a question of sustainability and justice ................................................................. 9 

1.3 On consumption and consumerism.................................................................................................... 12 

1.4 Aim and research questions .............................................................................................................. 14 

1.5 Longing for something else: consumption fatigue and critique........................................................... 17 

1.6 Situating the research ....................................................................................................................... 19 
Political ecology and environmental justice ........................................................................................ 19 
Sufficiency, simplicity and minimalism ............................................................................................... 20 
Sufficiency and sustainable consumption ........................................................................................... 22 
Well-being and thinking sufficiency in planning .................................................................................. 24 

1.7 Room for contribution ....................................................................................................................... 26 

1.8 Outline of the thesis .......................................................................................................................... 28 

2. Theoretical positioning ........................................................................................................................... 29 

2.1 Point of departure: Utopianism ......................................................................................................... 29 
From refusal to opening up ................................................................................................................ 32 

2.2 Limits to growth are not limits to imagination ................................................................................... 33 
Keeping the economy within boundaries ........................................................................................... 35 
Alternative visions of developments .................................................................................................. 38 
Limiting as liberating .......................................................................................................................... 39 

2.3 Relations of space and place: what do they mean for responsibility and justice? ................................ 40 
Responsibility .................................................................................................................................... 41 
Justice ............................................................................................................................................... 43 
Sufficiency as shouldering responsibility ............................................................................................ 45 

2.4 Framing sufficiency ........................................................................................................................... 46 
Sufficiency at the societal level: paradigm, principle or logic ............................................................... 47 
Individual sufficiency: practices, voluntariness and intentionality ....................................................... 49 
Agency of sufficiency within an unsustainable structure ..................................................................... 51 
Expanding the discussion ................................................................................................................... 56 

2.5 A politics of sufficiency: framework and central elements .................................................................. 58 
Sufficiency as freedom ....................................................................................................................... 59 
Politics setting limits .......................................................................................................................... 59 
Politics of less and closer ................................................................................................................... 62 
Politics of slowing down: work and time ............................................................................................ 64 
Politics for ‘The Good Life’ ................................................................................................................. 65 
Cultural reorientation and satisfaction of human needs ..................................................................... 68 

2.6 Concluding remarks .......................................................................................................................... 69 



	 2	

3. Methodology ......................................................................................................................................... 72 

3.1 Framing an exploration of sufficiency................................................................................................ 72 

3.2 Exploring sufficiency-related practices .............................................................................................. 73 
The buy-nothing practitioners............................................................................................................ 77 
The KonMariers ................................................................................................................................. 78 

3.3 Exploring obstacles and potential in the Swedish context .................................................................. 79 

3.4 Analysis of the empirical data ........................................................................................................... 81 

3.5 Reflections and limitations ................................................................................................................ 82 

3.6 A self-reflexive note on myself as consumer and interviewer ............................................................. 84 

4. Exploring sufficiency-related practices ................................................................................................... 87 

4.1 A year of buying “nothing”: the practice of non-consumption ............................................................ 87 
Motivations behind the practice ........................................................................................................ 88 
Experiences of non-consumption ....................................................................................................... 91 
Difficulties and obstacles ................................................................................................................... 94 
On consumption and needs ............................................................................................................... 97 
The buy-nothing practice: an individual or collective project? ............................................................ 99 
Facilitating non-consumption .......................................................................................................... 101 

4.2 Can that which sparks joy also spark sufficiency? Practicing the KonMari method ........................... 103 
The KonMari Method ...................................................................................................................... 104 
KonMari and sufficiency .................................................................................................................. 106 
Motivations behind the practice ...................................................................................................... 107 
Experiences of the KonMari process ................................................................................................ 109 
Difficulties/obstacles ....................................................................................................................... 112 
Material belongings ......................................................................................................................... 114 
Changed views on consumption and needs ...................................................................................... 115 

4.3 Reflections on the case studies........................................................................................................ 119 
Sufficiency-related practices – a question of privilege? .................................................................... 120 
To stop or to be free ........................................................................................................................ 121 

5. Entering sufficiency: what to learn from sufficiency-related practices?................................................ 123 

5.1 Practices changing perceptions and performances .......................................................................... 123 
Reflections leading to change ........................................................................................................... 123 
A question of intentionality ............................................................................................................. 125 

5.2 Developing a sense of sufficiency .................................................................................................... 127 
Possible attracting factors of sufficiency-related practices ............................................................... 127 
From “too muchness” to “good and enough”................................................................................... 129 

5.3 Potential for practices to spread ..................................................................................................... 131 
The gender dimension ..................................................................................................................... 132 
A positive spiral of sufficiency-related practices ............................................................................... 134 
Addressing unsustainable structures ................................................................................................ 134 

	



	 3	

6. Obstacles and potential on the road towards a sufficiency-oriented society: The case of Sweden ....... 136 

6.1 Current state of consumption .......................................................................................................... 138 

6.2 The playing field: existing strategies and work for sustainable consumption and waste prevention .. 139 
Strategies and initiatives at the national level .................................................................................. 140 
Strategies and activities at the regional and local levels .................................................................... 143 

6.3 What hinders a turn towards sufficiency, and what might help it? ................................................... 147 
The need for goals, clarity and measures.......................................................................................... 147 
Producing and consuming sustainably in an unsustainable system ................................................... 149 
Choice of words and language ......................................................................................................... 153 
Waste prevention as obstacle and possibility ................................................................................... 154 
Insecure financing and political priorities ......................................................................................... 157 
Facilitating through urban planning.................................................................................................. 159 
Public authorities taking the lead ..................................................................................................... 160 
Civil society actors pushing for change ............................................................................................. 162 
Difficulties and potential in norms, culture and habits ...................................................................... 164 

6.4 Concluding reflections ..................................................................................................................... 168 

7. Moving towards sufficiency .................................................................................................................. 170 

7.1 The importance of words and measures .......................................................................................... 170 
Sufficiency thinking wrapped into “harmless” words ........................................................................ 174 

7.2 To refrain from taking ..................................................................................................................... 175 
Lessons on sense of sufficiency ........................................................................................................ 175 
Shouldering the individual responsibility .......................................................................................... 177 

7.3 Towards a more sufficiency-oriented politics in Sweden................................................................... 178 
Suggested policy measures to facilitate individual entries into sufficiency ........................................ 179 
Prevent clutter from developing ...................................................................................................... 182 
Decrease the pressure to consume .................................................................................................. 183 
Policy measures are not enough ...................................................................................................... 184 

7.4 Potential for a cultural shift ............................................................................................................ 186 

8. Seeds for a sufficiency-oriented future: conclusions and key contributions ......................................... 189 

8.1 Suggestions for further research ..................................................................................................... 195 

References ............................................................................................................................................... 197 

List of interviews ...................................................................................................................................... 212 

Appendices .............................................................................................................................................. 214 

	
  



	 4	

 
 
 
 
 
List of figures  
	
	
Figure	1.	Illustration	of	The	safe	and	just	space	for	humanity,	adapted	from	Raworth’s	(2013)	
model	of	“the	doughnut	economy”	(Raworth,	2013).	Page	34.	
	
Figure	2.		Items	identified	as	“necessary”	by	one	informant.	Photo	by	author.	Page	99.	
	
Figure	3.	Items	identified	by	one	informant	as	symbolizing	sufficiency.	Photo	by	author.	Page	
102.	
	
Figures	4	+	5.	Examples	of	the	KonMari	folding	technique	(towels	and	pillow	cases)	from	the	
home	of	two	of	the	informants.	Private	photos	by	informants,	used	by	permission.	Page	106.	
	
Figure	 6.	 A	walk-in	 closet	 before	 and	after	 KonMari.	 Private	photos	 by	 informant,	 used	 by	
permission.	Page	109.	
	
Figure	 7.	 Answers	 to	 survey	 question	 regarding	 attitude	 to	 consumption	 in	 relation	 to	 the	
KonMari	process.	Screenshot	from	online	survey	results,	translated	from	Swedish.	Page	116.	
	
Figure	8.	Illustration	of	different	types	of	entries	into	sufficiency.	Page	192.	
	
	
	
 
	 	



	 5	

1. Why sufficiency? An introduction 
 
	
	
We	had	everything	we	could	ever	wish	 for	and	yet	now	we	may	have	nothing.	Now	we	
probably	don’t	even	have	a	future	any	more.	Because	that	future	was	sold	so	that	a	small	
number	of	people	could	make	unimaginable	amounts	of	money.	It	was	stolen	from	us	every	
time	you	said	that	the	sky	was	the	limit,	and	that	you	only	live	once.	

(Greta	Thunberg,	addressing	the	British	Parliament,	April	23,	2019)	 	
	
We	have	lived	as	if	the	sky	was	the	limit.	As	if	we	could	do	anything,	get	anything.	The	
affluent	 individuals,	 groups	and	countries	of	 the	world	have	 created	economies	that	
encourage	us	to	do	so	-	to	keep	striving	for	more,	for	better,	for	the	new	and	improved.	
We	have	created	a	society	where	neither	the	growth	of	the	economy	nor	the	desires	of	
the	rich	have	been	allowed	to	be	bounded	by	 such	things	as	 the	biophysical	 laws	of	
nature	or	claims	about	justice.	This	consumerist	way	of	life	has	become	something	that	
is	now	taken	for	granted	and	is	also	needed	in	order	to	keep	“the	wheels	turning”	and	
the	global	economy	thriving.	We	live	in	a	society	that	encourages	us	to	spend	more,	buy	
more,	live	better;	and	we	are	told	that	we	are	worth	it	and	to	indulge	because	we	do,	
after	all,	only	live	once.	But	that	way	of	life	and	those	turning	wheels	have	now	led	us	
to	a	point	where	we	are	transgressing	the	actual	limits	that	safeguard	life	on	Earth	as	
we	know	it.	Because	the	sky	is	the	limit.	Not	just,	it	turns	out,	in	the	way	that	whoever	
coined	that	saying	thought	of.	But	rather	in	the	sense	of	concentrations	of	CO2	 in	the	
atmosphere,	of	atmospheric	aerosol	loading,	and	of	ozone	depletion	in	the	stratosphere	
(Rockström	et	al.,	2009;	Steffen	et	al.,	2015).	The	soil	and	land	constitute	another	limit,	
and	so	does	freshwater	use.	These	are	a	few	of	the	planetary	boundaries	that	we	need	
to	stay	within	in	order	to	maintain	the	current	stability	of	the	Earth	system	(ibid).	But	
we	humans	keep	pushing	those	boundaries	–	so	hard,	in	fact,	that	in	the	case	of	(so	far)	
three	 of	 them	 –	 biodiversity	 loss,	 climate	 change	 and	 human	 interference	with	 the	
nitrogen	cycle	–	we	have	already	exceeded	them	(Rockström	et	al.,	2009).	Considering	
the	 current	 alarming	 rate	 of	 extinction	 of	 species,	 the	 pressure	 on	 the	 world’s	
ecosystems	and	the	 future	consequences	of	a	global	warming	of	(at	 least)	2	degrees	
Celsius	(IPBES,	2019;	IPCC,	2018;	WWF,	2018),	we	are	indeed	stealing	the	future	away	
from	both	humans	and	non-humans.	From	Greta	Thunberg	and	her	generation,	 and	
from	the	generations	to	come.	
	
One	key	reason	for	this	expansion	of	the	economy	beyond	the	planetary	boundaries	is	
our	consumption:	of	food,	of	energy,	and	of	material	resources,	primarily	in	the	affluent	
world.	In	their	contribution	to	the	IPCC	Fifth	Assessment	Report	(2014),	the	working	
group	on	Sustainable	Development	and	Equity	identified	consumption	as	a	key	driver	
of	climate	change	and	environmental	degradation	(Fleurbaey	et	al.,	2014),	and	many	
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others	have	also	pointed	out	that	changing	our	unsustainable	consumption	patterns	is	
crucial	 if	our	aim	 is	 for	humanity	 to	 stay	within	 the	 identified	planetary	boundaries	
(Raworth,	 2013;	 The	 Royal	 Society,	 2012;	 WWF,	 2016).	 A	 transition	 to	 a	 more	
sustainable	 economy	 and	 societal	 structure	 must	 deal	 with	 how	 to	 address	 the	
exhaustion	of	natural	resources	that	is	a	result	of	over-consumption.	To	a	large	extent,	
this	has	to	do	with	finding	innovative	ways	in	which	natural	resources	can	be	used	and	
reused	 in	 a	 circular	 system	 that	 eventually	 makes	 the	 extraction	 of	 new	 natural	
resources	redundant.	But	 this	 is	not	enough.	 It	has	been	repeatedly	pointed	out	 that	
relying	on	more	efficient	technologies	and	production	will	not	suffice	in	the	face	of	such	
enormous	 environmental	 challenges	 as	 climate	 change,	 and	 that	 we	 humans	 –	
especially	in	the	affluent	parts	of	the	world	-	also	need	to	consume	less	and	change	our	
unsustainable	ways	of	living	(Jackson,	2009b;	O’Neill	et	al.,	2018;	Sachs,	2015).	As	one	
part	of	this	change,	there	is	an	urgent	need	to	tackle	the	consumerist	logic	behind	over-
consumption	(Jackson,	2009b;	Sanne,	2002;	Schor,	2005a)	and	for	affluent	consumers	
and	societies	to	develop	a	sense	of	sufficiency	in	regard	to	our	consumerist-driven	living	
standards.	We	need	to	ask	ourselves:	What	is	a	“good	enough”	living	standard,	and	what	
are	the	driving	forces	and	conditions	(cultural,	social,	economic,	material,	etc.)	that	can	
encourage	individuals	to	reduce	their	consumption?			
	
I	first	started	to	think	about	sufficiency	when	I	wrote	my	bachelor’s	thesis	in	political	
science,	more	than	ten	years	ago.	It	was	then	that	I	first	read	the	words	of	Wolfgang	
Sachs	that	have	guided	much	of	my	thinking	around	sustainability	justice,	responsibility	
and	the	so-called	development	ever	since:	
	

In	future,	for	industrialized	countries	and	classes,	justice	will	be	about	learning	how	
to	 take	less	rather	 than	how	to	give	more.	Whoever	calls	 for	equity	will	have	to	
speak	for	sufficiency	(Sachs,	1999,	p.	174).	

	
It	 seemed	 so	 simple,	 somehow.	 If	 there	 is	no	more	 to	give	 from	 –	 since	 the	 Earth’s	
resources	are	not	an	ever-expanding	cake	–	then	of	course	we,	the	affluent	of	the	world,	
need	to	learn	how	to	take	less.	A	lot	less.		
	
But	 the	 seemingly	 simple	 is	 in	 reality	 a	 complex	 web	 of	 unsustainable	 habits	 and	
practices,	of	convenience	and	 infrastructures,	of	norms	and	cultures,	of	political	and	
corporate	 interests	and	power,	and	of	an	economic	system	that	has	 locked	us	 into	a	
dependence	 on	 economic	 growth,	 to	 a	 large	 part	 fuelled	 by	 the	 continuation	of	 our	
overconsumption.	So	how	are	the	post-industrialized	countries	and	the	affluent	groups	
and	individuals	of	the	world	to	learn	how	to	take	less	-	to	truly	accept	this	inevitably	
needed	withdrawal	 from	what	has	seemed	to	be	our	“natural”	(albeit	unfairly	 large)	
share	of	the	cake?	I	believe	that	a	more	over-arching	approach	must	be	taken;	one	that	
is	not	limited	only	to	the	political,	environmental	and	economic	analysis,	but	that	shows	
the	larger	picture	of	how	we	humans	relate	to	each	other,	to	nature	and	to	non-humans.	
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One	that	can	point	to	and	explore	sustainable	alternatives	to	our	unsustainable	ways	of	
living,	of	relating	to	each	other	and	of	organizing	our	societies.	This	exploration	needs	
to	take	place	both	at	a	theoretical	and	a	practical	level,	where	the	first	can	help	to	create	
a	foundation	for	a	new	way	of	thinking	and	relating	and	the	second	can	point	to	ways	
in	which	such	 ideas	could	possibly	play	out	 in	everyday	 life.	 It	 is	by	 imagining	other	
ways	that	we	can	also	begin	to	create	them	and	live	them,	but	sometimes	that	imagining	
process	can	also	be	inspired	by,	and	start	with,	practice.		To	see	practices	different	from	
those	 we	 are	 used	 to,	 or	 to	 see	 ordinary	 practices	 from	 a	 new	 perspective,	 might	
provoke	new	thoughts	about	what	is	desirable	and	extend	our	view	of	what	might	be	
within	our	reach	to	achieve.	What	 is	needed,	 then,	among	many	other	things,	 is	new	
imaginaries	–	imaginaries	that	can	make	ways	of	living	which	are	more	sustainable	than	
the	 consumerist	 one	 seem	 possible,	 attainable	 and	 desirable.	 An	 imaginary	 of	
sufficiency	may	be	one	of	them.			
	
	
	
1.1 The need for a new logic 
	
So,	one	might	ask,	why	sufficiency?	Of	all	the	terms	and	concepts	used	and	sometimes	
over-used	–	why	choose	this?	The	answer	is	that	there	are	many	reasons	to	choose	to	
focus	on	sufficiency	as	a	concept	as	well	as	an	idea	and	a	practice.	The	first	and	most	
basic	 one	 is:	 that	 efficiency	 is	 not	 enough.	The	 need	 to	 focus	 on	 sufficiency	 is	 often	
highlighted	in	this	context,	that	is,	that	solely	focusing	on	an	efficiency	strategy	when	
aiming	to	make	production	and	consumption	more	sustainable	will	not	be	enough	to	
reach	 strict	 sustainability	 goals	 (Alfredsson	 et	 al.,	 2018;	 O’Neill	 et	 al.,	 2018;	WWF,	
2016).	To	continue	business-as-usual,	only	with	more	efficient	and	“green”	technology,	
production	processes	and	use	of	energy,	does	not	tackle	the	unsustainable	core	of	the	
modern	lifestyle	built	on	continued	growth	in	material	consumption	in	order	to	sustain	
economic	growth	and	stability	(Jackson,	2009b;	Sanne,	2002).	On	the	contrary,	many	
argue	that	relying	on	the	efficiency	strategy	results	in	rebound	effects	that	might	make	
the	eco-efficiency	gains	useless	or	even	counterproductive	-	e.g.	efficiency	gains	in	the	
production	of	 energy	and	materials	 result	 in	 lower	production	costs,	which	 leads	 to	
lower	prices	and	consequently	to	increased	use	of	energy	and	increased	consumption,	
made	possible	by	savings	due	these	lower	prices	(Alcott,	2005;	Boulanger,	2010;	Sorrell	
&	 Herring,	 2009).	 Actual	 changes	 in	 our	 modern	 lifestyle,	 with	 reductions	 in	 both	
consumption	 and	 energy	 use,	 are	 therefore	 also	 crucial	 (Jackson,	 2009b;	 Raworth,	
2013;	The	Royal	Society,	2012).	Recent	research	by	O’Neill	et	al.	at	 the	University	of	
Leeds	(2018)	shows	that	if	all	people	on	Earth	are	to	live	a	good	life	within	the	planetary	
boundaries	(as	defined	by	Rockström	et	al.	(2009)),	the	provisioning	systems	must	be	
fundamentally	restructured	in	order	to	enable	the	fulfilment	of	everyone’s	basic	human	
needs	at	a	much	lower	level	of	resource	use.	This	represents	substantial	challenges	for	
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“the	 current	 development	 trajectories”,	 	 according	 to	O’Neill	 et	 al.	who	 suggest	 two	
broad	strategies	for	confronting	these	challenges	(O’Neill	et	al.,	2018,	p.	92).	The	first	
one	 is	 to	 focus	on	achieving	sufficiency	 in	resource	consumption,	a	 focus	that	would	
involve	“recognizing	that	overconsumption	burdens	societies	with	a	variety	of	social	
and	environmental	problems	and	moving	beyond	the	pursuit	of	GDP	growth	to	embrace	
new	 measures	 of	 progress”	 (ibid).	 The	 second	 strategy	 involves	 improving	 both	
physical	and	social	provisioning	systems,	focusing	equally	on	more	resource-efficient	
production	 and	 renewable	 energy	 and	materials	 and	 building	more	 equitable	 social	
provisioning	systems	in	order	to	reduce	social	inequalities	and	increase	social	support	
(O’Neill	et	al.,	2018).		
	
Another	reason	motivating	the	focus	on	sufficiency	is	the	fact	that	it	is	a	concept	which	
already	exists	in	the	sustainability	debate	and	which	touches	upon	many	central	issues	
in	 that	 same	 debate.	 This	 makes	 it	 possible	 to	 connect	 the	 threads	 between	many	
relevant	discussions	on	sustainable	consumption,	environmental	 justice,	and	politics	
for	sustainability.	It	is,	at	the	same	time,	a	concept	that	covers	much	more	than	only	a	
strategy	 for	 dealing	 with	 our	 unsustainable	 patterns	 of	 consumption.	 Having	 been	
suggested	 as	 a	 new	 paradigm	 or	 logic	 for	 the	 foundation	 of	 a	 sustainable	 society	
(Alexander,	2015b;	Princen,	2005;	Rijnhout	&	Mastini,	2018;	Schneidewind	&	Zahrnt,	
2014),	sufficiency	is	also	highly	relevant	to	explore	from	a	political	and	philosophical	
perspective.	It	is	further	connected	to	the	topic	of	subjective	well-being,	for	example	in	
relation	to	the	increase	of	stress,	depression,	anxiety	and	other	mental	health	problems	
in	affluent	societies	(Andersson	et	al.,	2014;	Jackson,	2009a;	Solér,	2018)1.		
	
The	decision	to	look	into	sufficiency-related	practices	in	Sweden	is	motivated	by	the	
fact	that	even	though	sufficiency	is	gaining	increased	attention	internationally	within	
the	fields	of	sustainable	consumption	and	political	ecology	research,	not	much	research	
has	been	done	on	the	topic	in	a	Swedish	context.	And,	perhaps	more	importantly:	the	
Swedish	word	for	sufficiency	(tillräcklighet)	is	hardly	ever	used	or	heard	in	the	Swedish	
environmental	debate	(nor	used	in	that	sense	in	daily	conversation).		The	Swedish	word	
“lagom”	has	however	been	interpreted	internationally	as	having	a	similar	meaning	to	
sufficiency,	even	if	its	original	meaning	is	slightly	different.2	Considering	that	Sweden	
is	often	regarded	as	a	role	model	internationally	with	regard	not	only	to	its	work	on	
environmental	sustainability	but	also	on	welfare,	gender	equality	and	quality	of	life,	at	

																																																								
1	These	authors	highlight	the	topic	of	well-being	–	or	lack	thereof	-	in	affluent	societies	in	connection	to	
consumption	but	do	not	make	explicit	connections	to	sufficiency.	
2	For	example,	the	Daily	Mail	(2017)	appointed	“lagom”	as	being	the	new	“Scandi	lifestyle	trend”	of	2017,	
describing	it	as	a	simpler	lifestyle:	“To	find	lagom	in	your	life,	you	need	to	get	used	to	recycling	and	living	
frugally”	(Haslett,	2017).	The	definition	and	use	of	the	word	“lagom”	in	Swedish,	however,	translates	to	“to	
the	appropriate	extent;	neither	too	much	nor	too	little”	(Svensk	ordbok,	2009,	own	translation).	
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the	same	time	as	having	a	very	large	environmental	impact	per	capita	(WWF,	2018)3,	it	
provides	an	interesting	context	within	which	to	study	sufficiency.	Further,	as	the	home	
of	two	companies	that	have	become	world	famous	for	making	furniture	and	fashionable	
clothes	easily	accessible	to	all	–	IKEA	and	H&M	-	Sweden	can	claim	to	have	built	large	
parts	of	its	wealth	on	the	spread	of	mass	consumption.	To	discuss	sufficiency	from	the	
point	of	departure	of	sufficiency-related	consumption	practices	in	Sweden	is	therefore	
also	a	way	to	try	and	bridge	the	divide	between	the	academic	discourse	and	the	public	
debate,	 as	well	 as	 between	 theory	 and	 practice.	 It	 is	 also	 an	 attempt	 to	 deepen	 the	
discussion	on	sustainability	in	the	Swedish	context	and	steer	it	towards	a	questioning	
of	the	foundations	of	our	societal	structure.	
	
This	thesis	is	based	on	an	understanding	of	sustainability	that	is	in	line	with	the	need	
to	stay	within	the	planetary	boundaries,	in	that	limited	space	which	has	been	labelled	
the	“safe	operating	space	for	humanity”	(Rockström	et	al.,	2009;	Steffen	et	al.,	2015).	
The	 planetary	 boundaries	 framework	 shows	 that	 the	 Earth	 system	 is	 complex	 and	
integrated	 with	 an	 interdependent	 set	 of	 boundaries	 that	 interact,	 and	 where	 the	
boundaries	of	climate	change	and	biosphere	integrity	operate	at	the	planetary-level	and	
can	 be	 seen	 as	 “overarching	 systems	 within	 which	 the	 other	 boundary	 processes	
operate”	(Steffen	et	al.,	2015,	p.	7).	To	keep	within	these	boundaries	is	crucial	in	order	
to	 maintain	 the	 Earth	 systems	 in	 a	 relatively	 stable	 “Holocene-like”	 state	 that	 is	
considered	safe	for	humanity	(Rockström	et	al.,	2009).	In	this	thesis,	I	take	a	normative	
approach	in	presenting	sufficiency	as	one	essential	element	for	managing	to	stay	within	
these	boundaries	and	to	do	so	in	a	way	that	also	respects	principles	of	justice	and	equity.	
	
	
	
1.2 Degrowing the rich: a question of sustainability and justice 
	
In	his	book	The	logic	of	sufficiency,	Thomas	Princen	(2005)	presents	sufficiency	not	only	
as	an	idea	but	also	as	a	principle	of	management,	which	in	turn	can	be	broadened	to	a	
social	 organizing	 principle.	 He	 claims	 that	 the	 sets	 of	 principles	 now	 prevailing	 for	
social	organization	–	namely	efficiency,	 cooperation,	 equity,	 sovereignty	–	may	have	
worked	well	in	times	of	resource	abundance	where	human	impact	was	minor,	but	they	
do	not	work	anymore	because	they	are	not	grounded	in	a	recognition	of	the	biophysical	
limits.	This	is	not	to	say,	Princen	notes,	that	they	do	not	contain	important	qualities	that	
could	be	of	use	in	a	sustainable	society,	but	rather	that	they	are	not	enough	and	that	
they	 lack	direction,	especially	when	 it	comes	to	considering	the	 long-term	ecological	
context	(Princen,	2005,	p.	11).	The	reality	of	critical	environmental	threats	must	instead	

																																																								
3	According	 to	WWF	Sweden	 (2018),	 Swedes	 live	 and	 consume	 as	 if	 there	were	 four	 planets	 (WWF	
Sverige,	2018).	
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be	met	with	 principles	 that	 speak	 directly	 to	 those	 threats,	 and	 sufficiency,	 Princen	
argues,	 is	 such	a	principle	 (Princen,	2005,	pp.	11–16).	The	efforts	of	 trying	 to	 reach	
sustainable	development	through	principles	of	efficiency	and	cooperation	do	not,	then,	
fundamentally	challenge	nor	change	the	logic	 that	our	growth-dependent	economies	
and	societies	rest	on.	“Sufficiency	is”	(emphasis	in	original),	according	to	Princen:		
	

a	 class	 of	 principles	 sensitive	 to	 critical	 environmental	 risks,	 to	 the	 needs	 of	
management	 and	 self-management,	 when	 it	 is	 otherwise	 all	 too	 easy	 to	 evade	
responsibility	for	such	risks.	Sufficiency	is	an	idea,	a	principle,	indeed	an	ethic	for	
sustainability	(Princen,	2005,	p.	19).		

	
When	narrowing	down	the	definition	of	sufficiency	for	this	thesis,	a	starting	point	has	
been	that	the	definition	should	be	made	from	the	top	down.	That	is,	sufficiency	should	
be	defined	from	the	side	of	having	too	much,	or	abundance,	rather	than	from	the	side	of	
lack	or	deficit.	This	is	very	much	linked	to	the	question	about	who	needs	to	change	in	
order	for	the	human	world	to	take	a	sustainable	turn.	Sachs	(2015)	states	this	case	very	
clearly	when	arguing	that:	
	

[…]	with	 the	 emergence	 of	 biophysical	 limits	 to	 growth	 the	 classical	 notions	 of	
justice,	which	were	devised	in	a	perspective	of	finitude	and	not	in	a	perspective	of	
infinity,	acquire	new	relevance:	 justice	 is	about	changing	the	rich	and	not	about	
changing	the	poor	(Sachs,	2015,	p.	173).	

	
Together	with	Sachs’	statement	 that	 “justice	will	be	about	 learning	how	 to	 take	 less	
rather	 than	 how	 to	 give	 more”	 (see	 above),	 this	 statement	 clearly	 highlights	 that	
sufficiency	 is	 very	 much	 an	 issue	 about	 both	 justice	 and	 sustainability.	 It	 is	 about	
making	 do	 with	 the	 resources	 we	 can	 use	 if	 we	 are	 not	 to	 outgrow	 the	 planetary	
boundaries,	 at	 the	 same	 time	 as	 allowing	 every	 human	 on	 Earth	 equal	 right	 to	 the	
world’s	 natural	 resources	 (Sachs,	 2015).	 A	 fair	 share	 of	 those	 resources	 can	 be	
measured	 with	 the	 help	 of	 the	 metrics	 of	 the	 planetary	 boundaries	 defined	 by	
Rockström	et	al.	(2009),	in	terms	of	ecological	footprints	(Wackernagel	&	Rees,	1996)	
or	as	environmental	space	(Spangenberg,	2002).		
	
To	keep	the	Earth	systems	stable	within	the	planetary	boundaries	and	to	restrict	global	
warming	to	1.5	degrees	Celsius	(in	accordance	with	the	Paris	Agreement)	is	something	
that	 we	 would	 all	 benefit	 from	 in	 the	 long	 run.	 However,	 due	 to	 current	 global	
inequalities	regarding	the	effects	of	climate	change,	loss	of	biodiversity,	and	pollution	
of	air,	water	and	soil,	the	ones	who	stand	most	to	gain	from	such	a	turn	are	those	who	
today	 carry	 the	 largest	 burden	 of	 these	 effects,	 at	 the	 same	 time	 as	 being	 least	
responsible	for	it:	the	world’s	poor	(IPCC,	2014;	Oxfam,	2015).	It’s	simple	mathematics,	
really.	The	 individuals,	groups,	and	countries	–	mainly	situated	 in	the	Global	North	-	
who	are	now	consuming	more	than	their	fair	share	of	the	Earth’s	environmental	space	
and	 whose	 lifestyles	 are	 severely	 exploiting	 the	 finite	 natural	 resources	 as	 well	 as	
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creating	mountains	of	toxic	waste,	need	to	actively	withdraw	from	a	great	part	of	that	
space.	They	need	to	do	this	in	order	for	the	total	amount	of	environmental	space	taken	
up	not	to	exceed	our	one	planet’s	capacity,	and	in	order	for	the	individuals,	groups	and	
countries	that	today	lack	the	resources	to	fulfil	their	basic	needs	to	have	the	ability	to	
improve	their	circumstances	(Sachs,	2015).			
	
Defining	sufficiency	from	the	top	down	–	from	a	position	of	affluence	or	having	“more	
than	enough”	-	helps	to	keep	the	focus	on	the	affluent	(individuals,	groups,	nations)	and	
makes	sufficiency	a	question	of	degrowing	the	rich	(in	the	sense	of	reducing	excess	and	
affluence	and	more	effectively	distributing	 resources)	 rather	 than	of	developing	 the	
poor	(see	Ulvila	&	Pasanen,	2009,	for	a	discussion	on	degrowth	of	the	over-consuming	
class).	This	is	of	course	not	to	say	that	the	latter	is	not	important,	but	speaking	of	the	
need	for	degrowing	the	rich	also	sets	the	limit	for	a	“development”	traditionally	defined	
as	GDP	growth	and	can	 serve	 instead	 to	 turn	the	 focus	 towards	the	development	of	
other	 values,	 such	 as	 democracy,	 social	 welfare,	 education,	 healthcare	 and	 social	
justice.4 	Even	 if	 the	 international	 development	 agenda	 is	 focusing	 on	 these	 crucial	
issues,	 for	example	 through	 the	 implementation	of	 the	UN	Sustainable	Development	
Goals	(United	Nations,	2015),	this	agenda	does	not	target	the	fundamental	problems	
associated	with	affluence.	Moreover,	focusing	on	degrowing	the	rich	further	frames	the	
issue	as	one	of	responsibility	 -	 the	 responsibility	of	 the	 rich	 to	 step	back	 in	order	 to	
enable	that	development	for	other	people	by	freeing	up	the	necessary	environmental	
space.	In	this	context,	the	need	to	improve	the	living	standard	of	the	millions	of	people	
suffering	from	hunger	and	lacking	the	fulfilment	of	basic	human	rights	such	as	access	
to	clean	water,	food,	healthcare	and	education,	must	be	underlined.	In	a	society	founded	
on	a	principle	of	sufficiency	there	should	also	exist	something	like	a	social	protection	
floor,	 as	 suggested	 by	 the	 UN,	 to	 make	 sure	 that	 the	 fulfilment	 of	 these	 rights	 is	
prioritized	 (Bachelet,	 2011;	 General	 Conference	 of	 the	 International	 Labour	
Organization,	2012;	Spangenberg,	2018).	The	discussion	about	sufficiency	made	here	
will	however	not	be	focused	on	the	“bottom	line”	of	sufficiency	but	rather	its	ceiling,	
and	what	that	ceiling	might	imply	for	practice	and	politics	in	a	certain	(affluent)	context.	
However,	should	the	narrative	about	“the	good	life”	change	to	one	based	on	sufficiency,	
this	might	also	have	implications	for	the	aspirations	within	those	groups	who	have	not	
yet	reached	a	living	standard	that	can	be	called	“sufficient”.		
	

																																																								
4	Many	would	argue	that	these	are	directly	connected	or	correlated,	i.e.	that	increased	GDP	growth	leads	
to	the	development	of	the	other	values.	 	This	correlation	is	being	increasingly	disputed	in	the	face	of	
growing	income	gaps	both	nationally	and	globally,	and	poor	redistribution	of	the	benefits	of	the	GDP	
growth	(for	example	by	D’Alisa	et	al.,	2014;		Jackson,	2009a;	Sachs,	2000;	Victor,	2008).	This	is	not	to	say,	
however,	that	economic	growth	is	not	needed	in	order	to	improve	social	conditions	in	poorer	countries;	
only	that	the	focus	on	GDP	growth	as	the	definition	and/or	measurement	of	development	and	progress	
is	problematic	(see	further	the	discussion	on	degrowth	in	chapter	2).	
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In	this	context,	it	is	important	to	point	to	the	choice	of	words	used	throughout	the	thesis.	
I	have	decided	to	use	the	words	“affluence”	and	“the	affluent”	(individuals,	groups	and	
societies)	when	 referring	 to	 those	mainly	 responsible	 for	 private	 over-consumption	
globally	(the	issue	of	public	sector	and	business-to-business	over-consumption	is	not	
within	the	scope	of	this	thesis).	Further,	on	those	occasions	where	I	refer	to	a	“we”	or	
an	“us”,	these	affluent	groups	(to	which	I	myself	belong)	are	the	ones	included	in	that	
“we”,	and	recognizing	the	need	for	these	groups	to	change,	it	is	first	and	foremost	to	
that	affluent	“we”	that	this	call	for	sufficiency	is	addressed.	With	these	broad	terms,	I	
want	 to	 include	 the	 countries	of	 the	 ‘Global	North’	 (but	 not	 all	 individuals	 in	 those	
countries)	and	those	individuals	and	groups	that	globally	would	be	defined	as	middle	
and	 upper	 class.	 The	 term	 “affluent”	 signals	 abundance	 and	might	 in	 that	 sense	 be	
misleading,	 since	 this	 is	 not	 specifically	 aimed	 at	 the	 extremely	 rich	 but	 rather	 at	
including	 all	 those	 groups	 and	 individuals	 who	 can	 be	 considered	 to	 be	 well	 off	
economically	 in	relation	to	the	global	average,	 in	other	words	the	vast	majority	 in	a	
country	like	Sweden.	It	is	thus	more	a	question	of	relative	affluence	than	one	that	could	
be	defined	by	a	figure	in	a	bank	account.	Spangenberg	(2018)	argues	that	affluence	is	
the	key	variable	to	address	when	speaking	of	sufficiency,	but	emphasises	that	while	the	
need	 to	 reduce	 affluence	 primarily	 applies	 to	 the	 rich,	 it	 does	 not	 necessarily	 only	
address	the	affluent	countries,	seeing	as	most	of	the	world’s	poor	today	are	living	in	
middle-income	countries	(Spangenberg,	2018).	The	terms	are	broad	because	these	are	
individuals	 and	 groups	 that	 are	 very	 dispersed	 geographically	 as	 well	 as	 being	
culturally	and	socio-economically	diverse,	and	it	is	important	to	underline	that	this	is	
not	a	question	of	defining	where	the	“worst	consumers”	(in	terms	of	sustainability)	are	
situated	or	who	they	are.	The	aim	is	rather	to	point	to	the	global	consumerist	culture	
that	 affluence	 is	 associated	with	 in	 the	 large	majority	of	 the	 countries	 in	 the	world.	
Several	reports	show	the	connection	between	higher	income	and	higher	CO2	emissions	
or	larger	environmental	impact	measured	in	the	“ecological	footprint”	(see	for	example	
Oxfam,	2015;	Raworth,	2013;	WWF,	2016),	and	when	 it	comes	to	responsibility	 it	 is	
quite	easy	to	draw	the	conclusion	that	the	richer	you	are	and	the	more	you	consume	
and	emit,	the	greater	your	responsibility	to	step	back,	withdraw	and	reduce	the	amount	
of	environmental	space	that	you	inhabit.	That	conclusion	is	a	departure	point	for	this	
discussion	on	sufficiency.		
	
	
 
1.3 On consumption and consumerism 
	
Sufficiency	as	a	principle	might	very	well	be	applied	to	almost	all	areas	of	our	society	
and	 lives:	 food	 consumption,	 transportation,	 career,	 work	 hours,	 income,	 housing,	
technology	use,	clothing,	production,	waste,	material	use	and	communication.	In	this	
thesis,	however,	I	choose	to	focus	on	sufficiency	more	specifically	in	one	area:	that	of	
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material	consumption.		In	material	consumption,	I	choose	to	exclude	food	consumption	
but	 include	 all	 other	 forms	 of	 consumption	 of	 (mostly)	 durable	 goods;	 that	 is,	 for	
example,	 clothes,	 various	 technological	 items,	 tools,	 sports	 gear,	 beauty	 products,	
household	products,	furniture	and	things	we	buy	to	decorate	our	homes.	I	have	chosen	
this	 focus	 because	 not	 only	 does	 this	 area	 target	 one	 specific	 source	 of	 serious	
environmental	and	social	impact,	namely	over-consumption,	but	it	also	has	very	much	
to	say	about	our	culture,	values,	behaviour	and	ways	of	thinking.	This	is	in	line	with	Gill	
Seyfang’s	 (2011)	 argument	 that	 “a	 focus	 on	 consumption	 as	 a	 route	 to	 sustainable	
development	 reveals	 much	 about	 inequality	 and	 inequity	 which	 a	 more	 traditional	
production-focused	approach	[on	CO2	emissions,	note]	would	neglect”	(Seyfang,	2011,	
p.	 7).	 	 This	 is	 because	 in	 contrast	 to	 the	 traditional	 production-focused	 approach,	 a	
consumption	 focus	 questions	 not	 only	 the	 behaviour	 of	 business,	 industry	 and	
commerce,	but	also	calls	into	question	“the	lifestyles,	habits,	aspirations	and	routines	
of	 individual	 citizens	 and	 households”	 (ibid),	 and	 furthermore	 opens	 up	 for	 an	
examination	 of	 “non-consumption”	 decisions.	 In	 this	 sense,	 Seyfang	 argues	 that	 a	
consumption	focus	demands	that	we	question	“the	economic,	cultural	and	social	basis	
of	21st	century	consumer	societies”	(Seyfang,	2011,	p.	7).		
	
Another	reason	for	this	delimitation	–	and	for	excluding	food	consumption	despite	its	
extensive	 environmental	 impact	 -	 is	 that	 applying	 sufficiency	 to	 private	 material	
consumption	serves	to	provide	a	framework	for	comparison	between	different	groups.	
The	“stuff”	we	buy	is	measurable,	both	in	monetary	value	and	in	regard	to	the	physical	
space	 it	 takes	 up	 over	 time.	 This	makes	 it	 possible	 to	 compare	 the	 consumption	 of	
groups	and	individuals	before	and	after	certain	decisions,	such	as	a	buy-nothing-year	
or	the	decluttering	of	one’s	home.	Further,	in	an	affluent	context,	material	goods	can	
very	seldom	be	claimed	to	satisfy	a	true	need,	in	comparison	to	for	example	food	which	
is	needed	for	our	subsistence.5	
	
It	 is	 important	here	 to	distinguish	between	consumption	 and	consumerism.	The	 first	
word	can	generally	be	described	as	the	act	or	process	of	consuming	something	–	in	its	
most	basic	understanding	as	a	means	to	sustain	oneself	by	eating	and	drinking	–	but	
also	as	 the	process	of	buying	and	using	goods	(Cambridge	Dictionary,	2019).	This	 in	
itself	 can	perhaps	not	be	 considered	as	a	direct	problem,	until	 it	 is	defined	as	over-
consumption	 (with	 resulting	 environmental	 and	 social	 consequences).	 The	 type	 of	
consumption,	in	the	sense	of	what	it	is	that	we	buy,	how	much	and	how	does	matter,	
however.	 Schor	 (2005a)	 has	 defined	 the	 growth	 of	 excessive	 consumption	 –	 that	 is,	
additional	 consumption	 that	 is	 made	 possible	 due	 to	 “artificially	 cheap”	 goods,	 i.e.	
declines	 in	 the	 prices	 of	 goods	 and	 labour	 caused	 by	 the	 organization	 of	 the	 global	
political	 economy	 –	 as	 one	 important	 explanation	 for	 unsustainable	 consumption	

																																																								
5	See	further	discussion	on	Max-Neef’s	(1992)	theory	on	human	needs	and	development	in	chapter	2.	
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(Schor,	2005a,	p.	311).	Schor	argues	that	the	low	prices	have	made	possible	a	“more	
rapid	 cycle	of	 acquisition	and	discard”	 (ibid),	 as	 increased	numbers	of	products	are	
made	 economically	 available	 to	 consumers.	 Kilbourne	 et	 al.	 (1997)	 have	 described	
hyperconsumption	–	“a	product	of	the	commodification	of	life”	-	as	consumption	that	is	
not	connected	to	the	actual	natural	value	of	that	being	consumed,	but	rather	an	end	or	
objective	in	itself	(Kilbourne	et	al.,	1997,	p.	8).	This	is,	they	argue,	the	underpinning	of	
the	current	“ideology	of	consumption”	within	the	existing	social	paradigm	(Kilbourne	
et	al.,	1997).	Consumption	in	the	context	of	Western	consumer	culture	has	also	been	
defined	as	affluent	consumption	by	Solér	(2018),	meaning	“the	financial	possibility	to	
consume	in	accordance	with	socially	desirable	consumption	(fashion)	trends”	(Solér,	
2018,	p.	6).	Further,	the	term	conspicuous	consumption	was	coined	already	in	1899	by	
Thorsten	 Veblen	 in	 order	 to	 describe	 the	 consumption	 as	 a	 status	 symbol,	 e.g.	 the	
consumption	of	expensive	cars,	clothes	and	accessories	(The	Royal	Society,	2012,	p.	58,	
reference	 to	 Veblen,	 1899).	 Boström	 and	 Klintman	 (2019)	 use	 the	 term	 mass	
consumption	to	describe	“the	extensive	and	often	globalised	circulation	of	goods	and	
services	in	modern	times,	which	causes	both	welfare	and	socioecological	destruction”	
(Boström	&	Klintman,	2019,	p.	855).	Mass	consumption,	they	argue,	could	in	turn	be	
understood	 as	 both	 context,	 i.e.	 “the	 surrounding	 material	 and	 cultural	 landscape/	
infrastructure	 in	which	people	access	their	products	and	services	 for	meeting	needs	
and	desires”,	and	as	forces,	i.e.	as	“various	drivers	that	trigger	people’s	sense	of	needs	
and	desires	to	increase	or	maintain	high	volumes	of	consumption”	(ibid).	
	
All	 these	 definitions	 of	 consumption	 might	 be	 claimed	 to	 fit	 under	 the	 term	 of	
consumerism,	which	in	turn	can	be	defined	as	”the	cultural	orientation	that	leads	people	
to	 find	 meaning,	 contentment,	 and	 acceptance	 through	 what	 they	 consume”	
(Assadourian,	2010,	p.	3).	In	addressing	the	problem	of	over-consumption,	it	follows	
that	the	phenomenon	of	consumerism	must	be	dealt	with,	thus	implying	a	focus	also	on	
the	socio-cultural	aspects	of	consumption.	On	this	note,	Tim	Jackson	(2009a)	states	that	
in	order	to	create	both	prosperity	and	possibilities	for	humans	to	flourish	within	the	
given	ecological	limits,	it	is	vital	to	tackle	the	social	logic	of	consumerism.	Dealing	with	
and	deconstructing	this	logic	is	one	part	of	constructing	a	new	“macro-economics	for	
sustainability”	 that	 is	 built	 on	 presumptions	 other	 than	 the	 current	 one,	 by	 which	
growth	of	material	consumption	is	the	basis	for	economic	stability	(Jackson,	2009a).		
	
	
	
1.4 Aim and research questions 
	
In	this	thesis	I	present	possible	ways	of	rethinking	how	we	consume	from	a	sufficiency	
perspective,	based	on	an	understanding	that	the	need	for	such	a	rethinking	on	a	larger	
scale	is	urgent	if	we	are	to	achieve	a	more	just	and	sustainable	society	globally.	This	
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rethinking	will	be	conducted	by	exploring	existing	practices	that	can	be	considered	to	
be	“sufficiency-related”,	and	by	identifying	the	potential	for	and	obstacles	to	a	transition	
to	a	more	sufficiency-oriented	politics	in	the	Swedish	context.		
	
The	wider	 aim	of	 this	 thesis	 is	 to	 contribute	 to	 a	more	 ecologically	 sustainable	 and	
socially	just	orientation	of	society	through	the	exploration	of	sufficiency	as	an	idea,	as	a	
guiding	principle	for	politics	and	as	a	practice.	More	specifically,	I	aim	to	explore	how	
sufficiency-related	practices	in	the	area	of	material	consumption	might	become	more	
desirable	and,	 at	 the	 same	 time,	more	 feasible.	 In	order	 to	do	 this,	 I	have	 chosen	 to	
conduct	 two	case	studies	on	two	different	sufficiency-related	practices,	as	well	as	 to	
explore	proposed	elements	of	a	politics	for	sufficiency	and	to	examine	already	existing	
sufficiency-related	policies	and	strategies	in	Sweden.	Through	this	exploration,	I	aim	to	
capture	and	understand	the	motivations	behind	different	“entries	into	sufficiency”,	with	
the	 intention	of	contributing	to	 the	overall	understanding	of	how	sufficiency-related	
practices	might	become	more	attractive	as	well	as	be	facilitated	through	planning	and	
policy-making.	In	this	way	I	intend	to	explore	how	the	idea	of	sufficiency,	of	a	“good	and	
enough”	 way	 of	 consumption	 and	 lifestyle,	 could	 possibly	 spread	 from	 individual	
initiatives	and	alternative	practices	to	become	more	mainstream.	
	
The	 idea	of	changing	the	 foundation	of	a	consumerist	society	 from	one	of	constantly	
higher	material	aspirations	to	one	built	around	the	principle	of	sufficiency,	might	at	first	
glance	seem	too	idealistic,	even	impossible.	Moreover,	and	more	particularly,	it	might	
seem	to	imply	a	loss	for	those	affluent	groups	of	the	global	society	who	are	the	largest	
contributors	 to	 over-consumption.	 However,	 this	 thesis	 aims	 to	 shed	 light	 on	 the	
possibility	that	this	feared	loss	might	be	perceived	differently	if	the	transition	to	a	more	
sufficiency-oriented	society	were	to	be	accompanied	by	a	change	in	norms	and	culture.	
A	cultural	and	normative	change	that	shifts	the	focus	to	sufficiency	might	help	us	strive	
for	other	aspirations	than	increased	income	and	a	higher	material	standard,	such	that	
the	“loss”	of	material	stuff	might	consequently	be	perceived	as	a	“gain”	of	something	
more	 valuable,	 such	 as	 more	 time,	 increased	 well-being,	 or	 stronger	 personal	
relationships.	 A	 central	 question	 thus	 becomes	 how	 more	 people	 might	 become	
attracted	 to	 the	 idea	 of	 sufficiency,	 and	 whether	 it	 is	 possible	 to	 rethink	 our	
consumption	patterns	and	behaviour	in	a	way	that	can	appeal	to	broader	segments	of	
society	 -	not	only	to	 those	already	 identifying	as	conscious	and	concerned	about	 the	
social	and	environmental	impacts	of	our	consumption.		
	
The	 research	 questions	 guiding	 this	 thesis	 revolve	 around	 both	 how	 to	 form	 and	
facilitate	new	practices	and	politics	of	sufficiency	and	what	obstacles	and	possibilities	
these	might	entail.	Recognizing	the	need	for	a	cultural	shift	towards	sufficiency	that	will	
affect	the	way	we	think	about	and	perform	material	consumption	in	affluent	societies,	
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I	 ask	 an	 overarching	 question:	 How	 can	 an	 affluent	 society	 orient	 itself	 towards	
sufficiency?		
	
I	 will	 explore	 this	 question	 both	 by	 identifying	 important	 elements	 of	 a	 politics	 of	
sufficiency	in	the	literature,	and	by	looking	at	how	sufficiency	in	material	consumption	
may	be	practiced	today.	Two	cases	of	‘’sufficiency-related’’	practices	are	studied	as	two	
possible,	and	different,	entries	into	sufficiency.	The	practices	studied	are	voluntary	and	
approach	sufficiency	from	above	-	that	is,	from	a	position	where	the	practitioners	have	
and/or	consume	“more	than	enough”	and	then	for	different	reasons	choose	to	reduce	
the	number	of	their	belongings	or	their	consumption.	Both	cases	of	sufficiency-related	
practices	that	I	have	chosen	to	study	are	situated	in	a	contemporary	affluent	Swedish	
context.	One	case	study	looks	into	the	experiences	of	individuals	who	have	decided	to	
have	a	“buy-nothing	year”,	while	the	other	case	study	focuses	on	individuals	who	have	
chosen	to	declutter	their	homes	–	to	get	rid	of	things	that	they	own	–	with	the	help	of	
the	 special	 KonMari	 method	6 .	 The	 focus	 in	 both	 case	 studies	 is	 on	 two	 empirical	
research	questions:			
1)	 How	 can	 sufficiency-related	 practices	 change	 the	 way	 that	 people	 view	 material	
belongings,	wants,	and	needs?		
2)	How	and	in	what	ways	can	sufficiency-related	practices	change	how	people	perform	
material	consumption?		
	
The	motivations	behind	starting	with	the	practices	as	well	as	 the	experiences	of	 the	
informants	 are	 discussed	 in	 depth	 in	 attempting	 to	 answer	 the	 overarching,	 more	
analytical,	 research	 question:	 3)	What	 can	 be	 learnt	 from	 the	 case	 studies	 about	 the	
possible	development	of	a	“sense	of	sufficiency”	among	affluent	consumers,	and	about	the	
potential	of	sufficiency-related	practices	to	become	more	mainstream?		
	
Aiming	at	further	targeting	the	more	overarching	societal	level,	I	also	ask:	4)	how	can	
planning	and	politics	facilitate	the	transition	to	a	sufficiency-oriented	society	and	way	of	
life?		
	
The	basis	for	answering	the	fourth	question	is	a	review	of	international	literature	on	
sufficiency	together	with	a	governance	case	study	aiming	to	identify	existing	obstacles	
to	and	potential	for	a	more	sufficiency-oriented	politics	at	national,	regional	and	local	
levels	in	Sweden.	The	findings	from	the	case	studies	of	the	sufficiency-related	practices	
further	 inform	 this	 question.	 Together,	 this	 material	 aims	 to	 provide	 a	 sort	 of	
“diagnosis”	of	Sweden	from	a	sufficiency	perspective	–	what	is	the	status	for	sufficiency-

																																																								
6 	Method	 developed	 by	Marie	 Kondo,	 Japanese	 tidying	 consultant	 and	 author	 of	 the	 books	The	 life-
changing	magic	of	tidying	up	(2014)	and	Spark	Joy	(2016).	
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related	politics	and	measures	today,	and	what	could	be	done	in	order	to	orient	Swedish	
society	more	towards	sufficiency?		
	
	
 
1.5 Longing for something else: consumption fatigue and critique  
  
Our	 relation	 to	 consumption	 is	 understandably	 both	 manifold	 and	 complex,	 as	 it	
touches	on	many	areas	that	are	deeply	human.	As	Jackson	(2005a)	states,	we	consume	
in	order	to	communicate	with	others,	to	nourish	ourselves	and	fulfil	basic	human	needs,	
to	express	our	identity	and	belonging	to	certain	groups	and/or	to	distance	ourselves	
from	others.	And	 the	most	 important	aspect	 regarding	our	 consumption	of	material	
goods	is	not,	according	to	Jackson,	its	actual	functionality,	but	rather	the	meaning	we	
seek	to	pursue	through	it	(Jackson,	2005a).	Furthermore,	how	we	choose	to	practice	
consumption	 is	 a	 complex	 combination	 of	 habits,	 infrastructure,	 practices	 and	
convenience	(Jackson,	2005b;	Mont	et	al.,	2013;	Sanne,	2002;	Shove,	2003).		
	
As	 part	 of	 a	 society	 where	 we	 are	 taught	 to	 attach	 all	 these	 different	 values	 to	
consumption	 and	 where	 we	 are	 constantly	 addressed	 as	 consumers	 rather	 than	
individuals,	citizens	or	communities,	it	is	perhaps	no	surprise	that	our	relationship	with	
consumerism	and	its	mechanisms	is	complex	as	well.	On	the	one	hand,	people	seem	to	
never	get	 tired	of	 consuming.	 In	Sweden,	 the	past	 few	years	have	 seen	a	 significant	
increase	in	shopping	during	Black	Friday	(or	Black	Week)	in	November,	as	this	concept	
has	gradually	become	introduced	in	Sweden	(Svensk	Handel,	2018),	and	according	to	a	
report	 from	 the	 Centre	 for	 Consumer	 Research	 at	 Gothenburg	 University,	 Swedish	
consumption	increased	by	16.2%	between	2010	and	2017	(measured	in	fixed	prices)	
(Roos,	 2018).	 But	 there	 are,	 on	 the	 other	 hand,	 movements	 that	 point	 in	 another	
direction:	towards	a	trend	of	less	focus	on	the	materialistic	and	a	sense	of	consumption	
fatigue,	as	well	as	a	growing	critique	directed	at	the	consumerist	society.	Every	year	at	
the	same	time	as	Black	Friday	there	is	a	“Buy	Nothing	Day”	campaign,	started	by	the	
anti-consumerist	 magazine	 AdBusters	 and	 driven	 by	 NGOs	 and	 citizens	 in	 various	
countries.	The	campaign	encourages	people	to	refrain	 from	consuming	during	Black	
Friday,	and	further	aims	to	encourage	reflection	on	our	consumption	habits	and	the	
consequences	 of	 our	 consumption	 (Buy	 Nothing	 Day	 UK,	 2017).	 In	 Sweden,	 this	
questioning	of	the	consumerist	logic	and	our	way	of	shopping	is	increasingly	gaining	
more	 attention,	 and	 the	 discussion	 about	 the	 severe	 social	 and	 environmental	
consequences	of	our	over-consumption	was	very	present	both	in	the	news	media	and	
the	cultural	debate	around	Black	Friday	in	November	2018	(see	for	example	Andersson	
et	al.,	2018;	Bränström,	2018;	Yttergren,	2018).	Further,	 the	Swedish	NGO	Medveten	
Konsumtion	 (“Conscious	 Consumption”),	 which	 speaks	 officially	 on	 behalf	 of	 Buy	
Nothing	Day	in	Sweden,	noted	a	higher	interest	than	usual	in	the	event	in	November	
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2018	 (interview,	 civil	 society	 representative),	 and	 the	 Buy	 Nothing	 Facebook	 event	
“Black	Friday	–	I	don’t	buy	it!”	created	by	the	Swedish	Society	for	Nature	Conservation	
had	more	than	38	000	attending	“participants”	(Naturskyddsföreningen,	2018).	2018	
also	 saw	 a	 general	 upsurge	 in	 engagement	 in	 the	 climate	 change	 issue	 in	 Sweden,	
accompanied	by	stronger	demands	for	political	action	to	tackle	the	challenge.	The	idea	
of	refraining	 from	consumption	 for	a	 longer	period	of	 time	 is	also	gaining	 increased	
attention	and	interest,	reflected	for	example	in	Facebook	groups	promoting	voluntary	
simplicity,	or	blogs	about	the	experience	of	practicing	a	buy-nothing	year	(see	more	in	
chapter	4).	
	
Drawing	 on	 the	 attractiveness	 of	 simplicity,	 it	 can	 also	 be	 found	 in	 the	 rising	 “slow	
movement”,	promoting	 the	 reappreciation	of	 a	 slower	pace	of	 life,	 e.g.	 through	slow	
food	and	slow	travel	(see	for	example	Slow	Food;	The	Slow	Movement).	It	might	also	be	
argued	that	there	is	an	air	of	sophistication	around	the	simple	in	today’s	popular	culture	
where	 the	 urban	 hipster	 culture	 is	 “returning	 to	 the	 roots”	 (although	many	 would	
probably	argue	that	it	is	mostly	for	show)	and	the	simple,	“original”	way	of	life	is	often	
portrayed	as	 something	 to	aspire	 to	 in	various	 lifestyle	magazines	 (see	 for	example	
Kinfolk	magazine).	This	is	however	a	certain	kind	of	simplicity,	one	that	perhaps	may	
not	be	so	simple	after	all,	but	on	the	contrary	exclusive	and	difficult	to	reach	–	often	
implying,	for	example,	the	possibility	to	work	from	home	(and	the	technology	to	do	so),	
a	 certain	 income	 and	 job	 as	well	 as	 flexibility.	 The	 same	 can	 also	 be	 said	 about	 the	
growing	interest	in	minimalism.	At	the	other	end	of	the	scale,	there	is	the	possibility	of	
growing	organic	vegetables	in	one’s	own	garden	and	striving	for	more	self-sufficiency	
(which	might	not	be	considered	“simple”	in	regards	to	the	work	needed	to	pursue	it,	
but	still	functions	as	a	picture	of	the	simple	life).	The	aspirations	for	a	simpler	way	of	
life	 seem	 to	 become	 increasingly	 present	 in	 the	 stressful	materialistic	 society,	 also	
visible	in	the	strong	interest	in	activities	such	as	yoga	and	mindfulness	and	the	growing	
new	trend	of	“forest	bathing”	(Sherwood,	2019).		
	
This	can	further	be	illustrated	by	a	growing	interest	in	“decluttering”	–	getting	rid	of	
stuff	 from	one’s	home,	wardrobe	and	storage	areas	 -	 spreading	 through	 the	affluent	
societies	of	 the	global	North.	The	wave	of	suggestions	on	YouTube,	on	blogs	and	on	
social	as	well	as	in	traditional	media	about	how	to	save	the	things	that	matter	and	throw	
out	the	rest	is	constantly	growing		(see	for	example	Becker,	n.d.;	The	Minimalists).	The	
KonMari	 method,	 a	 special	 decluttering	 method	 invented	 by	 the	 Japanese	 tidying	
consultant	Marie	Kondo	 (Kondo,	2014)	 is	 increasingly	 gaining	 new	practitioners	 all	
over	the	world,	many	inspired	by	the	recent	Netflix	series	Tidying	up	with	Marie	Kondo	
(Netflix,	2019).		
		
This	growing	interest	in	decluttering	points	to	a	more	overall	longing	to	let	go	of	many	
of	the	things	one	has	gathered	through	life.	It	is	a	trend	that	can	be	seen	as	an	important	
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part	 of	 a	 general	 upgrading	 of	 sufficiency	 as	 a	 value,	 considering	 how	 it	 focuses	on	
getting	rid	of	stuff	that	is	of	no	real	importance	to	us	–	stuff	that	does	not	fulfil	any	need.	
There	is	of	course	the	risk	that	many	people,	once	they	have	decluttered,	will	use	the	
extra	 space	 gained	 only	 as	 an	 excuse	 to	 fill	 it	 with	 new	 stuff.	 But	 there	 is	 also	 the	
possibility	that	people	-	once	they	have	cleared	out	things	that	have	not	been	used	for	
years	 from	 their	 cupboards,	 wardrobes	 and	 storage	 spaces	 –	 experience	 a	 sense	 of	
freedom	that	they	want	to	hold	on	to,	and	therefore	think	more	carefully	about	whether	
they	really	need	the	next	 thing	they	 feel	 the	urge	to	buy.	 If	 they	do	think	twice,	 this	
decluttering	trend	might	be	one	possible	entry	point	towards	more	sufficient	ways	of	
consuming	and	living.		
	
	
	
1.6 Situating the research  
	
This	 thesis	 builds	 on	 various	 fields	 of	 study	 such	 as	 political	 ecology,	 degrowth,	
sustainable	consumption,	planning	and	politics	for	sustainability	and	consumer	culture	
studies.	This	section	provides	a	short	introductory	overview	of	the	fields	of	research	in	
which	this	thesis	is	situated,	before	the	introduction	of	the	theoretical	positioning	and	
framework	in	the	next	chapter.	
	
	
	
Political ecology and environmental justice 
	
Within	 the	 political	 ecology	 field	 and	 the	 growing	 debate	 on	 degrowth,	 the	
consequences	 of	 over-consumption	 and	 its	 related	 waste	 is	 something	 that	 is	
problematized	 and	 analysed.	 Over-consumption	 is	 discussed	 in	 regard	 both	 to	 the	
ecological	and	social	effects	of	production	and	to	the	socio-environmental	conflicts	that	
often	arise	in	relation	to	the	extractivist	activities	and	monocultures	upon	which	our	
consumption	relies.	Martinez-Alier	(2002)	and	others	have	shown	how	extraction	of,	
for	example,	minerals	and	fossil	fuels	very	often	brings	high	social	and	ecological	costs	
for	 indigenous	peoples	and	 small-scale	 farmers	who	make	 their	 livelihood	 from	 the	
territory	being	exploited.	Poisoning	of	 the	 soil	 and	groundwater,	deforestation,	 land	
grabbing	 and	 forced	 displacements	 of	 communities	 are	 some	 consequences.	 The	
extraction	of	natural	resources	needed	to	sustain	the	consumption	of	material	goods	in	
affluent	societies	thus	often	becomes	a	matter	of	life	and	death	for	the	people	living	off	
the	 land	 under	 considerably	 less	 affluent	 conditions,	 and	 conflicts	 arise	 from	 their	
efforts	to	reclaim	their	rights	(Guha	&	Martinez-Alier,	1997;	Martinez-Alier,	2002).	Such	
socio-environmental	 conflicts	 illustrate	 very	 clearly	 that	 not	 only	 is	 sufficiency	 a	
question	of	 justice	when	 it	comes	to	how	much	“space”	 the	 individuals	 in	 the	Global	
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North	need	 in	order	to	sustain	our	consumption-level	and	 lifestyle,	but	also	when	 it	
comes	 to	 the	 human	 rights	 of	 those	 groups	 and	 individuals	 that	 are	 losing	 their	
livelihood	due	to,	for	example,	poisoned	water	or	soil	related	to	extraction	of	resources,	
or	 indigenous	 groups	 losing	 their	 traditional	 territories	 to	 oil	 companies	 without	
compensation	(Temper	et	al.,	2015).	Over-consumption	can	in	this	way	be	seen	as	an	
issue	 of	 justice	 in	 regard	 both	 to	 a	 more	 abstract	 (environmental)	 space	 and	 to	 a	
concrete	place.	These	 conflicts,	described	 in	 the	 literature	on	environmental	 justice,	
also	 show	 the	 importance	 of	 the	 power	 dimensions	 that	 are	 at	 play	 behind	 global	
production	and	consumption	patterns	and	that	are	the	focus	of	analysis	within	the	field	
of	political	ecology.	This	field	politicizes	ecology,	both	by	criticizing	the	inequalities	and	
power	 distributions	 of	 the	 current	 political	 and	 economic	 system	 and	 by	 providing	
alternative	 solutions	 to	 socio-environmental	 conflicts	 (EJOLT,	 2013;	 Paulson,	 2014).	
Paulson	underlines	the	focus	on	power	in	the	field	of	political	ecology,	and	argues	that:	
	

Political	 ecology’s	 multi-scale	 analysis	 of	 power	 and	 politics,	 together	 with	 its	
awareness	of	the	magnitude	of	variation	in	human-environment	relations,	are	vital	
arms	 in	 the	 struggle	 to	 decolonize	 imaginations	 confined	 to	 business	 as	 usual	
(Paulson,	2014,	p.	48).	

	
This	 quote	 highlights	 the	 importance	 of	 departing	 from	 a	 political	 ecology	 and	
environmental	justice	foundation	when	addressing	the	business-as-usual,	in	this	case	
primarily	the	consumerist	culture	and	society.	It	helps	to	maintain	a	focus	on	the	power	
dimension,	and	exploring	sufficiency	from	this	perspective	may	thus	be	claimed	to	be	
yet	 another	 tool	 in	 the	 struggle	 to	 decolonize	 our	 imagination	 by	 providing	 an	
alternative	imaginary.		
	
	
	
Sufficiency, simplicity and minimalism  
	
In	recent	years,	the	concept	of	sufficiency	has	been	increasingly	highlighted	as	being	of	
relevance	 in	 discussions	 about	 sustainable	 ways	 of	 life	 and	 consumption	 (see	 for	
example	Boulanger,	2010;	Heindl	&	Kanschik,	2016;	Lorek,	2018;	Spangenberg	&	Lorek,	
2019).	 The	 perspectives	 used	 to	 look	 at	 it	 vary	 however,	 from	 being	 focused	 on	
sufficiency	 as	 a	 voluntary	 individual	 lifestyle	 (Heindl	 &	 Kanschik,	 2016;	 Schäpke	 &	
Rauschmayer,	 2014;	 Speck	 &	 Hasselkuß,	 2015)	 to	 being	 treated	 as	 an	 overarching	
ruling	 principle	 (Princen,	 2005;	 Sachs,	 2015)	 or	 framed	 as	 concrete	 political	
suggestions	for	a	sustainable	society	(Rijnhout	&	Mastini	(eds.),	2018;	Schneidewind	&	
Zahrnt,	2014).	These	different	framings	and	the	respective	definitions	of	sufficiency	will	
be	 treated	 further	 in	 chapter	 2,	 where	 some	 of	 the	 core	 elements	 of	 a	 politics	 for	
sufficiency	are	also	presented.		
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Related	to	the	individual	framing	of	sufficiency,	and	more	common	than	it,	has	been	to	
bring	forward	the	idea	of	voluntary	simplicity	–	an	idea	of	“a	way	of	life	that	rejects	the	
high-consumption,	materialistic	 lifestyles	 of	 consumer	 cultures	 and	 affirms	 what	 is	
often	just	called	‘the	simple	life’	or	‘downshifting’”	(The	Simplicity	Collective,	n.d.).	In	
many	ways,	voluntary	simplicity	builds	on	the	logic	of	sufficiency	as	a	central	concept,	
as	it	embraces	a	lifestyle	of	a	minimally	sufficient	material	standard	of	living	as	well	as	
minimal	consumption.	 It	 is	also	about	“reimagining	 ‘the	good	 life’”	 through	directing	
more	time	and	energy	towards	pursuing	non-materialistic	sources	of	satisfaction	and	
meaning”	 (Alexander,	 2015a,	 p.	 133).	 A	 significant	 amount	 of	 research	 has	 been	
conducted	in	recent	years	on	voluntary	simplifiers	and	the	motivations	behind	such	a	
lifestyle	(see	for	example	Alexander	&	Ussher,	2012;	Etzioni,	2007;	Sandlin	&	Walther,	
2009).	 Based	 on	 their	 study	 of	 voluntary	 simplifiers	 in	 Israel,	 Zamwel	 et	 al.	 (2014)	
argue	 that	 voluntary	 simplifiers	 constitute	 a	 clear-cut	 case	 of	 individuals	 practicing	
political	consumerism,	and	as	such	can	contribute	to	the	understanding	of	alternative	
ways	of	exerting	political	influence.	Even	though	they	often	act	individually,	they	have	
political	motivations	 behind	 their	 choices,	 as	well	 as	 a	wish	 for	 a	 political	 outcome	
(Zamwel	et	al,	2014).	One	important	element	of	voluntary	simplicity,	especially	among	
individuals	living	in	more	rural	settings,	is	self-sufficiency	–	attempting	to	provide	for	
oneself	in	terms	of	food	and	energy.	Sufficiency	and	simplicity	often	seem	to	be	used	
almost	 interchangeably	 when	 it	 comes	 to	 lifestyle	 choices	 (self-sufficiency	 is	 not,	
however,	to	be	equated	with	sufficiency).	When	discussing	changes	at	a	more	structural	
level	however,	sufficiency	is	more	common.		
	
Another	 form	of	simple(r)	 living,	minimalism,	has	also	attracted	academic	attention.	
Rodriguez	(2018)	has	studied	the	elements	of	critique	against	consumerism	within	the	
US	minimalist	movement,	and	concludes	that	although	minimalists	provide	important	
critical	 discussions	 and	 a	 rejection	 of	 “the	 desire-producing	 machine	 of	 consumer	
capitalism”	(Rodriguez,	2018,	p.	294),	the	individual	minimalist	practice	in	its	current	
manifestation	cannot	be	seen	as	the	collective	radical	political	action	needed	to	actually	
challenge	 “the	 dominance	 of	 US	 consumer	 capitalism”	 (ibid).	 A	 study	 of	 Polish	
minimalist	 bloggers	 shows	 an	 absence	 of	 anti-consumerist	 ideals	 and	 moral	
motivations	 (such	 as	 solidarity	with	 others	 or	 environmental	 concerns)	within	 this	
group,	 instead	 focusing	 on	 personal	 motives	 for	 their	 minimalist	 practice	 and	
proclaiming	liberation	from	an	excess	of	things	in	order	to	live	a	peaceful	and	happy	life	
(Zalewska	&	Cobel-Tokarska,	2016).	When	 it	comes	to	research	on	decluttering,	and	
specifically	the	KonMari	method,	there	are	still	very	few	studies	published	on	the	topic.	
Worth	mentioning	 is	a	phenomenological	study	by	Lee	(2017)	examining	the	role	of	
happiness	in	the	KonMari	process	(Hsin-Hsuan	Meg	Lee,	2017)	and	an	investigation	by	
Khamis	 (2019)	 of	 that	which	 she	 calls	 “the	 aestheticization	 of	 restraint”	 present	 in	
decluttering	trends	exemplified	by	the	KonMari	method	(Khamis,	2019).	
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Sufficiency and sustainable consumption 
	
Considering	 how	 deeply	 entrenched	 consumerism	 is	 in	 society	 and	 culture	 -	 not	 to	
speak	of	in	the	global	economy	-	it	is	not	strange	that	the	research	field	of	sustainable	
consumption	 spans	 over	 many	 different	 perspectives	 on	 and	 explanations	 to	 our	
current	 unsustainable	 consumption	 behaviour	 (mainly	 in	 the	 affluent	 world):	
structural	obstacles	such	as	the	constant	focus	on	economic	growth	and	consumption	
as	a	driver	of	it	(Cohen,	2005;	Sanne,	2002;	Schor,	2005a),	unsustainable	consumption	
patterns	 as	 constituted	 by	 practices	 and	 habits	 (Røpke,	 2009;	 Shove,	 2010),	 limited	
possibilities	 of	 acting	 in	 accordance	 with	 pro-environmental	 values	 due	 to	 lack	 of	
alternative	 systems	 of	 provision	 (Seyfang,	 2011;	 Spaargaren,	 2003),	 a	 consumerist	
culture	 that	 shapes	 our	 wants	 and	 perceived	 needs	 (Moisander	 et	 al.,	 2010;	 Solér,	
2018),	 materialistic	 values	 (Richins,	 2013)	 and	 psychological	 barriers	 such	 as	 self-
interest	 and	 lack	 of	 pro-environmental	 values	 (Bamberg	&	Möser,	 2007;	 Steg	 et	 al.,	
2014).	No	matter	the	approach	or	perspective	to	sustainable	consumption,	there	is	a	
consensus	within	the	field	that	our	consumption	patterns	urgently	need	to	change,	both	
on	an	individual	and	on	a	societal	(local	and	global)	level.	The	views	on	how	and	in	what	
ways	those	changes	are	best	made	differ,	however.	One	basic	distinction	is	that	between	
what	are	 respectively	 called	 “weak”	and	 “strong”	 sustainable	 consumption	 (Fuchs	&	
Lorek,	 2005).	 Lorek	 &	 Spangenberg	 (2014)	 have	 defined	 weak	 sustainable	
consumption	as	an	approach	 focused	on	 technology	and	 the	market,	not	addressing	
overconsumption	 or	 the	 physical	 limits	 of	 the	 economy.	 In	 contrast,	 the	 strong	
sustainable	consumption	perspective	specifically	addresses	the	issue	of	affluence	and	
the	level	of	consumption	of	resources,	and	also	points	out	the	limits	to	growth	of	the	
economy	 (Lorek	 &	 Spangenberg,	 2014).	 This	 strong	 sustainable	 consumption	
perspective	is	what	is	of	interest	in	discussions	about	sufficiency	and,	consequently,	for	
this	 thesis.	 Recent	 years	 have	 also	 seen	 calls	 for	 the	 introduction	 of	 “sustainable	
consumption	corridors”,	a	sustainable	consumption	criteria	defined	by	minimum	and	
maximum	standards	for	consumption	(Di	Giulio	&	Fuchs,	2014).	
	
A	lot	of	the	literature	on	sustainable	consumption	has	traditionally	been	focused	on	the	
individual	psychological	perspective	which	departs	from	the	changing	of	attitudes	and	
values	of	individuals.	This,	in	turn,	is	then	supposed	to	lead	to	changed,	i.e.	more	pro-
environmental,	 behaviour	 among	 these	 individuals.	The	 individualistic	 perspectives,	
including	theories	of	planned	behaviour	(Ajzen,	1991)	and	the	focus	on	drivers	of	pro-
environmental	behaviour	(Bamberg	&	Möser,	2007;	Steg	et	al.,	2014)	can	provide	an	
understanding	of	the	complex	interplay	of	norms,	attitudes,	values	and	behaviour	when	
it	 comes	 to	 what	 might	 motivate	 pro-environmental	 behaviour	 in	 an	 individual.	
Bamberg	and	Möser	(2007)	show	the	complexity	of	determining	this	motivation,	as	it	
is	a	mixture	of	pro-social	concern	and	of	self-interest,	often	correlated	with	feelings	of	
guilt.	They	conclude	that	knowledge	is	not	a	sufficient	(albeit	necessary)	precondition	
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for	developing	pro-environmental	norms	and	attitudes	(Bamberg	&	Möser,	2007).	This	
gap	between	knowledge	and	action	as	well	as	between	values/attitudes	and	action	has	
been	 repeatedly	 pointed	 out	 by	 researchers	 (see	 for	 example	 Eckhardt	 et	 al.,	 2010;	
Jackson,	 2005b;	 Kollmuss	 &	 Agyeman,	 2002)	 and	 is	 one	 reason	 to	 claim	 that	 the	
individual	perspective	does	not	suffice	when	it	comes	to	explaining	why	we	continue	
on	our	unsustainable	path.	The	perspective	of	individual	behaviour	and	choice	has	also	
been	criticized	for	isolating	the	individual	from	the	social	context,	for	example	by	Shove	
(2010),	who	argues	that	it	is	not	enough	to	focus	on	behaviour	change	if	one	wants	to	
address	the	need	for	societal	change	(Shove,	2010).		
	
Recognizing	the	need	for	analysing	the	consumer	in	a	wider	social	context,	the	research	
field	of	sustainable	consumption	has	over	time	also	developed	to	put	more	emphasis	on	
the	 consumerist	 culture,	 as	 well	 as	 on	 the	 intricate	 social	 practices	 that	 together	
constitute	our	behaviour.	The	field	of	social	practice	theory	helps	to	widen	the	view	of	
the	consumer,	transforming	individual	consumers	into	“carriers	of	practice”	when	the	
social	practices	are	put	at	the	centre	of	attention	(Shove,	2010,	p.	1279).	This	serves	to	
ground	the	theory	in	the	day-to-day	reality	of	actual	consumers	(Keller	et	al.,	2016)	and	
also	to	show	that	practices	precede	individuals	both	logically	and	historically	and,	in	a	
way,	also	“recruit	practitioners”	(Røpke,	2009,	p.	2493).	
	
Broadening	 the	 picture,	 the	 literature	 on	 consumer	 culture	 demonstrates	 how	
consumers	and	their	identities	are	shaped	by	the	context	around	them,	by	consumerist	
culture	and	marketing	(see	for	example	Markkula	&	Moisander,	2012;	Moisander	et	al.,	
2010;	Solér,	2018).	The	cultural	perspective	offers	insight	into	why	knowledge	about	
environmental	consequences	seldom	is	enough	to	change	one’s	consumption	patterns.	
In	a	study	of	consumers	in	eight	different	countries,	Eckhardt	et	al.	(2010)	showed	that	
consumers	 find	different	ways	of	 justifying	their	 lack	of	ethical	consumer	behaviour,	
suggesting	 that	 neither	 information	 about	 the	 (un)ethical	 nature	 of	 purchases	 nor	
moral	 appeals	 to	 behaviour	 change	 are	 effective	 measures	 in	 bringing	 about	 anti-
consumption	of	unethical	brands	or	products	(Eckhardt	et	al.,	2010).	Consumers	find	
ways	to	rationalize	away	their	personal	responsibility	for	their	choices	as	consumers	
by	-	quite	easily,	it	seems	-	disconnecting	attitudes	from	behaviour.	One	such	mode	of	
rationalization	especially	common	in	social	democracies	such	as	Sweden	and	Germany	
is,	according	to	Eckhardt	et	al.,	a	form	of	“institutional	dependency”	–	to	claim	a	lack	of	
individual	 responsibility	 by	 referring	 to	 the	 responsibility	 of	 governments	 and	
authorities	to	only	allow	that	which	is	considered	as	ethical	and	“approved”	consumer	
choices	(Eckhardt	et	al.,	2010).	This	suggests	that	there	might	be	substantial	room	for	
improvement	when	it	comes	to	government	regulations	in	this	area.	
	
The	 debate	 surrounding	 sustainable	 consumption	 and	 political	 consumerism	 has	
placed	much	responsibility	on	the	individual	consumer	to	make	sustainable	and	ethical	
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choices.	 Critics	 have	 argued	 that	 too	 much	 responsibility	 and	 guilt	 are	 put	 on	 the	
individual,	 whose	 “green	 choices”	 are	 somehow	 expected	 to	 make	 up	 for	 the	
unsustainability	of	the	whole	chain	of	production	(Seyfang,	2011).	It	is	also	seen	as	part	
of	a	larger	process	of	individualising	and	depoliticising	the	issue	of	sustainability,	by	
turning	citizens	into	consumers	whose	main	(or	only)	way	of	influence	is	through	what	
they	purchase	 (Hult	&	Bradley,	2017;	Soneryd	&	Uggla,	2015).	However,	 the	urgent	
need	 for	active	political	decision-making	 that	 can	 facilitate	 sustainable	 consumption	
and	production	does	not	render	meaningless	(nor	apolitical)	 the	political	choices	an	
individual	consumer	can	take.		Stolle	and	Micheletti	(2013)	underline	how	the	collective	
element	 of	 political	 consumerism,	 i.e.	 the	 mobilisation	 of	 consumers	 and	 NGOs	 in	
political	campaigns	against	corporations,	 is	 	a	very	 important	 factor	 in	regard	to	the	
effectiveness	 of	 the	 practice	 and	 its	 political	 agency,	 and	 Bossy	 (2014)	 argues	 that	
within	the	social	movement	of	political	consumerism,	consumption	is	seen	not	only	as	
a	target	for	criticism	but	also	as	a	tool	for	social	change	(Bossy,	2014).	Tapping	into	this	
debate,	it	is	inevitable	that	a	discussion	on	consumer	behaviour	and	how	to	change	it	
raises	questions	about	the	individual	responsibility	of	the	consumer	within	a	system	
that	 encourages	 insatiable	 material	 consumption.	 One	 such	 question	 is	 how	 much	
“agency	of	sufficiency“	the	individual	consumer	has	–	or	can	be	expected	to	have	-	when	
faced	with	 structural	 obstacles	 such	 as	 planned	 obsolescence	 of	 products,	 constant	
demands	 to	upgrade	 technology,	 absence	 of	 opportunities	 to	 shop	second-hand	 but	
presence	of	a	wide	array	of	opportunities	to	buy	new	stuff,	and	constant	exposure	to	
advertisements	 both	 in	 the	 physical	 space	 and	 in	media.	 Other	 important	 questions	
being	raised	are	to	what	extent	these	structures	-	based	on	a	logic	radically	different	
from	that	of	sufficiency	-	can	be	challenged	by	consumers	and,	further,	if	it	really	is	the	
individuals’	responsibility	to	change	them.	These	questions	will	be	further	addressed	
in	chapter	2.		
	
	
	
Well-being and thinking sufficiency in planning 
	
Parallel	to	the	research	on	sustainable	consumption	and	political	consumerism,	there	
is	also	some	research	on	what,	other	than	political	(ecological	and	social)	motives	and	
arguments,	might	work	in	order	to	frame	anti-consumerism	as	a	realistic	and	attractive	
alternative	to	today’s	consumerist	society.	Kate	Soper	has	written	extensively	about	the	
alternative	 hedonism	 approach	 which,	 rather	 than	 focusing	 on	 the	 negative	
environmental	and	social	consequences	of	our	way	of	consumption	in	affluent	societies,	
tries	to	highlight	the	many	pleasures	that	consumerism	deprives	us	of	in	order	to	point	
to	the	possibilities	of	rethinking	the	current	order	(Soper,	2007,	2008,	2017,	see	more	
in	chapter	2).		
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Research	focusing	on	what	we	are	deprived	of	in	a	consumerist	society	is	closely	linked	
to	research	 looking	at	how	our	subjective	well-being	 is	connected	to	 factors	such	as	
income,	 national	 GDP	 and	 materialistic	 values.	 Regarding	 the	 connection	 between	
happiness/	subjective	well-being	on	the	one	hand	(these	two	terms	often	being	used	in	
the	same	context)	and	income	on	the	other,	these	have	been	shown	to	be	connected	at	
very	 low	 income	 levels	 (i.e.	 at	 a	 low	 income	 level,	 a	 rise	 in	 income	can	 significantly	
increase	the	experienced	well-being)		(Jackson,	2009b).	Once	income	reaches	a	certain	
level,	however,	it	is	difficult	to	see	the	connection	between	the	two,	and	what	seems	to	
matter	more	than	the	absolute	level	of	income	is	rather	whether	or	not	we	have	more	
or	less	 than	those	around	us	(ibid).	Various	research	shows	that	materialistic	values	
have	a	negative	impact	on	personal	well-being	(Dittmar	et	al.,	2014;	Lee	&	Ahn,	2016),	
and	results	by	Kasser	et	al.	(2014)	suggest	that	a	decreased	focus	on	materialistic	aims	
is	 associated	 with	 an	 improvement	 of	 people’s	 psychological	 well-being	 over	 time	
(Kasser	 et	 al.,	 2014).	 Another	 example	 is	 Andersson	 et	 al.’s	 (2014)	 research	 on	 the	
connection	 between	 greenhouse	 gas	 emissions	 and	 subjective	 well-being,	 which	
supports	 the	view	 that	 consumption	 is	not	very	 important	 to	 individuals’	perceived	
subjective	well-being	once	 they	 reach	a	 certain	welfare	 level.	Their	 research	 further	
indicates	that	more	materialistic	values	tend	to	affect	subjective	well-being	negatively	
and	to	some	extent	also	correlate	with	higher	greenhouse	gas	emissions	(Andersson	et	
al,	2014).		Research	by	Lee	and	Ahn	(2016)	not	only	points	to	the	negative	relationship	
between	 materialistic	 values	 and	 well-being,	 but	 further	 highlights	 the	 positive	
relationship	between	“anti-consumption	values”	(e.g.	behaviour	motivated	by	societal	
and	environmental	concern,	low	desire	for	material	acquisitions,	and	focus	on	intrinsic	
goals	in	the	pursuit	of	happiness)	and	consumer	well-being,	suggesting	that	a	focus	on	
such	 values	 may	 be	 utilized	 to	 encourage	 pro-environmental	 behaviour	 from	 the	
perspective	 of	 public	 policy	 (Lee	 &	 Ahn,	 2016).	 Holmberg	 et	 al.	 (2011)	 examine	
practices	 that	 are	 positive	 for	 personal	well-being,	 pointing	 to	 how	several	 of	 them	
might	also	be	positive	in	regard	to	a	needed	“climate	transition”	(Holmberg	et	al.,	2011).			
	
How	to	plan	for	more	sustainable	living	and	consumption	is	being	intensely	researched	
within	the	field	of	urban	and	regional	planning.	The	focus	is	often	on	how	to	build	in	a	
more	energy-efficient	way	and	plan	for	more	sustainable	modes	of	transport	(e.g.	more	
bike	 lanes	 and	 better	 accessibility	 to	 public	 transport),	 but	 increasingly	 also	 on	
strengthening	urban	resilience	and	how	to	plan	for	communities	that	can	meet	human	
needs	in	the	long-term	in	a	sustainable	way	(Wheeler	&	Beatley,	2014).	The	discussion	
on	whether	and	how	to	limit	consumption	is,	however,	very	much	still	lacking	(Hult	&	
Bradley,	 2017),	 even	 if	 there	 is	 a	 growing	 literature	 to	 be	 found	 on	 alternative	
consumption	practices,	such	as	sharing	(Hult	&	Bradley,	2017;	McLaren	&	Agyeman,	
2015)	 and	 constructing	 new	 infrastructures	 of	 provision	 (Seyfang,	 2011).	 Thinking	
sufficiency	 thus	 brings	 with	 it	 several	 interesting	 questions	 and	 implications	 for	
planners,	 such	 as	 what	 a	 “city	 for	 sufficient	 living”	 might	 look	 like.	 It	 raises	 the	



	 26	

important	question	of	how	we	can	plan	for	cities	and	regions	to	be	attractive	even	if	
they	do	not	follow	the	commercialized	infrastructure	and	consumerist	logic	that	urban	
citizens	in	the	affluent	parts	of	the	world	are	used	to.	
	
	
	
1.7 Room for contribution 
	
The	above	brief	overview	of	 the	 fields	of	most	 relevance	 to	my	 research	provides	a	
context	within	which	to	situate	this	study.	 In	continuation	(chapter	2),	 I	will	 further	
elaborate	on	the	theoretical	framework	that	I	start	from	and	within	which	there	is	room	
for	contribution	by	expanding	the	research	on	sufficiency.		
	
One	contribution	of	this	thesis	is	the	exploration	of	possible	ways	of	attracting	today’s	
over-consumers	 to	 live	more	 sustainably	with	 arguments	 that	 go	 beyond	 ecological	
sustainability.	 Conscious	 consumers	 might	 feel	 the	 responsibility	 to	 change	 their	
consumption	 habits	 due	 to	 justice	 and	 sustainability	 arguments,	 but	 far	 from	 all	
consumers	 do.	 A	 less	 materialistic	 and	 more	 sufficiency-oriented	 lifestyle	 must	
therefore	have	more	to	offer	than	just	a	“cleaner	conscience”	in	order	to	convince	more	
people	of	the	advantages	of	such	a	lifestyle.	Similarly,	on	the	societal	level,	a	politics	that	
aims	for	an	overall	stronger	focus	on	sufficiency	in	society	needs	to	also	address	issues	
of	well-being,	welfare	and	justice	in	order	to	be	attractive	to	more	people.	As	part	of	
such	a	political	transition,	policies	and	planning	will	also	need	support	in	the	shape	of	
changed	norms	and	culture	that	can	embrace	the	main	foundations	of	sufficiency	as	a	
principle.	
	
This	 thesis	 also	 contributes	 to	 the	 current	 research	 on	 sufficiency	 and	 sustainable	
consumption	by	examining	the	practices	of	two	quite	different	groups	and	asking	what	
can	be	learnt	from	their	experiences	and	reflections	regarding	material	consumption.	
There	exists	today	somewhat	of	a	gap	in	the	literature	on	sufficient	lifestyles	between	
a	focus	either	on	the	voluntariness	of	such	lifestyles	or	on	sufficiency	“by	obligation”,	
i.e.	lack	of	economic	resources	(see	for	example	Gorge	et	al.,	2015;	Heindl	&	Kanschik,	
2016).	This	thesis	aims	to	contribute	to	bridging	that	theoretical	gap	by	identifying	the	
two	sufficiency-related	practices	as	two	different	possible	entries	into	more	sufficient	
consumption	 practices	 and	 contributes	 with	 a	 focus	 on	 intentionality	 rather	 than	
un/voluntariness.		In	this	context,	it	needs	to	be	mentioned	that	I	will	be	using	the	term	
practice	in	an	everyday	sense	of	the	word	and	not	in	the	sense	of	the	social	practice	
theory	approach	as	described	above.	
	
There	 are	 various	 studies	 about	 the	 motivations	 and	 experiences	 of	 voluntary	
simplifiers	and	those	identifying	as	political	consumers	(which	the	majority	of	the	buy-
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nothing	practitioners	of	this	study	would	most	likely	do).	What	this	study	can	be	said	
to	add	is	partly	a	focus	on	what	they	consider	to	be	the	“positive	side-effects”	of	their	
non-consumption	(i.e.	 the	consequences	that	 they	had	not	considered	or	anticipated	
before	embarking	on	their	buy-nothing	year),	and	also	in	what	ways	their	experience	
has	changed	the	way	they	view	their	needs	and	wants,	and	how	they	consume	today.	
When	it	comes	to	the	group	of	“declutterers”,	they	have	all	used	the	KonMari	method	to	
discard	their	belongings	and	declutter	their	homes.	The	KonMari	method	is	relatively	
new	as	a	phenomenon	and	I	have	only	found	a	few	studies	that	look	into	this	group	of	
individuals	or	the	practice	(Hsin-Hsuan	Meg	Lee,	2017;	Khamis,	2019),	which	makes	
this	 research	 an	 important	 contribution	 to	 what	 might	 become	 a	 distinct	 field	 of	
“decluttering	studies”.	There	are	many	aspects	of	the	method	itself	and	its	practitioners	
that	are	interesting	to	research	from	both	a	psychological	and	sociological	perspective.	
The	special	focus	of	this	study	has,	however,	been	to	look	specifically	at	whether	and	
how	 the	 KonMari	 experience	 has	 affected	 the	 practitioners’	 view	 on	 their	 material	
belongings	and	on	consumption	of	new	things,	as	well	as	whether	it	has	had	any	effect	
on	their	actual	consumption	behaviour.	Together,	the	two	case	studies	of	sufficiency-
related	practices	will	contribute	with	knowledge	about	the	development	of	a	“sense	of	
sufficiency”	among	consumers	in	an	affluent	context.	This	will	in	turn	provide	insights	
on	the	question	about	the	possibilities	for	making	sufficiency	in	material	consumption	
something	that	can	be	made	desirable	and	more	easily	attainable	for	a	larger	group	of	
people.		
	
Focusing	on	 sufficiency	 in	 regard	 to	material	 consumption	means	 leaving	 out	many	
other	areas	that	would	also	be	valuable	to	rethink	from	a	sufficiency	perspective.	It	is	
important	to	see	the	upgrading	of	sufficiency	in	regard	to	material	consumption	as	one	
piece	 of	 the	 much	 larger	 jigsaw	 puzzle	 that	 is	 the	 rethinking	 of	 an	 unsustainable	
economic	system	and	its	foundations.	In	this	sense	it	is	important	to	keep	in	mind	the	
larger	picture,	not	only	focusing	on	how	individual	motivations	for	sufficiency	can	be	
stimulated	but	also	on	how	 to	apply	 sufficiency	at	 a	 societal	 level	 through	planning,	
policy-making	and	politics.	This	 larger	picture	will	also	be	examined	more	closely	 in	
relation	to	the	attempt	to	construct	a	framework	for	a	“politics	of	sufficiency”	and,	more	
specifically,	in	discussing	the	potential	for	and	obstacles	to	such	politics	in	the	Swedish	
context.	 Besides	 contributing	 to	 the	 research	 on	 the	 motivations	 behind	 living	 a	
“simpler	life”,	a	theoretical	contribution	to	the	sufficiency	research	thus	also	involves	
the	 use	 of	 this	 framework	 of	 sufficiency	 politics	 as	 a	 tool	 for	 analysing	 the	 current	
Swedish	 politics	 by	 identifying	 both	 obstacles	 to	 a	 sufficiency-oriented	 future	 and	
potential	for	the	same,	and,	in	that	way,	trying	to	distinguish	possible	paths	towards	
such	a	future.	
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1.8 Outline of the thesis 
	
This	work	on	making	sense	of	sufficiency	starts	by	mapping	out	the	theoretical	points	
of	departure	that	will	be	used	in	the	course	of	the	thesis	in	order	to	develop	the	analysis.	
The	theoretical	positioning	in	chapter	2	not	only	covers	an	overview	of	current	work	
and	research	on	sufficiency,	but	also	further	discusses	and	develops	related	concepts	of	
importance.	The	theoretical	positioning	provides	an	in-depth	discussion	on	the	concept	
of	 sufficiency	 and	 an	 operationalization	 of	 the	 term	 in	 the	 context	 of	 this	 thesis.	
Furthermore,	it	includes	a	discussion	on	responsibility	and	justice	in	relation	to	space	
and	place	and	delves	deeper	into	the	question	of	individual	versus	structure	in	terms	of	
acting	 “sufficiently”	within	 an	 unsustainable	 structure.	 The	 theoretical	 chapter	 also	
identifies	fundamental	elements	of	a	politics	of	sufficiency	that	later	on	will	be	used	for	
discussing	sufficiency	in	the	Swedish	context.	
	
Following	the	theoretical	positioning	and	methodological	reflections	(chapters	2	and	3,	
respectively),	the	empirical	studies	of	two	sufficiency-related	practices	in	Sweden	are	
presented	in	chapter	4.	The	first	case	study	looks	into	the	practice	of	voluntary	non-
consumption	and	studies	“buy-nothing	practitioners”	-	individuals	who	have	chosen	to	
have	a	buy-nothing	year.	The	 second	case	study	 focuses	on	declutterers,	 individuals	
who	have	chosen	to	discard	some	of	their	belongings	in	aiming	for	a	more	harmonious	
and	tidy	home.	More	specifically,	the	group	being	studied	is	called	“KonMariers”,	as	they	
all	use	the	special	KonMari	method	to	declutter	their	homes.	The	findings	from	the	case	
studies	 are	 presented	 and	 described	 in	 chapter	 4,	 followed	 by	 an	 analysis	 and	
discussion	of	the	results	in	chapter	5.		
	
The	final	chapters	of	the	thesis	broaden	the	discussion	to	address	the	wider	aspects	of	
sufficiency	 in	 the	 Swedish	 context.	Here,	 the	 emphasis	 is	 on	 existing	 strategies	 and	
ongoing	 work	 at	 the	 national,	 regional	 and	 local	 levels	 in	 the	 areas	 of	 sustainable	
consumption	and	waste	prevention,	as	well	as	interviews	with	officials	and	civil	society	
representatives	working	 in	 these	areas,	with	 the	aim	of	 identifying	obstacles	 to	and	
potential	 for	more	sufficiency-oriented	ways	of	consumption	and	politics	in	Sweden.	
The	empirical	findings	from	this	governance	case	study	is	presented	in	chapter	6.	This	
is	followed	in	chapter	7	by	a	discussion	of	the	identified	obstacles	and	potentials	against	
the	 backdrop	 of	 the	 framework	 for	 a	 politics	 of	 sufficiency	 presented	 in	 chapter	 2.	
Chapter	 7	 further	 includes	 suggestions	 for	 how	 to	 orient	 Swedish	 politics	 in	 the	
direction	of	sufficiency.	The	thesis	concludes	in	chapter	8	with	a	presentation	of	the	key	
conclusions	and	contributions	of	 the	 research,	 together	with	suggestions	 for	 further	
research	on	the	topic.	
	
	
	



	 29	

2. Theoretical positioning 
	
	
	
In	 this	 chapter,	 I	 set	 the	 theoretical	 frames	 for	 the	 discussion	 around	sufficiency	 in	
practice,	 culture,	 and	 politics.	 It	 is	 a	 positioning	 that	 spans	 the	 fields	 of	 relational	
geography,	degrowth	and	political	ecology,	and	goes	into	depth	to	discuss	the	growing	
literature	specifically	dedicated	to	sufficiency.	Furthermore,	this	chapter	delves	into	the	
theoretical	 field	 of	 sustainable	 consumption	 and	 discusses	 the	 tension	 between	
individual	 agency	 and	 responsibility	 on	 the	 one	 hand	 and	 structural	 obstacles	 and	
collective	responsibility	on	the	other.	
	
To	speak	of	sufficiency	is	in	many	ways	to	speak	about	limits:	the	physical	limits	to	the	
Earth’s	capacity	to	absorb	waste	and	regenerate	resources	that	in	turn	also	limit	the	
possible	growth	of	the	economy,	our	use	of	fossil	fuels	and	other	natural	resources,	our	
consumption	of	material	 things	and	of	energy	and	food.	To	speak	of	sufficiency	 is	 to	
speak	about	 limiting	our	wants	and	curbing	our	 insatiability.	But	 there	 is	a	different	
picture:	 sufficiency	 might	 also	 be	 about	 satisfaction	 and	 about	 freedom	 -	 for	 our	
imagination	and	for	our	capacity	for	flourishing	as	humans.	This	chapter	will	deal	with	
both	 sides	 of	 this	 coin,	 and	 consequently	 discuss	 sufficiency	 in	 terms	 of	 limits	 and	
restraints	as	well	as	in	terms	of	satisfaction	and	of	reconceptualizing	“the	good	life”.		
	
After	discussing	the	more	physical	 limits	at	play,	namely	those	of	 the	Earth	 itself,	of	
human	dignity	and	of	the	economic	system,	I	explore	the	concepts	of	responsibility	and	
justice	from	the	point	of	view	of	relational	geography.	This	perspective	serves	to	bring	
nuance	to	the	language	of	power	structures	and	injustices	used	in	the	political	ecology	
discourse	 by	 pointing	 to	 the	 people	 behind	 those	 structures	 and	 the	 uncountable	
number	of	relations	that	are	at	play	in	order	to	uphold	our	unsustainable	ways	of	living.	
From	there	I	zoom	in	to	different	perspectives	on	sufficiency	as	a	principle	and	lifestyle,	
respectively,	 and	 further	 discuss	 sufficiency	 in	 relation	 to	 sustainable	 consumption.	
Last	but	not	least,	I	proceed	to	identify	some	core	elements	of	a	framework	for	a	politics	
of	sufficiency.	
	
	
	
2.1 Point of departure: Utopianism  

	
Before	 diving	 into	 the	 theoretical	 discussions	 that	 will	 eventually	 lead	 to	 an	
operationalization	of	sufficiency	within	the	scope	of	this	thesis,	a	few	points	need	to	be	
made	 in	 regards	 to	 utopianism	 and	 utopian	 thought.	 These	 concepts	 constitute	 an	
important	 foundation	 both	 for	 the	 theoretical	 positioning	 and	 the	 methodological	
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approach	of	this	thesis.	The	reason	is	that	utopianism	provides	a	method	for	decreasing	
the	 gap	 between	 what-is	 and	 what-ought-to-be	 (Levitas,	 2013),	 a	 perspective	 that	
serves	an	important	role	when	discussing	imaginaries,	questioning	business-as-usual,	
and	in	putting	the	“seemingly	impossible”	(that	is,	sufficiency)	into	practice	and	making	
it	 seem	 like	 a	 feasible	 and	 desirable	 alternative.	 This	 section	 of	 the	 chapter	 will	
therefore	serve	as	a	departure	point	for	the	upcoming	theoretical	discussions	as	well	as	
for	the	case	studies,	in	the	sense	that	it	offers	a	lens	through	which	to	view	and	approach	
the	societal	and	cultural	changes	proposed	going	forward.	
	
Since	Thomas	More	 first	coined	the	word	Utopia	 in	his	work	with	the	same	name	in	
1516,	it	has	been	a	word	charged	with	meaning.	It	has	through	time	been	associated	
both	with	portraying	imaginations	of	a	perfect	(and	therefore	unattainable)	society	and	
with	propaganda	about	a	future	proposed	by	totalitarian	regimes.	Also	in	the	literature	
on	utopianism	and	utopian	thought,	 the	meaning	of	 the	word	utopia	and	 its	use	are	
disputed	and	there	is	no	consensual	definition	of	the	term	(as	shown,	for	example,	by	
Bradley	 &	 Hedrén,	 2014;	 Levitas,	 2013).	 One	 thing	most	 people	 seem	 to	 agree	 on,	
however,	 is	 that	 it	 is	 about	 a	desire	 for	 something	 else	 than	 the	 current,	 and	 that	 to	
explore	utopian	thought	can	be	seen	as	a	way	of	not	stopping	at	the	imagination,	but	
rather	using	the	utopia	as	a	tool	or	method	for	criticizing/rejecting	the	current	ways	
and	for	working	towards	that	which	is	desired		(Bossy,	2014;	Bradley	&	Hedrén,	2014;	
Levitas,	2013;	Sargisson,	2007).		
	
Utopianism	as	a	method	invites	us	–	both	reader	and	writer	-	to	reimagine	ourselves	
and	society,	according	to	Ruth	Levitas	(2013),	who	argues	that	“the	task	is	to	imagine	
alternative	ways	of	life	that	would	be	ecologically	and	socially	sustainable	and	enable	
deeper	and	wider	human	happiness	than	is	now	possible”	(Levitas,	2013,	p.	198).	For	
Levitas,	this	imagining	is	part	of	a	method	for	setting	the	framework	of	how	we	view	
the	world	(utopia	as	ontology)	and	for	imagining	a	reconstruction	of	the	world	(utopia	
as	architecture)	(Levitas,	2013).	Hedrén	(2014)	presents	the	task	of	utopianism	today	
slightly	 differently,	 and	 twofold:	 to	 create	 hope	 –	 that	 is,	 to	 “revitalize	 the	 utopian	
impulse	and	thereby	maintain	that	 the	world	can	be	different”,	and	to	relativize	and	
criticize	those	relationships	and	principles	that	are	taken	for	granted	in	current	society	
(Hedrén,	 2014,	 p.	 59).	 Using	 utopia	 as	 a	 method	 can	 in	 other	 words	 help	 both	 in	
criticizing/	deconstructing	the	current	situation	and	in	aiming	to	imagine	and	construct	
another.	
	
Another	reason	to	work	from	a	utopian	perspective	is	that	utopianism	as	an	approach	
can	 work	 to	 transgress	 the	 borders	 between	 theory,	 political	 visions,	 practice	 and	
methods.	Sargisson	(2007)	claims	that	utopias	in	many	ways	are	political	spaces	and	
are	 embedded	 in	 larger	 political	 processes,	 suggesting	 that	 politics	 actually	 needs	
utopianism,	and	that	the	relationship	between	the	two	is	one	of	mutual	dependence.	
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Utopias,	Sargisson	argues,	“give	the	political	a	sense	of	direction”	in	the	way	that	they	
stem	 from	 a	 discontent	 with	 the	 present	 and	 gesture	 towards	 something	 better	
(Sargisson,	2007,	p.	41).	According	to	Bradley	&	Hedrén	(2014),	utopian	engagement	is	
often	motivated	by	 an	 insight	 that	 the	 current	political	 system	 lacks	 the	 capacity	 to	
seriously	deal	with	and	engage	in	alternative	possible	futures.	Bradley	&	Hedrén	argue	
that	utopianism	can	serve	to	open	the	mind	to	such	alternative	possibilities,	and	that	it	
further	serves	the	functions	of	exploring	alternative	socioenvironmental	orders,	being	
a	means	for	reflexivity	and	critique	of	the	present,	stimulating	both	the	will	to	change	
and	the	power	of	imagination,	as	well	as	transgressing	current	orders	and	structures	
(Bradley	 &	 Hedrén,	 2014,	 pp.	 9–10).	 With	 its	 supposed	 potential	 to	 stimulate	
transgression	of	what	is	perceived	as	the	boundaries	of	thought	in	a	specific	society	or	
context,	 it	might	 also	 serve	 to	 change	 understandings,	 which	 in	 turn	 can	 affect	 our	
everyday	life	as	well	as	our	goals	and	expectations	(Bradley	&	Hedrén,	2014).		
	
Levitas	describes	various	utopian	accounts,	concluding	that	“the	central	point	of	 the	
ontological	mode	is	that	the	utopian	method	necessarily	involves	claims	about	who	we	
are	and	who	we	might	and	should	be”	(Levitas,	2013,	p.	196).		This	implies	a	need	to	
make	those	claims	explicit,	through	what	Levitas	calls	the	“archaeological	mode”,	and	
then	to	develop	them	for	practice,	using	the	“architectural	mode”.	This	architecture	or	
imagined	reconstruction	is	a	form	of	critique,	but	not	in	the	commonly	known	shape	of	
negation	or	criticism.	Rather,	it	critiques	or	negates	through	conjuring	alternatives	that	
are	 positive	 proposals	 -	 for	 example	 by	 describing	 the	 social	 institutions	 of	 the	
reconstructed	 society	 -	 and	 thus	 attempts	 to	 figure	 out	 the	 “absent	 present”	 of	 the	
contemporary	society.	Levitas	argues	that	considering	the	relation	between	economy	
and	society,	 the	 reconstruction	 should	 “begin	 from	 the	kind	of	 society	we	want	and	
proceed	to	the	kind	of	economic	relations	that	will	sustain	and	support	it,	rather	than	
the	other	way	around”	(Levitas,	2013,	p.	197-198).	The	focus	is	then,	at	least	from	the	
beginning,	on	seeing	possibilities	rather	than	obstacles.	
	
When	 Levitas	 (2013)	writes	 about	 utopia	 as	 architecture	 being	 one	 element	 of	 the	
utopian	method,	 this	refers	 to	both	the	 imagination	and	the	construction	of	another,	
different	society.	Levitas	underlines	the	importance	of	the	focus	in	these	processes	not	
being	put	on	what	will	be	lost:		
	

The	desire	for	a	better	world	based	on	sustainability	and	equity	cannot	be	fostered	
by	images	of	austerity	and	what	will	be	lost,	although	undoubtedly	some	things	will.	
All	utopias	are	flawed.	The	focus	must	be	on	what	will	be	gained,	something	that	
can	be	glimpsed	in	different	ways	(Levitas,	2013,	p.	215).	

	
This	 focus	on	what	will	be	gained	 is	crucial	 in	making	utopias	or	visions	of	possible	
alternative	futures	both	credible	and	desirable	for	the	wider	public.	That	is	not	to	say,	
however,	that	we	do	not	need	to	be	aware	of	the	flaws.	Levitas	points	out	that	there	is	
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an	element	of	“necessary	failure”	in	working	with	utopia	as	a	method	in	that	whatever	
images	emerge	of	a	better	future	they	will	be	contested	and	eventually	‘fail’	-	“partly	
because	 of	 the	 limits	of	 our	 imagination,	 partly	 because	 of	 the	 limits	of	 our	 power”	
(Levitas,	2013,	p.	220).	This	is	important	to	be	aware	of,	but	even	more	so	is	keeping	in	
mind	 that	 “even	 as	 they	 fail,	 they	 operate	 as	 a	 critique	 of	 the	 present	 and	 a	
reconstitution	of	the	future”	(ibid).	Working	with	utopianism	is	working	with	a	range	
of	possible	alternative	 futures.	There	 is	no	one	perfect	picture	of	one	perfect	 future;	
rather,	different	utopias	that	can	help	us	think	about	the	world	in	different	ways	and	
help	us,	in	the	words	of	Sargisson,	“to	break	old	patterns	and	paradigms	of	thought	and	
approach	 it	 anew.	 By	 showcasing	 new	 ways	 of	 being,	 they	 can	 inspire	 or	 catalyse	
change”	(Sargisson,	2007,	p.	39),	thus	provoking	“paradigm	shifts	in	consciousness”	(p.	
37).	
	
	
	
From refusal to opening up  
	
One	important	element	of	utopia,	Levitas	argues,	is	refusal	–	“the	refusal	to	accept	that	
what	is	given	is	enough”	(Levitas,	2013,	p.	17).	She	continues	that	utopia	“embodies	the	
refusal	to	accept	that	living	beyond	the	present	is	delusional,	the	refusal	to	take	at	face	
value	current	judgements	of	the	good	or	claims	that	there	is	no	alternative”	(ibid).	This	
refusal	is	important	because	with	the	refusal	comes	the	opportunity	of	opening	up	for	
alternatives.	Refusing	to	accept	that	we	have	to	settle	with	what	is	given	is	at	the	same	
time	a	call	for	researchers	to	point	to,	and	make	credible,	those	alternatives	that	the	
ones	who	claim	that	there	are	no	alternatives	cannot	see	or	imagine.	In	other	words:	to	
decrease	the	gap	between	what	is	and	what	might	be	and	to	show	that	the	seemingly	
impossible	actually	is	attainable.	Levitas	calls	this	a	processual	ontology	of	becoming,	
both	at	an	individual	and	a	societal	level,	or	the	“ontology	of	Not-yet-being”	(Levitas,	
2013,	p.	180	(ref.	Sayer);	p.	194).	Gibson-Graham	(2008)	are	also	concerned	with	the	
importance	of	pointing	towards	that	which	might	seem	utopic,	and	they	ask	how	we	as	
academic	subjects	might	become	“open	to	possibility,	rather	than	limits	on	the	possible”	
(Gibson-Graham,	2008,	p.	614).	They	argue	that	the	choices	of	what	we	think	and	how	
we	think	about	it	are	both	ethical	and	political;	they	are	decisions	that	are	at	the	basis	
of	performing	new	economic	practices	and	performing	new	worlds	 (Gibson-Graham	
2008).	 Just	 as	Levitas	 (2013)	 invites	us	 to	rethink	both	ourselves	and	 society,	 so	do	
Gibson-Graham	(2008)	invite	researchers	and	those	located	within	academia	to	rethink	
ourselves	 as	 academic	 subjects:	 how	 do	 we	 become	 new	 and	 different	 academic	
subjects	 who	 can	 perform	 research	 that	 opens	 up	 opportunities	 for	 different	
economies?	
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Approaching	sufficiency	as	an	idea	and	practice	from	a	utopian	perspective	fulfils	many	
purposes.	It	is	a	way	of	critiquing	the	status	quo	by	presenting	a	vision	of	an	alternative	
future.	A	vision	that	is	not	without	flaws	or	issues	that	need	to	be	solved,	but	one	that	–	
in	line	with	Levitas’	(2013)	argument	-	focuses	on	what	there	is	to	gain	from	that	future,	
in	a	way	that	can	eventually	make	such	a	future	credible	and	desirable	for	many.		In	this	
thesis,	 the	 utopian	 perspective	will	 also	 be	 used	 as	 a	 lens	 to	 identify	 those	 political	
spaces	embedded	 in	 larger	political	processes	 that	 can	 “give	 the	political	 a	 sense	of	
direction”	(Sargisson,	2007,	p.	41).	
	
	
	
2.2 Limits to growth are not limits to imagination 
	
As	 stated	 in	 the	 introduction,	 this	 thesis	 departs	 from	 an	 understanding	 of	
sustainability	as	staying	within	the	planetary	boundaries	(as	defined	by	Rockström	et	
al.,	2009;	Steffen	et	al.,	2015).	How	to	more	specifically	measure	sustainability	and	the	
environmental	 impact	 of,	 for	 example,	 individuals	 and	 countries	 is	 still	 a	 contested	
issue,	 however.	 In	 the	Worldwatch	 Institute’s	 State	 of	 the	 world	 report	 from	 2013,	
Engelman	 states	 that	 the	 development	 of	 clear	 sustainability	 metrics	 will	 be	 an	
“evolutionary	process”	and	argues	that	the	concepts	of	planetary	boundaries	and	the	
Ecological	Footprint	are	the	concepts	offering	among	the	most	significant	sustainability	
metrics	devised	to	this	day	(Engelman,	2013,	p.	17).	Moore	&	Rees	(2013)	define	the	
Ecological	Footprint	as	an	estimate	of	“the	productive	ecosystem	area	required,	on	a	
continuous	basis,	by	any	specified	population	to	produce	the	renewable	resources	 it	
consumes	and	to	assimilate	 its	(mostly	carbon)	waste”	(Moore	&	Rees,	2013,	p.	40).	
According	 to	 this	 estimate,	 if	 all	 people	 on	 Earth	 were	 to	 be	 allocated	 the	 same	
productive	ecosystem	area,	each	person	would	have	1.7	global	hectares	(gha)	to	sustain	
herself	(a	global	hectare	represents	a	hectare	of	global	average	biological	productivity).	
This	is	what	Moore	and	Rees	call	the	“fair	Earth	share”	of	global	biocapacity,	and	that	is	
what	each	one	of	us	would	have	to	live	on	in	order	to	achieve	sustainability	–	by	Moore	
and	Rees	defined	as	living	“within	the	ecological	carrying	capacity	of	the	Earth”	(Moore	
&	Rees,	2013,	p.	42).	This	is	to	be	compared	to	the	present	ecological	footprint	of	the	
average	citizen	 in	Vancouver	which	 is	4.2	global	hectares	(Moore	&	Rees,	2013),	 the	
same	size	as	that	of	the	average	Swedish	citizen	(WWF,	2016).		
	
The	 Ecological	 Footprint	 works	 quite	 well	 when	 it	 comes	 to	 accounting	 for	 and	
illustrating	 the	 human	 pressure	 on	 nature.	 However,	 neither	 this	 metric	 nor	 the	
planetary	 boundaries	 framework	 takes	 the	 concern	 of	 social	 sustainability	 into	
consideration.	In	an	effort	to	do	just	that,	Raworth	defines	what	she	calls	“a	safe	and	
just	 space	 for	 humanity”	 in	 her	 model	 of	 the	 “doughnut	 economy”	 presented	 in	
collaboration	with	Oxfam	(Raworth,	2013).	
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That	model	shows	a	space	for	humanity	which	is	
limited	 upwards	 by	 the	 planetary	 boundaries	
(Rockström	et	al.,	2009)	and	 limited	downwards	
by	 human	 rights,	 which	 according	 to	 Raworth	
constitute	 the	 social	 foundation	 below	 which	
unacceptable	 human	 deprivation	 occurs	
(Raworth,	 2013,	 p.	 30).	 Raworth’s	 model	 is	 an	
attempt	 to	 show	 that	 the	 economy	 in	 itself	 is	
bounded	 both	 by	 the	 actual	 physical	 resources	
available	 and	 by	 how	 it	 is	 supposed	 to	 serve	
society.		
	
The	 concept	 of	 environmental	 space	 is	 another	
effort	to	try	to	measure	environmental	constraints.	
It	 was	 developed	 during	 the	 1990’s	 at	 the	
Wuppertal	Institute,	as	an	attempt	to	estimate	the	
“sustainable	rates	of	use	of	key	resources	such	as	
fossil	fuels,	timber,	and	fresh	water”,	which	were	estimated	globally	in	terms	of	level	of	
per	capita	consumption	(as	described	 in	Agyeman,	2013,	p.	47).	The	environmental	
space	 framework	 sets	 an	 upper	 limit	 to	 resource	 consumption,	 defining	 an	
“opportunity	space”	that	is	based	both	on	the	ecological	carrying	capacity	and	criteria	
for	equity	(Spangenberg,	2002,	p.	297).	Further,	it	communicates	the	need	for	a	social	
protection	floor	that	ensures	basic	human	rights	and	lifts	the	world’s	poor	above	the	
“dignity	 line”7	(Spangenberg,	 2014).	 Spangenberg	 (2014)	 describes	 how	 the	 “social	
protection	floor”	has	been	developed	by	ILO	and	WHO,	and	is	supported	within	the	UN	
(Bachelet,	2011).	This	presentation	of	upper	and	lower	boundaries	which	limit	human	
activity	to	a	sustainable	space	is	very	much	in	line	with	the	concept	of	the	doughnut	
economy.	 Spangenberg	 (2014)	 states	 that	 what	 he	 presents	 as	 the	 “available	
environmental	space”	is	what	Raworth	(2013)	and	Oxfam	have	named	“the	safe	and	
just	 space	 for	humanity”	 (Spangenberg,	 2014,	p.	 65).	 A	difference	 between	 the	 two	
concepts	of	environmental	space	and	doughnut	economy,	however,	is	that	the	latter	
does	not	say	anything	about	fair	distribution	of	the	environmental	resources	whereas	
this	is	inherent	in	the	environmental	space	framework.	
	
Agyeman	(2013)	argues	that	even	though	the	concept	of	environmental	space	provides	
a	crude	simplification	of	reality,	overlooking	both	historical	and	present	 inequalities	
and	variations,	 the	 concept	 “provides	a	 clear	understanding	 that	 justice,	 equity,	 and	
rights,	 and	 environmental	 limits	 are	 inseparable”	 (Agyeman,	 2013,	 p.	 48).	 This	 is	
																																																								
7	Spangenberg	(2014)	uses	the	term	linea	de	dignidad	[own	translation	from	Spanish:	dignity	line],	which	
has	been	used	 in	Latin	America	 to	describe	 the	 lower	 threshold	of	 the	environmental	 space,	 i.e.	”the	
demarcation	separating	a	dignified	life	from	one	in	misery”	(Spangenberg,	2014,	p.	63).	

Figure	1.	Illustration	of	The	safe	and	just	
space	 for	 humanity,	 adapted	 from	
Raworth’s	 model	 of	 “the	 doughnut	
economy”	(Raworth,	2013).	
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because	it	allows	equal	right	to	consumption	of	environmental	resources	for	everyone,	
within	the	planet’s	ecological	carrying	capacity.		

	
It	should	be	noted	that	the	metrics	presented	here	of	course	have	their	limitations.	They	
are	simplified	constructions	that	do	not	take	all	possible	variables	into	consideration	
and	should	therefore	not	be	seen	as	absolute	measurements	but	rather	be	used	as	tools.	
As	such,	however,	they	are	valuable	when	it	comes	to	visualizing	the	finiteness	of	the	
Earth’s	 resources	 and	 the	 unequal	 use	 of	 environmental	 resources	 in	 the	 form	 of	
productive	ecosystems	or	per	capita	consumption	of	resources.		
	
	
	
Keeping the economy within boundaries 
	
To	aim	for	a	radical	reduction	in	material	consumption	is	also	to	attack	the	very	core	of	
the	capitalist	economy	in	its	current	form:	the	objective	of	unlimited	economic	growth	
based	on	continuous	 consumption	of	 resources.	The	physical	 and	 social	 limits	of	 an	
economy’s	potential	to	grow	have	been	pointed	out	continuously	through	the	rise	of	the	
modern	capitalist	 economy,	perhaps	most	 famously	 in	 the	Club	of	Rome	report	The	
limits	to	growth	where	Meadows	et	al.	(1972)	stated	that	the	global	ecosystems	would	
probably	not	be	able	to	support	the	current	rates	of	economic	and	population	growth	
beyond	the	year	2100	(Meadows	et	al.,	1972).	Ecological	economists	such	as	Herman	
Daly	(1991)	have	long	advocated	for	an	economy	that	recognizes	and	stays	within	the	
boundaries	set	out	by	nature	and	ecosystems.	The	fields	of	bioeconomics	and	ecological	
economics	 build	 to	 a	 large	 degree	 on	 the	work	 of	Nicholas	Georgescu-Roegen,	who	
integrated	the	laws	of	physics	into	economics	(Georgescu-Roegen,	1971).	A	foundation	
here	is	the	second	law	of	entropy,	stating	that	matter/energy	itself	does	not	get	used	in	
natural	processes,	but	its	capacity	for	rearrangement	does.	Energy	itself	is	conserved	
but	its	capacity	to	do	work	is	used	up,	meaning	that	the	unlimited	growth	of	production	
and	 consumption	 based	 on	 natural	 sources	 of	 matter/energy	 that	 are	 finite	 is	 not	
compatible	 with	 the	 laws	 of	 nature	 (Bonaiuti,	 2014;	 Daly,	 1991).	 Daly	 coined	 the	
concept	 of	 steady-state	 economy,	 that	 is,	 an	 economy	 characterized	 by	 developing	
qualitatively	without	growing	quantitatively	(Daly,	1991).	Daly	(2005)	also	coined	the	
term	uneconomic	growth,	meaning	economic	growth	that	increases	environmental	and	
social	costs	more	than	it	increases	production	benefits:	"[u]neconomic	growth	occurs	
when	increases	in	production	come	at	an	expense	in	resources	and	well-being	that	is	
worth	more	than	the	items	made”	(Daly,	2005,	p.	103).	In	recent	years,	the	focus	on	GDP	
growth	 as	 the	 central	 measure	 of	 success	 for	 an	 economy	 has	 been	 increasingly	
questioned,	mainly	for	its	incompatibility	with	ecological	limits	and	in	regard to	the	lack	
of	equal	distribution	of	the	prosperity	and	well-being	of	the	occurring	economic	growth	
(see	for	example	D’Alisa,	Demaria,	&	Kallis	(eds.),	2014;	Jackson,	2009a;	Victor,	2008).		
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Advocates	 of	 degrowth	 go	 further	 than	 ecological	 economists,	 calling	 not	 only	 for	
changing	the	economy	to	one	with	smaller	throughput,	but	also	for	the	abolishment	of	
economic	growth	as	a	societal	aim	and	objective	(Kallis	et	al.,	2014).		Kallis	et	al.	argue	
that	degrowth	first	and	foremost	signifies	a	critique	of	growth,	but	that	it	further	stakes	
out	 a	 desired	 direction	 towards	 a	 future	 in	 which	 “societies	 will	 use	 fewer	 natural	
resources	and	will	organize	and	live	differently	than	today”	(Kallis	et	al.,	2014,	p.	3).	It	
is	thus	not	simply	a	question	of	scaling	down	the	economy	but	rather	a	question	of	doing	
things	differently.	Some	elements	connecting	the	diverse	 ideas	and	proposals	within	
the	degrowth	frame	are	the	criticism	of	growth	and	of	capitalism	(as	a	social	system	
requiring	economic	growth)	as	well	as	the	critique	of	GDP	and	of	commodification,	i.e.	
assigning	 monetary	 value	 to	 social	 products,	 socioecological	 services	 and	 relations	
through	the	process	of	turning	them	into	commodities	(Kallis	et	al.,	2014,	p.	4).	As	a	
frame,	Kallis	et	al.	claim	that	degrowth	is	both	criticizing	and	constructive,	proposing	
alternative	elements	 that	 could	be	part	of	 this	different	desired	direction.	Degrowth	
also	 serves	 as	 an	 umbrella	 term	 under	 which	 various	 actors	 –	 from	 academics	 to	
activists	 -	 can	 join	 forces	 in	 the	pursuit	of	 goals	such	as	reducing	 climate	 change	or	
strengthening	 democracy	 (Paulson,	 2017).	 A	 shared	 understanding	 among	 different	
advocates	of	degrowth	seems	to	be,	according	to	Paulson,	that	ideals	of	degrowth		“call	
us	 to	shift	value	and	desire	away	from	productivist	achievements	and	consumption-
based	identities	toward	visions	of	good	life	variously	characterized	by	health,	harmony,	
pleasure	and	vitality	among	humans	and	ecosystems”	(Paulson,	2017,	p.	426).		Paulson	
further	 claims	 that	 degrowth	 is	 lived	 in	 a	 “multi-sited,	 multilingual	 and	 multiform	
network”	that	supports	ways	of	life	that	are	motivated	by	desires	other	than	growth	
and	 can	 help	 such	 lifeways	 to	 thrive	 parallel	 to	 the	ways	 that	 dominate	 in	 current	
societies	(ibid).		
	
Lorek	(2014)	highlights	dematerialization	as	an	important	concept	within	the	degrowth	
vocabulary.	Dematerialization	is	connected	to	the	social	metabolism	of	an	economy	–	
the	flows	of	energy	and	resources/material	(and	related	biophysical	processes)	needed	
to	sustain	consumption	and	production	within	it	(Krausmann	et	al,	2008;	Sorman,	2014)	
-	because	it	indicates	how	much	that	metabolism	has	to	decrease.	According	to	Lorek	
(2014),	the	concept	attempts	to	tackle	current	environmental	problems	at	the	source,	
arguing	that	 these	problems	are	closely	related	to	the	actual	volume	of	material	and	
energy	 used	 for	 producing	 goods	 and	 services.	 Hence,	 reducing	 the	 material	 input	
would	lead	to	an	overall	decrease	in	the	environmental	impact.	Dematerialization	also	
responds	 to	 the	 exhaustion	of	 non-renewable	 resources	 and	 the	overexploitation	 of	
renewable	ones,	such	as	fish	stock,	timber	and	soil.	Lorek	argues	that	dematerialization	
should	not	be	confused	with	resource	decoupling,	i.e.	“reducing	the	rate	of	resource	use	
per	unit	of	economic	activity	measured	in	GDP”	which	is	generally	what	is	referred	to	
when	speaking	about	decoupling	(Lorek,	2014,	p.	84).	Some	countries	claim	to	have	



	 37	

managed	such	a	decoupling	of	their	economies8,	but	in	reality,	Lorek	points	out,	“the	
consumption	of	materials	and	carbon	in	these	countries	increases”	–	only	that	it	takes	
place	 in	 other	 countries	 from	 which	 they	 import	 their	 material	 goods	 (ibid).	
Dematerialization	 would,	 on	 the	 other	 hand,	 mean	 an	 absolute	 reduction	 in	 both	
material	and	carbon	use	(Lorek,	2014).		
	
The	 degrowth	 movement	 has	 been	 criticized	 for	 putting	 too	 much	 emphasis	 on	
economic	growth	when	calling	to	move	away	from	the	focus	on	it	(Drews	&	Antal,	2016;	
van	den	Bergh,	2010).	Attempts	have	been	made	to	put	forward	a	similar	critique	to	the	
consequences	of	the	capitalist	economy	as	the	degrowth	advocates	but	in	other	terms;	
calling	instead	for	an	a-growth	or	zero	growth	economy,	or	the	steady-state	economy	
as	presented	by	Daly	(1991)	(van	den	Bergh,	2011).	Degrowthers	are	further	criticized	
for	 being	 unrealistic	 and/or	 naïve,	 as	well	 as	 normative	 in	 their	 approach	 to	 social	
change.	In	a	special	issue	on	degrowth	of	the	Journal	of	Cleaner	Production,	Sekulova	et	
al	(2013)	respond	to	this	critique,	stating	that:		
	

[…]	some	critics	would	argue	that	the	degrowth	debate	in	the	context	of	academia	
is	rather	normative.	Staying	within	the	realm	of	the	politically	feasible	or	refusing	
to	 explore	 and	 imagine	potential	 degrowth	 tracks	 for	 the	 economy	and	 society,	
however,	cannot	be	considered	neutral,	nor	merely	analytical.	 It	 is	also	a	strong	
normative	stance	to	assume	that	growth	is	sustainable	and	desirable	ad	infinitum	
(Sekulova	et	al.,	2013,	p.	5).		

	
In	 this	 sense,	 the	 degrowth	 debate	 can	 be	 claimed	 to	 expand	 the	 limits	 of	 what	 is	
considered	politically	feasible.	In	doing	so,	it	does	not	shy	away	from	what	is	considered	
normative	 but,	 as	 Sekulova	 et	 al.	 show	 here,	 it	 also	 serves	 to	 point	 out	 the	 strong	
normative	foundations	of	a	so-called	“neutral	approach”	that	does	not	question	growth.		
	
Regardless	of	what	position	one	takes	concerning	the	importance	of	economic	growth,	
recent	 research	 in	 Sweden	 (Hagbert	 et	 al.,	 2019;	 Malmaeus	 &	 Alfredsson,	 2017)	
suggests	that	it	is	wise	to	prepare	for	a	future	without	growth	in	GDP.	Hagbert	et	al.	
(2019)	 argue	 that	 this	 is	 partly	 because	 growth	 is	 often	 taken	 for	 granted	 in	 both	
economic	and	political	discussions	about	the	future	as	well	as	in	municipal	planning,	
which	means	that	a	decline	in	the	growth	of	GDP	can	pose	risks	for	a	society	that	has	
locked	itself	into	expectations	of	continued	growth.	By	elaborating	future	alternative	
scenarios	that	instead	focus	on	meeting	strict	sustainability	targets,	Hagbert	et	al.	show	
that	 it	 is	 possible	 to	 move	 towards	 a	 sustainable	 future	 with	 maintained	 (or	 even	
increased)	well-being	in	the	population	if	values	other	than	the	current	ones	are	at	the	

																																																								
8	Lorek	mentions	Germany	and	the	US	but	Sweden	has	claimed	the	same.	This	claim	has	been	disputed	
among	 others	 by	 Hult	 (2013),	 who	 points	 out	 the	 “black-boxing”	 in	 the	 construction	 of	 a	 Swedish	
sustainability	 imaginary	 that	hides	 those	same	global	 consumption	and	production	patterns	 that	are	
mentioned	by	Lorek	(2014)	(Hult,	2013).	
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basis	of	understanding	well-being	(Hagbert	et	al.,	2019),	in	this	way	contributing	to	the	
expansion	of	what	can	be	considered	politically	feasible.		
	
	
	
Alternative visions of developments 
	
Expanding	 the	 picture,	 to	 question	 economic	 growth	 also	 means	 questioning	 the	
understanding	of	progress	and	development	that	has	been	dominating	(and	setting)	the	
international	agenda	since	post	World	War	II	(Sachs,	2000).	A	growing	so-called	post-
development	agenda	brings	forward	not	only	critiques	of	this	dominant	understanding,	
but	also	systemic	alternatives,	worldviews	and	visions	that	consider	the	well-being	of	
both	humans	and	 the	planet	 (Demaria	&	Kothari,	2017).	This	 is	 an	ongoing	process	
where	 critiques	 of	 development	 are	 being	 forwarded	 by	 academics,	 indigenous	
movements,	women’s	movements	and	local	communities	who	are	searching	for	more	
fundamental	alternatives	to	the	current	system.	Demaria	&	Kothari	(2017)	argue	that:	
	

(…)the	time	is	ripe	to	deepen	and	widen	a	research,	dialogue	and	action	agenda	
on	a	variety	of	worldviews	and	practices	relating	to	our	collective	search	 for	an	
ecologically	 wise	 and	 socially	 just	 world.	 These	 should	 be	 transformative	
alternatives	 to	 the	 currently	 dominant	 processes	 of	 globalised	 development,	
including	its	structural	roots	in	modernity,	capitalism,	state	domination,	patriarchy,	
and	more	specific	phenomena,	like	casteism,	found	in	some	in	parts	of	the	world	
(Demaria	&	Kothari,	2017,	p.	2589).		

	
Some	alternative	worldviews	that	are	brought	forward	within	the	post-development	
agenda	are	Buen	Vivir	from	indigenous	peoples	in	the	South	American	Andes,	ecological	
swaraj	 from	 India	 and	 Ubuntu	 from	 the	 Bantu	 speaking	 peoples	 of	 Africa.	 These	
worldviews	 have	 in	 common	 a	 rejection	 of	 aiming	 for	 progress	 and	 growth	 and	 a	
critique	 of	 the	 “current	 development	 hegemony”,	 instead	 proposing	 radical	 change	
from	the	local	to	the	global	and	a	diversity	of	knowledges	(Kothari,	Demaria,	&	Acosta,	
2014,	p.	366).	As	alternatives,	they	focus	on,	for	example,	harmony	with	nature,	pluri-
culturalism	and	co-existence	between	communities	(Buen	Vivir);	direct	political	and	
economic	 democracy,	 social	 well-being	 and	 justice	 and	 ecological	 sustainability	
(ecological	 swaraj);	 and	 the	 interdependence	 of	 all	 (human	 and	 non-human)	 living,	
promotion	of	 life	 and	care	 for	others	 (ubuntu)	 (Kothari	 et	 al.,	2014;	Ramose,	2014).	
Other	alternatives	within	the	post-development	critique	can	be	 found	within	radical	
feminism	and	practices	of	solidarity	economy	and	degrowth	(Demaria	&	Kothari,	2017).	
	
It	becomes	clear	from	the	above	discussion	that	the	question	of	aiming	for	sufficiency	
in	terms	of	material	consumption	can	only	be	seen	as	a	small	piece	of	the	large	puzzle	
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that	is	the	rethinking	of	the	economic	system	and	its	dependence	on	ever-increasing	
economic	growth	as	a	whole.	The	 fields	of	political	 ecology	and	degrowth	provide	a	
context	within	which	a	broader	picture	of	sufficiency	must	be	painted.	This	is	crucial,	
as	reducing	material	consumption	cannot	in	itself	solve	the	environmental	and	social	
problems	of	a	system	and	society	that	depend	upon	continuous	economic	growth	 in	
order	to	function.		
	
	
	
Limiting as liberating  
	
Discussions	 of	 limits	 and	 boundaries	 might	 bring	 about	 critical	 responses	 about	
restrictions	 of	 individual	 freedom.	 Limits	 can	 however	 also	 work	 to	 open	 up	
possibilities	and	imagination.	Sachs	(2015)	writes	about	the	double	nature	of	limits	-	
how	 limits	 act	 to	 simultaneously	 restrict	 and	 facilitate	 by	 the	way	 that	 they	 “act	 as	
constraints	only	with	respect	to	one	particular	order	of	things	but	open	up	possibilities	
with	 respect	 to	another	order	of	 things”	 (Sachs,	2015,	p.	179).	What	Sachs	 calls	 the	
“power	of	limits”	lies	in	the	way	that	“[l]imits	may	set	free	action,	because	they	foreclose	
options”,	 that	way	 helping	 to	mobilize	 energies	 (Sachs,	2015,	 p.	 180).	 Sachs	 further	
argues	 that	no	 social	or	 cultural	 limits	 can	 take	hold	without	being	 “integrated	 into	
people’s	perceptions	and	desires”,	and	that	any	debate	about	sufficiency	 is	 therefore	
bound	to	circle	around	how	productive	those	limits	are	and	how	they	might	become	
appreciated	(Sachs,	2015,	p.	186).	The	innovation	potential	of	limits	can,	for	example,	
be	 seen	within	 the	 field	 focusing	on	 so	 called	 “frugal	 innovations”,	 innovations	 that	
work	 to	 create	 “faster,	 better	 and	 cheaper	 solutions	 for	 more	 people	 that	 employ	
minimal	resources”	(Prabhu,	2017,	p.	1).	
	
In	his	work	on	trying	to	redefine	prosperity,	Jackson	(2009b)	draws	on	Amartya	Sen’s	
work	 to	 describe	 prosperity	 as	 people’s	 capabilities	 to	 flourish,	 that	 is,	 how	 well	
they	“are	able	to	function	in	any	given	context”	(Jackson,	2009b,	p.	34).	However,	these	
capabilities	are	bounded,	Jackson	notes,	both	by	finite	ecological	limits	and	by	the	scale	
of	the	human	population.	But	he	points	out	that	“this	doesn’t	mean	settling	for	a	vision	
of	prosperity	based	on	curtailment	and	sacrifice”	(ibid,	p.	35).	Instead,	he	argues	that	
considering	 that	 neither	 social	 nor	 psychological	 functionings	 are	 best	 served	 by	
materialism,	 “this	 new	 vision	 of	 prosperity	 may	 serve	 us	 better	 than	 the	 narrow	
materialistic	one	that	has	ensnared	us”	(Jackson,	2009b,	p.	36,	ref.	to	Kasser).		
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2.3 Relations of space and place: what do they mean for responsibility and 
justice? 
	
This	 thesis	 starts	 from	 an	 understanding	 of	 sufficiency	 as	 an	 idea	 that	 combines	
sustainability	and	justice,	framing	it	as	a	question	of	responsibility.	But	how	can	a	call	
for	 sufficiency	 that	 simultaneously	 calls	 for	 responsibility	 be	 explained	 in	 a	 more	
practical	 sense?	 In	order	 to	answer	 this	question,	 this	 section	 situates	 sufficiency	 in	
terms	of	space,	place,	and	relations.	
	
At	the	core	of	relational	geography	is	the	idea	that	spaces	and	places	are	relational	–	
they	are	made	up	of	relations	and	connections,	and	the	relations	that	play	out	in	them	
will	eventually	also	transform	them,	since	space	is	also	a	process	of	becoming	(Murdoch,	
2006).	Space	is	made	up	of	multiple	relations	that	intersect	in	certain	places,	potentially	
causing	conflicts	and	competition	between	the	power	hierarchies	within	each	of	those	
relations	(Massey,	1991;	Murdoch,	2006).		
	
In	her	article	about	a	“Global	sense	of	place”,	Massey	(1991)	asks	us	to	zoom	out	from	
a	 place	 as	 if	 seen	 from	 a	 satellite,	 imagining	 all	 the	 relations	 between	 people	 as	
connections	 spreading	 out	 over	 distances,	 stretching	 further	 over	 the	 planet	 and	
becoming	 increasingly	more	complex	with	time.	 	She	then	asks	us	 to	move	 in	closer	
again,	 zooming	 in	 on	 the	web	 of	 relations.	 Relations	 between	 persons	 are	 not	 only	
personal	and	social,	Massey	points	out.	They	are	economic,	political,	and	cultural,	and	
they	 all	 contain	 different	 layers	 of	 power	 and	 domination	 and	 hierarchy.	 And	 they	
stretch	out	between	us	as	they	weave	into	each	other	-	from	household	level	further	
extending	into	local	and	global	space.		Each	place,	then,	can	in	this	context	be	seen	as	a	
particular	and	unique	point	of	the	intersection	of	all	the	relations	meeting	there.	It	is	a	
capturing	 image,	 and	 it	 raises	 the	 question	of	what	all	 these	 relations	 imply	 for	 the	
people	living	their	lives	in	all	the	various	points	of	intersecting	relations	(Massey,	1991).		
	
Harvey	(1996)	emphasizes	social	processes	linked	to	relations	that	help	shape	space	
and	time:	“[t]he	social	constitution	of	spatio-temporality	cannot	be	divorced	from	value	
creation	or,	for	that	matter,	from	discourses,	power	relations,	memory,	institutions,	and	
the	 tangible	 forms	 of	material	 practices	 through	which	 human	 societies	 perpetuate	
themselves.”	(Harvey,	1996,	p.	231).	The	relations	that	play	out	between	people	in	a	
capitalist	economy	stretch	far	beyond	the	place,	Harvey	stresses,	and	in	doing	so,	they	
have	moral	implications	for	the	individuals	taking	part	in	that	economy.	In	a	capitalist	
urban	setting,	the	spatio-temporalities	of	the	consumer	and	the	producer	are	physically	
separated	from	each	other,	but	at	the	same	time	they	relate	to	one	another	through	the	
mediation	of	money	(Harvey,	1996).	The	consumption	of	goods	ties	the	consumer	to	
people	and	places	in	other	parts	of	the	world.	The	people	behind	the	goods	may	remain	
invisible	to	us,	the	consumers	in	the	global	North,	but	the	relationship	is	still	there.		
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Translated	to	the	field	of	mobility	there	is	also	a	complex	social	differentiation	of	power	
and	 control	 at	 play,	 and	 it	 raises,	 consequently,	 political	 questions	 (Massey,	 1991).	
Massey	shows	how	the	power	over	mobility	for	some	may	entail	the	entrenchment	of	
others:	
	

And	the	‘time-space	compression’	which	is	involved	in	producing	and	reproducing	
the	daily	lives	of	the	comfortably-off	in	First	World	societies	–	not	just	their	own	
travel	but	the	resources	they	draw	on,	from	all	over	the	world,	to	feed	their	lives	–	
may	 entail	 environmental	 consequences,	 or	 hit	 constraints,	which	will	 limit	 the	
lives	 of	 others	 before	 their	 own.	We	 need	 to	 ask,	 in	 other	 words,	whether	 our	
relative	 mobility	 and	 power	 over	 mobility	 and	 communication	 entrenches	 the	
spatial	imprisonment	of	other	groups	(Massey,	1991,	p.	318).	

	
Massey	suggests	here	a	need	–	or	a	responsibility	–	to	ask	about	the	consequences	that	
our	lives	have	for	those	of	others.	The	compression	of	time	and	space	that	she	mentions	
has	 not	 slowed	 down	 since	 1991-	 if	 anything,	 it	 seems	 to	 be	 accelerating	 almost	
exponentially.	 In	 this	 time	of	 constant	 information,	 there	 is	no	 longer	 any	 room	 for	
claiming	that	we	in	the	affluent	parts	of	the	world	do	not	know	how	our	food	or	clothes	
or	electronics	are	produced.	If	space	and	place	is	relational,	it	means	that	our	lives	play	
out	in	webs	of	interconnections	and	relations,	and	that	our	lives	are	dependent	on	the	
processes	of	those	interconnections	in	order	to	go	on	as	usual.	We	are	dependent	upon	
people	and	 relations	 that	 are	 invisible	 to	us	 (Harvey,	1996),	 and	 that	dependence	–	
while	 increasing	our	mobility	 –	means	 the	 spatial	 imprisonment	 of	 others	 (Massey,	
1991).	 In	 a	 later	 text,	Massey	 (2004)	 again	 raises	 the	 issue	 of	 responsibility,	 when	
arguing	that	 if	space	 is	 thought	relationally	 in	 this	sense,	 it	gets	 implications	 for	 the	
“hegemonic	geography	of	 care	and	responsibility”,	which	 is	 that	people	 tend	 to	 care	
most	for	those	who	are	closest	to	them	(Massey,	2004,	p.	9).	
	
	
	
Responsibility  
	
If	there	is	to	be	a	point	to	describing	geography	as	relational	and	a	place	as	a	‘’point	of	
intersection’’	 of	many	social,	 economic,	political,	 and	cultural	 relations,	 then	 it	must	
somehow	 hold	 consequences	 for	 our	 actions	 and	 our	 view	of	 ourselves	within	 that	
myriad	of	relations	stretched	out	in	space.	Is	there	a	way	to	make	these	social	relations	
translate	to	a	moral	personal	responsibility?		
	
Relations	imply	responsibility,	and	relational	geography	raises	fundamental	questions	
about	 responsibility	 for	 those	 relations	 that	we	depend	upon	 to	sustain	our	affluent	
lifestyles.	Harvey	exemplifies	 the	moral	 implications	of	a	 food	production	chain	that	
stretches	across	borders	in	a	globalized	society,	and	states	that	if	we	“[…]	consider	it	
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right	and	proper	to	show	moral	concern	 for	 those	who	help	put	dinner	on	the	table,	
then	 this	 implies	 an	 extension	 of	moral	 responsibility	 (and	 values)	 throughout	 the	
whole	intricate	geography	and	sociality	of	intersecting	markets”	(Harvey,	1996,	p.	233).		
	
Expanding	upon	this	moral	concern,	Young	(2011)	offers	a	suggestion	on	how	to	think	
about	 responsibility	when	 it	 comes	 to	 social	 relations	 that	 are	 stretched	 out	 across	
distance	and	 time.	 She	presents	 the	 “social	 connection	model”	of	 responsibility	as	a	
model	different	from	the	concept	of	responsibility	that	treats	blame	and	liability.	The	
understanding	of	 responsibility	 in	 the	 liability	 sense	 should,	 according	 to	 Young,	 be	
reserved	“for	persons	who	can	be	specifically	identified	as	causing	the	harm,	usually	
knowing	what	they	are	doing”	(Young,	2011,	p.	104).	The	social	connection	model,	on	
the	other	hand,	is	different	in	that	it	assigns	responsibility	to	all	those	that	participate	
in	the	processes	of	reproducing	the	structures	that	create	socially	unjust	outcomes.	The	
responsibility	 is	 then	 connected	 to	 the	 very	 participation	 in,	 or	 contribution	 to,	
processes	that	produce	and	uphold	unjust	outcomes:		
	

The	 social	 connection	 model	 of	 responsibility	 says	 that	 individuals	 bear	
responsibility	for	structural	injustice	because	they	contribute	by	their	actions	to	
the	 processes	 that	 produce	 unjust	 outcomes.	 Our	 responsibility	 derives	 from	
belonging	 together	 with	 others	 in	 a	 system	 of	 interdependent	 processes	 of	
cooperation	and	competition	 through	which	we	seek	benefits	and	aim	to	realize	
projects	(Young,	2011,	p.	105).		

	
It	 is	 important	 to	 remember	 that	 structural	 injustice	 may	 be	 on-going	 and	 many	
individuals	may	contribute	to	it	through	their	actions	without	being	to	blame	for	having	
done	anything	criminal,	illegal	or	even	morally	wrong.	In	the	words	of	Young,	“Those	
who	participate	by	their	actions	in	producing	and	reproducing	structural	injustice	are	
usually	 minding	 their	 own	 business	 and	 acting	 within	 accepted	 norms	 and	 rules.”	
(Young,	2011,	p.	106).	That	is,	they	might	not	intend	to	produce	unjust	outcomes	–	they	
might	 even	 regret	 them.	 But	 even	 if	 individuals	 are	 not	 specifically	 at	 fault	 for	
participating	 in	 the	 reproduction	 of	 these	 structures,	 that	 does	 not	 free	 them	 from	
responsibility	for	the	outcomes.	That	responsibility	is	still	theirs	(ours)	to	bear,	Young	
argues.	And	since	many	of	these	unjust	structural	processes	work	with	no	regards	to	
limitations	 from	nation-state	 jurisdictions,	 that	responsibility	 travels	across	borders:	
“An	agent's	responsibility	for	justice	is	not	restricted	to	those	close	by	or	to	those	in	the	
same	 nation-state	 as	 oneself,	 if	 one	 participates	 in	 social	 structural	 processes	 that	
connect	one	to	others	far	away	and	outside	those	jurisdictions”	(Young,	2011,	p.	142).	
	
In	 scaling	 up	 the	 social	 connection	model	 of	 responsibility	 to	work	 across	 borders,	
Young	uses	the	global	apparel	industry,	or	sweatshops,	as	an	illustration	of	a	structural	
injustice.	 At	 the	 core	 of	 an	 industry	 that	 thrives	 on	 selling	 cheap	 apparel,	 this	 is	 an	
illustrative	 example	 both	 of	 how	 our	 relations	 and	 identities	 are	 dependent	 upon	
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relations	with	individuals	very	distant	from	us	in	space	and	of	how	we	as	consumers	
contribute	to	upholding	the	structural	injustices	by	continuing	to	buy	the	apparel	from	
the	 sweatshops.	Young	 (2011)	points	 to	 the	 complexity	of	 the	production	chain	and	
how	 the	 responsibility	 (and	 the	 liability)	 for	 the	 injustices	 produced	 within	 the	
sweatshop	 industry	 is	 dispersed.	 Owners	 of	 small	 factories	 claim	 that	 they	 cannot	
afford	to	improve	the	buildings	or	let	the	workers	work	fewer	hours,	whereas	bigger	
producers	lay	the	blame	on	the	brands	for	not	being	able	to	raise	the	salaries	due	to	
high	competition,	and	states	in	turn	feel	forced	to	compete	for	companies	to	produce	in	
their	countries	(Young,	2011,	pp.	131–133).	
	
An	agent’s	position	within	the	structural	process	usually	carries	some	sort	of	potential	
for	influencing	that	process.	When	it	comes	to	unjust	global	structures	however,	Young	
points	out	that	many	individuals	who	are	relatively	privileged	by	the	system	often	have	
very	little	power	to	change	it.	But,	Young	(2011)	argues,	the	more	relatively	privileged	
an	agent	is	by	the	structural	process,	the	greater	responsibility	that	agent	has	for	taking	
action	 in	 order	 to	 undermine	 injustice.	 The	 beneficiaries	 of	 processes	 bear	
responsibility,	 and	 so	 middle-class	 clothing	 consumers	 bear	 a	 relatively	 greater	
responsibility	 to	 take	 action	 against	 injustices	 than	 do	 the	 lower-income	 clothing	
consumers,	 the	 latter	 being	 less	 able	 to	 pay	 for	 clothes	 that	 are	 produced	with	 fair	
wages.	 In	 reference	 to	 the	 more	 affluent	 consumers,	 Young	 adds	 that	 “their	 being	
privileged	usually	means,	moreover,	that	they	are	able	to	change	their	habits	or	make	
extra	effort	without	suffering	serious	deprivation”	(Young,	2011,	p.	145).	
		
One	 characteristic	of	Young’s	social	 connection	model	of	 responsibility	 is	 that	 it	 is	 a	
shared	 responsibility	 between	 the	 individuals	 participating	 in	 the	 processes	 that	
produce	unjust	outcomes.	It	is	also	a	forward-looking	responsibility	in	the	sense	that	
the	injustices	produced	through	structures	are	on-going,	and	what	is	needed	from	us	in	
order	 to	 discharge	 that	 responsibility,	 Young	 (2011)	 argues,	 is	 that	 all	 those	
contributing	to	those	structures	come	together	to	work	to	transform	those	processes	
through	collective	action.	In	working	to	undermine	injustices,	agents	(individuals	and	
organizations)	need	 to	 think	about	 their	positions	of	power	and	privilege	as	well	 as	
their	collective	ability	within	the	processes	and	how	they	best	might	influence	them.	
Shared	responsibility	for	justice	is	in	this	view	a	political	responsibility	(Young,	2011,	
p.	147).		
	
	
	
Justice 
	
In	connection	with	sustainability,	the	case	for	extending	the	scope	of	justice	to	include	
not	only	future	generations	but	also	obligations	to	the	natural	environment	and	non-
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humans	has	been	extensively	discussed.	Haughton	(1999)	suggests	five	interconnected	
equity	 principles	 that	 represent	 the	 "essential	 environmental	 justice	 dimension”	 of	
sustainable	 development	 (Haughton,	 1999,	 p.	 235).	 The	 first	 principles	 are	
intergenerational	equity	and	intra-generational	equity,	underlining	the	importance	of	
justice	 in	 relation	 to	 both	 other	 (future)	 generations	 and	 to	 all	 people	 living	 in	 the	
present	(i.e.	social	justice	here	and	now).	The	third	principle	is	geographical	equity,	or	
“transfrontier	 responsibility”,	 indicating	 that	 environmental	 problems	 travel	 across	
borders	and	that	local	policies	therefore	should	be	geared	to	resolving	global	as	well	as	
local	environmental	problems.	Haughton	further	mentions	the	principle	of	procedural	
equity,	meaning	that	regulatory	and	participatory	systems	should	work	to	ensure	that	
all	 people	 are	 treated	 in	 the	 same	 open	 and	 fair	 way	 (not	 only	 in	 regard	 to	 legal	
proceedings	but	also	 to	 the	 right	 to	 information	and	political	participation).	Finally,	
Haughton	highlights	the	principle	of	interspecies	equity,	in	which	nature	has	rights,	and	
humans	also	have	obligations	–	to	nature	and	to	each	other	–	for	example,	to	prevent	
the	degradation	of	other	species	and	ecosystems	(Haughton,	1999,	pp.	235–237).	The	
idea	of	nature	having	rights	is	gaining	increased	influence	both	in	concrete	legal	terms	
and	 as	 an	 idea	with	 potential	 to	 change	 humans’	 relationship	with	 nature	 and	 non-
humans	(see	for	example	Cullinan,	2011).	In	2010,	the	World	People’s	Conference	on	
Climate	Change	and	the	Rights	of	Mother	Earth	proclaimed	a	Universal	Declaration	of	
the	 Rights	 of	 Mother	 Earth,	 and	 there	 is	 ongoing	 mobilization	 to	 make	 the	 United	
Nations	 adopt	 it	 (World	 People’s	 Conference	 on	 Climate	 Change	 and	 the	 Rights	 of	
Mother	Earth,	2010),	and	just	in	the	last	two	years,	the	Whanganui	river	in	New	Zealand	
and	the	ecosystem	of	Lake	Erie	in	the	United	States	have	been	granted	the	same	legal	
rights	 as	 a	 person	 (Ainge	 Roy,	 2017;	 Prior,	 2019).	 There	 is	 also	 ongoing	 work	 to	
promote	legislation	against	“ecocide”	as	a	crime	against	peace,	as	one	important	step	in	
the	 process	 of	 changing	 the	 rules	 of	 the	 legal	 game	 in	 the	 direction	 of	 putting	 the	
protection	and	well-being	of	the	planet	at	centre	(Higgins,	2010,	2012).	
			
In	discussing	the	framing	of	justice	in	planning,	Campbell	(2006)	also	focuses	on	the	
link	between	rights	and	obligations,	highlighting	that	individuals	exist	in	relationship	
with	each	other	and	therefore	are	interdependent.	It	is	therefore	inappropriate	(and	
probably	 unproductive)	 to	 frame	 an	 account	 of	 justice	 in	 planning	 based	 on	
individualism	and	rights	of	liberty	(Campbell,	2006).	She	argues	that	interdependence	
is	closely	linked	to	rights,	and	moreover	to	the	obligations	that	are	associated	with	those	
rights	 and	 in	 the	 absence	 of	 which	 Campbell	 thinks	 the	 rights	 in	 themselves	 are	
meaningless:	
	

Focus	on	rights,	while	leaving	the	associated	obligations	obscured,	tends	to	foster	
passivity,	at	least	in	terms	of	a	capacity	for	collective	action:	a	preoccupation	with	
“what	I	ought	to	get,“	and	not	a	concern	with	“my	wider	responsibilities.”	The	later	
often	 implies	a	 responsibility	 that	 only	adds	up	 to	 something	meaningful	 if	 it	 is	
upheld	collectively	(Campbell,	2006,	p.	95).	
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According	to	Campbell,	the	need	for	a	justice	approach	based	on	relations	is	motivated	
by	the	fact	that	all	humans	exist	in	relation	to	one	another	–	even	if	not	all	are	the	same	
–	 and	 they	 may	 confront	 and	 experience	 common	 situations.	 Seeing	 obligations	 to	
others	 as	 intrinsically	 linked	 to	 rights	 is	 crucial	 in	 order	 to	motivate	 individuals	 to	
accept	a	 loss	of	privilege	 in	 the	aim	for	a	“higher”	common	good.	This	approach	of	a	
“higher	common	good”	also	suggests	broadening	the	scope	of	justice	beyond	those	with	
whom	we	share	 a	 common	 identity,	 applying	 the	 relational	 justice	 to	 strangers	 too.	
Here	 Campbell	 (2006)	 connects	 to	 Young’s	 (2011)	 take	 on	 responsibility	when	 she	
raises	the	question	of	whether	strangers	in	distant	lands	should	also	be	included	and	
answers	the	same	question	affirmatively	by	pointing	to	the	interconnectedness	of	social,	
economic,	political	and,	not	least,	environmental	processes	(Campbell,	2006,	pp.	100–
101).		
	
	
	
Sufficiency as shouldering responsibility  
	
The	relational	links	between	responsibility	and	justice	presented	here	bring	us	back	to	
the	question	about	who	needs	to	change	in	order	for	the	human	world	to	turn	towards	
practices	 that	 are	 more	 sustainable	 and	 just.	 Again,	 returning	 to	 Sachs’	 claim	 that	
“justice	will	be	about	learning	how	to	take	less	rather	than	how	to	give	more”	(Sachs,	
2015,	p.	174),	this	underlines	that	sufficiency	is	very	much	an	issue	about	both	justice	
and	 responsibility,	 of	 refraining	 from	 taking	 as	 an	 act	 of	 shouldering	 responsibility.	
Sachs	 further	 argues	 that	 the	 most	 important	 step	 to	 take	 in	 the	 spirit	 of	 global	
responsibility	 is	 for	 the	 “Northern	 consumer	 class”	 –	 which	 today	 occupies	 the	
environmental	space	to	an	excessive	extent	–	to	retract	from	using	other	people’s	land	
and	share	of	the	global	commons	(like	the	oceans	and	the	atmosphere)	(Sachs,	2015,	p.	
173).	This	is	also	in	line	with	Young’s	(2011)	argument	that	it	is	easier	for	the	more	
privileged	to	change	their	habits	without	the	risk	of	suffering.		
	
According	to	Young	(2011),	the	social	connection	model	of	responsibility	obliges	us	(the	
“us”	who	with	our	actions	participate	in	reproducing	structures	with	unjust	outcomes)	
to	 engage	 in	 collective	 action	 in	 order	 to	 discharge	 that	 responsibility.	 This	 is	 also	
central	in	Campbell’s	(2006)	account	of	relational	justice.	This	collective	action	can,	of	
course,	take	many	forms.	In	the	current	socio-environmental	situation,	one	such	form	
of	taking	collective	action	to	change	the	unjust	structures	is	for	people	and	consumers	
in	the	affluent	world	to	bear	the	responsibility	of	“stepping	back”	or	withdrawing	from	
the	excessive	environmental	space	that	our	lifestyles	demand,	in	line	with	Sachs’	(2015)	
suggestion	for	how	to	take	global	responsibility.	
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“Refraining	from	taking”	might	not	sound	like	a	very	revolutionary	or	transforming	act,	
but	here	it	is	important	to	reconnect	with	Harvey’s	(1996)	view	of	values	as	inherent	in	
socio-spatial	processes.	He	underlines	the	importance	of	articulating	values	in	order	to	
produce	emancipatory	change.	If	we	are	to	succeed	in	the	“quest	for	socio-ecological	
and	 political-economic	 change”,	Harvey	 argues,	 then	we	 need	 to	 look	 at	 values	 and	
socio-spatial	 processes	 simultaneously,	 since	 the	 struggle	 to	 change	 one	 is	 also	 the	
struggle	 to	change	the	other	(Harvey,	1996,	p.	12).	So	how	we	practice	and	play	out	
production	and	consumption	and	the	relations	behind	them	in	space	and	place	matters.	
If	we	want	to	change	the	structures	that	produce	unjust	outcomes	(Young,	2011),	not	
only	do	we	need	to	acknowledge	our	responsibility	for	the	reproduction	of	them	–	we	
also	need	to	rethink	the	values	behind	them.	And	to	take	material	consumption	as	an	
example,	this	change	of	values	–	to	value	what	we	have,	rethink	what	we	need	and	try	
to	settle	with	what	is	good	enough	–	needs	to	be	done	at	the	same	time	as	we	invent	
new	socio-spatial	processes	of	repairing,	borrowing,	and	co-producing	that	eventually	
might	be	able	 to	replace	the	unsustainable	consumption	and	production	practices	of	
today.	
	
	
	
2.4 Framing sufficiency  
	
If	sufficiency	is	to	be	a	response	from	the	rich	parts	of	the	world	to	the	responsibility	
that	the	relational	justice	approach	implies,	then	what	is	that	sufficiency	supposed	to	
look	like?		
Sufficiency	is	not	in	any	way	a	new	idea	and	there	is	a	lot	of	guidance	to	be	found	both	
historically	and	in	different	cultures	and	religions.	Throughout	history,	ideas	of	living	
moderately	 and	within	 limits	 have	 recurred	 in	 different	 forms:	 in	 religions,	 culture,	
philosophy	 and	 economics.	 For	 example,	 Ingleby	 &	 Randalls	 (2019)	 provide	 an	
overview	 of	 how	 enough-ness	 and	 limits	 have	 been	 understood	 and	 taken	 shape	
throughout	 the	 history	 of	 Europe,	 from	 the	 medieval	 age	 through	 19th	 century	
modernity	and	on	up	to	the	present	day.	Thoughts	on	sufficiency,	limits	and	frugality	
are	 also	 to	 a	 very	 large	 degree	 present	 in	 different	 shapes	 today,	 from	 indigenous	
cultures	 to	 the	 voluntary	 simplicity	 movements	 and	 in	 religious	 practices	 and	
preachings.	 As	 an	 example	 of	 the	 latter,	 Pope	 Francis	 writes	 extensively	 about	 the	
ecological	crisis	facing	humanity	and	the	planet	in	his	encyclical	letter	Laudato	Si’	from	
2015,	 stating	 that	 the	 current	world	 system	 is	 truly	 unsustainable	 for	 a	 number	 of	
reasons,	among	them	throw	away	consumerism	(Pope	Francis,	2015).	In	order	to	meet	
this	crisis,	he	argues	among	other	things	for	the	establishment	of	a	legal	framework	that	
sets	clear	boundaries	that	ensure	the	protection	of	ecosystems	(ibid,	p.16,	section	53),	
and	that	Christian	spirituality	must	return	to	simplicity	and	take	up	the	ancient	lesson	
-	found	not	only	in	the	Bible	but	also	in	different	religious	traditions	–	that	“less	is	more”	
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(Pope	Francis,	2015,	p.	64,	section	222).	Further,	 in	 the	 field	of	both	economics	and	
religion,	Thailand’s	 “sufficiency	economy”	which	originates	 from	Buddhist	 teachings	
should	be	highlighted.	In	analysing	its	origins	and	comparing	the	sufficiency	economy	
to	 other	 religious	 economics,	 namely	 Islamic	 finance	 and	 Gandhian	 economics,	 Noy	
(2011)	notes	that	the	moral	mandates	that	such	religious	economics	place	on	humans	
cannot	be	reduced	to	mathematical	calculations	and,	 further,	 that	 they	see	nature	as	
sacred	 in	 itself	and	not	 just	as	resources	 for	human	exploitation.	Noy	concludes	that	
“the	 insights	 of	 systems	 of	 religious	 economics,	 such	 as	 sufficiency	 economy,	 may	
indeed	 suggest	 wiser	 ways	 of	 seeking	 social	 well-being	 than	 traditional	 Western,	
materialist	economics”	(Noy,	2011,	p.	607).		
	
In	 the	 literature	on	sufficiency	 from	recent	years,	 the	term	is	often	treated	either	as	
more	of	an	umbrella	term	for	a	paradigm,	principle	or	logic	(e.g.	Princen,	2005;	Moore	
&	Rees,	2013;	Sachs,	2015;	Schneidewind	&	Zahrnt,	2014)	or	as	a	definition	of	a	certain	
form	of	individual	lifestyle	(e.g.	Heindl	&	Kanschik,	2016;	Speck	&	Hasselkuß,	2015).	To	
call	 for	 sufficiency	 can	 thus	 be	 described	 as	 a	 call	 for	 shouldering	 the	 (global)	
responsibility	of	 affluence	 on	 1,	 the	 societal	 level,	 and	 2,	 the	 individual	 level.	 In	 the	
following	section,	 I	 compare	and	contrast	definitions	of	 sufficiency	on	both	of	 these	
levels	 in	 order	 to	 develop	 an	 understanding	 of	 how	 they	might	 be	 understood	 and	
combined.		
	
	
	
Sufficiency at the societal level: paradigm, principle or logic 
	
Moore	and	Rees	(2013)	state	that	a	challenge	in	the	process	of	reducing	the	ecological	
footprint	of	an	affluent	society	such	as	that	of	the	city	of	Vancouver	(in	their	example)	
is	 engaging	 civil	 society	 with	 political	 leaders	 in	 order	 to	 advance	 a	 paradigm	 of	
sufficiency.	 In	 their	 words,	 this	 paradigm	 means	 “a	 shared	 social	 commitment	 to	
consuming	enough	for	a	good	life	but	not	so	much	that	total	throughput	exceeds	critical	
biophysical	limits”	(Moore	&	Rees,	2013,	p.	47).	They	argue	that	such	a	new	consumer	
paradigm	is	necessary	 in	order	to	avoid	the	“rebound	effect”	of	people	spending	the	
savings	they	made	from	increased	efficiency	to	consume	other	things	(ibid).	
	
Princen	(2005)	argues	that	a	principle	becomes	socially	useful	and	might	broaden	to	a	
“social	organizing	principle”	when	it	serves	to	continually	generate	particular	questions	
and	 raise	 critical	 values,	 and	when	 procedures	 and	 rules	 are	 aimed	 at	 regularizing	
collective	behaviour	in	such	a	way	that	those	critical	values	are	protected	and	enhanced	
(Princen,	2005,	p.	7).	 If	sufficiency	were	to	be	a	social	organizing	principle	aimed	to	
address	ecological	overshoot,	Princen	argues,	decision	makers	would	be	compelled	to	
continuously	raise	questions	such	as	when	 important	values	 like	ecological	 integrity	
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and	social	cohesion	are	jeopardized	due	to	too	extensive	resource	use,	or	at	what	point	
material	 gains	 today	might	make	material	 gains	 in	 the	 future	unattainable	 (Princen,	
2005).	 On	 a	 similar	 note,	 Spangenberg	 (2018)	 defines	 sufficiency	 as	 an	 organizing	
principle	of	society	“that,	by	replacing	growth,	offers	the	opportunity	to	overcome	the	
distributional	 dynamics	 and	 reap	 the	 benefits	 of	 a	 more	 equitable	 society”	
(Spangenberg,	2018,	p.	7).	Mastini	&	Rijnhout	also	highlight	 the	essential	element	of	
equity	and	justice	when	they	refer	to	sufficiency	as	 
	

(…)	 a	 strategy	 of	 introducing	 hard	 limitations	 to	 unsustainable	 trends—in	
particular	to	overconsumption—plus	an	emphasis	on	distributional	justice	in	order	
for	everyone	to	have	access	to	enough	resources	to	meet	their	needs	(Mastini	&	
Rijnhout,	2018,	p.	34).		

	
Moore	and	Reese	(2013)	limit	their	take	on	the	need	for	sufficiency	on	the	societal	level	
to	 talk	about	a	 consumer	paradigm,	whereas	Alexander	 (2015),	Princen	 (2005)	and	
Sachs	 (2015)	 discuss	 sufficiency	 more	 as	 an	 overarching	 organizing	 principle	 and	
ruling	logic	on	which	to	build	the	foundation	of	a	different	kind	of	society.	Spangenberg	
(2018)	in	turn	presents	sufficiency	as	an	orientation	and	argues	that:		
	

Sufficiency	 is	 essentially	 the	 antithesis	 to	 the	orientation	 to	permanent	 “higher,	
further,	faster,	more”.	It	 instead	prioritises	quality	of	life	in	work,	education,	and	
leisure,	 as	 well	 as	 the	 freedom	 of	 responsible	 choice	 and	 the	 right	 to	 self-
determination	(Spangenberg,	2018,	p.	5).	

	
This	quote	highlights	the	multilevel	function	of	sufficiency	as	both	an	orientation	for	
the	 society	 and	 for	 the	 individual,	 an	 orientation	 that	 could,	 continuing	 on	
Spangenberg’s	“antithesis”	argument,	be	described	as	lower,	closer,	slower,	less.		
	
In	an	ambitious	attempt	to	develop	a	 framework	(institutional,	social,	economic	and	
practical)	for	a	politics	of	sufficiency,	Schneidewind	&	Zahrnt	(2014)	refer	to	sufficiency	
as	being	about	 “having	enough	 to	meet	one’s	needs	–	while	 thinking	not	only	about	
material	 needs”	 (Schneidewind	 &	 Zahrnt,	 2014,	 p.	 13).	 They	 also	 provide	 a	 more	
philosophical	approach	to	sufficiency	with	reference	to	well-being:	considering	that	the	
satisfaction	 of	 existing	 wants	 stimulates	 the	 creation	 of	 new	 ones,	 the	 race	 simply	
cannot	be	won	since	the	finishing	line	continues	to	move	farther	away.	Instead,	they	
argue	for	focusing	on	the	demand	side:		
	

A	fulfilled	and	fulfilling	human	life	consists	precisely	in	not	pursuing	every	want,	in	
not	being	cogs	in	the	machinery	of	ever	expanding	desires.	It	consists	in	being	able	
to	 consciously	 choose	 to	 forego	 things,	 to	defer	 things,	 to	 enjoy	what	 is	already	
there	and	to	cultivate	our	relationship	with	the	world	as	it	is	–	rather	than	always	
demanding	something	new	(Schneidewind	&	Zahrnt,	2014,	pp.	15–16).	
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This	brings	Schneidewind	&	Zahrnt	to	argue	for	sufficiency	as	being	an	essential	part	of	
“the	 Good	 Life”,	 something	 that	 has	 also	 been	 pointed	 out	 by	 other	 authors	 in	 the	
context	of	consumption	(see	for	example	Burch,	2012;	Jackson,	2005a).		
	
In	 terms	 of	 the	 actual	 meaning	 of	 the	 word	 sufficiency,	 Princen	 (2005)	 makes	 an	
important	 delimitation	when	 he	 uses	 sufficiency	 to	mean	 “a	 sense	 of	 ”enoughness”	
and	”too	muchness,”	a	quality	where	concern	for	excess	is	paramount	in	the	life	of	an	
individual,	an	organization,	or	a	nation”	(Princen,	2005,	p.	18).	The	concern	for	excess	
is	 thus	 at	 the	 core	 here,	 as	 well	 as	 a	 distinguishing	 of	 that	 sense	 of	 enoughness,	
suggesting	 an	 accompanying	 restraint	 that	 steers	 away	 from	 excess.	 Princen	 notes,	
however,	that	in	everyday	English	the	term	sufficiency	is	more	commonly	used	in	the	
sense	of	“good	enough”,	or	“second	best”,	and	that	within	economics	and	psychology	
the	term	satisficing	seems	to	be	used	in	a	similar	way	(ibid).	Burch	(2012)	underlines	
that	sufficiency	is	not	synonymous	with	a	bare	minimum,	but	with	“enough”,	meaning	
that	it	has	wider	margins	than	that	minimum.	It	is	important	to	distinguish	between	
these	two	meanings,	Burch	argues,	if	we	are	concerned	with	the	potential	of	present	
and	 future	 generations	 to	 flourish	 (this	 being	 one	 part	 of	 the	 motivation	 behind	
practicing	 sufficiency),	 since	 “flourishing	 requires	 something	 more	 than	 the	 bare	
minimum	of	consumption”	(Burch,	2012,	p.	5).		
	
	
		
Individual sufficiency: practices, voluntariness and intentionality 
	
When	it	comes	to	sufficiency	as	an	individual	choice,	Heindl	&	Kanschik	(2016)	write	
about	 “ecological	sufficiency”	as	a	voluntary	 lifestyle	and	define	 it	 as	 referring	 to	 “a	
voluntary	restriction	of	individual	consumption	motivated	by	ecological	concerns.	[…]	
An	eco-sufficient	lifestyle	implies	assuming	ecological	responsibility	on	a	personal	basis	
and	 in	 everyday	 life”	 (Heindl	 &	 Kanschik,	 2016,	 p.	 42).	 They	 further	 state	 that	
sufficiency	 as	 a	 lifestyle	 choice	 “explicitly	 considers	 an	 absolute	 decrease	 of	
consumption	as	part	of	an	ecologically	responsible	way	of	living”	(ibid).	This	definition	
of	 sufficiency	 is	 very	 focused	 on	 the	 individual	 choice	 and	 Heindl	 &	 Kanschik	 are	
concerned	with	whether	and	how	an	ecologically	sufficient	way	of	life	can	be	combined	
with	 political	 liberalism.	 They	 find	 the	 criteria	 of	 voluntariness	 to	 be	 crucial	 and	
conclude	 that	 eco-sufficiency	 can	 only	 be	 combined	 with	 free	 choice	 in	 relatively	
wealthy	societies,	which	leads	them	to	argue	that	a	benchmark	for	a	sufficient	life	needs	
to	be	defined	from	a	situation	of	affluence	and	not	from	referring	to	the	poor,	due	to	
conflicts	with	distributive	justice	(Heindl	&	Kanschik,	2016).	Speck	&	Hasselkuß	(2015)	
choose	to	define	a	sufficient	way	of	living	as	one	that	“includes	ecological	and	socially	
fair	practices"	and	a	sufficient	behaviour	as	one	that	“implies	reducing	environmental	
and	social	impacts	that	go	along	with	daily	routines	and	behaviors"	(Speck	&	Hasselkuß,	
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2015,	p.	5),	a	definition	that	is	in	line	with	that	of	Heindl	&	Kanschik	(2016).	Defining	
the	 concept	of	 sufficiency	as	 advocating	 “a	 radical	decrease	of	material	 and	energy-
demanding	 consumption”,	 Gorge	 et	 al.	 (2015,	 p.12)	 expand	 the	 discussion	 beyond	
sufficiency	as	a	voluntary	decision	in	choosing	to	study	both	voluntary	and	“obligatory”	
(e.g.	restricted	economic	resources)	sufficiency	and	the	tension	between	the	two.	They	
highlight	 the	 importance	 of	moving	 from	 individually	undertaken	 sufficiency	 to	 one	
based	on	collective	action	and	further	discuss	implications	of	this	tension	for	the	design	
of	public	policy	(Gorge	et	al,	2015).		
	
Regarding	individual	sufficiency	practice	in	consumption,	there	seems	overall	to	be	a	
strong	 focus	 on	 the	 voluntariness	 of	 such	 practices.	 In	 their	 review	 of	 research	 on	
sufficiency,	Speck	&	Hasselkuß	(2015)	state	that	the	motivation	and	knowledge	behind	
the	 reduced	 social	 and	 environmental	 impact	 of	 one’s	 actions	 are	 of	 importance,	
arguing	 that	 “adequate	 competences	 and	 moral	 concepts	 are	 irreplaceable	 for	 a	
sufficient	 lifestyle”	 (Speck	 &	 Hasselkuß,	 2015,	 p.	 5).	 This	 statement	 supports	 the	
argument	that	sufficiency	as	a	lifestyle	must	be	upheld	by	voluntariness	and,	further,	by	
motivation.	 This	 principle	 is	 indeed	 important	 in	 order	 to	 distinguish	 the	 positive	
meaning	 of	 sufficiency	 from	 a	 state	 of	 obligatory	 or	 “forced”	 sufficiency.	 In	 their	
examination	of	the	links	between	the	concept	of	sufficiency	and	everyday	practices	such	
as	mobility,	food	consumption	and	housing,	Speck	&	Hasselkuß	(2015)	show	however	
how	 the	 use	 of	 social	 practice	 theory	 can	 serve	 to	 overcome	 the	 perspective	 that	
individuals	“need	to	be	persuaded	to	make	different	choices”,	i.e.	to	change	their	values	
and	 decisions	 in	 regard	 to	 consumption	 (Speck	 &	 Hasselkuß,	 2015,	 p.	 15).	 This	
approach	 serves,	 therefore,	 to	 partly	 nuance	 the	 rather	 black	 and	 white	 picture	 of	
sufficient	 lifestyles	and	practices	as	being	either	voluntary	or	 forced	by	emphasizing	
the	need	to	enable	sufficient	practices	rather	than	to	focus	on	the	intention	behind	them.	
Another	 example	 of	 such	 nuancing	 is	 what	 McDonald	 et	 al.	 (2006)	 have	 called	
“accidental	simplification”	in	their	research	on	voluntary	simplifiers	(McDonald	et	al.,	
2006).	This	occurs	among	 individuals	who	undertake	 some	elements	of	 a	voluntary	
simplicity	lifestyle,	such	as	using	public	 transport	 instead	of	driving,	but	who	do	not	
share	the	environmental	and	ethical	motivation	of	the	voluntary	simplifiers.	McDonald	
et	 al.	 (2006,	 p.	 527-528)	 describe	 how	 there	 is	 disagreement	 among	 researchers	
regarding	the	question	of	whether	those	of	the	involuntary	simplifiers	who	are	forced	
by	economic	restraints	to,	for	example,	take	public	transport	could	be	included	in	the	
concept	of	voluntary	simplicity.	They	further	mention	another	category	of	accidental	
simplifiers,	 namely	 people	 who	 choose	 to	 cycle	 to	 work	 for	 fitness	 reasons	 or	 eat	
organic	 products	 for	 taste	 or	 health	 reasons,	 as	 well	 as	 downshifters	 whose	 main	
motivation	behind	the	downshifting	has	been	to	reduce	stress.	None	of	these	groups	
share	the	ethical	and	environmental	motivations	of	voluntary	simplifiers	or	necessarily	
reject	consumption,	even	 if	 their	 lifestyles	contain	various	elements	of	simplification	
(McDonald	 et	 al.,	 2006).	 It	 should	 be	 noted	 here	 that	 McDonald	 et	 al.’s	 research	



	 51	

concerns	voluntary	simplification	and	not	sufficient	lifestyles	and,	further,	that	in	terms	
of	consumption	choices,	the	“accidental	simplifiers”	seem	to	rather	be	concerned	with	
green/alternative	 consumption	 (i.e.	 more	 organic	 products)	 than	 with	 reduced	
consumption.		
	
	
	
Agency of sufficiency within an unsustainable structure  
	
Young	(2011)	points	out	that	the	responsibility	implied	by	the	social	connection	model	
can	seem	overwhelming,	even	paralyzing.	If	I	as	an	individual	share	the	responsibility	
for	all	of	the	social	injustices	that	my	actions	contribute	to	produce,	locally	and	globally,	
it	means	that	I	am	responsible	in	relation	to	a	great	deal.	It	seems	more	than	any	of	us	
could	 handle,	 and	 Young	 argues	 that	 we	 “should	 pause	 at	 the	 height	 of	 such	
responsibility”	 (Young,	2011,	p.	124).	That	does	not	mean,	however,	 that	we	 should	
dwell	too	long	on	it	and	let	ourselves	become	paralyzed,	thus	refraining	from	action.	
Instead,	Young	argues	that	in	the	face	of	all	these	injustices,	we	need	to	acknowledge	
our	own	contribution	to	them,	reflect	on	the	responsibility	that	contribution	implies,	
and	then	move	on	to	consider	what	actions	might	be	possible	and	reasonably	expected	
(ibid).		
	
As	 a	 response	 to	 Young’s	 call	 for	 action	 to	 confront	 this	 responsibility,	 Stolle	 and	
Micheletti	 (2013)	 present	 their	 concept	 of	 “individualized	 responsibility-taking”,	
arguing	 for	political	consumerism	to	be	one	 form	of	such	responsibility-taking.	They	
also	 put	 forward	 two	 necessary	 conditions	 for	 any	 degree	 of	 individualized	
responsibility-taking.	 The	 first	 one	 is	 a	 series	 of	 structural	 prerequisites	 needed	 in	
order	for	citizens	to	make	reasonable	choices	based	on	their	beliefs	on	what	is	good	for	
themselves	 and	 for	 society.	 The	 second	 one	 refers	 to	 “personal	 background	
characteristics”	 that	 provide	 individuals	 with	 interest	 and	 capability	 in	 regard	 to	
making	such	reasonable	choices	in	their	day-to-day	life	(Stolle	&	Micheletti,	2013,	p.	22).	
In	a	different	take	on	responsibility,	Sheth	et	al.	(2011)	introduce	the	concept	of	mindful	
consumption,	as	an	approach	that	is	premised	on	the	consumer	mindset	of	caring,	for	
oneself	as	well	as	for	one’s	community	and	for	nature.	This	mindset	of	caring	in	turn	
translates	into	temperance	in	regard	to	consumption	behaviour,	i.e.	tempering	excesses	
associated	 with	 “acquisitive,	 repetitive	 and	 aspirational	 consumption”	 (Sheth	 et	 al.,	
2011,	p.	21).	
	
As mentioned	 in	 the	 introduction,	 the	 issue	 about	 changed	 consumption	 behaviour	
towards	 more	 sufficient	 consumption	 practices	 raises	 questions	 about	 the	 relation	
between	individual	agency	and	structure:	how	much	room	does	the	individual	have	for	
sufficient	practices	in	a	consumerist	society,	and	to	what	extent	can	the	spreading	of	
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such	practices	influence	the	dominant	structures?	In	looking	at	two	types	of	political	
consumerism	 that	 are	 a	 reaction	 to	 mass	 consumption,	 namely	 alternative	
consumption	 (consuming	 differently,	 e.g.	 “buycotting”)	 and	 anticonsumerism	
(consuming	 less),	 Boström	 and	 Klintman	 (2019)	 identify	 six	 factors	 in	 the	 mass	
consumption	context	that	may	hinder	consumers	from	acting	in	accordance	with	their	
green	and	ethical	values.	These	are:	1)	path-dependencies	of	individuals	or	households,	
i.e.	that	previous	consumption	choices	in	the	mass	consumption	context	(such	as	buying	
a	house)	shape	the	future	consumption	choices	one	needs	to	make;	2)	that	consumers	
and	 their	 social	 practices	 are	 locked	 into	 structural	 arrangements,	 physical	
infrastructure	 and	 systems	 of	 provision	 that	 are	 built	 around	 the	 logic	 of	 mass	
consumption;	 	 3)	 the	 difficulties	 navigating	 the	 overload	 of	 (sometimes	misleading)	
information	 about	 alternative	 consumer	 practices;	 4)	 the	 constant	 push	 from	 “the	
cultural	forces	of	mass	consumption”	(p.864)	to	consume	more;	5)	the	way	consumers	
are	socialized	into	the	role	of	the	consumer	in	a	society	driven	by	mass	consumption,	
for	 example	 being	 taught	 to	 normalize	 the	 role	 of	 consumption	 in	 our	 search	 for	
pleasure	and	happiness;	and	6)	social	relations	and	the	difficulties	related	to	deviating	
from	the	social	norms	that	consider	mass	consumption	to	be	the	standard	and	normal	
way	of	living	(Boström	&	Klintman,	2019,	pp.	862–867).	
	
The	 very	 realistic	 problem	 that	 faces	 consumers	 who	 try	 to	 implement	 a	 more	
sustainable	lifestyle	is	well-illustrated	by	Mont	et	al.	(2013),	who	argue	that	we	(in	the	
Nordic	countries)	live	in	a	“consumptogenic”	society,	defined	as	a	society	where		

	
(…)	 the	 structures	of	 society	promote	 consumption	patterns	 that	Nordic	people	
think	of	as	normal,	but	which	are	unsustainable.	On	the	other	hand,	citizens	who	
attempt	to	make	significant	lifestyle	changes	for	sustainability	face	insurmountable	
socio-	cultural	barriers	to	sustainable	practices	(Mont	et	al	2013,	p.	10).	

	
According	 to	 Mont	 et	 al.,	 this	 highlights	 the	 fact	 that	 it	 is	 governments	 and	 not	
consumers	who	need	to	lead	the	shift	to	“cultures	of	sustainability”	(Mont	et	al.	2013,	p.	
10).	 The	 same	 problem	 is	 highlighted	 by	 Sanne	 (2002)	 and	 Jackson	 (2005a),	 both	
arguing	 that	 when	 it	 comes	 to	 everyday	 decisions,	 consumers	 are	 locked	 into	
unsustainable	consumption	patterns,	either	by	social	norms	or	institutional	constraints	
that	 limit	 their	 capacity	 for	 decision-making.	 They	 are,	 therefore,	 “a	 long	way	 from	
being	willing	actors	in	the	consumption	process”	(Jackson,	2005,	p.	29).	One	example	of	
such	lock-in	effects	comes	from	Sahakian’s	(2017)	research	on	energy	consumption	in	
affluent	expat	households	in	Geneva,	Switzerland,	where	she	explored	the	construction	
of	social	norms	and	normality	in	regard	to	consumption.	Sahakian	describes	social	lock-
in	(how	dynamics	and	expectations	within	social	groups	work	to	enforce	norms)	and	
material	lock-in	(how	people’s	physical	possessions,	including	the	size	and	number	of	
their	homes	as	well	as	their	technological	appliances)	as	two	central	concepts	that	serve	
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to	 lock	 people	 into	 certain	 consumption	 practices	 (Sahakian,	 2017).	 Normality	 is,	
Sahakian	argues,		
	

(…)	constructed	within	specific	social	groups	and	cultural	settings,	in	relation	to	the	
material	 and	 social	 dimension	 of	 consumption,	 and	 involving	 appliances,	 space	
availability,	the	influence	of	peers,	but	also	the	general	media	(Sahakian,	2017,	p.	
68).		

	
Within	this	specific	affluent	social	group,	Sahakian	found	that	the	social	and	material	
lock-in	effects	 interact	 to	 construct	 expectations	of	 “normal”	 consumption	practices,	
such	as	having	two	dish	washers,	that	may	seem	very	excessive	to	other,	not	as	affluent,	
social	groups	(Sahakian,	2017).			
	
In	her	exploration	of	alternative	systems	of	provision	that	can	work	to	overcome	this	
kind	 of	 lock-in	 effects,	 Seyfang	 (2011)	 explores	 existing	 alternative	 systems	 of	
provision	(such	as	local	food	distribution	systems	or	community	currencies)	–	“green	
niches”	–	that	reject	the	mainstream	imperative	for	economic	growth.	These	alternative	
systems	 of	 provision	 can,	 Seyfang	 argues,	 be	 seen	 as	 “offering	 a	 more	 sustainable	
infrastructure	 within	 which	 to	 conduct	 lives	 of	 sufficiency	 rather	 than	 continual	
expansion	of	consumption”	(Seyfang,	2011,	p.	20).	The	systems	of	provision	are	also	at	
the	 centre	 of	 Gert	 Spaargaren’s	 (2003)	 argument	 for	 a	 contextual	 approach	 to	
sustainable	consumption	that	combines	a	focus	on	human	agency	with	a	focus	on	social	
structure	(Spaargaren,	2003).	According	to	Spaargaren,	the	use	of	the	social	practices	
model	brings	social	structures,	lifestyles	and	social	practices	into	the	centre	of	analysis,	
and	can	thus	serve	to	point	to	how	an	environment-friendly	attitude	is	different	from	
the	 concept	of	 a	 green	and	sustainable	 lifestyle	 (ibid).	 Spaargaren	argues	 that	when	
emphasis	 is	put	on	systems	of	provision,	 the	enabling	aspects	of	 the	social	structure	
within	which	the	individuals	are	supposed	to	act	out	their	responsibility	consequently	
become	emphasized	as	well:		
	

When	there	is	a	high	level	–	both	in	quantitative	and	qualitative	respects	–	of	green	
provisioning,	people	are	more	or	less	brought	into	a	position	in	which	the	greening	
of	 their	 corresponding	 lifestyle	 segment	becomes	 a	 feasible	option	(Spaargaren,	
2003,	p.	690).	

	
The	 responsibility	 is	 then,	 it	 follows,	 not	 completely	 removed	 from	 individuals	 but	
rather	becomes	more	embedded	within	different	institutions,	lifestyles	and	practices,	
highlighting	 the	 need	 to	 reformulate	 environmental	 policymaking	 and	 turn	 the	
policymakers	more	 in	 the	 direction	 of	 the	 citizen-consumers	 to	 improve	 the	 “green	
provisioning”	(Spaargaren,	2003).		
	
The	socio-cultural	barriers	to	sustainable	practices	are	also	very	much	present	in	the	
influence	 from	our	close	 friends	and	relatives	as	well	as	our	 fellow	citizens.	Seyfang	
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(2011)	 states	 that	 our	 individual	 actions	 and	 consumption	 behaviour	 are	 strongly	
influenced	 by	 social	 pressures	 and	 that	 consequently	 calls	 for	 different	 (and	more	
sustainable)	ways	of	consumption	“will	be	mediated	through	those	contexts”	(Seyfang,	
2011,	 p.	 13).	 One	 example	 of	 such	 social	 pressure	 is	 presented	 by	 Cindy	 Isenhour	
(2010).	 In	 her	 anthropological	 study	 of	 Swedes	 who	 try	 to	 live	 more	 sustainably,	
Isenhour	 found	that	“stop	shopping”	was	one	of	 the	things	they	 found	most	difficult	
(compared	to	things	such	as	driving	less,	buying	organic	products,	or	reducing	waste),	
and	 identified	 barriers	 related	 to	 “problems	 of	 sociality”	 as	 the	 most	 frequently	
occurring	 among	 her	 informants	 in	 reference	 to	 shopping	 less	 or	 anti-consumption	
(Isenhour,	 2010,	 p.	 463).	 The	 experienced	 social	 barriers	 were	 for	 example	 social	
pressure	on	the	 informants’	children	to	not	be	seen	as	different,	a	concern	 for	being	
perceived	as	a	self-righteous	missionary	in	terms	of	lifestyle	or	an	experienced	pressure	
to	keep	up	with	 trends	or	 simply	 to	 live	 like	others	 (Isenhour,	2010).	 Isenhour	also	
highlights	 the	 challenges	 related	 to	 anti-consumption	 considering	 the	 key	 symbolic	
meaning	that	material	goods	have	come	to	play	as	markers	of	identity	(Isenhour,	2010,	
p.	464).		
	
Existing	social	and	cultural	barriers	to	sustainable	consumption	practices	may	however	
also	provide	hints	on	how	to	change	consumption	behaviour.	Seyfang	(2011)	points	to	
the	deeper	social	and	psychological	motivations	to	consume	(e.g.	to	belong	to	a	group,	
to	express	one’s	 identity	or	 to	mark	status),	and	argues	that	we	need	to	understand	
those	in	order	to	“envisage	a	strategy	to	encourage	changes	in	consumption	behaviour	
through	shifts	in	public	values,	norms	and	expectations	which	have	knock-on	effects	on	
individuals’	actions”	(Seyfang,	2011,	p.	15).	On	a	similar	note,	Sahakian	(2017)	argues	
that	the	social	and	material	lock-in	effects	she	describes,	also	carry	opportunities	for	
“un-locking”	 unsustainable	 consumption	 practices.	 For	 example,	 managing	material	
possessions	 in	 an	 affluent	 household	 can	 be	 very	 time-consuming	 and	 sometimes	
frustrating,	suggesting	that	focusing	on	the	value	of	time	might	be	one	way	to	explore	
the	promotion	of	downshifting	in	affluent	groups	(Sahakian,	2017).	At	the	social	level,	
the	role	of	social	networks	in	enforcing	expectations	of	normality	could	also	serve	to	
inspire	less	resource-intensive	consumption	practices	if	one’s	family	and	friends	were	
to	adopt	such	trends	(ibid).		
	
It	 is	 important	 here	 to	 highlight	 the	 distinction	 between	 conscious	 or	 political	
consumerism	 and	 sustainable	 consumption	 in	 general	 on	 the	 one	 hand,	 and	 non-
consumption	or	anti-consumption	 (in	 line	with	a	 sufficiency	principle)	on	 the	other.	
Black	&	Cherrier	(2010)	suggest	that	one	underexplored	reason	why	consumers	fail	to	
convert	their	pro-environmental	attitudes	into	purchase	action	can	be	that	they	instead	
seek	to	enact	those	values	by	not	consuming	(Black	&	Cherrier,	2010).	The	potential	of	
this	type	of	action	is	limited,	according	to	Seyfang	(2011),	who	argues	that	while	it	may	
be	 encouraging	 to	 see	 that	 ethical	 consumers	 feel	 empowered	 by	 their	 actions,	 the	
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realization	of	the	potential	of	citizen	actions	is	limited	to	a	“citizenship	of	the	market”,	
where	 the	 purchases	 through	 individual	 consumption	 are	 the	 only	 votes	 that	 count	
(Seyfang,	2011,	p.	41).	This	results	in	a	number	of	barriers	for	individuals	who	seek	to	
act	on	their	“ecological	citizenship	preferences”9,	leaving	them	unable	to	influence	the	
market	 (ibid).	 One	 such	 barrier	 regards	 those	who	 prefer	not	 to	 consume,	 Seyfang	
argues,	because	such	a	choice	is	as	meaningful	as	that	of	consuming,	yet	it	has	no	impact	
on	the	market.	This,	according	to	Seyfang,	is	one	of	the	main	problems	of	what	she	calls	
the	“mainstream	sustainable	consumption	approach”,	an	approach	that	relies	on	the	
sum	of	many	individual	choices	in	order	to	shift	the	market	(Seyfang,	2011,	p.	42).	This	
problem	is	also	highlighted	by	Paulson	(2017),	who	points	to	the	sensation	of	how	one’s	
individual	efforts	can	seem	fruitless	and	even	meaningless	in	the	bigger	picture.	But,	
even	 though	 the	 individual	 voluntary	 decision	 to	 consume	 less	 resources	 has	 little	
chance	against	the	strong	forces	working	in	the	opposite	direction,	she	still	emphasizes	
the	importance	of	such	individual	actions	in	the	sense	that	such	new	habits	can	alter	
the	ways	 in	which	we	 “become	 human”	 and	 influence	 environments	 and	 processes	
through	which	people	around	us	can	in	turn	continually	become	human	(Paulson,	2017,	
p.	 439).	 This	 perspective	 highlights	 that	 the	 structural	 barriers	 to	more	 sustainable	
ways	of	living	and	consuming	that	the	political	and	economic	system	constitute	are	far	
too	big	to	rely	solely	on	individual	behaviour	change	or	changed	consumption	practices.	
Schor	 (2005b)	 argues	 for	 the	 need	 for	 a	 strong	 global	 equity	 principle	 related	 to	
sustainability	and	for	the	North	to	confront	its	“commitment	to	growth”	(Schor,	2005b,	
p.	38)	in	order	to	turn	in	a	more	sustainable	direction.	Part	of	this	turn	entails,	according	
to	 Schor,	 a	 necessary	 stabilization	 of	 our	 consumption	 enabled	 by	 a	 reduction	 in	
working	hours	(Schor,	2005b).	In	a	different	article,	Schor	(2005a)	suggests	that	there	
is	a	need	for	restructuring	of	the	rules	of	the	global	economy	in	order	to	prevent	the	
current	kind	of	exploitation	of	labour	and	resources.	Such	a	restructuring	–	including	
raises	of	wages	in	other	countries	and	an	internalization	of	the	ecological	costs	of	the	
production	 -	 would,	 according	 to	 Schor,	 result	 in	 higher	 prices	 for	 imported	 goods	
which	in	turn	should	reduce	the	demand	for	those	products	(Schor,	2005a).		
	
The	above	examples	point	to	the	difficulties	of	one	individual	to	act	“sufficiently”	within	
a	 system/structure	 and	 culture	 that	 encourages	 the	 opposite	 consumer	 behaviour.	
They	also	point	to	the	need	of	taking	both	a	planning/policy-making	approach	and	a	
socio-cultural	approach	in	order	to	change	consumption	patterns	in	a	more	sufficient	
and	 sustainable	 direction.	 In	 an	 extensive	 overview	 of	 different	 perspectives	 of	
sustainable	 consumption,	 Jackson	 (2005b)	 points	 out	 the	 insufficiency	 of	 the	 most	
common	policy	 interventions	 for	pro-environmental	behaviour	 change	used	 to	date,	

																																																								
9	The	idea	of	ecological	citizenship,	developed	by	Dobson	(2003),	extends	existing	theories	of	citizenship	
to	include	environmental	concerns.	As	non-territorial,	it	is	concerned	with	our	responsibilities	and	duties	
(to	 minimize	 our	 environmental	 impact)	 as	well	 as	with	 our	 actions	 and	 their	 implications	 for	 the	
environment	and	for	other	people	(Seyfang,	2011,	pp.	58–60).	
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namely	information	campaigns	and	fiscal	interventions.	He	argues	that	the	main	reason	
for	them	being	far	from	effective	is	that	they	are	based	on	the	rational	choice	model.	
This	 model	 has	 proven	 to	 be	 insufficient	 when	 it	 comes	 to	 targeting	 consumer	
behaviour	since	it	fails	to	account	for	the	complexity	of	that	behaviour,	for	example	by	
leaving	out	 the	 influence	of	 social	norms,	 cognitive	 limitations,	matters	of	habit	 and	
emotional	responses	(Jackson,	2005b).	Jackson	gives	an	account	of	the	problems	with	
focusing	solely	on	these	kinds	of	interventions,	and	claims	that	from	a	cultural	theoretic	
perspective,	 “the	 forms	of	governance	 familiar	 to	 the	 individualistic/entrepreneurial	
society	 are	 never,	 by	 themselves,	 going	 to	 be	 sufficient	 to	 achieve	 the	 kind	 of	
behavioural	change	demanded	by	sustainable	development”	(Jackson,	2005b,	pp.	123–
124).	To	address	the	urgency	of	the	situation,	Jackson	argues,	it	is	going	to	be	vital	to	
think	 outside	 the	 box	 constituted	 by	 the	 familiar	 policy	 options	 (ibid,	 p.	 124).	 He	
highlights	 the	 importance	of	 governments	when	 it	 comes	 to	 leading	by	 example,	by	
negotiating	the	 institutional	context	within	which	consumption	takes	place	(through	
legislation	 and	 regulations)	 and	 also	 by	 shaping	 the	 social	 and	 cultural	 context	 of	
consumers	 by	 those	 institutional	 measures	 as	 well	 as	 sending	 signals	 about	 what	
behaviours	 and	 attitudes	 are	 rewarded	 and	 valued	 in	 the	 society.	 Governments	 can	
provide	 further	support	when	 it	comes	to	 facilitating	the	conditions	 for	a	more	pro-
environmental	 behaviour,	 as	 well	 as	 addressing	 business	 practices	 with	 policies	
(Jackson,	2005b).		
	
This	overview	highlights	the	many	complexities	at	play	when	discussing	ways	to	change	
unsustainable	consumption	habits,	stimulate	pro-environmental	(and	more	sufficient)	
behaviour	and	facilitate	alternative	green	ways	of	provisioning.	Some	of	these	concepts	
will	be	 revisited	 in	 the	discussion	and	analysis	 following	the	empirical	 studies,	with	
specific	focus	on	sociocultural	obstacles	and	change	and	systems	of	provision.			
	
	
	
Expanding the discussion 
	
Sufficiency	 can,	 in	 the	 affluent	 context	 discussed	 here,	 be	 defined	 “technically”	 as	
withdrawing	 from	one’s	 occupied	 environmental	 space	 into	 a	 smaller	 and	 bounded	
environmental	 space	 –	 with	 a	 share	 that	 is	 equal	 to	 everyone	 else’s	 -	 both	 on	 an	
individual	and	a	societal	level.	This	definition	implies	that	not	only	is	sufficiency	a	state	
towards	 which	 to	 strive	 as	 individuals	 and	 societies,	 but	 it	 is	 also	 a	 process	 –	 a	
movement	–	of	moving	away	from	one	(excess)	space	and	moving	towards	a	different	
state	in	a	limited	space.		
	
On	 a	more	 philosophical	 and	 psychological	 level,	 however,	 what	we	 perceive	 to	 be	
sufficient	 (in	 order	 to	 live	 a	 “good	 life”,	 feel	 satisfied,	 etc.)	 varies	 greatly	 between	
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individuals	and	contexts.	The	questions	of	what	we	need	to	 feel	satisfied,	how	much	
stuff	 is	 “enough”	 to	make	us	 feel	 content,	 and	what	 the	different	ways	are	 in	which	
individuals	may	approach	a	“sense	of	sufficiency”	in	their	own	lives	are	in	many	ways	
deeply	existential.	At	the	same	time	as	being	a	process	of	learning	how	to	refrain	from	
taking,	sufficiency	is	thus	also	a	process	of	learning	about	contentment	and	pleasure.	
	
The	 distinction	 that	 Princen	 (2005,	 p.	 18)	makes	 between	 sufficiency	 as	meaning	 a	
sense	of	“enoughness”	or	“too	muchness”	and	the	common	use	of	the	word	in	the	sense	
of	“good	enough”	or	“second	best”	(see	above,	p.	49)	is	important	to	make.	However,	
the	sense	of	“enoughness”	and	that	of	“good	enough”	might	have	more	in	common	than	
what	Princen’s	distinction	tells	us.	Good	enough	might	imply	a	second-best	option,	but	
it	might	also	tell	us	something	about	the	road	of	getting	there	–	about	the	process	of	
sufficiency	as	one	starting	with	a	sensation	of	“too	muchness”	and	then	gradually,	with	
an	active	choice	of	reducing	consumption	or	getting	rid	of	things,	evolving	rather	into	a	
sense	of	good	enough	as	in	good	and	enough	-	as	in	not	needing	(or	wanting)	any	more.	
Whereas	good	enough	can	mean	“a	sufficient	amount”	of	something,	or	doing	something	
“adequately”	well,	good	and	enough	 implies	an	appreciation	of	 that	which	is	enough.	
That	is,	not	only	is	it	enough,	but	it	is	also	good.	In	this	understanding,	sufficiency	(or	
the	sense	thereof)	carries	not	only	a	sense	of	enoughness,	but	also	an	inherent	element	
of	contentment.		
	
An	experienced	sense	of	sufficiency	very	rarely	approaches	the	technical	definition	of	
how	we	ideally	should	live	in	order	to	stay	within	a	defined	“sufficient	space”,	however.	
In	his	writings	about	a	sufficiency	economy,	Alexander	(2015b)	has	described	everyday	
life	 in	such	an	economy	as	very	simple	-	 far	 from	many	of	 the	conveniences	that	we	
today	take	for	granted	in	affluent	societies.	In	other	words	-	one	affluent	individual’s	
sense	of	“good	and	enough”	can	be	(and	most	probably	is)	very	far	from	the	simpler	
lifestyle	 they	 would	 lead	 if	 withdrawing	 all	 the	 way	 to	 a	 truly	 “sufficient	 space”.	
Considering	 that	 sufficiency	 is	 also	a	process,	however,	 it	 is	 relevant	 to	explore	and	
learn	from	different	individuals’	paths	to	a	sense	of	experienced	sufficiency,	or	of	“good	
and	enough”,	in	order	to	try	and	say	something	about	how	a	consumerist	culture	can	be	
turned	around,	how	people	can	learn	to	appreciate	and	desire	a	lifestyle	where	well-
being	is	decoupled	from	materialistic	strivings,	and	further,	how	the	politics	of	affluent	
societies	might	use	this	knowledge	to	steer	towards	a	more	sufficiency-oriented	logic.		
	
For	 this	 reason,	 it	 is	 important	 to	 expand	 the	discussion	on	 sufficient	 lifestyles	 and	
practices	described	in	the	previous	section,	and	look	at	the	possibilities	of	approaching	
sufficiency	from	above	in	a	manner	that	cannot	really	be	defined	as	either	voluntary	or	
involuntary/forced.	That	is:	it	is	possible	to	adopt	sufficient	practices	not	because	one	
is	being	forced	to	do	so	or	chooses	to	do	so,	but	simply	because	it	happens	without	one	
intending	for	it	to	happen.	When	it	comes	to	individuals	who	do	not	consciously	aim	for	
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restricted	 consumption	 due	 to	 ecological	 and/or	 political	 motives,	 but	 for	 various	
reasons	reduce	their	consumption	anyway	and	do	so	willingly,	there	seems	to	exist	a	
gap	in	the	literature	on	sufficiency	as	a	lifestyle	or	individual	practice.	Aiming	to	partly	
bridge	 that	gap,	 I	 look	 closer	at	 this	 type	of	 entry	 into	more	 sufficient	 consumption	
practices	that	I	have	chosen	to	call	unintentional	entries	into	sufficiency.	The	study	of	
the	KonMari	group	is	one	potential	example	of	an	unintentional	entry	into	sufficiency	
which	does	not	seem	to	fit	into	the	existing	definitions	of	“eco-sufficient”	behaviour	or	
sufficiency	practices	on	an	individual	level,	considering	the	often	strong	focus	on	the	
voluntariness	 and	motivations	 behind	 such	 definitions.	 It	 is	 therefore	 important	 to	
expand	the	definition	of	sufficient	practices	in	a	way	that	might	connect	the	individual	
sufficiency-related	 consumption	 practices	 to	 the	 societal	 level	 and	 the	 more	
overarching	aim	of	the	societal	responsibility	for	sufficiency.	Returning	to	the	two	levels	
of	sufficiency,	the	individual	and	the	societal,	the	individuals	who	voluntarily	choose	to	
live	more	sufficiently	can	be	claimed	to	shoulder	their	individual	responsibility.	Those	
who	unintentionally	enter	into	more	sufficient	consumption	practices,	however,	have	
perhaps	not	reflected	upon	that	individual	responsibility.	For	a	society	to	explore	the	
potential	of	such	“unintentional	entries”	and	how	they	might	possibly	be	facilitated	so	
as	to	attract	more	people	can	therefore	be	seen	as	one	way	of	shouldering	the	collective	
responsibility	 of	 sufficiency,	 at	 the	 same	 time	 as	making	 it	 easier	 for	 individuals	 to	
shoulder	theirs	(even	though	they	might	not	be	aware	that	they	are	doing	just	that).	
	
	
	
2.5 A politics of sufficiency: framework and central elements 
	
As	shown,	there	are	many	different	definitions	of	sufficiency	as	an	idea	and	principle	as	
well	 as	 of	 sufficiency	 as	 an	 individual	 lifestyle.	 But	 how	 can	 a	 principle	 aimed	 at	
organizing	society	actually	be	transformed	into	concrete	politics	and	implemented	in	
practice,	 in	 a	 way	 that	 addresses	 the	 obstacles	 to	 acting	 and	 consuming	 more	
sufficiently	described	above?		
	
In	their	ambitious	project	of	outlining	a	“Politics	of	Sufficiency”,	one	that	aims	to	make	
it	easier	to	live	the	“good	life”,	Shneidewind	and	Zahrnt	(2014)	state	the	need	for	“good	
politics”,	which	they	define	as	a	politics	that	regulates	how	people	can	live	together	and	
“live	 their	 lives	 as	 they	wish	without	 thereby	 restricting	 the	 life	 choices	 of	 others”	
(Schneidewind	 &	 Zahrnt,	 2014,	 p.	 12).	 Friends	 of	 the	 Earth	 Europe	 has	 a	 similar	
ambition	with	 their	 anthology	Sufficiency.	Moving	 beyond	 the	 gospel	 of	 eco-efficiency	
(Rijnhout	&	Mastini	(eds),	2018),	in	which	several	researchers	present	their	ideas	and	
suggestions	for	sufficiency-oriented	political	solutions.		
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Schneidewind	&	Zahrnt	(2014)	used	the	“four	Lessens”	identified	by	Wolfgang	Sachs	as	
guidelines	when	developing	strategies	for	sufficiency.	These	‘lessens’	are	less	speed	(in	
time),	 less	 distance	 (closer	 and	more	 clear),	 less	 clutter	 (simpler	 and	 fewer	material	
things)	and	less	market	(as	in	alternative	ways	of	providing	for	oneself)	(Schneidewind	
&	Zahrnt,	2014,	p.	50).		A	politics	that	builds	on	these	elements	is	not	only	valuable	in	
the	sense	that	it	facilitates	the	adoption	of	more	sufficient	lifestyles,	they	argue,	but	also	
in	its	function	as	“symbolic	politics”,	showing	that	politics	can	help	to	realize	ways	of	
living	that	are	different	from	business-as-usual	and	to	build	a	culture	that	is	based	on	a	
different	view	of	the	good	life	(ibid).		
	
	
	
Sufficiency as freedom 
	
Reichel	(2018)	argues	that	seeing	sufficiency	from	a	political	macro-level	perspective	
can	help	take	the	focus	from	the	individual	choices	and	instead	re-structure	sufficiency	
as	a	“mandate	for	policy-makers:	to	ensure	the	right	to	want	what	you	truly	want	and	
no	more”	(Reichel,	2018,	p.	22).	This,	he	claims,	can	be	a	form	of	protecting	people	from	
the	need	they	might	experience	to	 ‘keep	up	with	the	 Joneses’	and	from	the	constant	
“pull	of	consumer	capitalism”	(ibid).	Along	the	same	line,	Lorek	(2018),	also	points	to	
sufficiency	as	“a	new	level	of	consumer	freedom”	(Lorek,	2018,	p.	27)	and	as	a	matter	
of	 the	 right	 to	 self-determination	 –	 of	 not	 having	 to	 buy.	 This	 connects	 in	 turn	 to	
Schneidewind	&	Zahrnt’s	view	of	the	politics	of	sufficiency	as	something	that	can	work	
to	strengthen	people’s	freedom	of	choice	in	the	sense	of	facilitating	their	decision	on	
whether	or	not	they	wish	to	meet	their	needs	with	more	or	less	goods	from	the	market,	
or	perhaps	by	producing	goods	and	services	themselves	or	in	collaboration	with	others	
(Schneidewind	&	Zahrnt,	2014,	p.	65).		
	
	
	
Politics setting limits  
	
In	general,	one	can	talk	about	limits	and	limitations	as	being	one	essential	element	of	a	
politics	of	sufficiency.	This	is	different,	then,	from	the	focus	of	voluntariness	in	place	
when	discussing	sufficiency	as	a	lifestyle	and	individual	practice.	Voluntary	simplicity,	
for	example,	is	a	lifestyle	that	can	be	chosen	in	order	to	reduce	one’s	own	environmental	
footprint	by	the	voluntary	adoption	of	caps	on	one’s	consumption	–	of	energy,	material,	
travel,	food,	etc.	Such	a	choice	of	lifestyle	might	for	some	individuals	be	perceived	as	the	
inevitable	choice	if	one	wants	to	try	to	live	sustainably	within	an	unsustainable	system.	
A	politics	 and	a	 society	aiming	 for	 sufficiency,	however,	must	 implement	 limitations	
from	a	political	level	in	order	to	restrict	unsustainable	resource	use	and	emissions	on	a	
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systemic	level.	The	element	of	limitations	or	restraints	is	at	the	foundation	of	the	idea	
of	sufficiency	and	is	rooted	in	the	recognition	of	the	finite	environmental	resources	or	
the	ecological	limits	that	humans	have	to	adapt	to.	As	phrased	by	Princen	(2005)	when	
arguing	 for	 the	need	for	new	social	organizing	principles	 to	address	“environmental	
criticality”:	“a	different	set	of	principles	are	needed,	a	set	that	embodies	social	restraint	
as	the	logical	analog	to	ecological	constraint,	a	set	that	guides	human	activities	when	
those	activities	pose	grave	risks	to	human	survival”	(Princen,	2005,	p.	19,	emphasis	in	
original).	
	
How	 then,	 can	 such	 restraints	 be	 put	 in	 place?	 Spangenberg	 (2018)	 states	 that	 it	 is	
affluence	that	is	the	key	variable	that	needs	to	be	addressed,	and	that	sufficiency	is	all	
about	 “reducing	 the	 resource	 consumption	 per	 capita”	 (Spangenberg,	 2018,	 p.	 6).	
Sufficiency	policies	are	urgently	needed	 if	we	are	to	be	able	 to	reach	a	“globally	 just	
division	of	resource	access	within	environmental	 limits”	(ibid),	Spangenberg	argues,	
and	points	to	the	deficiency	of	the	efficiency	approach	in	this	sense.	Efficiency	measures	
in	regard	to	production	and	material	use	are	certainly	needed,	but	they	enhance	growth	
and	need	therefore	to	be	combined	with	sufficiency	policies	in	the	form	of	limitations	
from	the	political	level:		
	

As	there	are	no	effective	growth	brakes	in	a	free	market	economy,	the	limitations	
must	 be	 set	 from	 outside	 the	 economic	 system:	 politically	 by	 capping	 resource	
throughput	with	a	shrinking	cap	(Spangenberg,	2018,	p.	6).	

	
Alcott	 (2018)	 also	 argues	 for	 limitations	 in	 the	 shape	 of	 environmental	 caps,	 and	
explains	how	this,	albeit	being	a	concept	that	is	simple	both	in	concept	and	planning,	
has	 not	 been	 a	 go-to	 solution	 politically	 but	 instead	 has	 been	 ignored	 in	 favour	 of	
focusing	 on	 measures	 such	 as	 renewable	 energy,	 population	 reduction,	 voluntary	
simplicity	or	other	sustainable	lifestyles,	and	environmental	taxes.	The	focus	on	these	
types	of	solutions	and	the	political	avoidance	of	measures	such	as	caps	on	resource	use	
is	probably,	Alcott	argues,	due	to	the	fact	that	the	concept	of	caps	might	imply	a	feeling	
of	something	being	sacrificed:	“We	understandably	want	to	see	 if	we	can	get	results	
without	 such	 unforgiving	 per-capita	 limits,	 to	 investigate	 possible	 painless	 paths	 to	
sustainability”	(Alcott,	2018,	p.	10).	Alcott	claims	caps	to	be	a	simple	concept	and	that	
they	would	be	an	effective	tool	for	preventing	rebound	effects	caused	by	the	other	kind	
of	measures,	as	well	as	for	providing	a	fair	solution	to	many	environmental	problems	,	
but,	he	adds	-	this	fact	needs	social	marketing	in	order	to	become	socially	acceptable	
(Alcott,	2018).	Cohen	(2015)	refers	to	rationing	as	“the	policy	tool	about	which	we	dare	
not	speak”	(Cohen,	2015,	p.	214)	and	argues	on	a	similar	note	that	it	is	not	very	likely	
that	rationing	policies	are	implemented	and/or	accepted	if	not	preceded	by	a	cultural	
change.	Mastini	&	Rijhout	(2018)	argue	for	the	implementation	of	“environmental	caps-
and-rationing”	both	on	a	macro	and	a	micro	 level.	A	macroeconomic	environmental	
caps	 system	 would	 assign	 limits	 or	 quotas	 to	 nations,	 organizations	 and	 other	
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administrative	 units;	 a	 microeconomic	 rationing	 system	 would	 in	 turn	 mean	 the	
introduction	of	caps,	for	example,	per	product	group,	per	sector,	or	per	capita.	The	two	
can	 be	 combined,	 Mastini	 &	 Rijnhout	 argue,	 in	 the	 introduction	 of	 strict	 caps	 on	
resource	 use	 for	 the	 society	 (fairly	 divided	 between	 nations)	 and	 then	 sharing	 the	
amount	between	the	inhabitants,	for	example	through	a	“Personal	Carbon	Allowance”	
(Mastini	&	Rijnhout,	2018).	
	
Caps	and	limitations	can	not	only	be	imposed	on	use	of	and	access	to	natural	resources,	
they	 might	 also	 be	 used	 as	 tools	 for	 distribution	 measures,	 for	 example	 by	 setting	
limitations	for	a	maximum	income	and	maximum	number	of	working	hours	(Mastini	&	
Rijnhout,	2018).	And,	of	course,	to	limit	individual	consumption.	One	idea	that	is	closely	
associated	 with	 sufficiency	 in	 the	 area	 of	 consumption	 is	 the	 work	 on	 sustainable	
consumption	corridors.	This	concept,	as	developed	by	Di	Giulio	and	Fuchs	(2014),	is	an	
attempt	 to	 conceptualize	 and	 define	 both	 a	 minimum	 level	 of	 quantitative	 and	
qualitative	resource	consumption	necessary	for	individuals	to	meet	their	needs	for	a	
good	life,	and	a	duty	for	consumers	not	to	exceed	a	maximum	level	of	natural	and	social	
resource	consumption,	being	set	in	such	a	way	as	to	also	allow	others	to	have	sufficient	
access	 to	 them	 (Di	 Giulio	 &	 Fuchs,	 2014,	 p.	 187).	 Sustainable	 consumption	 is	 then,	
consequently,	defined	by	Di	Giulio	and	Fuchs	to	be	consumption	that	respects	 these	
minimal	and	maximal	standards	and	thus	staying	within	the	“consumption	corridors”	
(ibid).		
	
In	the	context	of	a	politics	of	setting	limits,	it	can	be	argued	that	imposing	limits	or	caps	
on	 resource	 use	might	 lead	 to	 another	 category	 of	 entries	 into	 sufficiency	 than	 the	
intentional	 (voluntary)	 and	 the	 unintentional	 ones	 at	 the	 centre	 of	 this	 discussion,	
namely	an	involuntary	and	forced	type	of	entry.	It	therefore	is	important	to	note	that	
steered	entries	into	sufficiency	are	different	from	forced.	“Forced	sufficiency”	has	been	
used	 earlier	 in	 this	 chapter	 to	 describe	 an	 involuntary	 entry	 into	 restrictive	
consumption	patterns	due	to	economic	restraints	(i.e.	poverty	or	a	drastic	decrease	in	
income	due	to	for	example	loss	of	employment	or	long-term	illness).	It	has,	for	example,	
been	argued	that	voluntariness	is	an	indispensable	criteria	for	a	sufficient	lifestyle	in	a	
liberal	democracy	(Heindl	&	Kanschik,	2016).	It	is	important	to	distinguish	this	kind	of	
forced	entry	into	sufficiency	from	enforcing	political	measures	aimed	at	a	reduction	in	
the	 total	 environmental	 impact	 of	 the	 society’s	 and	 its	 inhabitants’	 activities	 and	
lifestyles.	 Firstly,	 caps	on	 resource	 use	must	 be	 fairly	 and	 equitably	 enforced	 on	 all	
individuals	 (as	 well	 as	 businesses,	 local	 and	 regional	 authorities,	 etc.)	 in	 a	 society,	
meaning	they	would	hit	those	who	are	the	worst	emitters	and	use	the	most	resources,	
i.e.	the	most	affluent,	harder.	Thus,	such	caps	would	not	force	anyone	into	poverty,	but	
rather	serve	to	distribute	the	use	of	resources	in	a	more	socially	just	way	and	set	out	a	
new	 societal	 target	 that	 everyone	would	 need	 to	 contribute	 to.	 Secondly,	 it	 can	 be	
argued	 that	 such	 a	 top-down	 enforced	 or	 steered	 sufficiency	 is	 a	 response	 to	 the	
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identified	 societal	 responsibility	 for	 sufficiency,	 and	 that	 not	 shouldering	 that	
responsibility	would	mean	to	continue	to	cause	harm	to	other	individuals.	This	point	is	
highlighted	 by	 Spengler	 (2016),	 who	 points	 out	 that	 a	 policy	 aiming	 at	 reducing	
consumption	 at	 the	 collective	 level	 may	 be	 very	 difficult	 to	 accept	 for	 not	 so	
environmentally	minded	citizens,	but,	she	argues,	such	a	policy		
	

(…)can	in	principle	be	justified	by	the	liberal	principle	that	the	state	may	interfere	
if	there	is	harm	or	a	definite	risk	of	harm	inflicted	by	some	individuals	on	others,	
given	the	accumulative	adverse	effects	of	current	consumption	patterns	in	affluent	
countries	(Spengler,	2016,	p.	928).	

	
Drawing	 on	 Spengler’s	 argument,	 enforcing	measures	 such	 as	 resource	 use	 caps	 or	
carbon	budgeting	 can	also	be	 justified	 in	 liberal	democracies	 in	a	 situation	where	a	
reduction	of	the	resource	consumption	is	urgent	in	order	not	to	harm	other	individuals	
(regardless	 of	where	 these	 individuals	 live).	 This	 is	 clearly	 the	 case	 in	 the	 face	 of	 a	
climate	 crisis	 that	will	 hit	 hardest	 against	 the	most	 vulnerable	 groups	 in	 the	world	
(Fleurbaey	et	al.,	2014;	Oxfam,	2015).	This	can	in	turn	be	referred	to	Young’s	(2011)	
line	of	argument	regarding	our	moral	responsibility	when	taking	part	in	the	structural	
reproduction	of	 social	 injustices,	 and	might	 further	be	extended	 to	 include	avoiding	
inflicting	harm	on	non-humans	too.	Schneidewind	and	Zahrnt	(2014)	also	debate	the	
question	of	balance	between	limits	on	the	one	hand	and	the	exercise	of	freedom	on	the	
other,	and	the	point	where	that	freedom	restricts	other	people’s	freedoms.	They	argue	
that	 a	 political	 framework	 is	 needed	 specifically	 because	 of	 the	 need	 to	 define	 this	
balance,	 and	 that	 enlightened	 liberalism	 -	 that	 is,	 a	 liberal	 politics	 that	 views	 the	
individual	 not	 first	 and	 foremost	 as	 a	 consumer,	 but	 as	 a	 citizen,	 and	 that	 aims	 to	
provide	every	individual	with	maximum	opportunities	for	personal	development	-	is	of	
crucial	importance	for	a	politics	of	sufficiency	(Schneidewind	&	Zahrnt,	2014,	p.	23).	
	
The	issue	of	enforcing	political	measures	is	a	sensitive	one,	and	it	points	to	that	a	politics	
of	sufficiency	needs	to	be	accompanied	by	a	transition	of	norms	and	culture	in	favour	
of	more	sufficiency	thinking	and	rationing.	Such	a	transition	is	crucial	in	order	for	limits	
or	caps	to	be	seen	as	acceptable	by	the	majority	(Cohen,	2015;	Sachs,	2015).	
	
	
	
Politics of less and closer 
	
Regarding	 consumption,	 the	 ‘less	 clutter’	 element	 first	 proposed	 by	 Sachs	 leads	
Schneidewind	&	Zahrnt	(2014)	to	discuss	a	politics	of	 less:	 In	what	ways	can	politics	
help	to	declutter	our	lives,	our	environment,	our	society?	The	most	important	starting-
point	for	such	a	politics,	they	argue,	is	“not	to	allow	clutter	to	develop	in	the	first	place”	
(Schneidewind	&	Zahrnt,	2014,	p.	61).	Some	measures	to	help	in	meeting	this	goal	are	
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to	promote	an	environment	 that	 is	 “free	 from	 the	permanent	pressure	 to	 consume”	
(ibid)	(for	example	through	advertisement-free	public	places	and	urban	planning	not	
focusing	on	shopping	areas	in	urban	centres),	to	improve	consumer	information	about	
the	durability	of	products	and	to	ensure	that	public	procurement	prioritizes	quality	and	
durability,	 to	 take	 measures	 against	 planned	 obsolescence	 (for	 example	 through	
extending	warranties	 for	products)	and	to	support	 the	repair	and	reuse	of	products.	
The	politics	for	less	clutter	that	Schneidewind	&	Zahrnt	propose	is	closely	interlinked	
to	their	suggested	politics	 for	less	market.	Here,	 it	 is	about	policy	measures	that	can	
serve	to	decrease	the	influence	of	the	logic	of	the	market	in	such	a	way	that	it	“does	not	
permeate	everything”	(Schneidewind	&	Zahrnt,	2014,	p.	65).	In	this	area,	the	role	of	the	
commons	–	as	 in	shared	places	or	places	of	public	 access	 -	 is	 very	 important.	These	
places	 provide	 opportunities	 for	 engagement	 in	 activities	 such	 as	 learning,	 arts	 and	
sports	in	an	environment	that	is	deliberated	from	the	pressure	of	purchasing.	They	can	
also	be	spaces	for	non-commercial	citizen	initiatives	such	as	sharing	libraries,	repair	
shops	and	do-it-yourself	workshops,	thus	contributing	to	an	alternative	infrastructure	
of	provision	(Hult	&	Bradley,	2017).	The	aspect	of	 less	market	 is	also	highlighted	by	
Lorek	 (2018),	 who	 argues	 that	 sufficiency	 solutions	 for	 consumption	 go	 beyond	
consumption	as	an	economic	activity	that	occurs	in	a	market	based	on	monetary	values,	
as	 they	 also	 subsume	 for	 example	 voluntary	 activities,	 caring,	 housekeeping	 and	
community	activities	that	are	performed	outside	the	monetary	market	(Lorek,	2018).	
Consequently,	 people	 also	 need	 to	 be	 recognized	 outside	 their	 role	 in	 the	 market:	
“Sufficient	consumption	explicitly	regards	people	not	only	in	terms	of	their	function	as	
consumers,	but	as	citizens	as	such”	(Lorek,	2018,	p.	29).			
	
Aside	from	maintaining	and	strengthening	the	commons	and	providing	consumption-
free	public	places,	Schneidewind	&	Zahrnt	also	highlight	changing	education	policy	as	
one	way	 of	 enabling	 greater	 independence	 from	 the	 instrumental	 rationality	 of	 the	
prevailing	 economic	 paradigm	 for	 young	 students.	 Increasing	 the	 degree	 of	 self-
provisioning	–	to	make	more	things	for	oneself	and	engage	in	community	activities	–	is	
also	 an	 important	 strategy	 for	 reducing	 the	 influence	 of	 the	market	 logic	 in	 society	
(Schneidewind	&	Zahrnt,	2014).	The	potential	of	the	latter	has	been	looked	into	by	Hult	
&	Bradley	(2017),	who	 in	their	research	on	what	role	 local	authorities	could	play	 in	
providing	spaces	that	“enable	citizens	to	become	makers,	sharers	and	repairers,	rather	
than	 mere	 consumers”	 (Hult	 &	 Bradley,	 2017,	 p.	 601)	 point	 to	 their	 key	 role	 in	
structuring	alternative	“infrastructures	of	provision”	(ibid,	ref.	to	Seyfang,	2011).		If	the	
socio-environmental	impacts	of	the	current	and	increasing	levels	of	consumption	are	
to	be	handled,	 they	argue	that	 it	 is	 important	 for	 local	authorities	 to	help	citizens	to	
improve	their	practical	knowledge	and	skills	in	these	areas	and	enable	them	to	make,	
share	and	repair	in	conviviality	with	others	(Hult	&	Bradley,	2017).	Such	self-provision	
knowledge	 and	 skills	 could	 also,	 together	 with	 conviviality,	 be	 seen	 as	 important	
elements	of	a	more	sufficient	society.	
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As	these	examples	show,	an	element	of	less	market	is	closely	connected	to	a	focus	on	
the	local.	This	is	in	turn	also	linked	to	less	speed	and	distance	in	a	sufficiency-oriented	
society.	 Just	 as	 Schneidewind	 &	 Zahrnt	 (2014)	 highlight	 the	 importance	 of	 the	
commons,	Sachs	(2015)	presents	the	“home	perspective”	as	one	key	to	solving	what	he	
sees	as	the	crises	of	nature	and	justice.	In	line	with	the	operationalization	of	sufficiency	
presented	in	this	thesis,	the	home	perspective	is	based	on	a	belief	of	“making	room	for	
others	by	means	of	an	orderly	retreat”	(Sachs,	2015,	p.	87),	and	that	retreat	comes	with	
a	 proposed	 new	 rationality,	what	 Sachs	 calls	 the	 “rationality	of	 shortened	 chains	 of	
effect”	(ibid).	This	could	be	translated	as	the	need	for	the	global	North	to	be	moderate	
in	 regard	 to	 objectives	 and	 to	 bring	 production	 closer	 to	 home,	 in	 order	 to	 avoid	
hindering	 the	 sustainable	 livelihoods	 of	 others	 (in	 the	 global	 South)	 by	 occupying	
excess	environmental	space.	An	overall	slower	pace	 in	a	sufficiency-oriented	society	
also	 means	 an	 increased	 dependence	 on	 the	 local	 community	 (Sachs,	 2015;	
Schneidewind	&	Zahrnt,	2014).	
	
	
	
Politics of slowing down: work and time  
	
Other	 elements	 of	 a	 politics	 of	 sufficiency	 that	 are	 closely	 connected	 to	 material	
consumption,	are	the	reconfiguration	of	work	–	including	limitation	of	working	hours	
and	income	–	and	giving	people	more	influence	over	how	they	spend	their	time.	These	
elements	are	closely	connected,	not	only	to	each	other	but	also	to	an	urgently	needed	
reduction	in	consumption.	A	reduction	in	working	hours	is	often	put	forward	as	one	
way	to	reduce	people’s	consumption	by	simply	reducing	their	financial	income,	at	the	
same	time	as	freeing	more	time	for	leisure	and	social	relations	(see	for	example	Coote,	
2018;	Mastini	&	Rijnhout,	2018).	Schneidewind	&	Zahrnt	(2014)	mention	time	policies	
aiming	for	“time	prosperity”	and	a	more	“time-autonomous	life”	(p.	55),	such	as	options	
for	working	part	time	and	strengthening	employee	rights,	as	one	important	measure	
for	 lessening	 the	 speed	 of	 everyday	 life	 (Schneidewind	 &	 Zahrnt,	 2014).	 One	
straightforward	explanation	of	the	connection	between	working	time	and	consumption	
level,	separate	from	the	strictly	economic	one	(i.e.	the	more/less	income	we	earn,	the	
more/less	we	can	buy),	is	provided	by	Anna	Coote	(2018):		
	

A	great	deal	of	resource-intensive	consumption	is	triggered	by	our	busy-ness.	We	
want	things	that	are	quick	and	convenient	because	we	have	too	little	time	at	our	
disposal,	so	we	travel	by	plane	or	car	rather	than	by	public	transport,	bike,	or	foot.	
We	buy	processed	ready-meals	instead	of	preparing	food	and	cooking	it	ourselves	
(let	alone	growing	it).	We	throw	away	possessions	that	are	worn	or	broken	and	buy	
new	ones	instead	of	repairing	them.	We	haven’t	got	time	to	hire,	lend	or	borrow,	so	
we	 and	 our	 neighbours	 have	 the	 same	mountains	 of	 equipment	 in	 our	 homes,	
although	we	use	most	of	it	very	occasionally	(if	at	all).	Having	more	disposable	time	
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will	not	change	our	habits	overnight,	but	it	could	start	to	shift	our	attitudes	and	
priorities	(Coote,	2018,	p.	19).		

	
This	quote	not	only	highlights	the	importance	of	reducing	working	hours,	but	also	of	an	
overall	focus	on	more	time,	slower	speed	and	better	work-life	balance	in	the	sufficiency-
oriented	society	(also	highlighted	by,	for	example,	Schneidewind	&	Zahrnt,	2014)	and	
why	that	is	of	crucial	importance	in	reducing	the	volume	of	consumption.	This	shift	is	
also	 highlighted	 by	 Alexander	 (2015b),	 who	 in	 his	 illustration	 of	 a	 “sufficiency	
economy”	emphasizes	that	 the	much	 lower	 levels	of	production	 in	such	an	economy	
(due	 to	 much	 lower	 consumption	 levels	 compared	 to	 consumer	 societies	 of	 today)	
would	imply	a	reduced	number	of	working	hours	for	most	people,	at	least	within	the	
formal	economy.	This	will	in	turn	create	more	time	for	leisure	but	also,	considering	the	
increased	need	for	production	(of	food	and	materials)	at	home,	at	the	same	time	serve	
to	blur	the	distinction	between	work	and	leisure	(Alexander,	2015b).	
	
In	terms	of	well-being	in	relation	to	work	and	time,	Sachs	(2015)	argues	for	a	“principle	
of	sovereignty	over	one’s	own	time”	that	could	stimulate	people	to	choose	a	lifestyle	in	
which	gaining	time	could	partly	compensate	for	a	loss	of	income	(Sachs,	2015,	p.	208).	
Such	a	principle,	extending	one’s	right	to	govern	the	length	of	work	periods,	could	both	
serve	 the	 ecological	 aim	 of	 reducing	 purchasing	 power	 and	 the	 societal	 aim	 of	
mitigating	unemployment	(ibid).		Coote	(2018)	points	out	that	in	aiming	for	a	reduction	
in	working	hours	it	is	crucial	to	pay	attention	to	inequalities	in	pay	and	in	time,	as	there	
is	a	risk	that	these	inequalities	will	increase	without	the	presence	of	political	measures	
to	combat	low	pay		(Coote,	2018).		
	
In	this	context	it	further	serves	to	mention	a	study	of	time	use	and	consumption	among	
Swedish	households	performed	by	Nässén	and	Larsson	(2015).	The	study	indicates	that	
a	reduction	in	working	hours	may	have	a	large	impact	in	terms	of	both	energy	use	and	
GHG	emissions,	and	that	a	political	strategy	for	such	a	reduction	might	consequently	be	
an	 important	 complement	 to	 eco-efficiency	 strategies	 for	 reaching	 climate	 targets	
(Nässén	&	Larsson,	2015).	
	
	
	
Politics for ‘The Good Life’  
	
The	 focus	on	reducing	work	time	and	improving	work-life	balance	 is	one	part	of	 the	
bigger	picture	of	the	‘Good	Life’.	What	that	is,	and	a	reconceptualization	of	what	it	could	
be,	 lies	at	 the	 core	of	 a	 cultural	 and	political	 (re)orientation	 towards	sufficiency.	To	
reconsider	what	is	valued	and	appreciated	as	a	high	standard	of	life	is	not	only	seen	as	
a	way	to	potentially	decrease	the	ecological	footprints	of	the	affluent,	but	also	as	a	way	
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to	prevent	more	people	from	adopting	unsustainable	lifestyles	as	they	lift	themselves	
out	of	poverty.	 In	 the	words	of	Coote	(2018),	 “we	must	aim	to	avoid	a	 future	where	
greater	income	equality	means	that	more	people	go	shopping	like	the	rich,	and	instead	
redefine	the	‘good	life’	and	reach	a	shared	view	of	how	much	is	‘enough’	for	everyone”	
(Coote,	2018,	p.	19).	Arguing	for	a	focus	on	“well-being	instead	of	well-having”	(Sachs,	
2015,	p.	209),	Sachs	claims	that	a	focus	on	material	satisfaction	over	the	non-material	
can	decrease	overall	satisfaction	with	life	and	concludes	that	–	“[f]rugality,	therefore,	is	
a	 key	 to	 well-being”	 (ibid,	 p.	 212).	 This	 points	 to	 another	 important	 element	 of	
sufficiency,	namely	the	dematerialization	of	our	wants	and	needs.	
	
The	definition	of	a	politics	of	sufficiency	provided	by	Schneidewind	and	Zahrnt	(2014)	
is	precisely	a	politics	that	makes	it	easier	to	live	‘the	Good	Life’.	So	-	what	is	that	life?	
Schneidewind	and	Zahrnt	do	not	answer	that	question	directly,	but	argue	that	“[i]t	is	
becoming	ever	more	apparent	that	a	good	life	needs	room	for	that	which	is	 ‘slower’,	
‘closer’,	‘less’	and	‘more	personal’”	(Schneidewind	&	Zahrnt,	2014,	p.	13).	Following	this,	
they	mention	the	‘Good	Life’	as	one	that	“requires	room	for	new	balances”	(ibid),	which	
means	 that	 	 a	 politics	 aiming	 at	 facilitating	 the	 ‘Good	 Life’	 (namely,	 a	 politics	 of	
sufficiency)	must	offer	“the	possibility	of	self-realisation	to	a	variety	of	life	concepts	in	
a	spirit	of	common	global	responsibility”	(Schneidewind	&	Zahrnt,	2014,	p.	13).	In	such	
a	spirit,	it	is	appropriate	to	include	for	example	Buen	Vivir,	or	“good	living”,	the	above	
described	(in	2.2)	concept	building	on	the	world	views	of	the	indigenous	peoples	of	the	
Andes,	in	discussions	on	the	‘Good	Life’	(Acosta,	2017).		
	
In	her	work	on	alternative	and	new	hedonism,	Kate	Soper	(2007,	2008,	2017)	has	 -	
despite	not	writing	specifically	about	sufficiency	-	presented	quite	a	few	elements	that	
can	be	seen	as	central	 to	 this	 framework	too.	Many	of	 the	characteristics	of	 the	new	
hedonism	that	she	describes	are	similar	to	those	of	sufficiency.	However,	Soper’s	focus	
is	continuously	on	the	pleasures	that	the	current	consumerist	society	deprives	us	of	and,	
consequently,	what	pleasures	are	to	be	gained	from	changing	the	way	we	think	about	
and	practice	consumption.	As	examples	of	such	pleasures,	she	highlights	less	stress,	less	
time	 dedicated	 to	work,	 a	 slower	 pace	 of	 everyday	 life	 and	more	 time	 for	 personal	
relations	(Soper,	2008).	To	think	about	pleasures	and	hedonism	is	a	way	of	bringing	
attention	to	the	negative	sides	of	the	consumerist	culture	that	have	become	normalized.	
Soper	 (2008)	 argues	 for	 the	 potential	 significance	 of	 the	 “’alternative	 hedonist’	
disenchantment	of	consumerism”	(Soper,	2008,	p.	571)	when	it	comes	to	changing	that	
culture	and	turning	to	more	ecologically	and	socially	sustainable	ways	of	 living.	The	
chances	to	do	so	are,	she	claims,	 “dependent	on	the	emergence	and	embrace	of	new	
modes	of	 thinking	about	human	pleasure	and	 self-realization,	 especially,	 in	 the	 first	
instance,	on	 the	part	of	 the	affluent	global	 elites”	 (ibid).	For	such	 rethinking	 to	 take	
place,	the	current	consumerist	image	of	the	good	life	and	human	flourishing	needs	to	
be	challenged	by	an	alternative	that	seems	more	seductive;	one	that	appeals	not	only	to	
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environmental	 concerns	 or	 altruistic	 compassion	 but	 also	 to	 more	 “self-regarding	
gratifications	of	consuming	differently”	(Soper,	2008,	p.	571).	In	her	work	from	2008,	
Soper	 writes	 about	 the	 beginnings	 of	 a	 counter-consumerist	 trend	 among	 affluent	
consumers	that	brings	forward	alternative	views	of	‘the	good	life’	and	that	can	also	be	
seen	as	a	reaction	to	disaffection	with	the	affluent	lifestyle	and	“disenchantment	with	
the	supposed	blessings	of	consumerism”	(Soper,	2008,	p.	571).	These	anti-consumerist	
feelings	-	even	though	still	only	appealing	to	a	small	minority	-	have	since	then	grown,	
together	with	concern	for	the	role	of	consumption	in	regard	to	climate	change	(Soper,	
2017).	 
	
For	many	of	the	suggested	changes	of	culture	to	come	about,	Soper	argues	that	what	is	
required	 is	 “a	 radical	 break	 with	 consumer	 culture's	 glorification	 of	 speed	 and	 its	
understanding	of	prosperity	in	terms	of	efficiency”	(Soper,	2017,	p.	29).	This	is	in	line	
both	with	Schneidewind	&	Zahrnt’s	(2014)	focus	on	“less	speed”	and	with	the	focus	on	
time	and	well-being	within	the	sufficiency	 literature.	Besides	arguing	 for	 the	case	of	
reducing	work	time	and	increasing	our	“time	affluence”,	Soper	(2017)	argues	that	there	
are	 also	 other	 hedonistic	 reasons	 for	 opting	 out	 of	 some	 forms	 of	 consumption.	 As	
examples,	she	mentions	the	space	that	is	freed	up	if	one	only	owns	a	minimum	amount	
of	gadgets	and	tools,	the	labour	that	is	saved	in	terms	of	cleaning	and	repairing,	as	well	
as	less	problems	when	it	comes	to	waste	disposal	(Soper,	2017,	p.	38).	In	regards	to	
how	a	transformation	to	a	new	kind	of	hedonism	might	come	about,	Soper	argues	for	
(re)discovering	 the	 potential	 pleasures	 of	 “going	without”	 certain	 commodities	 and	
elements	of	comfortability	that	we	have	become	used	to	in	a	hyper-consumerist	culture:		
	

What	 should	 also	 be	 promoted	 are	 the	 potential	 rewards	 of	 adopting	 a	 less	
materialistic	 approach	 to	 the	 satisfaction	 of	 human	 needs	 and	 desires	 more	
generally.	In	the	first	instance,	however,	this	means	a	heightened	sense	of	what	we	
have	already	lost	in	the	promotion	of	a	hyper-consumerist	culture	and	of	what,	in	
that	sense,	we	are	already	now	“going	without”	(Soper,	2017,	p.	40).	

	
One	such	thing	that	Soper	argues	can	be	a	potential	source	for	alternative	hedonism	is	
that	 consumer	 culture	 has	 caused	 us	 a	 loss	 of	 sensory	 experience	 –	 for	 example	 of	
feeling	hunger	or	 cold	–	 in	 the	way	 that	 it	 encourages	 constant	 ‘comfort	 eating’	 and	
ensures	that	we	(thanks	to	central	heating	and	air-conditioning)	“are	continuously	in	
the	“comfort”	zone	wherever	we	go”	(Soper,	2017,	p.	39).	
	
Soper’s	 alternative	 hedonism	 can	 be	 seen	 as	 adding	 important	 substance	 to	 the	
discussion	on	what	a	good	life	is	and	can	be,	but	it	also	adds	an	important	dimension	in	
terms	 of	 speaking	 of	 pleasures.	 If	 neither	 a	 lifestyle	 nor	 a	 society	 oriented	 toward	
sufficiency	can	offer	pleasure	(albeit	pleasure	 in	different	 forms	than	the	convenient	
ones	 that	 affluent	 consumers	 are	 used	 to),	 it	 will	 be	 difficult	 to	 speak	 about	 their	
desirability	and	attractiveness.	By	looking	at	experienced	discontent	with	consumption	
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and	 affluent	 consumers’	own	 “self-interested	disaffection”	with	 consumerism,	 Soper	
claims	 that	 a	 new	 hedonist	 imaginary	 can	 be	 developed	 –	 one	 that	 can	 alter	 the	
conception	of	what	is	seen	as	a	‘high’	standard	of	living	and	what	it	means	to	‘flourish’	
(Soper,	2008,	p.	567).	Such	new	alternative	imaginaries	are	needed,	she	claims,	in	order	
to	effectively	challenge	the	affluent	‘consumerist’	way	of	consumption,	since	this	way	is	
“unlikely	to	be	checked	in	the	absence	of	a	seductive	alternative”	(Soper,	2008,	p.	571).	
Such	a	hedonist	imaginary	might	very	well	have	much	in	common	with	a	sufficiency	
imaginary.		
	
	
	
Cultural reorientation and satisfaction of human needs 
	
One	recurring	element	in	the	literature	on	sufficiency	is	the	need	for	a	cultural	shift	or	
reorientation;	 one	 that	 can	 at	 the	 same	 time	 open	 up	 for	 new	 imaginaries	 and	
alternative	ways	of	life	to	a	larger	public	and	facilitate	the	necessary	political	measures	
in	terms	of	public	acceptance.	Schneidewind	and	Zahrnt	(2014)	mention	“a	perspective	
of	 cultural	 optimism”	 as	 one	 essential	 part	 of	 a	 sufficiency-oriented	 politics,	 a	
perspective	that	“empowers	politics,	civil	society	and	business	to	turn	new	values	into	
political	and	economic	reality”	(Schneidewind	&	Zahrnt,	2014,	p.	27).	
	
In	his	theory	of	human	needs	and	development,	Max-Neef	(1992)	frames	the	adoption	
of	satisfiers	of	human	needs	as	one	aspect	of	cultural	change.	Max-Neef	argues	that	all	
human	needs	must	be	understood	as	a	system,	because	they	are	all	“interrelated	and	
interactive”	(Max-Neef,	1992,	p.	199).	By	distinguishing	between	needs	and	satisfiers,	
Max-Neef	points	out	that	 for	example	 food	and	shelter	must	not	be	seen	as	needs	 in	
themselves,	but	as	satisfiers	meeting	the	fundamental	need	of	“subsistence”.	He	further	
argues	that	the	fundamental	human	needs	are	few	and	finite,	and	that	they	are	the	same	
across	 all	 historical	 periods	 and	 cultures	 –	what	 changes	 are	 the	 time-	 and	 culture-
specific	 ways	 of	 satisfying	 the	 needs	 (Max-Neef,	 1992).	 “Each	 economic,	 social	 and	
political	system	adopts	different	methods	for	the	satisfaction	of	the	same	fundamental	
human	needs”	(ibid,	p.	200),	Max-Neef	writes,	and	continues:	
	

In	every	system	they	are	satisfied	(or	not	satisfied)	through	the	generation	(or	non-
generation)	of	different	types	of	satisfiers.	We	may	go	as	far	as	to	say	that	one	of	
the	aspects	that	define	a	culture	is	its	choice	of	satisfiers.	Whether	a	person	belongs	
to	a	consumerist	or	to	an	ascetic	society,	his/her	fundamental	human	needs	are	the	
same.	What	changes	is	his/her	choice	of	the	quantity	and	quality	of	satisfiers.	In	
short,	what	is	culturally	determined	are	not	the	fundamental	human	needs,	but	the	
satisfiers	for	those	needs.	Cultural	change	is,	among	other	things,	the	consequence	
of	dropping	traditional	satisfiers	for	the	purpose	of	adopting	new	or	different	ones	
(Max-Neef,	1992,	p.	200).	
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Here,	one	needs	to	ask	the	question	what	the	traditional	satisfiers	of	the	current	culture	
are,	and	what	might	be	new	or	different	ones	to	adopt	in	the	process	towards	a	more	
sufficiency-oriented	culture?	Max-Neef	(1992)	clarifies	by	saying	that	satisfiers	are	not	
to	be	confused	with	available	economic	goods	but,	depending	on	the	society	and	culture,	
different	kinds	of	economic	goods	are	used	to	materially	manifest	the	satisfier.	Thus,	he	
argues,	 “[u]nderstood	 as	 objects	 or	 artifacts	 which	 make	 it	 possible	 to	 increase	 or	
decrease	the	efficiency	of	a	satisfier,	goods	have	become	determinant	elements	within	
industrial	civilization”	(Max-Neef,	1992,	p.	202).	The	production	of	economic	goods	in	
industrial	capitalism	has	thus	conditioned	what	type	of	satisfiers	predominate	(ibid).	
This	phenomenon	is	further	highlighted	by	Lorek	(2018),	stating	that		“it	is	not	human	
needs	as	such	that	cause	problems	of	unsustainability,	but	the	consumer	culture	offered	
to	people	as	a	surrogate”	(Lorek,	2018,	p.	27).	In	this	context,	Campbell	(2015)	argues	
that	 one	 driving	 force	 of	 the	 phenomenon	 of	 hyper-consumption	 is	 “the	 high	 value	
attached	 to	 the	new	and	 the	novel”	 (Campbell,	 2015,	p.	29)	within	modern	Western	
culture.	 This	 desire	 for	 novelty	 and	 its	 crucial	 role	 in	 driving	 consumerism	 and	
economic	growth	is	also	highlighted	by	Jackson	(2009b).	Clues	to	potential	satisfiers	
within	 a	 sufficiency	 culture	 could	 be	 found,	 for	 example,	 in	 Soper’s	 alternative	
hedonism	approach	(Soper,	2008,	2017).	In	contrast	to	the	novel,	it	is	also	of	interest	to	
look	into	the	value	that	is	attached	to	older	and	used	objects	(see	for	example	Bohlin,	
2019),	and	further	 into	the	 idea	of	conviviality.	Conviviality	can	be	understood	as	an	
opposite	to	industrial	productivity,	that	is,	as	a	space	or	society	of	creative	relationships	
within	which	 tools	 are	 used,	 shared	 and	 produced	 in	 a	manner	 that	 strives	 toward	
autonomy,	or	the	power	to	control	how	resources	are	used	and	how	human	needs	are	
satisfied	(Bradley,	2018;	Deriu,	2015).		
	
	
 
2.6 Concluding remarks  
	
This	theoretical	chapter	serves	as	a	foundation	from	which	to	depart	on	the	exploration	
of	 sufficiency-related	 practices.	 The	 overview	 of	 concepts	 provides	 a	 range	 of	
perspectives	 to	bear	 in	mind	 through	 the	 coming	chapters	and	 the	analysis,	both	 in	
terms	of	what	concepts	will	be	used	and	how,	and	how	the	thesis	builds	upon	them.		
	
With	her	social	connection	model	of	responsibility,	Young	(2011)	has	shown	that	the	
claim	that	relations	imply	a	responsibility	is	highly	valid	also	when	it	comes	to	relations	
stretching	out	in	space	and	when	economic	transactions	tie	us	into	relations	to	people	
that	we	will	never	see	nor	get	to	know.	Based	on	this	model,	this	theoretical	chapter	has	
arrived	at	a	framing	of	sufficiency	as	refraining	from	taking	and	identified	it	as	a	crucial	
part	of	the	collective	responsibility	to	be	shouldered	by	the	affluent	parts	of	the	world.	
This	responsibility	for	sufficiency	-	for	keeping	resource	use	and	waste	within	social	
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and	ecological	limits	and	within	the	fair	share	of	one’s	environmental	space	-	can	be	
framed	both	on	an	individual	level	and	on	the	societal	level.	The	balance	between	these	
two,	and	the	relation	between	an	 individual	agency	of	sufficiency	and	unsustainable	
systems	of	provision	based	on	the	current	logic	will	be	discussed	further.	
	
One	characteristic	of	sufficiency	as	an	individual	lifestyle	and	consumption	practice	is	
often	pointed	out	to	be	voluntariness.	I	have	argued	in	this	chapter	for	expanding	that	
view,	in	order	to	also	explore	the	potential	of	unintentional	entries	into	more	sufficient	
practices	 –	 entries	 that	 might	 be	 of	 great	 importance	 in	 the	 road	 towards	 a	 more	
sufficient	society.	Further,	if	such	unintentional	entries	could	be	facilitated	in	different	
ways	from	a	societal	level	–	e.g.	by	changing	the	infrastructure,	incentives	or	providing	
a	more	allowing	institutional	framework	for	other	practices	–	this	could	be	seen	as	one	
way	for	the	affluent	society	to	shoulder	its	collective	responsibility	for	global	structural	
injustices,	 at	 the	 same	 time	 as	 helping	 individuals	 shoulder	 theirs.	 It	 is	 equally	
important	to	continue	to	explore	ways	in	which	sufficiency	can	actually	come	to	be	a	
lifestyle	that	more	people	choose,	both	voluntarily	and	intentionally.	
	
The	chapter	has	further	provided	a	broad	framework	in	which	to	discuss	sufficiency.	Or	
perhaps	broad	is	not	the	correct	word	to	use,	considering	that	it	is,	in	fact,	a	framework	
of	limits.	The	actual	physical	boundaries	that	we	need	to	keep	within	in	order	to	uphold	
a	“safe	operating	space	for	humanity”	(Rockström	et	al.,	2009)	limits	how	much	we	can	
actually	use	of	the	Earth’s	resources	and	this,	in	turn,	consequently	sets	limits	for	how	
much	 our	 economies	 can	 grow	 (Daly,	 1991;	 Jackson,	 2009a;	 Raworth,	 2013;	 Victor,	
2008).	There	is	simply	not	enough	“room”	for	everyone	on	Earth	to	live	a	life	demanding	
as	many	resources	as,	say,	the	average	person	in	Sweden	does	today;	hence,	we	need	to	
step	back.	Drawing	on	the	argument	for	refraining	from	taking	as	being	a	question	of	
responsibility,	the	responsibility	for	sufficiency	on	a	societal	level	becomes	very	much	
a	question	of	politically	setting	limits	that	can	define	the	space	into	which	the	affluent	
societies	need	to	withdraw.	The	framework	for	a	politics	of	sufficiency	sketched	out	in	
this	 chapter	 is	 an	 illustration	 of	 the	 kind	 of	 limits	 that	 a	 society	 oriented	 towards	
sufficiency	might	implement	(for	example	putting	caps	on	the	use	of	natural	resources	
and	emissions	and	limiting	income	or	work	time).	This	framework	will	be	revisited	in	
chapter	7,	 in	discussing	how	sufficiency	might	be	 facilitated	 in	 the	Swedish	 context.	
Parallel	to	this	however,	Soper’s	(2008,	2017)	idea	of	an	alternative	or	new	hedonism	
focuses	not	on	limits	but	rather	on	what	is	to	be	gained	from	focusing	on	other	pleasures	
than	those	offered	to	us	by	consumerism	–	much	in	line	with	Levitas’	(2013)	argument	
that	the	focus	(in	utopian	thinking)	must	be	on	what	will	be	gained	(see	above,	2.1).	To	
use	 both	 practical	 limits	 and	 possible	 gains	 as	 lenses	 through	 which	 to	 explore	
sufficiency	 in	practice	 is	one	way	of	making	use	of	utopianism	as	a	method.	Another	
way	is	to	look	for	the	kind	of	“political	spaces”,	embedded	in	political	processes,	that	
Sargisson	(2007)	describes	as	utopias.		
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Limits	do	not	need	to	curb	our	imagination;	in	fact,	they	can	help	us	make	better	use	of	
it.	The	range	of	creative	ideas	present	within	recent	years’	literature	on	degrowth	and	
sufficiency	about	different	ways	in	which	societies	could	be	organized	is	one	example	
of	what	roads	our	minds	might	take	if	we	simply	close	off	the	densely	trafficked	highway	
that	is	the	idea	that	we	can	forever	rely	on	economic	growth	to	provide	us	with	an	ever-
higher	degree	of	“development”	and	material	standard.	Starting	from	the	discussion	on	
utopia	in	the	beginning	of	the	chapter,	one	objective	of	my	research	is	to	stay	off	that	
highway;	to	try	and	break	with	old	habits	of	thinking	about	consumption	as	a	necessity	
and	the	idea	of	striving	for	a	constant	improvement	in	material	standards	as	something	
“natural”.	What	happens	if	we	try	to	voluntarily	say	‘enough’?	And	what	happens	if	we	
choose	to	get	rid	of	lots	of	our	material	goods	–	what	possibilities	might	that	bring	with	
it?	There	is	room	for	imagination	in	the	answers	to	these	questions,	room	for	imagining	
that	sufficiency	can	become	an	attractive	way	of	life,	not	only	because	it	is	the	way	we	
eventually	must	 choose	 because	 there	might	 be	 no	 other	 alternatives	 in	 the	 face	 of	
ecological	crisis,	but	because	it	might	entail	so	many	positive	qualities	that	we	want	to	
choose	it.		
	
A	politics	aimed	at	creating	a	sufficiency-oriented	society	will	most	probably	demand	
of	us	that	we	make	do	with	less,	which	in	turn	will	need	us	to	answer	the	question	of	
what	 really	 is	 enough	 for	us,	 as	 citizens	and	as	 societies.	What	might	we	as	well	do	
without,	 and	what	do	we	want	and	need	 to	prioritize	 if	we	 simply	must	 reduce	our	
consumption?	To	learn	more	about	the	process	of	approaching	such	an	individual	sense	
of	 sufficiency	 is	 also	 an	 attempt	 to	 understand	 the	 drivers	 behind	 satisfaction	 or	
contentment.	
	
Returning	to	Levitas’	statement	that	the	reconstruction	of	society	should	begin	“from	
the	kind	of	 society	we	want	and	proceed	 to	the	kind	of	 economic	 relations	 that	will	
sustain	and	support	it,	rather	than	the	other	way	around”	(Levitas,	2013,	p.	197-198),	I	
approach	 the	research	aim	of	 this	 thesis	 from	the	 same	perspective.	The	 theoretical	
positioning	 in	 this	 chapter	 is	 in	 that	 sense	 a	 point	 of	 beginning,	 establishing	 the	
framework	for	a	more	sufficient	society.	The	rest	of	the	thesis	will	revolve	around	how	
such	a	society	might	be	built	in	regard	to	practices,	culture,	planning	and	politics.		
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3. Methodology 
	
	
	
In	 this	 chapter,	 I	 describe	my	 research	 approach	 and	 reflect	 on	 the	methodological	
choices	and	concerns.	I	also	present	the	methods	and	materials	used	for	the	empirical	
research	and	discuss	some	limitations	and	concerns	in	the	work	on	the	thesis.		
	
	
	
3.1 Framing an exploration of sufficiency 
	
In	this	thesis,	I	explore	possible	practices	of	sufficiency	in	a	consumerist	society	in	an	
attempt	 to	 understand	 and	 describe	 how	 sufficiency	 could	 be	 understood	 and	
implemented	both	as	a	value	or	idea	and	as	politics	and	practice.	The	aim	is	to	break	
with	old	habits	of	thinking	about	consumption	as	a	necessity	and	striving	for	improved	
material	standards	as	something	“natural”.	As	previously	stated	in	the	introduction,	the	
research	has	a	strong	normative	approach	in	the	sense	that	it	springs	from	a	desire	to	
change	the	order	of	things,	to	question	common	practices	and	to	imagine	new	ones.	It	
is	based	on	assumptions	about	the	importance	of	sufficiency	and	builds	the	theoretical	
framework	around	those,	an	approach	that	perhaps	might	be	criticized	for	not	being	
open	 enough	 towards	 other	 ideas	 that	 fall	 outside	 the	 identified	 framework.	 In	 this	
regard,	I	intentionally	maintained	an	open	attitude	in	the	case	studies	and	prepared	for	
the	possibility	that	they	might	point	towards	obstacles	rather	than	the	possibilities	of	
the	 chosen	 framing	 of	 sufficiency.	 Such	 a	 contradiction	 or	 ambiguity	 in	 empirical	
material	 might	 be	 grounds	 for	 creativity,	 in	 opening	 up	 for	 interpretative	 richness	
(Alvesson	 &	 Sköldberg,	 2009,	 pp.	 305–306).	 Alvesson	 and	 Sköldberg	 suggest	 that	
researchers	should	engage	in	research	practices	that	create	a	dialectic	between	the	type	
of	reflexivity	that	brings	something	new	in,	and	the	type	that	is	more	deconstructing	in	
its	 nature	 and	 engages	with	 the	 limitations	 and	 contradictions	 of	 knowledge	 claims	
(Alvesson	 &	 Sköldberg,	 2009,	 p.	 313).	 Attempts	 to	 break	 with	 the	
“growth=development”	 paradigm	 and	 question	 the	 consumerist	 culture,	 i.e.	 the	
deconstructing	approach,	is	an	ongoing	task	for	many	scholars	(see	for	example	D’Alisa	
et	al.,	2014;	 Jackson,	2009b).	My	attempt	at	adding	something	new	to	this	 field	 is	 to	
simultaneously	explore	a	range	of	possible	meanings	of	sufficiency	 in	a	consumerist	
society	 and	 how	 those	meanings	 can	 be	 applied	 in	 practice,	 in	 relation	 to	material	
consumption.		
	
In	 building	 the	 narrative	 for	 my	 research,	 I	 also	 chose	 to	 not	 select	 many	 other	
narratives	 and	 stories.	 Wanting	 my	 research	 to	 have	 a	 utopian	 focus,	 in	 order	 to	
decrease	the	gap	between	what-is	and	what-ought-to-be,	it	means	on	the	one	hand	that	
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I	have	prioritized	building	a	narrative	of	possibilities	over	avoiding	the	risk	of	being	
accused	of	naivety.	On	the	other	hand,	it	might	also	mean	that	I	run	the	risk	of	being	
criticized	 for	 avoiding	 the	 most	 difficult	 questions	 of	 exactly	 how	 a	 transition	 to	 a	
sufficient	society	should	be	brought	about	and	be	like.	In	relation	to	this,	Levitas	(2013)	
underlines	that	utopia	as	a	method	must	address	not	only	the	transformation	of	needs,	
wants	 and	 satisfactions	 entailed	 in	 a	 new	 society	 but	 also	 the	 ones	 entailed	 in	 the	
transition	to	that	new	society	(Levitas,	2013,	p.	218).	I	aim	to	address	this	by	presenting	
a	framework	for	a	politics	of	sufficiency	and	looking	closer	at	the	current	situation	in	
Sweden,	by	trying	to	identify	obstacles	to	and	potential	for	more	sufficiency-oriented	
politics	and	by	suggesting	some	steps	to	take	in	that	direction.	
	
Returning	 to	 Levitas’	 (2013)	 statement	 (presented	 in	 chapter	 2.1)	 that	 the	
reconstruction	of	society	should	begin	“from	the	kind	of	society	we	want	and	proceed	
to	the	kind	of	economic	relations	that	will	sustain	and	support	it,	rather	than	the	other	
way	around”	(Levitas,	2013,	p.	197-198),	I	approach	the	research	aim	of	this	thesis	from	
the	 same	perspective.	 The	 theoretical	 positioning	 in	 the	 previous	 chapter	 is	 in	 that	
sense	the	starting	point,	staking	out	the	frames	for	a	more	sufficient	society.	Together	
with	 the	 introduction,	 it	 served	 two	purposes:	 first,	 to	provide	 a	 background	 to	 the	
concept	and	idea	of	sufficiency,	and	second,	to	position	the	research	theoretically	and	
to	propose	a	theoretical	framework	to	inform	the	analysis.	This	part	has	been	based	on	
literature	review	and	synthesis.		
	
The	remainder	of	the	thesis	addresses	how	such	a	society	might	be	built	and	sustained	
in	 regard	 to	 practices,	 culture,	 planning	 and	 politics.	 The	 framing	 of	 this	 empirical	
exploration	of	sufficiency	is	divided	into	two	parts.	The	first	part	addresses	sufficiency	
at	 the	 individual	 level	 and	 is	 constituted	 by	 two	 case	 studies	 of	 sufficiency-related	
practices.	The	second	part	takes	a	wider	look	at	sufficiency	at	the	societal	level	and	is	
based	 on	 a	 desk-based	 study	 of	 existing	 strategies	 for	 and	 work	 on	 sustainable	
consumption	and	waste	prevention	at	local,	regional	and	national	levels	in	Sweden,	and	
on	 interviews	with	public	officials	and	civil	society	representatives	working	in	 these	
areas.	These	parts	will	be	referred	to	as	the	“practice	case	studies”	and	the	“governance	
case	study”,	respectively.	
	
	
	
3.2 Exploring sufficiency-related practices 
	
In	the	second	part	of	the	thesis,	I	focus	on	exploring	ways	in	which	sufficiency	can	be	
practiced.	In	order	to	do	this,	I	chose	a	qualitative	research	approach	and	a	case	study	
methodology	with	semi-structured	interviews	as	the	primary	method	of	data	gathering.	
I	have	interviewed	individuals	from	two	groups,	each	group	constituting	one	case	study.	
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In	addition	to	this	qualitative	approach,	one	of	the	case	studies	includes	quantitative	
data	from	an	online	survey.	The	two	groups	were	identified	on	the	basis	of	their	diverse	
performances	of	sufficiency-related	practices	in	the	Swedish	context.	What	the	groups	
have	in	common	is	that	they	both	approach	sufficiency	“from	above”	-	that	is,	from	a	
position	of	having/consuming	more	to	one	of	having/consuming	less	-	and	that	they	do	
so	voluntarily.		
	
The	two	groups	I	chose	to	study	were:	

1) The	buy-nothing	practitioners:	individuals	who	have	made	a	conscious	decision	
to	reduce	their	consumption	through	a	“buy-nothing-year”.	The	decision	should	
not	 have	 been	 forced,	 but	 made	 voluntarily	 (although	 in	 some	 cases,	 it	 was	
triggered	by	economic	constraints).	

2) The	KonMariers:	individuals	who	use	a	specific	method	of	decluttering,	namely	
the	KonMari	method,	to	declutter	their	homes	and	get	rid	of	belongings.	

	
I	made	 the	 choice	 to	 focus	 on	 these	 two	 specific	 groups	 of	 individuals	 for	 the	 case	
studies	 based	 on	 a	wish	 to	 explore	 two	 contrasting	 entries	 into	 possible	 sufficiency	
practices.	This	choice	makes	it	possible	to	compare	two	distinct	ways	of	approaching	
sufficiency	 from	 above,	 one	 of	 which	 is	 more	 of	 a	 niche	 practice	 (voluntary	 non-
consumption)	and	the	other	a	more	mainstream	approach	(KonMari).	The	decision	to	
stop	 consuming	 was	 taken	 voluntarily	 and	 often	 (but	 not	 always)	 with	 a	 strong	
political/environmental	motivation	 behind	 it,	 what	 I	 refer	 to	 here	 as	 an	 intentional	
entry,	 and	 this	 study	 can	 therefore	 contribute	 to	 a	 discussion	 about	 how	 already	
conscious	or	political	consumers	might	become	attracted	to	consuming	less,	and	how	
such	practices	may	be	facilitated	through	planning	and	policy-making.	In	contrast,	the	
KonMariers	are	a	group	whose	main	motivation	has	been	to	discard	their	belongings,	
for	different	reasons.	To	“konmari	one’s	home”	and	discard	one’s	belongings	is	a	highly	
intentional	decision.	However,	if	that	decision	later	on	results	in	reduced	consumption,	
it	was	most	probably	not	intended	from	the	start	but	should	rather	be	considered	as	an	
outcome	 of	 the	 KonMari	 process.	 This	 difference	 is	 highly	 relevant	 since	 most	
consumers	are	not	 inclined	 to	 change	 their	behaviour	solely	based	on	 sustainability	
arguments	(Eckhardt	et	al.,	2010;	Kollmuss	&	Agyeman,	2002;	Shove,	2003).	Therefore,	
it	 is	 helpful	 to	 view	 this	 as	 a	 possible	 example	 of	 unintentional	 entries	 into	 more	
sufficient	consumption	practices,	and,	further,	at	how	such	entries	might	be	encouraged	
and	facilitated	from	a	societal	level.		
	
The	cases	that	I	have	chosen	are	ones	that	I	have	been	interested	in	for	potentially	being	
cases	that	can	provide	 insights	on	sufficiency-related	practices	 in	regard	to	material	
consumption.	 In	choosing	to	 focus	on	these	two,	 I	am	aware	that	 there	are	plenty	of	
other	similar	practices	and	groups	that	also	could	have	informed	this	study.	In	the	case	
of	 the	 buy-nothing	 practitioners,	 other	 groups	 with	 similar	 practices	 include,	 for	
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example,	voluntary	simplifiers	and	people	who	have	chosen	to	reduce	their	working	
time	(downshifters)	or	moved	into	a	“tiny	house”.	These	are	all	practices	that	can	be	
said	to	be	 intentional	entries	 into	more	sufficient	consumption	practices,	albeit	with	
varying	motivations	 behind	 them,	 and	 the	 buy-nothing	 group	 is	 thus	 chosen	 on	 the	
grounds	of	being	a	case	of	such	an	intentional	entry.	The	KonMari	group	is	in	contrast	
assumed	to	be	a	case	of	unintentional	entry	into	more	sufficient	consumption.	It	is	not	
a	niche	practice	in	regard	to	consumption	but	rather	a	case	that	could	potentially	say	
something	 about	 mainstream	 consumers,	 seeing	 as	 the	 large	 majority	 of	 the	
practitioners	did	not	aim	 to	 reduce	 their	 consumption	when	 they	 started	with	 their	
practice.	 The	 case	 is	 also	 interesting	 in	 that	 it	 represents	 larger	 societal	 trends	 of	
decluttering	and	minimalist	living.		
	
In	 implementing	 their	 decision	 to	 have	 a	 buy-nothing	 year,	 the	 first	 group	 can	 be	
expected	 to	 have	 downscaled	 their	material	 consumption	 to	 a	 sufficiency	 level,	 but	
there	might	be	a	difference	between	those	doing	so	mainly	for	ideological	reasons	and	
those	 choosing	 to	 do	 so	 because	 they	 for	 some	 reason	 need	 to	 save	 money.	 Their	
motivations	behind	the	decision	 to	stop	consuming	and	their	 experiences	of	 it	were	
explored	 in	 order	 to	 identify	 possible	 attracting	 factors	of	 a	more	 sufficient	 level	 of	
consumption.		
	
In	regard	to	the	second	group,	they	will	most	probably	not	have	discarded	so	many	of	
their	belongings	as	to	be	said	to	have	downscaled	to	a	minimalist	living.	However,	it	is	
their	attitude	towards	buying	new	things	once	they	have	cleared	out	their	wardrobes	
and	cupboards	that	is	of	specific	interest	here:	has	the	process	in	any	sense	changed	
how	they	view	and	practice	consumption?		
	
It	should	be	said	here	that	neither	the	case	studies	nor	the	thesis	as	a	whole	attempt	to	
say	 anything	 about	 “forced	 sufficiency”.	 That	 is,	 it	 does	 not	 look	 into	 practices	 of	
drastically	reduced	consumption	in	situations	where	people	have	been	forced	to	reduce	
their	consumption	to	a	minimum	because	of	life	events	such	as	loss	of	work	or	long-
term	illness.	Neither	does	the	research	focus	on	the	consumption	practices	of	people	
continuously	living	on	a	very	low	income.	Some	of	the	informants	in	the	buy-nothing	
group	had	experienced	a	drastic	reduction	 in	 income,	but	 that	was	due	to	their	own	
voluntary	decisions	(i.e.	to	change	job	or	to	leave	a	job	for	university	studies).		
	
The	full	interview	guides	are	included	in	Appendix	1.	Examples	of	questions	that	were	
posed	to	the	different	groups	included	the	following:			

- On	 what	 grounds	 did	 they	 make	 the	 decision	 to	 reduce	 their	 material	
consumption	or	discard	their	belongings?		

- Has	 their	perception	of	what	 they	need	changed	during	 their	practice,	 and	 in	
what	way?		
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- Have	 their	 views	 of	 material	 consumption	 and	 their	 consumption	 behavior	
changed	through	the	process,	and	if	so	in	what	ways?		

- Has	their	decision	brought	with	it	any	positive	“side-effects”	that	they	did	not	
consider	before?	

- What	 difficulties	 have	 they	 experienced,	 and	 what	 do	 they	 think	 could	 have	
facilitated	their	practice?	

	
In	addition,	I	asked	the	informants	beforehand	to	think	about	one	or	two	things	that	
they	 considered	 to	 be	 necessary,	 as	 well	 as	 one	 or	 two	 things	 that	 they	 thought	
symbolized	sufficiency	 for	 them.	A	 few	of	 the	 interviewees	brought	 these	 items	with	
them	to	the	interview	and	allowed	me	to	take	pictures	of	them.	I	also	received	some	
pictures	 taken	by	 two	KonMariers	of	 their	home	before	 and	after	 their	process	and	
further	asked	for	permission	to	take	photographs	when	the	interview	was	carried	out	
in	the	KonMariers’	homes.	Some	of	these	pictures	are	presented	in	chapter	4.	
	
All	the	interviews	were	qualitative	and	semi-structured	and	lasted	between	45	minutes	
and	two	hours.	The	majority	of	the	interviews	were	conducted	face-to-face	while	three	
interviews	 were	 conducted	 via	 Skype	 and	 three	 via	 telephone.	 The	 interviews	
conducted	in	person	were	either	conducted	in	the	homes	of	the	informants	(as	is	the	
case	with	most	of	the	KonMariers),	in	their	offices	or	mine,	or	in	a	public	place	such	as	
a	 café.	 All	 interviews	 were	 recorded	 and	 transcribed	 (a	 few	 of	 them	 partially	
transcribed),	the	exception	being	two	interviews	conducted	over	the	phone	which	were	
documented	through	note	taking	during	the	interview.	All	of	the	transcriptions	were	
done	by	me,	with	the	exception	of	 two	 interviews	being	transcribed	by	a	contracted	
consultant.	 All	 interviews	 were	 conducted	 in	 Swedish	 except	 for	 one	 (which	 was	
conducted	 in	 English),	 and	 the	 quotes	 that	 are	 presented	 in	 the	 text	 are	 translated	
excerpts	from	the	transcriptions	(translations	by	me).	I	have	made	the	choice	to	leave	
a	 lot	 of	 room	 for	 quotes	 in	 the	 empirical	 material,	 in	 order	 to	 illustrate	 both	 the	
experiences	and	the	arguments	of	the	informants.	In	order	to	protect	the	anonymity	of	
the	informants,	their	names	have	been	changed	and	they	are	presented	with	assumed	
first	names.	
	
The	 KonMari	 case	 study	 includes	 an	 online	 survey	 in	 addition	 to	 the	 qualitative	
interviews.	The	survey	was	posted	in	the	Facebook	group	KonMari	Sverige	in	January	
2018	and	answered	by	318	members	of	the	group	(out	of	approximately	11	000	at	the	
time	of	the	survey)10	and	provides	a	good	amount	of	quantitative	data	as	a	complement	
to	the	material	from	the	interviews.	The	survey	questions	are	included	in	Appendix	2.	
	
																																																								
10	At	the	end	of	October	2017,	the	Facebook	group	KonMari	Sverige	had	around	10	600	members	and	in	
March	2018	it	reached	15	000	members	(information	from	group	administrator	and	from	the	Facebook	
group).	
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The buy-nothing practitioners 
	
To	recruit	potential	informants	for	the	buy-nothing	case	study,	I	posted	a	message	in	
two	different	Swedish	Facebook	groups	asking	 for	people	who	had	gone	 through	or	
were	going	through	a	buy-nothing	year	to	contact	me	if	they	were	willing	to	participate	
in	a	study.	The	Facebook	groups	were	Köpfritt	år	2017	(“Buy	nothing	year	2017”)	and	
Frivillig	 enkelhet	 –	 mer	 med	 mindre	 (“Voluntary	 simplicity	 –	 more	 with	 less”).	 The	
majority	of	the	informants	were	found	in	this	way,	but	some	were	also	found	through	
contacts	and	by	reading	about	their	experience	in	the	media	and	then	contacting	them.	
	
In	 selecting	 the	 informants	 for	 the	 buy-nothing	 case	 study,	 I	 consciously	 left	 the	
decision	 about	 what	 is	 considered	 to	 be	 a	 buy-nothing	 year	 to	 the	 informants	
themselves.	They	each	had	their	own	definitions	of	what	constituted	non-consumption	
for	 them	 and	 differed	 in	what	 degree	 of	 “discipline”	 they	 applied	 and	what	 kind	 of	
exceptions	they	were	willing	to	make.	If	they	considered	themselves	to	have	had	a	buy-
nothing	year,	I	found	them	suitable	as	informants.	The	restriction	I	had,	however,	was	
that	 they	 should	 have	 a	 clear	 starting	 point	 for	 their	 reduced	 consumption.	 All	 the	
informants	 had	 (of	 course)	 made	 exceptions	 for	 buying	 food,	 and	 also	 for	 various	
hygiene	products.	A	few	had	chosen	to	also	limit	their	consumption	of	food	and	drinks	
in	restaurants	or	cafés,	whereas	the	majority	did	not	have	any	restrictions	in	that	area.		
	
15	individuals	were	interviewed	in	this	case	study.	Most	of	them	had	finished	their	buy-
nothing	year,	some	were	at	the	end	of	it	at	the	time	of	the	interview	and	a	few	found	
themselves	some	months	into	the	experience.	The	interviews	were	conducted	between	
December	2016	and	May	2017,	with	one	exception	for	an	additional	interview	carried	
out	in	the	autumn	of	2018.	Twelve	of	the	interviews	were	carried	out	in	person,	one	via	
Skype	(video)	and	two	by	phone.	
	
Most	of	the	informants	(11	out	of	15)	lived	in	the	metropolitan	areas	of	Stockholm	and	
Gothenburg.	Four	people	lived	in	smaller	towns	and/or	in	the	countryside.	The	age	of	
the	 informants	varied	between	28	and	55	years,	with	13	out	of	15	 informants	being	
older	 than	 35	 years.	 Two	of	 the	 informants	 lived	 alone,	whereas	 the	majority	 lived	
together	with	a	partner	and/or	children	(ten	of	the	informants	have	children).	
	
The	majority	of	the	interviewees	(12	out	of	15)	were	female.	It	proved	difficult	to	find	
male	 informants,	 and	 the	 proportion	 of	 gender	 among	 the	 informants	 also	
approximately	 reflects	 the	 gender	 proportion	 in	 the	 Facebook	 groups	 where	 the	
question	was	posted.	
	
	
	



	 78	

The KonMariers 
	
The	 KonMari	 case	 study	 is	 built	 on	 an	 interview	 study	 and	 an	 online	 survey.	 The	
informants	 for	 both	 were	 found	 through	 the	 Facebook	 group	 KonMari	 Sverige	
(“KonMari	Sweden”),	where	I	posted	a	message	asking	for	people	who	would	be	willing	
to	 be	 interviewed	 about	 their	KonMari	 experience.	 Since	 I	 received	 responses	 from	
many	more	than	I	was	able	to	interview,	I	recognized	an	opportunity	to	also	do	a	survey	
for	parallel	quantitative	data	collection.	This	data	collection	was	performed	in	two	steps.	
In	a	first	instance,	the	survey,	carried	out	by	means	of	a	Google	form,	was	sent	out	to	
those	who	had	expressed	an	interest	in	being	interviewed.	From	the	27	respondents	
(out	 of	 43),	 I	 identified	 potential	 interviewees	 aiming	 to	 include	 a	 variation	 of	
informants	 in	 regard	 to	 age,	 socio-economic	 situation,	 place	 of	 residence	
(city/town/countryside),	living	situation	(for	example	single	or	family	household)	and	
where	they	found	themselves	in	the	KonMari	process.	As	a	second	step,	the	survey	was	
then	posted	 in	the	KonMari	Sverige	Facebook	group	 in	 January	2018	and	318	of	 the	
group	 members	 responded.	 The	 identified	 interviewees	 were	 then	 checked	 to	 be	
representative	 also	 for	 this	 larger	 group	 of	 respondents	 in	 terms	 of	 the	 factors	
described	above.		
	
In	 addition	 to	 questions	mapping	 the	 age,	 gender,	 socio-economic	 status	 and	 living	
situation	 of	 the	 respondents,	 the	 survey	 contained	 questions	 about	 how	 far	 the	
respondent	had	come	in	the	KonMari	process,	the	motive	for	starting	with	the	method	
and	 how	 the	 discarded	 items	were	 handled	 (e.g.	 thrown	 in	garbage,	 recycled,	 given	
away).	It	also	contained	questions	about	whether	the	respondents	had	changed	their	
perception	 of	 their	 own	 belongings	 and	 whether	 they	 had	 changed	 their	 view	 on	
consumption	 of	 new	 things	 during	 their	 KonMari	 journey.	 The	 respondents	 could	
further	choose	to	elaborate	on	some	of	their	answers	in	free	text.11		
	
I	 interviewed	 eleven	 individuals	 in	 this	 study,	 at	 different	 phases	 in	 their	 KonMari	
process.	 Some	of	 the	 informants	had	 finished	 their	KonMari	 process	 and	were	 now	
working	on	keeping	their	homes	uncluttered,	others	had	gone	through	most	of	 their	
decluttering	but	were	still	waiting	to	finish	their	final	category/ies.	The	interviews	were	
qualitative	 and	 semi-structured	 and	 were	 carried	 out	 between	 October	 2017	 and	
January	2018,	with	one	additional	interview	done	in	the	autumn	of	2018.	Seven	of	them	
were	carried	out	in	person,	two	via	Skype	(video)	and	two	by	phone.		
	
When	reading	Marie	Kondo’s	book,	it	is	clear	that	she	first	and	foremost	directs	herself	
to	women,	as	those	who	are	in	charge	of	the	household	and	especially	of	cleaning	and	
tidying.	Different	cultural	gender	expectations	between	Japan	and	Sweden	aside,	it	is	

																																																								
11	The	survey	questions	(translated	from	Swedish)	are	enclosed	in	Appendix	2.		
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obvious	that	the	method	also	has	attracted	mostly	female	followers	in	Sweden.	All	of	
the	informants	for	the	interviews	are	women.	Of	those	who	answered	the	survey,	98.7%	
identified	as	women.	This	can	easily	be	explained	by	the	fact	that	out	of	all	members	of	
the	Swedish	KonMari	Facebook	group,	only	2.4%	were	men,	as	of	October	2017.12	That	
does	 not	 mean	 that	 men	 are	 not	 practicing	 the	 method,	 however	 -	 several	 female	
members	write	 in	 the	 group	 about	 how	 their	husbands	 and	male	 partners	 also	 are	
involved	in	the	decluttering	efforts	in	different	ways.			
	
The	informants	for	the	interviews	were	between	17	and	55	years	old,	with	the	majority	
in	the	age	span	36-44	years.	They	lived	mostly	in	medium-sized	Swedish	cities	or	in	the	
metropolitan	 areas	 of	 Stockholm	 and	 Gothenburg.	 	 Three	 of	 them	 lived	 in	 the	
countryside.	This	reflects	 rather	well	 the	 larger	group	of	 respondents	 in	 the	 survey,	
where	most	responded	as	being	in	the	age	span	36-44	years	(30.8%),	closely	followed	
by	the	group	45-54	years	(29.6%).	In	regard	to	their	location,	42.1%	lived	in	or	close	to	
a	 large	 city	whereas	 the	 groups	 living	 in	 small	 and	medium-sized	 towns	 or	 on	 the	
countryside	were	of	equal	size	(18.6	to	19.8%).	Of	those	who	answered	the	survey,	most	
respondents	lived	together	with	partner	and	kids	(50.9	%)	or	with	a	partner	(21.4%).	
11	%	lived	in	single	households	whereas	15.1%	lived	as	single	parents	with	children.		
	
The	majority	of	those	responding	to	the	survey	-	76.1%	-	agreed	with	the	statement	that	
they	have	a	stable	financial	situation,	and	20.8%	with	the	statement	that	they	earn	more	
than	most	people.	17.6	%	reported	having	a	strained	financial	situation.	A	majority	of	
respondents	(63%)	reported	having	a	stable	income	and	75%	reported	having	a	higher	
education. 
	
	
	
3.3 Exploring obstacles and potential in the Swedish context 
	
For	the	part	of	the	thesis	consisting	of	identifying	obstacles	to	and	potential	for	a	society	
with	more	sufficiency-oriented	material	consumption	and	policies	(chapter	6),	I	have	
interviewed	officials	and	civil	society	representatives	in	Sweden	working	in	the	areas	
of	sustainable	consumption	and	waste	prevention.	In	the	literature	review,	as	well	as	a	
desk-based	 study	of	ongoing	activities	and	 strategies	 in	Sweden	 related	 to	 reducing	
material	 consumption,	 these	areas	were	 identified	as	having	most	 relevance	 for	 the	
discussion	on	 sufficiency	 (see	 the	beginning	of	 chapter	6	 for	a	discussion	about	 the	
connections	between	sufficiency,	sustainable	consumption	and	waste	prevention).		
	

																																																								
12	Information	received	from	group	administrator.	
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The	desk-based	study	included	the	reading	of	public	inquiries,	websites,	newspapers,	
government	 documents	 and	 various	 reports	 from	 government	 agencies	 and	 NGOs.	
Through	this	study	and	participation	in	various	events	about	sustainable	consumption	
and	 sustainable	 lifestyles	 in	 Sweden,	 I	 identified	 municipalities	 and	 regions	 that	
appeared	to	be	at	the	forefront	in	the	work	for	reducing	consumption,	and	further	some	
central	actors	in	the	work	on	sustainable	consumption	at	national	level	(including	civil	
society	actors	working	 to	 raise	awareness	of	 the	need	 to	 reduce	 consumption).	The	
informants	of	this	study	were	identified	in	their	role	as	representatives	for	these	actors.	
Eleven	people	were	interviewed	in	this	study,	in	ten	interviews	(two	of	the	informants	
belonged	to	the	same	organization).	Seven	of	them	were	public	officials	working	at	the	
municipal,	regional	or	national	level,13	and	four	of	them	were	interviewed	in	their	role	
as	representatives	 for	 three	different	Swedish	NGOs/networks.	The	 interviews	were	
conducted	 in	 December	 2018	 and	 January	 2019.	 The	 interviews	 conducted	 were	
qualitative	and	semi-structured	and	lasted	between	45	minutes	and	one	and	a	half	hour.	
The	 majority	 of	 them	were	 face-to-face	 interviews	 but	 three	 were	 conducted	 over	
telephone.	All	of	the	interviews	were	done	in	Swedish	and	the	recorded	material	was	
transcribed	(five	interviews	transcribed	by	me	and	five	by	a	contracted	consultant).	The	
translations	of	the	selected	citations	were	done	by	me.	The	interview	guide	for	these	
interviews	is	included	in	Appendix	1.	
	
Aiming	to	anonymize	the	 informants,	 the	public	servants	are	referred	to	as	“official”	
together	 with	 their	 work	 place	 (e.g.	 the	 Swedish	 Consumer	 Agency,	 the	 City	 of	
Gothenburg	or	 the	Västra	Götaland	 region).	 In	 the	 few	cases	of	potentially	 sensitive	
information	 being	 quoted,	 I	 have	 chosen	 to	 just	 refer	 to	 them	 as	 “official”	 and	 not	
mentioning	 their	work	place.	When	 it	 comes	 to	 the	 civil	society	representatives,	 the	
question	of	anonymization	is	more	complicated	as	three	of	them	are	from	very	small	
organizations	 or	 networks.	 All	 of	 them	 are	 therefore	 referred	 to	 as	 “civil	 society	
representative”,	not	differentiating	between	the	organizations.		
	
Those	 professionals	who	 specifically	 asked	 to	 approve	 their	 quotes	were	 given	 the	
opportunity	 to	 read	 the	 quotes	 and	 approve	 of	 them	 (in	 some	 cases	 with	 minor	
adjustments)	before	the	final	version	of	the	thesis	was	printed.	
	
The	governance	 case	 study	 is	 limited	 in	 scope	and	 is	not	 intended	 to	be	a	 thorough	
representation	 of	 all	 the	 ongoing	 work	 on	 sustainable	 consumption	 or	 waste	
prevention	 in	 Sweden.	 The	 idea	with	 it	 is	 rather	 to	 gather	 insights	 on	 some	 of	 the	
ongoing	 work	 in	 the	 municipalities	 and	 regions	 that	 can	 be	 seen	 as	 some	 of	 the	

																																																								
13 	One	 of	 the	 officials	 works	 for	 Avfall	 Sverige,	 the	 Swedish	 Waste	 Management	 Association.	 The	
association	has	400	members	from	both	the	public	and	private	sector	who	together	collect,	manage	and	
recycle	waste	 in	all	 Swedish	municipalities	 (Avfall	Sverige,	n.d.).	 It	 is	 thus	not	a	public	authority	but	
represents	many	municipality	members	in	regard	to	waste	prevention.		



	 81	

frontrunners	 in	 these	 fields,	and	to	account	 for	 the	obstacles	 that	 they	experience	 in	
their	 work	 as	 well	 as	 for	 the	 possible	 solutions	 they	 suggest	 for	 overcoming	 these	
obstacles.	
	
	
	
3.4 Analysis of the empirical data 
	
The	transcripts	and	notes	 from	the	qualitative	 interviews	were	manually	coded.	The	
coding	and	analysis	of	the	material	from	the	practice	case	studies	was	first	and	foremost	
based	on	an	aim	of	answering	the	research	questions;	to	try	and	get	closer	to	what	a	
sense	of	sufficiency	might	be	by	means	of	understanding	more	about	the	motives	behind	
and	experiences	from	the	informants’	respective	sufficiency-related	practices,	including	
what	they	had	experienced	as	difficulties	and	as	positive	aspects	of	their	practices.	The	
coding	of	the	material	from	the	governance	case	study	was	based	on	key	concepts	from	
the	theoretical	framework	in	chapter	2.	In	the	analysis	of	the	material	from	the	practice	
case	 studies	as	well	 as	of	 that	 from	 the	governance	 case	 study,	 the	 framework	 for	a	
politics	 of	 sufficiency	 presented	 in	 chapter	 2	 served	 two	 main	 purposes.	 First,	 to	
identify	central	elements	of	sufficiency	of	relevance	both	at	an	individual	and	a	societal	
level,	 and	 second,	 to	 serve	 as	 a	 backdrop	 towards	 which	 to	 perform	 a	 “sufficiency	
diagnosis”	of	current	Swedish	politics.		
	
The	findings	from	the	survey	in	the	KonMari	case	study	have	been	used	in	two	ways.	
First	 of	 all,	 the	 survey	 material	 provides	 information	 about	 a	 larger	 group	 of	
KonMariers	in	terms	of	age,	gender,	place	of	living,	family	situation	and	socioeconomic	
factors	such	as	 income	and	education	 (see	 information	above).	 Secondly,	 the	 results	
inform	 the	 case	 study	 with	 quantitative	 data	 about	 the	 respondents’	 KonMari	
experiences,	their	attitudes	towards	their	material	belongings	and	their	consumption	
habits	before	and	after	starting	with	KonMari.	These	results	have	been	integrated	in	the	
KonMari	 case	 study	 to	highlight	 the	 findings	 from	 the	 interviews	and	provide	more	
ground	 for	 conclusions	 in	 regard	 to	 the	 experiences,	 attitudes	 and	 consumption	
behaviour	of	the	KonMariers.		
	
In	the	parts	of	the	thesis	that	constitute	the	analysis	(chapters	5	and	7),	I	revisit	the	
research	 questions	 as	 well	 as	 the	 theoretical	 discussions	 and	 the	 framework	 for	 a	
politics	of	sufficiency	and	use	 those	 to	discuss	and	 reflect	on	 the	 results	of	 the	 case	
studies.	The	chapter	describing	the	case	studies	of	the	two	sufficiency-related	practices	
is	followed	by	a	shorter	analytical	chapter	(chapter	5)	that	aims	to	answer	the	empirical	
research	questions	about	how	such	practices	might	influence	the	practitioners’	view	of	
their	material	belongings	and	needs,	as	well	as	their	view	of	and	behaviour	regarding	
consumption	of	new	things.	Broadening	the	perspective	in	chapter	7,	I	combine	these	
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results	with	the	results	from	the	governance	case	study	for	a	concluding	analysis	aiming	
to	suggest	possible	ways	to	make	sufficiency	more	desirable	as	an	idea	and	way	of	life	
and	 how	 we	 might	 approach	 sufficiency	 in	 practice,	 making	 it	 more	 feasible	 and	
attractive	for	larger	parts	of	the	population.	
	
	
	
3.5 Reflections and limitations 
	
Law	and	Urry	(2004)	discuss	the	responsibility	we	have	as	researchers	if	the	methods	
we	use	are	performative.	 If	 they	are,	 and	 the	methods	we	choose	 for	making	 claims	
about	reality	work	to	help	make	certain	social	realities	more	real	and	others	less	so,	it	
raises	questions	of	what	realities	current	methods	of	social	science	are	helping	to	enact	
or	challenge,	as	well	as	what	realities	they	might	help	to	bring	into	being	or	strengthen.	
They	argue	that	the	issue	
	

[…]	 is	not	simply	how	what	 is	out	 there	 can	be	uncovered	and	brought	 to	 light,	
though	this	remains	an	important	issue.	It	is	also	about	what	might	be	made	in	the	
relations	of	investigation,	what	might	be	brought	into	being.	And,	indeed,	it	is	about	
what	should	be	brought	into	being.		(Law	&	Urry,	2004,	p.	396).		

	
The	theoretical	positioning	has	presented	an	idea	of	what	this	research	might	bring	into	
being,	and	the	utopian	perspective	can	be	said	to	provide	a	lens	through	which	to	look	
at	that	which	should	be	brought	into	being.	So,	what	can	be	said	about	the	“relations	of	
investigation”	at	play	in	the	research	for	this	thesis?		
	
This	 thesis	 was	 written	 by	 a	 former	 student	 of	 political	 science	 at	 a	 department	
dedicated	to	urban	and	regional	studies.	It	was	conducted	within	a	doctoral	programme	
in	 planning	 and	 decision	 analysis,	 funded	 by	 a	 research	 programme	 dedicated	 to	
environmental	humanities,	and	the	literature	reviews	were	to	a	large	degree	dedicated	
to	 research	 in	 the	 fields	 of	 sustainable	 consumption,	 political	 ecology,	 ecological	
economics,	degrowth,	sociology	of	consumption,	environmental	humanities,	planning	
theory	and	politics	for	sustainable	development.	It	can	therefore	be	claimed	to	be	the	
result	of	an	 interdisciplinary	research	process,	 involving	a	multitude	of	theories	and	
methodological	 approaches.	 I	have	made	a	 conscious	decision	not	 to	remain	 strictly	
within	 any	 of	 the	 disciplines	 –	with	 the	 possible	 limitations	 that	 come	with	 such	 a	
decision	–	but	 to	rather	take	advantage	of	 the	various	perspectives	and	use	them	to	
highlight	different	aspects	of	sufficiency	and	various	ways	to	approach	it.		
	
Something	that	needs	to	be	taken	into	consideration	when	speaking	about	sufficiency	
as	one	crucial	step	on	the	road	towards	a	sustainable	society	is	that	different	values	and	
ideas	will	inevitably	conflict	and	collide	with	each	other	along	the	road.	How	well	can	
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sufficiency	be	said	to	go	along	with	for	example	freedom	of	choice,	the	expression	of	
identity	and	other	elements	of	liberal	democracy?	And	if	degrowth,	or	a	steady-state	
economy,	is	to	be	the	preferred	larger	setting	of	a	paradigm	of	sufficiency	–	how	are	the	
conflicts	with	powerful	groups	in	society	opposing	such	a	fundamental	change	of	the	
current	economic	system	to	be	handled?	These	are	concerns	that	I	have	needed	to	keep	
in	mind	during	my	research	but	they	are	not	questions	that	can	be	answered	within	the	
scope	of	this	research	project.	I	discuss	the	issue	of	sufficiency	practices	and	lifestyles	
as	a	decision	on	an	individual	level,	as	well	as	sufficiency	as	a	potential	political	project,	
but	I	leave	it	to	other	researchers	to	develop	a	deeper	discussion	about	the	practical	
and	theoretical	ways	in	which	to	combine	sufficiency	with	different	elements	of	liberal	
democracy.	 This	 is	 also	 the	 case	 in	 regard	 to	 the	 details	 and	 steps	 of	 the	 economic	
transitions	needed.		
	
Regarding	the	material	of	the	case	studies,	both	the	interviews	and	the	survey,	I	chose	
to	use	a	“self-selection”	approach	to	find	the	participants	(with	a	few	exceptions	for	the	
buy-nothing	case	study	where	I	found	the	participants	through	personal	contacts	and	
media).	 That	 is,	 the	 invitation	 to	 participate	 in	 the	 study	 was	 posted	 in	 a	 forum	
(Facebook),	open	for	anyone	in	that	forum	to	answer.	The	individuals	who	chose	to	do	
so	may	thus	be	assumed	to	be	engaged	members	of	the	group,	in	the	sense	that	they	
keep	track	of	what	 is	posted	there.	Further,	and	more	 important,	 is	 that	 they	can	be	
assumed	to	be	motivated	and/or	enthusiastic	enough	about	their	chosen	practice	(buy-
nothing	year	or	KonMari)	to	1.	join	the	relevant	Facebook	group	and	2.	participate	in	a	
survey	and/or	being	interviewed	about	this	practice.	It	is	likely	that	the	second	point	
can	 seem	 more	 appealing	 if	 one	 mostly	 has	 positive	 experiences	 of	 the	 respective	
practice.	This	 self-selection	method	 thus	 comes	with	 limitations	 in	regards	 to	which	
conclusions	might	be	drawn	(Kvale,	1997),	considering	that	the	participants	most	likely	
will	 be	more	 positive	 and	 enthusiastic	 about	 their	method	 than	 an	 average	 person	
“instructed”	 to	 try	 out	 the	 method.	 On	 the	 other	 hand,	motivated	 practitioners	 are	
probably	more	 likely	 to	 actually	 have	 endured	with	 their	 practices	 and	 can	 thus	 be	
expected	 to	 have	more	 to	 say	 about	 the	motivations	 behind	 but	 also	 about	 how	 to	
overcome	the	experienced	difficulties	(Flyvbjerg,	2006;	Kvale,	1997).	
	
The	fact	that	there	is	an	imbalance	between	the	two	case	studies	regarding	the	amount	
of	empirical	material	might	be	seen	as	a	limitation;	however,	the	quantitative	data	from	
the	survey	could	rather	be	described	as	a	bonus	that	serves	to	enrich	the	KonMari	case	
study.	The	survey	makes	the	KonMari	study	richer	regarding	empirical	material	and	
makes	 it	 possible	 to	 provide	 quantitative	 information	 about	 a	 larger	 group	 of	
KonMariers	that	is	not	available	for	the	buy-nothing	practitioners.	The	opportunity	to	
do	an	online	survey	arose	due	to	the	large	response	I	received	from	KonMariers	when	
asking	for	informants	for	interviews.	Considering	the	different	nature	and	size	of	the	
Facebook	groups	in	the	two	studies	(where	the	KonMari	group	is	much	bigger	than	the	
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two	groups	consulted	for	the	buy-nothing	study)14,	it	would	have	been	difficult	to	do	a	
similar	survey	within	the	buy-nothing	study.	The	lack	of	the	same	kind	of	information	
about	a	larger	group	of	buy-nothing	practitioners	can	to	some	degree	be	compensated	
for	by	the	fact	that	the	research	on	non-	and	anti-consumers	(such	as	the	buy-nothing	
practitioners)	 is	 quite	 extensive	 whereas	 not	 much	 research	 has	 been	 done	 on	
KonMariers.	
	
Another	limitation	of	the	interview	and	survey	material	is	that	it	could	be	criticized	for	
not	 sufficiently	 checking	 for	 rebound	 effects	 of	 the	 informants’	 more	 sufficiency-
oriented	 practices.	 I	 have	 not	 mapped	 or	 in	 any	 way	 measured	 (quantitively	 or	
economically)	the	informants’	actual	consumption	before	and	after	their	buy-nothing	
year	or	 their	KonMari	experience,	but	rather	 focused	on	their	own	accounts	of	 their	
shopping	habits.	The	limitations	of	this	approach	are	twofold.	First,	it	comes	with	the	
risk	that	the	informants	might	exaggerate	the	changes	in	their	behaviour,	suggesting	
that	their	actual	consumption	has	decreased	more	than	it	actually	has	in	order	to	try	to	
pass	as	“good	informants”.	Second,	by	not	specifically	asking	about,	for	example,	travel	
habits	but	rather	posing	more	general	questions	about	how	the	informants	had	chosen	
to	spend	the	time	and	money	that	their	practices	(potentially)	had	saved	them,	potential	
rebound	 effects	 such	 as	 “more	 air	 travel”	 are	 not	 specifically	 checked	 for.	 This	 is	 a	
weakness	in	the	empirical	material	that	I	am	well	aware	of	and	I	will	return	to	it	in	the	
analysis	of	the	case	studies.		
	
	
	
3.6 A self-reflexive note on myself as consumer and interviewer 
	
Having	 stated	 that	 consumption	 is	 a	 very	 complex	 phenomenon	 as	 well	 as	 deeply	
human,	and	that	we	all	are	affected	and	shaped	by	the	logic	of	the	consumerist	society	
that	we	are	a	part	of,	I	believe	it	to	be	of	importance	to	include	a	self-reflexive	note	here	
on	myself	as	a	consumer.	How	“sufficient”	am	I	in	regards	to	my	consumption,	and	to	
what	extent	can	that	be	said	to	influence	my	analysis	of	these	practices?		
	
I	believe	I	am	one	of	those	consumers	that	would	fall	under	the	definition	“conscious”	
or	“political”.	I	am	careful	with	my	purchases,	strive	to	buy	sustainably	and	ethically	
produced	goods	whenever	such	alternatives	are	available,	and	I	further	aim	to	limit	my	

																																																								
14 	Approximated	 number	 of	 members	 in	 the	 respective	 Facebook	 groups	 around	 the	 time	 of	 the	
interviews	(information	from	group	administrators):	Köpfritt	år	2017	-	250	members	as	of	March	2017;	
Frivillig	 enkelhet	 –	mer	med	mindre	 –	 3,000	members	 as	 of	October	 2016;	KonMari	 Sverige	 –	 10,600	
members	as	of	October	2017.	An	important	note	to	make	is	that	the	group	Frivillig	enkelhet	(“Voluntary	
simplicity”)	is	a	group	for	people	interested	in	voluntary	simplicity	in	general,	and	not	specifically	in	a	
buy-nothing	year	(even	though	some	members	have	chosen	that	as	one	way	of	practicing	simplicity).	
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consumption	of	new	items	to	a	minimum	(preferring	to	borrow	or	to	buy	second-hand	
items	if	such	are	to	be	found).	I	am	however	far	from	consequent	and	I	continuously	
side-step	my	own	ideals,	making	up	excuses	for	a	certain	purchase	or	simply	deciding	
that	I	have	to	live	with	the	bad	conscience	that	comes	attached	to	it.	
	
In	carrying	out	the	case	studies	for	this	thesis,	I	have	met	with	many	individuals	who	
have	 inspired	 me	 in	 several	 ways,	 both	 in	 regards	 to	 non-consumption	 and	 to	
decluttering.	Even	though	I	have	felt	both	curious	and	intrigued	by	the	practices	and	
the	processes	that	the	informants	have	described,	it	has	been	a	conscious	decision	to	
not	actively	try	out	any	of	the	practices	myself	while	my	research	is	on-going.	This	is	
because	 it	 has	 been	 my	 intention	 to	 keep	 the	 focus	 strictly	 on	 the	 informants’	
experiences	and	thoughts,	and	not	to	let	the	analysis	of	those	become	affected	by	my	
own	experiences	of	the	same	practice	and/or	process.	However,	this	is	not	to	say	that	I	
have	not	let	myself	be	inspired	by	the	thoughts,	ideas	and	advice	that	the	informants	
have	shared.	I	believe	it	would	be	impossible	not	to	be	influenced	in	any	way	by	these	
things	when	meeting	with	these	people	and	reflecting	on	their	practices	in	relation	to	
my	research.	This	inspiration	has	further	been	of	help	both	in	my	attempts	to	limit	my	
own	consumption	and	 in	how	I	view	my	belongings	and	what	 things	 I	want	 to	keep	
around	at	home.		
	
Many	of	the	informants	have	been	curious	about	whether	or	not	I	share	their	experience	
–	if	I	myself	have	tried	to	stop	shopping	or	if	I	practice	the	KonMari	method.	Many	–	
almost	 everyone	 -	 have	 asked	 about	 this,	 and	 it	 has	 often	 led	 to	 interesting	
conversations	where	I	have	been	encouraged	to	try	it	out	once	I	am	finished	with	my	
research.		I	have	by	no	means	tried	to	hide	my	genuine	interest	in	the	practices	and	in	
trying	them	out,	something	that	may	have	contributed	to	the	informants	appearing	to	
view	me	as	like-minded.	I	have	often	had	the	impression	that	they	see	me	as	someone	
who	understands	and	sympathizes	with	their	practices,	as	well	as	with	the	motivations	
behind	them.	This	is	particularly	the	case	with	the	buy-nothing	practitioners,	who	more	
often	than	the	KonMariers	talked	about	political	motivations	behind	their	decision	and	
expressed	 a	 more	 general	 interest	 in	 issues	 regarding	 sustainability	 and	 (anti-
)consumerism.		
	
It	needs	to	be	mentioned	here	that	I	have	been	clear	about	my	research	interest	both	
when	looking	for	potential	informants	and	when	informing	them	about	the	study.	This	
means	that	I	have	explained	my	interest	both	in	(non-)consumption	practices	and	in	
sufficiency	as	an	 idea	 and	value.	For	example,	 I	 specifically	asked	 the	 informants	 to	
identify	 belongings	 that	 they	 consider	 signifying	 sufficiency	 for	 them	 as	 well	 as	
belongings	that	they	consider	to	be	necessary	(these	questions	were	in	most	cases	sent	
to	the	informants	in	advance).	It	is	more	likely	than	not	that	this	has	somehow	shaped	
the	 interviews,	 in	 the	 sense	 that	 the	 informants	might	not	have	 thought	 in	 terms	of	
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sufficiency	otherwise	(especially	considering	that	the	term	is	not	very	commonly	used	
in	 Swedish).	Many	 of	 the	 informants	 reported	 having	 reflected	 quite	 a	 lot	 on	 these	
questions	 in	 advance.	 Further,	 in	 the	 case	 of	 the	 KonMariers,	 I	 intentionally	 asked	
questions	 about	 their	 consumption	 behaviour	 before	 and	 after	 they	 began	 with	
KonMari,	instead	of	leaving	it	up	to	the	informants	themselves	to	mention	or	not.	It	is	
likely	that	this	choice	has	resulted	in	more	of	a	focus	on	consumption	(and	on	changes	
in	the	informants’	attitudes	towards	it)	in	the	informants’	answers.	However,	it	would	
have	 been	 difficult	 not	 to	 ask	 such	 questions,	 considering	 that	my	main	 interest	 in	
regard	to	the	KonMari	group	was	to	investigate	whether	their	decluttering	practice	has	
had	any	impact	on	how	they	practice	consumption.	There	are	of	course	advantages	and	
disadvantages	 to	 this	 approach,	 and	 returning	 to	 the	 issue	of	performative	 research	
(Law	&	Urry,	2004),	 it	 is	 clear	 that	how	 I	 choose	 to	 frame	 the	 interviews	and	what	
questions	I	pose	will	have	consequences	for	the	results.	This	is	also	important	to	keep	
in	mind	when	analyzing	the	results	of	the	case	studies.			
	
In	 relation	 to	 the	 interview	with	 officials	 and	 civil	 society	 representatives,	 they	 all	
shared	my	interest	in	and	commitment	to	the	issues	being	discussed.		I	was	similarly	
clear	in	communicating	my	research	interest	to	them	when	informing	them	about	the	
study	and	this	probably	affected	the	interviews	in	a	similar	way	as	with	the	informants	
in	the	case	studies.		
	
In	the	chapters	to	follow,	I	have	chosen	to	separate	the	empirical	findings	of	the	case	
studies	from	the	analysis	and	discussion	about	the	results.	This	is	primarily	done	with	
the	aim	to	give	a	clear	account	of	the	findings.	The	empirical	findings	from	the	practice	
case	studies	will	thus	be	presented	in	chapter	4,	followed	by	an	analysis	of	the	results	
in	chapter	5.	This	is	then	followed	in	chapter	6	by	a	description	of	the	findings	from	the	
governance	case	study.	In	chapter	7,	I	analyse	these	findings	and	further	bring	in	the	
results	from	the	practice	case	studies	to	discuss	the	research	questions	and	formulate	
the	key	conclusions	of	the	thesis,	which	are	then	presented	in	chapter	8.		
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4. Exploring sufficiency-related practices  
	
	
	
This	chapter	summarizes	the	empirical	findings	of	the	two	case	studies	on	sufficiency-
related	practices.	It	presents	two	different	groups,	the	buy-nothing	practitioners	and	
the	KonMariers,	and	discusses	their	respective	motivations	behind	and	experiences	of	
their	practices.	This	will	be	followed	in	the	next	chapter	by	a	more	thorough	analysis	of	
the	 results	of	 the	 case	 studies	based	on	 the	 research	questions	 concerning	whether	
sufficiency-related	practices	can	change	the	way	the	practitioners	view	their	material	
belongings,	wants	and	needs,	and	how	they	perform	material	consumption.	
	
More	information	about	who	the	buy-nothing	practitioners	and	the	KonMariers	are	and	
how	the	case	studies	were	carried	out	is	given	in	chapter	3.			
	
	
	
4.1 A year of buying “nothing”: the practice of non-consumption 
	
Many	individuals	and	groups	are	increasingly	questioning	the	way	we	consume	and	are	
expected	to	consume.	Very	often,	 their	arguments	have	to	do	with	the	sustainability	
aspect	of	mass	consumption,	as	the	“buy-and-throw-away”	culture	that	consumers	of	
today	 are	 used	 to	 is	 highly	 problematic	 from	 a	 resource	 perspective,	 a	 production	
perspective	and	in	regards	to	the	amounts	of	waste	that	this	type	of	consumption	causes.	
	
The	 campaign	Buy	Nothing	Day	 can	 be	 seen	 as	 a	 start	 of	 “buy-nothing	 activism”.	 It	
started	in	Canada	in	the	1990s	as	a	reaction	against	Black	Friday,	which	is	the	day	of	
the	biggest	sales	of	the	year	and	considered	the	most	important	shopping	day	in	Canada	
and	the	United	States.	Black	Friday	takes	place	on	the	last	Friday	of	November,	the	day	
after	 Thanksgiving,	 and	 over	 the	 last	 couple	 of	 years	 it	 has	 become	 an	 increasingly	
important	shopping	day	(and	week)	in	Sweden	as	well.	The	Buy	Nothing	Day	campaign,	
driven	by	the	anticonsumerist	magazine	AdBusters,	has	grown	significantly	since	 its	
start	and	continues	to	spread	to	many	countries	including	Sweden	(“En	köpfri	dag”).	
The	campaign	encourages	people	to	refrain	from	all	consumption	during	Black	Friday	
as	a	protest	against	mass	consumption	and	its	consequences,	but	it	also	–	and	mainly	–	
aims	to	encourage	people	to	reflect	on	their	consumption	behaviour	and	“to	make	a	
commitment	to	shopping	less	and	living	more”	(Buy	Nothing	Day	UK,	2017).		
	
However,	 the	 step	 between	 choosing	 not	 to	 consume	 during	 one	 specific	 day	 and	
choosing	to	refrain	from	consumption	during	a	whole	year	is,	of	course,	an	enormous	
one.	Even	so,	the	idea	of	refraining	from	consumption	during	a	specific	period	of	time,	
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most	often	a	year,	is	increasingly	gaining	interest	and	attention.	Recent	years	have	seen	
growing	interest	in	non-consumption	in	the	Swedish	media	as	well	as	internationally,	
as	more	attention	is	focused	on	overconsumption	as	an	environmental	problem.	People	
who	choose	to	stop	shopping	for	a	year	also	share	their	experiences	on	blogs,	YouTube	
videos	and	in	Facebook	groups		(buy-nothing	bloggers	are	for	example:	McGagh,	2016;	
One	empty	shelf,	n.d.;	The	Happy	Philosopher,	2018).	
	
I	identified	“buy-nothing	practitioners”	as	one	group	that	practices	sufficiency,	as	they	
have	decided	to	actively	refrain	from	consumption	for	one	year.	I	chose	to	interview	
individuals	who	had	actively	decided	to	embark	on	a	“buy-nothing	year”	rather	than	
individuals	who	in	general	were	aiming	to	reduce	their	consumption.	The	reason	for	
that	is	that	the	clearly	defined	time	period	sets	a	frame	that	allows	the	informants	to	
compare	their	way	of	life	as	consumers	and	as	non-consumers,	and	then	as	consumers	
again	(if	interviewed	after	their	buy-nothing	year	has	ended).		
	
To	actively	and	voluntarily	refrain	 from	consuming	–	no	matter	 the	reason	–	can	be	
defined	as	a	way	of	saying	that	one	will	have	to	make	do	with	what	one	already	has	
(and/or	can	fix,	borrow,	share	or	get	hold	of	for	free).	It	is	a	way	of	deciding	that	what	
one	already	has	 is	enough,	at	 least	 for	a	 limited	amount	of	 time.	 It	 is	 in	 that	way	an	
attempt	to	practice	sufficiency	in	the	sense	of	refraining	from	taking	(see	chapter	2)	–	
to	take	a	step	back	from	the	consumerist	ways	and	to	see	what	happens.	“To	practice	
sufficiency”	is	usually	not,	however,	the	reason	these	practitioners	present	for	deciding	
to	do	it.	Or	at	least	they	do	not	use	those	words	themselves.	
	
	
	
Motivations behind the practice 
	
Even	 though	 the	 informants	 all	 had	 various	 reasons	 and	 motivations	 behind	 their	
decisions	 to	 embark	 on	 a	 buy-nothing	 year,	 four	 strands	 of	 arguments	 were	 more	
common	than	others.		
	

1. Environmental	and	social	concerns	and/or	political	motivation	
	
One	strong	and	often	recurring	argument	was	a	concern	with	the	severe	environmental	
and	social	consequences	of	our	consumption	patterns	and	a	desire	to	try	and	separate	
oneself	 from	 that.	 Many	 suggested	 that	 because	 of	 these	 consequences,	 shopping	
induced	a	sense	of	bad	conscience.	For	some	of	the	informants,	like	this	woman,	this	
concern	was	the	main	argument	behind	the	choice	to	refrain	from	consumption:		
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[…]	the	reasons	were	first	of	all	to	decrease	my	ecological	footprint…	that	I	saw	the	
damaging	consequences	 that	consumption	has	 for	the	environment,	 so	to	speak.	
The	waste	of	resources	and	pollution	and	that	we	use	up	more	than	there	actually	
is	–	that	was	the	main	motivation.	But	at	the	same	time	I	had	thoughts	of	a	simpler	
life	for	myself,	so	it	was	also	about	my	personal	preferences	about	how	I	want	to	
live	(Sofia,	41	years	old).	

	
An	important	thing	to	point	out	is	that	the	informants	who	did	not	mention	this	concern	
as	 their	main	motivation,	did	also	mention	the	ecological	sustainability	 factor	of	not	
consuming	as	being	a	“positive	side	effect”	of	their	experience.	
	

2. To	challenge	oneself	
	
Another	reason	behind	the	decision	was	that	for	some	informants	this	year	was	seen	as	
a	personal	 challenge,	 as	 something	 that	 they	wanted	 to	 try	and	 see	 if	 they	 could	go	
through	with.		
	

It	seemed	to	me	all	of	a	sudden	that	everything	was	about	consumption,	and	I	felt	
some	kind	of	urge	to…	break	the	pattern	and	try	to	choose	a	different	way.	And	it	
was	the	week	before	New	Year’s	Eve	that	I	realized	that	I	really	wanted	to	try	this.	
So	then	I	did	it	by	telling	the	people	who	were	at	the	same	New	Year’s	party	about	
my	decision.	[…]	So	it	was	some	kind	of	impulse,	in	a	way.	But	also…	perhaps	it	is	
the	fact	that	you	have…	I	had	turned	50,	and	it	is	a	good	way	to	kind	of	feel	younger,	
or	feel	like	one	is	alive	–	to	change	one’s	life	in	one	way	or	the	other.	Otherwise	you	
can	get	this	feeling	of	stagnating.	[…]	So	this	also	felt	like	a	fun	project	that	gave	me	
new	energy	in	a	way	(Inger,	55	years	old).	

	
The	buy-nothing	year	was	in	this	sense	viewed	as	a	kind	of	personal	goal-setting	or	test,	
mainly	based	on	curiosity	of	one’s	ability	to	pull	it	through	and	a	general	interest	in	the	
practice.	
	
	

3. Financial	motivations	
	
Two	of	the	informants	explicitly	stated	strained	finances	as	the	main	motivation	behind	
their	 decision	 to	 stop	 consuming.	 These	 informants	 had	 both	 found	 themselves	
confronted	 with	 a	 drastically	 reduced	 income	 due	 to	 their	 choice	 to	 embark	 on	 a	
different	career	(with	a	significantly	lower	income	and	as	a	student,	respectively).	Non-
consumption	was	a	necessary	measure	for	them	to	take	in	order	to	be	able	to	embark	
on	new	roads	that	they	found	more	interesting	and	rewarding	but	that	did	not	provide	
them	with	the	financial	security	they	were	used	to.	One	woman,	37	years	old,	who	had	
decided	to	go	back	to	university	studies	to	pursue	a	new	degree	after	several	years	of	
working,	reflected	on	her	decision:	
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And	when	I	took	that	step,	when	I	decided	to	start	studying	again,	I	remember	my	
sister	saying	“well,	then	you	have	to	change	your	lifestyle,	are	you	ready	for	that?”.	
And	yeah,	so,	I	‘ve	had	to	do	that.	And	it	becomes	pretty…	from	having	had	a	regular	
salary	to	going	back	to	a	level	of	almost	student	loan	again…	you	kind	of	have	 to	
reduce	your	consumption,	you	have	to	make	a	decision	(Jenny,	37	years	old).	

	
These	informants	tended	to	be	the	strictest	in	regard	to	what	sort	of	exceptions	they	
allowed	 themselves	 to	make,	 something	 that	 also	 could	be	 seen	 to	a	varying	degree	
among	 those	 mentioning	 finances	 as	 a	 contributing	 factor	 in	 their	 decision.	 The	
financial	argument	was	also	mentioned	by	some	of	the	informants	as	a	more	general	
reason	to	refrain	from	consumption	in	the	sense	that	they	wanted	to	“tighten	up”	their	
finances	and/or	get	a	better	overview	and	control	of	them.		
	
It	should	be	underlined	here	that	the	two	informants	who	referred	to	strained	finances	
as	the	main	(or	only)	motivation	behind	their	decision	had	voluntarily	made	the	choice	
to	reduce	their	income,	highlighting	that	it	was	still	a	choice	and	not	something	they	
were	forced	to	do	(because	of	losing	their	job	or	something	similar).	Other	informants	
who	mentioned	finances	as	one	contributing	(but	not	 the	main)	motivation	were	 for	
example	those	living	on	a	lower	income	(e.g.	one	student,	one	person	working	part-time)	
and	those	feeling	that	they	did	have	good	control	over	how	they	spent	their	money.	
	

4. Consumption	fatigue	and	well-being	
	
Finally,	one	argument	that	many	mentioned	was	that	they	had	become	kind	of	tired	of	
consuming.	Three	of	 the	 informants	described	how	 they	had	 started	 to	reflect	upon	
their	consumption	after	a	period	of	“unreflective	shopping”,	suddenly	hit	by	an	insight	
of	 either	 the	 great	 amount	 of	money	 spent	 or	 the	 actual	 amount	 of	 stuff	 they	 had	
purchased.	They	described	this	as	an	 insight	 followed	by	a	reaction	of	discomfort	or	
almost	disgust	towards	that	kind	of	shopping,	which	in	turn	had	triggered	the	need	for	
a	change	in	behaviour.	This	feeling	is	illustrated	well	by	this	woman,	who	embarked	on	
the	buy-nothing	year	together	with	her	partner:	
	

It	 was	 like	 we	 started	 to	 feel	 a	 bit	 sick	 about	 having	 so	many	 things.	 And	 the	
triggering	factor	was	that	we	were	in	Paris	for	a	month,	and	at	the	end	of	that	month,	
we	put	all	of	the	things	we	had	bought	during	that	time	on	a	table.	And	it	was	so	
much	stuff.	It	was…	I	couldn’t	take	it	in.	And	then	when	we	got	home	and	realized	
how	much	money	we	had	actually	spent…	it	was	so	absurd.	(…)	So	then	we	became	
so	tired	of	it	all	so	we	decided	to	take	a	consumption-free	year.	And	most	of	all	in	
order	to	in	some	way…	decolonize	ourselves	of	consumption	(Karin,	46	years	old).	

	
Something	similar	to	consumption	fatigue	was	also	mentioned	by	a	woman	who	had	
been	struck	by	what	she	perceived	as	the	meaninglessness	of	day-to-day	work	when	
she	started	working	at	a	well-paid	position	in	Stockholm:		
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I	think	it	had	to	do	with	that.	That	I	suddenly	realized	that	oh	my	god,	I’m	working	
and	 everyone	 thinks	 “god,	 you’re	 making	 money”	 and	 “you	 have	 such	 a	 good	
salary”…	yes,	and?	I	started	thinking:	yes,	I	have	a	good	salary.	What	do	I	do	with	
the	extra	money?	Well,	I	put	it	in	my	savings	account,	and	then	what?	Then	it's	in	
my	savings	account	and	I’m	feeling	worse	and	worse	each	day	–	because	that’s	what	
I	did	back	then.	So,	I	believe	that	I	started	to	think	that	all	this	stuff	that	I	have	the	
possibility	to	own,	at	the	same	time	as	seeing	more	people	around	me	that	don’t	
have	 anything…	 that	 made	 me	 think	 that	 this	 thing	 with	 stuff,	 it’s	 not	 worth	
anything.	This	high	salary	is	not	worth	anything.	Or	anything…	it’s	not	worth	a	lot	
when	it’s	really	about	how	I	feel	inside	(Annika,	47	years	old).	

	
This	quote	further	highlights	the	point	made	by	several	of	the	informants	of	how	they	
had	reflected	on	the	meaninglessness	of	buying	stuff	in	relation	to	their	well-being,	i.e.	
it	did	not	make	them	feel	better	(except	momentarily)	but	they	had	continued	anyway	
(before	deciding	to	stop).		
	
For	most	of	the	buy-nothing	practitioners,	the	motivation	behind	their	decision	was	a	
combination	of	two	or	more	of	these	arguments.		
	
	
	
Experiences of non-consumption 
	
So,	what	were	the	informants’	experiences	of	their	buy-nothing	practice?	Perhaps	the	
most	interesting	or	surprising	thing	was	that	a	great	majority	of	the	informants	found	
the	 experience	 to	 be	 a	 lot	 easier	 than	 they	 had	 anticipated.	 In	 fact,	 several	 of	 the	
informants	found	it	difficult	to	give	an	example	of	what	they	had	experienced	as	difficult,	
and	the	examples	given	did	not	usually	have	to	do	with	not	being	allowed	to	consume	
certain	things,	but	rather	with	the	social	consequences	of	 the	non-consumption	(see	
below).		
	
The	buy-nothing	year	was	also	seen	by	the	informants	as	a	period	of	reflection.	Most	of	
the	informants	stated	that	they	had	reflected	a	lot	upon	on	what	they	saw	as	necessary	
and	sufficient	in	order	to	live	a	good	life	during	the	experience,	even	if	some	said	that	
they	had	not	gained	any	new	insights	but	rather	had	had	their	already	existing	values	
and	 thoughts	 on	 the	 topic	 reinforced.	Many	 expressed	 how	 they	 had	more	 time	 to	
dedicate	 to	 those	 things	 that	 feel	most	 important	 to	 them,	 either	 because	 they	 had	
previously	 dedicated	 a	 lot	 of	 their	 free	 time	 to	 shopping	 or	 just	 spending	 time	 in	
“shopping	environments”	(city	centres,	shopping	malls)	which	they	were	now	avoiding,	
or	in	a	few	cases	because	the	reduction	in	expenses	had	enabled	them	more	flexibility	
in	terms	of	work	time.	Several	of	the	positive	effects	mentioned	by	many	informants	are	
included	in	this	quote,	by	a	woman	who	prior	to	her	buy-nothing	year	used	to	do	a	lot	
of	clothes	shopping:		
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So	for	me	as	a	person	it's	incredible	how	much	time	I	have	left.	[…]	I	don't	buy	any	
fashion	magazines	 and	 I	 saved	 a	 lot	 of	money,	 really.	 Even	 though	 I	 consumed	
rather	cheap	fashion	actually,	in	the	end	it	was	quite	a	lot	of	money	that	I	spent	I	
think.	And	I	had	more	time	left,	I	have	reduced	my	wardrobe	a	lot	so	I	have	gone	
through	it	and	thought	about:	what	do	I	really	need?	And	that	also	created	more	
space	in	my	apartment,	which	makes	me	feel	better.	[…]	And	also,	I	had	time	for	
other	things	that	were	better	for	me	I	think	(Elise,	28	years	old.).	
	

This	 informant,	 besides	 underlining	 the	 time	 gains	 of	 the	 practice	 as	 well	 as	 an	
increased	sense	of	well-being,	also	points	to	something	that	was	mentioned	by	almost	
all	of	the	informants,	namely	the	positive	financial	effects	of	the	practice.	In	the	case	of	
those	informants	who	had	chosen	to	stop	consuming	in	order	to	be	able	to	pursue	new	
career	goals,	to	financially	be	able	to	embark	on	those	new	paths	was	of	course	the	most	
important	 result.	However,	others	also	mentioned	being	able	 to	 save	money	and/or	
getting	better	control	and	overview	of	their	 finances	as	very	positive	results	of	 their	
non-consumption.	One	informant	specifically	stated	“better	financial	self-confidence”	
as	 one	 of	 the	 most	 valuable	 and	 important	 effects	 of	 her	 buy-nothing	 year.	 That	
increased	financial	self-confidence	had,	among	other	things,	resulted	in	her	managing	
to	save	enough	money	for	a	down	payment	for	a	summer	house,	and	also	helped	her	
trust	her	own	ability	and	actually	dare	to	buy	it.	
	
It	must	be	emphasized	here	that	these	practices	need	to	be	seen	in	the	context	of	other	
practices	performed	by	the	informants.	To	reduce	one’s	consumption	and	then	use	the	
saved	money	 to	 fly	 around	 the	world	 cannot	 exactly	 be	 claimed	 to	 be	 in	 line	 with	
practicing	sufficiency.	However,	concerning	the	money	saved,	most	informants	did	not	
state	that	they	used	it	for	something	special	instead	of	consumption;	rather,	it	seems	to	
have	provided	a	general	sense	of	a	more	stable	financial	situation	and	a	buffer	for	future	
expenses.	 One	 informant	 talked	 about	 how	 she	would	 finally	 be	 able	 to	 realize	 her	
dream	to	travel	together	with	her	three	children	to	a	country	with	great	significance	to	
her	family	(made	possible	not	only	through	the	savings	from	her	buy-nothing	year	but	
also	from	selling	her	car),	but	apart	from	that	no	one	talked	specifically	about	air	travel	
being	done	as	a	result	of	the	saved	money.	Others	who	mentioned	air	travel	did	so	either	
to	say	that	they	had	stopped	or	tried	to	reduce	their	flying	as	a	part	of	aiming	for	a	more	
overall	sustainable	lifestyle,	or,	that	they	continued	to	travel	like	before	(i.e.	the	trips	
mentioned	were	not	due	to	saved	money	from	the	reduced	consumption,	but	trips	they	
would	have	made	regardless	of	those	savings).	Regarding	other	things	to	be	done	with	
the	 money,	 it	 was	 also	 quite	 common	 to	 allow	 oneself	 to	 buy	 more	 organic	 and	
expensive	food	and/or	to	dine	out	because	it	could	more	easily	be	justified	when	one	
did	not	have	other	expenses	from	purchases.	Also,	several	of	the	informants	who	had	
completed	their	buy-nothing	year	mentioned	that	they	now	consumed	less	than	before	
but	when	they	did	buy	something	they	preferred	it	to	be	of	higher	quality	so	that	they	
knew	it	would	last	for	a	long	time	(the	ethical	and	ecological	production	criteria	was	
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often	mentioned	here	as	well),	and	then	they	accepted	the	often	higher	price	that	came	
with	it.		
	
One	 central	 factor	 that	 all	 the	 informants	 had	 in	 common	 was	 that	 they	 described	
themselves	as	already	having	what	they	needed,	many	of	them	stating	having	more	than	
enough.	That	is,	they	had	reached	a	certain	level	of	material	comfort	where,	for	example,	
not	being	able	to	buy	any	new	clothes	for	a	year	did	not	matter	because	the	wardrobe	
was	 already	 filled	 with	 clothes.	 One	 informant	 estimated	 that	 with	 her	 existing	
wardrobe	(at	the	end	of	her	buy-nothing	year),	she	could	probably	go	four	or	five	weeks	
without	doing	laundry	and	still	use	different	outfits	every	day.	Another	recalled	looking	
into	one	of	her	drawers	one	day,	thinking	“it	must	be	a	mad	person	who	owns	this	many	
socks”.	Many	mentioned	this	“having	(more	than)	enough”	as	a	factor	contributing	to	
the	 experienced	 easiness	 of	 not	 consuming.	 Age	 is	 a	 factor	 here	 of	 course,	 as	 the	
majority	of	the	informants	(13	out	of	15)	were	over	35	years	old	and	had	had	(if	not	all	
at	the	time	of	interview)	stable	incomes	over	an	extended	period	of	time.	But	also	the	
informants	between	25	and	30	and	the	ones	with	more	strained	finances	because	of	
university	studies	or	of	reduced	income	stated	that	they	had	enough	things	and	clothes.		
	
The	age	factor	is	also	of	importance	when	it	comes	to	the	ability	to	step	back	from	the	
mainstream	“normal”	way	and	being	able	to	resist	the	pressure	from	others	as	well	as	
the	temptations	of	the	consumerist	society,	as	reflected	on	by	this	female	informant,	29	
years	old:	
	

I	think	I	would	have	thought	that	[it	was	difficult]	if	I	was	younger.	It’s	not	like	I’m	
really	old	now	–	I	turn	30	in	a	couple	of	months	-	but	I	don’t	think	I	would	have	done	
this	when	I	was	19.	Back	then	I	was	way	too	concerned	about	just	being	accepted	
as…	someone.	[…]	In	a	way	it’s	about	trusting	your	own…	not	only	ability,	but,	like,	
to	ask	“what	is	important	to	me?”	and	to	trust	that	that	is	valid.	[…]	Now	I	don’t	care	
that	my	phone	is	two	years	old.	It’s	not	important	for	me	to	have	the	latest	phone.	I	
don’t	feel	like	I	have	a	lower	status	because	I	have	a	second	hand	sweater.	[…]	But	
it’s	difficult,	because	it	demands	that	you	listen	more	to	your	own	voice	than	to	all	
the	thousand	voices	that	scream	at	you	-	more	and	more	desperately	for	each	day	-	
to	“Buy	this!	Buy	this!”	(Linda,	29	years	old).	

	
One	frequently	mentioned	effect	of	the	non-consumption	was	an	experienced	increase	
in	well-being,	primarily	related	to	some	of	the	factors	mentioned:	more	time,	less	stress	
over	 finances	and/or	keeping	up	with	trends	and	allowing	oneself	 to	 focus	on	other	
things.	Two	of	the	informants	also	specifically	mentioned	increased	physical	well-being	
due	to	more	exercising:	one	because	of	deciding	to	sell	the	car	since	it	entailed	a	lot	of	
costs	(consequentially	walking	and	biking	more),	and	one	because	of	being	confined	to	
the	clothes	already	in	the	wardrobe	did	not	allow	for	weight	gain.	
	
	



	 94	

Difficulties and obstacles 
	
Very	few	of	the	informants	described	their	non-consumption	experience	as	difficult	in	
itself.	Rather,	more	than	half	of	them	described	it	in	terms	such	as	“much	easier	than	I	
had	thought”,	“it	really	hasn’t	been	difficult	at	all	-	no	challenge”	and	“it	has	felt	like	a	
relief”.	That	is	not	to	say,	however,	that	the	informants	did	not	have	to	struggle	against	
a	 “shopping	 urge”	 (to	 various	 degrees).	 They	 reported	 using	 different	 strategies	 in	
order	to	curb	their	need	for	consumption,	or	the	longing	for	“something	new”.	The	most	
common	such	strategy	was	basically	just	to	avoid	environments	such	as	shopping	malls	
and	 shopping	 streets,	 not	 allowing	 oneself	 near	 “temptations”.	 Other	 strategies	
mentioned	were	to	have	clothes	and	shoes	repaired,	to	clean	out	or	declutter	wardrobes	
and	drawers,	to	dedicate	more	time	to	culture	or	studies	or	spend	time	in	nature,	to	use	
libraries	and	to	invite	people	home	instead	of	meeting	out.	One	informant	compared	
the	kick	she	could	get	 from	buying	something	nice	to	 the	one	she	experienced	when	
checking	her	bank	account	during	her	buy-nothing	year	to	see	how	much	money	she	
had	not	spent.	
	
Some	obstacles	were	however	of	course	mentioned,	and	most	of	these	were	connected	
to	 social	 relations.	 Several	of	 the	 informants	mentioned	–	albeit	 jokingly	–	 that	 they	
sometimes	could	feel	kind	of	odd	and	“extreme”	in	relation	to	friends,	colleagues	and	
family	when	trying	to	explain	their	decision.	This	unease	was	handled	in	different	ways,	
but	almost	all	stated	that	they	had	support	from	at	least	someone	in	their	close	affinity.	
Those	living	with	partners	that	had	shared	the	experience	with	them	mentioned	that	as	
a	factor	that	facilitated	their	motivation	and	practice,	and	one	informant	stated	that	the	
lack	of	interest	and	understanding	from	the	partner	(e.g.	the	partner	insisting	that	they	
needed	 to	 keep	 two	 cars	 and	 that	 it	 was	 more	 expensive	 with	 environmentally	
conscious	consumption)	was	problematic.	
	
Another	 example	 of	 a	 social	 obstacle	 was	 the	 experienced	 discomfort	 of	 not	 being	
“allowed”	 to	 bring	 gifts	 for	 friends	 or	 family	when	 visiting	 or	going	 to	 a	 party.	 One	
informant	stated	that	she	always	made	an	exception	for	gifts	because	she	liked	to	buy	
for	others,	another	that	she	allowed	herself	to	buy	gifts	sometimes	but	almost	always	
brought	 something	 homemade	 as	 a	 way	 of	 getting	 around	 the	 urge	 of	 giving.	 This	
expectation	 (both	 from	others	and	 from	ourselves)	 that	we	 should	bring	 something	
with	us	when	visiting	others	or	being	 invited	was	mentioned	by	 several	 as	a	 strong	
social	 norm,	 and	 especially	 in	 relation	 to	 children.	 	 One	 informant	 described	 it	 as	
“socially	unacceptable”	to	arrive	at	a	kid’s	birthday	party	with	a	homemade	or	second-
hand	birthday	gift,	and	that	she	therefore	made	an	exception	when	it	came	to	buying	
birthday	gifts	for	her	child’s	friends.	Some	of	the	informants	also	found	this	expectation	
hard	 to	 handle	 the	 other	 way	 around,	 not	 wanting	 to	 receive	 the	 gifts	 that	 others	
brought	for	them	and	feeling	unsure	about	how	to	address	this	to	family	and	friends.		
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Ten	out	of	the	15	informants	have	children.	Those	with	younger	children	(under	15)	
underlined	the	importance	of	not	making	their	children	feel	uncomfortable	because	of	
their	 parents’	 choice	 to	 not	 consume.	 As	 mentioned,	 this	 was	 experienced	 as	
problematic	in	the	context	of	birthday	parties,	but	also	when	it	came	to	clothes,	shoes	
and	activities.	One	informant	stated	that	she	did	not	want	her	children	to	feel	ashamed	
about	having	ugly	clothes	or	clothes	that	were	too	out-of-fashion	(even	though	they	did	
inherit	a	big	part	of	their	clothing),	and	another	informant	emphasized	the	importance	
of	feeling	“normal”:		
	

But	things	for	the	kids	is	the	most	difficult	I	think.	Because	I	don’t	need	anything,	I	
mean,	I	really	can’t	think	about	what	I	need	(…).	Computer,	the	phone,	but	apart	
from	that	I	really	don’t	need	anything.	But	the	kids	need	to	feel…	normal.		And…	I	
know	what	it’s	like	to	not	get	those	things.	I	never	got	a	pair	of	jeans	that	I	wanted,	
or	a	backpack	that	I	asked	for.	(…)	And	yes,	I	have	survived	and	I’m	doing	well,	but	
I	know	how	many	times	when	you	were	12	and	you	wanted	a	pair	of	jeans	that	were	
okay.	So	I’m	somewhere	in	between	there…	I	want	to	give	my	children	a	feeling	of	
being	normal,	in	the	way	they	want	to	be	normal	(Helena,	42	years	old).	

	
Regarding	 the	 informants	 with	 older	 children,	 these	 participated	 in	 the	 non-
consumption	 to	 the	 degree	 they	 wanted	 –	 some	 being	 motivated	 to	 come	 up	 with	
creative	solutions	(which	was	also	the	case	with	the	younger	children)	and	others	being	
completely	 uninterested.	 One	 perhaps	 facilitating	 factor	 mentioned	 by	 one	 of	 the	
separated	 parents	 was	 that	 the	 children	 with	 two	 homes	 could	 live	 a	 “normal”	
consumption	life	every	second	week	with	their	other	parent	if	they	chose	to	do	so.	One	
parent,	when	 asked	 about	what	 could	have	 facilitated	 the	 non-consumption,	 simply	
answered	“not	having	children”.	
	
Among	the	informants	with	no	children,	one	mentioned	a	lot	of	pressure	from	family	
and	close	friends	as	a	recurring	difficulty.	They	simply	could	not	understand	or	accept	
the	decision	to	stop	consuming	and	worried	that	the	informant	would	not	be	accepted	
by	others,	and	they	even	insisted	on	buying	clothes	for	her	in	order	to	avoid	her	looking	
out	of	style.	Another	informant	pointed	out	that	it	was	difficult	for	her	not	to	compare	
herself	with	everyone	around	her:	
	

[…]	I	compare	myself	a	lot	with	everyone	else.	So	if	everyone	else	didn’t	have	as	
much,	then	maybe	I	wouldn’t	either.	[…]	I	very	much	do	what	everyone	else	does.	
If	friends	have	that	then	I	want	it	too,	but	if	I	had	had	a	different	circle	of	friends	
and	acquaintances	where	different	norms	and	rules	applied,	then	maybe	I	would	
have…	complied	with	those	norms	and	rules.	Now	it	feels	like	I	have	friends	and	
family	in	my	surrounding	who	are	quite	successful,	both	in	terms	of	careers	and	
living	situations.	And	then…	well,	you	compare	yourself	to	them.	You	get	caught	up	
in	the	race,	if	I	put	it	like	that.	It’s	very	easy	to	get	caught	up	in	the	race	(Jenny,	37	
years	old).	
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The	problem	of	comparing	oneself	to	others	was	also	brought	up	by	another	informant,	
who	claimed	comparison	to	be	“central	to	everything”:	
	

If	I’m	going	to	walk	around	being	envious	of	someone	because	s/he	has	a	bigger	
garden	or	nicer	clothes	or	better	hair	or	whatever…	I	think	that’s	a	lot	of	what	this	
buy-nothing	 thing	 is	 really	 about	 –	 to	 stop	 comparing	 oneself	 and	 stop	 being	
envious.	What	I	need	I	need,	that	might	not	be	what	you	need	and	that	has	to	be	
okay.	Comparison	is	the	mother	of	unhappiness	in	some	way.	But	I	think	one	needs	
to	be	or	perhaps	become	quite	strong	in	oneself	to	be	able	to	resist	it	all	(Linda,	29	
years	old).	

	
This	 difficulty	 of	 comparison	 contrasts	 to	 something	 else	 that	 was	 pointed	 out	 by	
several	informants	as	a	difficulty	experienced	in	relation	to	others,	namely	an	increased	
frustration	with	the	consumption	behaviour	of	others	and,	perhaps	even	more	so,	with	
other	peoples’	lack	of	reflection	over	their	own	consumption	patterns	as	well	as	of	the	
socio-environmental	 consequences	 of	 consumption	 in	 general,	 as	 described	 by	 this	
woman:	
	

[…]	you	really	put	yourself	outside	a	very	strong	norm	that	exists	in	the	society.	And	
I’m	kind	of	used	to	doing	that,	but…	you	look	at	the	society	from	outside	like	this,	
and	it	appears	kind	of	absurd.	That	with	all	the	knowledge	we	have	today…	that	
people	just	continue,	that	is…	I	think	it	is	so…	perhaps	not	horrible,	but	I	am	a	bit	
amazed	(Sofia,	41	years	old).	

	
To	 take	 a	 step	 back	 from	 the	 consumerist	 society	was	 in	 this	 sense	 simultaneously	
described	 as	 a	 relief	 and	 an	 annoyance,	 as	 many	 informants	 saw	 the	 problematic	
consequences	 of	 it	more	 clearly	when	 finding	 themselves	 at	 some	 distance	 from	 it.	
There	was	a	common	frustration	among	the	informants	about	the	mechanisms	of	the	
consumerist	society	and	how	dependent	we	are	upon	it.	In	particular	the	informants	
giving	political	reasons	and	socio-environmental	concerns	as	their	main	motivation	for	
their	non-consumption	discussed	the	problematics	with	our	economy	being	dependent	
upon	 economic	 growth,	 and	 our	 welfare	 and	 jobs	 in	 turn	 dependent	 upon	 our	
consumption.	Not	all	were	opposed	to	the	focus	on	economic	growth,	however;	some	
underlined	 instead	 the	 importance	 of	 continued	 growth	 in	order	 to	 create	 jobs	 and	
uphold	the	welfare	system	and	of	international	trade	as	an	important	part	of	helping	
poorer	countries	to	develop	and	creating	jobs.	There	seemed	however	to	be	a	consensus	
regarding	 a	 critique	 of	 how	 the	 consumerist	 society	 affects	 us	 as	 consumers	 and	
individuals	and	a	concern	for	our	continued	well-being	in	it.		
	
One	practical	difficulty	mentioned	by	a	few	in	the	group	was	how	to	handle	technology	
that	had	become	too	old	or,	rather,	 too	outdated.	This	was	mentioned	as	a	source	of	
great	frustration,	as	the	informants	did	not	usually	experience	their	mobile	phone	or	
computer	as	being	non-functioning	 in	general	 (other	 than	 slow),	but	 they	were	 still	
faced	 with	 the	 need	 to	 replace	 them	 due	 to	 the	 software	 being	 too	 old	 and	 not	
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supporting	 the	 necessary	 updates.	 Those	 faced	with	 this	 problem	during	 their	 buy-
nothing	year	were	however	persistent	 in	 their	 attempts	 to	make	 their	products	 last	
longer,	describing	how	they	had	defragmented	their	computers	and	re-set	the	factory	
settings	of	their	phones,	thus	prolonging	their	respective	product	life	span	considerably.	
Similar	frustration	was	also	expressed	in	relation	to	products	of	low	quality	in	general,	
or,	as	in	the	case	of	this	male	informant,	technical	products	that	were	not	possible	to	
repair:	
	

[…]	the	blender	got	burnt,	it	was	probably	a	fuse	that	blew.	And	then	it’s	like	-	you	
can’t	 get	 into	 the	 thing	 and	 change	 it,	 so…	Here’s	 a	 part	 that	 you	 notice	 in	 the	
production…	or	among	the	producers,	what	they	do	consciously	or	unconsciously	
–	the	conspiracy	theories	start	to	grow	here	–	in	order	for	us	to	buy	new	things.	Like	
printers	 that	 are	 sold	 together	 with	 half	 a	 package	 of	 toner,	 and	 when	 you	
eventually	need	to	buy	new	toner	it	turns	out	that	it	costs	twice	as	much	so	that	you	
might	as	well	buy	a	new	printer	(Peter,	48	years	old).	

	
Practical	difficulties	were	also	experienced	in	occasions	such	as	when	shoes	were	worn	
out	or	an	item	of	clothing	broke.	The	most	common	way	to	handle	such	a	situation	was	
to	simply	refrain	from	replacing	the	items	with	new	ones,	but	on	a	few	occasions	when	
the	item	was	deemed	indispensable,	this	resulted	in	a	purchase.		
	
	
	
On consumption and needs 
	
The	 interviewed	buy-nothing	practitioners	can	roughly	be	divided	 into	three	groups	
when	it	comes	to	their	approaches	to	material	belongings.	One	group	consists	of	those	
informants	who	do	not	care	much	about	material	things	and	appearance	and	therefore	
were	not	very	interested	in	consuming	things	in	order	to	“keep	up”.	Another	group	is,	
in	contrast,	very	materialistic	in	the	sense	that	they	put	a	lot	of	meaning	and	value	into	
the	things	they	own,	usually	are	 interested	 in	style	and	also	like	to	collect	 things	 for	
simply	aesthetic	reasons	(often	second-hand	things).	The	third	group	is	somewhere	in	
between	the	two,	informants	having	more	of	a	practical	and	needs-based	approach	to	
things,	buying	what	 they	can	afford	and	not	reflecting	too	much	on	the	meanings	of	
them.	
	
For	the	majority	of	 the	 informants,	 the	buy-nothing	year	was	seen	as	one	 important	
step	in	a	process	towards	a	more	ecologically	sustainable	and	simpler	lifestyle.	It	could	
be	 a	 first	 step	 in	 such	 a	 process,	 but	 more	 common	 was	 that	 the	 informants	 had	
reflected	on	their	consumption	for	a	period	of	time,	trying	to	make	more	sustainable	
and	 conscious	 choices	 in	 the	way	 they	 consumed	 and	 had	 then	made	 a	 decision	 to	
drastically	cut	their	consumption	to	nothing	but	the	essentials.	In	the	cases	where	the	
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buy-nothing	year	was	mainly	motivated	by	 financial	reasons/restraint,	however,	 the	
year	was	more	of	a	starting	point	in	a	necessary	process	of	changing	one’s	consumption	
pattern.	
	
Even	though	several	of	the	informants	stated	that	they	did	feel	the	need	to	buy	certain	
things	towards	the	end	of	the	year	(for	example	to	replace	worn	out	shoes	and	jeans),	
only	one	mentioned	an	experienced	“urge”	to	shop	whereas	the	rest	did	not	feel	excited	
about	 “being	 allowed”	 to	 shop	 again	 –	 rather	 the	 opposite.	 All	 of	 the	 informants	
maintained	that	they	would	not	go	back	to	the	same	way	of	consuming	that	they	had	
before	 the	year	 started,	 suggesting	 that	 it	was	–	or	had	become	 -	 a	more	 long-term	
change	 of	 lifestyle.	 Those	whose	 buy-nothing	 year	was	 now	well	 behind	 them	 also	
described	how	they	had	continued	to	limit	their	consumption	to	a	very	conscious	level,	
and	those	who	were	still	“in”	the	year	claimed	that	they	would	continue	on	the	same	
path	even	after	the	end	of	the	year.	This	more	long-term	change	in	attitude	is	described	
by	this	woman,	who	continued	to	add	challenges	once	her	buy-nothing	year	was	over,	
in	order	to	strive	for	a	yet	more	simple	and	sustainable	lifestyle:	
	

You	would	think,	that	if	you	decide	that	”from	now	on	I	will	not	buy	anything	for	six	
months	or	a	year”,	I	think	you’d	believe	that	“when	this	year	is	over	it’ll	be	SO	good,	
I’ll	finally	be	able	to	buy…”,	but	for	me	it	has	been	the	opposite.	(…)	Because	what	
happens	is	that	you	somehow	want	to	“upgrade”	even	more,	or	become	even	better.	
That’s	how	I	feel	anyway	(Annika,	47	years	old).	

	
In	view	of	connections	to	other	sufficiency-related	practices,	half	of	the	informants	(7	
out	of	15)	mentioned	an	interest	in	clearing	out	clothes	and	other	stuff	from	their	homes.	
For	some,	 this	cleaning	out	or	de-cluttering	process	had	started	before	they	stopped	
consuming,	while	for	the	others	it	had	started	almost	as	a	“natural	consequence”	of	the	
non-consumption.	 Three	 of	 the	 informants	 compared	 the	 sensation	 of	 getting	 rid	of	
stuff	to	the	“kick”	they	had	previously	experienced	from	shopping,	only	that	the	latter	
was	more	short-lived.	In	their	cases,	the	clearing	out	thus	served	as	a	strategy	in	order	
to	curb	the	need	for	consumption.	Another	thing	that	was	mentioned	by	two	informants	
as	something	they	had	begun	to	do	more	of	during	the	year	and	that	 filled	the	same	
function	 of	 “consumption	 urge-curbing”	 was	 gardening	 and	 growing	 one’s	 own	
vegetables,	which	could	be	claimed	to	be	another	(self-)sufficiency-related	practice.	
	
Regarding	needs,	something	that	was	highlighted	by	almost	all	the	informants	was	their	
dependence	on	mobile	phones	and/or	computers.	The	mobile	phones	were	very	often	
identified	as	a	necessary	 item,	 in	order	to	communicate	with	others,	or	an	 item	that	
could	symbolize	sufficiency	because	of	the	versatility	of	the	smart	phones.		
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The buy-nothing practice: an individual or collective project? 
	
Apart	 from	 three	 of	 the	 informants	 choosing	 to	 go	 through	 the	 buy-nothing	 year	
together	as	a	collaborative	project	and	one	informant	doing	it	together	with	her	partner,	
the	buy-nothing	practice	seems	to	have	by	and	large	been	an	individual	project	for	the	
informants.	That	 is,	 they	 involved	 their	 families	and	 friends	 to	some	degree	 in	 their	
thoughts	and	motivations,	but	the	year	was	not	intended	first	and	foremost	as	a	project	
aiming	 to	 mobilize	 collective	 critique	 against	 consumption	 or	 seeking	 alternative	
cooperative	ways	to	replace	the	way	they	have	consumed	before.	Rather,	it	was	aimed	
at	changing	one’s	own	behaviour	and	thoughts	about	consumption.	Considering	that	
the	 majority	 of	 the	 informants	 had	 some	 sort	 of	 political	motivations	 behind	 their	
decision	 to	 consume	 less,	 this	 lack	 of	 collective	 action	 related	 to	 the	 practice	 is	
interesting.	Many	mentioned,	however,	 that	 they	did	 try	 to	bring	up	 the	 topic	when	
possible	and	make	others	 reflect	upon	 their	own	consumption	 if	 they	got	questions	
about	 it.	This	was	most	often	done	 in	an	 informal	way	by	answering	questions	 from	
curious	co-workers	and	friends	and	talking	about	it	at	family	dinners.		
	
Seven	of	the	informants	created	blogs	and/or	Facebook	groups	where	they	wrote	about	
their	 experiences,	 and	one	 informant	wrote	 a	book	 about	 it.	 These	 informants	 used	
their	 channels	 both	 to	 articulate	 their	 own	 thoughts	 and	motivations	 and	 to	 reflect	
more	practically	upon	how	the	year	was	proceeding,	describing	the	obstacles	they	met	
and	discussing	possible	 solutions	 to	overcome	 them.	Although	 there	 is	definitely	an	

Figure	 2.	 Items	 identified	 as	 “necessary”	 by	 one	 informant:	
bicycle	keys,	apple	from	own	garden,	coconut	oil,	a	plant	potato	
(to	be	used	for	growing	more	potatoes),	a	strong	lace,	and	keys	
for	the	neighbourhood’s	“swapping	room”.	Photo	by	author.	
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underlying	and	often	outspoken	critique	against	the	consumerist	society	present	in	all	
of	 these	 initiatives,	 the	 approach	 is	 more	 of	 an	 individual	 one	 in	 the	 sense	 that	 it	
encourages	others	to	reflect	upon	their	consumption	patterns,	their	needs	and	wants,	
wanting	to	inspire	change	rather	than	demanding	direct	political	action.	The	Facebook	
group	“Buy-nothing	year	2017”	(Köpfritt	år	2017)	that	has	since	changed	its	name	to	
the	current	year	(2018	and	2019,	respectively),	has	for	two	of	the	informants	served	as	
a	channel	for	encouraging	others	as	well	as	for	discussing	experiences.	Six	out	of	the	
fifteen	informants	have	gained	attention	in	media	in	regards	to	their	non-consumption,	
but	 these	 are	 also	 persons	who	 themselves	 have	 been	 spreading	 information	 about	
their	buy-nothing	year	through	their	own	channels	(media	and	social	media).		
	
The	impression	of	the	buy-nothing	year	as	first	and	foremost	an	individual	project	is	
also	strengthened	by	the	fact	that	only	two	of	the	informants	reported	having	used	a	
“collective	 solution”	 such	 as	 clothes	 swapping	 or	 free	 shops	 as	 an	 alternative	 to	
consuming	new	clothes	on	a	regular	basis.	Some	mentioned	having	tried	it	once	or	twice,	
but	 the	 majority	 either	 seemed	 to	 interpret	 these	 kinds	 of	 initiatives	 as	 a	 form	 of	
“cheating”	in	regards	to	non-consumption,	or	they	just	did	not	feel	that	using	them	was	
necessary	or	of	interest.	One	exception	to	this	was	one	informant	who	mentioned	that	
she	had	convinced	her	landlord	to	open	up	a	“swapping	room”	in	her	house,	where	the	
tenants	 could	 leave	 things	 that	 they	no	 longer	used	and	pick	up	 the	no	 longer	used	
belongings	of	others.	Also,	some	of	the	informants	who	had	cleaned	out	their	wardrobes	
and	belongings	during	the	year	mentioned	that	 they	had	positive	experiences	giving	
them	away	or	selling	them,	often	through	local	Facebook	groups	for	selling	and	buying	
stuff.		
	
In	 contrast	 to	 this	 individual	 focus,	 three	 informants	 (and	 close	 friends)	 chose	 to	
embark	 on	 their	 buy-nothing	 year	 as	 a	 common	 collaborative	 project.	 To	 share	 the	
experience	with	each	other	had	in	their	case	been	a	necessary	condition	for	being	able	
to	go	through	with	it,	and	they	mentioned	it	as	having	facilitated	the	experience	a	great	
deal.	One	example	given	by	the	group	was	how	they	were	continuously	in	contact	with	
each	other	 in	a	chat	room,	where	they	could,	 for	example,	express	their	urge	to	buy	
something	and	frustration	at	not	being	able	 to	and	then	receive	 instant	support	 that	
helped	 them	get	over	 the	urge	and	 the	 impulse	 to	buy.	These	 informants	were	also	
among	those	who	most	strongly	argued	for	the	importance	of	strengthening	the	culture	
of	 borrowing	 and	 sharing.	One	 of	 them	 also	 highlighted	 the	 importance	 of	 the	 non-
consumption	being	a	fun	experience,	which	was	facilitated	by	sharing	the	experience	
with	others:		
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We’ve	had	 lots	 of	 fun.	And	we	 still	 have	 fun.	That’s	 important.	 […]	 It	 can’t	 be	 a	
suffering.	I	think	that	you	can’t	put	up	with	a	shopstop15	if	it’s	just	suffering,	there	
needs	to	be	some	kind	of	“joy	principle”	in	it	–	that	it	 in	some	way	increases	the	
quality	of	life.	And	I	think	it	has	done	that	(Mikael,	49	years	old).	

 
 
	
Facilitating non-consumption 
	
As	mentioned	above,	very	few	of	the	participants	used	clothes	swapping	or	“libraries	of	
stuff”	or	similar	initiatives	as	an	alternative	to	shopping.	Two	informants	who	lived	in	
apartment	 buildings	 with	 “swapping	 rooms”	 mentioned	 that	 as	 facilitating	 their	
practice,	 and	 one	 of	 them	 commented	 that	 something	 that	 would	 further	 have	
facilitated	 during	 the	 year	would	 be	 to	 also	 have	 access	 to	 a	 room	 in	 the	 house	 for	
repairing	clothes,	i.e.	a	common	“sewing	room”.	One	of	the	male	informants	commented	
on	the	lack	of	men’s	clothes	in	free	shops	and	at	organized	clothes	swapping	events	in	
comparison	 to	women’s	 clothes	and	wished	 for	a	greater	 supply	of	men’s	 clothes	 in	
order	for	it	to	be	a	more	realistic	alternative	to	shopping	for	new	clothes.	
	
When	 it	 comes	 to	 the	 obstacles	 to	 non-consumption	 that	 the	 informants	 had	
encountered,	most	of	 these	 involved	existing	norms	and	social	relations.	This	can	be	
seen	as	related	to	the	frustration	towards	what	many	experienced	as	a	lack	of	concern	
and	education	among	the	great	majority	of	people	when	it	comes	to	the	environmental	
and	social	consequences	of	our	consumption.	Regarding	suggestions	as	to	what	could	
have	facilitated	the	experience	of	non-consumption,	many	gave	quite	general	answers	
focusing	 on	 a	wish	 for	 different	 norms	 and	 a	 culture	 less	 focused	 on	 consumption.	
Several	also	mentioned	a	need	for	concrete	political	measures	to	stave	off	the	negative	
consequences	 of	 consumption	 (such	 as	 letting	 consumption	 bear	 its	 own	
environmental	and	social	costs)	and	further	how	they	wished	for	public	places	to	be	
free	from	advertisements	and	less	focused	on	people	as	consumers.	This	also	included	
the	 internet	as	a	“public	place”,	 in	 the	sense	of	not	being	able	 to	escape	commercial	
messages	there.	
	
One	 informant	 specifically	 mentioned	 the	 difficulties	 associated	 with	 ceasing	 to	
compare	oneself	to	others	in	regard	to,	for	example,	living	situation	and	consumption.	
She	therefore	highlighted	the	importance	of	planning	for	more	mixed	urban	areas	with	
different	forms	of	housing,	in	order	for	people	from	different	backgrounds	and	classes	
to	live	closer	to	each	other:	
	
																																																								
15	This	is	a	direct	translation	of	the	Swedish	expression	“köpstopp”.	See	further	discussion	on	choice	of	
wording	to	describe	the	practice	in	4.3.	
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I	believe	that	if	you	mix	different	social	groups	and	you	have	different	classmates	
already	as	a	kid	in	school,	then	that	might	“calm	down”	consumption.	I	mean,	then	
it	wouldn’t	be	seen	as	natural	that	everyone	goes	away	for	ski	holidays	or	that	you	
see	other	parents	having	iPhones	or	nice	bikes	or	so	on	(Jenny,	37	years	old).		

	
Overall,	the	buy-nothing	practitioners	were	positive	towards	more	political	steering	in	
the	 area	 of	 consumption	 and	 other	 areas	 related	 to	 facilitating	 a	 more	 sustainable	
lifestyle.	This	regarded	for	example	prohibiting	advertising	in	public	space,	improving	
education	 on	 sustainability	 issues,	 making	 environmentally	 smart	 solutions	 and	
innovations	 standard	 in	 new	 buildings	 and	 enacting	 stricter	 legislation	 for	 product	
durability.	Some	informants	also	expressed	a	longing	for	brave	politicians	who	dared	
to	make	innovative	decisions.		
 

 
 
	 	

Figure	 3.	 Items	 identified	 by	 one	 informant	 as	 symbolizing	
sufficiency:	sheet	music	for	piano.	The	informant	commented	that	
this	symbolized	self-fulfilment,	which	she	practiced	through,	for	
example,	playing	 the	piano,	 consuming	 culture	and	 singing	 in	a	
choir.	The	photo	also	 includes	a	 smart	phone,	 identified	by	 the	
same	informant	as	a	necessary	item.	Photo	by	author.	
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4.2 Can that which sparks joy also spark sufficiency? Practicing the KonMari 
method 
	
Everything	that	we	collect	through	life	needs	to	end	up	somewhere,	taking	up	physical	
space.	Everything	that	we	buy	or	receive	as	gifts	or	collect	for	free	has	to	be	kept,	stored,	
or	tucked	away.	Our	homes	are	usually	where	we	gather	our	belongings,	where	all	these	
things	end	up.	One	way	of	decreasing	the	number	of	things	that	we	gather	throughout	
the	course	of	a	lifetime	is	of	course	to	actually	stop,	or	drastically	reduce,	consuming.	
But	what	happens	if	you	instead	choose	to	start	the	other	way	around,	from	letting	go	
of	many	of	the	things	you	own?		
	
In	 recent	 years,	 the	 word	 “decluttering”	 has	 made	 it	 into	 media	 and	 social	 media,	
stirring	 the	ways	 in	which	we	 view	our	 homes	 and	 our	 belongings.	 Using	 the	word	
“clutter”	to	include	all	the	things	considered	to	be	in	the	way	on	the	path	towards	a	tidy	
and	 well-organized	 home,	 is,	 in	 a	 sense,	 a	 way	 of	 distancing	 ourselves	 from	 our	
belongings.	The	word	clutter	can	be	used	as	both	a	noun	-		“(a	lot	of	objects	in)	a	state	of	
being	untidy”	 and	 as	 a	 verb	 “to	fill	something	 in	 an	untidy	or	badly	organized	way”	
(definitions	from	Cambridge	Dictionary,	2017).	To	“declutter”	is,	consequently,	a	way	
of	 getting	 rid	of	 the	 things	 that	make	your	home	untidy.	 It	 can	be	done	 by	 simply	
getting	them	out	of	the	way	through	different	methods	of	storage	and	tidying,	but	it	
can	also	be	 focused	on	discarding	of	belongings	and	actual	removal	of	 things	 from	
one’s	house	or	 apartment.	There	 is	 an	 increasing	number	of	organizing	 consultants	
around	that	are	eager	to	help	you	organize	all	your	stuff,	store	it	in	the	most	practical	
way	and	get	rid	of	that	which	you	do	not	use	anymore.	Both	in	the	US	and	the	UK,	there	
are	associations	of	professional	decluttering	and	organizing	consultants.16	The	number	
of	consultants	tied	to	the	US	association	NAPO	(National	Association	of	Productivity	&	
Organizing	Professionals)	has	 increased	dramatically	over	the	past	10	years	and	the	
association	now	has	more	than	3500	members	(Kessler,	2015;	NAPO,	n.d.).	Even	though	
this	 trend	 has	 not	 been	 as	 prominent	 in	 Sweden,	 the	 interest	 in	 decluttering	 and	
organizing	services	seems	to	be	growing	and	there	are	more	actors	emerging	on	the	
markets	in	recent	years.17		
	
This	study	focuses	on	a	very	special	method	of	decluttering	that	has	gained	attention	
worldwide	in	recent	years	and	is	getting	increasing	attention	in	Sweden	as	well.	It	is	the	
method	created	by	Marie	Kondo,	a	 Japanese	organizing	consultant	and	author	of	 the	
books	The	life-changing	magic	of	tidying	up	(2014)	and	Spark	Joy	(2016).	The	first	book,	
in	which	 she	 introduces	 the	KonMari	method,	 has	 sold	 over	 6	million	 copies	 in	 40	

																																																								
16	Association	of	Professional	Declutterers	&	Organisers	(UK):	www.apdo.co.uk	and	National	Association	
of	Productivity	&	Organizing	Professionals	(US):	www.napo.net.			
17	See	for	example	Sellpy:	www.sellpy.se	and	Förvaringsdrottningen:	www.forvaringsdrottningen.com	.			
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different	languages.	Marie	Kondo	has	emerged	as	a	decluttering	guru,	helping	people	to	
get	rid	of	things	they	no	longer	use	or	need	or	love.	Often,	this	turns	out	to	be	much	
more	than	they	thought	 they	could	 let	go	of	(Kondo,	2014).	 In	Sweden,	 the	KonMari	
Facebook	 group	 (KonMari	 Sverige)	 is	 a	 place	 for	 those	 who	 practice	 the	 KonMari	
method	to	share	tips,	inspiration	and	support	for	the	task	at	hand:	to	“KonMari	one’s	
home”.	 The	 group	 started	 in	 April	 2015	 and	 for	 a	 long	 time	 it	 only	 had	 150-200	
members,	but	in	2017	the	group	grew	from	5,000	to	11,000	members	and	it	continues	
to	grow	at	a	rapid	rate,	reaching	15,000	members	in	March	201818.	The	release	of	Marie	
Kondo’s	own	Netflix	show	Tidying	up	with	Marie	Kondo	in	January	2019	(Netflix,	2019)	
has	 further	 sparked	 a	 lot	 of	 interest	 and	 hype	 around	 the	method	 and	 it	 has	 been	
increasingly	noticed	also	in	traditional	media.	In	the	US,	the	show’s	“Marie	Kondo	effect”	
is	 thought	 to	have	contributed	to	a	giant	 increase	 in	donations	to	goodwill	stores	 in	
January	2019	(Koncius,	2019),	and	it	has	further	led	to	discussions	problematizing	the	
Americans’	 over-consumption	 and	 their	 relationship	with	 stuff	 (see	 for	 example	 Le	
Zotte,	2019;	Willmore,	2019).	
 
 
	
The KonMari Method 
	
So,	what	is	the	KonMari	method	about?	Reading	the	book	(Kondo,	2014),	it	seems	to	be	
much	 more	 of	 a	 lifestyle	 philosophy	 than	 yet	 another	 method	 of	 tidying	 up	 or	
decluttering.	 At	 the	 centre	 of	 the	method	 lies	Marie	Kondo’s	 idea	 about	 how	 in	 our	
homes	we	should	only	be	surrounded	by	the	things	we	love	-	the	things	that	spark	joy.	
Nothing	more.	And	it	is	a	thorough	method.	First	of	all,	one	should	visualize	the	kind	of	
lifestyle	and	home	one	dreams	of,	and	picture	what	it	will	feel	like	to	enter	that	home	–	
a	vision	to	return	to	when	it	gets	difficult.	Kondo	then	stresses	the	importance	of	going	
through	every	little	piece	in	your	home,	holding	it	and	deciding	whether	or	not	you	feel	
that	spark	of	joy.	It	is	also	crucial	that	you	do	the	discarding	in	the	proper	order,	starting	
with	clothes	and	then	moving	on	to	the	categories	books,	papers,	komono	 (Japanese	
word	for	miscellaneous)	and	finally	things	of	sentimental	value	(Kondo,	2014).	All	these	
categories	can	in	turn	be	divided	into	an	almost	endless	number	of	sub	categories	(some	
examples	of	 sub	categories	 to	 the	miscellaneous	 category	 can	 for	example	be	 coffee	
mugs,	 sunglasses,	 kids’	 toys	 and	 beauty	 products).	 Embracing	 this	 method,	 Kondo	
claims,	will	help	you	get	rid	of	belongings	that	you	did	not	even	know	were	weighing	
you	down.	Her	focus	is	on	tidying,	but	also	on	the	importance	of	changing	our	mind-set	
with	 regard	 to	material	 belongings	 and	 possessions.	 Kondo	writes	 about	 socks	 and	
shoes	and	bags	and	books	and	houses	almost	as	if	they	have	feelings,	and	she	insists	

																																																								
18	15	074	members	as	of	March	28th,	2018.	Information	received	from	one	of	the	group	administrators	
and	from	the	Facebook	group.	As	of	November	2nd,	2019,	the	group	had	23,400	members.	
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that	we	 should	 treat	 them	with	 the	 respect	 they	 deserve	 for	 being	 in	 our	 lives	 and	
bringing	us	shelter	and	 joy.	 It	 is	 an	 approach	grounded	 in	 Japanese	 culture	and	 the	
Shinto	religion	that	might	come	across	as	odd	from	a	Scandinavian	perspective	(and	
Western,	more	generally),	but	Kondo	persists	in	that	it	is	the	way	to	go	if	you	want	to	
achieve	a	tidy	home.	By	only	keeping	the	things	you	love	and	need	and	thanking	all	the	
others	for	coming	into	your	life,	she	claims	that	it	will	become	easier	for	you	to	discard	
the	things	that	you	hold	on	to.	Because,	Kondo	claims,	“when	we	really	delve	into	the	
reasons	for	why	we	can’t	let	something	go,	there	are	only	two:	an	attachment	to	the	past	
or	a	fear	for	the	future”		(Kondo,	2014,	p.	181).	The	question	of	what	we	want	to	own	is	
then,	actually,	a	question	about	how	we	want	to	live	our	lives	(Kondo,	2014,	p.	182).	
	
Having	been	interested	in	tidying	and	organizing	all	her	life,	and	having	tried	out	all	
tidying	 methods	 that	 she	 has	 read	 about	 –	 for	 herself	 and	 others	 -	 Kondo	 herself	
believes	that	what	makes	her	method	so	successful	is	that	it	takes	a	different	approach	
to	all	other	methods	for	tidying	up:	it	starts	from	reducing	the	amount	of	things	one	
keeps	 in	one’s	home	until	 that	number	 is	“just	right”.	That	means	discarding	a	 lot	of	
things	–	Kondo	mentions	clients	who	have	discarded	“two	hundred	45-liter	garbage	
bags	in	one	go”	and	that	the	number	of	items	that	her	clients	have	discarded	over	the	
years	easily	exceeds	one	million	things	(Kondo,	2014,	p.	2).	The	average	amount	that	a	
single	 person	 discards	of	 is	 between	 20	 and	 30	 45-liter	 bags	 (p.	 185).	 According	 to	
Kondo,	this	is	the	secret	behind	the	fact	that	none	of	her	clients	come	back	for	a	“retake”	
of	her	course:	a	drastic	reorganization	and	discarding	of	items	can	be	life	transforming	
in	the	sense	that	you	will	never	have	to	do	it	again.	If	you	clean	out	your	home	and	get	
rid	of	all	the	things	that	do	not	“spark	joy”,	then	you	will	eventually	find	yourself	in	a	
position	where	you	have	no	more	possessions	than	those	that	you	really	need	and	that	
bring	you	joy	(Kondo,	2014).	
	
The	KonMari	method	is	additionally	a	method	for	how	to	best	store	your	belongings,	
most	profoundly	elaborated	when	it	comes	how	to	fold	different	items	of	clothing.	This	
is	related	to	the	previously	mentioned	 importance	of	showing	respect	 for	 the	things	
that	we	own	(Kondo,	2014).	
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KonMari and sufficiency 
	
This	way	of	discarding	 things	of	 course	 raises	 the	 issue	of	 the	enormous	amount	of	
garbage	and	waste	that	this	method	creates	(more	on	that	note	later).	But	it	also	lingers	
close	to	the	idea	of	sufficiency,	for	example	when	Kondo	states	that	it	is	her	belief	that	
‘’owning	only	what	we	love	and	what	we	need	is	the	most	natural	condition’’	(Kondo,	
2014,	p.	197).	In	line	with	this,	she	states	that	storing	should	be	resisted	as	a	method	
for	dealing	with	clutter	because	storing	creates	a	negative	spiral	of	keeping	things	that	
we	do	not	 really	need	or	want	 (p.	23).	 In	 connection	with	 sufficiency,	Kondo	writes	
about	something	that	she	has	chosen	to	call	the	“just-right	click	point”:	
	

If	you	have	lived	in	Japan	or	the	United	States	all	your	life,	you	have	almost	certainly	
been	surrounded	by	far	more	than	you	need.	This	makes	it	hard	for	many	people	to	
imagine	how	much	they	need	to	live	comfortably.	As	you	reduce	your	belongings	
through	the	process	of	tidying,	you	will	come	to	a	point	where	you	suddenly	
know	how	much	is	just	right	for	you.	You	will	feel	it	as	clearly	as	if	something	has	
clicked	 inside	 your	 head	 and	 said,	 “Ah!	 This	 is	 just	 the	 amount	 I	 need	 to	 live	
comfortably.	 This	 is	 all	 I	 need	 to	 be	 happy.	 I	 don’t	 need	 anything	 more.”	 The	
satisfaction	that	envelops	your	whole	being	at	that	point	is	palpable.	I	call	this	the	
“just-right	click	point”.	Interestingly	once	you	have	passed	this	point,	you’ll	find	that	

Figures	4	and	5.	Examples	of	 the	KonMari	
folding	technique	(towels	and	pillow	cases)	
from	 the	 home	 of	 two	 of	 the	 informants.	
Private	photos	by	informants.	
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the	 amount	 you	 own	never	 increases.	 And	 that	 is	 precisely	why	 you	will	 never	
rebound.	(Kondo,	2014,	p.	124,	my	emphasis.)		

	
It	is	important	to	underline	here	that	Kondo	–	aside	from	the	“spark	joy-criteria”	gives	
no	advice	as	to	what	kind	of	items	one	should	keep	or	discard.	This	means	that	if	you	
have	a	collection	of,	say,	76	mugs	from	a	certain	edition	and	all	of	them	spark	joy	for	
you,	you	should	keep	them.	Where	the	click	point	 is	situated	(in	terms	of	number	of	
items)	also	differs	 from	one	person	to	another,	Kondo	claims,	and	continues:	“If	you	
have	not	yet	felt	a	click,	don’t	worry.	You	can	still	reduce.”	(Kondo,	2014,	p.	125).	
	
	
	
Motivations behind the practice 
	
The	eleven	informants	for	the	KonMari	study	all	had	various	reasons	and	motivations	
behind	their	decision	to	embark	on	the	KonMari	process.	Three	motivations	stood	out	
as	most	common,	however,	both	in	the	interviews	and	in	the	survey.	
	

1. Discontent	with	one’s	home	environment	
	
The	most	frequently	occurring	explanation	that	the	informants	gave	for	wanting	to	start	
with	the	KonMari	method	was	discontent	with	their	homes	in	one	or	several	ways:	it	
could	be	that	it	was	too	cluttered,	that	they	felt	that	they	did	not	have	enough	space,	or	
that	 it	was	 just	 too	difficult	 to	keep	the	home	tidy.	Sometimes	 it	was	expressed	as	a	
feeling	of	failure	and	sometimes	as	a	more	abstract	sensation	of	not	feeling	at	peace	in	
one’s	own	home,	as	in	the	words	of	this	woman	who	experienced	discomfort	due	to	her	
family’s	living	situation	after	having	moved:	
	

We	had	moved	to	a	new	place	more	than	a	year	earlier	and	I	felt	that	we	still	hadn’t	
settled	down	properly.	We	had	unpacked	a	lot,	but	we	just	hadn’t	thought	through	
where	all	 the	 things	should	go.	And	 I	have	a	partner	who…	as	 I	 see	 it,	he’s	very	
untidy	 compared	 to	me,	 and	 that	 creates	 a	 lot	 of	 irritation.	 […]	 So	 there	was	 a	
disorder.	And	I	was	at	home	during	this	time,	so	I	was	in	the	middle	of	it	all	the	time.	
So	I	wasn’t	comfortable	at	all.	[…]	Whichever	cupboard	you	opened,	stuff	was	kind	
of	falling	out.	Even	if	I	had	tried	to	discard	things	in	the	moving	process,	it	was	still	
too	much,	although	we	moved	from	a	smaller	place	to	a	bigger	one	so	you	would	
think	that	there	would	be	space	“left”.	But	it	didn’t	feel	that	way.	So	I	felt	a	strong	
need	to…	get	things	in	order	(Jessica,	43	years	old).	
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2. Too	much	stuff	
	
Many	 informants	 expressed	 a	 frustration	 of	 having	 too	 much	 stuff,	 and/or	 not	
experiencing	 that	 they	 had	 a	 sense	 of	 control	 over	 their	 things.	 This	 often	 got	
increasingly	difficult	in	the	case	of	inheriting	parts	of	or	all	the	belongings	of	a	family	
member.	Some	of	the	informants	being	interviewed	explained	finding	it	very	difficult	to	
let	go	of	things	and	had	experienced	problems	with	angst	related	to	this.	One	woman	
described	 her	 home	 before	 she	 started	 with	 KonMari	 as	 looking	 as	 if	 a	 bomb	 had	
exploded	in	there:		
	

The	biggest	problem	was	that	it	felt	like	I	was	drowning	when	I	went	to	bed	or	when	
I	got	up	in	the	morning.	And	the	absolute	worst	thing	was	if	someone	came	to	visit.	
I	never	say	no	to	anyone,	I	can’t	do	that,	but	I	knew	that	I	would	feel	SO	awful	if	I	
didn’t	do	anything.	So	then	I	took	everything	and	stuffed	it	in	garbage	bags	and	put	
them	in	the	bedroom.	Closed	the	door	and	locked	it	(Rebecka,	35	years	old).	
	

The	 feeling	 of	 having	 too	much	 stuff	 seemed	 often	 to	 be	 combined	with	 a	 sense	 of	
discontent,	 or	 with	 a	 frustration	 over	 the	 feeling	 that	 even	 though	 there	 was	 an	
abundance	of	things,	these	were	still	not	enough,	or	they	were	not	the	right	things.	
	

I	think	it	started	with	frustration.	This	feeling	of…	‘I	have	nothing	to	wear!’.	And	I	
have	a	walk-in	closet,	so	there’s	quite	a	lot	of	clothes	there	(and	there	used	to	be	
more).	So	to	stand	there	and	have	that	many	clothes	and	still	never	have	anything	
one	feels	good	in	or	that	fits	well…	that’s	not	fun.	[…]	And	it’s	also	a	luxury	to	have	
your	own	walk-in	closet,	so	there	was	also	this	longing	to	simply	make	it	look	nice	
(Lena,	46	years	old).	

	
	

3. Wanting	to	make	everyday	life	easier	
	
Some	of	 the	 informants	had	for	a	 long	time	been	 interested	 in	different	methods	 for	
tidying	 and	 organizing	 their	 homes	 and	 had	 been	 introduced	 to	 KonMari	 through	
Facebook	groups	dedicated	to	other	organizing	methods	or	had	read	about	it.19	Others	
just	mentioned	a	general	interest	in	organizing	based	on	a	wish	to	facilitate	their	day-
to-day	life:	
	

[…]	I	have	lived	in	a	lot	of	places	in	my	life,	maybe…	12	places.	Moved	plenty	of	
times.	And	in	relation	to	those	moves,	I	have	always	cleaned	out	and	gone	through	
things.	And	we’re	very	“organizational”,	both	[daughter’s	name]	and	I,	we	like	to	
organize	things	and	plan	and	so	on.	And	then	we	moved	here	two	years	ago,	and	in	
January	[…]	I	read	an	article	about	KonMari.	[…]	And	I	thought	it	was	so	exciting	
because	there	was	this	philosophical	perspective	of	the	things	you	own	and	how	
you	organize	them	(Marianne,	55	years	old).	

																																																								
19	The	Swedish	Facebook	group	dedicated	to	the	tidying	method	“Fly	Lady”	was	for	example	mentioned	
by	some	of	the	informants	as	the	place	where	they	first	heard	about	the	KonMari	method.	
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Some	other	things	that	were	mentioned	as	motivations	or	“triggers”	behind	the	decision	
to	start	the	KonMari	process	were	an	upcoming	or	realized	move	(often	to	a	smaller	
place	than	before),	inheritance	of	an	estate,	or	simply	that	one	was	curious	about	the	
method	 and/or	 wanted	 to	 do	 it	 as	 a	 project	 or	 challenge.	 A	 few	 informants	 also	
expressed	a	lack	of	well-being	(due	to	e.g.	depression	or	fatigue)	and	described	that	part	
of	 their	motivation	 behind	 starting	with	KonMari	was	 a	wish	 to	 find	 a	method	 that	
would	help	them	feel	better.		
	
The	 large	 majority	 of	 the	
participants	 in	 the	 survey	 (59%)	
found	out	about	KonMari	through	
social	media,	blogs	or	YouTube.	It	
was	 also	 common	 to	 have	 been	
recommended	to	read	the	book	by	
a	 friend	 (14.8%)	 or	 heard/read	
about	 the	method	 in	mass	media	
(12.6%).		
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
 
 
	
 
 
 
Experiences of the KonMari process 
	
In	the	interviews,	two	answers	were	more	common	than	others	when	asked	about	what	
it	was	with	 the	KonMari	method	 that	 appealed	 to	 the	 informants.	 One	was	 that	 the	
method	focuses	on	what	you	want	to	keep	instead	of	what	you	want	to	throw	away,	
giving	the	discarding	process	a	more	positive	note	to	it	and	also	making	it	easy	to	both	
understand	and	explain	to	others.	The	second	reason	was	the	way	that	it	is	perceived	
to	 start	 from	you	as	a	person	and	your	personal	 feelings	and	needs,	 and	not	with	a	
certain	structure	that	you	need	to	fit	yourself	into.	Marie	Kondo	herself	claims	that	this	
is	one	 of	 the	 reasons	 that	 the	method	works	 for	 everyone	 (Kondo,	 2014).	This	 said	

Figure	 6.	 A	 walk-in	 closet	 before	 and	 after	
KonMari.	Private	photos	by	informant.	
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however,	 it	became	clear	both	 from	 the	 interviews	and	 the	 free	 text	 answers	 in	 the	
survey	that	few	seemed	to	follow	the	method	meticulously	and	that	some	were	a	bit	
critical	of	what	they	perceived	as	the	strictness	of	it.	
	
One	 experience	 that	 all	 of	 the	 informants	 of	 the	 interview	 study	 seemed	 to	 have	 in	
common	was	a	new	sense	of	ease	and/or	harmony	in	their	homes.	How	deep	or	strong	
this	feeling	was	seemed	to	be	partly	related	to	how	far	one	had	come	in	the	process,	but	
the	general	feeling	was	one	of	increased	ease	as	more	and	more	things	were	discarded.	
Another	 common	 positive	 result	 of	 the	 process	 was	 the	 practical	 one	 of	 having	
facilitated	cleaning	and	tidying.	One	informant	mentioned	that	she	and	her	husband	had	
reduced	the	total	time	it	took	them	to	clean	their	house	from	5	hours	a	week	to	1.5	hours	
(including	the	time	dedicated	to	put	things	away	in	order	to	enable	the	cleaning).	
	
What	was	common	for	all	of	the	informants	was	that	they	seemed	to	see	KonMari	as	
more	than	a	decluttering	method,	and	described	that	it	had	changed	their	life	in	more	
ways	than	the	obvious	one	of	having	a	tidier	home.	All	of	the	informants	mentioned	in	
one	way	or	another	how	the	process	of	thoroughly	going	through	one’s	belongings	is	a	
very	reflective	process	that	also	makes	you	think	a	lot	about	your	life	and	what	is	really	
important	to	you	as	a	person.	In	some	cases,	this	spurred	difficult	questions	such	as	“am	
I	really	allowed	to	get	rid	of	this?”	(because	of	what	it	cost	or	that	it	was	a	gift)	and	also	
existential	ones,	like	“who	am	I	when	I’m	finished	with	this?”	and	“who	am	I	without	
these	things	that	I	am	used	to	surround	myself	with?”.	This	reflective	process	had	in	
most	cases	expanded	to	include	other	areas	of	the	informants’	lives,	such	as	activities,	
relations	 and	 finances,	 and	 had	 further	 turned	 into	 a	 more	 overarching	 process	 of	
rethinking	what	one	dedicates	one’s	time	and	energy	to.	One	woman,	when	asked	what	
positive	things	about	the	method	had	surprised	her	through	her	process,	elaborated	on	
this	“expansion”:	
	

[…]	I	think	you	can	apply	the	thought	of	trying	to	find	what	brings	you	joy	not	only	
when	 it	comes	 to	material	things	but	more	generally	 in	 life.	 I	have	moved	on	 to	
decluttering	 my	 calendar	 and	 prioritizing	 things.	 I	 did	 that	 before	 as	 well,	 but	
perhaps	more	now,	and	I	am	conscious	about	finding	the	small	things	of	 joy.	For	
example,	if	I’m	out	for	a	walk	now	in	the	winter,	there	are	certain	days	when	the	
morning	is	extremely	beautiful	–	then	I	stop,	really	look	at	it	and	take	it	in	and	kind	
of	feel	this…	skip	of	joy.	Compared	to	before	when	I	probably	would	have	just	had	
carried	on	and,	like,	“I	must	make	it	to	work	on	time”	[…]	So	that	is	a	positive	effect.	
And	the	second	thing	is	that	I	think	[…]	that	because	there	is	so	much	focus	on	what	
it	 is	that	glitters20,	or	 is	 tokimeku21,	 it	also	means	 that	 that	which	doesn’t	glitter	
is…dirtying.	So	I	have,	like…	had	less	patience	for	crap	(Maylin,	27	years	old).	

																																																								
20	That	something	“glitters”	(glittrar)	is	the	chosen	expression	used	by	the	Swedish	KonMari	group	as	a	
translation	of	that	something	sparks	joy.	
21	Tokimeku	is	the	Japanese	term	used	by	Marie	Kondo	(2014)	to	describe	the	feeling	that	in	English	is	
translated	to	“sparking	joy”.	
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Other	 informants	 described	 how	 they	 had	 “konmaried”	 their	 e-mail	 subscriptions,	
automatic	 payments	 from	 their	 bank	 accounts,	 memberships	 in	 different	 Facebook	
groups	and	their	Facebook	contact	lists.	Some	of	the	informants	decided	to	change	job,	
others	chose	to	end	friendships	or	contacts	that	they	had	defined	as	not	sparking	joy	in	
their	lives	and	I	was	also	told	about	members	in	the	Facebook	group	who	had	decided	
to	‘’konmari	away’’	their	partners.		
	
It	might	be	easy	 to	 think	 that	discarding	 so	many	 things	would	eventually	 lead	 to	a	
backlash,	 in	 the	sense	that	one	misses	the	belongings	that	have	been	sorted	out	and	
taken	away	from	the	home.	However,	very	few	of	the	informants	stated	that	they	had	
missed	something	that	they	had	chosen	to	discard.	One	mentioned	for	example	a	glass	
bowl	 (“but	 there	 are	 other	 glass	 bowls	 out	 there”),	 and	 another	 a	 book	 that	 she	
discarded	and	then	had	to	buy	again.	Another	informant	regretted	discarding	so	many	
hangers,	because	now	she	was	facing	having	to	buy	some	new	ones.	But	other	than	that,	
regrets	seemed	to	be	uncommon	among	the	KonMariers.	Rather,	several	among	those	
who	had	finished	all	the	discarding	categories	expressed	an	urge	to	keep	“konmari-ing”	
and	to	get	rid	of	even	more	things	because	of	the	satisfaction	that	came	with	it.	It	was	
for	example	quite	common	among	those	who	had	finished	to	do	a	KonMari	“round”	in	
different	 categories	every	now	and	 then,	 always	 finding	 that	 they	had	become	even	
more	picky	and	that	some	things	that	were	kept	in	the	first	round	no	longer	sparked	joy	
in	the	third.	
	
The	Facebook	group	KonMari	Sverige	was	mentioned	by	all	informants	as	an	important	
source	of	support	during	the	KonMari	process.	Much	due	to	its	active	administrators	
and	engaged	members,	 it	was	experienced	 as	a	very	positive	and	 supportive	group.	
Even	though	all	the	informants	had	not	been	active	to	the	same	degree	in	the	group,	
they	all	described	having	received	support	during	difficult	moments	in	their	process,	
for	example	by	posting	photos	of	the	category	they	were	about	to	start	on,	asking	“how	
do	I	do	this?”	and	receiving	many	good	tips	and	supportive	cheers.	The	importance	of	
the	group	is	also	highlighted	by	the	fact	that	informants	who	had	finished	all	categories	
still	chose	to	stay	in	the	group,	both	in	order	to	continue	to	support	and	help	others	and	
to	be	able	to	join	the	occasional	“challenges”	started22,	and	because	they	mentioned	it	
as	constituting	a	valuable	social	context.		
	
	
	
	
	

																																																								
22	The	administrators	 of	 the	 group	 from	 time	 to	 time	 start	 different	 challenges,	 such	as	 “Finish	with	
KonMari	before	Midsummer”.	
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Difficulties/obstacles 
	
One	of	 the	questions	 in	 the	online	survey	regarded	which	of	 the	KonMari	categories	
(clothes,	books,	paper,	komono/miscellaneous,	or	 items	with	sentimental	value)	one	
considered	 to	 be	 the	 most	 difficult	 one.	 41%	 of	 the	 respondents	 answered	 the	
sentimental	category.	However,	not	all	of	the	respondents	had	actually	gone	through	
with	 that	 category	yet	but	 rather	were	 convinced	 that	 it	would	 be	 the	hardest.	This	
points	to	a	certain	fear	of	dealing	with	all	of	our	sentimental	belongings.	One	informant	
described	 in	the	 interview	how	she	dreaded	going	through	her	old	photo	albums	so	
much	 that	 she	 postponed	 it	 for	 one	 and	 a	 half	 years	 after	 completing	 the	 other	
categories.	But,	she	continued,	once	she	finally	did	sit	down	with	the	photos	together	
with	her	husband,	she	went	through	them	all	in	an	hour	and	a	half.		
	
One	perhaps	obvious	difficulty	mentioned	by	many	is	the	sheer	amount	of	stuff	one	has	
to	go	through	when	adopting	this	method,	and	how	overwhelming	that	amount	can	feel.	
The	 common	 impression	 among	 the	 informants	 was	 however	 that	 the	 process	 of	
discarding	became	easier	with	time	and	practice,	as	expressed	by	this	KonMarier:		
	

[…]	like,	the	first	ten	items	of	clothing	are	fine,	then	you’re	up	to,	like,	100	or	200	-	
then	it	becomes	a	bit	tough.	But	I	think	that’s	one	advantage	with	this	method,	that	
you	really	sit	down	and	feel,	and	that	is	a	matter	of	practice,	to	really	practice	your	
ability	to	feel.	So	I	think….	It	becomes	easier	with	time	because	you	get	used	to	it	
(Maylin,	27	years	old).	

	
One	thing	that	several	of	the	informants	mentioned	as	being	a	practical	obstacle	to	their	
decluttering	was	to	actually	get	the	discarded	stuff	out	of	one’s	home.	This	was	mostly	
mentioned	as	a	difficulty	by	those	of	the	informants	who	did	not	have	a	car	and/or	lived	
far	away	from	second	hand	shops	and	recycling	sites.	Several	commented	that	it	would	
be	very	convenient	to	have	services	that	pick	up,	sort	and	sell	your	discarded	stuff	for	
you,	preferably	giving	you	a	part	of	the	profit.	Some	such	services	are	already	available	
in	Stockholm	and	other	big	cities,	but	for	those	who	live	elsewhere,	there	is	rarely	an	
alternative	other	than	to	try	and	sell	it	yourself	(online	or	at	a	local	flea	market)	if	you	
want	to	earn	some	money.	Marie	Kondo	usually	encourages	her	clients	not	to	try	and	
sell	their	discarded	stuff,	since	that	often	prolongs	the	process	of	actually	getting	it	out	
of	 the	house	 (Kondo,	2014).	However,	 as	 several	of	 the	 informants	pointed	out,	 the	
small	amounts	of	money	one	can	make	by	putting	in	the	effort	can	be	a	well-needed	
monetary	contribution	as	well	as	a	motivation	to	keep	going.		
	
The	most	common	way	for	the	informants	to	get	rid	of	their	stuff	was	to	give	it	away	to	
different	charity	organizations	and	second-hand	stores.	Regarding	the	things	that	were	
not	in	a	“give-away	state”,	most	tried	to	recycle	as	much	as	possible.	That	seemed	to	
partially	 help	 the	 informants	with	 the	 feelings	 of	 guilt	 related	 to	 the	 environmental	
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consequences	of	getting	rid	of	so	much	stuff.	One	of	the	informants	described	the	guilt	
of	getting	rid	of	things	not	primarily	being	related	to	environmental	concerns	but	rather	
as	having	to	do	with	a	sense	of	“can	I	really	do	this?”:		
	

You	think	about	all	the	money,	all	the	time,	and	mostly	all	the	dreams	that	you	have	
had	for	everything.	[…]	All	of	those	“wrong	purchases”	I	have	made	on	the	way	–	I	
had	 to	 confront	 them	 now.	 All	 those	misconceptions	 about	 who	 I	 had	 thought	
myself	to	be.	And	it’s	a	long	road	before	you	meet	yourself	in	that	process,	and	in	
the	beginning	it’s	very	filled	with	guilt	(Susanne,	43	years	old).	

	
Another	informant	described	the	process	of	discarding	things	as	“at	first	it	feels	great.	
Then	comes	the	angst.”,	and	continued:	
	

I	can	wake	up	at	night	because	I	had	a	nightmare	about	finding	myself	naked,	or	
some	kind	of	worst	case	scenario:	that	something	is	broken	and	I	can’t	fix	it	because	
I	don’t	have	the	things	to	do	it.	But	at	the	same	time,	when	some	time	has	passed,	
I…	I	think	that	I	don’t	need	all	those	damaged	cables	anyway	(Rebecka,	35	years	
old).	

	
The	aforementioned	reflective	process	that	the	KonMari	process	easily	turns	into	is	not	
always	easy	 to	go	 through,	 and	 several	 informants	 talked	about	having	 to	deal	with	
some	quite	difficult	issues	during	it.	It	could	be	about	confronting	oneself	and	the	things	
that	one	has	valued	before	(perhaps	continues	to	value),	saying	goodbye	to	clothes	that	
one	has	saved	for	years	in	the	hopes	of	them	one	day	fitting	again,	going	through	old	
photographs	and	letters	and	confronting	old	dreams,	relations	or	fears.	It	is	a	process	
of	simultaneously	confronting	things	and	learning	to	let	go	of	them.	
	
Something	mentioned	by	several	of	the	informants	as	being	an	obstacle	was	not	having	
one’s	partner	and/or	family	on	board	for	the	process.	This	often	provoked	a	sense	of	
not	being	able	to	ever	completely	finish	the	KonMari	process	because	of	not	being	able	
to	konmari	the	belongings	of	other	family	members	(which	is	not	allowed	within	the	
method).	 This	 obstacle	 was	 dealt	 with	 in	 different	 ways.	 Some	 mentioned	 feeling	
frustrated	over	their	partners’	untidiness	and	unwillingness	to	help,	some	tried	to	find	
a	 balance	 and	 compromise,	 and	 others	 had	 simply	 accepted	 the	 fact	 that	 their	 kids’	
rooms	 would	 never	 be	 tidy	 and	 just	 decided	 to	 close	 the	 door.	 Several	 however	
mentioned	that	 their	partners	grew	more	supportive	and	interested	with	time	when	
they	noticed	both	a	new	tidiness	in	the	home	and	in	many	cases	also	the	positive	effect	
the	method	had	on	the	informants’	well-being.	This	even	led	to	some	of	them	trying	out	
the	method	themselves.		
	
In	the	case	of	three	of	the	informants,	the	KonMari	process	was	a	common	project	either	
with	all	the	family	members	or	with	their	partner	(only	occasionally	involving	the	kids).	
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In	 other	 cases,	 the	 informant	 had	 been	 given	 quite	 free	 reign	when	 it	 came	 to	 the	
common	belongings	and	organizing	the	shared	areas	of	the	home.	
	
One	thing	that	should	perhaps	not	be	labelled	as	a	difficulty	but	rather	a	concern,	is	a	
certain	scepticism	about	the	method	itself	that	was	pointed	out	by	a	few	informants,	
mentioned	in	free	text	in	the	survey	and	which	is	also	brought	up	now	and	then	in	the	
Facebook	group.	This	scepticism	has	to	do	with	questions	about	whether	or	not	 the	
method	is	really	for	everyone,	because	when	it	really	comes	down	to	it	-	who	is	it	that	
can	afford	to	only	keep	the	things	that	spark	joy?	Another	concern	seemed	to	be	that	
the	KonMari	method	has	become	a	money-making	machine,	of	which	a	big	part	consists	
of	 very	 expensive	 courses	 through	which	 a	 selected	 few	 become	 certified	 KonMari	
consultants.	
	
As	mentioned	above,	this	method	does	leave	behind	an	immense	amount	of	discarded	
material	possessions	among	its	practitioners.	Even	though	a	lot	can	be	given	away	to	
second-hand	stores	or	be	recycled,	a	large	part	of	it	cannot	be	considered	as	anything	
but	 waste	 or	 garbage.	 Marie	 Kondo	 is	 open	 about	 this,	 stating	 herself	 that	 the	
approximate	number	of	discarded	belongings	of	her	clients	amounts	to	approximately	
28,000	garbage	bags,	with	the	total	number	of	items	discarded	being	over	one	million	
(Kondo,	2014,	p.	185).	Considering	that	these	numbers	are	presented	in	her	book	from	
2014,	it	is	to	be	expected	that	they	have	multiplied	with	the	success	of	the	book	and,	
further,	with	the	Netflix	series.	The	environmental	impact	of	this	tidying	method	is	not	
something	Kondo	 herself	 brings	up,	 but	 it	 has	 been	 brought	 to	 attention	 elsewhere	
(Spinks,	2016).	However,	one	could	argue	that	all	these	things	–	if	not	discarded	now	
but	instead	left	dwelling	in	our	homes	until	we	die	–	will	end	up	being	garbage	sooner	
(that	 is,	 now)	 or	 later,	making	 the	 same	 negative	 environmental	 impact	 if	 they	 are	
discarded	of	now	or	in	50	years’	time.	One	informant	pointed	out	that	you	might	feel	a	
lot	of	shame	for	all	that	which	you	throw	out	or	give	away,	all	the	bags	of	stuff.	But	that,	
she	 claimed,	was	 in	part	 compensated	by	 looking	at	what	her	 family	had	purchased	
during	the	two	years	after	having	finished	with	KonMari,	a	total	of	which	she	estimated	
would	probably	fit	in	two	paper	bags	(excluding	clothes	for	growing	children):		

	
So	the	shame	was	then,	but	afterwards	you	can	think	that	you	will	never	do	that	
again.	 You	 will	 never	 again	 make	 these	 wrong	 decisions	 about	 what	 to	 buy	
(Susanne,	43	years	old).	

	
	
	
Material belongings 
	
It	is	to	be	expected	that	a	method	that	is	focused	on	discarding	things	that	do	not	“spark	
joy”	in	order	to	only	keep	the	things	that	do,	necessarily	makes	one	reflect	about	what	
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one	 actually	 feels	 in	 regards	 to	 one’s	 material	 belongings.	 In	 what	 ways	 can	 this	
reflection	change	the	attitude	towards	those	belongings?		
	
In	 answering	 the	 question	 “Has	 your	 attitude	 towards	 the	 things	 you	 own	 changed	
during	your	KonMari	journey?”,	the	majority	of	the	respondents	to	the	survey	(57.5%)	
stated	that	it	had	changed	a	lot.	37.7%	stated	that	it	had	changed	a	little,	resulting	in	a	
total	of	95.2%	claiming	a	changed	attitude.	When	asked	to	elaborate	on	the	ways	it	has	
changed,	some	recurring	answers	were	along	the	lines	of	these	examples:	

	
“I	appreciate	the	things	I	have	left	now	more	than	before,	I	take	more	care	of	them.”	
“I	find	it	easier	to	let	go	of	things	now.”	
“I	really	think	about	what	I	want	to	have	and	to	own.”	
“I	don’t	feel	like	I	have	to	keep	EVERYTHING	anymore.”	
“I	am	more	certain	about	what	I	need	and	don’t	need,	and	I	only	keep	what	I	do	
need	and	what	brings	me	joy.”		

(free	text	answers	from	survey,	own	translation.)	
	
These	answers	closely	mirror	the	attitudes	that	the	interviewed	KonMariers	expressed	
in	regard	to	their	relation	to	the	things	they	owned.	Overall,	the	KonMariers’	attitudes	
towards	their	belongings	can	be	said	to	have	changed	in	two	basic	ways.	First,	in	that	
they	became	more	appreciative	of	the	belongings	that	they	had	identified	as	sparking	
joy,	which	often	included	more	effort	being	put	into	taking	care	of	them.	Second,	in	that	
they	found	it	increasingly	easy	to	let	go	of	things	that	they	identified	as	not	sparking	joy	
and	not	holding	on	to	things	just	for	the	sake	of	keeping	them	or	because	they	“might	
be	good	to	have	around”	someday.	
		
One	important	clarification	to	make	here	pertains	to	the	question	of	function:	it	might	
be	very	difficult	to	imagine	that	things	like	a	collection	of	plastic	bags	or	reusable	lunch	
boxes	or	a	tape	holder	or	dish	cloths	or	small	boxes	containing	different	kinds	of	nails	
can	spark	joy.	That	said,	the	function	that	they	fill	might.	This	is	not	something	Kondo	
herself	 reflects	much	on	 in	her	books,	but	 it	 is	 frequently	discussed	 in	 the	KonMari	
Sverige	 Facebook	 group.	 However,	 to	 discard	 similar	 things	 (all	 falling	 within	 the	
komono/miscellaneous	category)	can	also	be	about	confronting	a	 lot	of	unnecessary	
items,	for	example	finding	out	that	one	has	accumulated	around	25	mascaras	and	20	
toiletry	bags	(as	one	informant	did),	and	choosing	to	keep	only	those	which	one	likes	
the	most.		
	
	
	
Changed views on consumption and needs 
	
One	central	question	in	the	study	of	the	KonMariers	regards	whether	or	not	this	way	of	
discarding	one’s	belongings	has	any	impact	on	one’s	thoughts	and	behaviour	regarding	
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consumption	of	new	things.	Does	a	successful	decluttering	lead	to	more	consumption	
because	of	more	 freed	 space	and/or	more	 focus	on	what	one	 really	wants,	or	 can	 it	
decrease	the	need	and	wish	to	consume	new	things?	
	
The	answer	 is	 that	 the	method	seems	 to	have	had	quite	an	extensive	 impact	on	 the	
informants’	 attitudes	 towards	 consumption	 –	 regarding	 both	 how	 they	 think	 about	
consuming	new	things	and	their	actual	consumption	behaviour.	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
As	shown	in	 figure	6,	a	 total	of	95.6%	of	 the	participants	 in	 the	survey	-	all	but	14	-	
stated	 that	 KonMari	 has	 changed	 their	 attitude	 towards	 buying	 new	 things.	 61.3%	
answered	 that	 their	 attitude	 has	 changed	 a	 lot,	 whereas	 34.3%	 stated	 that	 it	 has	
changed	 a	 little.	 In	 what	 way	 it	 has	 changed	 became	 more	 obvious	 when	 the	
participants	were	asked	to	describe	their	consumption	habits	before	and	after	having	
started	 with	 KonMari.	 In	 the	 survey,	 the	 respondents	 were	 asked	 to	 choose	 what	
statements	 best	 described	 their	 consumption	habits	 before	 and	 after	KonMari	 (two	
different	 questions),	 and	 they	 could	 choose	 up	 to	 three	 statements	 (out	 of	 ten).	
Regarding	 their	 habits	 before	 starting	 with	 the	 method,	 48.7%	 agreed	 with	 the	
statement	“I	shop	on	impulse”	and	39.6%	with	the	statement	“I	buy	a	lot	of	things	that	
I	don’t	need”.	After	having	begun	with	KonMari,	however,	 the	change	 is	remarkable:	
just	 1.9%	 agreed	with	 the	 statement	 about	 shopping	 on	 impulse,	 and	 only	 one	 (1)	
person	(0.3%)	agreed	with	the	statement	about	buying	a	lot	of	things	that	s/he	did	not	
need.	 Instead,	 the	 statements	best	 reflecting	 the	 consumption	habits	of	 respondents	
after	having	begun	with	KonMari	were	“I	think	carefully	before	I	buy	anything”	(88.4%	

Figure	7.	Answers	to	survey	question	
regarding	attitude	 to	 consumption	 in	
relation	 to	 the	 KonMari	 process.	
Screenshot	from	online	survey	results,	
translated	from	Swedish.	
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agreed	with	 this	 statement,	 as	 compared	 to	18.2%	“before”)	 and	 “I	only	buy	what	 I	
really	need”	(64.5%	agreed,	compared	to	10.4%	“before”).	Most	of	the	participants	in	
the	survey	stated	that	they	now	reflect	a	lot	before	buying	something,	thinking	twice	
(or	more)	if	it	really	is	something	that	they	need	or	want.		 	 		
	
This	change	in	consumption	behaviour	was	also	very	apparent	in	the	interviews,	where	
most	people	stated	that	they	now	really	consider	whether	or	not	they	need	something	
or	 if	 it	 really	 sparks	 joy	before	buying	 it.	One	woman	described	 it	 as	being	partly	a	
consequence	of	discarding	a	large	amount	of	unnecessary	purchases:	
	

[…]	then	you	can	feel	like	“it	was	so	stupid	of	me	to	buy	this”.	You	can	think	about	
it	from	a	financial	perspective,	but	I	mostly	think	from	a	sustainability	perspective,	
and	then	it’s…	well,	then	it	gives	you	a	knot	in	the	stomach.	But	then	you	have	to	
comfort	yourself	with	that	well,	now	I’m	trying	to	not…	now	I’m	trying	to	act	so	that	
I	don’t	make	any	of	those	mistakes	in	the	future.	And	then	you	try	to	remember	that	
feeling	the	next	time	you’re	about	to	buy	something	that	you	almost	want	(Elisabeth,	
47	years	old).	

	
Many	 described	 themselves	 as	 having	 become	much	more	 selective	with	what	 they	
choose	 to	 buy	 and	 take	 into	 their	 homes,	 and	 saw	 this	 as	 a	 direct	 consequence	 of	
focusing	on	the	“spark	joy”	feeling.	This	was	mostly	mentioned	as	something	positive,	
but	it	was	also	pointed	out	that	it	in	some	ways	made	it	more	difficult	to	choose,	as	in	
the	case	of	buying	a	new	sweater:	
	

When	it	comes	to	choosing,	everything	becomes	more	difficult	(…).	I	need	a	knitted	
sweater	now	because	I	walk	around	freezing	all	the	time,	but	it	takes	time	to	find	
one.	I	have	become	so	picky	in	what	I	allow,	because	that	sweater	should	become	a	
life	 companion.	 It	 should	 stay	with	me	until	 it	 falls	 to	pieces	 and	 stick	with	me	
through	thick	and	thin.	Sometimes	it	feels	almost	like	choosing	a	new	partner	–	you	
have	such	high	demands	that	you	just	stay	single	for	the	rest	of	your	life	(Susanne,	
43	years	old).	

	
Another	 informant	described	 how	she,	 before	KonMari,	 sometimes	used	 to	 shop	 on	
impulse	when	it	came	to	books	and	clothes,	but	now	found	it	almost	impossible	to	buy	
anything,	even	when	she	actively	tried	to:	
	

I	 can’t	 anymore,	 it’s	 completely	 impossible.	 You	 don’t	 find	 what	 you	 want	 –	
specifically	because	you	try	to	feel.	It’s	this	concept	of	tokimeku	–	if	it	sparks	joy	or	
not	-	and…	most	things	don’t.	And	then	it’s	impossible	to	buy	it.	It’s	like	some	kind	
of	barrier	you	have,	it’s	really	strange	(Marianne,	55	years	old).	

	
However,	this	“spark	joy”	feeling	has	another	side	to	it,	namely	that	it	makes	it	obvious	
what	you	have	in	your	home	that	does	not	spark	joy.	This	can	in	turn	trigger	a	desire	to	
replace	those	things	with	others	that	do,	as	for	this	woman:	
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It	has	become	clearer	to	me	what	my	taste	is,	and	I	have	started	to	feel	like	“this	is	
me,	no	matter	the	trend”.		And	that	is	a	good	thing,	in	a	way,	because	it	means	that	
I	can	choose	not	to	choose	a	lot.	[…]	But	since	I	have	discarded	those	things,	I	no	
longer	have…	blankets.	Because	the	ones	I	had	didn’t	spark	joy,	so	they	had	to	go.	
But	the	ones	there,	in	the	store	-	they	spark	joy,	because	they	are	more	in	line	with	
where	I	have	found	myself.	So	I	can	see	that	it	goes	in	that	direction,	that	there	have	
been	some	purchases	because	of	 that.	 […]	But	 I	 think,	and	hope,	 that	these	new	
purchases	 are	 more	 permanent:	 Now	 I	 have	 bought	 this	 because	 I	 like	 it	 and	
because	I	trust	this	feeling.	[…]	So	no,	it’s	not	like	I’ve	stopped	buying	things.	But	I	
think	that	I	buy	more	of	the	right	things.	And	that	I	will	reach	that	stage	where…	
there’s	not	much	more	that	needs	to	come	into	the	house	anymore	(Jessica,	43	years	
old).	

	
This	 suggests	 that	 even	 though	 some	 new	 purchases	 are	 done	 as	 an	 effect	 of	 the	
KonMari	process,	these	purchases	are	more	thoughtful	and	therefore	less	likely	to	be	
regretted	than	previous,	more	impulsive	purchases.		
	
There	are	of	course	exceptions	to	be	found	to	this	changed	consumption	behaviour,	and	
those	informants	who	mentioned	not	having	changed	their	consumption	behaviour	(or	
only	changed	it	a	little)	were	often	the	same	people	who	already	had	quite	a	restrictive	
or	 conscious	 consumption	 behaviour	 before	 starting	 with	 KonMari.	 This	 can	 be	
illustrated	by	a	quote	from	one	of	the	respondents	to	the	survey:	
	

The	KonMari	method	has	maybe	had	the	greatest	impact	for	me	in	regard	to	the	
things	I	already	own.	I	was	already	a	very	aware	consumer,	of	environmental	and	
economic	 reasons.	 The	 biggest	 difference	 consumption-wise	 is	 that	 [I]	 long	 or	
yearn	a	lot	less	for	things	in	stores	that	are	pretty/interesting.		
(Respondent	in	survey,	own	translation.)	

	
In	the	interviews,	it	became	apparent	that	the	changed	attitude	towards	consumption	
for	many	also	implied	a	change	 in	how	they	approached	consuming	things	 for	other	
people.	Several	of	 the	 informants	stated	that	 they	had	become	much	more	reflective	
when	buying	gifts.	As	a	result	of	their	own	realization	about	how	important	it	is	that	
you	really	want	and	love	the	things	that	you	have,	they	did	not	wish	for	a	gift	to	be	a	
nuisance	to	the	receiver	(i.e.	something	that	“should”	be	kept	and	used	because	of	being	
a	gift).	Rather,	 they	chose	to	buy	things	that	 they	knew	the	people	really	wanted,	or	
something	like	flowers,	wine	or	edible	things.		
	

I	am	much	more	careful	about	what	they	wish	for.	My	brother	has	two	kids	and	my	
husband’s	sister	has	two	kids	and	they’re	between	9	and	21	[…]	and	before	it	was	
like	we	would	buy	what	we	thought	they	should	have.	But,	like	the	21-year-old…	
the	only	thing	she	wants	is	money.	She	is	a	student,	money	is	all	she	needs.	And	
then	it’s	like…	“stop	fussing!”	Forget	about	it	not	being	fun	and	just	give	it,	because	
it’s	all	she	wishes	for	and	she	gets	happy.		Then	we’ll	give	her	that,	and	then	it’s	not	
a	problem	anymore	to	give	people	what	they	wish	for.	Because	you	understand	that,	
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that	 it’s	 what	 you	 wish	 for	 that	 is	 tokimeku.	 So	 I	 have	 probably	 become	more	
responsive	in	that	sense	(Lena,	46	years	old).	

	
This	changed	attitude	was	also	to	a	large	extent	mentioned	in	relation	to	buying	things	
for	one’s	own	children,	both	birthday	gifts	and	things	they	needed	(i.e.	new	clothes	or	
shoes	when	 growing).	 Several	 of	 the	 informants	 also	mentioned	 that	 it	had	 become	
increasingly	 difficult	 to	 appreciate	 gifts	 that	 they	 themselves	 received,	 like	 this	
informant	who	described	her	thoughts	leading	up	to	her	recent	birthday	celebration:		
	

[A]	very	big	change	that	I	feel	inside,	is	that	I	don’t	like	to	receive	presents	anymore.	
I	guess	I	wasn’t	an	extreme	“gift	person”	before	either,	but	when	I	had	my	birthday	
recently	I	just	felt	like	“no	no	NO,	what	if	someone	comes	and	gives	me	books!”.	I	
don’t	like	to	get	books.	And	I	guess	I	never	really	have	liked	it,	but	somehow	I	felt	it	
very	strongly	now	(Karoline,	37	years	old).	
	

These	quotes	indicate	that	the	KonMariers’	changed	attitudes	towards	both	giving	and	
receiving	gifts	might	also	have	an	impact	among	their	friends	and	families,	in	the	sense	
that	they	communicate	to	them	that	they	do	not	want	any	unnecessary	gifts	and	also	
are	very	conscious	about	not	giving	away	any	such	gifts	themselves.	
	
	
	
4.3 Reflections on the case studies 
	
The	 presentation	 of	 the	 two	 case	 studies	 provides	 insight	 into	 two	 quite	 different	
practices.	As	I	have	previously	presented	these	as	being	examples	of	sufficiency-related	
practices,	the	first	question	after	a	closer	examination	of	them	must	perhaps	be:	can	the	
practices	really	be	described	as	being	sufficiency-related?		
	
In	the	case	of	the	practice	of	non-consumption,	or	individuals	choosing	to	have	a	buy-
nothing	year,	the	answer	is	a	clear	yes.	The	practice	can	in	fact	be	claimed	to	be	more	
than	sufficiency-related,	rather	being	an	example	of	sufficiency	in	practice	in	regard	to	
consumption	(in	line	with	e.g.	Heindl	&	Kanschik,	2016;	Speck	&	Hasselkuß,	2015).	Even	
though	the	informants	of	the	study	applied	different	degrees	of	“strictness”	in	their	non-
consumption	and	had	various	motivations	behind	 their	decision,	 all	of	 them	may	be	
claimed	 to	 have	 practiced	 sufficiency	 in	 the	 sense	 that	 they	 all	 strived	 towards	 a	
minimal	consumption	during	their	buy-nothing	year.			
	
In	the	case	of	the	KonMariers,	the	answer	is	more	complex.	Considering	the	number	of	
things	that	practitioners	of	the	KonMari	method	are	expected	to	discard	as	well	as	the	
essence	of	the	method	-	to	only	keep	that	which	sparks	joy		(Kondo,	2014)	-	the	practice	
of	“konmari-ing”	can	definitely	be	said	to	be	a	sufficiency-related	practice	in	the	sense	
of	 “striving	 to	own	 less”.	However,	 since	 the	 focus	 of	 this	 thesis	 is	on	 sufficiency	 in	
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relation	 to	 material	 consumption,	 what	 is	 central	 to	 answer	 is	 whether	 or	 not	 the	
method	has	any	bearing	on	the	consumption	behaviour	of	those	who	practice	it.		
	
“To	restrict	my	consumption”	was	not	a	 reason	 that	any	of	 the	 informants	or	of	 the	
participants	 in	 the	survey	gave	as	a	motivation	behind	the	decision	to	start	with	the	
KonMari	method.	 Rather,	 the	motivations	 behind	 starting	 the	 process	 of	 discarding	
one’s	belongings	were	related	to	things	such	as	a	sensation	of	having	too	much	stuff	or	
being	tired	of	the	messiness	at	home.	However,	the	results	of	both	the	interviews	and	
the	survey	show	that	the	KonMari	process	has	in	fact	had	an	impact	both	on	how	the	
informants	and	 the	 respondents	 think	about	 consumption	and	on	how	 they	actually	
practice	it.	In	fact,	the	impact	seems	to	be	quite	extensive,	considering	that	around	95	%	
of	the	participants	in	the	survey	stated	that	their	attitude	towards	buying	new	things	
had	changed	during	the	process.	Still,	the	reduced	consumption	was	not	intentional,	or	
strived	 for,	 in	 the	 sense	 that	 the	 large	majority	of	 informants	did	not	describe	 their	
attitude	towards	their	own	consumption	as	one	of	actively	trying	to	reduce	the	amount	
one	consumes.	Rather,	the	tendency	seemed	to	be	that	one	gradually	re-valued	what	
one	really	wanted	to	bring	into	one’s	home	and	consequentially	became	more	and	more	
reflective	in	regards	to	the	things	one	actually	decided	to	buy,	wanting	to	be	certain	that	
it	was	 the	 right	 thing.	The	 result,	however,	was	 in	a	majority	of	 the	 cases	an	actual	
reduction	in	consumption,	which	should	be	enough	ground	to	claim	that	KonMari	can	
also	be	described	as	a	sufficiency-related	practice	in	relation	to	consumption.	This	is	
further	supported	by	an	almost	identical	survey	and	interview	study	performed	with	
KonMariers	in	the	United	Kingdom	and	Ireland,	showing	very	similar	results	in	terms	
of	 the	 informants’	 changed	 attitudes	 and	 behaviour	 in	 regard	 to	 consumption	
(Chamberlin	&	Callmer,	2019).	It	should	be	noted	here	that	in	none	of	the	case	studies	
did	 I	 ask	 for	 any	 kind	 of	 quantitative	measure	 from	 the	 informants	 regarding	 their	
consumption	 before	 and	 after	 their	 decision.	 I	 have	 instead	 focused	 on	 their	 own	
estimates	 regarding	 their	 consumption	 behaviour	 before	 and	 after	 they	made	 their	
decision	to	have	a	buy-nothing	year	or	to	start	with	KonMari.23	This	additionally	makes	
it	difficult	to	check	for	rebound	effects	of	the	reduced	consumption,	i.e.	to	check	what	
they	spend	their	potentially	saved	time	and	money	on	instead.		
	
	
	
Sufficiency-related practices – a question of privilege? 
	
One	important	factor	that	both	case	studies	serve	to	highlight	is	the	question	of	who	it	
is	that	can	afford	sufficient	consumption	practices.	The	act	of	choosing	to	refrain	from	
material	consumption	is	in	many	ways	a	question	of	income	and	class.	Not	only	does	

																																																								
23	Read	more	about	the	limitations	of	this	approach	in	chapter	3.		
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being	 able	 to	 do	 so	 require	 some	privilege	 -	or	 at	 least	 it	 is	much	 facilitated	 by	 the	
privilege	of	having	been	able	to	reach	a	certain	material	standard	-	but	it	is	also	easier	
for	rich	or	middle-income	consumers	to	live	a	“good	life’’	without	material	consumption	
because	they	can	afford	to	pay	for	experiences.	On	a	similar	note,	to	be	able	to	discard	
of	things	that	do	not	spark	joy	can	also	be	seen	as	a	privilege,	because	what	if	you	have	
never	had	the	possibility	to	accumulate	things	that	do?	What	if	the	things	you	have	in	
your	home	are	things	that	you	simply	cannot	get	rid	of	because	of	the	fact	that	you	need	
them,	whether	they	spark	joy	or	not?		
	
The	survey	performed	in	the	second	case	study	made	it	possible	to	get	a	more	extensive	
overview	of	the	economic	situation	of	those	choosing	to	perform	the	KonMari	method	
(of	course	far	from	complete	since	only	318	out	of	approximately	14,000	members	in	
the	KonMari	Sverige	Facebook	group	participated24).	Among	the	survey	participants,	
76.1%	agreed	with	the	statement	of	having	a	stable	financial	situation,	whereas	17.6	%	
reported	having	restricted	finances	(for	more	information,	see	chapter	3).	The	lack	of	a	
survey	in	the	case	study	on	buy-nothing	practitioners	makes	it	difficult	to	compare	the	
groups	 in	more	detail	 in	 terms	of	 their	 financial	situation.	The	 issue	of	 finances	was,	
however,	 brought	 up	 in	 the	 qualitative	 interviews	 –	 many	 times	 directly	 by	 the	
participants	 themselves	 and	 sometimes	mentioned	 indirectly	 in	 reference	 to	 earlier	
shopping	behaviour	etc.	Five	of	the	buy-nothing	practitioners	described	themselves	in	
terms	of	“never	having	had	much	money”	or	being	used	to	thinking	about	saving	money.	
That	said,	however,	they	all	considered	themselves	to	have	more	than	enough	in	terms	
of	material	standard	and	things,	as	described	above.	This	was	also	the	case	for	those	of	
the	informants	who	lived	with	a	low	income	during	their	buy-nothing	year.	
	
	
	
To stop or to be free  
	
Finally,	one	reflection	needs	also	to	be	made	regarding	the	vocabulary	used	among	the	
informants	for	the	buy-nothing	case	study.	The	most	common	term	used	in	Swedish,	
köpfritt	år,	directly	translates	to	“buy-free	year”	or	“consumption-free	year”,	indicating	
a	more	positive	tone	of	non-consumption	than	the	most	common	English	term,	“buy-
nothing	 year”.	Köpfritt	 år	 is	 also	 the	 name	 of	 the	 Facebook	 group	 dedicated	 to	 the	
practice.	One	of	the	informants	also	highlighted	the	very	conscious	decision	to	not	label	
her	 experience	 as	 a	 “shopstop”	 or	 “consumption	 stop”	 (“köpstopp”)	 but	 rather	 as	
“freedom	 from	 buying”	 (“köpfrihet”)	 –	 thus	 pointing	 to	 the	 experience	 of	 freedom	

																																																								
24	This	number	is	approximated	from	the	number	of	members	in	October	2017	(10,600)	(information	
from	group	administrator)	and	15,074	members	as	of	March	28th,	2018	(information	 from	Facebook	
group).	The	survey	was	published	in	the	group	in	January	2017.	
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associated	with	her	decision	rather	than	to	that	of	restriction.	On	a	similar	note,	 is	 it	
important	to	stop	“buying”,	or	rather	to	stop	“shopping”	or	“consuming”?		Words	shape	
our	thoughts,	and	the	term	“buy-nothing”	-	just	like	the	Swedish	“köpstopp”	-	indicates	
that	 nothing	 can	 or	 should	 be	 bought,	 when	 it	 is	 perhaps	 rather	 an	 issue	 about	
“shopstop”	–	to	refrain	from	one’s	regular	shopping	behaviour	rather	than	to	give	the	
impression	that	one	does	not	buy,	for	example,	hygiene	products	or	toilet	paper	or	food	
(something	that	could	scare	away	rather	than	attract	new	potential	practitioners).	As	
the	term	“buy-nothing	year”	is	still	the	most	common	word	in	English,	however,	I	have	
decided	to	use	it	in	spite	of	these	concerns.	This	reflection	further	ties	into	the	decision	
of	what	to	call	the	group	that	practices	the	buy-nothing	year.	I	debated	for	some	time	
whether	to	use	the	term	“buy-nothing	activists”	or	“non-consumers”,	before	deciding	
on	 settling	 somewhere	 in	 between.	 This	 was	 after	 considering	 that	 “buy-nothing	
activists”	 suggested	 that	 there	 was	 a	 certain	 (or	 high)	 degree	 of	 political	 activism	
embedded	 in	 the	 practice,	 whereas	 “non-consumers”	 on	 the	 other	 hand	 had	 a	 too	
passive	ring	to	it	(hinting	at,	for	example,	non-consumption	due	to	lack	of	interest	or	
economic	 restraints).	 The	 choice	 of	 calling	 the	 group	 buy-nothing	 practitioners	
indicates	 that	 the	 informants	actively	perform	a	practice,	but	 it	does	not	necessarily	
suggest	a	political	motivation	behind	that	practice,	nor	that	it	strives	towards	a	more	
collective	political	aim	(such	as	suggested	with	the	term	buy-nothing	activists).	
	
In	the	theory	and	methodology	chapters,	I	suggested	that	these	practices	were	cases	of	
different	forms	of	entries	into	a	more	sufficient	consumption	practice:	the	buy-nothing	
year	 being	 a	 highly	 intentional	 entry	 and	 the	 KonMari	 process,	 in	 contrast,	 an	
unintentional	entry.	 I	also	explained	why	both	types	of	entry	are	important	to	study,	
arguing	that	far	from	all	affluent	consumers	can	be	expected	to	voluntarily	decide	to	
reduce	 their	 consumption	 and	 that	 looking	 into	 how	 other	 entry	 ways	 might	 be	
facilitated	 can	 be	 seen	 as	 one	 part	 of	 shouldering	 the	 collective	 responsibility	 for	
sufficiency	that	falls	on	affluent	societies.		
	
In	the	next	chapter,	I	will	return	to	the	issue	of	intentionality,	as	well	as	to	the	research	
questions,	in	order	to	delve	more	deeply	into	the	potential	of	these	practices	to	attract	
more	people	to	more	sufficient	consumption	practices.	
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5. Entering sufficiency: what to learn from sufficiency-related 
practices? 
	
	
	
This	chapter	analyses	the	findings	from	the	two	case	studies	presented	in	chapter	4	in	
order	to	answer	the	empirical	research	questions	about	whether	and	how	sufficiency-
related	practices	such	as	those	presented	here	change	the	way	the	practitioners	view	
their	existing	belongings	and	think	about	wants	and	needs,	as	well	as	how	they	perform	
consumption	of	new	material	goods.	It	also	provides	a	first	step	in	the	discussion	on	the	
possible	development	of	a	sense	of	sufficiency	among	affluent	consumers,	and	on	how	
more	 people	 might	 become	 attracted	 to	 more	 sufficiency-oriented	 practices	 and	
lifestyles.	This	is	a	discussion	that	will	continue	in	the	following	chapters,	where	the	
more	overarching	societal	structures	and	cultural	and	political	context	within	which	
these	practices	are	performed	will	be	explored	more	thoroughly.	
	
	
	
5.1 Practices changing perceptions and performances 
	
The	research	questions	(see	section	1.4)	that	primarily	served	to	guide	the	exploration	
of	 the	sufficiency-related	practices	studied	in	chapter	4	were	how	and	 in	what	ways	
sufficiency-related	 practices	 can	 change	 1)	 the	 way	 that	 people	 view	 material	
belongings,	 wants,	 and	 needs;	 and	 2)	 how	 people	 perform	 material	 consumption.	
Attempting	to	answer	these	questions,	 I	will	 first	of	all	account	 for	how	and	 in	what	
ways	these	specific	sufficiency-related	practices	might	do	so.		
	
	
	
Reflections leading to change 
	
One	thing	that	 is	clear	 in	both	case	studies	 is	 that	 these	sufficiency-related	practices	
make	most	people	who	practice	them	reflect	a	lot:	on	their	priorities,	their	habits,	their	
wants	 and	 needs,	 what	 they	 find	 important	 enough	 to	 dedicate	 time	 to,	 what	 their	
belongings	as	well	 as	 their	 relationships	mean	 to	 them,	what	 it	 is	 in	 their	 lives	 that	
makes	them	happy	and	what	it	is	that	does	not.	These	are	practices	that	invite	one	to	
reflect	on	many	aspects	of	one’s	life	and	on	oneself	as	a	person.	In	the	case	of	the	buy-
nothing	practitioners,	the	decision	to	refrain	from	consumption	was	often	the	result	of	
a	long	period	of	thinking	about	the	negative	socio-environmental	consequences	of	our	
(affluent)	consumption	and	a	wish	to	distance	oneself	from	those	by	not	taking	part	in	
the	 consumerist	 logic.	 Some	 of	 the	 informants	 could	 to	 a	 large	 degree	 already	 be	
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described	as	eco-conscious	consumers	before	starting	their	practices,	in	the	sense	that	
they	tried	to	buy	more	sustainable	and	organic	products	and	had	earlier	attempted	a	
more	general	approach	of	“buying	less”.	One	exception	from	this	was	a	woman	starting	
mainly	from	a	wish	to	reduce	her	costs,	but	who	came	to	realize	that	the	process	of	the	
buy-nothing	year	reached	much	deeper	than	that:	

	
We	have	talked	about	it	so	very,	very	much	–	it	hasn’t	just	been	“stop	buying”.	It	has	
become	something	deeper	than	that,	even	if	we	didn’t	think	so	from	the	beginning.	
Or	 I	didn’t	 think	 it	would	become	this	extensive,	 this	many	thoughts	(Ulrika,	42	
years	old).	

	
Even	for	those	of	the	informants	who	already	had	a	quite	conscious	consumption	before,	
to	actually	make	the	decision	to	refrain	from	consumption	during	a	whole	year	was	a	
significant	step	that	in	most	cases	consequentially	also	meant	a	profound	change	in	the	
informants’	consumption	practices.	When	it	comes	to	the	informants’	thoughts	about	
consumption,	 the	 buy-nothing	 year	 also	 seems	 by	 and	 large	 to	 have	 confirmed	 or	
enforced	the	informants’	already	critical	attitude	towards	consumerism.	In	the	cases	of	
the	most	financially	motivated	informants,	they	had	in	general	also	reflected	somewhat	
on	these	issues	before	but	grew	to	become	more	critical	towards	consumerism	during	
their	processes	as	well.	In	terms	of	consumption	behaviour,	all	of	the	informants	(albeit	
to	various	degrees)	saw	their	buy-nothing	practice	as	a	part	of	a	more	conscious	overall	
approach	to	consumption.	They	claimed	that	this	was	a	long-term	change	in	how	they	
thought	about	and	performed	consumption,	a	claim	strengthened	by	those	informants	
whose	 buy-nothing	 year	 was	 already	 several	 years	 behind	 them	 and	 who	 had	
maintained	a	very	conscious	and	restrictive	approach	to	shopping.	
	
Perhaps	more	interesting	in	the	case	of	the	buy-nothing	practitioners,	then,	is	to	look	at	
whether	and	in	what	ways	their	attitudes	towards	material	belongings	and	what	they	
need	and	want	changed.	As	shown	in	the	previous	chapter,	the	majority	experienced	
refraining	from	consumption	to	be	easier	than	they	had	previously	thought.	To	a	large	
extent,	this	was	due	to	the	fact	that	they	already	considered	themselves	to	have	enough,	
or	even	more	than	enough,	for	example,	in	the	case	of	clothing.	Not	being	allowed	to	
buy	more,	however,	forced	them	to	dig	deeper	into	their	wardrobes,	start	to	reuse	old	
clothes	and	be	creative	in	terms	of	repairing	and	using	things.	The	results	of	the	case	
study	suggest	that	the	buy-nothing	practice	perhaps	had	the	most	impact	on	the	way	
the	 informants	viewed	their	material	belongings,	wants	and	needs	 in	 the	way	that	 it	
made	them	reflect	upon	what	they	did	not	miss.		
	
In	the	words	of	the	KonMari	consultants	Karin	Socci	and	Kristyn	Ivey,	the	practice	of	
KonMari	really	 is	 a	practice	 in	 the	 sense	 that	 it	 is	 all	 about	 “building	your	decision-
making	muscle”	(Socci	&	Ivey,	2017).	For	the	KonMariers,	it	is	very	clear	that	practicing	
the	 KonMari	 method	 has	 made	 them	 change	 the	 way	 they	 view	 and	 value	 their	
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belongings,	 resulting	 in	what	might	 be	 said	 to	 be	 a	 higher	 degree	 of	 confidence	 or	
certainty	in	knowing	what	it	is	that	sparks	joy	for	them.	With	time	and	practice,	it	has	
also	become	easier	for	them	to	decide	to	let	go	of	things	that	do	not.	As	a	consequence	
of	 this	certainty,	 they	have	to	a	very	 large	extent	become	much	more	particular	and	
“picky”	when	it	comes	to	bringing	new	things	into	their	homes	–	questioning	whether	
those	things	really	spark	joy	or	fill	a	function,	because	if	they	do	not,	they	will	end	up	
being	 discarded.	 This	 attitude	 has	 also	 led	 to	a	 changed	 consumption	 behaviour,	 as	
shown	in	the	results	of	both	the	interviews	and	the	survey	in	the	form	of	a	much	less	
impulsive	approach	to	shopping	now	than	before	starting	with	KonMari.	Almost	all	of	
the	KonMariers	further	stated	that	they	very	seldom	bought	things	that	they	did	not	
need.	Thus,	the	case	study	shows	that	an	extensive	discarding	of	belongings	may	lead	
to	 a	 more	 restrictive	 consumption	 practice.	 A	 very	 important	 note	 to	 make	 here,	
however,	 is	 that	 the	 choice	 of	 discarding	method	most	 likely	 affects	 its	 potential	 to	
result	in	restricted	consumption.	What	has	been	studied	here	is	a	specific	and	thorough	
discarding	method	essentially	focusing	on	keeping	the	things	that	bring	you	joy	instead	
of	focusing	on	what	to	throw	away.		
	
Comparing	the	changes	in	attitudes	and	behaviour	both	towards	material	belongings	
and	material	consumption	between	the	buy-nothing	practitioners	and	the	KonMariers,	
it	is	clear	that	both	practices	have	had	an	impact	on	attitudes	and	behaviour.		As	for	the	
attitude	towards	that	which	one	already	owns,	the	changes	in	attitude	can	be	said	to	be	
quite	similar.	Many	of	the	buy-nothing	practitioners	underlined	the	importance	of	using	
what	one	already	has	and	several	talked	about	the	joy	of	rediscovering	for	example	an	
item	of	clothing	that	they	had	forgotten	about	or	having	their	favourite	pair	of	shoes	
repaired.	There	was	in	many	cases	an	experienced	newfound	positive	attitude	towards	
their	belongings,	and	also	a	sense	of	confidence	growing	from	the	feeling	of	making	do	
with	what	is	available.	The	KonMariers	also	reported	experiencing	a	newfound	joy	in	
their	belongings,	but	this	joy	seemed	to	have	developed	from	a	process	of	discarding	
the	 things	 that	 they	 decided	 they	 did	 not	 love	 to	 have	 around	 and,	 in	 that	 process,	
growing	increasingly	aware	of	what	it	is	that	sparks	joy	for	them.	This	process	further	
often	served	to	deepen	their	appreciation	for	the	things	that	do.		
	
	
	
A question of intentionality 
	
When	 it	 comes	 to	 consumption,	 the	 active	 decision	 in	 the	 case	 of	 the	 buy-nothing	
practitioners	to	embark	on	a	buy-nothing	year	implies	in	itself	a	changed	behaviour,	
presuming	that	they	stick	to	that	decision.	This	changed	behaviour	to	some	extent	also	
affected	their	attitudes	towards	consumption,	mostly	in	the	sense	that	they	did	not	find	
it	as	difficult	to	refrain	from	as	they	perhaps	thought	it	would	be.		For	the	large	majority	
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of	the	KonMariers	who	claimed	that	their	KonMari	process	had	also	resulted	in	a	more	
restrictive	consumption,	 this	had	not	been	an	 intended	result	of	 them	practicing	the	
KonMari	method.	Instead,	they	ended	up	there	through	a	path	of	discarding	more	and	
more	 of	 their	 belongings	 in	 search	 of	what	 it	 was	 that	 truly	 sparked	 joy	 for	 them.	
Approaching	that	 feeling	made	them	increasingly	uninterested	 in	things	that	did	not	
spark	joy,	resulting	in	fewer	spontaneous	purchases	and	more	control	over	what	it	is	
that	they	want	and	need.	
	
The	difference	between	these	two	entries	into	a	more	sufficient	consumption	practice	
can,	as	stated	earlier,	be	described	as	being	a	question	of	intentionality:	the	buy-nothing	
practitioners	 intentionally	 want	 to	 stop	 consuming,	 whereas	 the	 KonMariers	
unintentionally	cease	to	want	the	same.					
	
These	results	from	the	case	studies	point	to	sufficiency-related	practices	being	able	to	
change	our	attitudes	regarding	both	the	things	we	own	and	the	consumption	of	new	
things	(or	new	to	us,	in	the	case	of	second-hand	purchases).	Further,	they	can	work	to	
change	our	behaviour	-	even	if	we	do	not	intend	them	to.	This	works	to	paint	a	more	
nuanced	 picture	 of	 sufficient	 practices	 than	 the	 contrast	 between	 voluntary	 and	
obligatory/forced	discussed	in	chapter	2.	
	
Some	might	object	that	the	KonMariers	are	indeed	highly	intentional	in	their	practice,	
and	 that	 they,	 through	 discarding	 their	 belongings,	 strive	 to	 approach	 a	 sense	 of	
harmony,	 and	 perhaps	 sufficiency,	 with	 just	 as	 much	 intention	 as	 the	 buy-nothing	
practitioners	hold	when	starting	off	 their	year	of	non-consumption.	This	 is	certainly	
true,	and	the	KonMariers	have	also	been	chosen	for	this	study	because	of	their	practice	
of	a	method	that	can	be	seen	as	an	example	of	approaching	sufficiency	from	above	–	
from	a	position	of	having	more	to	one	of	having	less.	However,	what	they	intentionally	
enter	into	is	the	discarding	of	stuff	and	a	wish	to	declutter	–	not	a	reduction	of	their	
consumption	of	new	things.	This	distinction	is	of	importance	as	it	says	something	about	
ways	 other	 than	 the	 “political”	 to	 arrive	 at	 appreciating	 a	 more	 restricted	 way	 of	
consumption.	Also,	as	a	changed	consumption	behaviour	is	what	is	the	primary	focus	
in	this	thesis,	the	question	of	intentionality	is	defined	from	that	perspective.	This	is	not	
done	 to	 in	any	way	diminish	 the	 importance	of	 the	 “decluttering	 intentionality”,	but	
rather	to	highlight	that	what	makes	a	real	difference	in	terms	of	an	orientation	towards	
sufficiency	is	an	actual	reduction	in	the	amount	of	stuff	that	affluent	consumers	buy.	The	
fact	 that	 the	 active	 discarding	 of	 one’s	 belongings	 with	 the	 KonMari	 method	 (and,	
possibly,	with	other	discarding	methods	as	well)	might	result	in	such	a	reduction	opens	
up	possibilities	in	the	discussion	on	how	to	stimulate	more	sustainable	and	sufficient	
consumption	behaviour.	
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5.2 Developing a sense of sufficiency 
	
The	results	from	the	case	studies	also	feed	into	the	discussion	when	trying	to	answer	
the	more	overarching	research	question,	namely:	what	can	these	case	studies	say	about	
the	possible	development	of	 a	 “sense	of	 sufficiency”	among	affluent	 consumers,	 and	
about	 the	 potential	 of	 sufficiency-related	 practices	 to	 spread	 to	 a	more	mainstream	
public?	In	order	to	answer	the	first	part	of	the	question,	that	of	a	potential	development	
of	a	sense	of	sufficiency	as	a	result	of	the	practices,	it	is	first	of	all	of	interest	to	identify	
the	attracting	factors	of	these	practices.	I	have	looked	at	the	overall	experiences	of	the	
informants	of	both	the	case	studies	and,	more	specifically,	at	their	motivations	behind	
starting	with	the	practice	and	whether	they	had	reflected	on	any	positive	“side-effects”	
of	 their	practices	 that	 they	had	not	 considered	before	 starting	 it.	This	 is	 in	order	 to	
include	 both	 the	 specific	 factors	 that	 worked	 to	 attract	 these	 informants	 to	 their	
respective	practice	and	 those	results	or	effects	 that	 they	experienced	as	positive	but	
had	not	foreseen,	considering	that	these	effects	might	very	well	be	what	attract	other	
people	to	the	practices.		
	
	
	
Possible attracting factors of sufficiency-related practices 
	
In	the	case	of	the	buy-nothing	practitioners,	a	very	common	positive	feeling	was	one	of	
liberation	 in	 relation	 to	 the	 experience	 of	 “stepping	 away”	 from	 consumerism	 –	 the	
restrictions	on	one’s	consumption	were	often	described	as	opening	up	ways	to	engage	
in	 other	 things,	 and	 none	 of	 the	 informants	 reported	 having	 missed	 the	 ability	 to	
consume,	other	than	occasionally.	The	liberating	feeling	was	also	mentioned	in	relation	
to	(not)	owning	things,	expressed	by	one	informant	as	“freedom	from	owning”:	

	
I	don’t	think	I	had	thought	so	clearly	before	that	I	don’t	want	to	own.	I	believe	that	
this	year	has…	I	mean,	we	have	talked	about	(…)	cleaning	up	in	the	mess	and	all	that	
before,	 but	 to	 really	 talk	 about	 how	 great	 it	 is	 to	 not	 have	 to	 possess	 -	 I	mean	
freedom	from	owning,	or	freedom	from	buying	(…)	–	there’s	something	wonderful	
about	 that.	 That	 the	 owning	 in	 itself	 ties	 up	 energy	 –	 I	 don’t	 think	 I	 had	 really	
grasped	that	until	now	(Helena,	42	years	old).	

	
Related	to	this	is	that	several	of	the	informants	came	back	to	how	things	take	time,	one	
specifically	 talking	about	 “the	management	of	 things”	–	 to	own	 them,	 to	 fix	 them,	 to	
furbish	them	-	and	how	it	is	liberating	to	get	away	from	that	dependence	upon	things.	
This	was	also	pointed	out	by	one	of	the	KonMariers,	who	emphasized	the	time	she	had	
gained	as	one	of	the	most	important	positive	outcomes	of	her	KonMari	process:		
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I	think	a	lot	about	that	we	often	consider	whether	or	not	we	can	afford	something,	
from	the	little	things	to	the	big	things.	It	could	be	anything	from	a	new	top,	to	a	
cottage,	or	a	boat.	But	we	very	seldom	ask	ourselves	the	question	“do	I	have	time	to	
own	this?”.	And	I	think	we	need	to	ask	that	much	more	often	than	we	do	(Elisabeth,	
47	years	old).		

	
This	 time-consuming	 factor	 of	 owning	 is	 also	 mentioned	 by	 Sahakian	 (2017),	 who	
highlights	 the	 value	 of	 time	 as	 one	 factor	 that	 might	 serve	 to	 help	 un-locking	
unsustainable	 consumption	 practices.	 The	 buy-nothing	 practitioners	 further	
mentioned	 gaining	more	 time	 as	 a	 result	 of	 not	 spending	 time	 in	 stores	 looking	 for	
different	things	and	intentionally	avoiding	the	kind	of	shopping-friendly	environments	
that	might	spur	the	urge	to	buy	(including	avoiding	shopping	sites	on	the	internet).	In	
a	few	cases,	time	was	also	mentioned	as	a	positive	factor	because	the	non-consumption	
had	enabled	the	informant	to	work	less	due	to	reduced	spending.	Time	was	also	a	factor	
among	 the	KonMariers	 in	 terms	 of	 reduction	of	 the	 time	 dedicated	 to	 cleaning	 and	
decluttering	(which	becomes	a	lot	easier	and	less	time-consuming	with	less	belongings)	
and	in	having	gained	a	better	sense	of	what	they	actually	wanted	to	dedicate	their	time	
to.	One	possible	attracting	factor	of	the	sufficiency-related	practices	is,	hence,	more	time.	
	
The	KonMariers	also	stated	experiencing	something	similar	to	liberation	or	relief,	and	
increasingly	so	when	more	and	more	things	were	discarded.	It	was	not	expressed	in	
terms	similar	to	freedom	from	owning,	but	rather	as	a	sense	of	harmony,	as	expressed	
by	this	informant:		
	

[S]omeone	said	that	to	come	home	should	feel	like	an	exhalation.	And	the	more	I	
have	discarded,	the	more	I	have	felt	somehow	that	the	ceiling	has	kind	of	lifted,	that	
there	is	a	better	possibility	to	breathe.	It	has	eased.	Something	has	eased	(Julia,	35	
years	old).	

	
This	sense	of	 liberation	and	harmony	 is	connected	to	what	was	mentioned	by	many	
informants	in	both	groups	as	a	result	of	their	practice,	namely	increased	well-being.	It	is	
difficult	 to	pinpoint	 the	 reasons	 for	 this	 as	 it	 in	most	 cases	 seemed	 to	be	an	overall	
reflection	about	the	experience,	thus	being	due	to	a	combination	of	factors.	However,	in	
the	 case	 of	 the	 buy-nothing	 practitioners,	 it	was	 often	mentioned	 as	 a	 result	of	 not	
taking	part	 in	 the	 consumerist	 frenzy:	by	 intentionally	stepping	away	 from	 it,	many	
experienced	that	they	no	longer	spent	as	much	energy	thinking	about	what	to	buy	next	
or	how	to	“keep	up”.	This	in	turn	contributed	to	feelings	both	of	relief	and	of	less	stress.	
Research	 on	 anti-consumption	 and	 voluntary	 simplicity	 also	 highlight	 this	 positive	
association	 of	 anti-consumption	 with	 happiness	 and	 well-being	 (Lee	 &	 Ahn,	 2016;	
Seegebarth	et	al.,	2016).	Two	of	the	non-consumers	also	reported	an	increased	physical	
well-being	 as	 a	 result,	 the	 non-existent	 opportunity	 to	 buy	 new	 clothes	 acting	 as	 a	
spurring	factor	for	exercising	in	order	not	to	grow	out	of	one’s	existing	wardrobe	(or	to	
be	able	to	get	into	one’s	old	clothes	again).	The	increased	well-being	reported	by	many	
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of	 the	KonMariers	was	mostly	related	to	the	above-mentioned	feeling	of	harmony	 in	
one’s	home,	but	also	to	an	increased	sense	of	having	gained	control	–	not	only	of	one’s	
material	stuff,	but	also	of	what	one	wanted	to	dedicate	one’s	time	and	energy	to.	In	this	
context	it	also	serves	to	highlight	the	concept	of	mindful	consumption,	in	which	a	caring	
mindset	leads	to	temperance	in	consumption	behaviour	(Sheth	et	al.,	2011).	Sheth	et	al.	
(2011)	describe	the	caring	mindset	in	relation	to	self,	community	and	nature.	In	regard	
to	 well-being,	 which	 may	 be	 translated	 to	 caring	 for	 (one)self,	 many	 KonMariers	
seemed	 to	 adopt	 a	 more	 tempered	 behaviour	 towards	 consumption	 partly	 as	 a	
consequence	of	experiencing	this	increased	well-being	and	wishing	to	hold	onto	it.		
	
Many	also	mentioned	the	financial	factor	as	a	positive	experience.	For	some	of	the	buy-
nothing	practitioners,	this	was	the	explicit	aim	of	their	practice.	But	also	for	the	ones	
who	mainly	 had	 other	motivations,	 their	 buy-nothing	 year	 resulted	 in	 them	 saving	
money	and	also	seems	to	have	contributed	to	a	better	overview	and	control	of	 their	
finances.	 Several	 of	 the	 KonMariers	 had	 also	 saved	 money	 as	 a	 result	 of	 having	
restricted	their	consumption,	but	 they	also	mentioned	an	overall	 improved	financial	
situation	 as	 a	 result	 of	 having	 “konmaried	 their	 finances”,	 that	 is,	 having	 removed	
unnecessary	 expenses	 and	 organized	 their	 finances	 in	 a	way	 that	made	 them	more	
manageable.	The	above-mentioned	feeling	of	an	increased	sense	of	control	was	often	
related	also	to	finances.	
	
Finally,	something	positive	about	consuming	less	which	was	mentioned	by	many	of	the	
informants	in	both	groups	is	the	experience	of	living	more	sustainably.	This	was	brought	
up	 by	many	more	 than	 those	who	 claimed	 sustainability	 to	 be	 the	most	 important	
motivation	behind	their	practice	(namely	some	of	the	buy-nothing	practitioners).	This	
can	also	be	said	to	be	an	attracting	factor	of	sufficiency-related	consumption	practices	
in	the	more	general	sense,	seeing	as	they	can	provide	a	“better	conscience”:	choosing	
such	 a	 practice	means	 that	 your	 own	 consumption	 behaviour	will	 not,	 to	 the	 same	
extent	 as	 before,	 contribute	 to	 the	 negative	 environmental	 consequences	 of	 mass-
consumption	or	support	companies	with	non-existent	labour	rights,	for	example.		
	
	
 
From “too muchness” to “good and enough” 
	
The	 above-mentioned	 attracting	 factors	 can	 all	 be	 seen	 to	 have	 contributed	 to	 the	
informants’	overall	positive	experiences	of	their	respective	practices.	Adding	to	these	
positive	 experiences,	 the	 extensive	 reflection	 that	 these	 practices	 generate	 is	 an	
element	that	appears	to	have	been	important	in	the	development	of	a	sense	of	sufficiency	
among	the	 informants.	 It	 is	difficult	 to	pinpoint	what	such	a	“sense	of	sufficiency”	 is	
since	it	takes	different	individual	expressions	and	the	informants	themselves	have	not	



	 130	

used	that	term	to	describe	their	changes	in	attitudes.	Here,	it	serves	to	trace	back	to	the	
discussion	on	Princen’s	(2005)	understanding	of	sufficiency	as	“a	sense	of	“enoughness”	
and	“too	muchness,”	a	quality	where	concern	for	excess	is	paramount	in	the	life	of	an	
individual,	 an	organization,	or	a	nation”	 (Princen,	2005,	p.	18).	This,	 in	 combination	
with	the	discussion	on	sufficiency	as	being	a	process	of	moving	from	such	a	sense	of	
enoughness	to	one	of	“good	and	enough”	(see	section	2.4),	can	tell	us	more	about	what	
a	sense	of	sufficiency	is.	Keeping	this	process	of	moving	towards	a	feeling	of	“good	and	
enough”	 in	mind,	 the	experiences	 from	the	 informants	 in	 the	case	studies	can	tell	us	
about	how	a	sense	of	sufficiency	might	develop	in	an	affluent	context.		Some	elements	
of	this	development	can	be	identified	as	common	in	both	groups.		
	
First	of	all,	the	development	of	a	sense	of	sufficiency	can	be	seen	as	a	process	of	learning	
to	let	go.	Among	the	buy-nothing	practitioners,	this	letting	go	was	first	and	foremost	
related	to	letting	go	of	what	they	saw	as	unnecessary	wants	or	the	urge	to	buy	things.	
Among	the	KonMariers,	it	was	connected	to	letting	go	of	material	belongings	–	not	only,	
however,	the	things	in	themselves,	but	also	one’s	reasons	for	keeping	them	(in	the	cases	
that	they	do	not	spark	joy,	that	is).		
	
Secondly,	what	can	be	seen	in	both	groups	is	that	the	informants	increasingly	reflected	
upon	what	was	necessary	 in	 their	 lives	and	what	was	not.	Their	 increased	ability	 to	
decide	what	is	necessary/unnecessary	seems	to	not	be	restricted	to	material	things,	but	
to	go	beyond	both	material	belongings	and	the	private	sphere.	That	is,	it	caused	more	
critical	reflections	about,	for	example,	the	exposure	to	commercial	messages	in	public	
space	and	often	helped	the	informants	to	figure	out	what	they	wanted	more	or	less	of	
in	their	lives	in	regard	to	activities,	work	and	relationships.	
	
In	the	KonMari	group,	the	“necessary”	was	partly	a	question	about	what	sparks	joy,	and	
the	informants	very	often	connected	this	to	what	one	really	needs	to	be	happy,	or	to	feel	
content.	The	question	of	contentment	or	satisfaction	can	in	many	ways	be	seen	as	key	in	
both	groups,	or	as	one	of	the	informants	in	the	buy-nothing	group	expressed	it:	“To	be	
content,	or	at	least	become	[content]	on	the	way	–	that’s	probably	the	condition	and	the	
result	[for/of	the	buy-nothing	year]	at	the	same	time”	(Linda,	29	years	old).		
	
The	above-mentioned	feeling	of	liberation	that	many	of	the	informants	expressed	seems	
to	be	a	contributing	factor	to	the	development	of	a	sense	of	sufficiency.	This	seems	to	
be	the	case	both	when	this	feeling	of	liberation	stemmed	from	no	longer	having	to	take	
part	in	the	stress	of	consumerism	and	when	it	was	rooted	in	the	increased	ease	that	
came	with	fewer	things	and	a	more	harmonious	home.	This	liberation	in	turn	seems	to	
strengthen	the	feeling	of	not	wanting	more.	
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The	process	of	practicing	non-consumption	or	 the	KonMari	method	and	 the	parallel	
process	of	reflecting	over	all	aspects	of	one’s	practice	is	in	many	ways,	in	the	affluent	
context	here,	one	of	moving	from	the	sense	of	too	muchness	or	enoughness	toward	one	
of	 “good	 and	 enough”	 –	 of	 satisfaction,	 of	 not	 aspiring	 for	 much	 more	 in	 material	
standard.	 That	 is	 not	 to	 say	 that	 all	 informants	 have	 landed	 permanently	 in	 such	 a	
feeling	of	satisfaction	or	contentment.	Further,	what	constitutes	good	and	enough	 is	
obviously	very	individual.	But	overall,	 it	is	clear	that	all	informants,	through	practice	
and	reflection,	have	come	closer	to	identifying	what	good	and	enough	means	for	them	
and	what	it	is	that	makes	them	feel	content.		
	
	
	
5.3 Potential for practices to spread 
	
To	 turn	 to	 the	 second	part	 of	 the	 overarching	 research	 question	 of	 interest	 for	 this	
chapter,	namely	that	of	the	potential	of	sufficiency-related	practices	to	spread	and	scale	
up,	the	case	studies	presented	here	are	only	two	examples	out	of	many	such	practices.	
As	such,	they	do	say	something	about	what	might	possibly	be	seen	and	experienced	as	
factors	that	can	attract	more	people	to	this	kind	of	practice.	Those	who	intentionally	
seek	to	practice	sufficiency	in	one	way	or	the	other	(or	in	several)	might	be	even	more	
inclined	to	do	so	if	the	chosen	practices	are	perceived	as	rewarding	in	more	ways	than	
the	most	obvious	ones	of	“saving	money“	and	“good	conscience”.	Those	who	approach	
sufficiency	unintentionally	might	in	turn	be	positively	surprised	by	those	two	factors	
being	a	result	of	their	practice,	as	well	as	by	other	factors	that	they	did	not	foresee.	What	
the	case	study	of	the	KonMariers	clearly	shows,	is	that	individuals	can	find	themselves	
in	 a	 position	 of	 having	 actually	 reduced	 their	 consumption	 without	 it	 being	 their	
original	intention	to	do	so,	but	still	enjoying	to	be	in	that	situation.		
	
In	addressing	the	question	of	the	potential	for	the	practices	to	spread,	there	is	a	need	to	
return	 to	 the	question	of	 individual	 and	collective	action.	With	a	 few	 exceptions	 for	
cases	 where	 it	 is	 or	 has	 been	 a	 common	 endeavour	 shared	 with	 a	 partner,	 family	
member(s)	or	friends,	both	the	buy-nothing	year	and	the	KonMari	process	have	to	a	
very	 large	 extent	 been	 individual	 practices.	 The	 question	 is,	 then,	 whether	 such	
individual	practices	can	be	said	to	have	any	political	and/or	cultural	implications	on	a	
societal	level.	
	
The	 practitioners	 in	 both	 the	 case	 studies	 were	 generally	 keen	 to	 talk	 about	 their	
practice	 and	 their	 experiences	 of	 it	with	 family,	 friends	 and	 colleagues	when	 asked	
about	it.	At	the	same	time,	they	were	careful	to	not	be	perceived	as	“imposing”	their	
own	 practice	 and	 reflections	 from	 it	 on	 others,	 aiming	 to	 inspire	 and	 evoke	 new	
thoughts	rather	than	to	promote	their	way	of	life	or	to	try	to	recruit	new	practitioners.	
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In	this	regard,	it	seems	that	the	buy-nothing	practitioners	more	often	experienced	being	
questioned	or	regarded	as	odd.	They	were	also	in	general	concerned	about	other	people	
not	having	to	“suffer”	because	of	their	buy-nothing	year.	This	was	most	obvious	in	the	
case	 of	 the	 informants	with	 children	 but	 also	 apparent	when	 it	 came	 to	 gift-giving.	
These	reflections	serve	to	highlight	the	issue	pointed	out	by	Seyfang	(2011)	regarding	
the	 strong	 influence	 that	 social	 pressures	 have	 on	 our	 individual	 actions	 and	
consumption	 behaviour	 and	 further	 the	 “problems	 of	 sociality”	 connected	 to	 anti-
consumption	 identified	 by	 Isenhour	 (2010)	 (see	 section	 2.4).	 It	 should	 however	 be	
mentioned	here	 that	 social	 acceptance	 for	 the	buy-nothing	practice	 is	 likely	 to	have	
increased	since	the	case	study	was	performed	in	late	2016	and	beginning	of	2017	(see	
further	discussion	on	(anti-)consumption	trends	in	Sweden	in	chapter	6).	Considering	
that	the	buy-nothing	practitioners	in	almost	all	cases	grounded	their	practice	(at	least	
partly)	in	a	critique	against	consumerism	and	its	consequences	and	that	many	of	them	
discussed	the	need	for	changes	on	a	more	systemic	level,	the	lack	of	attempts	to	work	
for	such	changes	or	for	more	collective	solutions	politically	may	be	seen	as	something	
of	a	paradox.	But	it	might	also	suggest	that	they	simply	choose	to	act	individually	and	
regard	 their	 practice	 as	 an	 important	 statement,	 not	 only	 in	 terms	 of	 living	 in	
accordance	with	their	values	but	also	as	a	way	of	teaching	by	example,	as	expressed	by	
this	informant:		
	

I	 have	 changed	my	 lifestyle	because	 I	want	 to	be	 a	 good	 role	model	 in	doing	 it	
differently,	 and	 I	 also	 wanted	 to	 prove	 to	 myself	 that	 even	 though	 the	
[unsustainable/consumerist]	system	exists,	I	don’t	need	to	be	part	of	it	but	[can]	
still	be	happy	(Elise,	28	years	old).	

	
	Many	 of	 them	 did	 however	 actively	 spread	 the	 word	 about	 their	 experiences	 and	
reflections	in	traditional	media	and	social	media,	suggesting	a	strong	belief	among	these	
practitioners	 in	 the	 importance	 of	 changing	 the	 culture,	 norms	 and	 the	 social	
expectations	in	regard	to	consumption.		
	
	
The gender dimension 
	
One	characteristic	of	both	these	practices	 is	 that	 they	are	clearly	gendered.25	This	 in	
turn	carries	implications	 for	 their	potential	 to	spread.	As	stated	above,	Marie	Kondo	

																																																								
25	A	note	needs	to	be	made	here	on	the	binary	language	used	in	this	thesis	in	referring	to	genders.	Even	
though	I	recognize	the	existence	of	other/more	genders,	it	serves	an	important	function	to	discuss	the	
issue	of	(un/sustainable)	material	consumption	practices	in	binary	terms,	seeing	as	both	research	and	
reports	show	substantial	differences	between	men	and	women	when	it	comes	to	sustainable	behaviour	
(see	for	example	Konsumentverket,	2018	and	Räty	&	Carlsson-Kanyama,	2010	for	gender	differences	in	
regard	to	consumption	and	energy	consumption,	respectively)	and	that	the	practices	at	the	focus	of	this	
thesis	are	so	clearly	female-dominated.	
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(2014)	herself	very	clearly	directs	her	book	to	women,	and	the	distribution	of	gender	
in	the	Swedish	KonMari	Facebook	group	shows	that	it	definitely	is	a	practice	that	first	
and	 foremost	has	potential	 to	attract	 female	practitioners.	The	buy-nothing	practice	
seems,	on	the	other	hand,	 to	be	a	practice	which	 is	more	 likely	 to	attract	men,	 even	
though	that	too	is	much	more	common	among	women	if	one	judges	by	the	clear	gender	
gap	in	the	Facebook	group	Köpfritt	år	201926,	where	97%	of	the	members	are	women	
(information	from	group	administrator).	One	possible	reason	for	that	is	the	expressed	
lack	of	interest	in	shopping	from	two	of	the	male	practitioners.	One	of	them	commented	
on	the	predominance	of	women	in	the	Facebook	group	and	what	he	thought	was	the	
reason	for	more	women	having	embraced	the	buy-nothing	practice:		

	
(…)	my	male	friends,	they	kind	of	don’t…	they	don’t	really	have	that	behaviour	[of	
impulsive	shopping].	So	they	could	easily	be	here	[in	the	Facebook	group],	but	I	
don’t	think	they	would	have	anything	to	contribute	with	(…).	I	have	experienced	
that	perhaps	it’s	more	women	who	have	those	problems,	and	who	themselves	feel	
that…	maybe	there	are	not	as	many	guys	who	have	that	and	those	who	do	maybe	
don’t	feel	that	it’s	a	problem.	(…)	I	mean,	in	the	sense	of	“I	shouldn’t	really	buy	this”	
or	“it	was	unnecessary	that	I	did	that”.	And	shopping	as	a	term,	it…	belongs	perhaps	
more	to	the	girls.	I	mean,	in	everyday	talk	and	so	on.	The	girls	shop,	we	go	for	a	beer	
–	that’s	what	it’s	usually	like	(…)	(Peter,	48	years	old).		

	
This	quote	 suggests	 that	many	men	might	already	have	 quite	a	 restrictive	 shopping	
behaviour	 in	 the	sense	that	 they	are	simply	not	very	 interested	 in	buying	stuff	or	 in	
shopping	as	a	practice,	but	that	few	feel	the	need	or	wish	to	go	“all	in”	and	completely	
refrain	from	consumption	for	a	year.	This	might	in	turn	be	partly	due	to	a	lack	of	interest	
in	sustainability	issues.	In	their	mapping	of	Swedish	consumers’	possibilities	to	make	
environmentally-conscious	 decisions,	 the	 Swedish	 Consumer	 Agency	 (2018)	 stated	
that	women	to	a	 larger	extent	 than	men	claim	that	 it	 is	 important	 for	 them	to	know	
about	the	environmental	consequences	of	their	consumption	choices.	Women	also	have	
better	 knowledge	 than	 men	 about	 the	 possibilities	 for	 choosing	 more	 sustainable	
alternatives	(Konsumentverket,	2018).	WWF	Sweden	have	 further	presented	results	
from	a	survey	showing	that	a	larger	proportion	of	women	than	men	(47%	against	34%)	
chose	 to	 decrease	 their	meat	 consumption	 during	 2018	 for	 climate	 reasons	 (WWF,	
2019).	The	same	survey	shows	that	women	were	more	inclined	than	men	to	choose	to	
travel	by	train	instead	of	flying	(ibid).		
	
	
	
	
	

																																																								
26	This	Facebook	group	is	a	”continuation”	of	the	group	Köpfritt	år	2017,	i.e.	the	group	is	the	same	but	has	
changed	name	according	to	the	current	year	(2018	and	2019,	respectively).	
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A positive spiral of sufficiency-related practices  
	
It	is	interesting	to	see	how	these	practices	-	which	might	look	very	different	from	the	
start	–	seem	to	at	the	same	time	be	closely	related	in	the	sense	that	one	might	easily	
inspire	 the	 other.	 The	 KonMariers	 voluntarily	 (if	 unintentionally)	 restricted	 their	
consumption,	 and	half	of	 the	 informants	who	had	practiced	a	buy-nothing	year	also	
stated	 having	 actively	 attempted	 to	 declutter	 and	 clean	 out	 their	 belongings	 (one	
informant	 explicitly	 mentioned	 using	 the	 KonMari	 method).	 This	 suggests	 that	
sufficiency-related	practices	might	have	a	certain	spill-over	effect.	Other	results	point	
to	 how	 they	 may	 additionally	 trigger	 a	 sense	 of	 wanting	 new	 sufficiency-related	
challenges,	for	example	in	the	form	of	fewer	belongings	or	trying	to	grow	one’s	own	
food.	This	is	clearly	shown	in	the	case	of	some	of	the	buy-nothing	practitioners	wishing	
to	 “up	 their	 game”	 and	 not	 going	 back	 to	 their	 old	 ways	 but	 rather	 challenging	
themselves	more	by	adding	restrictions.	Relating	back	to	the	issue	of	rebound	effects,	
i.e.	 where	 environmental	 gains	 due	 to	 more	 efficient	 production	 and	 green	
consumption	are	“eaten	up”	by	for	example	more	material	consumption	or	travel	made	
possible	by	 savings	due	 to	 lower	prices	 (Boulanger,	2010;	Sorrell	&	Herring,	2009),	
these	results	paint	an	interesting	picture.	They	suggest	instead	a	positive	spiral	effect,	
or	a	virtuous	circle,	where	one	sufficiency-related	practice	often	leads	to	another	and	
then	yet	another.	To	be	noted	here	is	that	the	travel	behaviour	of	the	informants	was	
not	asked	about	in	detail,	neither	was	their	actual	consumption	documented	in	terms	
of	volume	or	expenditure.	Two	examples	of	a	rebound	effect	in	terms	of	air	travel	that	
did	come	up	during	the	interviews	need	to	be	mentioned.	One	is	the	already	mentioned	
buy-nothing	 practitioner	 whose	 savings	 and	 selling	 of	 her	 car	 made	 possible	 the	
realization	of	a	long	wished-for	journey	together	with	her	children	to	a	place	of	great	
importance	to	her	family.	Another	is	one	of	the	KonMariers	who	explained	how	she	and	
her	family	had	sold	their	summer	house	and	their	boat	in	aiming	to	live	“simpler”	with	
fewer	 things	 and	 how	 both	 the	 saved	money	 and	 the	 saved	 time	 that	 the	 KonMari	
process	 had	 resulted	 in	made	 possible	more	 travel,	 including	 one	 long-haul	 (cross-	
Atlantic)	flight	per	year	for	the	family.	These	examples	seem	however	to	be	exceptions	
and	the	general	answers	from	the	informants	concerning	what	they	chose	to	do	with	
the	extra	money	they	saved	and	how	and	what	they	consume	now	serve	to	indicate	that	
the	great	majority	of	the	informants	were	inclined	towards	consuming	and	living	more	
sufficiently	in	general	once	they	had	entered	into	one	sufficiency-related	practice.		
	
	
	
Addressing unsustainable structures  
	
The	case	studies	and	the	following	analysis	have	shown	that	there	are	different	ways	
for	 individuals	 to	 enter	 into	 more	 sufficient	 practices	 in	 regards	 to	 material	
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consumption	–	and,	perhaps	more	importantly,	to	really	enjoy	doing	so.	This	is	certainly	
promising	 in	 terms	 of	 the	 potential	of	 transitioning	 to	more	 sufficient	 consumption	
norms	 and	 behaviours	 among	 Swedish	 consumers.	 Nevertheless,	 much	 as	 these	
individual	practices	might	be	trending	and	spreading	right	now	in	a	Swedish	society	
concerned	with	more	sustainable	consumption	practices,	it	is	crucial	to	look	beyond	the	
individual	 (more)	 sustainable	 practices	 within	 an	 unsustainable	 political-economic	
system	 and	 culture	 (as	 described	 in	 section	 2.4).	 That	 is,	 if	 these	 (and	 other)	more	
sufficient	practices	are	to	become	mainstream,	there	is	an	urgent	need	to	address	the	
unsustainability	 of	 that	 system	 itself,	 and	 for	politics	 and	 planning	 to	 participate	 in	
staking	out	a	new	direction	–	to	steer	towards	sufficiency.	
	
It	is	difficult,	if	not	impossible,	to	discuss	the	spreading	and	enabling	of	more	sufficient	
consumption	practices	and	behaviours	without	addressing	the	logic	and	infrastructure	
of	 the	 highly	 “insufficient”	 society	 within	 which	 such	 practices	 are	 carried	 out	 at	
present.	Material	consumption	is	only	one	area,	albeit	perhaps	one	of	the	most	visible,	
where	 this	 opposite	 to	 sufficiency	 thinking	 is	 displayed.	 The	 spread	 of	 individual	
initiatives	and	practices	such	as	those	described	in	the	case	studies	are	important	in	
order	to	change	norms	and	increase	the	cultural	acceptance	of	reduced	consumption,	
but	without	the	addition	of	different	forms	of	supporting	infrastructures	and	changed	
societal	 norms,	 these	 practices	 will	 probably	 continue	 to	 seem	 too	 complicated	 or	
troublesome	for	the	majority	of	mainstream	consumers.	Lorek	(2018)	recognizes	the	
vital	role	that	personal	(as	well	as	societal	and	cultural)	values	play	for	sufficiency,	but	
points	out	that	the	focus	within	the	sufficiency	approach	and	debate	needs	to	be	on	the	
structural	changes	that	are	needed,	rather	than	on	individual	acts	of	sufficiency	(Lorek,	
2018).	The	intricate	systems	and	infrastructures	upholding	the	societal	structures	and	
the	economy	of	Sweden	and	the	large	majority	of	the	world’s	countries	today	build	on	
a	 logic	 that	 is	 quite	 the	 opposite	 of	 sufficiency.	 To	 counter	 such	 a	 logic	 and	make	 a	
societal	turn	towards	a	more	sufficiency-oriented	logic	–	not	only	in	terms	of	material	
consumption	but	also	in	regard	to	for	example	energy,	housing,	food,	and	work	–	is	a	
giant	transition	project	that	embraces	all	areas	of	society.	The	next	chapter	will	look	
closer	at	some	steps	that	can	be	taken	in	order	to	embark	on	that	project.		
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6. Obstacles and potential on the road towards a sufficiency-oriented 
society: The case of Sweden 
	
	
	
In	 the	 interviews	with	the	buy-nothing	practitioners	and	the	KonMariers,	 they	were	
asked	 what	 types	 of	 services,	 structures	 or	 political	 decisions	 they	 thought	 could	
support	 or	 facilitate	 their	 practices.	 The	 answers	 varied	 from	 those	 who	 had	 not	
reflected	upon	it	at	all,	to	those	informants	who	argued	for	the	necessity	of	changing	
the	whole	current	system	of	throw-away	consumerism	and	the	striving	for	economic	
growth.	 Roughly	 put,	 most	 of	 those	 who	 wanted	 to	 see	 restructuring	 on	 a	 more	
overarching	societal	and	global	 level	belonged	to	the	buy-nothing	group.	This	group	
was	also	the	one	that	most	frequently	mentioned	obstacles	to	their	practice	and	pointed	
out	the	built-in	elements	of	consumerism	in	everyday	life	that	perhaps	people	generally	
do	 not	 reflect	 upon	 until	 they	 actively	 try	 to	 stay	 away	 from	 them.	 Such	 elements	
mentioned	were,	for	example,	a	continuous	stream	of	offers	from	companies	in	one’s	e-
mail	inbox	and	in	public	places,	the	difficulty	in	finding	places	in	which	one	can	sit	down	
and	 socialize	without	 being	 expected	 to	 buy	 anything,	 and	 the	 often-higher	 costs	 of	
repairing	an	item	or	a	garment	compared	to	buying	a	new	one.	These	are	examples	of	
the	 social	 norms	 and	 institutional	 constraints	 serving	 to	 lock	 consumers	 in	
unsustainable	consumption	patterns	(Jackson,	2005;	Mont	et	al.,	2013;	Sanne,	2002).	
	
This	chapter	has	two	objectives:	First,	to	provide	a	brief	overview	of	existing	strategies,	
policy	work	and	ongoing	activities	and	projects	in	Sweden	in	the	areas	of	sustainable	
consumption	 and	 waste	 prevention.	 These	 areas	 have	 been	 chosen	 because	 they	
provide	a	 focus	on	reduction	of	material	consumption	that	 is	 “as	close	as	can	be”	 to	
sufficiency-oriented	 policies	 in	 the	 Swedish	 context.	 Some	more	 overall	 sufficiency-
oriented	 proposals	 and	 political	 initiatives	 will	 also	 be	 mentioned.	 Secondly,	 this	
chapter	 aims	 to	 identify	 both	 obstacles	 to	 and	 potential	 for	 a	 transition	 to	 a	 more	
sufficiency-oriented	 politics	 in	 Sweden.	 This	 identification	 is	 based	 on	 empirical	
findings	 from	 a	 governance	 case	 study,	 consisting	 of	 a	 review	of	 existing	 strategies,	
reports	 and	 policy	 documents	 and	 from	 interviews	 with	 public	 officials	 and	
representatives	 of	 civil	 society	 working	 specifically	 with	 sustainable	 consumption	
and/or	waste	 reduction.	These	empirical	 findings	and	 the	 identification	of	obstacles	
and	potential	provide	the	foundation	for	further	analysis	in	chapter	7,	where	I	revisit	
the	framework	for	a	politics	of	sufficiency	presented	in	chapter	2	and	use	it	to	discuss	
possible	ways	towards	a	more	sufficiency-oriented	future	in	Sweden.	
	
What	might	-	rightfully	–	be	perceived	as	a	gap	between	these	two	objectives	needs	to	
be	 elaborated	 in	 a	 bit	more	 detail.	 The	 concept	 of	 –	 and,	 hence,	 the	 literature	 on	 -	
sufficiency	spans	a	much	wider	range	of	areas	than	do	the	academic	fields	and	policy-
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making	 on	 sustainable	 consumption	 and	 waste	 prevention.	 In	 the	 theoretical	
framework	of	this	thesis,	sufficiency	is	understood	first	and	foremost	as	a	principle,	an	
understanding	of	 the	world	 that	 can	 serve	as	 a	 foundation	 for	 the	organization	of	 a	
society.	 This	principle	 has	 its	 roots	 in	 the	 recognition	of:	 1.	 ecological	 limits,	 and	2.	
justice	and	responsibility.	The	responsibility	for	sufficiency	-	defined	in	chapter	2	as	a	
responsibility	to	“step	back”	from	the	excess	environmental	space	one	occupies	-	lies	
with	all	individuals	and	societies	that	through	their	everyday	actions	contribute	to	the	
cementation	of	unjust	and	unsustainable	global	structures	(with	reference	to	the	social	
connection	 model	 of	 responsibility	 by	 Young,	 2011).	 This	 withdrawal	 needs	 to	 be	
performed	in	all	areas	where	excess	resources	are	being	consumed	and	waste	is	being	
generated:	energy,	food,	consumption	of	material	goods,	transport,	services,	housing,	
etc.	Sufficiency	in	regards	to	material	consumption	is	consequently	just	one	piece	of	the	
enormous	puzzle	that	is	the	construction	of	a	more	sufficient	society.		Because	of	the	
focus	of	this	thesis	being	specifically	sufficiency	in	the	area	of	material	consumption,	
there	 are,	 however,	 a	 lot	 of	 links	 to	 be	 made	 between	 this	 topic	 and	 the	 field	 of	
sustainable	consumption,	both	in	relation	to	theoretical	discussions	(e.g.	obstacles	that	
hinder	more	 sustainable	 consumption	 and	ways	 to	 overcome	 them),	 and	 to	 policy-
making	 and	 implementation.	 The	 theoretical	 discussions	 and	 their	 links	 to	 policy-
making	were	put	forward	in	chapter	2;	what	lies	ahead	in	this	chapter	is	to	look	closer	
at	the	implementation	of	political	decisions	regarding	sustainable	consumption	at	the	
local,	regional	and	national	levels	in	Sweden,	with	the	intention	to	inform	the	research	
question	 of	 how	 planning	 and	 politics	 can	 facilitate	 the	 transition	 to	 a	 sufficiency-
oriented	society	and	way	of	life.	In	the	absence	of	more	overarching	political	initiatives	
and	 activities	 explicitly	 aiming	 for	 sufficiency,	 the	 focus	 in	 this	 chapter	 will	 be	 on	
sustainable	consumption	in	general,	with	particular	focus	on	the	reduction	of	material	
consumption.	Attention	will	also	be	given	to	strategies	and	activities	within	the	area	of	
waste	prevention,	as	 these	areas	are	closely	connected	(Ekström	(ed.),	2015).	 In	 the	
process	of	mapping	ongoing	activities	and	strategies	in	Sweden	of	importance	from	a	
sufficiency	perspective	(i.e.	through	various	reports,	public	inquiries	and	partaking	in	
seminars	on	sustainable	lifestyles),	waste	prevention	was	identified	as	being	of	central	
importance.	This	chapter	will	therefore	explore	the	potential	within	the	field	and	how	
waste	 prevention	 may	 tie	 into	 a	 more	 overarching	 politics	 aiming	 at	 reducing	 the	
material	flows	and	consumption.		
	
The	distance	between	the	politics	of	sufficiency	that	was	sketched	out	in	chapter	2	and	
the	 ongoing	 work	 on	 sustainable	 consumption	 and	 waste	 prevention	 in	 Sweden	
presented	in	this	chapter	is	considerable,	both	theoretically	and	in	regards	to	practical	
work.	To	offer	a	peek	into	the	discussion	at	the	end	of	this	chapter,	it	is	not	a	difficult	
conclusion	to	draw	that	Swedish	politics	and	practice	–	be	it	on	national,	regional	or	
municipal	 level	–	 is	very	 far	 from	being	able	 to	be	 identified	as	sufficiency-oriented.	
There	are	strategies	to	be	found	within	the	areas	of	sustainable	consumption	and	waste	
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prevention	 that	 are	very	outspoken	and	ambitious	 in	 regards	 to	 the	need	 to	 reduce	
material	consumption,	as	well	as	projects	that	can	show	important	results	in	that	area,	
but	no	municipality	or	region	can	today	be	said	to	have	an	overall	strategy	 for	 their	
work	and	political	priorities	that	is	in	line	with	a	general	politics	of	sufficiency.	In	the	
absence	of	politics	and	activities	explicitly	aiming	for	sufficiency,	this	chapter	identifies	
the	potential	for	such	politics	that	is	to	be	found	in	existing	policies	and	activities.	So,	
the	main	question	to	be	answered	in	this	chapter	is:	where	can	these	seeds	of	sufficiency	
be	found,	and	how	might	they	be	made	to	flourish?	
	
	
	
6.1 Current state of consumption  
	
Before	 turning	 to	 this	 question,	 however,	 a	 brief	 description	 of	 the	 current	 state	 of	
Swedish	consumption	is	needed.	According	to	WWF	Sweden	(2018),	Swedes	today	live	
and	consume	as	if	there	were	four	planets	to	go	around.	The	Consumption	Report	for	
the	 year	 2018,	 published	 by	 the	 Centre	 for	 Consumer	 Research	 at	 Gothenburg	
University,	paints	a	picture	of	a	consumption	that	is	growing	in	volume	(Roos,	2018).	It	
shows	that	the	Swedish	consumption	increased	with	16.2	%	between	the	years	2010	
and	2017	(measured	 in	 fixed	prices),	and	that	Swedish	households	consumed	2.3	%	
more	 in	 2017	 than	 in	 2016	 (an	 increase	 from	 2016	 was	 seen	 in	 all	 consumption	
categories	except	for	alcohol	and	tobacco).	One	of	the	categories	that	has	increased	the	
most	 is	 the	 consumption	 of	 home	 furnishings	 and	 household	 goods,	 showing	 an	
increase	of	40%	(measured	in	fixed	prices)	between	the	years	2007	and	2017	(Roos,	
2018).	At	the	same	time,	however,	Swedish	consumers	underestimate	how	much	they	
actually	 spend	 on	 consumption,	 and	 this	 underestimation	 is	 increasing	 (ibid).	 E-
commerce	in	Sweden	has	also	grown	significantly	in	recent	years,	seeing	a	15%	growth	
in	revenue	in	2018	(PostNord,	2019).		
	
Parallel	 to	 this	 picture	 of	 overall	 increasing	 consumption,	 however,	 there	 is	 also	 a	
growing	 consciousness	 among	 Swedish	 consumers	 of	 the	 social	 and	 environmental	
impacts	of	 consumption	 that	 is	 beginning	 to	 change	 consumer	 behaviour	 in	 a	more	
sustainable	direction.	A	recent	survey	by	WWF	Sweden	has	shown	that	many	Swedes	
make	choices	in	their	everyday	life	in	order	to	decrease	their	climate	impact,	such	as	
reducing	 their	meat	 consumption	 (40%	stated	having	 reduced	 their	 consumption	of	
meat)	and	choosing	to	travel	by	train	instead	of	by	plane	(18%	chose	to	travel	by	train	
instead)	(WWF,	2019).	Sales	of	organic	food	have	increased	rapidly	in	Sweden	in	recent	
years;	however,	 this	 rapid	growth	did	somewhat	 slow	down	during	2018,	when	 the	
Swedish	 retail	 sector	 rather	 saw	 an	 increase	 in	 the	 sales	 of	 plant-based	 and	 locally	
grown	products	(Ekoweb,	2019).		There	is	growing	coverage	in	Swedish	media	about	
the	 environmental	 impacts	 of	 clothes	 production,	 as	 well	 as	 the	 environmental	
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advantages	of	buying,	for	example,	clothes	second	hand	or	swapping	with	friends.	The	
Consumption	Report	for	2018	stated,	however,	that	the	year	2017	saw	a	decrease	in	
the	 second	 hand	 shopping	 from	2016,	 after	 some	 years	 of	 an	 upgoing	 trend	 (Roos,	
2018).		
	
	
	
6.2 The playing field: existing strategies and work for sustainable consumption 
and waste prevention  
	
Even	though	sustainable	consumption	has	been	on	the	agenda	in	Sweden	for	at	least	
two	decades,	the	most	recent	years	have	seen	a	growing	engagement	in	the	issue	that	
moves	 beyond	 the	 “green	 consumption”	 discourse	 (i.e.	 switching	 the	 products	 you	
usually	 buy	 for	 others	 that	 are	 more	 environmentally	 friendly),	 pointing	 out	
overconsumption	as	an	environmental	problem	in	the	public	debate	and	turning	the	
focus	somewhat	towards	reuse,	upcycling,	sharing	initiatives	and	reduced	consumption.	
This	 section	 of	 the	 chapter	 (6.2)	 will	 present	 examples	 of	 existing	 strategies	 and	
activities	 of	 relevance	 from	 a	 sufficiency	 perspective	 at	 local,	 regional	 and	 national	
levels	in	Sweden.	It	will	be	followed	(6.3)	by	identification	of	what	it	is	that	hinders	a	
transition	towards	more	sufficiency-oriented	politics	and	practices,	as	well	as	of	that	
which	 bears	 potential	 for	 supporting	 such	 a	 transition.	Both	 parts	 are	 based	on	 the	
governance	case	study	(see	more	in	chapter	3),	including	a	desk-based	study	of	existing	
strategies	and	documents	of	relevance,	and	on	interviews	performed	with:	
		

1.	Officials	working	within	 the	areas	of	 sustainable	 consumption	and/or	waste	
prevention	 at	 national,	 regional	 and	municipal	 levels	 in	 Sweden.	 The	 national	
officials	 interviewed	 work	 at	 the	 Swedish	 Consumer	 Agency,	 the	 Swedish	
Environmental	 Protection	 Agency	 and	 the	 Swedish	 Waste	 Management	
Association.	The	regional	officials	represent	 the	Gothenburg	region	(comprised	
by	 a	 network	 of	 municipalities	 in	 close	 proximity	 to	 the	 city	 of	 Gothenburg,	
including	the	municipality	of	Gothenburg)	and	the	Västra	Götaland	region.	The	
two	municipal	representatives	interviewed	work	for	the	municipality	of	Örebro	
and	the	City	of	Gothenburg,	respectively.	27	
	

																																																								
27	It	serves	to	repeat	that	all	the	interviews	were	done	in	Swedish	and	the	citations	presented	here	are	
translations	 of	 transcribed	 excerpts	 from	 the	 interviews	 (translations	 done	 by	 me).	 See	 further	
information	in	chapter	3.	
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2.	 Representatives	 from	 Swedish	 NGOs	 or	 networks	 working	 to	 promote	 and	
facilitate	 more	 sustainable	 consumption	 behaviour:	 The	 Swedish	 Society	 for	
Nature	Conservation,	Conscious	Consumption	and	Buy	Nothing	Day.28	

	
The	municipalities	and	regions	that	are	represented	in	this	study	are	chosen	because	of	
having	high	ambitions	as	well	as	clearly	pronounced	strategies	in	regards	to	their	work	
on	sustainable	consumption	and	waste	prevention	(see	further	discussion	in	chapter	
3).	The	selection	has	been	made	with	the	knowledge	that	 there	 is	a	 lot	of	 important	
work	being	done	in	these	areas	also	in	other	municipalities	and	regions	across	Sweden.	
Due	to	the	limited	numbers	of	informants,	this	study	does	not	in	any	way	attempt	to	
provide	an	exhaustive	overview	of	 the	ongoing	work	at	municipal	and	regional	level	
within	these	areas	in	Sweden,	nor	of	all	of	the	initiatives	and	potential.	More	in-depth	
mappings	of	 the	work	on	sustainable	consumption	and	waste	prevention	 in	Sweden	
have	been	done	by	others	in	recent	years,	two	good	examples	being	the	inventory	of	
Swedish	 municipalities’	 work	 on	 sustainable	 consumption	 by	 Bernstad	 Saraiva	 &	
Andersson	 from	2017	 (a	 report	written	 for	 the	Swedish	Consumer	Agency)	and	 the	
report	 from	 the	 research	 project	 “From	 waste	 management	 to	 waste	 prevention”	
(Corvellec	et	al.,	2018).	These	two	reports	will	be	frequently	used	as	references	in	this	
chapter.	Rather	than	to	provide	an	extensive	overview	of	all	ongoing	projects	 in	 the	
country	that	could	possibly	be	of	 importance	 from	a	sufficiency	perspective,	 the	aim	
with	 the	 study	 presented	here	 is	 to	 focus	 on	 the	 identification	of	hindrances	 to	 and	
potential	for	moving	towards	more	sufficiency	in	politics	and	practice	in	Sweden	(with	
specific	emphasis	on	material	consumption).		
	
	
	
Strategies and initiatives at the national level  
	
Since	 1999,	 Sweden	 has	 a	 goal-oriented	 system	 in	 place	 to	 guide	 its	 environmental	
politics	 (Naturvårdsverket,	 2019).	 The	work	 to	 achieve	 Sweden’s	 16	 environmental	
quality	 objectives	 is	 to	 be	 guided	 by	 the	 overarching	 “generational	 goal”	
(Generationsmålet),	which	has	been	defined	by	the	Swedish	Parliament	as		
	

[t]he	 overarching	 goal	 for	 the	 environmental	policy	 is	 to	 hand	 over	 to	 the	 next	
generation	a	society	in	which	the	major	environmental	problems	have	been	solved,	
without	causing	increased	environmental	and	health	problems	outside	of	Sweden’s	
borders	(Naturvårdsverket,	2018,	own	translation).	

	
One	 important	 step	 in	 regard	 to	 putting	 sustainable	 consumption	 on	 the	 political	
agenda	was	the	national	“Strategy	for	Sustainable	Consumption”	(Strategi	för	hållbar	

																																																								
28	Names	in	Swedish:	Naturskyddsföreningen,	Medveten	konsumtion	and	En	köpfri	dag.	
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konsumtion),	 released	 in	 2017	 by	 the	 Social	 Democratic	 and	 Green	 Party	 coalition	
government	 of	 2014-2018.	 The	 strategy	 outlines	 a	 politics	 aimed	 at	 reducing	 the	
environmental	 impact	 of	 the	 Swedish	 consumption	 and	 at	 strengthening	 the	
cooperation	between	different	actors	working	towards	 this	 aim.	 In	 the	 strategy	 it	 is	
stated	that	average	consumption	 in	Sweden	 is	far	 from	environmentally	sustainable,	
not	least	because	of	the	emissions	related	to	Swedish	consumption	that	occur	in	other	
countries.	Consequently,	 the	strategy	argues	 for	 the	need	to	change	both	production	
patterns	 and	 consumer	 behaviour	 towards	more	 circular	ways	 of	 consumption	 and	
economics	 and	 highlights	 the	 importance	 of	 nudging	 as	 a	way	 to	 change	 consumer	
behaviour	 (Finansdepartementet,	 2017a).	 The	 Swedish	 Strategy	 for	 Sustainable	
Consumption	has	received	a	good	deal	of	attention	internationally	for	initiatives	such	
as	tax	reductions	for	repairs	of	certain	products	(in	practice	since	January	1st,	2017)29.	
Other	measures	suggested	in	the	strategy	are,	for	example,	more	efficient	eco-labelling,	
enabling	of	sharing	 initiatives,	higher	demands	on	producer	responsibility	regarding	
the	 durability	 of	 their	 products,	 and	 a	 focus	 on	 waste	 prevention	 as	 a	 measure	 to	
stimulate	the	creation	of	a	circular	economy	(Finansdepartementet,	2017a).	It	further	
mentions	facilitating	education	about	the	environmental	impacts	of	consumption	(ibid).	
	
One	concrete	result	of	the	strategy	and	the	former	government’s	work	on	sustainable	
consumption	 is	 the	start-up	of	a	new	forum	working	specifically	with	these	matters:	
“Forum	on	Eco-smart	Consumption”	(Forum	för	miljösmart	konsumtion).	This	forum	is	
part	 of	 the	 Swedish	 Consumer	 Agency,	 and	 according	 to	 its	 commission	 from	 the	
government	 its	 function	 should	 be	 to	 provide	 a	meeting	 place	 (both	 physically	 and	
digitally)	 for	 different	 actors	 who	 work	 to	 promote	 environmentally	 sustainable	
consumption.	It	should	aim	to	stimulate	environmentally	smart	consumption	patterns		
and	 its	 focus	 should	 be	 on	 areas	 where	 the	 environmental	 impact	 from	 private	
consumption	 is	 extensive,	 as	 well	 as	 on	 gender	 equality	 aspects	 of	 consumption	
(Finansdepartementet,	2017b).	Since	its	establishment	in	2017,	the	forum	has	set	up	a	
digital	 meeting	 place	 for	 actors	 working	 with	 environmentally	 sustainable	
consumption	 in	 Sweden,	 and	 has	 arranged	 physical	 meeting	 places	 in	 the	 form	 of	
various	workshops,	conferences	and	seminars.	In	the	practical	implementation	of	the	
forum’s	commission,	there	has	hitherto	been	a	focus	on	setting	up	these	meeting	places	
and	on	finding	ways	to	reach	out	to	identified	target	groups	(interview	with	official,	the	
Swedish	Consumer	Agency).	Parallel	to	the	commission	to	establish	a	forum	for	eco-
smart	consumption,	the	Swedish	Consumer	Agency	also	received	another	commission	
from	 the	 government	 -	 to	 stimulate	 environmentally	 smart	 consumption	 patterns	
among	 Swedish	 consumers,	 for	 example	 through	 nudging,	 production	 of	 education	
material	 such	as	 films	 to	be	used	 in	schools,	 and	 information	 through	 the	 consumer	

																																																								
29	The	VAT	(value-added	tax)	reduction	includes	repairs	of	bikes,	shoes,	clothes,	 leather	products	and	
textiles	for	household	use	(e.g.	sheets	and	curtains)		



	 142	

guidance	 contact	 centre	 “Hello	 consumer!”	 (Hallå	 konsument)	 (official,	 Swedish	
Consumer	 Agency).	 There	 is	 an	 ongoing	 cooperation	 and	 dialogue	 between	 several	
Swedish	 agencies	 (the	 Swedish	 Consumer	 Agency,	 the	 Swedish	 Energy	 Agency,	 the	
Swedish	Chemicals	Agency	and	the	Swedish	Environmental	Protection	Agency)	about	
identifying	 ways	 in	 which	 the	 forum	 might	 help	 in	 fulfilling	 Sweden’s	 national	
environmental	goals	for	2030	(official,	the	Swedish	Environmental	Protection	Agency).	
Another	step	taken	by	the	2014-2018	government	that	can	be	seen	as	addressing	the	
need	for	more	sustainable	consumption	was	to	commission	public	inquiries	in	the	areas	
of	circular	economy	and	sharing	economy.	The	inquiry	about	a	more	resource	efficient	
and	 circular	 economy	 was	 published	 in	 2017	 and	 resulted	 in	 recommendations	 in	
various	areas.	 It	pointed	out	 the	need	 to	address	 the	 issue	of	 a	 transition	 to	a	more	
circular	economy	to	a	strategic	level	in	close	cooperation	between	state,	academia,	the	
industries	and	businesses,	and	the	civil	society,	and	further	to	strengthen	the	circular	
economy	agenda	by	setting	clear	and	ambitious	national	goals	(SOU	2017:22,	2017).		
Among	the	concrete	recommendations	given	to	the	government	were	a	green	tax	shift	
(lower	tax	on	work,	higher	environmental	taxes)	and	different	measures	to	improve	the	
degree	of	usage	of	products,	 for	example	through	introduction	of	a	 tax	reduction	 for	
renting,	repairing	and	buying	second	hand	products,	clarification	of	the	municipalities’	
responsibility	 for	 waste	 prevention	 and	 strengthening	 regulations	 on	 product	
durability	and	guarantees	(ibid).	The	inquiry	about	a	sharing	economy	concluded	that	
the	 development	 of	 the	 sharing	 economy	 is	 still	 at	 an	 early	 stage	 in	 Sweden,	 but	
recommended	that	its	development	should	be	followed	closely	by	state	authorities	in	
order	to	safeguard	the	interests	of	the	users	in	the	process	(SOU	2017:26,	2017).	It	also	
recommended	 commissioning	 the	 Swedish	 Consumer	 Agency	 with	 providing	
information	 to	 consumers/users	 about	 the	 implications,	 risks	 and	 possibilities	 of	
sharing	transactions	(ibid),	something	that	the	agency	was	later	commissioned	with	by	
the	Ministry	of	Finance	(Fi2017/01645/KO,	2017).	
	
At	 a	 more	 overall	 level	 of	 importance	 for	 a	 sufficiency	 perspective,	 the	 Swedish	
government	of	2014-2018	also	took	steps	towards	widening	and	complementing	the	
understanding	 of	 prosperity	 when	 introducing	 new	 indicators	 to	 complement	 GDP	
when	measuring	prosperity	in	the	spring	budget	of	2017	(Prop.	2016/17:100,	2017).	
The	indicators	were	developed	with	the	aim	of	measuring	long-term	economic	stability	
as	well	 as	 the	well-being	and	quality	of	 life	of	 the	Swedish	people.	These	 indicators	
include:	financial	measures	such	as	levels	of	employment	and	unemployment	and	the	
degree	 of	 debt	 among	 households;	 environmental	 indicators	 such	 as	water	 and	 air	
quality,	emission	of	greenhouse	gases,	and	level	of	chemicals;	and	social	indicators	such	
as	share	of	population	 living	at	a	 low	economic	standard,	education	 level,	subjective	
well-being	and	health,	and	level	of	trust	in	society	(ibid).	Even	though	GDP	per	capita	is	
still	used	as	one	indicator,	the	former	government	recognized	that	it	provides	a	limited	
measure	of	well-being	(Proposition	2016/17:100,	2017).		



	 143	

In	regard	to	development	of	new	indicators,	many	actors	have	been	highlighting	the	
importance	 of	 setting	 goals	 aimed	 at	 reducing	 consumption-based	 emissions	 (i.e.	
emissions	 related	 to	 Swedes’	 consumption	 but	 that	 to	 a	 large	 extent	 occur	 outside	
Sweden)	 in	aiming	 to	 reach	Sweden’s	emission	 reduction	goals,	 and	not	 to	 limit	 the	
goals	to	reduction	of	emissions	only	occurring	in	Sweden		(Klimatmålsinitiativet,	n.d.;	
Naturskyddsföreningen,	2017;	Sveriges	konsumenter,	n.d.).	The	need	for	indicators	of	
consumption-based	emissions	 is	 also	mentioned	 in	 the	agreement	between	 the	new	
Swedish	Social	Democratic	and	Green	Party	coalition	government	of	2019	and	its	two	
collaboration	 parties	 (the	 Liberal	 party	 and	 the	 Centre	 party),	 in	 which	 the	 public	
inquiry	on	Sweden’s	environmental	goals,	Miljömålsberedningen,	was	commissioned	to	
look	 into	 the	 development	 of	 such	 indicators	 (Socialdemokraterna,	 2019).	 Recent	
research	conducted	within	the	PRINCE	project	has	also	served	to	develop	other	ways	
in	which	to	quantify	and	measure	the	environmental	impacts	of	Swedish	consumption	
abroad	(PRINCE	project,	n.d.;	Steinbach	et	al.,	2018).	
	
From	 a	 more	 overall	 sufficiency	 perspective,	 it	 also	 serves	 to	 mention	 political	
initiatives	that	in	different	ways	look	beyond	the	status	quo	and	for	example	set	out	to	
question	some	of	the	foundations	of	the	economic	growth	paradigm	or	to	emphasize	
ecological	limits	as	framing	human	activity.	Elements	of	sufficiency	can	in	this	sense	be	
found	among	some	political	parties	both	in	and	outside	the	Swedish	parliament	(see	for	
example	Feministiskt	Initiativ,	2018;	Miljöpartiet	de	gröna,	2013;	Partiet	Vändpunkt,	
2019;	Vänsterpartiet,	2016).30	
		
	
	
Strategies and activities at the regional and local levels  
	
National	measures	such	as	new	laws	and	regulations	are	needed	to	support	the	agenda	
for	a	more	sustainable	consumption,	but	it	is	at	the	municipal	(and,	to	some	extent,	the	
regional)	level	that	strategies	for	sustainable	consumption	and/or	sustainable	lifestyles	
are	most	often	to	be	carried	out	in	practice.	In	their	mapping	of	Swedish	municipalities’	
work	 in	 the	area	of	 sustainable	 consumption,	Bernstad	Saraiva	&	Andersson	 (2017)	
found	many	good	examples	of	municipal	projects	and	strategies,	but	were	also	able	to	
demonstrate	that	several	of	the	officials	interviewed	experienced	the	municipal	mission	
in	 regard	 to	 sustainable	 consumption	 as	 unclear.	Most	 projects	 targeting	 individual	
consumers	that	were	identified	in	the	mapping	belonged	to	the	areas	of	local	transport,	
waste	prevention	(through	reuse),	energy	effectivization/own	energy	production	and	
urban	gardening.	The	authors	found	it	difficult	to	discover	examples	of	municipalities	

																																																								
30	Names	of	political	parties	in	English:	the	Feminist	Initiative,	the	Party	Turning		Point,	The	Green	Party,	
and	the	Left	Party.	
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that	 were	 explicit	 about	 working	 to	 reduce	 the	 environmental	 effects	 of	 their	
inhabitants’	consumption,	for	example	in	regard	to	the	total	volume	of	consumption,	
travel	 habits	 (long	 haul	 flights	 etc.)	 or	 food	 consumption	 (Bernstad	 Saraiva	 &	
Andersson,	2017).		
	
The	 city	 of	 Gothenburg	 and	 the	 regional	 administration	 unit	 of	 Västra	Götaland	 (to	
which	 Gothenburg	 belongs)	 have	 been	 pointed	 out	 as	 having	 some	 of	 the	 most	
ambitious	politics	and	strategies	in	Sweden	in	regard	to	climate,	sustainable	lifestyles,	
consumption,	and	waste	prevention	(see	for	example	Bernstad	Saraiva	&	Andersson,	
2017;	Boman,	2017;	Hult	&	Larsson,	2016).	An	example	of	this	is	the	Climate	Strategy	
Programme	for	Gothenburg	(Klimatstrategiskt	program	för	Göteborg)	from	2014,	which	
aims	at	reaching	a	“just	and	sustainable	level”,	defined	as	1.9	tons	per	person	and	year,	
of	GHG	emissions	in	Gothenburg	in	the	year	2050	(Miljöförvaltningen	Göteborgs	stad,	
2014).	The	programme	includes	a	strategy	for	“climate	conscious	consumption”,	stating	
an	urgent	need	for	transition	and	for	increased	climate	consideration	both	in	private	
consumption	 and	 in	 public	 procurement.	 Noteworthy	 is	 that	 the	 strategy	 also	
specifically	targets	overconsumption:	
	

A	large	part	of	today’s	consumption	does	not	occur	in	order	to	fulfil	basic	needs,	but	
in	order	to	create	identity.	This	so-called	symbolic	consumption	needs	to	decrease	
(Miljöförvaltningen	Göteborgs	stad,	2014,	p.	60,	own	translation).	

	
The	Gothenburg	strategy	for	climate	conscious	consumption	focuses	on	reducing	the	
climate	impact	of	food	consumption,	reducing	the	consumption	of	resource-intensive	
products,	preventing	waste	and	improving	recycling,	promoting	sustainable	activities	
and	encouraging	alternatives	to	flight	travel	by	making	local	activities	and	experiences	
more	attractive	than	air	travel	to	distant	destinations.	It	targets	both	the	inhabitants	of	
Gothenburg	and	the	public	procurement	of	all	the	different	administrative	units	of	the	
city	–	 setting	ambitious	goals	 for,	 for	example,	 reducing	 food	waste	and	 the	 ratio	of	
newly	produced	products	(as	compared	to	reused	and	recycled	ones)	for	procurements.	
The	 city	of	Gothenburg	also	aims	at	 cooperation	with	 local	businesses	and	wants	 to	
increase	the	demands	on	them	when	it	comes	to	preventing	waste	etc.			
	
The	region	of	Västra	Götaland	also	has	an	ambitious	climate	strategy	(from	2009)	with	
the	goal	of	being	a	 fossil	 free	region	by	2030.	This	regional	goal	has	since	then	been	
complemented	 with	 another	 goal,	 stating	 that	 the	 GHG	 emissions	 caused	 by	 the	
consumption	of	the	region’s	inhabitants	-	no	matter	where	in	the	world	these	emissions	
occur	 -	 should	 be	 reduced	 by	 30%	 (from	 2010	 levels)	 by	 2030	 (Västra	
Götalandsregionen,	2017).	The	region	does	not	have	a	specific	strategy	for	sustainable	
consumption,	 but	 works	 continuously	 to	 highlight	 sustainability	 aspects	 both	 in	
internal	procurement	processes	and	within	the	work	focused	on	regional	development.	
The	latter	includes	dialogue	with	industries	and	businesses	in	the	region	as	well	as	with	
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municipalities.	 The	 region	 is	 traditionally	 home	 to	 a	 strong	 textile	 industry.	 This	
industry	and	 the	Nordic	Textile	Academy	 in	Borås	have	been	 important	partners	 in	
recent	research	projects	about	 innovations	 for	a	more	sustainable	textile	production	
(official,	 Västra	 Götaland).	 With	 its	 resources	 for	 regional	 development,	 the	 Västra	
Götaland	region	can	fund	applied	research	projects	with	close	links	between	research,	
innovation	and	testing	in	local	businesses.	One	such	project	is	the	“F/ACT	movement”,	
a	collaboration	between	Re:	Textile,	the	region	of	Gothenburg	and	the	Swedish	Fashion	
Council.31	The	project	started	in	2019	and	focused	on	consumers	with	a	great	interest	
in	fashion	who	were	willing	to	refrain	from	consuming	clothes	during	a	period	of	six	
months.	The	consumers	who	were	chosen	to	participate	in	the	project	received	support	
and	inspiration	from	experts	in	circular	fashion/reuse	at	the	Nordic	Textile	Academy	
and	were	expected	to	share	their	experiences	on	social	media	in	order	to	recruit	more	
followers	 to	 the	 movement	 (official,	 Västra	 Götaland;	 F/ACT	 movement,	 n.d.).	 The	
projects	 in	 cooperation	with	 the	 textile	 and	 fashion	 industry	 in	Västra	Götaland	are	
clearly	 focused	 on	 reducing	 the	 consumption	 of	 new	 material	 and	 products.	 In	
cooperation	with	the	furniture	industry	–	also	an	important	industry	in	this	part	of	the	
country	 –	 the	 region	 of	 Västra	 Götaland	 has	 also	 focused	 on	 reducing	 material	
consumption,	for	example	by	means	of	reusing	and	upcycling	the	furniture	used	in	the	
region’s	different	work	places	and	public	spaces	(official,	Västra	Götaland).	
	
The	Gothenburg	Region	is	a	co-operative	organization	uniting	thirteen	municipalities	
in	the	area	of	Gothenburg	(including	the	City	of	Gothenburg)	and	working,	among	other	
things,	 with	 a	 common	waste	management	 plan.	 One	 of	 the	 18	 goals	 set	 up	 in	 the	
current	waste	management	plan	is	to	reduce	the	volume	of	waste.	For	individuals,	this	
goal	is	formulated	as	the	amount	of	waste	produced	by	one	person	in	2020	should	be	
lower	than	the	amount	produced	in	2008	(Göteborgsregionen,	2011).	One	concrete	way	
in	which	the	region	has	chosen	to	work	towards	this	goal	is	the	project	“The	Minimizing	
Masters”	 (Minimeringsmästarna).	 It	 addresses	 private	 households	 with	 the	 aim	 of	
inspiring	 them	 to	minimize	 their	 household	waste	 through	workshops,	 information,	
support	and	competition	with	each	other.	The	participating	families	are	given	different	
challenges	each	month	for	a	year	and	are	encouraged	to	blog	about	their	experiences.	
One	challenge	is	a	buy-nothing	month.	The	Minimizing	Masters	project	has	run	for	two	
years	in	the	Gothenburg	region	and	also	started	up	in	the	region	of	Sörmland	in	2018	
(official,	 Gothenburg	 region).	 Interviews	 with	 participants	 from	 the	 first	 year	 have	
shown	that	the	households	have	managed	to	keep	their	waste	at	a	low	level	even	after	
the	project	finished	(ibid).	The	Gothenburg	Region	is	at	the	moment	working	on	a	new	
waste	management	plan,	whereby	the	proposed	aim	is	to	reduce	the	waste	per	person	

																																																								
31 	The	 project	 is	 financed	 by	 the	 region	 of	 Västra	 Götaland	 and	 the	 Swedish	 Waste	 Management	
Association	(Avfall	Sverige)	and	is	a	part	of	the	Circular	Textile	Initiative	(F/ACT	movement,	n.d.).	
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by	30%	by	2030	compared	to	2020	and	reduce	the	waste	from	the	municipalities’	own	
activities	by	40%	in	the	same	period	(official,	Gothenburg	region).	
	
The	city	and	municipality	of	Örebro	has	chosen	to	work	in	a	similar	way	within	their	
project	 “Climate	 smart	 everyday	 life”	 (Klimatsmart	 vardag).	 The	 project	 is	 designed	
around	different	challenges,	such	as	to	eat	more	vegetarian	food,	cycle	to	work	and	save	
water.	 The	 different	 challenges	 have	 been	 promoted	 through	 the	 web	 pages	 and	
Facebook	 pages	 of	 the	 project	 itself	 and	Örebro	municipality,	 and	 all	 inhabitants	 of	
Örebro	have	been	welcome	to	participate	(official,	Örebro	municipality).	Some	of	the	
challenges	have	focused	specifically	on	consumption,	such	as	sharing	pictures	of	one’s	
best	second-hand	purchase	on	social	media	or	an	upcycling	challenge.	The	project	did	
also	include	a	challenge	that	was	a	“buy-nothing	month”	in	March	2015.	This	challenge	
received	quite	a	lot	of	criticism	from	local	businesses,	claiming	that	it	was	not	within	
the	remit	of	a	municipality	to	decide	whether	or	not	people	should	shop	(official,	Örebro	
municipality;	 P1-morgon,	 2015).	 The	 initiative	 was	 even	 reported	 to	 the	 local	
Administrative	Court	(Förvaltningsrätten	in	Karlstad)	by	an	individual	who	asked	the	
court	 to	 rule	 on	 whether	 the	 municipality	 really	 has	 the	 right	 to	 encourage	 its	
inhabitants	to	refrain	from	shopping.	The	person	reporting	the	initiative	was	a	member	
of	 the	 board	 of	 a	 number	 of	 local	 companies,	 and	 referred	 to	 complaints	 from	 the	
commerce	sector	in	Örebro	(P4	Örebro,	2015).		
	
Another	 project	 related	 to	 sufficiency	 that	 is	worth	mentioning	 is	 the	 collaboration	
between	 the	 Climate	 Change	 Leadership	 node	 at	 Uppsala	 University,	 the	 consulting	
management	firm	Ramböll	and	a	number	of	Swedish	municipalities	and	regions,	with	
the	 aim	 of	 calculating	 municipal	 and	 regional	 carbon	 budgets.	 This	 project	 is	 not	
specifically	tied	to	the	areas	of	sustainable	consumption	or	waste	prevention,	but	is	of	
relevance	to	highlight	seen	as	it	addresses	the	overall	question	of	setting	limits	for	the	
activities	of	 a	political	 entity	 (in	 this	 case	municipalities	and	regions)	 that	 is	 central	
within	 the	 politics	 of	 sufficiency	 framework	 (Alcott,	 2018;	 Cohen,	 2015;	 Mastini	 &	
Rijnhout,	2018).	The	carbon	budgets	calculated	within	the	project	are	to	be	in	line	with	
the	Paris	Agreement	of	keeping	below	2	degrees	Celsius	with	a	strict	focus	on	the	equity	
commitments	 in	 the	 agreement	 (Anderson	 et	 al.,	 2018).	 On	 the	 basis	 of	 different	
methods	 for	 calculating	 a	 fair	 allocation	 of	 the	 responsibility	 of	 emission	 reduction	
globally	and	within	the	OECD,	the	project	has	calculated	a	carbon	budget	for	Sweden	
with	an	annual	rate	of	reduction	 in	emissions	of	16.4%.	This	 is	 the	rate	of	reduction	
with	which	all	authorities	need	to	comply	in	order	to	make	a	fair	contribution	in	line	
with	the	Paris	Agreement	limiting	global	warming	to	2°C.	On	the	basis	of	this	national	
carbon	 budget,	 the	 participating	 municipalities	 and	 regions	 have	 then	 been	
“grandfathered”	 a	 proportion	 of	 the	 national	 budget	 that	 is	 calculated	 from	 their	
estimated	share	of	the	Swedish	emissions	and	represents	their	carbon	budget	for	2020	
onwards	(Anderson	et	al.,	2018,	p.	36).		
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6.3 What hinders a turn towards sufficiency, and what might help it?  
	
These	examples	of	existing	strategies	and	ongoing	activities	at	 the	national,	regional	
and	local	level	in	the	areas	of	sustainable	consumption	and	waste	reduction	show	the	
growing	 interest	 in	 and	 commitment	 to	 these	 issues.	 It	 points	 to	 the	multi-layered	
nature	of	the	challenges	and	highlights	that	these	are	issues	that	need	to	be	targeted	
simultaneously	at	all	levels	and	by	many	different	actors	in	cooperation.	But	what	kind	
of	obstacles	should	be	targeted,	and	how	can	it	be	done?	This	section	will	account	for	
what	the	different	actors	interviewed	–	working	at	national,	regional	and	local	levels	as	
well	as	within	the	civil	society	–	experienced	as	obstacles	in	their	own	work	and,	more	
generally,	on	the	way	towards	an	overall	reduction	of	material	consumption	and	waste	
in	Sweden.	 In	 the	 interviews,	many	suggestions	were	also	given	about	how	some	of	
these	obstacles	might	be	overcome,	in	terms	of,	for	example,	political	decisions,	policy	
measures	and	changed	norms.	These	suggestions,	and	the	identified	potential	for	more	
sufficient	political	measures,	will	also	be	accounted	for.	
	
	
	
The need for goals, clarity and measures 
	
One	 obstacle	 in	 the	 strategic	work	 on	 sustainable/reduced	 consumption	 and	waste	
prevention	 mentioned	 by	 several	 of	 the	 informants	 is	 the	 absence	 of	 clear	 and	
ambitious	goals,	specifically	at	a	national	level.	More	clarity	would	not	only	facilitate	
the	work	but	in	addition	strengthen	Sweden’s	credibility	on	these	issues	internationally,	
according	to	this	official:		
	

What	I	would	mostly	wish	for	at	the	international	level	is	for	Sweden	to	stand	up	
for	 the	need	to	reduce	consumption	of	resources	globally,	and	also	to	be	a	 front	
runner	 in	 accordance	 with	 what	 it	 would	 take	 to	 keep	 within	 the	 planetary	
boundaries	and	achieve	Agenda	2030,	as	well	as	the	[Swedish]	environmental	goals.	
That	we	had	a	perseverance	in	that	matter.	(…)	That	we	would	get	a	long-term	goal	
for	 the	 environmental	 impact	 of	 consumption	 (official,	 Swedish	 Environmental	
Protection	Agency).	
	

	
The	 absence	 of	 clear	 goals	 is	 followed,	 consequently,	 by	 uncertainty	 regarding	 the	
overall	responsibility	of	the	work	that	needs	to	be	done,	as	explained	by	this	official:		
	

[T]hat	 not	 more	 is	 going	 on	 is	 perhaps	 because	 authorities	 at	 both	 local	 and	
national	 level	 have	 not	 received	 a	 clear	mission	 (…).	 Because	 we	 don’t	 have	 a	
national	 goal	 that	 targets	 prevention	 [waste	 prevention],	 no	 one	 has	 the	
responsibility	 either	 to	push	 for	us	doing	 things	 in	 a	 certain	way	or	 to	monitor	
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whether	 they	have	been	done.	So,	 the	absence	of	 the	goal	 is	an	obstacle	 in	itself	
(official,	Swedish	Waste	Management	Association).			

	
To	have	clear	goals	and	objectives	at	the	national	level	would	further	facilitate	the	work	
also	at	the	local	level	according	to	this	local	official,	who	argued	that	it	would	be	easier	
to	 set	 goals	 and	 targets	at	 the	municipal	 level	 if	 there	was	more	 clarity	 in	regard	 to	
expectations:	
	

And	then	it’s	(…)	objectives,	I	think	it’s	really	important	to	both…	make	them	more	
concrete	and	that	you	kind	of	break	them	down	to	municipal	level.	There	are	certain	
things	that	are	really…	that	you	break	down,	for	example	this	thing	with	single-use	
plastics,	I	think	plastic	use	overall	would	be	easy	to	target,	to	motivate	and	set	as	a	
political	 goal	 at	 national	 and	 local	 level	 (…),	 but	 also	 reuse	 and	 such	 things,	
internally	within	public	organizations	–	I	think	that	there	needs	to	be…	we	need	to	
set	demands	and	goals	and	it	would	have	been	very	good	if	you	could	set	that	from	
a	national	level:	“this	needs	to	be	done,	you	need	to	set	goals”.	(…)	But	then	it’s	also	
important	that	there	are	funds	and	resources	available	for	that	as	well	(official,	City	
of	Gothenburg).	

	
	
This	 lack	of	 clarity	and	ambitious	goal-setting	 is	 also	pointed	out	by	Corvellec	et	 al.	
(2018)	in	their	report	on	waste	prevention	in	Sweden.	The	authors	point	out	that	even	
though	 waste	 prevention	 is	 identified	 as	 a	 prioritized	 goal,	 the	 national	 waste	
prevention	politics	is	very	modest	in	its	ambition	for	change	and	in	practice	leaves	all	
the	responsibility	to	the	municipalities,	the	consumers,	and	the	businesses	(Corvellec	
et	al.,	2018).	They	also	describe	how	the	politics	for	waste	prevention	is	characterized	
by	 so	 called	 soft	measures,	 such	as	 information	campaigns	and	pilot	projects	 rather	
than	hard	measures	and	proposals	in	the	shape	of	for	example	regulations,	laws,	and	
taxes,	in	spite	of	the	fact	that	a	variety	of	examples	show	that	a	combination	of	such	
measures	have	effect	(ibid).		
	
The	 importance	 of	 goals	 is	 also	mentioned	 in	 the	 reversed	 context,	 that	 is,	 that	 the	
presence	 of	 ambitious	 goals	 at	 the	 local	 level	 often	 also	 results	 in	 ambitious	 and	
successful	activities:	
	

[W]e	think	that	goals	in	general	are	very	important.	We	have	seen	how	where	they	
[municipalities]	have	goals,	more	is	going	on.	And	it’s	no	coincidence	that	a	lot	is	
happening	 in	Gothenburg	because	 they	have	 a	 tough	goal	set	 by	 the	politicians.	
Another	 example	 is	 Helsingborg,	 or	 Nordvästra	 Skånes	 Renhållningsaktiebolag,	
NSR,	[the	company	responsible	for	waste	management	in	the	northwestern	region	
of	 Skåne].	 They	 also	 have	 tough	 goals	 that	make	 them	 do	 some	 different	 “odd”	
things,	outside	the	box	(official,	the	Swedish	Waste	Management	Association).	
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The	importance	of	ambitious	goals	in	order	to	reach	successful	results	can	thus	be	seen	
both	in	the	context	of	the	obstacles	that	a	lack	of	such	goals	create,	i.e.	lack	of	a	clear	
direction,	political	priorities	and	targets	for	the	work	being	done,	and	in	the	context	of	
the	positive	results	seen	among	those	actors	who	do	have	ambitious	and	clear	goals.	It	
should	be	mentioned	here	that	the	local	and	regional	officials	interviewed	represented	
municipalities	 and	 regions	 that	 are	 at	 the	 forefront	 in	 their	 work	 on	 sustainable	
consumption	and/or	waste	reduction.	When	talking	about	the	work	in	Sweden	more	
generally,	 it	might	 therefore	be	that	a	 lack	of	ambitious	goals	and	targets	also	at	 the	
regional	and	municipal	level	is	experienced	as	an	obstacle	in	municipalities	and	regions	
where	this	has	not	been	a	political	priority.	This	importance	of	political	leadership	is	
hinted	 at	 in	 the	 following	 quote	 by	 a	 local	 official	who	previously	used	 to	work	 for	
another	municipality:	
	

[XX]	municipality	has	come	quite	a	long	way.	In	[YY]	municipality,	there	it	was…	–	
I	used	to	work	there	before	–	there’s	not	the	same	focus	on	these	issues	at	all,	so	
you	could	say	that	you	didn’t	have	the	politicians	behind	you	there	(official).	

	
Goal-setting,	with	follow-up,	is	in	most	cases	directly	linked	to	the	formulation	of	clear	
targets	and	measures,	at	the	local	as	well	as	the	national	level.	 In	this	area	there	are	
several	suggestions	-	from	the	informants	as	well	as	from	other	actors	working	within	
the	 area	 of	 sustainable	 consumption	 in	 Sweden	 –	 for	 political	 decisions	 and	 policy	
interventions	that	would	help	overcome	some	of	the	obstacles	experienced	today.	One	
such	 suggestion	 is	 to	 create	 indicators	 for	 consumption	 on	 a	 local/regional	 level	 in	
order	to	enable	the	evaluation	and	follow-up	of	specific	activities	and	the	progress	of	
the	 municipalities’	 work	 (Bernstad	 Saraiva	 &	 Andersson,	 2017).	 The	 network	
Klimatkommunerna	(“The	Climate	municipalities”)	has	suggested	that	the	government	
instruct	 Statistics	 Sweden	 (Statistiska	 Centralbyrån)	 to	 create	 such	 indicators	 and	
monitor	them	on	a	yearly	basis	(Klimatkommunerna,	2018).		
	
	
	
Producing and consuming sustainably in an unsustainable system 
	
Other	 obstacles	 identified	 by	 the	 informants	were	 of	 a	 more	 structural	 nature	 and	
concerned	the	inability	of	the	current	economic	and	political	system	to	accommodate	
solutions	and	infrastructures	that	are	more	sustainable	than	the	business-as-usual	ones.	
One	 such	 obstacle	 is	 the	 difficulty	 in	 combining	 circular	 business	 models	 with	 the	
existing	market	logic,	something	experienced	by	this	regional	official:		
	

[W]e	can	see	that	several	of	the	circular	business	models	clash	strongly	with	the	
linear	ones.	So	a	company	needs	to	consider	starting	a	form	of	subsidiary	in	order	
to	develop	the	new	services,	because	it	is	very	difficult	to	compete	with	the	linear	
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system	at	the	same	time	as	developing	a	circular	system	(official,	region	of	Västra	
Götaland).	

	
This	kind	of	obstacle	also	included	such	things	as	the	price	mechanisms	of	the	global	
market	 making	 unsustainably	 (ecologically	 and	 socially)	 mass	 produced	 products	
cheaper	–	often	a	lot	cheaper	–	than	more	sustainably	produced	alternatives	or	services	
(such	as	having	things	repaired).	Such	price	mechanisms	serve	to	lock	consumers	into	
a	system	where	“doing	the	right	thing”	or	being	a	“responsible	consumer”	is	often	a	lot	
more	 expensive	 as	 well	 as	 time-consuming	 (see	 for	 example	 Jackson,	 2005b).	 One	
recurring	suggestion	among	the	informants	for	improving	this	was	to	internalize	the	
true	costs	of	production,	so	that	they	are	reflected	both	in	the	fees	and	taxes	that	the	
producers	have	to	pay,	and	in	the	price	of	the	unsustainably	produced	product	on	the	
market:	
	

It	should	cost	to	pollute.	If	you	extract	raw	materials	it	shouldn’t	be	cheap	because	
there	are	a	lot	of	external	costs	linked	to	it,	and	the	same	thing	if	you	build	factories	
and	pollute	 –	 to	 internalize	 those	 external	 costs	 to	 a	higher	degree.	 (…)	 It	must	
become	clear	that	it	is	not	free	to	exploit	nature	and	that	it	takes	a	very,	very	long	
time	for	it	to	recover	(official,	Swedish	Environmental	Protection	Agency).	

	
Not	 only	 the	 true	 costs	 of	 pollution	 and	 extraction	 of	 natural	 resources	 should	 be	
internalized	 in	 the	 price	 of	 a	 product,	 according	 to	 the	 interviewees,	 but	 the	 price	
should	also	reflect	the	social	costs	of	production	and	contribute	to	ensuring	fair	pay	for	
workers:	
	

In	some	way,	I	think	that	there	is	a	producer	responsibility	that	should	be	in	place	
to	prevent	things	and	items	from	being	too	cheap.	(…)	[S]omething	that	actually	
elevates	things	to	their	true	value.	And	then	there	is	a	need	for	a	bunch	of	policy	
measures	that	can	ensure	that	the	one	who	has	produced	[the	item]	at	least	receives	
a	living	wage	(civil	society	representative).	

	
This	suggestion	to	internalize	the	“true	costs”	of	production	also	recurred	among	the	
informants	in	the	buy-nothing	group	when	they	were	asked	about	what	measures	they	
would	like	to	see	that	could	facilitate	a	reduction	in	material	consumption.		
	
Another	 issue	 brought	 up	 by	 the	 interviewees	 that	 serves	 as	 a	 lock-in	 factor	 in	 an	
unsustainable	 buy-and-throw-away	 consumerist	 system	 is	 that	 cheap	 products	 and	
clothes	are	not	often	produced	to	last	very	long,	in	certain	instances	even	produced	with	
an	element	of	planned	obsolescence.	Most	products	are	not	accompanied	by	spare	parts	
that	make	it	possible	to	replace	one	worn-out	detail	with	a	new	one,	something	working	
rather	to	encourage	a	habit	of	replacing	the	whole	product	with	a	new	one.	This	is	an	
obstacle	targeted	by	the	inquiry	on	circular	economy	(SOU	2017:22),	recommending	
that	 Sweden	 should	 work	 “toward	 rules	 that	 govern	 more	 sustainable	 product	
design”(SOU	2017:22,	2017,	p.	38),	for	example	through	strengthening	the	consumer’s	
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right	to	complain	about	products.	Several	of	the	informants	interviewed	also	proposed	
an	extended	producer	responsibility	and	stronger	guarantees	on	products	as	measures	
that	could	work	to	stimulate	the	production	of	more	durable	products.	This	is	work	that	
to	 a	 large	 extent	 needs	 to	 be	 done	 at	 the	 EU	 level.	 This	 civil	 society	 representative	
suggests	that	the	responsibility	of	producers	could	also	be	linked	to	the	precautionary	
principle	and	to	product	safety:		
	

In	the	consumer	area	there	is	a	pretty	strong	directive	that	is	the	product	safety	
directive	and	(…)	 it	has	been	defined	what	a	dangerous	product	 is,	and	 it	 is	 the	
responsibility	 of	 the	producer	 to	make	 sure	 that	 the	product	passes	all	 of	 these	
[demands].32	You	can’t	hand	it	over	to	society.	On	the	environment	side	there	is	a	
complete	lack	of	such	a	regulation,	and	I	often	talk	about	an	“environmental	safety	
product	safety	directive”	(…).	[T]hat	would	mean	that	you	transfer	all	the	burden	
from	the	society	to	the	one	producing	things,	and	then	you	try	to	ensure	that	the	
one	 who	 produces	 things	 realizes	 their	 responsibility	 and	 therefore	 can	 avoid	
creating	that	which	causes	harm	in	society	or	costs	too	much	resources	and	so	on.	
(…)	I	think	that	would	be	really	good	(civil	society	representative).	

	
Another	policy	measure	that	several	of	 the	 informants	mentioned	as	one	that	would	
potentially	help	steer	towards	reduced	material	consumption	and	a	more	sustainable	
“infrastructure”	 for	consumption	 is	a	green	tax	shift.	Such	a	shift	could,	 for	example,	
include	 increasing	 the	 tax	 on	 consumption	 of	 newly	 produced	material/things	 and	
lowering	it	on	services	such	as	repair	and	rental:	
	

Naturally,	we	appreciate	 taxation	of	 that	which	 is	bad,	we	 like	 tax	 shift…	 so	we	
would	want	that.	And	that	also	means	that	you	as	a	society	must	define	what	“bad”	
is,	so	that	there	is	a	sort	of	clarity	and	clear	rules	of	the	game.	And	the	experience	
seems	to	be	that	it’s	not	really	an	obstacle,	but	rather	that	these	clear	rules	of	the	
game	–	especially	the	long-term	ones	–	tend	to	facilitate.	Everyone	adjusts	to	them	
and	 then	works	accordingly.	 (…)	Tax	 shifts	are	 good	because	 then	you	 can	 also	
make	sure	that	no	groups	are	being	disfavoured.	(…)	One	just	needs	to	find	a	way	
to	create	a	justice	in	it,	so	that	it	feels	fair	when	sharing	these	burdens,	or	these	
austerities	or	limitations	(…)	(civil	society	representative).	

	
Not	all	the	suggested	policy	measures	were	aimed	at	producers,	however.	Targeting	the	
issue	of	affluence,	two	of	the	civil	society	representatives	emphasized	the	significance	
of	simply	shrinking	the	“space	for	consumption”	for	Swedish	consumers,	that	is,	using	
different	measures	in	order	to	reduce	either	their	income	or	the	part	of	their	income	
that	 is	used	 for	consumption.	Measures	that	were	suggested	 for	 this	purpose	were	a	
reduction	in	work	hours	and	stricter	regulations	for	mortgage	payments.	
	

																																																								
32	The	product	safety	directive	that	is	mentioned	is	the	general	product	safety	directive	(GPSD),	issued	by	
the	European	Parliament	in	2001.	
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On	 an	 even	 higher	 systemic	 level,	 several	 of	 the	 informants	working	 on	 promoting	
sustainable	consumption	or	to	prevent	waste	stated	that	they	experienced	difficulties	
in	 the	strategic	work	due	 to	 conflicting	political	 and	economic	 interests.	This	 is	 also	
something	described	by	Bernstad	Saraiva	&	Andersson	(2017),	who	in	their	mapping	
of	 municipalities’	 work	 on	 sustainable	 consumption	 encountered	 many	 officials	
describing	what	they	saw	as	an	intrinsic	contradiction	between	sustainability	interests	
and	the	interests	of	continued	economic	growth	as	an	obstacle	for	strategic	work.	This	
type	 of	 conflict	 or	 contradiction	 was	 also	 highlighted	 by	 several	 of	 the	 officials	
interviewed	in	this	study:		
	

As	we	work	a	lot	with	the	industry	and	businesses,	we	often	end	up	in	the	business	
model.	They	[the	industry]	have	outdated	business	models,	they	do…	their	whole	
business	idea	is	wrong.	But	that	is	how	they	build	their	capital,	and	as	long	as	that	
is	the	driving	force	in	the	society,	 it’s	kind	of	difficult.	Sure,	they	test	out	a	lot	of	
other	parallel	business	models,	but	the	main	business	is	still…	I	mean,	that	is	how	
people	make	money	today,	by	producing	and	selling.	That	needs	to	be	choked,	and	
we	need	to	find	other	ways	(official,	region	of	Västra	Götaland).	

	
This	quote	not	only	points	to	the	experienced	problems	associated	with	an	outdated	
(linear)	business	model,	but	also	to	the	driving	force	behind	the	business	idea,	i.e.	how	
the	businesses	“build	their	capital”,	suggesting	that	a	non-profit	business	model	might	
not	conflict	as	much	with	the	objectives	of	the	work	for	a	more	sustainable	consumption.	
The	conflict	between	the	goals	of	aiming	 for	profit	and	growth	on	the	one	hand	and	
more	sustainable	businesses	and	consumption	on	the	other	was	pointed	out	by	another	
official	as	being	present	in	relation	to	both	businesses	and	politicians:		
	

Politicians	-	who	are	the	people	who	decide	about	the	waste	management	-	they	
want	to	attract	a	lot	of	businesses	and	activities	to	their	own	municipality.	If	one	
then	 goes	 out	 and	 proclaim	 that	 “we	 should	 not	 shop	 as	 much”,	 then	 it’s	
contradictory.	(…)	The	companies	want	to	sell	their	things	and	they	want	to	be	in	a	
place	where	that	is	accepted	and	where	they	can	get	support	for	it.	So	yes,	 it’s	a	
conflict	between	goals.	But	 if	you	sit	down	and	discuss	 it	and	talk	about	 it,	 they	
understand	eventually.	But	sure,	it	can	be	difficult	to	make	yourself	heard.	And	then	
it’s	 also…	 I	don’t	 know	 if	 one	 should	be	political,	 but	 (…)	parties	have	different	
opinions	on	this	and	that	shows	in	the	different	municipalities	(official,	xx).	

	
Bernstad	 Saraiva	 &	 Andersson	 (2017)	 highlight	 the	 Swedish	 Consumer	 Agency	 as	
having	 an	 important	 role	 to	 play	 in	 bridging	 the	 experienced	 conflicts	 between	 the	
objectives	of	sustainability	and	economic	growth.	This	can	be	done	through	providing	
a	trusted	platform	where	these	perceived	contradictions	and	politically	sensitive	issues	
can	 be	 discussed	 in	 a	 serious	 and	 objective	manner	with	 relevant	 actors	 (Bernstad	
Saraiva	&	Andersson,	2017).	It	was	also	highlighted	by	the	interviewed	official	from	the	
Swedish	Consumer	Agency	that	the	Forum	for	eco-smart	consumption	aims	to	be	an	
arena	 in	which	 controversial	 issues	 such	 as	 this	 can	 be	 discussed	 (official,	 Swedish	
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Consumer	Agency).	The	Swedish	Consumer	Agency	could	also,	according	to	Bernstad	
Saraiva	 &	 Andersson	 (2017)	 be	 a	 relevant	 actor	 when	 it	 comes	 to	 facilitating	 and	
encouraging	the	work	being	done	in	different	municipalities	and	helping	to	create	the	
structures	 needed	 to	 give	 the	 municipalities’	 work	 in	 the	 area	 of	 sustainable	
consumption	higher	priority	(Bernstad	Saraiva	&	Andersson,	2017).		
	
Related	to	the	sustainability	vs.	growth	contradiction	is	also	what	Bernstad	Saraiva	&	
Andersson	(2017)	perceive	to	be	a	lack	of	more	overall	methods	for	evaluating	projects	
aiming	 for	sustainable	consumption.	They	call	 for	evaluation	methods	that	 look	 into	
areas	beyond	the	specific	consumption	behaviour	itself	and	that	can	help	evaluate	other	
effects	that	a	project	might	have	on	for	example	public	health,	economics,	and	gender	
equality.	 The	 development	 of	 evaluation	methods	 that	 can	 illustrate	 environmental,	
social	 and	 economic	 values	 would,	 they	 argue,	 serve	 to	 perform	 more	 holistic	
evaluations	 about	 benefits	 from	 a	 socio-economic	 perspective	 (Bernstad	 Saraiva	 &	
Andersson,	2017).		
	
	
	
Choice of words and language 
	
Connected	 to	 the	 experienced	 goal	 conflict	 between	 economic	 growth	 and	
sustainability,	 some	of	 the	officials	 interviewed	mentioned	 that	 these	 contradictions	
also	 have	 effects	 on	 the	 language	 used	 when	 discussing	 the	 issue	 of	 sustainable	
consumption.	 This	 is	 illustrated	 by	 one	 official	 talking	 about	 the	 choice	 of	words	 in	
internal	and	external	communication	at	the	national	level:	
	

We	 talk	 very	 little	about	 sufficiency	and	about	 reducing	 consumption.	 (…)	 [W]e	
work	with	waste	prevention,	and	that	is	kind	of	a	more	politically	accepted	way	to	
address	the	issue	of	overconsumption	of	resources.	Even	though	to	prevent	waste	
also	aims	at	reduced	consumption	-	it’s	often	the	same	thing	-	but	you	just	can’t	talk	
about	reduced	consumption.	So,	waste	prevention	and	sustainable	consumption	of	
natural	resources	is	basically	the	same	thing,	if	you	ignore	the	fact	that	sustainable	
consumption	 also	 includes	 a	 social	 aspect	 and	 a	 health	 aspect	 and	 that	 waste	
prevention	is	more	directly	about	reducing	the	volumes	of	waste	(official,	Swedish	
Environmental	Protection	Agency).	

	
A	regional	official	argues	along	similar	lines,	that	it	is	important	to	use	what	is	perceived	
as	accepted	or	“right”	language:		
	

[I]n	 order	 to	 reduce	 the	 volume	 of	 waste,	 you	 return	 all	 the	 time	 to	 reduced	
consumption.	Or	changed	-	we	have	chosen	not	to	say	“reduced”	because	that	really	
annoys	some	people,	 so	we	talk	about	changed	consumption	 -	more	experience-
based	and	second-hand	(official,	Gothenburg	region).	
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This	 suggests	 a	 discrepancy	 between	 the	 officials	 working	 with	 sustainable	
consumption	and	waste	prevention	and	the	different	actors	they	need	to	collaborate	
with	in	terms	of	how	they	frame	the	issues.	In	order	to	not	“annoy”	the	latter	by	using	
what	might	be	seen	as	 too	radical	words	or	 framing,	 for	example	by	questioning	the	
advantages	of	material	consumption,	the	officials	choose	to	wrap	the	goal	of	reduced	
consumption	into	words	in	that	are	seen	as	less	annoying	or	threatening.	
 
	
 
Waste prevention as obstacle and possibility 
	
The	 “waste	 hierarchy”	 from	 the	 European	 Commission	Waste	 Framework	 Directive	
identifies	waste	prevention,	or	minimizing	waste,	 as	 the	 first	step	of	 the	hierarchy	 -	
before	 reusing	 and	 recycling	 (European	 Commission,	 2016).	 This	 framework	 is	 the	
model	that	guides	waste	management	in	all	the	EU	member	states,	and	it	states	waste	
prevention	as	 the	 first	priority	 in	 this	work.	The	 first	 step	 in	 the	hierarchy	 is	 about	
measures	 that	 prevent	 waste	 appearing	 in	 the	 first	 place,	 such	 as	 getting	 the	
municipalities’	different	units	to	plan	their	food	purchases	better	in	order	to	minimize	
food	waste.	Corvellec	et	al.	(2018)	have	identified	several	challenges	for	the	work	on	
waste	 prevention	 in	 Sweden	 such	 as	 unclarity	 in	 terms	 of	 political	 goals	 and	
responsibilities;	 structural	 “lock-in	 factors”	 such	 as	 a	 conventional	 business	 logic,	
legislation,	regulations,	habits	among	employees	in	waste	organizations,	and	existing	
waste	 management	 infrastructure	 that	 obstructs	 the	 work	 on	 waste	 prevention	
(Corvellec	et	al.,	2018).	For	example,	the	current	conventional	market	logic	of	the	waste	
management	 industry	 lacks	 financial	 incentives	 for	 actors	 (both	 the	 private	 and	
municipal)	 to	 really	 work	 for	 a	 reduction	 of	 the	 waste	 volume,	 which	 leads	 to	 a	
continued	focus	on	managing	existing	waste	instead	of	focusing	on	prevention	(ibid).	
Corvellec	et	 al.	 further	 identify	 the	 seeming	“invisibility”	of	waste	as	an	obstacle,	 an	
invisibility	created	by	both	a	physical	and	mental	distance	between	the	waste	itself	on	
the	one	hand	and	households	and	public	activities	on	the	other	(Corvellec	et	al.,	2018).		
	
When	 it	 comes	 to	 the	 municipalities’	 existing	 and	 potential	 role	 in	 reducing	
consumption	 volume,	 the	 current	 Swedish	 system	 of	 waste	 prevention	 and	
management	was	seen	as	both	an	obstacle	and	a	key	to	the	solution	by	several	of	the	
interviewed	officials.	When	it	comes	to	the	prevention	of	household	waste	in	Sweden,	
the	obstacle	seems	to	be	twofold.	Several	officials	mentioned	the	 flaw	in	the	current	
system	regulating	the	financing	of	waste	management.	The	system	obliges	households	
to	pay	a	certain	charge	for	waste	collection	–	the	refuse	collection	charge.	This	charge	
is	to	be	used	by	the	municipalities	for	costs	related	to	managing	waste	and	can	solely	
be	dedicated	to	that	specific	activity.	It	might	be	used	for	measures	such	as	encouraging	
more	recycling,	but	the	regulations	are	strict	and	municipalities	are,	for	example,	not	
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allowed	 to	 use	 the	money	 for	 things	 such	 as	 information	 campaigns	 to	 households	
about	ways	to	reduce	their	waste	(official,	the	Swedish	Waste	Management	Association).	
This	results	in	an	insecurity	among	municipalities	about	how	to	finance	such	measures	
and	waste	prevention	needs,	 consequently,	 to	 compete	with	other	activities	 such	as	
schools	and	nursing	homes	in	order	to	be	assigned	financing	in	the	budget	(ibid).	This,	
in	 turn,	 is	 connected	 to	 a	 general	 lack	 of	 clarity	 regarding	 the	 municipalities’	
responsibility	 and	 mandate	 in	 the	 area	 of	 waste	 prevention.	 The	 Swedish	
Environmental	Code	states	 the	obligation	 for	municipalities	 to	describe	measures	to	
prevent	waste	in	their	waste	plans,	but	this	is	not	linked	to	any	explicit	legislated	or	
regulated	obligation	for	the	municipalities	to	actually	enact	any	of	those	measures	to	
prevent	household	waste	(SOU	2017:22,	2017).	The	practical	hindrances	that	this	lack	
of	clarity	result	in	can	be	witnessed	in	a	confusion	among	the	municipalities	in	regard	
to	what	they	are	actually	“allowed”	to	do:		
	

One	 obstacle	 today	 is	 (…)	 this	 thing	 with	 the	 charge	 financing	 –	 that	 the	
municipalities,	 or	 the	 waste	 departments	 in	 the	municipalities	 only	 work	 with	
revenue	 that	comes	 from	the	refuse	collection	charge.	 	And	there	 is	a	very	clear	
framework	for	what	that	money	may	be	used	for,	and	prevention	is	not	included	in	
that.	So	that	is	an	obvious	restriction,	a	true	obstacle.	(…)	[W]e	[the	Swedish	Waste	
Management	Association]	are	supposed	to	work	very	actively	with	this	issue	but	
we	are	not	allowed	to	do	that	because	of	this	non-existing	mandate,	this	restriction	
in	the	legislation.	And	that	is	clear-cut	prevention.	But	re-use	can	to	a	large	extent	
be	placed	within	this	term,	so	it’s	a	tough	legislation	in	that	sense	and	there	are	
quite	a	number	of	municipalities	 that	are	unsure:	 “what	can	we	do?	Can	we	get	
punished	if	we	do	this?”.	And	some	are	brave	and	test	things	out,	others	are	more	
cautious	 because	 they	 don’t	 want	 to	 risk	 anything.	 So	 that’s	 an	 obstacle	 –	 this	
uncertainty	about	what	you	can	and	can’t	do	as	a	municipality,	or	as	a	waste	unit	at	
a	municipality	(…)	(official,	the	Swedish	Waste	Management	Association).		

	
Another	official	working	with	coordination	between	municipalities	in	the	area	of	
waste	prevention	points	to	a	similar	confusion	and	a	lack	of	clear	roles:	
	

And	then,	there	is	no	obvious	performer	of	waste	prevention…	because	perhaps	it	
shouldn’t	 really	be	 laid	at	 the	 feet	of	 the	waste	department	 [at	the	municipality,	
note],	because	they	are	supposed	to	take	care	of	the	waste	that	emerges.	Maybe	it	
should	 be	 Environment,	 or	 Consumer	 Information.	 So	 that’s	 a	 problem	 as	well,	
really.	As	it	has	turned	out,	it	is	the	waste	management	department	that	most	often	
deals	 with	 it,	 but	 there’s	 a	 need	 for	 a	 much	 better	 collaboration	 within	 the	
municipality.	And	the	waste	management	department	is	not	really	allowed	to	work	
with	it	either	because	of…	All	of	the	waste	management	department	is	financed	by	
the	refuse	collection	charge,	they	have	no	tax	revenues	(official,	Gothenburg	region).	

	
The	inquiry	on	circular	economy	(SOU	2017:22)	targets	this	obstacle	by	identifying	the	
need	 to	 clarify	 the	 responsibility	 of	 municipalities	 in	 regards	 to	 waste	 prevention,	
arguing	that	such	a	clarification	might	serve	both	to	raise	the	municipalities’	ambition	
levels	and	to	strengthen	their	strategic	work	in	this	area	(SOU	2017:22,	2017,	p.	292).	



	 156	

The	clarification	of	 responsibility	should,	 according	 to	 the	public	 inquiry,	 include	an	
obligation	for	the	municipalities	to	inform	their	inhabitants	about	how	to	prevent	waste	
and	 to	 facilitate	 the	 collection	 and	 sorting	 of	 recyclable	 products	 (ibid).	 To	 enable	
activities	 related	 to	 this	 expanded	 and	 clarified	 responsibility,	 the	 inquiry	 further	
argues	for	a	change	in	the	regulation	covering	the	refuse	collection	charge	in	order	to	
open	up	for	the	financing	of	waste	prevention	measures	targeted	at	private	households.	
This	would,	it	is	argued,	come	with	socio-economic	gains	and	also	benefit	the	overall	
work	with	the	waste	hierarchy:	
	

If	 it	 is	more	difficult	for	the	municipalities	to	finance	those	measures	that	are	of	
highest	priority	and	the	most	socio-economically	efficient	compared	to	traditional	
waste	management,	this	threatens	to	conserve	behaviours	and	the	current	system.		
If	the	municipal	refuse	collection	charge	can	also	be	used	for	waste	prevention,	it	
creates	 better	 conditions	 for	 working	 in	 accordance	 with	 the	 whole	 waste	
hierarchy	in	a	more	uniform	manner	(SOU	2017:22,	2017,	p.	295	own	translation).	

	
	
Another	obstacle	that	was	pointed	out	in	relation	to	the	refusal	collection	fee	was	that	
it	is	extremely	price	sensitive,	that	is,	that	citizens	are	known	to	react	negatively	in	the	
event	of	a	raising	of	the	fee	(official,	the	Swedish	Waste	Management	Association).	This	
makes	it	an	obstacle	in	“two	steps”:	first,	the	regulations	need	to	open	up	and	allow	for	
the	 financing	of	waste	prevention	activities;	second,	 there	 is	 the	challenge	of	getting	
acceptance	–	both	among	politicians	and	citizens	-	for	the	necessary	raising	of	the	fee	
that	this	would	imply	(ibid).		
	
All	of	the	informants	who	mentioned	the	waste	management	system	and	financing	as	
an	obstacle	in	their	current	work	correspondingly	expressed	their	strong	support	for	
the	 suggested	 measures	 presented	 in	 the	 inquiry	 on	 circular	 economy.	 Another	
measure	suggested	to	move	the	waste	prevention	work	forward	was	proposed	by	the	
official	 from	 the	 Swedish	 Waste	 Management	 Association.	 For	 a	 few	 years	 the	
association	has	provided	training	for	“waste	prevention	coaches”	for	their	municipality	
members.	The	concept	of	waste	prevention	coaches	is	based	on	the	model	of	energy	
advisors	 that	 has	 been	 present	 in	municipalities	 for	many	 years	 directed	 at	 private	
households	and	businesses,	giving	advice	on	how	to	achieve	lower	and	more	efficient	
and	 climate-friendly	 energy	 use.	 In	 the	 long	 run,	 the	 Swedish	 Waste	 Management	
Association	official	wished	for	the	establishment	of	similar	waste	prevention	coaches	
in	all	Swedish	municipalities.	Such	coaches	would	be	valuable	in	the	waste	prevention	
work,	 with	 their	 understanding	 of	 resource	 efficiency	 and	 behaviour	 as	well	 as	 the	
relation	between	 them,	providing	pedagogic	knowledge	about	necessary	prevention	
measures	(official,	Swedish	Waste	Management	Association).	
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The	 potential	 of	 waste	 prevention	 work	 in	 promoting	 a	 more	 sufficiency-oriented	
politics	can	also	be	seen	from	the	fact	that	several	of	the	officials	mentioned	it	as	being	
a	much	 less	politically	 sensitive	 issue	 than	consumption	 reduction	 (see	 for	example	
quote	 above	 by	 the	 official	 from	 the	 Swedish	 Environmental	 Protection	 Agency).	 It	
might	 therefore,	 in	some	cases,	be	more	efficient	 to	 talk	of	waste	prevention	work	 if	
aiming	at	collaboration	between	actors	with	many	different	interests.			
	
An	important	note	to	make	on	waste	prevention	is	that	the	municipalities	have	quite	
strict	 regulations	 in	 regard	 to	 their	 own	 waste	 as	 well	 as	 to	 the	 management	 and	
prevention	of	household	waste,	whereas	businesses	face	looser	regulations	(Corvellec	
et	 al.,	 2018;	 official,	 Swedish	 Waste	 Management	 Association).	 This	 is	 crucial	 to	
highlight,	seeing	that	it	is	not	the	households	that	create	the	majority	of	the	waste	in	
Sweden,	 but	 the	 production	 side	 (ibid).	 Corvellec	 et	 al.	 (2018)	 further	 highlight	 the	
central	question	of	the	legitimacy	of	waste	creation	and	point	out	that	producers	and	
consumers	 today	 practically	 have	 an	 unlimited	 right	 to	 produce	waste.	 They	 argue	
therefore	that	one	critical	element	of	waste	prevention	is	to	change	the	social	norm	in	
regard	to	waste	production	–	from	the	current	norm	of	accepting	the	production	of	a	
lot	 of	 waste	 to	 one	 that	 does	 not	 accept	 it	 and	 instead	 rewards	 the	 limitation	 and	
prevention	of	waste	(Corvellec	et	al.,	2018).	
	
	
	
Insecure financing and political priorities 
	
In	the	period	when	the	interviews	for	this	study	were	conducted	with	officials	and	civil	
society	representatives,	Swedish	politics	found	itself	in	a	period	of	paralysis	after	the	
national	election	of	September	2018,	the	result	of	which	left	the	country	in	a	situation	
with	no	clear	political	majority	to	form	a	government.	The	discussions,	deliberations	
and	disputes	between	the	main	parties	went	on	for	months,	leaving	Sweden	in	a	state	
of	limbo	in	what	turned	out	to	be	the	longest	period	without	a	government	in	its	modern	
history	 (Mattson,	 2019).	 The	 election	 results	 were	 similarly	 unclear	 in	 many	
municipalities	and	counties,	pressuring	parties	to	form	new	cooperation	constellations	
in	order	to	be	able	 to	govern.	 In	 the	end,	a	new	government	was	 formed	by	the	two	
former	government	parties	(the	Social	Democrats	and	the	Green	Party)	in	January	of	
2019,	after	an	agreement	with	the	Liberal	Party	and	the	Centre	Party.	For	a	large	part	
of	2019,	however,	this	new	Government	was	confined	to	work	on	the	basis	of	a	budget	
they	did	not	elaborate	themselves,	as	a	result	of	the	political	turmoil	which	in	December	
2018	led	the	parliament	to	accept	a	budget	for	2019	presented	by	the	two	conservative	
parties,	the	Moderates	and	the	Christian	Democrats	(SVT	Nyheter,	2018).			
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This	 special	 situation	 served	 to	 illuminate	 the	 obstacle	 of	 work	 on	 sustainable	
consumption	often	being	dependent	upon	the	political	priorities	at	the	national	as	well	
as	the	regional	and	local	levels	and	thus	possibly	being	vulnerable	to	budget	changes	
due	to	changes	in	political	power.	At	the	national	level,	the	budget	that	was	accepted	
for	 2019	withdrew	 the	 former	 government’s	 investment	Klimatklivet	 (“The	 Climate	
Stride”)	–	a	 funding	 for	projects	aimed	at	 reducing	GHG	emissions.33	Gothenburg	-	 a	
municipality	with	a	long	history	of	a	Social	Democratic	majority	–	can	serve	to	illustrate	
an	 example	 of	 the	 same	problem	 at	 the	 local	 level.	 In	 the	 autumn	of	 2018,	 the	 new	
political	majority	in	the	city	adopted	a	budget	for	2019	which	cut	the	former	support	to	
coordination	of	cross-unit	sustainability	work	and	projects	in	the	city,	some	of	which	
were	 still	 on-going.	 This	 was	 a	 special	 fund	 linked	 to	 the	 city’s	 Climate	 Strategy	
Program 34 	and	 aimed	 to	 facilitate	 the	 work	 towards	 reaching	 Gothenburg’s	
environmental	goals	(official,	City	of	Gothenburg).	This	budget	cut	created	confusion	
and	doubts	regarding	how	these	projects	and	collaborations	were	supposed	to	continue,	
as	the	goals	remained	as	well	as	the	money	for	each	unit’s	work	within	its	“own”	area	
but	 the	money	to	coordinate	and	support	cross-unit	projects	and	collaborations	was	
withdrawn.	One	official	talked	about	the	uncertainty	this	had	created:		
	

[I]n	Gothenburg,	as	in	many	other	places,	there	has	been	a	shift	in	political	power,	
which	resulted	in	very	big	consequences	from	a	sustainability	perspective	in	the	
city,	because	this	MIST35	money	–	the	environment	stimulation	funds…	even	if	that	
fund	has	been	reduced,	it	has	still	been	very	important	in	order	to	run	project	and	
development	work	within	the	sustainability	area	and	in	order	to	be	able	to	have	
supporting	functions.	(…)	And	that	is	a	challenge	right	now.	We	don’t	know	how	we	
will	 be	working	with	 these	 issues	 in	 time	 to	 come,	we	have	 been	working	very	
actively	with	them	(official,	City	of	Gothenburg).		

	
The	problem	experienced	in	this	case	can	further	serve	to	emphasize	the	importance	of	
coordination	and	cooperation	between	different	actors	and	activities	in	order	to	push	
the	work	for	sustainable	consumption	forward,	a	factor	highlighted	by	several	of	the	
officials	 interviewed.	 In	 the	 Gothenburg	 case,	 the	 units	 and	 departments	 still	 had	
funding	for	their	own	core	work	in	the	sustainability	area,	but	this	was	experienced	by	
the	interviewed	official	as	a	work	“in	silos”	(official,	City	of	Gothenburg).	
			
Also	 related	 to	 funding	and	political	power	 shifts	 is	 the	 fact	 that	municipal	projects	
focusing	 on	 encouraging	 sustainable	 consumption	 are	 often	 externally	 funded	 and	

																																																								
33	This	withdrawal	of	funds	was	later	compensated	when	the	elected	government	presented	their	spring	
budget	in	April	2019.	
34	The	 “environmental	 stimulation	 funds”	 (miljöstimulansmedel)	 have	 been	 available	 for	 3-4	 years	 in	
Gothenburg,	 financing	 the	 coordination	 of	 projects	 run	 in	 collaboration	 between	 different	 units	 and	
departments.	 Examples	 are	 Circular	 Gothenburg	 and	 the	work	 for	 toxic	 free	 pre-schools.	 The	 funds	
amounted	to	45	million	SEK	per	year	the	first	two	years,	and	were	later	cut	to	17	million	SEK	(official,	
Gothenburg	city).		
35	MIST	–	miljöstimulansmedel.	See	footnote	above.	
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organized	within	projects,	 as	pointed	out	 by	Bernstad	 Saraiva	&	Andersson	 (2017).	
Their	mapping	of	municipal	work	in	this	area	identified	the	two	most	important	factors	
behind	a	successful	sustainable	consumption	project	or	intervention	as	being	external	
funding	and	secondly	 local	politicians	and	officials	who	are	committed.	Even	though	
many	 projects	have	 indeed	 been	 successful,	 the	 dependence	 on	 those	 factors	 at	 the	
same	time	makes	municipalities’	work	in	this	area	quite	vulnerable,	seen	as	it	is	often	
restricted	 by	 project	 financing	 and	 bound	 up	 with	 strong	 individual	 commitment	
among	officials	 and	 politicians	who	might	 leave	 their	 positions	 (Bernstad	Saraiva	&	
Andersson,	2017).	These	factors	are	also	mentioned	by	Dawkins	et	al.	(2019)	as	two	
substantial	 barriers	 to	 the	 effective	 implementation	 of	 sustainable	 consumption	
measures	at	the	local	level	(Dawkins	et	al.,	2019).	One	official	also	mentioned	“project	
fatigue”	 as	 an	 obstacle	 –	 that	 limited	 resources	 can	make	 it	 difficult	 to	 find	 enough	
people	and	actors	who	are	able	and	have	the	energy	to	participate	in	projects	(official,	
region	 of	 Västra	 Götaland).	 To	 improve	 the	 conditions	 for	 the	municipalities’	 work,	
Bernstad	 Saraiva	 &	 Andersson	 recommend	 a	 clarification	 of	 the	 municipalities’	
possibilities	to	finance	projects	aiming	at	sustainable	consumption	with	tax	revenue,	
reforming	 the	 regulations	 and	 laws	 that	 are	 now	 hindering	 the	 implementation	 of	
sustainable	consumption	activities	at	the	local	level,	and	clarifying	the	municipalities’	
mandate	within	several	areas		(Bernstad	Saraiva	&	Andersson,	2017).	
	
	
	
Facilitating through urban planning 
	
The	area	of	urban	planning	was	also	mentioned	as	having	potential	 for	a	 transition.	
Informants	suggested	that	it	would	be	helpful	to	plan	for	“non-consumption”	activities,	
and	 to	 dedicate	 more	 public	 space	 to	 activities	 such	 as	 repairing,	 sharing,	 and	
borrowing,	 etc.	One	official	 explicitly	mentioned	 that	 the	work	on	waste	prevention	
would	benefit	 from	collaboration	with	several	other	units	at	 the	municipal	 level,	 for	
example	with	urban	planning:		

	
Well,	there’s	really	a	need	for	many	different	[collaborations],	for	example…	land	
use	planning	-	because	you	need	space	for	prevention.	It	could	be	an	area	assigned	
to	 swapping	 and	 it	 could	 be	 that	 you	 create	 some	 kind	 of	 cultural	 experience	
instead	of	a	retail	store.	There	are	a	lot	of	different	solutions	like	that,	simply	that	
you	try	to	replace	consumption	with	an	experience,	and	that	needs	to	be	included	
in	the	land	use	planning	(official,	Gothenburg	region).	

	
Another	official	at	the	City	of	Gothenburg	also	mentioned	the	need	for	space	in	regard	
to	 facilitating	 waste	 prevention	 and	 alternative,	 more	 sustainable	 consumption	
practices,	and	expressed	a	wish	to	create	a	storage	facility	that	would	facilitate	the	reuse,	
reparation	and	upcycle	of,	for	example,	the	city’s	procured	office	furniture	(official,	City	
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of	 Gothenburg).	 When	 it	 comes	 to	 changing	 consumer	 behaviour,	 one	 official	 also	
highlighted	 the	 strong	 potential	 of	 digitalization,	 especially	 in	 terms	 of	 stimulating	
more	sharing	among	consumers	(official,	Swedish	Environmental	Protection	Agency).				
	
	
 
Public authorities taking the lead 
	
Something	that	was	repeatedly	mentioned	in	the	interviews	with	officials	at	the	local	
and	regional	level	was	the	great	potential	for	change	that	the	authorities	at	these	levels	
carry	in	their	role	as	large	scale	procurers	and	employers.	As	procurers	of,	for	example,	
food	to	schools,	hygiene	products	to	nursing	homes	and	other	care	facilities,	and	office	
material	 and	 furniture	 to	hundreds	of	 offices,	municipalities	 and	 regions	 can	 set	 an	
important	example	when	 it	 comes	 to	sustainable	procurement.	 In	 this	way	 they	 can	
show	 local	businesses	 that	 there	 is	 a	demand	for,	 for	example,	more	vegetarian	and	
locally	produced	food,	alternatives	to	single-use	plastic	sheets	and	aprons	in	nursing	
homes,	and	office	furniture	that	is	reused	or	designed	for	circular	use.	
	
The	city	of	Gothenburg	is	an	example	of	when	politicians	have	set	ambitious	goals	for	
both	reduced	emissions	and	waste	prevention	that	have	had	an	effect	not	only	for	the	
communication	towards	the	city’s	inhabitants,	but	also	–	and	perhaps	even	more	–	for	
the	internal	work	within	all	of	the	city’s	activities.	According	to	the	city’s	Environment	
Programme,	all	the	municipal	activities	have	a	responsibility	to	reduce	their	waste	and	
set	an	ambitious	example	for	the	inhabitants	of	Gothenburg	(Göteborgs	stad:	Kretslopp	
och	vatten,	n.d.).	According	to	the	Climate	Strategy	Programme	adopted,	the	goal	of	the	
city	 is	 to	 reduce	 waste	 volume	 per	 inhabitant	 by	 30%	 between	 2010	 and	 2030	
(Miljöförvaltningen	 Göteborgs	 stad,	 2014).	 The	 department	 responsible	 for	 waste	
management	 has	 produced	 guides	 and	 checklists	 for	 reducing	 waste	 in	 offices,	 at	
nursing	 homes	 and	 at	 schools,	 as	well	 as	 for	 preventing	waste	 in	 the	 procurement	
process.	There	are	also	guides	for	businesses	such	as	restaurants	and	cafés	operating	
in	 the	 city	and	 for	apartment	buildings	 (Göteborgs	 stad:	Kretslopp	och	vatten,	n.d.).	
Several	activities	in	the	city	have	also	worked	very	dedicatedly	with	waste	prevention	
and	can	show	impressive	results.	One	example	is	the	pilot	project	performed	in	2015-
2016	at	Sekelbo	nursing	home,	in	which	the	food	waste	was	decreased	by	23%	and	the	
residual	 waste	 with	 10%	 in	 just	 six	 months	 (ibid).	 The	 positive	 results	 led	 to	 the	
decision	 that	 all	 nursing	homes	 in	Gothenburg	 should	go	 through	 the	 same	process	
(official,	city	of	Gothenburg).	This	has	proven	to	have	positive	results	not	only	in	the	
area	of	waste	prevention,	according	to	the	official	at	the	city	of	Gothenburg,	but	also	in	
regard	to	reduced	consumption	and,	consequently,	a	reduction	in	purchases	of	food	and	
single	use	hygiene	products	such	as	diapers,	plastic	sheets	and	plastic	aprons	(ibid).	
These	are	results	that	can	be	quantified	both	in	terms	of	reduced	emissions	and	money	
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saved,	but,	 as	pointed	out	by	another	official,	 there	are	also	 results	 that	point	 to	an	
increased	well-being	among	the	elderly	residents	in	the	care	facility	and	an	improved	
working	environment	very	much	appreciated	by	the	employees	(official,	Gothenburg	
region).	 Similar	 results	 can	 be	 seen	 also	 in	 the	 case	 of	 the	 other	 two	 pilot	 project	
municipalities,	 according	 to	 the	 official	 at	 the	 Swedish	 Waste	 Management	
Association36:		
	

And	then	we	got	nice	results,	they	have	reduced	their	volume	[of	waste],	and	there	
were	many	many	‘soft’,	positive	values	experienced.	They	had	developed,	and	they	
had	better	order	[at	the	work	place],	and	at	one	place	they	even	found	it	became	
easier	 to	 recruit	 new	personnel,	 and…	yeah,	many	 soft	 values.	And	better	work	
environment,	better	environment	for	the	people	living	in	the	nursing	home,	and	so	
on.	 And	 those	were	 things	we	 hadn’t	 really	 expected.	 Because	we	 thought	 they	
would	save	money	and	reduce	their	environmental	impact,	and	we	hadn’t	really	
thought	about	it	much	more	than	that.	But	it	turned	out	to	be	a	lot	more.	And	that	
is	 also	 something	 that	 is	 difficult	 to	measure,	 but	 really	 important	 (official,	 the	
Swedish	Waste	Management	Association).	

	
In	regard	to	procurement,	the	“Circular	Gothenburg”	project	within	the	Gothenburg	city	
administration	 has	 supported	 different	 units	 in	 the	 procurement	 of	 reused	 and	 re-
designed	office	furniture	instead	of	new	furniture,	and	started	up	a	storage	system	in	
order	to	facilitate	the	exchange	of	furniture	between	different	units	and	offices	(official,	
city	 of	 Gothenburg).	 Together	 with	 the	 unit	 working	 with	 procurement,	 Circular	
Gothenburg	was	elaborating	two	new	framework	agreements	for	procurement	of	office	
furniture	 at	 the	 time	 of	 the	 interviews	 (January	 2019).	 One	 of	 these	 framework	
agreements	 was	 for	 reused	 and	 redesigned	 furniture	 and	 one	 for	 newly	 produced	
furniture	for	circular	use	(official,	Gothenburg	city).	The	region	of	Västra	Götaland	has	
also	done	an	extensive	work	in	this	area,	working	directly	with	furniture	producers	in	
the	region	to	persuade	them	to	try	more	circular	business	models	and	repair/redesign	
the	existing	stock	of	office	furniture	instead	of	producing	new	(official,	region	of	Västra	
Götaland).	According	to	the	officials	in	Västra	Götaland	and	Gothenburg	city,	this	work	
is	 of	 great	 importance	 in	 order	 to	 stimulate	 dialogues	 and	 cooperation	 with	 local	
businesses,	and	the	authorities	can	–	in	their	position	as	important,	“big”	customers	-	
point	to	the	demand	of	other	kinds	of	products	and	business	models	than	the	business-
as-usual	 ones.	 Sending	 such	 clear	 signals	 can	 in	 turn	 stimulate	 investments	 in	 the	
industry	 and	 businesses	 to	 try	 and	 satisfy	 that	 demand,	 something	 that	 eventually	

																																																								
36	The	 pilot	 projects	were	 followed	 closely	 by	 the	 Swedish	Waste	Management	Association,	and	 the	
official	from	the	association	mentioned	that	they	are	often	used	when	communicating	good	examples	of	
waste	prevention.	The	method	used	in	these	pilot	projects	was	developed	by	the	consultant	firm	Tyréns	
together	with	the	division	at	the	City	of	Gothenburg	responsible	for	waste	prevention	(“Kretslopp	och	
vatten”).	A	similar	concept	is	used	by	the	Swedish	Waste	Management	Association	in	their	training	of	
“waste	prevention	coaches”	(official,	Swedish	Waste	Management	Association).		
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might	result	in	a	greater	supply	of	these	kind	of	products	also	for	the	private	consumers	
in	the	region,	like	this	official	describes:		
	

[I]t	is	a	way	to	show	the	industry	–	the	furniture	industry	–	(…)	in	some	way	through,	
like…	a	little	stick,	carrot,	discussion…	[and]	support,	because	we	have	ordered	an	
expert	commission,	a	consultant,	who	has	done	the	job	with	producing	these	clear	
requests	and	what	it	is	we	expect.	They	don’t	need	to	find	it	out	[for	themselves],	
but	we	 are	 clear	 in	 our	 expectations	 and	 can	 accept	waiting	 for	 a	while	 before	
getting	everything	in	place.	But	it	is	also	a	clear	signal,	I	think,	towards…	like	IKEA,	
they’re	really	forward	in	these	issues	with	circularity	and	they	kind	of	work	both	
towards	companies	but	also	outwards,	to	inhabitants.	So	I	hope	that	our	internal	
work	in	the	city	can	have	a	positive	effect	for	the	inhabitants’	consumption	of	new	
things	(official,	city	of	Gothenburg).	

	
Apart	 from	 their	 role	 as	 big	 procurers,	 public	 authorities	 and	 agencies	 also	play	 an	
important	role	when	it	comes	to	funding	research	and	innovation	projects.	The	region	
of	Västra	Götaland	has,	for	example,	funded	several	regional	development	projects	in	
collaboration	with	 the	 furniture	 and	 fashion	 industry	 that	 aim	 to	 look	 into	ways	 in	
which	 the	 circular	 business	 model	 could	 work	 as	 smoothly	 as	 the	 linear	 ones,	
investigating	 the	 changes	 needed	 in	 infrastructure,	 policy-making	 and	 business	
development	(official,	region	of	Västra	Götaland).	
	
When	it	comes	to	the	role	of	the	municipality	and/or	region	to	“take	the	lead”	in	work	
on	 waste	 prevention	 and	 sustainable	 consumption/procurement,	 this	 was	 only	
mentioned	 in	positive	terms	by	the	 informants	who	repeatedly	underlined	the	great	
potential	 in	 this	 area.	 It	 should	however	be	emphasized	again	 that	 the	 regional	 and	
municipal	authorities	chosen	for	this	study	are	in	many	ways	to	be	seen	as	the	front	
runners	in	regard	to	work	on	sustainable	consumption	and	waste	prevention	in	Sweden.	
It	 could	 therefore	 perhaps	 be	 argued	 that	 in	 municipalities	 and	 regions	 lacking	
ambitious	goals	and	interest	in	strategic	work	in	these	areas,	the	absence	of	such	could	
constitute	a	significant	obstacle.	
	
	
	
Civil society actors pushing for change 
	
The	civil	society	representatives	interviewed	for	this	study	seemed	to	agree	on	the	role	
of	 civil	 society	as	an	 important	driving	 force	 in	 the	 transition	 to	a	more	sustainable	
society	with	less	material	consumption.	They	highlighted	factors	such	as	closeness	to	
the	consumers	(members)	themselves,	cooperation	with	other	actors	(other	NGOs	and	
networks,	 businesses	 and	 public	 actors),	 spreading	 information	 and	 pushing	 for	
political	change	as	important	elements	of	their	work.	One	task	is,	for	example,	to	spread	
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awareness	 about	 the	 impact	 of	 current	 consumption	 patterns	 at	 the	 same	 time	 as	
inspiring	change,	as	described	here:	
	

And	we	try	to	inspire	(…)	the	consumer,	without	moralizing,	to	think	that	perhaps	
one	doesn’t	need	a	lot.	They	should	strive	for	reflection.	Because	it’s	so	easy	in	the	
consumerist	society	we	live	in	today	that	we	do	things	on	routine	and	are	just	used	
to	how	one	buys	[things]	because	it’s	what	one	should	do	–	it’s	what	you	have	been	
“taught”,	so	to	speak.	But	we	want	to	highlight	another	perspective,	that	is,	first	of	
all	to	pose	the	question	“do	you	really	need	this?”.	Simply	to	inspire	an	alternative	
way	of	consuming.	So	we	(…)	present	research	and	statistics	and	so	on	in	our	social	
media	–	“this	is	the	hard	truth”	–	but	then	we	try	to	tweak	it	towards	“BUT	you	can	
think…”	and	“YOU	can	do”	this	and	this	and	this	–	not	“this	is	the	hard	truth,	and	
you	suck”	[laughter]	(civil	society	representative).	

	
In	 relation	 to	 inspiration,	 another	 civil	 society	 representative	 talked	 about	 the	
organization’s	upcoming	campaign,	aiming	at	putting	together	all	their	ideas	about	the	
changes	that	are	needed	and	creating	a	positive	picture	of	the	world	they	envision:	

	
[I]	believe	 that	 if	you	are	 to	be	able	 to	get	someone	on	board	on	a	 journey	 that	
sometimes	will	mean	 stepping	 away	 from	what	one	 is	 used	 to	and	 considers	 as	
‘natural’,	then	you	need	to	paint	an	attractive	future,	and	you	need	to	believe	that	it	
is	there	(civil	society	representative).	

	
The	 civil	 society	 representatives	 also	 underlined	 the	 potential	 and	 importance	 of	
working	at	different	levels	simultaneously,	that	is,	problematizing	the	role	of	individual	
consumption	at	the	same	time	as	lobbying	for	political	change.	One	NGO	representative	
stated	the	organization’s	belief	in	politics	as	a	strong	driver	for	change	in	society	and	
reflected	upon	political	measures	as	a	way	to	get	a	 lot	of	 things	done	that	otherwise	
tend	 to	 “short	 circuit”	 when	 too	many	 actors	 try	 to	 agree	 on	 an	 issue.	 She	 further	
highlighted	how	civil	society	mobilization	and	politics	often	work	best	when	they	work	
together:	
	

If	we	have	a	campaign	and	can	point	to	a	changed	behaviour,	if	we	can	get	things	to	
happen	on	the	market,	then	it’s	a	lot	easier	later	on	to	get	politics	that	support	that	
development	(civil	society	representative).	

	
This	“double	effect”	was	also	pointed	out	by	another	representative,	who	emphasized	
that	even	small	political	measures	can	have	an	impact	on	public	interest	in	the	issue:	
	

When	working	for	sustainable	consumption	and	more	reuse	in	general,	repairs	and	
so	on,	then	you	have	both	the	effect	of	the	implementation	of	the	political	decision	
in	itself	and	the	debate	that	it	can	stimulate	(civil	society	representative).	

	
In	this	way,	the	civil	society	organizations	and	networks	that	work	to	promote	more	
sustainable	(and	reduced)	consumption,	illustrate	how	public	attitudes	are	of	crucial	
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importance	when	it	comes	to	the	willingness	among	politicians	to	deal	with	an	issue,	
and,	 further,	 that	 civil	 society	 in	Sweden	plays	an	 important	 role	both	 in	regards	 to	
engaging	and	informing	consumers	and	in	pushing	the	public	debate	towards	a	change	
in	the	norms	regarding	consumption	(as	pointed	out	by,	for	example,	Mont	et	al.,	2013).	
	
	
	
Difficulties and potential in norms, culture and habits  
	
Just	 as	 norms	 and	 culture	 to	 a	 large	 degree	were	 experienced	 as	 obstacles	 to	more	
sufficient	consumption	practices	by	the	buy-nothing	group	(see	chapter	4),	they	were	
also	 very	 much	 considered	 as	 such	 by	 the	 people	 working	 with	 sustainable	
consumption	 and	 waste	 prevention	 issues.	 Habits,	 norms	 and	 culture,	 or	 human	
psychology,	were	often	mentioned	by	the	officials	and	by	civil	society	representatives	
as	being	direct	obstacles	to	behaviour	change:	
	

And	then…	other	obstacles	are	of	course…	us	humans	[laughter]	–	that	we	are	the	
way	we	are.	It’s	difficult	to	change,	we	are	comfortable,	we	want	our	things	and	the	
life	that	we	have.	We	live	well,	most	of	us	in	this	country,	and	of	course	it’s	a	large	
obstacle	to	realize	 that	we	need	to	change	ourselves	quite	a	 lot.	That’s	a	mental	
obstacle,	it	really	is	(official,	the	Swedish	Waste	Management	Association).	

	
One	official	explained	the	difficulties	in	reaching	the	goal	of	reducing	consumption,	one	
of	the	goals	set	in	the	region’s	waste	management	plan:		
	

One	of	the	most	difficult	[goals]	is	the	quantity	of	waste	and	to	reduce	it,	because	it	
keeps	increasing	all	the	time.	Because	people	have	too	much	damn	money	and	buy	
a	lot.	Sure,	they	can	recycle	or	give	away	stuff,	but	they	buy	even	more.	One	problem	
we	have	is	that	we	receive	a	lot	of	nice	things	[at	the	recycling	stations,	note],	but	
no	one	really	wants	to	buy	those	–	they	buy	new	stuff	instead.	[…]	So	that’s	quite	
interesting,	 it’s	 a	 consumption	 habit	 that	 needs	 to	 change	 (official,	 Gothenburg	
Region).		

	
The	 following	quote	by	 the	official	 at	 the	Swedish	Environmental	Protection	Agency	
further	 points	 to	 the	 connection	 between	 the	 system	 lock-in	 effects	 and	 the	 norms	
governing	our	social	(and,	to	a	large	extent,	our	consumer)	behaviour:	
	

The	largest	obstacle	I	guess	is…	well,	it’s	the	economic	system	and	the	pursuit	of	
increased	GDP,	that’s	probably	the	largest	obstacle.	(…)	That	is	probably	the	single	
largest	obstacle	and	that	which…		like,	all	of	our	culture	around	this	endeavour	that	
we	become	happier	when	we	own	more….	The	view	of	ownership	linked	to	well-
being.	Those	are	probably	the	two	biggest	obstructions	on	an	overall	level.	And	that	
we	are	pushed	into…	when	equality	increases	between	people,	there	is	a	need	for	
external	 ways	 of	 showing	 one’s	 importance.	 And	 it	 kind	 of	 becomes…	 it	 is	
strengthened	by	that	money…	that	you	have	to	show	that	you	have	money	in	some	
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way.	I	don’t	know,	it’s	all	of	our	society	and	it’s	connected	but	it’s	also	about	being	
happ…	well,	successful,	it’s	so	strongly	linked	to	money	and	stuff	and	not	to	intellect	
or	culture	or	so	on	(official,	Swedish	Environmental	Protection	Agency).	

	
There	seemed	to	be	somewhat	of	a	consensus	among	the	informants	that	a	change	in	
the	culture	and	norms	in	place	in	Sweden	today	is	crucial	in	order	to	achieve	a	transition	
to	 a	more	 sustainable	 society.	 The	 ideas	on	 how	 such	 changes	 could	 possibly	 come	
about	varied,	but	overall	both	the	officials	and	the	civil	society	representatives	returned	
to	the	central	importance	of	simplicity	and	attractiveness	in	regard	to	more	sustainable,	
“consumption-reduced”	 lifestyles.	 There	 further	 seemed	 to	 be	 a	 consensus	 that	
sustainable	alternatives	need	to	be	made	the	easiest	and	most	obvious	ones	to	choose,	
as	 well	 as	 made	 attractive	 to	 a	 large	 majority.	 Looking	 beyond	 this,	 however,	 the	
informants	also	called	for	a	normative	transition	–	both	in	regards	to	what	is	valued	as	
important	 for	 our	 well-being	 and	 contentment,	 and	 to	 what	 is	 considered	 to	 be	
attractive	or	desirable.	One	official	argued	that	the	most	important	factors	for	reducing	
consumption	are	to	inspire	consumers	to	make	different	choices,	in	combination	with	
a	norm	transition	that	can	serve	to	increase	the	attractiveness	of	sustainable	choices	
(and	at	the	same	time	decrease	the	attractiveness	of	the	unsustainable	ones).	Referring	
to	 the	 ongoing	 debate	 in	 Sweden	 regarding	 emissions	 related	 to	 flying	 -	 where	 the	
norms	have	started	to	shift,	making	it	“cooler”	to	take	the	train	and	almost	shameful	to	
book	a	flight37	-	the	official	argued	that	it	would	be	of	great	help	with	a	similar	norm	
shift	in	regards	to	fashion:	
	

[S]omething	similar	is	beginning	in	the	fashion	industry	as	well,	that	it	is	seen	as	
equally	trendy	-	and	hopefully	soon	even	better	–	to	make	sustainable	choices	at	
the	same	time	as	I’m	being	fashion	conscious.	To	be	conscious	about	fashion	doesn’t	
necessarily	mean	 that	 I	 buy	 new	 things	 all	 the	 time.	 You	 can	 buy	 two	 items	 of	
clothing	at	a	second-hand	shop	and	remake	them	into	a	third,	and	that	is	seen	as	
equally	hip.	Then	you	would	move	faster	towards	change,	because…	I	often	return	
to	attractiveness.	They	need	to	become	attractive,	the	choices	we	make.	If	we	find	
a	 really	 environmentally	 smart	 solution	 but	 people	 find	 it	 ugly	 or	 boring	 or	
something,	then…	it	might	work	to	change	it	in	that	direction	but	it	will	require	such	
darn	time	and	we	don’t	have	time	for	that	(…).	Now,	I’d	like	to	get	the	large	majority	
to	want	to	make	other	choices,	and	then	we	must	have	some	shortcuts	to	make	it	
move	a	bit	 faster	and	then	 I	 think	 the	 level	of	attractiveness	 is	pretty	 important	
(official,	region	of	Västra	Götaland).	

	
Another	official,	who	also	talked	from	the	experience	of	having	worked	as	a	municipal	
energy	advisor,	facilitating	the	installation	of	solar	panels,	linked	this	attractiveness	to	
the	impression	that	it	becomes	easier	to	do	something	that	we	see	others	do:	

																																																								
37	Illustrated	by	the	new	Swedish	expression	flygskam	(“flight	shame”)	that	has	rendered	international	
attention	and	been	exported	to	other	languages	during	2018-2019	as	well	as	translated	to	flugscham	in	
German	and	vliegschaamte	in	Dutch	(Vidal,	2019).	
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I	believe	it’s	like	this,	that	what	makes	one	change	one’s	habit	–	that	is	that	you	have	
to	keep	 repeating	and	 repeating	and	 repeating.	And	 then,	when	 friends	 and	the	
neighbour	and	those	people	start	doing	things	–	then	you	start	taking	it	all	in.	(…)	
It	can	be	like	this	[with	solar	panels]:	“well,	that	sounds	good,	but…	we’ll	wait”.	But	
then	there’s	always	someone	who	starts	in	the	end.	And	if	there’s	this	street	–	like	
if	 someone	 on	 that	 street	 puts	 up	 solar	 panels,	 well,	 then	 the	 neighbours	 start	
looking,	and,	like…	“if	Andersson	can	put	them	up,	then	I	guess	it	wasn’t	too	bad…	
he’s	had	them	for	a	year	now	and	he’s	really	pleased.	Well,	I	guess	I	dare	to	do	it	too,	
then”.	And	then	Andersson	[sic!]	puts	them	up,	or	Jonasson.	Okay	–	“now	both	of	
them	have	put	up	[the	solar	panels,	note],	and	they’re	pleased.	Then	I’ll	start.”	Or	if	
one’s	in-laws	have	put	them	up,	or…	when	it	comes	close.	(…)	[S]o	it’s	probably	to…	
help	to	facilitate.	Not	to	lecture	people,	I	don’t	believe	in	that.	But	more…	tips	and	
advice	 and…	 yeah,	 that	 one	 facilitates,	 that	 one	 prepares	 the	 ground.	 That	 it	
becomes	easier	(official,	Örebro	municipality).	
	

It	is	also	about	changing	the	view	of	what	might	be	seen	as	a	good	living	standard	and	
encouraging	contentment,	as	illustrated	by	this	quote:	
	

[I]	return	to	this	Swedish	expression	of	“lagom”38	–	when	is	it	good	enough?	When	
does	it	become	“lagom”	in	order	for	me	to	have	a	decently	good	life	and	for	others	
to	be	able	to	have	it	as	well?	(…)	[P]erhaps	we	don’t	need	to	lower	the	standard	of	
living	 but	 maybe	 we	 don’t	 need	 to	 buy	 so	 darn	 much,	 that	 is	 maybe	 what’s	
important	in	a	good	living	standard.	We	have	such	awful	amounts	of	things	and	we	
almost	think	that	we	get	a	better	standard	of	living	if	we	get	rid	of	a	lot	of	things.	
And	to	get	people	to…	It’s	probably	about	getting	people	to	be	a	bit	more	content.	
(official,	region	of	Västra	Götaland.)	

	
In	terms	of	potential	in	this	area,	almost	all	of	the	officials	were	cautiously	optimistic	
about	 what	 they	 experienced	 as	 a	 change	 in	 the	 current	 Swedish	 debate	 about	
sustainability,	where	more	weight	is	also	put	on	the	cultural	aspects.	This	can	also	be	
seen	 in	 regard	 to	 consumption	 trends	 and	 culture,	 where	 changes	 in	 the	 public	
discourse	 around	sustainable	 consumption	 in	 recent	 years	 have	 served	 to	 steer	 the	
focus	more	towards	the	total	volume	of	Swedish	consumption	and	the	need	to	reduce	
it	 (and	 not,	 as	 earlier,	mostly	 focusing	 on	 “choosing	 differently”	 and	 the	 production	
process	of	different	products).	A	sign	of	the	times	was	that	the	research	institute	HUI	
research	(owned	by	the	Swedish	Trade	Federation)	appointed	the	recycled	garment	as	
“Christmas	gift	of	the	year”	in	2018	(HUI	Research,	2018).	The	same	year	also	saw	an	
increasing	 interest	 (and	 more	 debates)	 in	 media	 about	 the	 environmental	
consequences	 of	 Black	 Friday-induced	 shopping	 and	 growing	 engagement	 in	
counteractions	such	as	Buy	Nothing	Day	(see	chapter	1).	The	Facebook	group	Köpfritt	
år	2019	(“Buy-free	year	2019”,	previously	2017	and	2018)	has	grown	from	around	250	
members	 in	 March	 2017	 to	 over	 2,400	 members	 in	 November	 2019. 39 	An	

																																																								
38 	Swedish	 expression	meaning	 “to	 the	 appropriate	 extent;	 neither	 too	much	 nor	 too	 little”	 (Svensk	
ordbok,	2009,	own	translation).	
39	Information	from	group	administrator	and	the	Facebook	group.	
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intensification	of	the	interest	in	and	concern	for	climate	change	has	also	contributed	to	
changed	 consumption	 patterns	 among	 Swedes.	 A	 recent	 survey	 done	 by	 WWF	 in	
Sweden	showed	that	two	out	of	five	Swedes	have	reduced	their	consumption	of	meat	
for	climate	reasons,	and	that	one	out	of	four	had	chosen	to	restrict	their	flight	travel	
(WWF,	2019).	The	same	survey	also	showed	an	increased	support	for	strong	political	
measures	to	address	the	climate	issue,	where	67%	stated	that	they	want	politicians	to	
do	a	lot	more,	as	compared	to	58%	in	2018	(ibid).	The	two	first	quarters	of	2019	also	
saw	 a	 reduction	 in	 the	 number	 of	 passengers	 at	 Swedish	 airports,	 according	 to	 the	
Swedish	Transport	Agency.40	In	 terms	of	 the	 public	 debate	 in	 Sweden,	 an	 increased	
interest	 can	 be	 noted	 the	 last	 couple	 of	 years	 in	 narratives	 that	 strive	 towards	
something	other	than	material	belongings,	that	question	the	current	system	and	values	
and	try	to	search	for	a	new	direction.	There	is	an	ongoing	debate	about	reducing	our	
overconsumption,	of	attempting	to	be	content	with	less,	of	our	experiences	of	having	
too	much	stuff,	and	of	freeing	ourselves	from	that	same	stuff	(see	for	example	Ahlström,	
2017).	Several	books	aimed	at	the	general	public	have	also	been	published	in	Sweden	
in	 the	 last	 few	 years	 on	 topics	 of	decluttering	 (Karlander,	 2014;	Magnusson,	2018),	
consumption	habits	(Östberg	&	Graffman,	2018),	our	relationship	with	things		(Brytting,	
2019;	 Zweigbergk	 et	 al.,	 2019)	 and	 about	 living	 a	 life	with	 less	material	 belongings	
(Byström	&	Ernfors,	2017).	It	should	be	said	that	this	debate	is	not	mainstream.	But	it	
is	certainly	growing.		
	
Some	of	the	work	being	done	in	the	Västra	Götaland	region	can	be	claimed	to	fall	under	
the	 category	 of	 existing	 strategies	 and	 policy	 work	 that	 might	 work	 to	 support	 or	
facilitate	a	cultural	and	normative	shift.	The	region	has	developed	a	model	with	several	
variables	to	be	used	for	reporting	progress	or	development	in	the	region,	aiming	to	give	
a	more	holistic	and	nuanced	picture	of	sustainable	development	–	defined	as	“the	long-
term	conditions	for	the	good	life”	(VGR	Analys,	2018,	p.	8).	In	their	report	on	sustainable	
development	in	the	region	from	2018	(VGR	Analys,	2018),	they	used	this	model	based	
on	economic,	social	and	environmental	variables	to	analyse	sustainable	development	
in	the	region.	A	study	has	also	been	done	by	the	region	looking	into	different	measures	
on	subjective	well-being	and	happiness	and	aiming	to	provide	guidance	to	the	region	
on	what	steering	towards	increased	well-being	might	mean	in	the	context	of	regional	
development	(official,	Västra	Götaland).	The	final	recommendations	from	this	study	are	
at	four	different	levels:	to	assign	a	bigger	role	to	subjective	well-being	and	happiness	in	

																																																								
40	According	to	the	Swedish	Transport	Agency,	the	first	quarter	of	2019	saw	a	decrease	in	number	
of	passengers	at	Swedish	airports	of	4.5	%,	which	corresponds	to	378	000	less	passengers	compared	
to	 the	 same	 period	 in	 2018	 (Transportstyrelsen,	 2019b).	 The	 second	 quarter	 of	 2019	 saw	 a	
continued	decrease	in	the	number	of	passengers,	and	mainly	in	the	area	of	domestic	flights,	within	
which	 the	 number	 of	 passengers	 decreased	with	 10.9%	 compared	 to	 the	 same	 period	 in	 2018	
(Transportstyrelsen,	2019a).	
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discussions	 about	 the	 development	 of	 society;	 to	 in	 different	 ways	 prepare	 the	
individual	inhabitants	in	the	region	to	make	choices	for	their	lives	that	might	lead	to	a	
higher	 degree	 of	 well-being;	 to	 develop	 the	 society	 in	 a	 way	 that	 provides	 better	
conditions	 for	well-being;	 and	 that	 different	 actors	 in	 society	 can	work	 to	 carefully	
spread	a	message	about	what	 factors	 it	 is	 that	 increase	our	well-being	(VGR	Analys,	
2019).	 In	more	detail,	 the	 recommendations	 focus	on	things	 like	 reducing	economic	
inequalities	and	social	and	economic	segregation,	developing	a	model	for	monitoring	
the	 inhabitants’	 subjective	well-being,	 putting	 the	well-being	 of	 children	 and	 young	
people	at	the	centre	of	attention,	increasing	the	focus	on	experiences	and	relations	and	
shortening	working	hours.	The	study	also	provides	a	potential	“final	message”	from	the	
research	on	happiness	and	subjective	well-being	 that	 could	be	directed	 towards	 the	
inhabitants	of	Västra	Götaland:	
	

Take	it	a	little	easy	in	regards	to	investing	a	lot	of	time	and	resources	to	increase	
your	material	consumption.	Competition	in	that	area	does	not	provide	much,	really.	
Spend	more	time	with	family	and	friends.	Cultivate	interests	that	demand	active	
engagement	with	other	people	and	that	provide	new	possibilities	and	challenges.	
Trust	in	others	and	reciprocate	others’	trust	in	you.	Try	to	feel	secure	about	what	
you	yourself	 like.	Trust	your	own	judgment	and	don’t	care	too	much	about	what	
others	think.	Don’t	compare	yourself	to	others	more	than	necessary	(VGR	Analys,	
2019,	pp.	104–105,	own	translation).	

	
This	message,	the	study	concludes,	could	be	spread	in	different	versions	by	different	
actors,	as	“a	counterweight	to	the	focus	on	the	significance	of	consumption,	material	
values,	status	and	career	that	dominate	the	impressions	that	the	inhabitants	more	or	
less	are	forced	to	live	with	today”	(VGR	Analys,	2019,	p.	105,	own	translation).	Given	
that	this	is	a	very	recent	study,	there	is	not	any	available	information	on	if	and	how	this	
message	will	be	spread.	The	official	from	the	Västra	Götaland	region	commented	that	it	
is	 probable	 that	 this	 research	 on	 well-being	 will	 influence	 the	 new	 strategy	 for	
development	in	the	Västra	Götaland	region	that	is	being	drawn	up	in	2019-2020,	but	
was	uncertain	how	heavy	 it	would	weigh	against	 for	example	entrepreneurship	and	
continued	economic	growth	(official,	the	Västra	Götaland	region).			
	
	
	
6.4 Concluding reflections 
	
To	summarize	the	picture	presented	in	this	chapter,	the	obstacles	obstructing	a	more	
sufficiency-oriented	politics	and	society	in	Sweden	are	numerous.	They	might	roughly	
be	categorized	into	obstacles	of	lock-ins	to	an	unsustainable	structure,	business	models,	
lack	of	political	direction	and	clear	goals,	and	norms	and	culture.	Some	of	these	might	
be	 addressed	with	 policy	measures,	whereas	 others	will	 demand	more	 overarching	
structural	changes.	At	the	same	time,	however,	a	potential	for	a	transition	towards	more	
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sufficiency-oriented	politics	 seems	 to	often	be	 inherent	within	 those	 same	elements	
which	today	constitute	concrete	obstacles	to	a	development	towards	sufficiency.	
	
There	 is	 currently	 no	 strategy	 for	 sustainable	 consumption	 or	waste	 prevention	 in	
Sweden	 that	 can	be	 said	 to	be	 completely	 sufficiency-oriented	 in	 the	sense	 that	 it	 is	
based	on	a	logic	of	sufficiency	(see	chapter	2).	That	is,	however,	not	to	say	that	there	is	
not	work	going	on	at	the	national,	regional	and	local	levels	that	can	be	said	to	be	aiming	
in	 that	 direction.	 One	 example	 is	 the	 ambitious	 strategy	 for	 climate	 conscious	
consumption	and	the	waste	prevention	work	in	the	city	of	Gothenburg.	This	chapter	has	
also	served	to	reveal	a	discrepancy	between,	on	the	one	hand,	the	strategies	for	work	
within	the	areas	of	sustainable	consumption	and	waste	prevention	as	well	as	the	words	
being	 used	 to	 communicate	 that	 work,	 and,	 on	 the	 other	 hand,	 the	 analysis	 and	
“sufficiency	thinking”	of	many	of	the	officials	working	on	implementing	these	strategies.	
It	is	clear	from	this	study	that	several	of	the	officials	and	civil	society	representatives	
interviewed	have	an	analysis	of	the	situation	(i.e.	of	the	root	causes	of	our	unsustainable	
consumption	patterns	and	waste	production)	that	to	a	large	extent	can	be	said	to	be	in	
line	with	a	sufficiency	analysis.	As	shown,	however,	some	officials	felt	the	need	to	“cover	
up”	this	analysis	(e.g.	a	critique	of	the	growth-driven	economy	or	knowledge	about	the	
need	for	an	absolute	reduction	in	consumption	volume)	with	more	“harmless”	terms	
when	communicating	the	work	being	done	both	externally	and	internally.	This	was	in	
general	done	 in	order	 to	avoid	disputes	with	other	actors	or	being	perceived	as	 too	
“radical”	 and	 in	 that	way	hindering	 cooperation	 (which	was	 identified	as	 crucial	 for	
moving	forward).	
	
This	 chapter	 points	 to	 the	 complexity	 of	 both	 the	 mechanisms	 in	 place	 today	 that	
obstruct	 a	 turn	 towards	 more	 sufficiency-oriented	 politics,	 and	 the	 measures	 and	
changes	 needed	 to	 realize	 that	 turn.	 From	 a	 sufficiency	 perspective	 there	 are	many	
signs	to	be	found	of	a	growing	criticism	in	the	public	debate	of	the	downsides	to	our	
consumerist-oriented	 ways,	 and	 also	 signs	 of	 a	 shift	 in	 norms	 and	 behaviour,	 as	 a	
response	 to	a	growing	concern	 for	 the	 climate	 (see	more	 in	 the	upcoming	chapter).	
Seeds	of	sufficiency	are	thus	to	be	found	in	several	places,	but	there	seems	to	be	a	lack	
of	political	will	and	interest	to	set	out	a	clear	direction	that	steers	towards	a	politics	
that	might	make	those	seeds	grow	and	flourish.	
	
The	next	chapter	will	look	more	closely	at	the	potential	for	more	sufficiency-oriented	
politics	in	Sweden	and	suggest	some	possible	steps	in	that	direction.			 	
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7. Moving towards sufficiency  
	
	
	
The	previous	 chapter	gave	an	overview	of	various	ongoing	activities	 in	 the	areas	of	
sustainable	consumption	and	waste	prevention	at	the	national,	regional	and	local	levels	
in	Sweden.	From	a	sufficiency	perspective	there	are	certainly	some	trends	that	can	be	
identified	as	promising,	but	it	is	also	obvious	from	this	mapping	that	there	are	a	lot	of	
obstacles	blocking	 the	way	 towards	a	politics	 that	 aims	at	 and	 succeeds	 in	not	only	
reducing	material	consumption,	but	also	turning	towards	an	overall	more	sufficiency-
oriented	society	and	culture.	This	chapter	returns	to	the	findings	from	the	two	practice	
case	 studies	 (chapters	 4	 and	 5)	 and	 the	 study	 of	 ongoing	 work	 within	 sustainable	
consumption	and	waste	prevention	in	Sweden	(chapter	6)	and	discusses	these	against	
the	backdrop	of	the	theoretical	framework	in	chapter	2.	This	is	done	in	order	to	answer	
the	analytical	research	questions	of	this	thesis,	namely:	what	can	the	case	studies	say	
about	the	development	of	a	“sense	of	sufficiency”	among	affluent	consumers	and	about	
the	 potential	 for	 sufficiency-related	 practices	 to	 grow;	 and	 how	 can	 planning	 and	
politics	facilitate	a	transition	towards	a	more	sufficiency-oriented	society	and	way	of	
life?	 Following	 these	 discussions,	 the	 main	 conclusions	 of	 this	 thesis	 are	 then	
summarized	 and	 presented	 in	 the	 next	 and	 final	 chapter	 in	 order	 to	 answer	 the	
overarching	 question	 of	 this	 thesis,	 namely	 how	 an	 affluent	 society	 can	 orient	 itself	
towards	sufficiency.	
	
	
	
7.1 The importance of words and measures 
	
A	central	aspect	of	looking	into	the	potential	for	sufficiency	politics	in	Sweden	is	to	look	
at	the	words	being	used	to	talk	about	material	consumption.	The	statements	quoted	in	
chapter	6	by	two	officials	regarding	the	choice	to	communicate	“waste	reduction”	and	
“changed	 consumption”	 instead	 of	 “reducing	 consumption”	 both	 in	 internal	 and	
external	 communication	 point	 to	 ways	 of	 talking	 around	 the	 problem	 of	
overconsumption	in	order	to	not	upset	potential	cooperation	partners	or	actors	with	
political	 and	economic	 influence.	Within	 the	public/political	 sphere,	 then,	 at	 least,	 it	
seems	that	to	“get	everyone	on	board”	is	prioritized	over	speaking	clearly.	The	case	of	
the	Swedish	government’s	2017	“Strategy	for	sustainable	consumption”	may	serve	to	
illustrate	this.	On	the	one	hand,	it	can	be	seen	as	quite	an	ambitious	step	in	the	policy	
arena.	On	the	other	hand,	it	leaves	a	lot	to	wish	for	from	a	sufficiency	perspective	–	the	
most	obvious	thing	being	that	 the	strategy	does	not	specifically	 target	 the	volume	of	



	 171	

consumption	and	the	need	to	reduce	it	(Di	Giulio	&	Fuchs,	2014;	Spangenberg,	2018).41	
This	 need	 is	 rather	 expressed	 more	 indirectly	 through	 the	 aims	 presented	 for	 the	
prolongation	of	the	durability	of	products	and	in	support	of	policy	measures	to	facilitate	
collaborative	economy	 initiatives,	waste	prevention	and	 re-use	of	products,	but	 it	 is	
never	explicitly	addressed.	The	average	level	of	Swedish	consumption	is	addressed	as	
problematic	 in	 regard	 to	 sustainability,	 but	 the	 failure	 to	 mention	 the	 need	 of	 a	
reduction	in	overall	consumption	cannot	be	seen	as	very	ambitious.	It	further	results	in	
a	strategy	that	lacks	clarity	in	regard	to	goals,	something	that	is	worth	pointing	out	as	
the	formulation	of	ambitious	and	clear	goals	is	something	that	was	asked	for	by	several	
of	the	officials	interviewed.	To	not	mention	consumption	reduction	as	a	goal	also	causes	
consequences	in	relation	to	conflicts	of	interests	between	different	actors	engaged	in	
the	issues	in	Sweden,	many	of	which	clearly	see	and	highlight	the	urgent	need	to	target	
the	volume	of	consumption	whereas	others	disagree	and	prefer	to	steer	away	from	the	
issue	of	reduced	consumption.	A	clearly	defined	target	or	goal	from	the	government	in	
this	matter	would	also	provide	direction	 for	 those	actors	who	argue	that	 there	 is	no	
need	to	reduce	material	consumption	and/or	drastically	change	patterns	of	production	
and	consumption.	To	politically	steer	the	market	in	another	direction	than	the	current	
market	logic	of	selling	more	and	more	newly	produced	material	goods	is	to	give	a	clear	
signal	to	companies	that	their	business	models	need	updating	(Reichel,	2018).		
	
Another	 way	 that	 the	 words	 and	 indicators	matter	 is	 in	 what	 is	 given	 weight	 and	
political	priority.	Some	of	the	obstacles	identified	might	be	targeted	in	part	by	policies	
steering	the	political	landscape	somewhat	away	from	the	overall	objective	of	economic	
growth.	One	political	measure	in	this	area	can	be	the	introduction	of	different	ways	of	
measuring	 welfare	 and	 progress	 in	 a	 society	 (Jackson,	 2009b),	 such	 as	 the	 Gross	
National	Happiness	index	in	Bhutan	(Oxford	Poverty	&	Human	Development	Initiative,	
n.d.),	or	the	new	Living	Standards	Framework	recently	introduced	in	New	Zealand	that	
will	 measure	 progress	 with	 well-being	 indicators	 (The	 Treasury,	 2018).	 The	
development	of	indicators	other	than	economic	growth	to	be	used	to	measure	societal	
development	and	prosperity,	on	a	national	as	well	as	a	regional	level,	shows	an	ambition	
to	look	beyond	economic	growth	and	to	consider	other	measures	of	progress	as	well.	
Signals	from	the	national	political	level	about	widening	the	perspective	of	goals	towards	
which	society	should	aim	-	such	as	the	Swedish	government’s	introduction	in	2017	of	
new	complementary	indicators	to	measure	prosperity	(Proposition	2016/17:100,	2017)		
-	might	contribute	to	changing	the	politics	on	the	local	level	as	well.	It	is	however	of	
crucial	importance	that	the	indicators	–	apart	from	being	monitored	continuously	–	are	
also	given	equal	weight	when	setting	the	political	agenda	and	that	they	are	followed	by	
a	politics	actually	striving	towards	–	and	showing	-	progress	in	all	the	areas	of	interest.	

																																																								
41 	This	 has	 also	 been	 pointed	 out	 by	 others,	 see	 Lerpold	 &	 Sjöberg	 (2016)	 for	 critique	 against	 the	
strategy’s	lack	of	a	brave	vision	in	regard	to	reducing	consumption	(Lerpold	&	Sjöberg,	2016).	
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These	new	indicators,	especially	when	connected	to	a	vision	of	a	better	life	(as	in	the	
region	of	Västra	Götaland),	might	play	a	role	as	the	kind	of	“symbolic	politics”	discussed	
by	Schneidewind	&	Zahrnt	(2014,	p.50)	-	a	politics	that	can	contribute	to	a	culture	with	
a	 different	 understanding	 of	 the	 ‘good	 life’	 and	 help	 realize	ways	 of	 living	 that	 are	
different	 from	 the	 business-as-usual	 one.	 When	 it	 comes	 to	 politics	 in	 the	 Västra	
Götaland	region,	VGR	Analys	(2019)	suggests	a	few	things	that	a	shift	of	focus	towards	
the	subjective	well-being	and	happiness	of	 the	region’s	 inhabitants	could	result	 in:	a	
stronger	 focus	 on	 equity	 and	 limiting	 economic	 and	 social	 segregation,	 a	 focus	 on	
relations	and	experiences	rather	than	material	consumption,	greater	weight	being	put	
on	higher	education,	a	gradual	reduction	in	the	number	of	working	hours,	and	the	lives	
and	conditions	of	children	and	youth	being	put	at	the	centre	of	focus	(VGR	Analys,	2019).	
Such	a	shift	in	what	is	seen	as	the	crucial	measures	of	progress	and	development	and,	
hence,	 in	what	 the	politics	 and	 the	 society	 should	aim	 towards,	 sends	 signals	 to	 the	
citizens	about	what	is	being	prioritized	and	valued	in	society.		
	
As	a	final	note	in	relation	to	the	importance	of	words,	it	is	worth	mentioning	different	
strategies	when	 it	 comes	 to	 talking	about	more	 sustainable	or	sufficient	 lifestyles.	A	
common	strategy	when	promoting	more	sustainable	lifestyles	is	to	paint	such	lifestyles	
in	a	positive	light	by	highlighting	what	such	a	lifestyle	implies	more	of,	such	as	more	
biking	and	a	healthier	diet	with	more	vegetables,	instead	of	focusing	on	what	needs	to	
be	reduced,	 in	 this	case	car	 transport	and	meat	consumption.	This	 is	pointed	out	by	
Bernstad	Saraiva	&	Andersson	(2017),	who	conclude	from	their	study	of	municipalities’	
work	on	sustainable	consumption	that	“[i]t	also	generally	seems	easier	to	communicate	
“choose	 something	 else”	 (the	 bike,	 solar	 power	 or	 goods	 that	 are	 environmentally	
certified	 or	 reused)	 than	 “choose	 to	 not	 consume””	 (Bernstad	 Saraiva	&	Andersson,	
2017,	 p.	 51,	 own	 translation).	 This	 type	 of	 approach	 was	 often	 mentioned	 by	 the	
officials	who	wanted	to	underline	the	importance	of	making	it	easy	and	desirable	to	do	
the	right	thing	in	their	work	for	sustainable	consumption	or	waste	prevention,	like	this	
official	at	the	Swedish	Consumer	Agency:	
	

(…)	 for	 example,	 information	 in	 itself,	 to	 the	 effect	 that	 “if	we	 just	 explain	 how	
things	are,	people	will	change”	–	it’s	a	very	simplified	picture	and	it	doesn’t	seem	to	
work	like	that	(…).	[I]nformation	as	such	is	important	but	it	is	not	the	most	efficient	
tool	 to	reach	behavioural	change.	 It	 should	also	be	easy	 to	do	 the	right	 thing.	 It	
shouldn’t	be	difficult,	[for	just]	a	few	chosen	ones	who	are	dedicated,	but	it	should	
really	be	the	first-hand	alternative,	the	first…	the	easiest	way	(official,	the	Swedish	
Consumer	Agency).	

	
All	of	the	officials	and	the	civil	society	representatives	can	in	this	sense	be	said	to	agree	
on	the	importance	of	making	sustainable	choices	more	attractive	and	easy,	suggesting	
a	 focus	 on	 “greening”	 the	 systems	 of	 provision	 to	 facilitate	 for	 more	 sustainable	
practices	(Spaargaren,	2003).	
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As	 important	 as	 this	 positive	 approach	might	 be	when	 it	 comes	 to	 attracting	more	
people	 to	 more	 sufficient	 ways	 of	 living,	 it	 can	 be	 argued	 that	 a	 more	 restrictive	
approach	–	with	a	language	focused	on	less,	i.e.	reducing	or	limiting	certain	behaviours	
or	types	of	consumption	-	is	just	as	important,	if	not	more,	in	the	context	of	an	urgent	
need	to	actually	reduce	consumption.	Following	Princen’s	(2005)	argument	that	there	
is	 a	 need	 for	 a	 new	 logic	 of	 sufficiency	 -	 of	 guiding	 principles	 that	 embody	 social	
restraints	as	an	answer	to	ecological	constraints	-	it	can	be	argued	that	there	similarly	
is	 a	need	 for	a	new	language	 that	presents	 those	 restraints	as	 something	positive,	 a	
language	that	can	be	part	of	creating	a	culture	that	values	social	and	ecological	limits	as	
something	to	respect	and	get	inspired	by.	In	the	western	world,	limits	have	for	a	long	
time	 been	 seen	 as	 something	 to	 be	 overcome,	 and	 frontiers	 as	 something	 to	 be	
expanded	 (Princen,	 2005).	 To	 challenge	 this	 view	 and	 instead	 choose	 to	 speak	
positively	about	the	restraint	in	itself	is	one	way	to	change	that	understanding.	This	can	
be	 seen	 in	 some	 of	 the	ongoing	 projects	within	 sustainable	 consumption	 and	waste	
prevention	 that	 are	 mentioned	 in	 chapter	 6,	 albeit	 often	 parallel	 to	 a	 focus	 on	 the	
positive	 “more	 of”	 approach.	One	 example	 is	 the	Minimizing	Masters	 project	 in	 the	
Gothenburg	region,	where	the	focus	is	on	reducing	the	waste	as	much	as	possible	and	
where	 one	 method	 of	 doing	 so	 is	 to	 have	 a	 buy	 nothing	 month,	 i.e.	 restricting	
consumption.	Another	example	is	the	F/ACT	project,	a	collaboration	project	financed	
by	the	region	of	Västra	Götaland	and	others	(described	in	chapter	6),	whose	point	of	
departure	is	that	the	participants	are	not	to	buy	any	new	clothes	for	six	months.	The	
way	that	these	projects	start	from	restraint,	the	need	to	reduce,	and	a	“ban”	on	shopping,	
and	paint	these	things	in	a	positive	light	by	connecting	them	to	creativity	–	with	very	
positive	 results	 among	 the	 participants	 -	 shows	 that	 there	 is	 a	 lot	 of	 potential	
attractiveness	in	the	idea	of	restrictions	themselves.	Similar	results	can	be	seen	among	
the	 buy-nothing	 practitioners	 interviewed	 in	 this	 study,	 many	 of	 whom	 came	 to	
experience	the	(self-)imposed	restraints	as	liberating.	The	decision	to	not	buy	was	at	
first	often	seen	as	an	obstacle,	as	something	tricky	to	“get	around”	–	 for	example	by	
finding	 other	 ways	 such	 as	 borrowing	 or	 mending	 –	 but	 with	 time	 it	 allowed	 the	
informants	to	break	free	from	the	consumerist	expectations	and	norms	as	well	as	from	
old	habits	(such	as	for	example	passing	through	stores	or	shopping	malls	as	a	means	of	
distraction	or	to	kill	time),	which	in	turn	led	to	experiences	of	less	stress	and	increased	
well-being.	 When	 it	 comes	 to	 the	 KonMariers,	 their	 practice	 did	 not	 imply	 any	
(self-)imposed	restriction.	However,	one	voluntary	decision	that	developed	over	time	
as	a	result	of	their	KonMari	practice	-	to	not	buy	anything	that	did	not	spark	joy	in	them	
–	almost	came	to	function	as	a	restriction	even	though	it	does	not	seem	to	have	been	
experienced	as	one.	Rather	it	seemed	to	have	been	experienced	as	a	kind	of	increased	
lack	of	interest	in	things	that	did	not	spark	joy,	resulting	in	less	impulsive	shopping	and	
seemingly	less	interest	in	shopping	overall	(among	those	who	had	been	interested	in	
it).	Similar	to	the	experiences	in	the	buy-nothing	group,	this	increased	lack	of	interest	
was	in	general	experienced	as	something	liberating.	In	this	context	it	further	serves	to	
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mention	something	about	Marie	Kondo’s	view	on	restrictions,	here	in	relation	to	limited	
space	which	she	wrote	about	in	an	Instagram	post:	“People	are	often	surprised	to	hear	
that	it’s	easier	to	store	things	when	space	is	limited,	but	I	believe	restrictions	force	our	
brains	to	think	at	full	capacity,	which	helps	us	create	better	storage”	(Kondo,	2019)	–	a	
quote	that	can	serve	to	highlight	the	creative	power	of	restrictions	pointed	out	by	Sachs	
(2015).	
	
	
	
Sufficiency thinking wrapped into “harmless” words 
	
One	 noteworthy	 result	 from	 the	 interviews	 with	 the	 officials	 (chapter	 6)	 is	 the	
conclusion	that	several	of	them	seemed	to	have	ideas	and	analyses	very	much	in	line	
with	 a	 sufficiency	 perspective	 both	 in	 regard	 to	 the	 analysis	 of	 the	 causes	 of	 over-
consumption	and	to	what	is	needed	to	do	in	order	to	drastically	reduce	consumption	
and	waste.	These	ideas	were,	however,	in	general	not	communicated	straight-forwardly	
but	rather	wrapped	into	more	mainstream	wording	and	less	politically	charged	terms.	
For	example,	one	official	reported	that	the	work	group	had	decided	to	use	the	words	
“changed	consumption”	 instead	of	“reduced	consumption”,	since	the	latter	 tended	to	
provoke	some	people.	Others	talked	about	the	focus	on	economic	growth	as	an	obstacle	
on	the	road	to	a	more	sustainable	society,	but	considering	it	to	be	a	too	large	systemic	
obstacle,	 it	was	 (outwards)	 rather	 framed	 in	 talking	about	 for	example	 the	need	 for	
more	sustainable	circular	business	models	to	replace	the	linear	one.		
	
Even	though	several	of	the	officials	felt	a	need	to	refrain	from	speaking	a	“language	of	
sufficiency”,	the	presence	of	a	sufficiency	perspective	among	several	of	the	officials	can	
be	 interpreted	 as	 utopias	 in	 the	 way	 Sargisson	 (2007)	 presents	 them	 -	 as	 political	
spaces	 embedded	 in	 larger	 political	 processes.	 Ideas	 of	 sufficiency	 -	 when	 present	
among	public	officials	responsible	for	carrying	out	policies	for	sustainable	consumption	
and	waste	prevention	as	well	as	working	to	develop	new	ones	-	might	certainly	function	
as	utopias	in	the	sense	of	identifying	flaws	in	the	current	politics	and	gesturing	towards	
something	better	(that	is,	more	sufficiency-oriented	politics),	thus	giving	“the	political	
a	sense	of	direction”	(Sargisson,	2007,	p.	41).	On	this	topic,	Hysing	&	Olsson	(2018)	have	
described	how	public	officials	who	are	personally	committed	to	the	agendas	of	green	
networks	 can	 act	 as	 “green	 inside	 activists”	 to	 push	 the	 sustainable	 development	
agenda	within	 public	 organizations	 in	 different	ways.	 Hysing	 &	 Olsson	 put	 forward	
theoretical	arguments	for	the	idea	that	the	activities	of	green	inside	activists	might	over	
time	influence	attitudes	and	norms	towards	a	more	accepting	view	of	radical	ideas	and	
further	discuss,	on	basis	of	their	own	research,	how	the	green	inside	activists	can	work	
to	achieve	gradual	institutional	change	by	“expanding	political	agency	 in	a	number	of	
respects	 and	 by	 exploiting	 institutional	 ambiguities	 that	 continuously	 arise	 as	
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opportunities	for	change”	(Hysing	&	Olsson,	2018,	p.	168,	emphasis	in	original).	They	
argue	that	there	are	different	ways	to	expand	the	political	agency	and	in	order	for	it	to	
be	accomplished	 in	an	efficient	way,	 it	needs	to	also	be	comprehensive,	 for	example	
through	seeking	cooperation	and	coalitions	with	like-minded	people	and	fighting	for	
specific	values	(Hysing	&	Olsson,	2018).	This	is	not	to	claim	that	this	is	what	the	officials	
interviewed	in	this	study	are	doing,	but	rather	to	point	to	one	possible	way	in	which	
utopias	as	political	spaces	embedded	 in	 larger	political	processes	 	 (Sargisson,	2007)	
might	take	shape	in	practice.	
	
	
	
7.2 To refrain from taking 
	
Tracing	back	to	the	discussion	on	justice	and	responsibility	in	connection	to	sufficiency	
in	chapter	2,	the	collective	responsibility	to	“refrain	from	taking”	was	identified	as	an	
important	part	of	the	responsibility	for	sufficiency	that	falls	on	the	affluent	of	the	world	
to	shoulder.	This	responsibility	can,	in	turn,	be	framed	both	at	an	individual	level	and	
at	the	level	of	society.	No	matter	what	level,	however,	it	will	most	likely	be	easier	to	
shoulder	in	the	presence	of	a	sense	of	sufficiency.	So,	what	can	be	learnt	from	the	case	
studies	presented	here	and	from	the	research	as	a	whole	in	regards	to	the	potential	for	
development	of	a	sense	of	sufficiency	among	consumers	in	an	affluent	context?	
	
	
	
Lessons on sense of sufficiency 
	
The	discussion	about	a	development	of	a	sense	of	sufficiency	in	chapter	5	focused	on	
the	process	of	moving	from	a	sense	of	“too	muchness”	or	“enoughness”	(Princen,	2005)	
to	a	sense	of	“good	and	enough”.	Many	of	the	KonMariers	can	definitely	be	claimed	to	
have	experienced	such	a	sense	of	“too	muchness”,	simply	being	tired	of	having	too	much	
stuff	and	clutter	in	their	homes.	Proceeding	in	their	KonMari	practice	of	discarding,	they	
came	to	recognize	that	many	of	the	things	they	already	had	made	them	satisfied	and,	
eventually,	 that	 their	 interest	 in	 searching	 for	new	 things	 faded.	 Several	of	 the	buy-
nothing	practitioners	also	started	off	with	a	feeling	of	too	muchness	or	enoughness,	not	
only	in	the	sense	that	what	they	already	had	in	terms	of	material	things	was	enough,	or	
more	than	enough,	but	often	also	in	regard	to	the	overall	focus	on	consumption	and	the	
consumerist	culture	in	the	society.	Others	came	to	realize	in	the	course	of	their	practice	
that	 they	 managed	 well	 enough	 without	 buying	 new	 things,	 and	 that	 they	 did	 not	
particularly	miss	being	able	to	do	so.	As	argued	previously	in	chapter	5,	the	sense	of	
liberation	experienced	by	informants	in	both	groups	is	likely	to	have	contributed	to	the	
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development	 of	 a	 sense	 of	 sufficiency,	 together	 with	 other	 positive	 effects	 such	 as	
increased	well-being	and	more	time.	
	
Another	dimension	of	developing	a	sense	of	sufficiency	is	that	it	can	also	be	a	process	
of	recognizing	the	responsibility	for	sufficiency	one	has	as	an	affluent	 individual.	That	
recognition	can	of	course	develop	long	before	one	decides	to	actively	do	something	to	
shoulder	that	responsibility,	as	in	the	case	with	several	of	the	buy-nothing	practitioners	
who	decided	to	undertake	their	practice	mainly	for	environmental	and	political	reasons.	
But	 it	can	also	develop	and	deepen	 in	parallel	with	the	practice.	All	 the	buy-nothing	
practitioners	 that	 mainly	 had	 started	 their	 practices	 for	 reasons	 other	 than	
environmental	 and	 political	 ones	 mentioned	 that	 one	 positive	 result	 of	 their	 non-
consumption	was	that	it	felt	good	to	live	more	sustainably.	This	was	also	mentioned	as	
a	positive	result	by	several	of	the	KonMariers,	who	explained	that	the	shame	they	could	
feel	about	all	 their	previous	unnecessary	consumption	when	confronted	with	all	 the	
things	to	be	discarded,	was	compensated	in	part	over	time	by,	or	exchanged	for,	a	sense	
of	contentment	as	they	realized	that	they	no	longer	felt	a	strong	urge	to	shop	and	that	
their	 practice	 had	 resulted	 in	 an	 overall	 reduced	 consumption.	 To	 recognize	 this	
responsibility	may	further	strengthen	the	potential	of	permanenting	the	more	sufficient	
consumption	 behaviour,	 which	 in	 the	 case	 of	 the	 KonMariers	 would	 mean	moving	
towards	 a	 more	 voluntary	 and	 intentional	 approach	 to	 sufficiency	 in	 material	
consumption	in	contrast	to	their	unintentional	entry.	
	
The	 issue	 of	 recognizing	 the	 responsibility	 for	 sufficiency	 further	 connects	 to	 the	
concept	of	mindful	consumption,	within	which	a	caring	mindset	(to	self,	community	and	
nature)	 translates	 to	 temperance	 in	 consumer	 behaviour	 (Sheth	 et	 al.,	 2011).	 As	
suggested	in	chapter	5,	several	of	the	KonMariers	might	have	tempered	their	consumer	
behaviour	because	they	noticed	that	such	temperance	increased	their	well-being.	They	
might	thus	have	done	it	out	of	care	for	themselves.	However,	as	the	above	discussion	
suggest,	several	of	the	KonMariers	suggested	feeling	better	about	having	reduced	their	
consumption	because	of	sustainability	reasons,	which	was	also	the	case	 for	 the	buy-
nothing	 practitioners	 who	 were	 primarily	 motivated	 by	 other	 reasons	 than	
environmental	concerns.	This	in	turn	suggests	a	caring	mindset	also	in	regard	to	nature	
and,	to	some	extent,	community.	
	
Returning	 to	 Soper’s	 (2008,	2017)	 concept	 of	 alternative	 hedonism,	 the	 informants’	
processes	of	developing	a	sense	of	sufficiency	highlight	the	importance	of	focusing	on	
other	pleasures	than	those	provided	by	consumption.	In	experiencing	the	benefits	of,	
for	example,	more	time,	saved	money,	less	stress	and	increased	well-being	and	sense	of	
control,	the	informants	went	through	a	change	in	their	attitudes	towards	consumption	
as	well	as	their	consumption	behaviour	that	seemed	to	some	extent	to	also	generate	a	
disaffection	with	their	earlier	consumption	behaviour	(in	the	cases	that	 they	did	not	
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already	experience	such	a	disaffection).	Soper	argues	that	such	a	“disenchantment	of	
consumerism”	(Soper,	2008,	p.	571)	is	highly	significant	when	it	comes	to	changing	the	
consumerist	culture	to	one	that	is	more	ecologically	and	socially	sustainable.		
	
	
	
Shouldering the individual responsibility  
	
Regarding	the	individual	responsibility	for	sufficiency,	it	can	be	seen	as	twofold.	It	is	
clear	from	the	overview	of	initiatives	and	work	in	the	areas	of	sustainable	consumption	
and	waste	 prevention	 that	 the	 political	wheels	 are	 turning	 too	 slowly,	 at	 least	 on	 a	
national	level,	to	be	said	to	“lead	the	way”	towards	a	reduced	material	consumption	and	
a	more	overall	sufficiency-oriented	society.	In	light	of	this,	the	individual	responsibility	
can	be	argued	to	have	an	“articulated”	and	a	“silent”	side,	respectively.	The	“articulated”	
side	is	to	push	for	political	change	towards	sufficiency	through	different	forms	of	citizen	
action.	The	“silent”	side	of	the	responsibility	is	more	in	line	with	the	“stepping	back”	
approach	in	the	sense	that	it	is	about	reducing	one’s	own	occupancy	of	environmental	
space.	The	withdrawal	from	that	space	can	in	turn	signal	–	to	other	individuals	as	well	
as	to	companies	and	politicians	-	a	decreased	demand	for,	or	simply	a	lack	of	interest	in,	
material	consumption	as	well	as	other	unsustainable	practices.	This	might	be	seen	as	
simply	 a	 symbolic	 gesture	 if	 done	 by	 one	 single	 individual,	 but	might	 also	 grow	 to	
inspire	others	and	change	not	only	our	understanding	of	wants,	but	also	norms	and	
behaviour	related	to	consumption.		
	
Even	 though	 often	 starting	 from	 a	 position	 of	 environmentally	 and/or	 politically	
motivated	non-consumption,	the	buy-nothing	practitioners	did	not	in	general	(with	a	
few	exceptions)	aim	for	public	attention	or	for	recruiting	more	people	to	their	practice.	
Rather,	they	saw	it	as	an	individual	practice	even	though	many	of	them	often	discussed	
it	with	family,	friends	and	colleagues.	In	general,	they	can	be	said	to	fit	into	the	approach	
of	“stepping	back”	from	a	part	of	the	excess	environmental	space	they	occupied	and,	in	
that	way,	signalling	to	others	that	one	can	also	live	perfectly	well	–	in	many	cases	even	
better	–	when	refraining	from	buying	new	stuff.	In	the	cases	where	the	practitioners	
can	 be	 said	 to	 have	 been	more	 outspoken	 –	 mainly	 through	 social	 media	 but	 also	
through	more	traditional	channels	such	as	publishing	a	book	about	the	experience	-	it	
has	still	not	been	an	“articulated”	way	of	shouldering	the	responsibility	of	sufficiency	in	
the	sense	that	it	has	not	primarily	addressed	politicians	and	other	decision-makers	but	
rather	other	individuals.	Such	an	approach	can,	on	the	other	hand,	be	argued	to	be	an	
articulated	 way	 to	 work	 for	 a	 cultural	 shift	 in	 regard	 to	 people’s	 view	 on	 material	
consumption,	which	in	turn	paves	the	way	for	a	greater	acceptance	of	more	politically	
articulated	work.	 In	 relation	 to	 changing	 social	 norms	 and	 potential	 social	 “tipping	
points”,	Nyborg	et	al.	 (2016)	argue	that	human	behaviour	 is	affected	by	how	people	
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expect	others	to	behave	and	think.	People	often	prefer	to	behave	in	a	similar	way	as	
most	others,	and	changed	expectations	about	others’	behaviour	can	therefore	produce	
behavioural	changes	(Nyborg	et	al.,	2016),	and	might	serve	to	“unlock”	unsustainable	
consumption	practices	(Sahakian,	2017).	Another	way	to	express	the	articulated	side	
of	one’s	responsibility	could	be	to	engage	 in	one	of	 the	civil	society	organizations	or	
networks	that	actively	work	to	make	people	reflect	on	their	consumption	and	to	put	
pressure	 on	 politicians	 to,	 for	 example,	work	 for	 stricter	 producer	 responsibility	or	
facilitate	practices	of	sharing.	
	
Lacking	political	motivations	for	starting	their	KonMari	practice,	it	can	be	argued	that	
most	of	the	KonMariers	–	as	opposed	to	the	majority	of	the	buy-nothing	practitioners	-	
had	 not	 reflected	 on	 their	 individual	 responsibility	 for	 sufficiency.	 However,	 by	
intentionally	practicing	the	method	and	discarding	their	belongings,	they	gradually	also	
became	less	interested	in	buying	new	things	and	consequently	withdrew	–	silently	-	a	
bit	from	their	occupied	environmental	space	by	reducing	their	material	consumption.	
It	can	be	questioned	whether	or	not	this	is	a	shouldering	of	the	individual	responsibility	
for	sufficiency,	considering	that	it	is	to	a	large	extent	done	unintentionally.	The	above	
discussion	 on	 sense	 of	 sufficiency	 suggests,	 however,	 that	 recognizing	 that	
responsibility	 is	a	process,	which	 in	 turn	points	 to	 the	possibility	of	 that	recognition	
over	time	turning	into	an	intentional	shouldering.	
	
Now,	affluent	individuals	certainly	have	a	responsibility	to	step	back	from	the	excess	
environmental	space	that	they	occupy	and	they	can	choose	to	do	so	partly	voluntarily,	
for	 example	 through	 reducing	 their	 material	 consumption.	 However,	 as	 affluent	
individuals	are	locked	into	a	fundamentally	unsustainable	system,	individual	choices	in	
terms	of	lifestyles	can	be	difficult	and,	more	 importantly,	will	not	be	enough.	This	 is	
where	the	societal,	or	collective,	responsibility	comes	into	the	picture.	
	
	
	
7.3 Towards a more sufficiency-oriented politics in Sweden 
	
The	overview	of	ongoing	activities	and	 initiatives	 in	 chapter	6	 showed	 that	 there	 is	
certainly	potential	to	be	found	for	a	sufficiency-oriented	turn	of	the	Swedish	society.	
Several	 suggestions	were	 presented	on	 how	 to	 strengthen	 the	ongoing	work	within	
sustainable	 consumption	 and	 waste	 prevention,	 as	 well	 as	 to	 remove	 some	 of	 the	
obstacles	 experienced	 in	 those	 areas.	 In	 this	 section,	 I	 revisit	 the	 framework	 for	 a	
politics	for	sufficiency	presented	in	chapter	2	and	use	it	as	a	backdrop	for	a	discussion	
about	 this	 ongoing	 work.	 The	 framework	 highlighted	 four	 elements,	 or	 “lessens”,	
identified	by	Schneidewind	&	Zahrnt	(2014)	at	the	core	of	such	a	politics:	less	speed	(in	
time),	 less	 distance	 (closer	 and	more	 clear),	 less	 clutter	 (simpler	 and	 fewer	material	
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things)	and	less	market	(as	in	alternative	ways	of	providing	for	oneself)	(Schneidewind	
&	Zahrnt,	2014,	p.	50,	ref.	to	Sachs).	These	are	all	very	much	connected	to	each	other,	
but	considering	that	the	focus	here	is	on	sufficiency	related	to	material	consumption,	
this	 discussion	 will	 first	 and	 foremost	 treat	 the	 “lessens”	 of	 ‘less	 clutter’	 and	 ‘less	
market’.		
	
In	the	following,	I	first	suggest	specific	policy	measures	summarizing	and	developing	
parts	of	the	suggestions	presented	in	chapter	6.	These	are	measures	that	in	different	
ways	 may	 facilitate	 individual	 entries	 into	 more	 sufficient	 consumption	 practices,	
whether	those	entries	are	intentional	or	unintentional.	They	should	be	understood	as	
possible	to	introduce	in	the	system	as	of	today,	recognizing	at	the	same	time	the	limits	
of	that	unsustainable	system	when	it	comes	to	targeting	and	minimizing	unsustainable	
ways	of	consumption.	These	will	then	be	followed	by	a	discussion	about	more	profound	
changes	needed	at	the	structural	level.		
	
	
	
Suggested policy measures to facilitate individual entries into sufficiency 
	
Since	several	of	the	policy	measures	suggested	by	the	officials	throughout	chapter	6,	
can	be	applied	to	 facilitate	both	 intentional	and	unintentional	entries,	 this	 is	a	 list	of	
suggested	 policy	 measures	 for	 overall	 facilitation	 of	 individual	 entries	 into	 more	
sufficient	consumption	practices.	As	mentioned,	 these	policy	measures,	based	on	the	
findings	 and	 suggestions	 presented	 in	 the	 governance	 case	 study,	 are	 suggested	 in	
order	to	facilitate	sufficiency-related	practices	in	Sweden	today.	
	
A	 green	 tax	 shift	 which	 implies	 that	 environmentally	 damaging	 activities	 are	 taxed	
higher	at	the	same	time	as	lowering	the	tax	on	services	such	as	repairing	could	serve	to	
make	 it	 cheaper	and	 easier	 to	 repair	 the	 things	one	owns.	 If	 combined	with	 further	
measures	to	promote	repairing	services,	this	could	help	both	to	normalize	the	practice	
of	 repairing	 one’s	 things	 (attractiveness)	 and	 to	 make	 the	 service	 more	 financially	
available	 to	more	people	(feasibility).	 If	combined	with	price	mechanisms	that	make	
the	production	of	goods	carry	its	true	social	and	ecological	costs,	reparation	could	also	
be	made	relatively	cheaper	in	comparison	with	replacing	the	old	item	or	garment	with	
a	new	one.	Green	taxation	is	a	commonly	suggested	policy	measure	for	steering	towards	
more	 sustainable	 consumption	 and	 has	 also	 been	 used	 by	 the	 former	 and	 current	
Swedish	 governments.	What	 a	 sufficiency	 perspective	 can	 add	 to	 the	 discussion	 on	
green	taxes	is	an	expansion	of	the	view	of	what	environmentally	damaging	activities	
should	be	targeted.	As	an	example,	Mastini	&	Rijnhout		(2018)	argue	that	the	use	of	a	
‘progressive	VAT’	for	taxing	luxury	and	resource-intensive	goods	higher	than	everyday	
demanded	 goods	 would	 help	 targeting	 the	 so-called	 conspicuous,	 or	 positional,	



	 180	

consumption	(Mastini	&	Rijnhout,	2018).	Another	dimension	is	to	introduce	differential	
taxation	 on	 goods	 and	 services	 related	 to	 their	 durability	 and	 harmfulness	 to	 the	
environment	and	health	(ibid).	To	lower	taxes	on	more	durable	products	is	connected	
to	 the	 need	 for	 other	 policy	 measures,	 namely	 stronger	 regulations	 on	 product	
sustainability	and	an	extended	producer	responsibility	that	to	a	larger	extent	protects	the	
consumer’s	 rights	 in	 terms	 of	warranties	 and	 “burden	 of	 proof”	 in	 cases	 regarding	
complaints	 about	 product	 quality.	 Such	 strengthening	 of	 the	 regulations	 would	
stimulate	 the	 design	of	 products	 that	 are	 essentially	made	 to	 last,	 and	 also	of	more	
circularly	 designed	 products	 where	 parts	 and	 pieces	 can	 be	 replaced	 and	 repaired	
instead	of	replacing	a	whole	product.	It	was	pointed	out	by	several	of	the	officials	that	
these	regulations	probably	need	to	be	set	at	the	EU	level,	something	that	the	inquiry	on	
circular	economy	recommended	the	Swedish	government	to	promote.	
	
Many	officials	pointed	to	the	need	to	improve	the	local	coordination	of	activities	within	
municipal	waste	 prevention	 and	 promotion	 of	 sustainable	 consumption	 in	 order	 to	
create	positive	synergy	effects.	In	order	to	avoid	working	in	“silos”	and	rather	stimulate	
mutual	learning	from	best	practices,	the	municipal	units	engaged	in	these	areas	have	
much	to	gain	from	more	collaboration.		
	
Municipalities	 can	 look	 into	 the	possibility	of	providing	decluttering	 coaches	 to	help	
individuals	and	families	that	wish	to	clean	out	their	homes.	This	concept	can,	just	like	
the	“waste	prevention	coaches”	suggested	by	an	official,	build	on	the	concept	of	energy	
advisors	that	already	exists	in	Swedish	municipalities.	The	items	and	clothes	discarded	
in	these	decluttering	sessions	can	then	preferably	be	brought	to	a	public	area	assigned	
to	sharing/upcycling/repairing,	so	that	the	declutterers	and	the	municipal	service	 in	
turn	 contribute	 to	broadening	 the	 supply	of	 second-hand	goods	 in	 the	municipality.	
Connected	to	this	is	the	need	for	more	investments	in	urban	commons	and	provision	of	
public	places	for	practices	such	as	sharing,	repairing	etc.	This	would	serve	to	decrease	
the	influence	of	the	market	at	the	same	time	as	encouraging	individuals	to	become	more	
citizens	than	consumers.	It	is	crucial	that	the	decluttering	process	also	be	followed	up	
with	discussions	and	reflections	on	the	results	and	experiences	in	order	to	anchor	the	
participants	in	the	process	and	prevent	the	risk	of	rebound	effects	such	as	increased	
shopping	 as	 an	 effect	 of	 the	 freed	 space.	 If	 possible,	 the	 decluttering	 and	 waste	
prevention	coaches	can	work	together	to	minimize	the	risks	of	rebound	effects.	
	
Efforts	 could	 be	made	 to	 increase	 the	 use	 of	 nudging42 	consumers	with	 the	 aim	 of	
making	them	choose	to	refrain	from	buying	something	new	and	instead	getting	hold	of	
the	needed	 item	in	another	way.	 It	 is	however	difficult	 to	see	how	this	may	be	done	

																																																								
42 	Nudging	 can	 be	 explained	 as	 interventions	 to	 the	 choice	 architecture	 and	 environment	 aimed	 at	
altering	people’s	behaviour	(Lehner,	Mont,	&	Heiskanen,	2016).		
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inside	stores	where	the	shopping	is	usually	carried	out,	seeing	as	how	the	companies	
might	not	themselves	be	interested	in	such	nudging.	One	suggestion	could	be	to	make	
repair	services	and	swapping	places	easily	accessible	nearby	where	people	live	and/or	
at	 shopping	 centres.	 This	 kind	 of	 intervention	 might	 also	 serve	 to	 point	 out	 to	
companies	that	they	need	to	rethink	their	business	model	and	perhaps	provide	other	
services.		
	
When	 communicating	 with	 inhabitants,	 municipalities	 and	 regions	 can	 choose	 to	
encourage	activities	and	values	other	than	consumption,	such	as	spending	time	with	
family	 and	 friends	 and	 engaging	 oneself	 in	 the	 local	 community.	 This	 can	 also	 be	
facilitated	 by	 local	 and	 regional	 authorities	 supporting	 for	 example	 local	 cultural	
arrangements	 that	offer	experiences	without	encouraging	material	 consumption.	By	
highlighting	the	joys	of	non-consumption	and	sufficiency-related	practices	rather	than	
explicitly	telling	people	to	consume	less,	more	people	might	feel	inclined	to	spend	their	
time	and	money	on	other	activities	(ref.	“alternative	hedonism”	by	Soper,	2008).	There	
is	also	potential	to	be	found	in	this	kind	of	local	arrangements	in	how	they	may	lead	by	
example,	exemplified	by	the	cultural	festival	arranged	by	the	City	of	Gothenburg	each	
year	(Kulturkalaset).	The	festival	aims	to	be	free	from	single-use	items	by	the	year	2021	
and	 therefore	 encourages	 visitors	 to	 bring	 their	 own	 lunch	 boxes	 (official,	 Swedish	
Waste	Management	Association).	
	
Should	the	parallel	trends	of	anti-consumerism,	decluttering	and	minimalism	continue	
to	grow	and	become	more	mainstream,	both	the	need	and	the	potential	for	harnessing	
the	synergy	effects	between	them	will	most	probably	increase.	The	KonMari	method	as	
well	as	other	discarding	and	decluttering	methods	simply	result	in	a	great	amount	of	
clothes,	furniture,	accessories,	household	items	and	so	on	no	longer	being	desired	by	
their	owners.	An	increase	in	this	type	of	extensive	discarding	therefore	constitutes	a	
potential	problem	for	the	waste	management	system.	However,	if	local	authorities	and	
organizations	can	manage	to	find	more	easily	accessible	ways	to	facilitate	sharing	and	
reusing	(including	digitalization),	these	 items	can	 find	new	homes	among	those	who	
actively	choose	to	decrease	their	consumption	of	new	things.	It	is	also	recommended	to	
facilitate	possibilities	for	recycling,	especially	for	households	that	lack	access	to	a	car.	
The	distance	to	recycling	facilities	as	well	as	the	lack	of	possibilities	for	donating	one’s	
things	to	charities	or	second-hand	shops	were	mentioned	as	obstacles	by	some	of	the	
KonMariers	who	lived	in	smaller	towns	or	in	the	countryside.		
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Prevent clutter from developing  
	
Several	of	the	measures	that	Schneidewind	and	Zahrnt	(2014)	point	out	as	important	
parts	 of	 a	politics	 of	 less	 –	 related	 to	 less	 clutter	 –	 are	measures	 that	 are	 discussed	
and/or	partly	implemented	in	Sweden	today	in	the	municipalities	and	regions	mapped	
in	 this	 study.	 That	 is	 true	 for	 the	 role	 of	 public	 procurement	 in	 ensuring	 the	
prioritization	of	quality	and	durability	and	for	political	measures	supporting	repairs	
and	reuse	of	products.	The	city	of	Gothenburg	as	well	as	the	region	of	Västra	Götaland	
show	ambitious	work	 in	the	area	of	public	procurement,	one	example	being	the	two	
framework	 agreements	 that	 are	 being	developed	 in	Gothenburg	 for	 procurement	 of	
reused	 and	 circular	 office	 furniture,	 respectively	 (official,	 city	 of	 Gothenburg).	 The	
Swedish	Consumer	Agency	also	has	an	important	role	in	regard	to	informing	consumers	
about	the	durability	of	products	and	the	government	has	been	recommended	to	take	
further	steps	to	strengthen		producer	responsibility	and	work	towards	rules	that	can	
promote	more	sustainable	product	design,	preferably	on	the	EU	 level	(SOU	2017:22,	
2017).		
	
In	connection	to	what	Schneidewind	and	Zahrnt	label	as	the	starting	point	for	a	politics	
of	less	–	“not	to	allow	clutter	to	develop	in	the	first	place”	(Schneidewind	&	Zahrnt,	2014,	
p.	 61),	 the	 importance	 of	 setting	 clear	 and	 ambitious	 goals	 as	 well	 as	 investing	 in	
measures	for	waste	prevention	needs	to	be	underlined	here.	The	overview	of	activities	
and	 strategies	 in	 this	 area	pointed	 to	obstacles	 in	 the	 form	of	 lack	of	 clarity	both	 in	
national	goals	and	in	terms	of	the	responsibility	and	role	of	the	municipalities	in	the	
work	 to	 prevent	waste.	 The	 latter	 is	 also	directly	 linked	 to	modes	 of	 funding	waste	
prevention	 activities	 at	 a	 municipal	 level,	 where	 there	 is	 consensus	 among	 the	
interviewed	 officials	 that	 municipalities	 should	 be	 allowed	 to	 finance	 this	 type	 of	
activities	and	projects	with	the	revenues	from	the	municipal	refuse	collection	charge.	
This	 is	also	the	recommendation	given	to	the	government	by	the	 inquiry	on	circular	
economy	(SOU	2017:22,	2017).		
	
At	the	same	time	as	pointing	to	these	obstacles,	however,	all	of	the	interviewed	officials	
mentioned	waste	prevention	as	an	area	that	carries	lots	of	potential	in	terms	of	aiming	
at	reducing	material	consumption.	This	potential	seems	partly	to	be	connected	to	the	
perception	 of	 waste	 prevention	 as	 a	 politically	 less	 sensitive	 issue	 than	 direct	
discussions	about	reduction	of	the	consumption	volume.	Furthermore,	experience	from	
projects	 within	 the	 municipality’s	 own	 activities	 (City	 of	 Gothenburg)	 and	 projects	
targeted	 at	 households	 (such	 as	 the	Minimizing	 Masters,	 Gothenburg	 region)	 show	
impressive	results	in	terms	of	the	actual	reduction	of	waste	as	well	as	related	changes	
in	 procurement	 routines	 (municipal	 activities)	 and	 consumption	 behaviour	
(households)	(officials,	city	of	Gothenburg,	Gothenburg	region	and	the	Swedish	Waste	
Management	 Association).	 It	 is	 thus	 an	 area	 where	 the	 most	 significant	 obstacles	
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identified	might	 quite	 easily	 be	 overcome	by	 changing	 regulations	 and	where	 there	
might	be	great	benefits	to	be	reaped	if	other	municipalities	and	regions	could	copy	the	
initiatives	and	projects	being	done.	There	are	grounds	for	believing	that	those	benefits	
would	multiply	 further	 if	 projects	 in	 this	 area	were	 also	 coordinated	with	 projects	
focused	 on	 facilitating	 and	 promoting	 sustainable	 consumption	 behaviour,	 thus	
harnessing	potential	synergy	effects	from	coordinating	the	efforts	at	local	and	regional	
levels.		
	
	
	
Decrease the pressure to consume 
	
The	 politics	 of	 less	 discussed	 by	 Schneidewind	 &	 Zahrnt	 (2014)	 also	 point	 to	 the	
importance	of	an	environment	that	is	free	from	the	pressure	to	consume.	They	highlight	
the	role	of	the	commons	and	suggest	advertisement-free	public	places	as	well	as	urban	
planning	prioritizing	things	other	than	commerce.	The	longing	for	public	places	where	
one	is	allowed	to	be	something	else	than	a	consumer	was	something	that	several	of	the	
informants	 in	 the	 buy-nothing	 group	 emphasized	 as	 being	 of	 great	 importance	 for	
facilitating	a	non-consumption	practice.	This	was	expressed	both	as	a	wish	to	be	free	
from	constant	impact	from	ads	in,	for	example,	public	transport,	and	a	longing	for	places	
where	they	would	be	able	 to	hang	out	and	spend	time	with	 friends	without	 it	being	
expected	(or	demanded)	that	they	consume	something	(including	coffee).	The	lack	of	
such	places	in	cities	and	towns	was,	accordingly,	also	mentioned	by	several	of	the	buy-
nothing	practitioners	as	an	obstacle.	The	dimension	of	urban	and	land	use	planning	was	
also	mentioned	by	some	of	the	interviewed	officials,	who	pointed	out	that	both	waste	
prevention	 and	 alternative	 consumption	 practices	 such	 as	 repair	 and	 swapping	 or	
cultural	experiences	take	up	physical	space,	and	that	such	places	need	to	be	planned	for.	
	
Looking	more	closely	into	the	proposed	policy	measures	to	strengthen	the	element	of	
“less	market”	(Schneidewind	&	Zahrnt,	2014),	more	significant	obstacles	are	identified.	
On	 a	 local	 level,	 some	 initiatives	 can	 be	 identified	 as	 offering	 an	 alternative	 to	 the	
current	market	logic,	i.e.	by	providing	opportunities	to	repair,	upcycle	or	swap	one’s	
belongings,	but	these	initiatives	are	not	implemented	at	a	scale	where	they	can	really	
be	seen	to	decrease	the	influence	of	the	market	logic.	In	this	context	the	potential	of	
digitalization	when	 it	comes	to	scaling	up	sharing	opportunities	was	mentioned,	but	
also	 the	 importance	 of	 striving	 for	 a	 dematerialization	of	 the	 economy,	 for	 example	
through	more	sharing	and	collaboration	initiatives.	Several	of	the	officials	returned	in	
the	interviews	to	the	structural	difficulties	of	combining	circular	business	models	with	
a	linear	market	logic,	and	further	highlighted	the	political	sensitivity	of	the	issue	and	
the	goal	conflicts	it	implies	in	terms	of,	for	example,	wanting	to	attract	businesses	to	
their	 municipalities.	 Businesses	 with	 (more)	 circular	 business	 models	 were	 also	
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mentioned	in	the	sense	of	being	actors	within	the	existing	market,	and	it	could	therefore	
be	questioned	if	more	such	businesses	would	really	work	to	decrease	the	influence	of	
the	market	in	the	society,	or	just	change	the	patterns	of	production	and	consumption.		
	
Closely	 connected	 to	 decreasing	 the	 pressure	 to	 consume	 and	 the	 influence	 of	 the	
market	is	a	focus	on	“time	prosperity”,	as	pointed	out	by	Shneidewind	and	Zahrnt	(2014)	
in	relation	to	the	element	of	“less	speed”.	Reduced	working	time	was	only	suggested	by	
one	civil	society	representative	(who	did	however	highlight	it	as	a	crucial	measure	for	
reducing	consumption),	but	it	was	on	the	other	hand	mentioned	by	several	of	the	buy-
nothing	practitioners	as	a	desired	policy	measure	 that	 could	 serve	 to	 facilitate	 their	
practice.	
	
In	 the	context	of	policy-making	and	political	regulations,	 it	 is	useful	 to	return	to	the	
research	by	Eckhardt	et	al	(2010)	discussed	in	section	1.6.	They	show	that	it	is	common	
among	 consumers	 in	 social	 democracies	 such	 as	 Sweden	 to	 rationalize	 away	 their	
unethical	consumer	behaviour	by	referring	to	the	responsibility	of	governments	and	
authorities	to	allow	only	what	are	considered	approved	and	ethical	consumer	choices	
–	what	Eckhardt	et	al.	call	a	form	of	“institutional	dependency”	(Eckhardt	et	al.,	2010).	
Even	though	their	research	focuses	on	sustainable	consumption	in	terms	of	consumers	
making	un/ethical	choices	and	not	in	terms	of	reducing	consumption,	it	suggests	a	trust	
towards	authorities	among	Swedish	consumers	that	enables	opportunities	 for	policy	
regulations.	 This	 “institutional	 dependency”	 might	 also	 facilitate	 acceptance	 for	
implementing	 measures	 such	 as	 stricter	 regulations	 on	 product	 durability	 and	
repairability	 –	 even	 if	 such	 measures	 would	 result	 in	 the	 reduction	 of	 available	
consumer	choices.	
	
	
	
Policy measures are not enough 
	
The	measures	suggested	above	serve	to	show	that	there	are	certainly	steps	that	can	be	
taken	to	orient	contemporary	Swedish	society	in	a	more	sufficient	direction,	with	less	
unnecessary	material	consumption	and	more	focus	on	circularity.	However,	if	the	goal	
is	to	strive	towards	changing	the	logic	or	the	principles	that	are	to	guide	society,	these	
policy	measures	 are	 far	 from	 enough	 and	 just	 a	 small	 piece	 of	 the	 overall	 political	
reprioritizations	and	reorientations	that	are	needed.	The	 framework	for	a	politics	of	
sufficiency	is	clear	in	regard	to	the	need	for	setting	limits	to	our	resource	use,	and	it	is	
much	to	ask	from	individuals	that	they	themselves	set	those	limits	without	the	help	of	
politics.	 The	 societal	 responsibility	 for	 sufficiency	 could	 be	 seen	 as	 a	 political	
responsibility	 -	 a	 responsibility	 to	 make	 sufficient	 and	 sustainable	 choices	 both	
attractive	and	the	easiest	ones	to	make,	thus	encouraging	more	unintentional	entries	
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into	sufficiency	practices,	and,	further,	to	set	out	clear	“rules	of	the	sufficiency	game”	
for	 example	 through	 different	 caps	 for	 businesses	 and	 other	 actors	 (including	
individuals).	The	first	part	can	be	said	to	be	recognized	to	various	degrees	on	a	policy	
level	 (and,	 further,	by	parts	of	 civil	 society)	 in	Sweden	 today,	 even	 if	much	more	of	
course	needs	to	be	done	to	fully	shoulder	that	responsibility.	A	crucial	part	of	facilitating	
more	 sufficient	 practices	 is	 to	 improve	 the	 infrastructure	 and	 systems	 of	 provision	
(Seyfang,	2011;	Spaargaren,	2003)	but	it	is	perhaps	of	equal	importance	to	obstruct	the	
occurrence	of	potential	 rebound	effects	of	 those	practices,	 for	example	by	 increased	
taxes	on	flights	or	a	carbon	tax.	In	regard	to	the	second	part,	and	to	the	perhaps	most	
essential	element	of	a	politics	of	sufficiency	identified	in	chapter	2,	namely	limits,	there	
is	still	a	long	way	to	go	in	Sweden.	The	officials	interviewed	did	not	mention	politically	
enforced	limits	or	restrictions	other	than	in	the	sense	that	there	is	a	need	to	set	clear	
targets	for,	for	example,	reduction	of	waste	and	emissions.	The	question	of	defining	a	
definite	ceiling	to	societal	and/or	individual	resource	use	and	material	consumption	in	
line	with	 e.g.	 resource	 caps	 or	 sustainable	 consumption	 corridors	 (Alcott,	 2018;	 Di	
Giulio	&	Fuchs,	2014)	was	not	addressed.	This	might	be	due	to	the	fact	that	it	is	seen	as	
far	too	utopian	and	idealistic	a	goal	in	a	system	embracing	freedom	of	choice	as	a	central	
principle.	There	 is,	however,	a	 lot	of	potential	 to	be	 found	 in	the	 interest	 for	carbon	
budgets	for	municipalities	(Anderson	et	al.,	2018),	as	well	as	in	the	increasing	interest	
for	individual	sufficiency-related	practices	such	as	refraining	from	consumption.	As	a	
part	 of	 setting	 clear	 “rules	 for	 the	 sufficiency	 game”,	 limits	 or	 caps	 could	 ideally	 be	
applied	 to	 resource	use,	waste	and	emissions,	and	could	 further	be	used	 to	define	a	
maximum	income	level	and	number	of	working	hours.	As	argued	in	section	2.5,	such	
caps	would	need	to	be	fairly	and	equitably	enforced	on	all	businesses,	individuals	and	
authorities	and	would	thus	hit	hardest	against	the	worst	emitters,	i.e.	the	most	affluent.	
Besides	defining	and	monitoring	absolute	limits	to	resource	use,	this	kind	of	politically	
enforced	limitations	need	further	be	designed	so	as	to	distribute	the	use	of	available	
resources	 and	 the	 “allowed	 emissions”	 in	 a	 socially	 just	 way.	 	 Caps	 on	 individual	
resource	 use	 and	 emissions	 could	 constitute	 one	 way	 of	 facilitating	 individuals	
shouldering	their	own	responsibility.		
 
It	 can	 in	 this	 way	 be	 argued	 that	 one	 important	 part	 of	 shouldering	 the	 societal	
responsibility	for	sufficiency	is	to	take	political	action	on	all	levels	to	limit	the	total	use	
of	resources.	In	this	sense	the	research	project	elaborating	carbon	budgets	for	different	
Swedish	 municipalities	 led	 by	 the	 Climate	 Change	 Leadership	 Node	 at	 Uppsala	
University	(mentioned	in	chapter	6)	is	promising.	Besides		underlining	the	necessity	of	
such	budgets	in	order	to	reach	the	Paris	agreement	goal	of	maximum	2	degrees	in	a	fair	
way	(Anderson	et	al.,	2018),	the	fact	that	the	participating	municipalities	have	explicitly	
asked	for	budget	calculations	points	to	an	increased	acceptance	of	carbon	budgets	and,	
potentially,	of	other	limitation	or	restriction	measures.		
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Another	part	of	shouldering	the	societal	responsibility	can	be	for	politicians	in	power	
to	facilitate	a	cultural	shift	through	“symbolic	politics”	(Schneidewind	&	Zahrnt,	2014)	
-	shifting	the	political	 focus	towards	areas	such	as	health,	well-being,	happiness	and	
environmental	sustainability.	In	this	way	they	would	indicate	a	change	of	priorities	at	
the	societal	level	that	can	help	widen	the	perspective	of	what	it	is	to	live	a	good	life	and,	
further,	to	shift	the	perspective	on	limits.		
	
	
	
7.4 Potential for a cultural shift 
	
It	is	often	mentioned	in	the	literature	on	sufficiency	that	a	political	transition	towards	
a	more	sustainable	and	“sufficient”	society	needs	to	be	accompanied	by	a	cultural	shift	
and	a	 change	of	 social	norms	and	 institutions	that	will	make	 the	necessary	political	
restrictions	welcome,	or	at	least	acceptable	(see	for	example	Sachs,	2015;	Spangenberg	
&	 Lorek,	 2019).	 The	 above	 discussion	 on	 enforcing	 political	 measures	 is	 a	 good	
illustration	 of	 this	 complex	 issue.	Which	 should	 come	 first	 out	 of	 the	 political	 and	
cultural	transitions,	however,	or	which	is	supposed	to	lead	the	other,	is	not	clear.	Would	
the	 above	 suggested	 political	 measures	 need	 a	 certain	 “societal	 climate”	 to	 be	
implemented,	or	can	they	rather	serve	as	leading	towards	such	a	changed	climate?	The	
answer	is	probably	that	political	and	cultural	change	are	interdependent,	but	that	they	
also	serve	to	reinforce	each	other.		
	
In	the	empirical	findings	from	both	the	practice	case	studies	(especially	the	one	with	
buy-nothing	 practitioners)	 and	 the	 governance	 case	 study,	 many	 of	 the	 informants	
expressed	-	often	directly	but	sometimes	more	subtly	-	a	desire	for	a	transition	of	norms	
and	a	cultural	change.	This	indicates	that	a	need	is	experienced,	among	individuals	and	
on	 a	 more	 political/societal	 level,	 for	 some	 sort	 of	 “cultural	 decoupling”	 of	 our	
perceptions	of	well-being	on	the	one	hand	and	materialistic	strivings	and	consumerism	
on	the	other.	Connected	to	this	is	also	a	wish	for	a	more	holistic	view	on	well-being	and	
welfare	as	a	political	goal	to	be	prioritized	over	growth	in	GDP.	The	question	is	then:	
how	can	such	a	decoupling	and,	in	the	wider	sense,	a	transition	of	norms	take	place?		
	
One	answer	 is:	 through	 the	practicing	of	 sufficiency	 in	 itself.	The	 sufficiency-related	
practices	explored	here,	as	well	as	other	similar	practices,	can	be	seen	simultaneously	
as	reactions	to	the	current	consumerist	culture	present	in	the	Swedish	society	and	as	a	
space	 with	 the	 opportunity	 to	 change	 that	 same	 culture.	 No	 matter	 the	 main	
motivations	behind	their	decisions,	the	practitioners	from	both	groups	felt	a	need	or	an	
urge	to	either	stop	shopping	or	to	discard	a	lot	of	their	belongings,	and	they	did	so	in	a	
culture	that	constantly	aims	to	convince	us	that	we	need	more	stuff.	They	are,	further,	
generally	satisfied	with	their	experiences	and	can	be	said	to	have	managed	–	albeit	to	
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very	varying	degrees	–	to	decouple	their	well-being	from	materialistic	strivings.	This	
changed	 attitude	 towards	 material	 belongings	 and	 wants	 and	 the	 (in	 many	 cases)	
increased	well-being	related	to	it	is	something	that	has	potential	also	to	make	others	
reflect	on	their	own	view	of	these	things	when	the	informants	share	their	experiences	
with	 family	 and	 friends.	 A	 lot	 of	 potential	 for	 decoupling	 perceptions	 and	 changing	
values	might	be	 found	right	 there.	 In	 this	context	 it	serves	to	reiterate	the	aspect	of	
cultural	change	(discussed	in	section	2.6)	related	to	how	humans	within	a	culture	(and	
a	political-economic	system)	choose	to	satisfy	their	needs	(Max-Neef,	1992),	and	that	
steering	 the	public	 attention	 towards	more	dematerialized	and	perhaps	 “alternative	
hedonist”	(Soper,	2008,	2017)	ways	of	doing	so	will	probably	be	a	crucial	element	of	
the	needed	cultural	change.	
	
This	leads	to	another	answer,	namely:	a	decoupling	of	the	perceptions	of	well-being	and	
material	 strivings	 is	helped	by	 talking	about	and	 focusing	on	different	values.	Many	
informants	 described	 how	 they	 were	 asked	 about	 their	 practices	 by	 relatives,	
colleagues	and	friends	and	how	curious	questions	often	led	to	interesting	discussions	
about	 the	 role	 of	 consumption	 or	what	 the	 things	we	 own	 really	mean	 to	 us.	 Even	
though	no	informant	reported	having	explicitly	“recruited”	others	to	their	practice,	the	
interest	and	important	questions	that	the	practices	themselves	seem	to	have	sparked	
highlight	the	importance	of	choosing	different	words	and	steering	towards	other	goals	
and	values	not	only	in	the	political	sphere	but	also	in	the	private	sphere,	in	everyday	
interaction	with	others.		
	
What	 about	 the	 possibilities	 for	 a	 politically	 steered	 decoupling,	 then?	 The	
developments	 described	 in	 chapter	 6	 about	 shifts	 in	 the	 public	 discourse	 around	
sustainable	consumption	and	the	increasing	interest	in	“not-buying”	or	“buying-less”	
provide	certain	grounds	for	hope	in	regard	to	a	transition	towards	sufficiency.	The	year	
of	 2018	 saw	 an	 upsurge	 in	 engagement	 in	 the	 climate	 change	 issue	 in	 Sweden,	
accompanied	 by	 stronger	 demands	 for	 political	 action	 to	 tackle	 the	 challenge.	 The	
ongoing	(in	2018	and	2019)	intense	debate	about	Swedes’	travel	habits	and	the	need	to	
reduce	emissions	from	flying	(see	for	example	Azar,	2018;	Hellgren,	2018;	Liljestrand,	
2018),	together	with	the	interest	shown	by	some	Swedish	municipalities	in	working	on	
implementing	 municipal	 carbon	 budgets	 	 (Anderson	 et	 al.,	 2018),	 point	 towards	 a	
growing	acceptance	–	both	culturally	and	politically	-	of	ideas	of	rationing,	or	at	least	
limiting,	 lifestyle-related	 emissions.	 Another	 example	 of	 this	 was	 an	 opinion	 piece,	
published	in	January	2019,	written	by	87	Swedish	influencers	and	bloggers	addressing	
the	 newly	 elected	 Prime	Minister	 Stefan	 Löfven	 explicitly	 asking	 him	 to	 dare	 to	 be	
uncomfortable	and	“run	over	our	climate-disastrous	habits”	with	political	restrictions	
(Sundh	et	al.,	2019).	They	continue:	
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We	 need	 someone	 who	 takes	 away	 the	 non-organic	 potato	 from	 the	 produce	
section	so	that	we	can’t	even	see	that	it	is	two	crowns	cheaper	than	the	organic	one.	
We	need	someone	to	teach	us	the	hard	way	that	strawberries	are	not	in	season	in	
February,	 someone	who	 prohibits	 single-packaged	 peppers	 in	 plastic.	We	 need	
someone	to	make	the	flight	unreasonable	for	the	wallet	in	comparison	to	the	train.	
Or	give	us	a	flight	quota!	We	obviously	can’t	handle	the	freedom	(Sundh	et	al.,	2019,	
own	translation).		

	
This	call	can	be	read	as	going	beyond	the	reoccurring	slogan	within	work	on	sustainable	
consumption	of	“making	it	easy	to	do	the	right	thing”	–	it	is	also	a	cry	for	political	action	
to	ban	that	which	is	not	sustainable	and	severely	restrict	the	possibilities	of	continuing	
with	highly	unsustainable	habits.		
	
Cultural	change	is	extremely	complex	and	it	is	outside	the	scope	of	this	thesis	to	touch	
on	every	possible	mechanism	behind	such	a	needed	change.	What	is	interesting	to	try	
and	answer	against	the	backdrop	of	the	empirical	material	presented	here,	however,	is	
primarily	 in	which	ways	politics	and	strategies	can	aim	to	support	or	steer	 towards	
such	 a	 transition.	 How	 might	 the	 perceived	 need	 to,	 for	 example,	 decouple	 our	
subjective	well-being	from	our	material	standard	or	make	it	attractive	and	desirable	to	
use	what	 you	 have	 and	 be	 content	with	 less,	 be	 translated	 into	 strategies,	 policies,	
visions	and	concrete	politics?	One	suggestion	is	for	both	officials	and	political	decision-
makers,	from	local	to	national	level,	to	dare	to	be	visionary.	One	opportunity	to	be	so	is,	
for	example,	when	deciding	which	indicators	to	use	to	measure	the	progress	of	a	region	
or	municipality,	 such	 as	 in	 the	 report	 “Happiness	 for	more	 people”	 (Lycka	 för	 fler)	
published	 by	 Västra	 Götaland	 region	 (VGR	 Analys,	 2019),	 where	 the	 importance	 of	
focusing	 on	 the	 inhabitants’	 subjective	 well-being	 and	 happiness	 is	 emphasized.	
Returning	 to	 the	 importance	 of	 symbolic	 politics	 for	 sufficiency	 (Schneidewind	 &	
Zahrnt,	2014),	if	political	goals	are	framed	as	focusing	on	improving	people’s	happiness	
and	well-being,	 that	will	also	have	an	 impact	on	the	concrete	political	decisions	that	
affect	people’s	everyday	lives.		
	
	
	
	 	



	 189	

8. Seeds for a sufficiency-oriented future: conclusions and key 
contributions 
	
	
	
This	thesis	has	aimed	to	explore	sufficiency	as	an	idea	and	as	a	practice.	Starting	from	
a	recognition	of	the	urgency	to	move	towards	a	way	of	life	and	of	organizing	society	that	
is	compatible	with	staying	within	the	planetary	boundaries	and	a	“safe	and	just	space	
for	 humanity”	 (Raworth,	 2013;	 Rockström	 et	 al.,	 2009),	 an	 objective	 has	 been	 to	
contribute	 to	 ways	 in	 which	 to	 sharpen	 the	 discussion	 about	 sustainability	 and	
sustainable	 consumption,	 seeing	 as	 the	 mainstream	 approaches	 of	 sustainable	
development	and	efficiency	 strategies	have	proved	not	 to	be	enough.	 It	 is	 therefore	
important	to	explore	what	kind	of	everyday	practices,	ideas	and	politics	can	contribute	
to	 deepening	 the	 discussion	 on	 sustainability	and	 the	 societal	 transitions	 needed	 to	
address	the	ecological	crisis.		
	
Sufficiency	is	one	such	idea.	It	is	a	principle	that	connects	ecological	sustainability	with	
notions	of	 social	 justice	and	 frames	 the	 challenge	of	 reaching	a	 just	 and	 sustainable	
future	 as	 a	 question	 of	 responsibility	 –	 a	 responsibility	 that	 primarily	 falls	 on	 the	
shoulders	 of	 the	 affluent	 in	 the	 world.	 Different	 definitions	 of	 sufficiency	 were	
described	in	chapter	2,	where	the	discussion	led	to	an	operationalization	of	sufficiency	
in	this	thesis	as	being	specifically	a	question	of	responsibility	of	the	affluent	–	societies,	
groups	 and	 individuals	 –	 to	 refrain	 from	 taking,	 and	 to	 retreat	 from	 the	 excess	
environmental	space	that	they	occupy.	The	“excess”	space	is	that	which	exceeds	one’s	
share	 of	 resources	 if	 every	 human	 on	Earth	 is	 to	have	 the	 right	 to	 a	 fair	 amount	of	
environmental	space	at	the	same	time	as	humanity	keeps	within	the	safe	and	just	space	
for	humanity	as	described	by	Rockström	et	al	(2009)	and	Raworth	(2013).	This	is	of	
course	a	conceptual	definition,	as	this	thesis	does	not	in	any	way	aim	to	calculate	the	
exact	 amount	of	resources	that	can	be	used	up	nor	the	waste	that	can	be	generated	
within	the	“sufficient	space”	of	one	individual.	Nonetheless,	as	a	conceptual	definition	
it	serves	as	a	theoretical	point	of	departure,	a	yardstick	against	which	to	measure	the	
(un)sustainability	of	political	decisions,	and	a	goal	towards	which	to	strive.	As	shown	
in	the	discussion	about	utopian	method	and	utopian	thinking	(section	2.1),	such	a	goal	
might	 serve	 as	 a	 tool	 for	 reimagining	 possible	 (more	 sustainable	 and	 just)	 futures,	
exploring	 alternative	 economic	 practices,	 challenging	 old	 patterns,	 inspiring	 change	
and	decreasing	the	gap	between	what	is	and	what	might	be	(Bradley	&	Hedrén,	2014;	
Levitas,	2013;	Sargisson,	2007).	
	
The	exploration	of	the	sufficiency-related	practices	of	a	buy-nothing	year	and	using	the	
KonMari	method	points	towards	interesting	insights	in	terms	of	how	these	practices	
have	affected	the	way	the	 informants	view	material	belongings	and	needs	as	well	as	
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how	 they	 perform	material	 consumption.	 Both	 practices	 spurred	 a	 lot	 of	 reflection	
among	the	practitioners	about	what	it	is	that	they	really	need	and	want	and,	in	the	case	
of	the	KonMariers,	what	it	is	that	“sparks	joy”	for	them.	That	is,	the	informants	did	not	
simply	“execute”	their	own	decisions	to	stop	buying	and	to	konmari	their	belongings,	
but	doing	so	was	to	a	high	degree	a	very	conscious	and	active	process	that	served	to	
ground	the	practitioners	in	their	respective	practices.	As	such,	the	process	shaped	their	
thoughts	about	material	needs,	 their	view	of	 their	belongings	and	 further	how	 they	
continued	to	practice	consumption	of	new	material	goods	in	a	more	sufficient	way.	The	
reflective	process	seldom	stopped	at	the	level	of	material	things	and	needs,	however.	
Rather,	it	extended	to	questions	like	what	the	informants	really	want	to	dedicate	their	
time	 and	money	 to,	what	 relationships	 “spark	 joy”	 for	 them,	 how	one	 can	 live	 even	
simpler	 or	with	 fewer	 belongings,	 and,	 on	 an	 existential	 level,	what	 it	 is	 that	 really	
matters	in	life.	This	rather	profound	process	suggests	that	the	changed	ways	of	thinking	
about	and	performing	material	consumption	will	persist	long-term,	something	that	is	
also	confirmed	by	the	buy-nothing	practitioners	interviewed	who	went	through	their	
buy-nothing	 year	 several	 years	 ago	 but	 still	 adhere	 to	 very	mindful	 and	 restrictive	
practices	 of	 consumption.	 Follow-up	 studies	 are	 needed	 to	 confirm	 the	 changed	
consumption	behaviour	over	time	among	those	who	were	still	“in”	their	buy-nothing	
year	or	had	very	recently	ended	it,	as	well	as	among	the	KonMariers.		
	
This	 research	 makes	 a	 contribution	 by	 providing	 one	 of	 the	 first	 studies	 of	 the	
practitioners	of	the	KonMari	method,	which	can	still	be	said	to	be	quite	new	(introduced	
in	Marie	Kondo’s	book	The	 life-changing	magic	of	 tidying	up	 in	2014)	but	which	has	
become	enormously	popular	worldwide	in	a	period	of	just	a	few	years.	It	can	show	that	
practicing	the	method	not	only	affects	the	KonMariers’	relationship	with	their	material	
belongings,	but	that	it	also	makes	them	cautious	about	bringing	new	things	into	their	
home.	This	cautiousness	and	developed	feeling	for	what	it	is	that	really	sparks	joy	in	
them,	 serves	 to	 reduce	 impulsive	 shopping	behaviour	and	 turn	 the	KonMariers	 into	
more	conscious	and	restrictive	consumers	in	the	sense	that	they	only	buy	what	they	
really	want	or	need.	Even	though	primarily	focused	on	exploring	the	ways	in	which	the	
method	 affects	 its	 practitioners	 in	 relation	 to	 belongings	 and	 consumption	 of	 new	
things,	 the	 study	 can	 also	 provide	 valuable	 information	 about,	 for	 example,	 who	
practices	 the	 method,	 what	 reasons	 they	 have	 for	 doing	 so,	 and	 how	 they	 have	
experienced	their	KonMari	journey.		
	
Regarding	 research	 on	 sustainable	 consumption	 and	more	 sustainable	 lifestyle,	 this	
thesis	contributes	by	pointing	to	the	positive	spill-over	or	spiral	effect	that	sufficiency-
related	 practices	 can	 bring	 about,	 and	 also	 between	 the	 seemingly	 close	 connection	
between	 a	 buy-nothing	 practice	 and	 a	 decluttering/KonMari	 practice.	 In	 short:	 the	
KonMariers’	discarding	method	made	most	of	them	less	interested	in	buying	new	things,	
thus	 reducing	 their	 consumption,	 and	 the	 buy-nothing	 year	 seemed	 to	make	 many	
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practitioners	 keen	 to	 clear	 out	 their	 wardrobes	 and	 cupboards.	 This	 decluttering	
performed	by	several	of	the	buy-nothing	practitioners	was	described	both	as	a	way	of	
“rediscovering”	items	and	starting	to	use	them	again	when	not	allowed	to	buy	new	ones,	
and	 as	 a	 result	 of	 a	 longing	 to	 get	 rid	 of	 things.	 For	 several	 of	 the	 informants	who	
dedicated	time	to	decluttering,	the	discarding	in	itself	seemed	to	have	sparked	a	feeling	
similar	to	that	of	buying	something	new.	These	spill-over	effects	indicate	a	more	general	
rethinking	of	the	informants’	relationship	with	material	things	that	goes	beyond	their	
chosen	practice.	Aside	from	this,	the	case	studies	highlight	that	including	the	KonMari	
method	and	potentially	other	discarding	practices	in	studies	on	sustainable	lifestyles	
and	 practices,	 as	 well	 as	 on	 sustainable	 consumption,	 might	 provide	 valuable	
information	about	the	connections	between	non-consumption	and	discarding	and,	on	a	
more	 general	 level,	 about	 motivations	 behind	 different	 ways	 of	 decreasing	 the	
importance	of	material	belongings	in	our	lives.	
	
One	main	theoretical	contribution	that	this	thesis	makes	to	the	literature	on	sufficiency	
and	on	sustainable	consumption	is	that	it	contributes	to	bridging	the	gap	in	what	can	
be	perceived	as	a	rather	black-and-white	approach	to	sufficient	lifestyles	or	practices	
as	 being	 either	 voluntary	 (Heindl	 &	 Kanschik,	 2016;	 Speck	 &	 Hasselkuß,	 2015)	 or	
obligatory/	 forced	 (Gorge	et	 al.,	 2015).	 Introducing	 the	KonMariers	as	one	group	of	
individuals	 that	 do	 not	 enter	 into	 their	 practice	 of	 the	 KonMari	 method	 with	 the	
intention	of	reducing	their	consumption	but	who	still	(in	the	majority	of	cases)	end	up	
doing	so,	 the	 thesis	points	 to	 the	 importance	of	portraying	 the	possible	entries	 into	
sufficiency	in	more	of	a	greyscale.	Such	a	scale	would	rather	focus	on	the	intentionality	
of	 the	 entry:	 whereas	 buy-nothing	 practitioners	 very	 intentionally	 want	 to	 stop	
consuming,	the	KonMariers	eventually,	and	unintentionally,	cease	to	want	the	same.	In	
this	way,	 these	 two	 different	 practices	 can	 be	 seen	 as	 being	 two	 different	 types	 of	
entries	 into	 a	 more	 sufficiency-oriented	 way	 of	 consumption.	 Thus,	 the	 thesis	
contributes	by	showing	that	a	more	open	approach	to	sufficient	practices	and	lifestyles	
allows	for	also	including	unintentional	entries	into	sufficiency.		If	a	person	has	entered	
unintentionally	into	a	more	sufficient	way	of	consumption	and	is	appreciating	it,	that	
unintentional	entry	might	with	time	–	especially	in	the	occurrence	of	a	development	of	
a	sense	of	sufficiency	-	very	well	turn	into	something	intentional	and	voluntary	with	
potential	 for	 continuing	 long-term.	 In	 the	 process	 of	 transitioning	 to	 a	 low-impact	
society,	 finding	 and	 stimulating	 this	 type	 of	 unintentional	 entries	 into	 sufficiency	 is	
therefore	 crucial	 in	 order	 to	 get	 the	 larger	 majority	 onboard.	 These	 unintentional	
entries	 have	 the	 potential	 to	 be	 scaled	 up	 and	 make	 a	 more	 sufficient	 way	 of	
consumption	more	easily	attainable	as	well	as	desirable	also	for	those	who	would	not	
voluntarily	choose	to	reduce	their	material	consumption	for	environmental	reasons.	
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The	 results	 from	 the	 case	 studies	 show	 that	 it	 is	possible	 for	 affluent	 consumers	 to	
develop	a	sense	of	sufficiency	regardless	of	whether	one	enters	a	sufficiency-related	
practice	for	reasons	of	outspoken	anti-consumerist	critique	or	consumption	fatigue	or	
from	 a	 wish	 to	 achieve	 a	 more	 harmonious	 and	 less	 cluttered	 home.	 The	 sense	 of	
sufficiency,	of	a	“good	and	enough”	approach	to	material	consumption	and	belongings	
(and,	in	many	cases,	to	other	areas	of	life)	can	thus	develop	both	from	intentional	and	
from	unintentional	entries,	even	if	the	development	process	can	look	different.	In	the	
practices	 studied	 here,	 the	 development	 stems	 from	 factors	 such	 as	 a	 feeling	 of	
liberation	 (including	more	 time	and	better	 sense	of	 control	over,	 for	example,	one’s	
finances),	 increased	well-being,	and	an	 improved	ability	 to	decide	what	 is	necessary	
and	unnecessary	for	living	a	good	life	(not	only	in	terms	of	material	belongings).	The	
development	of	a	sense	of	sufficiency	is	also	enhanced	by	extensive	reflection	on	one’s	
practice.	 If	 these	 insights	 are	 to	 say	 something	 about	 the	 potential	 for	 sufficiency-
related	practices	to	become	more	mainstream,	one	important	question	becomes	how	
this	 experienced	 sense	of	 sufficiency	among	 individuals	 can	be	harnessed	as	well	 as	

Forced/
obligatory

Unintentional

Voluntary and 
intentional

Buy-nothing year

Downshifting

Religiously 
motivated

Tiny house

Voluntary simplicity

KonMari Decluttering

Economic restrictions

Figure	 8.	 	 Illustration	 of	 different	 types	 of	 entries	 into	 sufficiency	 -	
forced/	 obligatory,	 voluntary/intentional	 and	 unintentional	 -	 and	
different	practices	that	fall	into	these	categories.	The	illustration	further	
shows	 that	 unintentional	 entries	 with	 time	 might	 develop	 into	 a	
voluntary	and	intentional	adoption	of	sufficient	practices.	
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encouraged	at	the	societal	level.	One	way	to	do	so	is	for	representatives	of	the	public	
administration,	 i.e.	 ministries,	 authorities	 and	 public	 officials,	 to	 primarily	 aim	 for	
targeting	 goals	 of,	 for	 example,	 well-being	 and	 sustainability	 instead	 of	 economic	
growth,	in	order	to	encourage	contentment	in	regard	to	material	standards	and	steer	
the	politics	towards	other	societal	values.	Drawing	on	the	importance	of	words,	it	can	
further	be	argued	that	they	can	encourage	a	sense	of	sufficiency	by	contributing	to	the	
normalization	of	a	discourse	that	recognizes	the	existence	of	planetary	boundaries	as	
setting	the	limits	for	human	activity.	How	we	choose	to	talk	about	limits	matters.	To	
limit	resource	use	and	set	caps	on	emissions	will	undoubtedly	require	restrictions	on	
the	conveniences	of	our	current	unsustainable	ways	of	life,	but	how	we	talk	about	these	
restrictions	 matter.	 Talking	 about	 the	 planetary	 boundaries	 and	 limited	 natural	
resources	as	also	being	self-evident	and	 indisputable	 limits	of	human	exploitation	of	
those	resources,	can	help	shift	the	view	of	the	economy	as	something	that	should	strive	
towards	ever-higher	goals	 to	one	of	 a	 system	whose	growth	 is	 actually	bounded	by	
biophysical	laws	and	finite	resources.	It	is	important	to	dare	speak	about	such	limits	as	
irrefutable	 and	 natural,	 perhaps	 especially	 from	 a	 political	 perspective	 but	 also	 in	
everyday	speech.		At	the	same	time,	the	necessary	restrictions	on	the	way	we	live	and	
consume	can	be	talked	about	 in	a	way	that	emphasizes	the	elements	of	opportunity,	
liberation	and	creativity.		
	
Another	contribution	to	sufficiency	research	concerns	the	way	in	which	this	thesis	has	
provided	 an	 analysis	 of	 a	 country’s	 existing	 politics	 and	 activities	 in	 the	 areas	 of	
sustainable	consumption	and	waste	prevention	against	a	 theoretical	 framework	of	a	
politics	of	sufficiency	–	a	Utopia,	if	you	wish.	This	analysis	has	served	to	identify	present	
obstacles	in	the	way	of	a	more	sufficiency-oriented	politics	in	Sweden,	but	also	to	cast	
light	on	the	potential	for	such	an	orientation,	not	only	in	terms	of	policy	proposals	but	
also	in	regard	to	culture	and	norms.	Using	Sweden	as	an	example	–	a	country	with	self-
proclaimed	 high	 ambitions	 in	 environmental	 and	 climate	 politics	 and	 one	 that	 is	
considered	to	be	“high	profile”	or	a	frontrunner	within	that	arena	-	serves	to	illustrate	
the	point	 that	 it	 is	 far	 from	enough	 for	affluent	 countries	 to	 set	 ambitious	efficiency	
goals	 in	 terms	 of	 emission	 reductions,	 fossil-free	 energy	 and	 more	 sustainable	
consumption.	Some	suggestions	for	decreasing	the	gap	between	current	politics	and	the	
politics	 staked	 out	 in	 the	 sufficiency	 framework	 have	 been	 presented	 in	 chapter	 7.	
Departing	from	the	obstacles	and	potentials	identified	in	the	overview	of	the	current	
situation,	these	suggestions	should	be	seen	as	possible	steps	that	can	be	taken	within	
the	 existing	 system	 in	 order	 to	 steer	 Swedish	 politics	 in	 a	more	 sufficient	 direction,	
specifically	 in	 relation	 to	material	 consumption.	 That	 said	 however,	 this	 thesis	 has	
pointed	to	the	 fundamental	unsustainability	of	 that	current	system	and	 its	economic	
logic,	which	suggests	that	continuing	with	steps	within	the	existing	system	will	not	be	
enough.	Following	the	logic	of	sufficiency,	if	Sweden	and	other	affluent	countries	are	
serious	 in	 their	 strivings	 towards	 developing	 truly	 sustainable	 societies	 -	 that	 is,	
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societies	that	manage	to	stay	within	the	planetary	boundaries	and	respect	social	justice	
-	 there	 is	 a	need	 for	a	 fundamental	 rethinking	of	 the	basis	of	 the	 societal	 logic	 and,	
consequently,	for	changing	that	existing	system.	Such	rethinking	is	still	far	away	in	the	
political	sphere	in	Sweden	today,	but	there	are	certainly	seeds	to	be	found	in	the	public	
debate	and	in	terms	of	an	ongoing	cultural	and	normative	shift.	The	rethinking	needed	
would	include	opening	up	for	in-depth	political	discussions	about	our	dependence	on	
economic	 growth,	 the	 need	 for	 absolute	 restrictions	 on	 natural	 resource	 use	 and	
emissions	(such	as	caps	or	carbon	budgets),	the	role	of	work	and	consumption	(both	
material	and	other	forms)	in	our	cultures	and	societies,	and	about	the	necessity	to	limit	
affluence	and	redistribute	wealth	for	the	sake	of	a	sustainable	and	just	future.	It	should	
not	 stop	at	discussions,	however	–	politicians	also	need	 to	be	brave	 in	 framing	new	
political	visions	and	setting	clear	goals	(including	limits)	that	serve	both	to	practically	
steer	the	politics	and	to	symbolically	point	towards	other	societal	values	shaping	‘the	
good	 life’.	Much	 inspiration	 for	such	political	visions	and	goals	 is	 to	be	 found	 in	 the	
research	on	sufficiency	and	degrowth,	but	perhaps	even	more	important	is	to	look	to	
the	global	social	movements	for	climate	and	environmental	justice,	the	knowledge	and	
ways	of	life	of	indigenous	peoples	around	the	world,	and	the	ongoing	mobilization	to	
establish	a	legal	framework	for	the	Rights	of	Nature.		
	
Finally,	this	thesis	fills	a	gap	when	it	comes	to	research	on	sufficiency	in	Sweden.	Even	
though	 there	 is	 an	 extensive	 and	 growing	 literature	 on	 the	 topic	 to	 be	 found	
internationally,	it	has	so	far	not	been	a	common	approach	in	research	on	sustainable	
consumption	in	the	Swedish	context.	The	interviews	with	officials	at	local,	regional	and	
national	 level	 showed	 that	 there	 do	 exist	 various	 elements	of	 “sufficiency	 thinking”	
among	 those	 working	 within	 the	 areas	 of	 sustainable	 consumption	 and	 waste	
prevention.	 To	 avoid	 scaring	 away	 potential	 collaborators,	however,	 such	 ideas	 and	
thoughts	are	often	neutralized	through	the	use	of	other	terms	and	ways	of	describing	
the	necessary	changes	that	are	not	considered	as	radical	or	provocative	(for	example	
“circular	 business	 models”,	 “changed	 consumption”	 and	 “well-being”).	 Nonetheless,	
there	is	potential	for	an	orientation	towards	sufficiency	to	be	found	in	this	thinking	-	
even	more	so	if	people	dare	to	express	it	clearly	and	also	use	it	in	visionary	strategies	
and	as	indicators.	It	is	possible	that	officials	holding	these	ideas	might	engage	in	“green	
inside	 activism”	 (Hysing	&	Olsson,	 2018)	 to	 further	 a	 sufficiency	 agenda.	 Further,	 if	
viewed	as	spaces	of	utopia,	these	elements	of	sufficiency	thinking	might	serve	to	give	
the	political	 a	 sense	of	direction	 from	within	 (Sargisson,	2007),	both	 in	 the	sense	of	
framing	 discussions	 and	 being	 present	 in	 the	development	 of	 new	measures	 and	 of	
activities	in	the	areas	of	sustainable	consumption	and	waste	prevention.	Furthermore,	
considering	 that	 the	 Swedish	 word	 for	 sufficiency	 (tillräcklighet)	 is	 not	 used	 in	
everyday	language	nor	in	the	public	environmental	debate	(in	spite	of	the	increasing	
interest	in	and	demand	for	political	decisions	in	such	a	direction),	this	research	can	also	
be	viewed	as	contributing	to	the	public	discussion	on	sustainable	lifestyles	and	societal	
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transition	 to	 sustainability	 in	 Sweden	 by	 using	 different	 terms	 and	 highlighting	
alternative	 values,	 thus	 contributing	 to	 opening	 up	 the	 debate	 for	 a	 different	
perspective.		
	
	
	
8.1 Suggestions for further research  
	
Having	 identified	both	 factors	 that	can	contribute	to	an	 individual	development	of	a	
sense	 of	 sufficiency	 among	 affluent	 consumers	 and	 signs	 of	 a	 normative	 transition	
towards	a	more	sufficiency-oriented	culture	in	Sweden,	this	thesis	finishes	on	a	rather	
positive	note.	The	obstacles	are	no	doubt	numerous,	and	the	road	towards	a	sufficiency-
oriented	 society	 might	 seem	 endless	 -	 in	 Sweden	 as	 well	 as	 in	 other	 affluent	
consumerist	societies	 -	but	we	are	also	 living	 in	 turbulent	 times	and	changes	might	
happen	fast	as	the	comprehension	of	the	need	for	urgent	measures	to	face	the	climate	
crisis	takes	hold.		
	
The	conclusions	of	this	thesis	leave	several	traces	to	be	picked	up	for	further	research.	
In	relation	to	the	different	entries	into	sufficiency-related	practices	discussed	here,	it	
would	first	of	all	be	of	interest	to	investigate	more	of	an	“imposed”	kind	of	entry	into	
sufficiency	 and	 the	 implications	 such	 an	 entry	might	 have	 on	 the	well-being	 of	 the	
practitioners.	Such	a	study	would	explore	the	effects	of	for	example	a	CO2	budget	or	a	
flight	quota.	In	the	absence	of	a	politics	imposing	such	restrictions,	the	participation	in	
such	a	study	would	of	course	have	to	be	voluntary;	however,	it	could	still	say	something	
about	the	experience	of	living	within	clearly	defined	limits	and	the	effects	that	might	
have	 on	 all	 aspects	 of	 the	 participants’	 life	 and	 well-being.	 As	 a	 contrast,	 further	
investigation	 is	needed	on	more	mainstream	or	average	 consumers	with	 the	aim	of	
identifying	other	possible	drivers	behind	unintentional	entries	into	sufficiency-related	
consumption	practices.	Some	such	unintentional	entries	can,	for	example,	be	related	to	
a	reduction	in	working	hours	(and,	consequently,	in	income)	for	reasons	of	health	and	
well-being,	or	dedicating	a	lot	of	time	and	money	to	a	specific	interest	or	activity.		
	
One	aspect	of	 the	practices	 studied	here	 that	has	not	been	developed	enough	 is	 the	
obvious	imbalance	in	terms	of	gender.	All	of	the	KonMariers	interviewed	and	12	out	of	
15	of	the	buy-nothing	practitioners	are	women.	A	suggestion	for	further	research	is	to	
delve	deeper	 into	 the	 reasons	 for	 that	 and	 investigate	what	 could	be	 said	about	 the	
potential	 of	 sufficiency-related	 practices	 to	 attract	 more	 men.	 Are	 there	 perhaps	
already	 existing	 male-dominated	 practices	 that	 could	 be	 identified	 as	 sufficiency-
related	in	terms	of	material	consumption?	
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Further,	a	study	investigating	the	details	of	the	consumption	of	the	groups	studied	here	
–	perhaps	specifically	the	KonMariers	–	before	and	after	starting	with	their	practices	
would	contribute	with	more	knowledge	about	the	changes	in	consumption	behaviour	
over	time.	Such	a	study	would	be	desirable	not	only	in	the	sense	in	that	it	could	serve	
to	show	whether	the	new	more	restrictive	consumption	behaviour	is	something	that	
the	practitioners	hold	on	to	long-term,	but	also,	and	perhaps	more	importantly,	as	it	
would	provide	more	details	about	the	changed	consumption	(e.g.	what	did	and	do	they	
buy,	and	how	much	money	was	and	is	spent	on	different	product	categories	before	and	
after?).	Such	a	study	would	also	control	for	any	possible	rebound	effects	in	terms	of	CO2	
emissions	 due	 to	 changed	 consumption	 (such	 as	 increased	 air	 travel	 due	 to	 saved	
money).	
	
As	a	final	note,	future	research	on	sufficiency	also	needs	to	look	at	the	potential	for	both	
individuals	and	societies	to	develop	a	sense	of	sufficiency	-	not	only	in	terms	of	material	
consumption	but	also	in	all	other	aspects	of	an	affluent	lifestyle	(transport,	energy	use	
and	 food	 consumption,	 to	 mention	 a	 few).	 Researchers	 can	 contribute	 to	 a	 more	
sufficiency-oriented	future	by	suggesting	concrete	policy	measures	that	can	help	limit	
material	consumption	and	contribute	to	the	shaping	of	a	new	kind	of	societal	logic.	But	
researchers	can	also	play	an	important	role	by	presenting	alternative	future	scenarios	
beyond	economic	growth	where	societies	and	economies	are	bound	by	ecological	and	
social	 limits,	 and	 in	 that	way	 contribute	 to	 expanding	 the	 understanding	 of	what	 is	
achievable.	The	same	can	hence	be	said	to	go	for	researchers	as	for	politicians,	as	well	
as	 all	 individuals	 who	 aim	 for	 a	 more	 sufficiency-oriented	 future:	 dare	 to	 envision	
Utopias	that	help	show	that	we	create	our	future,	dare	to	put	those	images	of	the	future	
into	words	and	practice,	and	dare	to	use	precise	words.	Be	uncomfortable.	Be	brave.	
Dare	to	explore	ways	which	can	help	us	to	fundamentally	rethink	what	it	is	to	be	human.	
Because,	 in	 the	 words	 of	 environmental	 humanities	 scholar	 Val	 Plumwood	 (2007),	
“[w]e	will	go	onwards	in	a	different	mode	of	humanity,	or	not	at	all”.	
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List of interviews 
	
Buy-nothing	practitioners		
(with	assumed	first	names)	
	
Annika	 December	6,	2016	
Linda	 December	8,	2016	
Stefan	 December	14,	2016		
Sofia	 January	4,	2017	
Elise	 February	2,	2017	
Karin	 March	10,	2017	
Helena	 April	3,	2017	
Ulrika	 April	3,	2017	
Mikael	 April	3,	2017	
Jenny	 April	4,	2017	
Peter	 April	6,	2017	
Marie	 April	19,	2017	
Pia	 May	3,	2017	
Inger	 June	9,	2017	
Tove	 November	13,	2018	
	
	
	
KonMariers	
(with	assumed	first	names)	
	
Susanne	 October	25,	2017	
Karoline	 November	13,	2017	
Maylin	 November	15,	2017	
Julia	 November	17,	2017	
Lena	 November	20,	2017	
Josefine	 November	29,	2017	
Jessica	 November	30,	2017	
Marianne	 December	1,	2017	
Isabelle	 December	1,	2017	
Rebecka	 January	3,	2018	
Elisabeth	 December	5,	2018	 	
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Public	officials	and	civil	society	representatives	
	
Buy	Nothing	Day	Sweden		 	 December	4,	2018	
Swedish	Waste	Management	Association	 December	5,	2018	
Örebro	municipality	 	 	 January	7,	2019	
Swedish	Consumer	Agency	 	 January	9,	2019	
Conscious	consumption	 	 	 January	11,	2019	
Region	of	Västra	Götaland	 	 January	14,	2019	
Gothenburg	region	 	 	 January	15,	2019	
City	of	Gothenburg	 	 	 January	15,	2019	
Swedish	Society	for	Nature	Conservation	 January	15,	2019	
Swedish	Environmental	Protection	Agency	 January	28,	2019	
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Appendices 
	
	
Appendix	1.	Interview	guides	case	studies	
	
	
Interview	guide	buy-nothing	practitioners	
	
1.	Please	tell	me	about	the	motivations	behind	your	choosing	to	not	consume	for	a	
year.	Had	you	thought	about	it	for	long?		

	
2.	What	were	your	consumption	patterns	like	before	you	decided	to	cut	down	or	
reduce	your	consumption?		

	
3.	What	did	you	find	most	difficult	about	not	consuming?	
	
4.	Was	there	anything	that	surprised	you	in	a	positive	way	with	the	non-consumption?	
(“side	effects”	of	not	buying	that	you	had	not	thought	about	before)		

	
5.	What	did	you	do	instead	of	consuming?	(with	money,	time,	space,	etc)		

	
6.	Did	you	use	any	special	“strategies”	to	replace	the	consumption	of	new	things?		
	
7.	Did	your	thoughts	regarding	what	you	need	change	during	this	period?	In	what	
ways?	What	did	and	do	you	see	as	necessary?	As	sufficient?		
	
8.	How	did/do	you	feel	about	“starting”	to	consume	again?	Did	anything	change	(or	
will	anything	change)	in	your	consumption	habits?		

	
9.	How	do	you	think	that	the	non-consumption	worked	out	during	the	year?	Do	you	
think	that	there	are	things	that	could	have	facilitated	your	non-consumption?	(E.g.	
conditions,	infrastructure,	alternatives	to	buying,	other	people’s	attitudes,	etc)		
	
10.	When	it	comes	to	reducing	over-consumption,	what	are	your	thoughts	on	
individual	vs.	political	responsibility?		
	
	
	
Other	questions	
Place	of	residence:	
Living/family	situation:	
Age:	
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Before	 the	 interview,	 the	 interviewees	 were	 asked	 to	 bring	 the	 following	 to	 the	
interview	(or	to	reflect	on	the	answer):	

• 1-2	things	that	they	considered	necessary	
• 1-2	things	that	symbolized	sufficiency	for	them	
• Something	that	they	had	missed	and	wished	that	they	could	have	treated	

themselves	to	during	the	year.	
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Interview	guide	KonMariers	
	
1.	Please	tell	me	about	how	and	when	you	discovered	and	started	with	the	KonMari	
method?	 Why	 did	 it	 interest	 you?	 Had	 you	 been	 thinking	 for	 a	 long	 time	 about	
decluttering	your	home?	

	
2.	What	was	the	process	like	when	you	started	to	declutter?	What	was	it	that	made	you	
“get	on”	with	it	(in	terms	of	starting	it	and	to	actually	discard	things)?	
	
3.	What	was	your	home	like	before	you	started?	What	was	your	main	“problem”?	

	
4.	How	far	have	you	come	in	the	process?	How	has	it	been	for	you?	

	
5.	What	have	you	found	to	be	the	most	difficult	thing	with	the	decluttering?	Why?	
	
6.	What	was	the	experience	of	[the	act	of]	discarding	things	like	for	you?	What	did	it	feel	
like?	What	was	positive	and	negative?	

	
7.	[If	the	informant	lives	with	family]	Is	KonMari/the	decluttering	a	joint	project,	or	who	
is	taking	care	of	it?	How	was	KonMari	received	by	the	rest	of	the	family?	
	
8.	Is	there	something	that	has	surprised	you	in	a	positive	way	(i.e.	”side	effects”	of	the	
decluttering	that	you	had	not	thought	of	before)?	

	
9.	Have	your	thoughts	about	what	you	need	changed	during	your	KonMari	period?	In	
what	way?	What	was	and	is	necessary?	What	was	and	is	sufficient?	
	
10.	What	do	you	think	about	what	Marie	Kondo	calls	the	“just-right	click	point”?	Have	
you	experienced	it?	When	did	it	happen?	
	
11.	Have	you	changed	the	way	you	consume	/shop/buy	things	since	you	started	with	
KonMari?	In	what	way?	Is	this	also	the	case	when	buying	things	for	others?	
	
12.	How	do	you	view	your	home	and	your	belongings	now	and	before	you	started	with	
KonMari,	respectively?	
	
13.	 How	 have	 people	 around	 you	 reacted	 to	 your	 decluttering?	 Are	 you	 trying	 to	
convince	them	to	try	it	out	for	themselves?	
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14.	Do	you	think	that	there	is	anything	that	could	have	facilitated	your	“konmari-ing”?	
(Both	at	the	individual	and	societal	level,	e.g.	conditions,	infrastructure,	alternatives	to	
buying,	the	attitude	of	others)	
	
	
	
Place	of	residence:	
Family/living	situation:	
Age:	
	
	
	
Questions	that	were	sent	to	the	interviewees	in	advance	
	
Before	the	interview,	I	would	like	to	ask	you	to	please	reflect	on	the	following:	
Give	examples	of	1-2	things	in	your	home	that	you	consider	necessary	
Give	examples	of	1-2	things	in	your	home	that	symbolize	sufficiency	to	you	
Is	there	any	special	quote	from	Marie	Kondo’s	books	that	you	would	like	to	highlight?	
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Interview	guide	governance	case	study		
	
(interviews	with	officials	and	civil	society	representatives	in	the	areas	of	sustainable	
consumption	and/or	waste	prevention)	
	
	
1.	How	do	 you	 (e.g.	 your	 department	 or	 organization)	work	 for	 a	more	 sustainable	
consumption	(and/or	waste	prevention)?	What	measures	do	you	find	to	be	the	most	
important	in	this	area?	
	
	
2.	What	has	worked	well	and	less	well,	respectively,	with	your	projects	or	measures?	
	
	
3.	What	could	you	do	more	of?	
	
	
4.	What	measures	do	you	yourself	think	are	the	most	important	ones	in	order	to	reduce	
consumption	(and/or	waste)?	
	
	
5.	What	obstacles	or	potential	goal	conflicts	do	you	see	when	it	comes	to	implementing	
measures	for	a	sustainable	and	reduced	consumption	(and/or	reduced	waste)?	
	
	
6.	What	policy	measures	could	be	used	in	order	to	reduce	consumption?	What	political	
decisions	and	measures	(at	the	EU	level	and/or	the	national	level)	would	facilitate	your	
work?		
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Appendix	2.	Survey	questions	KonMari	survey	
(Questions	translated	from	Swedish)	
	
	
Age 
Under 18 
18-24 
25-29 
30-35 
36-44 
45-54 
55-64 
65-74 
75 or older 
 
 
I identify as: 
Woman 
Man 
Other 
Do not want to state 
 
 
How do you live?  
Alone 
Together with partner 
Together with partner and kids  
Single parent with kids  
Together with parents 
Together with friends 
Other 
 
 
Where do you live? 
In or close to a bigger city 
In a medium-sized town 
In a smaller town 
In the countryside 
 
 
What statements apply to you?  
I have secondary level education 
I have higher education 
I have a permanent job 
I live in an apartment 
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My financial situation is stable  
My financial situation is strained  
I live in a house 
I earn more than most people 
I have limited storage opportunities in my home 
I have good storage opportunities in my home 
 
 
 
YOUR EXPERIENCE OF THE KONMARI METHOD 
 
How long has it been since you started with the KonMari method? 
More than two years  
1-2 years  
Less than a year 
Six months or less 
 
 
How did you hear about the KonMari method? 
I found the book 
Mass media 
Social media 
I heard about the method from a friend 
Other (in Google forms, the respondents can choose to fill in their own answer if they select 
this option) 
 
 
 
How far have you come in the process? 
I am finished with the discarding and am now “maintaining” 
I have done about 3/4 
I have done half 
I have done less than half 
 
 
 
Which category have you found to be the easiest? 
Clothes 
Books 
Paper 
Komono (miscellaneous) 
Things with sentimental value 
 
Comment (free text answer): 
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Which category have you found to be the most difficult? 
Clothes 
Books 
Paper 
Komono (miscellaneous) 
Things with sentimental value 
 
Comment: 
 
 
What do you do with most of the things you discard? Choose the two most suitable 
alternatives. 
Throw them in the garbage 
Recycle 
Sell them 
I give them away to charity 
I give them away to family and friends 
Other 
 
 
What was your main motivation behind starting with KonMari? 
I had too much stuff 
I wanted to facilitate my everyday life 
I was tired of my disorganized home 
I thought the method seemed interesting 
I wanted to challenge myself 
I was inspired by other people's homes 
Other [possibility to add personal option] 
 
 
 
Has your attitude towards the things you own changed during your KonMari process? 
Yes, a lot 
Yes, a little 
No, it’s the same as before 
 
If yes, in what way has it changed? 
(free text answer) 
 
 
 
Has your attitude towards buying new things changed since you started with KonMari? 
Yes, a lot 
Yes, a little 
No, it’s the same as before 
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If yes, in what way has it changed? 
(free text answer) 
 
 
What has KonMari meant to you? 
(free text answer) 
 
 
What statements regarding consumption habits best comply with your own consumption 
behaviour BEFORE you started with KonMari?  
(Choose up to three statements) 
 
I think carefully before I buy something 
I am an “impulse shopper” 
I love to shop! 
I only buy what I really need 
I enjoy buying new clothes 
I find shopping boring 
I buy a lot of things second-hand 
I mostly buy things for other people 
I try to shop in an environmentally friendly way   
I buy a lot of things that I don’t need 
 
 
 
What statements regarding consumption habits best comply with your own consumption 
behaviour AFTER starting with KonMari? 
(choose up to three statements) 
 
I think carefully before I buy something 
I am an “impulse shopper” 
I love to shop! 
I only buy what I really need 
I enjoy buying new clothes 
I find shopping boring 
I buy a lot of things second-hand 
I mostly buy things for other people 
I try to shop in an environmentally friendly way   
I buy a lot of things that I don’t need 
 
Do you want to add anything? 
(free text answer) 
 
Please leave your email address if you would be interested in being contacted for a longer 
interview 
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