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Abstract: In the field of sustainability, understanding consumer influences on product lifetimes is
deemed essential to reduce the environmental impact of consumption. The aim of the research project
which informs this paper was to investigate different ways of thinking about how consumers’ values
may contribute to the acceptance, adoption and diffusion of collaborative consumption — an economic
model based on sharing, lending, swapping, gifting, bartering, or renting products and services enabled
by network technologies and peer communities (cf. Botsman and Rogers, 2011). By making it possible
to obtain use of goods without owning them, these alternative patterns of consumption have some
potential to prevent new purchases, intensify product usage and promote reuse of possessions that are
no longer wanted, thus contributing to longer product lifetimes.

The relationship between values and the participation in collaborative consumption was explored
through mixed methods research drawing from two different, if not contrasting, theoretical perspectives
to understand consumer behaviour: social psychology and social practice theory. Drawing on their
possible complementarity, the investigation was structured in two subsequent and interactive phases:
a quantitative data collection and analysis, followed by a qualitative strand of research. The initial
quantitative study measured individual values through use of Schwartz's PVQ-R3 tool. Results were
followed up through semi-structured interviews facilitated by a series of visual prompts. This paper
presents the resulting Individual-Practice Framework, which uniquely combines insights from social
psychology and social practice theory to examine and explain the interrelation between the individual,
his/her personal values, and specific combinations of the ‘material’, ‘meaning’ and ‘competence’
elements that sustain social practices.

Introduction (design) solutions to reduce the impact of
Current  patterns  of  production  and consumption (cf. Cooper, 2010; Stahel, 1994;
consumption are widely recognised as Tukker and Tischner, 2006).

unsustainable (cf. Cooper, 2005; Tukker et al.,

2006). In the last two decades the idea of The rise of collaborative consumption (also
decoupling economic growth from referred to as the ‘collaborative economy’, or
environmental pressure has received growing the ‘sharing economy’) — traditional sharing,
attention from scholars, businesses and bartering, lending, trading, renting, gifting and
governments (von Weizsacker et al., 1998; swapping, redefined through technology and
Jackson, 2009). Different initiatives, strategies peer communities (Botsman and Rogers, 2011,
and approaches have been elaborated in the p. Xv) — has recently attracted interest for its
effort to support the shift toward a resource- potential to resource-saving and waste
efficient’ low-carbon economy to achieve minimisation. By making it pOSSibIe to obtain
sustainable development (European use of goods without owning them, these
Commission, 2011). Product longevity (through alternative patterns of consumption can
longer lasting products, product life-extension, contribute to avoid new purchases, increase or
lifetime optimisation, more intensive use of extend the usable life of products, intensify
goods and systems) and moving from products product usage and promote reuse of
to services have been considered viable possessions that are no longer wanted
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(Leissman et al., 2013). Examples of services
that foster access rather than private ownership
are car and bike sharing schemes, peer-to-peer
(P2P) ridesharing (e.g. Uber), P2P lodging (e.g.
Airbnb) and goods/skills exchange or
transaction sites (e.g. Freecycle).

Collaborative consumption, named one of Time
Magazine’s 10 ideas that will change the world
(2011), could reframe the unsustainable nature
of the present economic development path if
brought into the mainstream. However, the
success of this emerging socio-economic
paradigm largely depends on consumers’
response to the introduction of innovative,
share-based (business) models in the market.
Therefore, understanding (and changing)
consumer behaviour is key to support the
thriving of collaborative consumption.

Understanding consumer behaviour
Theories and models of behaviour and
behaviour change originate from all disciplines
of the social sciences, particularly social
psychology and sociology (for an overview see
Darnton, 2008; Jackson, 2005; Morris et al.,
2012). These two conceptualise and define
behaviour differently. Social psychology
focuses on the individual and hold behaviour to
be an outcome of a number of antecedents and
determinants including personal beliefs, values
and attitudes. On the contrary, sociology
(mostly social practice theory) tends to aim
attention at the relationships between
behaviour, people and the social and physical
environments in which they take place (Morris
et al., 2012).

Values in social psychology

In identifying the drivers of pro-environmental
and/or pro-social consumer behaviour, moral
and normative considerations are often taken
into account (Jackson, 2005). Some examples
are Schwartz’s ‘Norm-Activation Theory’ (1977)
and Stern et al.’s ‘Value-Belief-Norm Theory’
(1999). The former describes moral behaviours
as the result of a personal norm to act in a
particular way activated by the awareness of
the consequences of one’s actions and the
ascription of personal responsibility for them.
The latter models the causal chain of influence
from certain people’s values and beliefs to the
emergence of a personal norm to act in a given
way, thus providing insights into the value basis
of pro-environmental behaviour.

-278 -

In social psychological accounts, values are
generally defined as “trans-situational goals,
varying in importance, that serve as guiding
principles in the life of a person or group”
(Schwartz et al.,, 2012, p. 664). In a major
program of theoretical and empirical research,
Schwartz and his colleagues have identified 19
basic individual values, organised in a circular
motivational continuum according to their
compatibility or conflict. These are further
divided into four distinct clusters: ‘openness to
change’ vs. ‘conservation’, and ‘self-
enhancement’ vs. ‘self-transcendence’ values
(Figure 1).

Figure 1. Circular motivational continuum of 19
basic individual values. Adapted from Schwartz
et al., 2012, p. 669.

Studies suggest that self-transcendence values
(in particular ‘universalism’) are generally
predictive of positive engagement with social
and environmental issues (cf. Gutierrez Karp,
1996; Stern and Dietz, 1994). However, their
predictive power is generally low (Pepper et al.,
2009). Often values do not translate linearly into
action (i.e. the so-called ‘value-action gap’) (cf.
Blake, 1999) and have only a weak influence
upon behaviour, usually mediated through
other variables.

‘Meaning’,  ‘Competence’ and  ‘Material’
elements in social practice theory

In recent years social practice theory has
attracted growing attention as an alternative
approach  to  understanding  consumer



PLATE conference - Nottingham Trent University, 17/19 June 2015

Piscicelli L. et al.
Understanding consumer influences on product lifetimes

behaviour, which places social practices rather
than individuals at the centre stage of analysis.
‘Practices’ that make up everyday life -
showering, cooking, driving, doing the laundry
— are understood as social phenomena whose
‘performance’ entails the reproduction of
cultural meanings and tastes, socially shared
knowledge and skills, and material artefacts
(Spurling et al., 2013). These elements were
grouped by Shove et al. (2012) under the three
categories of ‘Meaning’, ‘Competence’ and
‘Material’ (Figure 2).

Meaning: cultural conventions,
expectations and socially shared
meanings

Material: objects,
tools, infrastructures

Competence: knowledge
and embodied skills

Figure 2. Elements of practice. Adapted from
Shove et al., 2012.

Resources are consumed in the reproduction of
social practices and what people take to be
‘normal’ and ordinary ways of doing and living
(Shove, 2003). Therefore, the focus moves
from determining the antecedents of individual
behaviour (e.g. values, beliefs and attitudes) to
appreciating the collective dynamics of the
routinisation of practices and their underlying
shared notions of normality.

However, it is possible to question the degree
to which culturally and socially constructed
conceptions of normality play out through
personal actions in practices. The extent to
which common understandings, norms, social
expectations and conventions (i.e. the
‘meaning’ element of practice) may be
mediated by and through personal traits and
characteristics, including individual values, is
under investigated (Piscicelli et al., 2015).

Methodology

Drawing on the possible complementarity
between social psychology and social practice
theory (cf. Darnton et al., 2011; Whitmarsh et
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al., 2011; Wilson and Chatterton, 2011; Boldero
and Binder, 2013), the research project which
informs this paper examined the role of values
in the context of collaborative consumption.
Ecomodo, a UK-based P2P online marketplace
for lending and borrowing, was used as a case
study.

Mixed methods research was conducted in two
subsequent phases. Initial quantitative data
collection and analysis measured the value
priority of 63 Ecomodo users through
Schwartz's PVQ-R3 tool (cf. Piscicelli et al.,
2015). In the qualitative strand of research,
results were followed up through 10 semi-
structured interviews which explored whether
and how individual values may act upon the
‘meaning’ element of practices contributing to
(or hindering) the acceptance, adoption and
diffusion of collaborative consumption.

Results and discussion

As part of the interview, a series of prompts and
scenarios were used to uncover values
associated with alternative ways of consuming
in the context of transportation, holiday
accommodation, clothing and consumer goods.
In this paper, the relationship between
individual values and meanings is discussed
using results from the area of clothing.

Interviewees were invited to associate relevant
Schwartz’s values (Figure 1) to buying a new
item of clothing in a shop; looking online and
hiring a designer brand garment for few days
through Girlmeetsdress.com; swapping an item
of clothing they own for another one with
somebody online or at a swapping party.
Values most directly associated to these

alternatives were: ‘Hedonism’, ‘Face’,
‘Achievement’, ‘Universalism-nature’,
‘Stimulation’ and ‘Self-direction-action’.

Associations made proved to be either positive
or negative, in the light of the meanings taken
into consideration for each option.

(Socially shared) meanings

Clothing was generally related to ideas of
wastefulness and inefficiency. Accordingly,
buying new clothes was negatively associated
with ‘Universalism-nature’, which was positively
linked to hiring and swapping solutions. This
seems to suggest that meanings underlying
practices are not necessarily socially shared.
Whereas interviewees primarily viewed clothing
as environmentally unsustainable, mainstream
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understandings may differ. Personal
endorsement of a certain set of values is likely
to affect what meanings are seen as relevant in
each practice.

Furthermore, individual value priorities may
influence the direction of the association (i.e.
positive or negative). Clothing was related to
ideas of self-gratification. However, ‘Hedonism’
and ‘Stimulation’ were associated negatively
with buying new clothes and positively with
hiring and swapping solutions where the
pleasure and “thrill’ of getting something new
occur “without the quilf’”. This could be
explained by interviewees’ view of fashion as
unsustainable and the higher importance they
attribute to ‘Universalism-nature’ compared to
‘Hedonism’ and ‘Stimulation’ (cf. Piscicelli et al.,
2015).

Misaligned meanings

Values can also bring people to reject
meanings that are recognised as mainstream
and largely socially shared. For example,
interviewees criticised the common
understanding of clothing as a way to show
personal success and its use as a criterion to
judge others. Therefore, buying new clothes
was negatively associated with ‘Face’ and
‘Achievement’, values that they hold of low
importance.

A misalignment between endorsed values and
meanings can lead people to either engage in
alternative practices (e.g. buying second hand
clothes rather than new), or find ways to deal
with the perceived inconsistency (e.g. buying
new, but organic clothes).

Conclusion

The analysis uncovered the values that
Ecomodo users associated with different
alternatives (i.e. buying new, hiring, and
swapping) in the area of clothing. Findings
revealed the existing relationship between
individual values and social meanings. In
particular, they demonstrate how meanings are
culturally constructed and socially shared, but
individually renegotiated.

This explains the possible difference in the
meanings that people associate to a certain
practice (e.g. someone may see buying new
clothes as unnecessary and wasteful, whereas
others may find it an enjoyable activity and a
way to keep up with fashion). Furthermore, this
suggests a potential link between meanings
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and motivations for action, thus demonstrating
the need to address more explicitly the role of
individual agency in the context of practices and
social practice theory.

Departing from Shove et al.’s model (2012)
(Figure 2), the resulting Individual-Practice
Framework (Figure 3) positions the individual at
the centre of the practice itself. In doing so, it
overcomes the ‘agency-structure’ divide by
acknowledging the existing interaction between
the individual and a particular configuration of
‘material’, ‘competence’ and ‘meaning’
elements.

Figure 3. The individual-practice f2ramework.
Piscicelli et al., 2015.

Besides connecting the elements together
through the reproduction of a practice, the
individual interacts with, and renegotiates, each
element. This relationship is mediated by
personal preferences and characteristics, such
as individual values.

To conclude, the Individual-Practice Frame-
work uses and extends approaches from social
practice theory by complementing them with
insights from social psychology. In doing so, it
offers an alternative perspective to understand
behaviour and practices which is particularly
well-suited to explain consumer influences on
the acceptance, adoption and diffusion of more
sustainable patterns of consumption.
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