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Abstract 

This paper begins with the premise that many of the different practices, perspectives, policies and 
strategies aimed at changing production and consumption patterns according to commonly held 
sustainability principles and values can be understood as part of a broad but decentralized social 
movement structured by self-organizing communities of practice. These practices cover a 
spectrum from those at the individual and household level, aimed at transforming personal habits 
or entire lifestyles and livelihoods, to broader legal, political and moral challenges and bids to 
transform our current institutions, industries, and cultural norms. Many of these practices and the 
individuals and organizations engaged in them are linked through professional or social networks 
and communities, each with their own methods, jargon, publications, personal relationships, 
history and perspectives. Efforts to strengthen this broader social movement and successfully 
transform the economic system and to improve communication, cooperation and coordination 
among these communities of practice require an appreciation and understanding of their 
differences as well as their common aims and interests. This paper examines the challenge of 
building meaningful bridges between communities of practice, in effectively understanding and 
engaging each other in order to strengthen the broader social and political movement to 
transform the economy and change its unsustainable consumption and production patterns and 
impacts.  

The need to “change course” 

For decades now unsustainable consumption and production patterns have been understood as 
underlying drivers of the major ecological and social crises afflicting life on our planet.1 In 1973, 
the year marking the global “energy crisis,” E.F. Schumacher pointed out that our addiction to 
fossil fuels and abuse of nonrenewable resources was taking us on a collision course. To 
change course, he advised, we must “thoroughly understand the problem and begin to see the 
possibility of evolving a new life-style, with new methods of production and new patterns of 
consumption.”2  

Twenty years later the UN Conference on Environment and Development (aka the “Earth 
Summit”) also called upon world leaders to “change course” by acting to “improve the living 
standards of those who are in need” and at the same time “manage and protect the ecosystem 
and bring about a more prosperous future for us all.”3 World leaders who attended the Earth 
Summit presented us with Agenda 21 and the Rio Principles, including Rio Principle 8: “To 
achieve sustainable development and a higher quality of life for all people, States should reduce 
and eliminate unsustainable patterns of production and consumption.”4 These patterns were 
identified as “the major cause of the continued deterioration of the global 
environment…aggravating poverty and imbalances.” Although various critiques and campaigns 
to change consumption and production go back to the rise of industrial society, the Earth 
Summit nevertheless provided a new global frame to understand and act upon this issue. 
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After another 20 years, many of these environmental, social and economic problems continue to 
worsen and the world’s production and consumption systems have yet to “change course” -- 
despite governments’ declarations that this change is an “overarching objective.”5 As the reports 
accumulate on global warming, the extinction of species, the global food crisis, as well as the 
financial and economic crisis, the need to  address the roots of these problems becomes more 
urgent. 

An evolving social movement 

Despite the “implementation gap” of the world’s governments, business leaders and civil 
society, a broad and diverse and social movement continues to evolve in response.6 It is not 
clear how best to assess the scale and salience of this movement or how to identify those 
critical places where improvements in support, understanding, direction and methods can make 
the kind of difference needed to reverse these global trends. 

This paper is one effort to “map” this movement, to identify some of the key players and 
practices targeting the critical intervention points in the various production/consumption cycles 
and systems, and ways in which different players and practices connect. While the assumption 
is that this movement is global, taking shape in different ways in different regions and countries, 
the present paper frequently focuses on North America. While a map hardly captures the 
complexity of the territory, it can provide a useful tool for navigating that complexity and often 
identify landmarks and enable connections not otherwise seen. 

Given the wide range and diversity of initiatives, theories, policies and efforts involved, these 
activities are often described as part of a broader social movement to not simply reform but 
transform the current economy. There are various labels for this movement and its goal: 
sustainable society, sustainable communities, sustainable economy, new economy, green 
economy, and sustainable production and consumption (SPAC).7  

Evolving over the years under these various names and banners,8 this movement involves a 
range of players — governments, businesses, researchers, educators, public interest 
organizations and citizens (as consumers, workers and political actors). It crosses all economic 
sectors and operates from the level of individual lifestyles and livelihoods to national and 
international policymaking.  

This movement takes shape through a dynamic range of strategies and practices addressing 
the major ecological and social crises of the planet by focusing on the root unsustainable 
production and consumption patterns driving those problems. These practices target critical 
leverage points in the production/consumption system, positioning themselves within different 
economic sectors, ranging in scope from local communities to the global economy.  

Regional, national and local initiatives 

While some initiatives target production and consumption policy and practices at the global 
level, the vast majority of actions take place throughout the regions and countries of the world, 
in the thousands of cities, towns and neighborhoods. Most of these are unaware or 
unconcerned with the international policy meetings and discussions of the UN, OCED and other 
high level institutions, focusing instead on the critical threats to the health and well-being of 
families and communities, drawing upon resources available to improve their situations.   
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Most of these initiatives focus on a specific mission operating within a particular political, social 
and economic context and set of players. They involve various combinations of  "stakeholders:" 
trade unions and organizers, academic researchers 
and educators, environmentalists, consumer 
advocates, and other public interest groups, as well 
as large and/or small businesses, federal and/or 
municipal government agencies and officials. Some 
operate alone, some in partnerships, and others as 
part of formal or informal networks or coalitions. 
They speak to a range of audiences, from the 
public to professional groups to government or 
corporate policymakers.  

Each initiative possesses a multi-dimensional 
identity (see figure). Some operate within a single 
economic sector, such as food, energy, 
transportation, mining, housing, chemicals, health. 
Others may cut-across these sectors, targeting one 
or more social, environmental and/or economic 
impacts of concern to their constituents, e.g., 
climate change, fresh water, hunger, biodiversity 
loss, children's health, unemployment. 

Most of these initiatives highlight a type of practice and/or policy aiming to influence critical 
decisions and behavior at specific points in a particular production/consumption cycle. Their 
approach and strategies range from designing and marketing energy-efficient, carbon-neutral 
products and services to redefining personal and institutional meaning and measures of wealth 
and progress. Several studies have taken place to inventory and evaluate the effectiveness of 
these policies, practices and initiatives — some focusing solely on influencing consumption, 
others on production, still others on the overall system of production/consumption decisions and 
processes.9 Many of these evaluations tend to focus on the objective of finding the best mix of 
policy instruments for adoption and top-down implementation by governments, rather than on 
the strategic and methodological question of how best to engage and gain cooperation among 
the various practitioners and practice communities. The complexity of considering all these 
factors can be daunting when trying to assess the nature and extent of this movement of 
people, organizations, and initiatives toward sustainable production and consumption.  

Yet these practices and initiatives have one thing in common: They address, to varying degrees, 
the underlying, root causes of major environmental and social concerns. They target particular 
leverage points within the current system and cycles of production and consumption. They each 
strive to bring sustainable solutions to those concerns and ultimately improve the quality of life 
for everyone.  

Mapping the movement 

Given the many factors determining and defining the spectrum of sustainability initiatives and 
practices, what tools and methods are available and helpful to assess and provide a useful 
overview of this movement? 

 
Three dimensions of action 
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In 2003, members of the North American Sustainable Consumption Alliance (NASCA)10 
(including the authors) faced this question in a study11 interviewing organizations in the US, 
Canada and Mexico engaged in sustainable production and consumption practices and 
initiatives.12 The initial purpose of the study, funded by the Commission for Environmental 
Cooperation and other organizations, was to identify and showcase examples of sustainable 
consumption and production projects and practices which might be replicated by other groups. 
There was no attempt to design a random sample representative of the population of 
sustainability initiatives, but simply to display a collection of efforts accessible through an open, 
online database. 

Given the variety of different approaches, objectives, types of organization, target audiences, 
institutional affiliations, and other characteristics, the study team needed to find or develop a 
typology of practices. Reviewing the available literature of the time resulted mostly in long lists 
of policy instruments and strategies aimed at different targets and sectors. From these lists the 
team first grouped different initiative types according to whether they aimed to influence change 
in either consumption or production patterns.  

 

 

Further consideration, informed partly by product lifecycle analysis, industrial ecology and 
ecological economics, led to the addition of two intervening categories: distribution-oriented 
initiatives (targeting the marketing, selling and delivery of products and services) on the one 
hand and investment-oriented initiatives (targeting those decisions mechanisms initiating 
production) on the other. Finally a fifth dimension was included, the values shaping the initial 
investment decision launching the cycle, but also influencing decisions and actions in each of 
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the other three phases. 13 This categorization schema provided the project as well as 
subsequent endeavors with a useful tool for mapping initiatives and practices. 

Sustainability practices and strategic leverage 

Given that the roots and drivers of these global crises are unsustainable production and 
consumption patterns, how does one choose the most strategic leverage point to focus one's 
practice? Climate change, for example, is driven by rising CO2, methane and other emissions 
generated by a number of different production/consumption patterns. WRI estimates14 that 28% 
of the global greenhouse gases contributing to climate change come from the production and 
consumption of electricity and heat (much of this produced by coal-fired power stations) serving 
residential, commercial and industrial consumption needs for lighting, temperature control, 
running computers and other appliances. Another 12% of GHG is linked to deforestation and 
land-use changes; 14% from transportation, serving personal and business mobility needs and 
14% from agriculture, although the FAO claims 18% comes from the livestock sector, serving 
the world’s increasing appetite for meat.15 Which point in these different processes represents 
the most strategic place to focus one's action?  

The answer is not one but a range of strategic actions is needed, involving many different 
people and organizations focusing on different strategic intervention points at different levels of 
society and geography, throughout the various electricity, transport and agricultural and other 
production and consumption cycles.  

Several studies describe the ties between consumption and climate change.16 However, when 
considering strategic interventions, it is important to recognize that the consumption of 
electricity, gasoline and meat is at the end, not the beginning of these cycles. Information and 
education campaigns to influence the choice purchase and use of these products may be the 
obvious action, presenting consumers with the consequences of their choices and alternative 
options. However, studies show consumer concerns about environmental impacts often do not 
translate into action.17 Other incentives and strategies are often needed throughout the various 
stages of the cycle leading to consumption.  

Additional leverage points affecting choice can be identified at a number of points within the 
distribution phase – in pricing, packaging, advertising, wholesaling, retailing and delivery of 
these high-carbon products and services. We can also identify critical intervention points in the 
production processes themselves, to the power plants, auto manufacturing plants, and industry 
farms – and their alternatives. Another important area of focus is in pre-production extraction of 
raw materials and the various supply chains involved. 

Finally, we arrive at the initial investment phase, in which those with access to financial, 
technical, labor and political resources assess their various options, potential benefits and costs 
in the crucial decision about which products and services to produce, whose needs are to be 
addressed. Shaping these initial investment decisions, as well as every other phase of the 
cycle, are values – a balancing act of personal and institutional criteria, rational and 
subconscious cultural norms and beliefs. 

Thus, we note five basic areas or phases of action through which the production/ consumption 
process or cycle moves, each offering opportunities for strategic interventions by those with a 
desire to change the system and its impacts:  
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 values 

 investment of resources (money, labor, time, natural capital)  

 production of the good or service needed or desired, 

 distribution (through sales, transport, packaging, marketing) 

 consumption 
 
Considering the fact that there are indeed hundreds if not thousands of action initiatives 
addressing these many different leverage points — from legislative lobbying to public education 
campaigns, product boycotts to ecological product design, candlelight vigils to Energy Star light 
bulbs — these five categories provide a starting point for identifying some of the different 
options for action and strategic change. Given that different economic sectors represent 
completely different systems, and that these systems also vary in complexity and dynamics from 
local to national and global, the cycle of production/consumption tends to follow the same basic 
stages, offering the same general domains for intervention. 
 

 
 
In many cases these practices and initiatives targeting consumption vs. production and other 
stages in the cycle cut across economic sectors or overlap in multi-stakeholder coalitions and 
campaigns addressing a particular issue such as climate or biodiversity loss or social and 
economic inequality and justice issues.  
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In efforts to establish partnerships or coalitions, the schema provides a simple compass to 
search for possible allies, given sufficient information of the initiatives operating in those 
categories. 

Measurement questions 

In 2008 NASCA undertook a second phase of the SPAC study, re-contacting and updating 
information on the original organizations whose practices and projects were displayed on 
NASCA’s online database, while adding a number of new initiatives. New questions and 
challenges were then posed to the project: How might the database be expanded to provide a 
more accurate picture of such activities? How might trends be studied and reported? If 
sustainble consumption and production is indeed a social movement, how can it be accurately 
described? How to measure its shape and motion? 

Unfortunately the possibility of designing a survey based on random sampling of the population 
of SPAC organizations is undermined by the lack of meaningful population parameters. Most 
organizations engaged in practices aimed at changing consumption and/or production patterns 
do not often clearly define themselves in those terms. The same problem applies to defining 
“sustainability organizations” or “sustainable development organizations.” Environmental 
organizations, by contrast, are relatively more easily identified and listed in directories and other 
lists and sources. Nevertheless, even the task of measuring the more clearly defined population 
of environmental movement organizations has its difficulties.18  

It is much more difficult identifying the population of “sustainable consumption and/or 
production” groups. Thus the standard census and survey sampling methods do not work for 
studying the sustainable production and consumption movement. 

We thus needed to find a different approach if we were to continue referring to this activity as a 
“social movement.” 

Communities of practice 

In our NASCA study, the chief units of focus were not organizations or individuals but initiatives 
and practicies addressing specific environmental and/or social problems related to production 
and consumption. Rather than attempt to define a population of “SPAC movement 
organizations” drawn from lists and directories, we instead identified initiatives employing at 
least one of various strategies, actions and policy instruments identified with changing 
consumption and production patterns.  

Interestingly, many of the groups engaged with these practices describe their engagement as 
part of a social movement, e.g., the voluntary simplicity movement, the slow food movement, 
the fair trade movement, the green procurement movement, the green buildings movement, and 
so on. The common thread in each of these “movements” is not only a particular sustainability 
practice but the operation of a social network, identity and learning system, or what has been 
described as a “community of practice.” 

This term was popularized by Jean Lave and Etienne Wenger in the early 1990s, first as a 
theory of “situated learning,” making the point that learning is not strictly an individual process 
but often a social process, one requiring active engagement, and the sharing of experience and 
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perspectives.19 These ideas were later brought into the discourse on “knowledge 
management.”20  

Our focus began not with individuals or organizations but 
practices and initiatives, each targeting an intervention 
point in a particular production/consumption cycle. Here 
we found many practitioner organizations operating not 
in isolation but with others in networks, coalitions and 
campaigns. This led us to focus beyond individual 
groups and begin considering self-organizing networks 
and “communities of practice,” to pay greater attention to 
the ways in which that community would “share a 
concern, a set of problems, or a passion about a topic, 
and deepen their knowledge and expertise in this area 
by interacting on an ongoing basis.” 21  

Most of these entities do not necessarily describe 
themselves as “communities of practice,” yet 
nevertheless display the qualities and behavior Wenger and others highlighted. Given the wide 
diversity of practices ranging from global advocacy campaigns to personal and household plans 
for changing habits, the people and groups coming together in these communities of practice 
share a basic structure combining three fundamental elements, according to Wenger, 
McDermott and Snyder:22 

A domain of knowledge, which defines a set of issues; a community of people who care about 
this domain; and the shared practice that they are developing to be effective in their domain. 

The domain, whether on social responsibility screening of investment portfolios or cradle to 
cradle product design, established a common ground and identity, clarifying its purpose and 
value and creating a sense of accountability to a body of knowledge and to development of a 
specific practice. 

The community provides a foundation for shared learning, fostering relationships of trust and 
mutual respect, together building a common history and identity. Often friendships and 
interpersonal ties add to the emotional investment and commitment to the work and each other. 
In addition to the sharing of skills and knowledge, there is reference to a common terminology or 
jargon, some based on technical concepts and principles, others on handy acronyms for 
frequently mentioned ideas or organizations, which in turn sharpens the sense of collective 
identity in contrast to those outside this semantic circle. In many ways these communities act as 
sub-cultures, as social movements within the larger culture.   

The practice “denotes a set of socially defined ways of doing things in a specific domain; a set 
of common approaches and shared standards that create a basis for action, communication, 
problem solving, performance, and accountability.” It draws on an existing body of knowledge as 
well as explores the latest ideas, methods and advances in the field. The practice includes the 
books, articles, newsletters, journals, websites, databases, blogs, concepts and principles, 
terminology (i.e., jargon) as well as logic and arguments linked with key ideas and values. 

We thus began looking more closely at SPAC practices and initiatives with regard to how 
practitioners work in partnerships, networks and communities of practice –in addition to those 

Shared features of communities 
of practice 

 Concepts and principles 

 Literature (key books, 
papers) 

 Skills, training, education 

 Terminology or jargon 

 Gatherings (conferences, 
study groups) 

 Goals or aims 

 Saints and heroes 

 Personal friendships 

 Collective history and 
identity 
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working in isolation. Our movement mapping research thus aims to further explore these 
practices, communities of practice, and methods for better understanding them (e.g., social 
network analysis;23 discourse analysis; knowledge management.) 

Consumption-focused initiatives 

The most prominent behavior and target for change, especially in modern day consumer 
societies, is personal and household consumption: food, clothing, housing, cars, gas, 
appliances, electricity, toys, entertainment, health care, trash services, police and fire, 
education, news, cosmetics, cleaning chemicals and more. Institutional consumption is another 
category and target.  

A wide range of initiatives, policies and 
strategies can be identified ranging from a 
focus on influencing purchase and use of 
specific brands, products or product types to 
entire transformation of personal lifestyles and 
household management.  

Lifestyles and simplicity. In 1992, as the UN in 
Rio negotiated the Agenda 21 chapter on 
“Changing consumption patterns,” while 
developers in Bloomington, Minnesota were 
busy building the world’s largest shopping mall, 
Worldwatch author Alan During published How 
Much is Enough? articulating one of the key 
questions in this emerging movement.24 There 
he called on the richest one fifth of the globe “to 
question their own lifestyles, to challenge the 
all-pervasive notion that more is better.” Years 
earlier Carlo Petrini challenged the opening of a McDonald’s fast food restaurant in Rome, 
launching what is now known as the Slow Food Movement.25 By 2008 this movement 
established a slow food manifesto promoted by 85,000 members in over 100 countries,26 with 
spin off movements for Slow Design, Slow Art, Slow Education and Slow Living.27 

Although Richard Gregg28 coined the term a half century earlier, many began describing a new 
movement citing Duane Elgin’s 1981 book Voluntary Simplicity: Toward a Way of Life That is 
Outwardly Simple, Inwardly Rich.29 Rooted in a rich cultural and philosophical tradition drawing 
on different religions and luminaries such as Thoreau, Gandhi and Thornstein Veblen, these 
new expressions of public action and personal commitment have emerged under the banner of 
the “voluntary simplicity movement.” Developing and promoting the practice of  “downshifting,”30 
embracing values and practice of “sufficiency”31 and “simple living,”32 the movement encouraged 
a range of communities of practice, such as the “simplicity circles”33 and EcoTeams. 

Global Action Plan International, whose founders describe the program as “an international 
community of practice,”34 launched the Eco Team Program in the Netherlands in 1990. 
Established by a group of environmental and behavioral scientists, the Eco Team Program took 
a somewhat more structured approach to “improve ecologically relevant behavior within 
households.”35 Specific measurable objectives were set for each household, for example 
reducing waste disposal by 65%, electricity use by 30%, and consumption of fuel for transport 
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by 40%. The Teams are composed of 6 to 10 neighbors, friends and church members who act 
as a mutual support network, following a workbook to change their personal consumption 
habits. By 1994 the program spread to 14 countries, expanding to 20 countries to date. 

In the United States, Vicki Robin of the New Roadmap Foundation initiated a meeting in 1991 
entitled “The Power of Simplicity: An Invitational Dialogue among Leaders in the Field,” which 
led to formation of The Simplicity Forum, an “alliance of simplicity leaders.”36 Some of these 
leaders and others went on in 1997 to establish the Center for a New American Dream 
(CNAD), specifically dedicated to “help Americans to reduce and shift their consumption to 
improve quality of life, protect the environment, and promote social justice."37  CNAD’s Beyond 
Consumerism program, for example, promotes “consuming consciously,” reclaiming time and 
protecting children commercial marketing, and providing tools and support to local community 
initiatives to “foster greater livability and vitality.”   

Right to know. Other initiatives and practices targeting consumption also emerged over past 
years, some focusing specifically on ensuring that consumers are adequately informed about 
the environmental, social and health impacts of the product and services being offered and 
marketed. The global chemical industry represents a $3 trillion enterprise. Polymers and plastics 
alone play a huge role in modern everyday life, found in vitamins, furniture, clothing, 
automobiles, computers, cell phones, food packaging, food additives, pharmaceuticals, 
pesticides, cleaning products.. Yet the battle for consumer information about the effects of these 
chemicals as well as their release into the environment and human body has raged for years.  

Access to information on hazardous chemicals, i.e., “right to know,” is described by many as a 
social movement lobbying governments to provide legal rights to consumers and consumer 
organizations for access to environmental and health information about products, factory 
emissions, and other possible threats to their quality of life. This is a practice especially 
associated with education and advocacy networks around the world. 

In 1986 the US Emergency Planning and Community Right to Know Act (EPCRA) was passed 
establishing federal, state and local standards for reporting on hazardous and toxic chemicals. 
This resulted in establishment of the Toxics Release Inventory (TRI) database providing the 
public with information on toxic releases from manufacturing facilities into the environment. This 
improvement in citizen knowledge was a result from the tragic 1984 Union Carbide-Bhopal 
disaster,38 making the decisive case that environmental advocates had been making for years 
on the need for public access to information. This information is now available through EPA and 
the Right to Know Network, although the struggle continues between efforts to constrain 
information and those to provide better access.39  

Around the world civil society organizations and networks continue to form, lobbying their 
governments for information access rights. At the 1992 Earth Summit these rights were 
established as Rio Principle 10. In 1999 The Access Initiative (TAI) was was launched, 
establishing an international community of practice supporting what is now more than 150 civil 
society organizations promoting rights to public access to environmental information, justice and 
participation.  
 
Sustainable consumption research. Another contribution to sustainable consumption efforts 
came in 2009 with the launch of the Sustainable Consumption Research and Action 
Initiative (SCORAI), bringing together consumption scholars from across North America to 
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exchange knowledge and discuss theory and methods for studying and supporting sustainable 
consumption dynamics and practices. SCORAI operates as a growing community of practice, in 
this case of research. 

Distribution-focused initiatives 

The next category of practices and initiatives focuses on those post-production domains 
designed to shape and determine consumption decisions and behavior. This is the distribution 
or marketing phase of the cycle, the pricing, packaging, labeling, transport and advertising of 
products and services in their journey between producer to wholesaler and retailer to customer.   

Advertising reform. In response to the 
$450 billion spent each year on flooding 
the world’s airwaves, cable, newspapers, 
billboards, train stations, matchbook 
covers, and school rooms with carefully 
crafted messages to the world’s 
demographic and psychographic 
consumer segments, we find a modest 
number of campaigns and initiatives 
aiming to counter the impacts through 
education, critical media literacy skills 
training, and culture jamming, as well as 
legislative campaigns to regulate this non-
stop sensory flood.  
 
The Canadian organization Adbusters, 
launched in 1989 by Kalle Lasn and Bill Schmalz, describes itself as “a global network of culture 
jammers and creatives working to change the way information flows, the way corporations wield 
power, and the way meaning is produced in our society,” its membership “97,950 strong” as of 
2012.40  The aim, Lasn explained, is “to topple existing power structures and forge major 
adjustments to the way we will live in the twenty-first century.” This aim of course requires 
building a very large community. “Maybe,” he imagined, “if we banged together the heads of all 
these activists and reconfigured the fragmented forces of identity politics into a new, 
empowered movement, we could start winning again.” The practice was dubbed culture 
jamming: “We organize swap meets, rearrange items on supermarket shelves, make our 
software available free on the Net, and generally apply ourselves to the daily business of getting 
consumer culture to bite its own tail.”41 

Other “advertising reform” initiatives focus on objectives such as protecting children from the 
media onslaught. According to the Campaign for a Commercial-Free Childhood (CCFC), 
companies spend $17 billion a year marketing to children. Started in 2000, this is “a 
national coalition of health care professionals, educators, advocacy groups, parents, and 
individuals who care about children.” Based in Boston, it now involves nearly 30 member 
organizations42 in a range of campaigns fighting the commercialization of children.   

Established in Ireland in 2005, the national Campaign for Commercial-Free Education 
represents “a grassroots body of teachers, parents and concerned individuals who believe that 
students should not be subject to commercial marketing during school time.”    

http://www.commercialfreechildhood.org/about/memberorgs.htm
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Public Citizen’s Commercial Alert aim is “to keep the commercial culture within its proper 
sphere and to prevent it from exploiting children and subverting the higher values of family, 
community, environmental integrity and democracy.”43 This initiative calls on volunteers and 
partners to join their various campaigns “to stop the commercialization of every nook and cranny 
of our lives and culture.”44 Their campaign for a Parent’s Bill of Rights is one example. 

Action Coalition for Media Education, founded in 2002 in Albuquerque, New Mexico, is “a 
global coalition run by and for media educators,” working through “a continental network and 
local chapters in the US and Canada.” Their practice is primarily media literarcy education, 
which they claim “plays a crucial role in challenging Big Media's monopoly over our culture, 
helping to move the world to a more just, democratic and sustainable future.” 
 
Eco-labeling and certification. In contrast to advertising, designed to persuade consumers 
toward purchases, eco-labeling and certification programs attempt to inform consumers of the 
possible ecological, social or health consequences of that purchase.  Examples include Green 
Seal, Nordic Swan, the EU Ecolabel, and others as identified in Consumer Union’s Guide to 
Eco-labels database.45 Eco-labeling initiatives appear all over the world, sometimes creating 
confusion and controversy as to the degree to which they are actually informing, misleading 
(“greenwash”) or simply confusing consumers. Closely related to eco-labeling are various 
certification programs, such as the Marine Stewardship Council, the Forest Stewardship 
Council (an alternative to the Programme for the Endorsement of Forest Certification), among 
others. These initiatives are often associated with various configurations of “stakeholders,” 
which may or may not be considered communities of practice. 
 
The Global Eco-labeling Network (GEN) represents a broad effort to build a community of 
practice among eco-labeling practitioners. Launched in 1994, GEN describes itself as “a non-
profit association of third-party, environmental performance recognition, certification and 
labelling organizations to improve, promote, and develop the ecolabelling of products and 
services.”46 Made up of 27 member organizations around the world, the network functions to 
help new programs start more quickly, facilitate certification of products and make international 
certification more cost-effective, facilitate exports of environmentally certified products as well as 
address and allay concerns about trade barriers. 
 
Fair trade. Beginning in the 1940s and now incorporating eco-labeling, certification and other 
practices, the practice of fair trade cuts across economic sectors, countries and governments, 
moving from global trade policy negotiations to negotiations between employers and workers. 
Ranging across a variety of products and services, fair trade organizations and networks can be 
found at the local level, such as Fair Trade Vancouver,47 which is associated with the national 
certifying body, Fairtrade Canada,48 which in turn is among the 25 national network members 
of Fairtrade International.49 In addition to these national fairtrade networks, Fairtrade 
International also cites a number of other partner organizations (e.g., funders, trade unions, 
local capacity builders) as well as advocacy organizations as part of this global community of 
practice.  
 
As with many communities, not all members are necessarily happy with how things are done. 
As of January 18, 2012, after having left the Fairtrade International fold, Fairtrade USA 
announced its newly redesigned certification label, in order to “better serve the needs of 
farmers, businesses and consumers that look to the Fair Trade Certified label to ensure that 
rigorous standards, transparency and efforts to provide the greatest impact possible have been 
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met.”50 Both Fairtrade USA and Fairtrade Canada belong to the Fair Trade Federation (FTF),51 
which describes itself as 

the trade association that strengthens and promotes North American organizations fully 
committed to fair trade. The Federation is part of the global fair trade movement, building 
equitable and sustainable trading partnerships and creating opportunities to alleviate poverty. The 
Federation's values guide our work to create a just and sustainable economic system.  

Incorporated in 1994, the Federation envisions “a just and sustainable global economic system 
in which purchasing and production choices are made with concern for the well-being of people 
and the environment, creating a world where all people have viable economic options to meet 
their own needs.” While the FTF does not directly build capacity in producers, many of its 
members and allies provide technical assistance, education, product development, and other 
services. The Federation is in turn a long-time member of the World Fair Trade Organization 
which, distinct from fair trade certifiers, describes itself as “the global representative body of 
over 450 members committed to 100% Fair Trade. The WFTO is the authentic voice of Fair 
Trade and a guardian of Fair Trade values.” 
 
Other distribution-focused practices and communities. In addition to advertising, eco-labeling, 
and fair trade initiatives and practice communities, there are many others targeting other parts 
of the distribution phase, those promoting sustainable transport (e.g., EMBARQ WRI Center for 
Sustainable Transport) and packaging (e.g., Sustainable Packaging Alliance;52 Sustainable 
Packaging Coalition;53 Green Package Exchange54). 
 
We might examine such organizations as the Sustainable Retailing Consortium which brings 
together “retailers, manufacturers, vendors, and organizations that are engaged in sustainable 
(green) retailing efforts” and “continue to monitor the evolution of green retailing efforts in the 
industry and watch for meaningful trends that can be communicated appropriately to the 
broader industry.”55  This is not an independent initiative but a committee of the more traditional 
National Retail Federation.  
 
A very different approach, organized by Green America and Global Exchange are the annual 
Green Festivals, appearing in Washington, DC, New York, Chicago, Los Angeles and San 
Francisco, bringing together green sellers and businesses to display their wares and air their 
messages and visions.56 This event is distinguished from traditional trade shows by screening 
exhibitors “for their commitment to sustainability, ecological balance and social justice.” Coming 
together in such events, participating companies and their supporters not only network, 
exchange cards and sample each other’s offerings, but also celebrate a common community 
and sense of identity as cultural and economic pioneers. 
 
If we turn to specific sectors or places we easily fund a wide range of initiatives and networks 
supporting sustainable distributors.  
 
For example, sustainable food retailing practices (however this is defined) are taking place all 
around us. Aside from the large and visible chains claiming this identity, such as Wholefoods,57 
there are numerous smaller stores, closely linked with their local neighborhoods as well as local 
food producers, such as the Peoples Grocery in Oakland, California,58 which initiated the 

Alliance for Oakland’s Food Systems, “a campaign for informed, 

public dialogue over retail grocery options.” Community-supporter agriculture (CSA) is in itself 
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an important movement directly linking customers with small neighboring farms. The 60 CSAs 
existing in 1990 jumped to around 1,700 CSAs by 2004.59 Nearby Local Harvest (founded in 
1998 in Santa Cruz, California) describes itself as the “number one informational source for the 
Buy Local movement,” providing its 20,000 members with an online map connecting users to 
local CSAs, farmers markets and food co-ops.60  
 
Store missions often vary with their customer base. Some emphasize not so much the local 
producer connection as much as the connection with organic suppliers. Here we also find a 
certain tension between local and distant fair trade suppliers. Online tools however offer 
customers the ability to set their own criteria to locate stores. On January 20, 2012, a group in 
Hanover, New Hampshire launched Farm Plate, “a revoluntionary online community of farmers, 
fishermen, foragers, food artisans, restaurants, markets and foodies everywhere,” featuring “the 
largest nationwide directory of sustainable food businesses,” with more than 40,000 listings 
across the country.61  
 
These are only a few examples of the many initiatives supporting sustainable food practices. 
Similar patterns of practices and support networks appear for sustainable clothing, furniture, 
electronics, wood products, houses, and more. Here we also find a major overlap with initiatives 
targeting the producers and products themselves. 

Production-focused initiatives 

For years now there has been a discussion whether 
it is more important to focus efforts on either 
consumption or production. Some argue that there 
has been too much attention given to production, 
too much emphasis on regulatory solutions while 
policymakers avoid addressing the need to curb the 
relentless consumerism eating away the planet.  

In this paper we argue for a systems approach, 
highlighting the need for practices and support 
efforts targeting the full range of intervention points 
in the production/consumption systems making up 
the economy. Thus, it is important to encourage 
and build ties with those practice communities 
engaged in production-focused interventions as well 
as consumption and distribution. 

Changing production involves not simply the design 
and construction of a good or service, but includes 
the realm, the supply chains, and the impacts of 
raw material extraction (i.e., mining, drilling, 
deforesting, harvesting) as well as their impacts 
(soil erosion, displaced communities, water and 
land pollution, biodiversity loss). Change initiatives focusing on production may aim at individual 
products (e.g., Nestle’s breastmilk formula; shoes and apparel produced by child labor) or at 
production processes (e.g., reducing carbon emissions and fossil fuel through improvements in 
energy efficiency or materials substitution.  They may address a particular point in a product’s 
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lifecycle, from design to delivery. Here we find the practices of lifecycle assessment (LCA), 
industrial ecology and clean production, among others.  

One prominent network in re-thinking and redesigning the production process is the 
International Society for Industrial Ecology, founded in 2000 as “a group of leaders from 
diverse fields who share an interest in promoting industrial ecology.”62 Ehrenfeld notes that “in 
the 10 years since industrial ecology first became a topic of academic interest, it has grown as a 
field of inquiry and has produced a community of practice in several sectors including academia, 
business, and government.”63   

The European Platform of Life Cycle Assessment was created in 2005 by the European 
Commission to facilitate communication and exchanges on life-cycle data, with ongoing debate 
about good practice in LCA use and interpretation. However this is not so much a community of 
practice, but rather a joint project between the EC environment ministry and the Commission’s 
Directorate-General Joint Research Centre (JRC-IES),64 which in turn feeds into the EU 
Sustainable Consumption and Production Action Plan. The JRC-IES website does point out that 
“our common goal” is “sustainable consumption and production.” 

The SETAC LCA Advisory Group in Europe also promotes greater awareness and application 
of LCA in policy and production. It is linked also with UNEP through The Life Cycle Initiative. 
UNEP emphasizes that the initiative “responds to the call by Governments around the world for 
a Life Cycle economy in the Malmo Declaration (2000),” and “contributes to the 10-Year 
Framework of Programmes to promote sustainable consumption and production patterns, as 
requested at the World Summit on Sustainable Development in Johannesburg (2002).” Clearly 
these initiatives and networks are stongly oriented towards governments and large corporations, 
and expect familiarity with UN and EU policy and terminology as well as those of LCA. 

The American Center for Lifecycle Assessment formed in 2001 to “build capacity and 
knowledge of LCA,” including promotion of LCA among industry, government and NGOs, 
supporting education and outreach, supporting the presence of underrepresented groups in 
national and international conferences, and promoting networking among LCA practitioners and 
researchers.  

Clean Production Action is a Canadian organization “working closely with existing networks 
across the globe,” translating “the systems-based vision of clean production into the tools and 
strategies NGOs, governments and businesses need to advance green chemicals, sustainable 
materials and environmentally preferable products.” For CPA, one of the policies and practices 
leading to clean production is Extended Producer Responsibility (EPR), using Thomas 
Lindhqvist’s original definition as “a policy principle to promote total life-cycle environmental 
improvements of product systems by extending responsibilities of the manufacturer of the 
product to various parts of the product’s life cycle, and especially to the take-back, recovery and 
final disposal of the product.”65 

The Product Policy Institute, a “think/do tank” founded in 2003, takes EPR to local 
governments, helping them form independent state-based Local Government Product 
Stewardship Councils. These Councils educate their members about EPR and advocate for 
policies at the state level, including California, Vermont, New York, Texas, British Columbia, 
Nova Scotia and the Pacific Northwest.66 
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Another set of initiatives at another side of the political playing field takes a very different 
approach and tone, focusing on the concept of corporate accountability. These groups act as 
watchdog organizations, highlighting corporate abuses and mobilize public response. Examples 
are Corporate Accountability International (“waging and winning campaigns to challenge 
corporate abuse for more than 30 years”),67 CorpWatch (“non-profit investigative research and 
journalism to expose corporate malfeasance and to advocate for multinational corporate 
accountability and transparency”),68 the International Corporate Accountability Roundtable 
(which “harnesses the power of the human rights community to identify and promote robust 
frameworks for corporate accountability, strengthen current measures and defend existing laws, 
policies and legal precedents”),69 and Public Citizen (which “advocates for a healthier and 
more equitable world by making government work for the people and by defending democracy 
from corporate greed”).70   

Investment-focused initiatives 

Too often left out of discussions about 
production/consumption patterns is the role of 
investment, focusing on the players, processes 
and priorities involved in deciding on what 
resources (financial, labor, natural capital) will 
be directed towards the production of which 
products and services – and for whom. At this 
point it is clear that consumer soverignty is a 
myth. For private investment, it is not 
consumer demand which determines 
production but the assessment of whether that 
demand represents a potentially profitable 
market bearing reasonable risks.  

Socially responsible investment (SRI). The practice of SRI involves intervention in personal and 
institutional investment choices. Calvert Investments describes itself as “a leader in the field of 
sustainable and responsible investing (SRI) for over 25 years, demonstrating that investors may 
manage risk and enhance long-term portfolio performance by investing in well-
governed, sustainable and responsible companies.” Domini Social Investments highlight their 
use of the “triple bottom line,” describing their management of investor funds framed by 
concerns “about the state of the natural environment, and how corporations treat their workers 
and the communities in which they operate.” 

Another SRI organization is the Interfaith Center on Corporate Responsibility (ICCR), a 
coalition of 275 faith-based institutional investors engaging in dialogue with corporate 
management on issues such as global warming, human rights, corporate governance, and other 
social and environmental concerns. 

US SIF (formerly the Social Investment Forum) is “the U.S. membership association for 
professionals, firms, institutions and organizations engaged in socially responsible and 
sustainable investing,” mobilizing its 400 members to “advance investment practices that 
consider environmental, social and corporate governance criteria to generate long-term 
competitive financial returns and positive societal impact.” Here we have a community of 
practice linking SRI investors, supporting them with research on SRI trends, an international 
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working group, and annual conferences (“SRI in the Rockies”) to ensure interpersonal contact 
and community identity. 

Subsidy reform. For public investment, the process involves political chess playing among 
parties and political rivals fighting to allocate a heavily contested government budget to 
sustainability projects. Government subsidies remain one of the contested areas of government 
spending, strongly defended by self-interested industry lobbyists. Here lie the controversial 
subsidies to the fossil fuel industry, auto industry, agribusiness, construction, fisheries and 
others. Challenging this state of affairs are initiatives such as Friends of the Earth’s Green 
Scissors program which since 1994 “fought to make environmental and fiscal responsibility 
priorities in Washington” by eliminating subsidies and programs which harm the environment 
and waste taxpayer dollars.71 

Founded in 1999, EarthTrack continues to “make government subsidies that harm the 
environment easier to see, value, and eliminate.” Researching destructive subsidies in energy, 
water, timber, mining and other sectors, this initiative works as a valuable partner in a range of 
campaigns and reform efforts.72  

Oil Change International is “a research, communication and advocacy organization focused on 
exposing the true costs of fossil fuels and facilitating the coming transition towards clean 
energy.” They focus on the fossil fuel industry “because we view the production and 
consumption of oil, gas and coal as sources of global warming, human rights abuses, war, 
national security concerns, corporate globalization, and increased inequality. We also see fossil 
fuel industry’s interests behind every major barrier to a clean energy transition.” Subsidy Shift 
is their campaign targeting fossil fuel subsidies, which features the “Shift the Subsidies” 
database tracking the flow of energy subsidies from public financial institutions around the 
world.73 

Sustainable/green procurement. This practice also targets government spending, as well as 
private institutional spending, establishing procurement and supply-chain policies and standards 
promoting environmental and/or social responsibility principles and values. The Responsible 
Purchasing Nework, established in 2005, is “an international network of buyers dedicated to 
socially responsible and environmentally sustainable purchasing” that is “advised by a 
voluntary Steering Committee of leading procurement stakeholders from government, industry, 
educational institutions, standards setting organizations, and related organizations.” The 
International Green Purchasing Network, which also launched in 2005, is headquartered in 
Tokyo, describing itself as “an organization which promotes green purchasing around the globe 
by coordinating those who take the initiative in implementing green purchasing towards 
sustainable consumption and production.” Members include a dozen national green purchasing 
networks, all representing Asian countries. 

A growing number of institutional procurement networks are also appearing within cities and 
regions, such as the BuySmart Network in British Columbia,74 the Municipal Collaboration 
for Sustainable Purchasing,75 and across the wider region the North American Green 
Purchasing Initiative, launched by the  Commission for Environmental Cooperation.76 

Philanthropy. Strategic grant-making and other initiatives launched from within the world of 
foundations represents another important domain of practice influencing the different cycles of 
production and consumption. Many of these organizations also form communities of practice, 
such as the Environmental Grantmakers Association,77 which in turn inspired a number of 
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spin-off networks, including the Funders Workgroup for Sustainable Production and 
Consumption.78 In addition to providing financial resources, these groups sometimes use their 
influence to encourage strategic partnerships and coalitions among groups with complementary 
interests and capacities. 

Values-focused initiatives 

While not always considered as such, values ultimately are the starting point in the 
production/consumption cycle. They shape the criteria for making the crucial decision whether 
or not to invest the necessary resources to initiate a production/consumption cycle, for judging 
whether the potential benefits merit the risk, to decide whose needs are most important. 

They also come to play in the critical decisions made by relevant players in the production 
process, in decisions about the choice of materials, suppliers, procedures and policies. They 
operate in decisions whether to relocate a village from a valuable mining or construction site, or 
to relocate the project itself. There is a weighing of personal values with institutional values, as 
well as the complex mix of priorities within each.  They operate in the decisions made in journey 
from producer to purchaser, in pricing, advertising, packaging, transport, and sales. Finally, they 
operate in shaping the choices available to consumers, not only the decision of whether or not 
to purchase and use a particular product or service, but decisions about lifestyle and livelihood – 
these decisions also shaped by the information, knowledge, finances available, the cultural 
norms, social relations, and economic situation in which they are located.   

In this domain the practice challenges or perhaps instead appeals to the underlying values 
motivating action, the understanding of what is important or necessary, to the perception and 
interpretation of essential needs. This applies to the individual consumer, the business 
entrepreneur, and government policymakers. 

These are the initiatives and communities of 
practice working to redefine our overall 
definitions of progress, success, the goals, 
purpose and logic of the overall economy as 
well as the various production/consumption 
systems at work within it. These are the 
initiatives, practices and communities of 
practice that attempt to address not simply 
“sustainable consumption” or production or 
other phases of the cycle, but the entire 
system, how the efforts and different actors 
might work together in a broader national or 
local sustainability strategy and plan, how 
“prosperity” can be redefined and measured, 
how to conceptualize and integrate happiness and well-being into economic policy (e.g., New 
Economics Institute), how to shift our thinking and culture from the traditional competitive 
economic growth paradigm to a just and sustainable society paradigm. Examples include the 
New Economics Institute, the New Economics Foundation, the Society for Ecological 
Economics, Tellus Institute’s Great Transition project, the Transition Towns movement, the 
Smarter CSOs initiative, World Wildlife Fund’s Living Planet Report, the Global Footprint 
Network, OneEarth Institute, the North American Sustainable Consumption Alliance, the 
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Story of Stuff project, the Sustainable Consumption Research and Action Initiative, the 
International Coalition for Sustainable Production and Consumption, among many others. 

Connecting communities of practice 

Returning to the original question of how to “map” the movement towards sustainable 
production and consumption, there is also the question of how this map could be used to 
connect the various communities of practice involved. This does not necessarily imply that each 
community of practice needs to form alliances or partnerships with all the others. It does imply 
that there may be many instances in which such connection will mutually strengthen and 
improve each others work. Connection offers the possibility to develop a greater awareness and 
appreciation for the contributions these different practices and communities make to the 
common goals and success of the broader social transition.  

However, one of the conundrums in connecting communities of practice is that the very qualities 
and forces which bind each community together can become obstacles blocking this connection 
and appreciation. The special jargon which fosters communication and identity within a 
community can also be a source of confusion and misunderstanding to outsiders. What is held 
as a priority or value (e.g., academic researchers’ fondness for theory) can be viewed by others 
as an obsession or distraction from what is “really” important.  

Of course some connections may indeed disrupt another community’s practice, inciting more 
friction than solidarity. Others, however, could move both communities to a significantly higher 
level of capacity and competence. A question here is to what degree different communities of 
practice and their members see themselves and their activities as part of a much larger social 
movement linking each other in the work of transforming the economy? In what ways could this 
wider identity inspire and inform their specific practice? 

Given the decentralized nature of this wider movement, the lack of any overarching coordinating 
organization, network or leader, how can we better understand the changing structures and 
flows of energy, communication, and action taking place? How can we better situate ourselves 
in this “bigger picture,” improve our contribution?  

Returning to the initial aim of this paper, how can we improve our understanding and 
engagement with these initiatives and communities of practice? What are the appropriate 
bridges to be built to strengthen the broader social and political movement to change North 
America’s unsustainable consumption and production patterns? How do we identify and 
incorporate the appropriate tools, knowledge, skills and strategies that will help us navigate the 
complex turns and landscape of this broader movement? How can we better identify and 
support useful alliances and cooperation among the participants in this broader movement and 
community?  

The map maker knows he cannot represent the territory itself, only create an abstraction, a set 
of signs pointing to the physical reality. The value of the map lies in its ability to help the user 
find his way to a destination. The question of what is important to display in this map depends 
on the needs and priorities of its users. Here is where a community of mapping practitioners can 
be especially useful. It is also important for this community to reach outside itself, to engage 
with the occupants of the territory as well as those outsiders attempting to travel through it. 
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