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Spargaaren (2011), in a recent article argues that, “The potentially ‘energizing’ part of 
sustainable consumption is hardly considered by environmental social scientists when organizing 
research on sustainable consumption” (p. 820). This paper will strengthen the cognitive link 
between scholarship related to emotional energy and that connected to social practices that 
perpetuate sustainable consumption. More specifically, we argue for greater connective 
scholarship between those “interaction rituals” that foster mindfulness (thereby greater 
reflexivity) and sustainable social practices that bring contentment, and a strong sense of well-
being, allowing people to step away from a high consumptive lifestyle.  Those specific 
interaction rituals that are documented to foster mindfulness are a) body movement activities, 
especially those that can lead to “flow” experiences; b) time spent in nature, outside; and c) 
social events with friends and family, particularly those that involve self-provisioning, while 
strengthening relationships (e.g., self-prepared meals; community work-bees). We hold that one 
can turn the question around, i.e., instead of asking, “how can emotional energy tied to social 
practices of sustainable consumption be scaled up in highly industrialized countries?”, asking the 
question: “What is the emerging scholarship on those social practices that have already been 
found to enhance citizens’ reflexivity and deliberate choices in living a full, and lower 
consumptive life?  If, as Schor (2010) suggests, a key element of sustainable lifestyles is 
adopting a life of plenitude, one where people reclaim time “to invest in ecological restorative 
activities and create opportunities to replenish the human connections that were depleted…” (p. 
5), then as sustainable consumption scholars we need to broaden our understanding, especially in 
relation to health and wellness research that points to lifestyle habits that provide emotional 
energy, mindfulness, and thereby confidence to live a more deliberate life of plentitude. 

 

Introduction 

Sustainability science scholars, especially social scientists in the area of sustainable 

consumption, are increasingly arguing that reconfiguring social context will be far more 
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important to foster and induce sustainable social practices than appealing to individual values as 

tied to morality, a corresponding inducement of guilt, the hope of knowledge sprung to action, or 

charismatic leadership spurring others on (Spargaaren 2011, Shove 2003; Brand 2010).  Yet 

recent scholarship on sustainable consumption social practices suggests that triggers are 

necessary within social contexts to shift thinking and behavior, as it is this rethinking and 

shifting that reconfigures daily routines in particular spaces.  This paper addresses the notion of 

embedding sustainable social practices in current trends of health and wellness that are attracting 

a strong following in North America, trends that are not necessarily linked to “sustainable 

consumption” per se but which can be compatible and consistent with sustainable consumption, 

particularly around reducing consumption in the areas of poor quality food, health care costs, 

unneeded transportation costs, and reduced transaction costs in creating local public goods.  This 

paper is different than others focused on social practices of sustainable consumption because it 

acknowledges, more broadly, reductions in costs and wastes afforded by improved collective 

health, connection to one’s environment, and local involvement in community development.     

In a recent paper, Spargaaren (2011) argues for linking  emotional energy, or a collective sense 

of enthusiasm, through face-to-face rituals of interaction.  These rituals of interaction have the 

pontential, argues Spargaaren, to guide individuals to deliberately pursue an alternate set of 

behaviors.  Similarly, Hobson (2010) argues that we must examine how people interact with each 

other to see the linkages between discursive processes and individual’s abilities to question their 

lifestyles and make changes to them.  In particular, this exploratory paper suggests a new for 

further scholarship on interaction rituals, or patterns of collective behavior that, first, we argue 

can enhance mindfulness.  Such mindfulness, we maintain, can facilitate deliberately chosen 

action that chooses alternative consumption habits.   Secondly, we argue that certain interaction 
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rituals can embolden people to seek out interaction that fosters a sense of well-being, and thereby 

can help people sidestep the unthinking, or short-term gratification behaviors that are part of a 

high consumptive lifestyle.  Spargaaren (2011) refers to “common actions or events” that allow a 

“mutual focus of attention”, that then foster a “shared mood”, which leads to “collective 

effervescence” or a group sense of emotional energy that supports ritual outcomes.  Spargaaren 

holds that these ritual outcomes reinforce symbols of social relationships that support standards 

of morality tied to sustainable consumption.  

In this paper we turn the million dollar question around, where many sustainable consumption 

scholars ask, “how can emotional energy tied to social practices of sustainable consumption be 

scaled up in highly industrialized countries?”, by inverting the question: “What emerging social 

practices linked to emotional energy can be connected, or piggybacked onto sustainable 

consumption social practices?  If, as Schor (2010) suggests, a key element of sustainable 

lifestyles is adopting a life of plenitude, one where people reclaim time “to invest in ecological 

restorative activities and create opportunities to replenish the human connections that were 

depleted…” (p. 5), then as sustainable consumption scholars we need to broaden our 

understanding, especially in relation to health and wellness research that points to lifestyle habits 

that provide emotional energy, mindfulness, and thereby confidence to live a more deliberate life 

of plentitude.  Furthermore, Shove and Pantzar (2005) emphasize that to understand sustainable 

social practices, we as scholars must recognize the relationship between homegrown activities in 

specific cultures (in this paper, N. American, Canadian) and their effects on uptake of alternative 

behaviors that support sustainable consumption.  This orientation embraces what Dolan (2002) 

refers to as the “interdependencies” of consumption practices, where consumption practices 

embody relations between individuals, and it is these relations, or rituals of interaction, in which 
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potential for emotional energy most importantly lie.  It is in these relations between individuals 

where macro processes are at work, where emotional energy is part of the power behind macro 

restructuring. 

Sustainable lifestyles are a laudable goal, but in this paper we ask for a more modest step in 

embracing scholarship that identifies sources of emotional energy in current trends in society that 

can prompt and promote the adoption of different forms of sustainable consumption.  We 

broaden the scope of sustainable consumption to recognize the role of reducing waste.  The 

waste we emphasize here includes a waste of energy (to practice high consumptive activities, to 

build, fix and replace things that could be done at lower levels of organization), resources (such 

as health care costs for stressed, overweight, or compromised individuals who have not 

addressed chronic changeable health problems) and valuable time of citizens (who might be 

watching TV, shopping in malls or big box stores instead of spending time with others working 

toward a mutual goal for the collective good, such as community work-bees to put on a 

neighborhood winter festival).  We see people in communities, each of them, as potential social 

change agents who can direct their efforts toward greater human and social capital that fosters 

their own resilience, and can enrich collective goods.   

While the research links are weak at this point, we suspect that when people move their bodies, 

spend time outside, and create experiences, services or goods that benefit their group, or a larger 

community of concern, they are usually not shopping, nor eating a lot of fast food, or taking 

extravagant vacations.  We suspect that the positive emotional energy of exercising or moving in 

a way that makes one happy, spending time outside, and self-provisioning with others, feeds core 

needs for well-being.  The happiness and social determinants of health research consistently 
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suggests that those who have positive self-esteem  (which is linked to physical activity) and a 

strong sense of well-being (which has been linked to time outside in the environmental and 

conservation psychology literature) are more likely to choose to spend their time and money in 

ways that are deliberately chosen to enrich one’s life, not display status.   When individuals are 

engaged in rituals of interaction that address core sources of well-being, they may be less likely 

to  try to satisfy impulsive  wants, or escape their present reality, which drives a good deal of 

wasteful consumption.   For example, those people who regularly exercise, especially with 

others, may find themselves feeling greater contentment and in turn, have greater energy to look 

outside themselves to the welfare of others and the planet.  This emotional energy, from a sense 

of health and self-efficacy, feeds into a larger possibility of citizen well-being as a springboard 

for collective well-being.    

Thus, in this exploratory paper we argue for more attention to three rituals of interaction (this 

workshop paper draft only begins to develop these areas).  Those specific interaction rituals that 

we hold may be closely related to mindfulness, therefore foster in individuals a greater capacity 

to consider alternatives to mainstream consumption behaviors. These three interaction rituals of 

interest are: a) body movement and exercise;  b) time spent in nature, outside; and c) social 

events with friends and family, particularly those that involve self-provisioning and  strengthen 

relationships (e.g., self-prepared meals; community work-bees).  This paper draws heavily from 

recent books and articles that take a holistic approach to daily practices that foster awareness and 

lifestyles that are connected to others, to the health of the planet and to a more aware, deliberate 

life that recognizes the power of choices and collective will to change the future.  

Mindfulness from Rituals of Interaction as Prompts for Emotional Energy 
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In this exploratory paper, we argue that current scholarship on sustainable consumption can be 

strengthened by acknowledging the likely connection between the emotional energy behind 

rituals of interaction that foster sustainable consumption social practices, and the spaces, places 

and ways in which “mindfulness” is fostered.  Mindfulness refers to a kind of attention that 

nurtures greater awareness, clarity, and acceptance of the present-moment” (Kabat-Zinn, 2001).  

Brown and Ryan (2003: 822) explain that mindfulness “enhanced attention to and awareness of 

current experience or present reality.”   They also cite Deci and Ryan (1980) and note that 

“Mindfulness is compromised when individuals behave compulsively or automatically, without 

awareness of or attention to one’s behavior (p. 823). Wells (2000; 2002) describes mindfulness 

as an ability to process information differently, where one evaluates one’s thoughts in a way that 

allows circumspection and flexibility, whereby action is based more on an attention-focused 

response rather than reaction to reduce threat.     

How is this linked to sustainable consumption?  Recall that Spargaaren (2011) calls for the 

examination of emotional sources of energy that allow participants to have a “mutual focus of 

attention” and thereby increased ability to select alternative behaviors.   We are suggesting then a 

precursor to “sources of emotional energy” maybe greater mindfulness, thereby justifying greater 

attention to those rituals of interaction that foster mindfulness, and in turn foster a sense of well-

being and connection with others  that can be more carefully linked to a common sense of 

purpose, morality and willingness to cooperatively pursue sustainable consumption behaviors.     

Moving our Bodies 

There is increasing evidence that physical exercise, and even moving our bodies in a way that we 

enjoy (walking, flying a kite), improves concentration (Dustman et al. 1984), and improves 
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general and health-related quality of life, better functional capacity and better mood states 

(Penedo and Dahn 2005).  People tend to sleep better (Driver and Taylor 2000) and perform 

better under pressure when they regularly exercise (Trost 2007).  Benefits from regular exercise 

include reduced depression (Mead et al. 2009) and the lessening of chronic mobility problems 

(Daley and Spinks 2000), maladies that prevent people from participating in collective efforts 

outside of themselves.  Fitness has become a major enterprise in North America, where fitness 

clubs and employer sponsored fitness challenges have become common. The exciting link here 

with sustainable consumption is the ways in which these activities can improve mental and 

physical health, and can thereby reduce health care costs, and have psychosocial benefits that 

improve cognitive ability in a way that can enhance self-awareness.    Mental and physical health 

benefits of exercise are thereby linked to the ability for people to cultivate self-awareness, and 

participate in rituals of interaction that  contribute to their community, the habitat in which they 

live, and the efficacy they hold  to help others.      

By extension, we argue that greater research is needed in how trends and sites of healthy 

practices, such as exercise and body movement, can be linked to sustainable consumption 

practices.  For example, a bulletin by the Canadian Fitness and Lifestyle Institute (Transport 

Canada, 2006 cited by Bergeron and Cragg 2009) notes that a study conducted by Statistics 

Canada found that 19% of cyclists felt that their commutes are the most pleasant activity of the 

day, whereas only 2% of drivers felt the same way.   This suggests multiple benefits from 

designing communities so that they are walkable, by providing bike lanes, by interconnecting 

streets, nearby shopping, parks, more pathways and cycling lands, all would make it easier for 

people to combine their joy and gratification of active transportation with features that promote 

sustainable transportation practices.  Further, what are the opportunities to routinize exercise and 
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encouragement for body movement in schools, neighborhoods, workplaces, shopping areas and 

civic spaces? Alternative transportation (to that of single occupancy vehicles, primarily) can also 

potentially expose and inculcate in people are greater awareness of their natural environment, 

given alternative forms of transportation may slow people down enough to see more of their 

surroundings, and  cultivate a fondness for pathways, green spaces and aesthetics of road side 

views.  

Time Spent in Nature 

A spate of recent research, much of it summarized in a recent book by Richard Louv, The Nature 

Principle: Human Restoration and the End of Nature-Deficit Disorder (2011), and also featured 

in a recent book, Ecotherapy: Healing with Nature in Mind (Eds. Buzzel and Chalquist 2009) 

suggests that a host of benefits, among them increased self –awareness, sense of well-being and 

personal fulfillment is associated with spending time outdoors.   A number of researchers have 

found that time in nature reduces stress (Ulrich 1981; 1991) and enhances our ability to hold 

attention (Kaplan and Kaplan 1989).  Researchers Barton et al (2011) and Koon et al (2011) note 

particular mental health benefits of time spent in nature, such as improved self-esteem, mood 

regulation and overall wellbeing. 

The importance of these findings are that there is opportunity, again, to link sustainable 

consumption to the promotion of green exercise (physical activity in green spaces).  This is in 

part because of the increased opportunity time in nature may provide for mindfulness, for greater 

awareness of the inconsistencies between our desired future and the contributing effects of our 

materially-intensive lifestyles.  Moreover, green exercise has been shown to have numerous 

health benefits, and this can augment improved environmental outcomes if people are walking a 
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path for example, instead of driving, or spending their time outside instead of doing other more 

destructive forms of leisure (e.g. shopping for the sake of shopping).  Similarly, in a study by 

Burls (2009), he goes so far as to argue that ecotheraphy, or the prescribed time spent outside for 

patients seeking improved mental health, can achieve both individual health (at the micro level) 

and public and environmental health outcomes (at the macro level) .  “…People seeking personal 

recovery… through stewardship of green spaces, may achieve unanticipated social capital and 

natural capital outcomes and thereby meet current multi-disciplinary policy targets” (Burls, 

2009:24).   Further,   Pretty et al (2007) argue that while people may originally join walking 

programmes for the exercise, it is the contact with nature and social networking that sustain 

motivation.  Recall our earlier argument too that it is these rituals of interaction, this coming 

together of like-minded people, that provides the opportunity for a virtuous circle, or scaling up, 

of sustainable practices by people demonstrating to each other alternative social practices, and 

sharing their ideas about moving to more sustainable social practices (Kennedy 2011). 

Self-provisioning in communal acts 

Schor in her recent book Plenitude (2010) provides a good summary of the potential for self-

provisioning and community-led initiatives to solve local problems to enhance a collective 

quality of life, especially for those who are working less, spending less, and creating and 

connecting with others more.   

Some of the most important economic research in recent years shows that a single 

intervention --- a community reclamation of a brownfield or planting on degraded 

agricultural land---can solve three problems.  It regenerates an ecosystem, 
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provides income for the restorers, and empowers people as civic actors (Schor 

2010: 12). 

 Similarly, in Shop Class as Soulcraft (2009), Crawford makes the argument that we renew 

ourselves and connections with others by combining the work of our hands with the sharpness of 

our minds.  Crawford reminds the reader of the intrinsic rewards of doing work that is practical 

and useful to others in society, which ultimately restores citizens’ connections with how things 

work around them, and thereby improves community resilience because making things work 

cannot be outsourced or made obsolete.   

A raft of research findings has also supported that those involved in volunteerism and 

community development initiatives have an improved sense of wellbeing (Thoits and Hewitt 

2001; Black and Living 2004).  Staples (2004) found that volunteers were also significantly more 

satisfied than non-volunteers in aspects relating to their neighborhood wellbeing, in the level of 

trust within their neighborhood, the amount of social participation, the common goals and values, 

the state of environment in their neighborhood, and the amount of people’s sharing and 

borrowing in their community.  Similarly, Helliwell (200) has found that civic engagement (both 

individually and collectively) is robustly tied to happiness and life satisfaction.  In fact, Helliwell 

and Putnam (2004:1444) go so far as to say that, “the impact of society-wide increases in 

affluence on subjective well-being is uncertain at best, whereas the impact of society-wide 

increases in social capital on well-being would be unambiguously and strongly positive.” 

 Again, to scale up sustainable consumption practices, and find sources of emotional 

energy to stimulate cooperation around alternative sustainable consumption behaviors, one may 

turn to the newfound joys and sense of pride that is generated from people’s ability to provide for 
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themselves and create cooperative solutions to local challenges.  The joys that people find in 

working with each other, environmental benefits aside, may be the emotional energy to capitalize 

on.  Where are people creating change and having fun doing it?  Can these be places to expand 

the repertoire of sustainable consumption practices?   

Conclusion  

This paper presents an exploratory inquiry into cultural trends for collective activities in society 

for which positive emotional energy is associated and expansion of sustainable social practices 

may be enhanced and expanded.  These practice areas may have potential to link numerous 

micro practices to macro change, as people begin to see the linkages of lifestyle changes to 

stronger communities, work with others to adopt alternative behaviors, and reinforce their 

intrinsic values of the “good life”.  This reinforcement may have significant potential to effect 

change given Crompton et al’s (2010) findings which suggests that when an activity activates 

intrinsic values that contribute to quality of life, such as the value placed on community, 

affiliation to friends and family, and self-development, people are more likely to acknowledge 

“bigger-than-self” problems, and take up behaviors to help address those problems.   While the 

coverage of linkages between sustainable consumption and the social practices associated with 

exercise and body movement, time in nature and self-provisioning with others is limited in this 

paper, we seek to stimulate greater attention to the potential sources of emotional energy that can 

capitalize on current positive rituals of interaction as sites of potential social change.   
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