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1. Introduction

Prior examination of national material footprints around the world note that
developed countries have a significantly greater per capita impact on the environment
than developing economies (Wiedmann et al. 2015). Indeed, the gap between
reality and sustainability aims continues to grow around the world, particularly in
developed economies where consumption demands oftern outstrip ethical concerns
(Amos and Lydgate 2019). It is predicted that, at the current rate of population
growth and consumption, the natural resources needed to sustain current lifestyles
would require the equivalent of almost three planets by 2050. It is clear that
change is required, involving action from everyone from the producer to final
consumer. Since sustainable consumption aims for world citizens to ‘do better with
less’, all aspects of this change must be carefully considered with regard to critical
ecological and social models that transform production and consumption practices
recognised as negative (Franco et al., 2020). However, achieving change through
halting and reconceptualising current consumption norms requires a focus on the inter-
and intra-generational equity issues apparent around the world (Holden et al. 2014).
One of the central problems faced by those seeking to enact the principles of SDG
12, as put forward by the UN, is the lack of focus on direct areas of concern
(e.g., planned obsolescence of products by producers) (Akenji and Bengtsson 2014).
In this sense, SDG 12 is an extremely broad goal, with multiple avenues of potential
for operationalization (Gasper et al. 2019).

The basic principle of environment justice—the equal sharing of environment
benefit and harm—has not yet been reached in countries that have both high levels
of production of consumer goods, but also high levels of consumption (Schlosberg
2007). This Special Issue, Transitioning to Responsible Consumption and Production,
focuses on some selected examples of consumption forms that are increasingly
recognised as problematic, offering models or alternatives that aid consumer and
producer transitions. The volume presents a multi-disciplinary, multi-stakeholder
conversation on this issue, with a focus on the intersection between encouraging and
enhancing sustainable production processes, and enacting behaviour change and
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socially oriented decision-making by consumers. Further, the volume gives insight
into hope for future generations of consumer, and the pathway to achieving the goals
of SDG 12.

2. Papers in the Volume

This Open Access book series centers on the SDGs, in a contribution toward
global academic efforts for a sustainable world. As such, this volume presents a series
of papers that highlight the results of significant empirical, conceptual and applied
research, in the area of responsibility in consumption and production. This Special
Issue is unique in that not only offers perspectives on both the consumer and the
producer, but it also offers insight into the current key topics of concern to academics
who are focused on enacting change in how individuals view and manage their
consumption lifestyles.

The first paper (see Jones, Wynn and Comfort) begins by reviewing
how leading retailers in the UK are publically responding to calls for greater
accountability in promoting sustainable consumption practices amongst their
consumers. Overarchingly, there is a disconnect apparent between these retailers’
emphasis on commitments to sustainable consumption, as per their corporate
websites, and what happens in store. As the central point of communication to
consumers of company values is likely to be in store, the evidence put forward
by Jones et al. for this disconnect serves to highlight one of the core problems in
promoting or supporting sustainable consumption practice to consumers—that of a
lack of information and opportunity at point of sale, by retailers who do not show
commitment to these principles on the shop floor.

The second and third papers in this volume deal with one of the critical areas
of consumption concern around the world, that of overconsumption of textiles in
the form of fashion clothing and accessories. Both papers focus on the drivers of
the excess clothing consumption that is seen worldwide, with Kleinhucklkotten and
Neitzke highlighting the challenging nature of clothing in regard to moderating both
production and consumption toward a more sustainable model. This paper details
the economic importance of the clothing industry, while contrasting the negative
environmental impact of textile production. Drivers of clothing consumption by
consumers are presented as a frame to understand the acceptability of sustainable
clothing consumption alternatives. Extending on this theme, Ritch presents a paper
that teases out the connections between self-esteem and identity confidence of
consumers, and fashion textile consumption. This paper highlights the importance
of socially responsive methods of production and communication by manufacturers,
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in enabling consumers to make sustainable consumption choices that make them feel
good as well as look good.

Continuing to develop this examination of the intersect between sustainable
production and consumer choice are the fourth and fifth papers in this Special
Issue, which focus on consumer choice and production principles as related to
sustainability in the food and FMCG industries. The first of this pair of papers
(see Secondi and Principato) considers the problem of food waste from the demand
perspective, examining the characteristics of household level food choice in relation
to waste. The paper offers opportunities for the development of targeted consumer
interventions to reduce food waste impacts by estimating demand elasticities in
consumer categories. Following on from this discussion, Hamlin’s paper also
addresses the FMCG industry and waste, but from the perspective of intervening in the
current cycle of associated packaging waste that increases the overall environmental
impact of FMCG consumption world-wide. This paper proposes a closed-cycle
packaging system as an alternative to current recycling and reuse programmes,
with the aim of highlighting government and trade regulations that are required to
implement such a solution in the modern world.

Understanding lifecycles of consumer goods, and embedded consumer
perceptions of the useful life of goods, is crucial to developing models of practice
that extend the life expectancy of products that have increasingly rapid waste cycles.
Fashion and textiles are said to be one of the most waste producing consumer product
categories worldwide, and the concept of product lifespan an increasingly challenging
one in relation to this category of goods. The sixth and seventh papers presented in
this volume deal specifically with the challenge of changing consumers perceptions of
need for disposal. McQueen, Kowton and Degenstein examine the impact of negative
use experience and consumer dissatisfaction in promoting premature disposal,
exploring how one aspect of the multi-sensorial experience of textile consumption,
that of odour, may stimulate not only early lifecycle disposal, but also unsustainable
disposal methods. Niinimaki and Durrani approach the lifecycle issue by addressing
one aspect of fashion garment life extension, textile repair. The paper considers the
act of repair from both consumer and business perspectives, with the ultimate goal
of challenging established consumption-production cultures in this industry.

To close this Special Issue, two papers focused on the future of sustainable
consumption and production practice are presented. The first of these, by Watkins
and Aitken, takes one promising segment of consumers, the youth, and offers
suggestions for a pathway toward sustainable consumption literacy amongst this
group. This paper presents the results of three studies of young consumers: one study
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focusing on sustainable consumption frameworks and language, the second on the
impact of advertising and pro-consumption messaging for young consumers, and the
third detailing young consumers visions of a sustainable consumption future.

The last paper in this volume (see Vladimirova) addresses the critical issue of
social justice in the future of sustainable societies. Any move toward sustainable
production and consumption practice introduces a set of moral dilemmas that must be
considered as part of the wider solution to unsustainability. One of these moral issues
concerns consumption limits, and the redistribution of resources in any sustainable
consumption system. This paper raises a useful set of wider questions that should
inform the ongoing theoretical discourse around SDG 12, as it reframes the notion of
resource efficiency in an unequal world.

3. Conclusions

The aim of this volume was to highlight current academic research that supports
the UN’s 2015 call for more responsible consumption and production, as contained
in SDG 12. To this end, the volume presents a series of perspectives on topics
including consumer goods retail, food waste and production, fashion consumption
and obsolescence, and youth and justice oriented perspectives on consumption.
This volume presents a snapshot of some of the critical areas of concern related to
consumption behaviour, and provides an overarching commentary on what must
change in these areas for the goals of the UN to be realized.
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