
Is drinking 
bottled 
water a 
sustainable 
practice? 
Social practices 
of drinking water 
vary greatly 
from one country to another. 
Whether drinking bottled 
water is ‘sustainable’ or not 
can only be understood in 
the context of very different 
systems of water provision. 
The SPRG researched how 
people consume water in 
the UK, Germany, Italy, Delhi, 
Taiwan and Mexico City.

What is a zero carbon 
home?

Can a house be zero carbon 
regardless of what practices 
go on within it? Mainstream 
housing developers and 
smaller scale ‘eco housing’ 
schemes have very different 
understandings of how 
domestic practices relate to 
low carbon living. The SPRG 
examined how ‘zero carbon’ 
has been interpreted by 
designers and developers. 

How do eating habits 
change?
Analysing how habits change 
clarifies the possibilities 
and pitfalls of intervening in 
eating practices. The SPRG 
explored how eating habits 
changed in Anglo-French 
couples, and the changes in 
shopping practices resulting 
from new community grocery 
shops in rural Scotland and 
France. 

Why is the use of air 
conditioning 
increasing in the UK?

Room 
temperature 
worldwide is 
converging 
on 22°C—
that takes a 
lot of energy. 

In the UK most of this energy 
currently goes into heating. 
However, since 2009 cooling 
has been a distinct category 
of energy demand in the 
services sector - a demand 
that is growing (DECC, 2011). 
The SPRG analysed how 
and why 22°C is becoming 
a normal aspect of a wide 
variety of practices in hotels, 
hospitals and universities.

Social Practices Matter 
for Sustainability 

Technical innovation has not reduced 
overall consumption

Practices are changing all the time. Many of these 
changes depend on more resource consumption than 
before, rather than less. Because of this, technical 
efficiencies are often outweighed by the ever-
increasing resource requirements of everyday life. 
From this point of view questions about sustainable practice take us beyond a narrow focus 
on technical solutions. They bring us face to face with the really big issues about how society 
changes. What new practices are emerging? Which practices are in decline? And what are the 
implications of these trends for consumption in total?

We need to think about how social practices can be radically more sustainable than those that 
are normal today.

What can everyday practices tell us about 
domestic water demand?
Currently there is limited understanding of how water is 
used within UK homes. Water policy deals in average per 
capita consumption which obscures everyday practices like 
showering, laundering and gardening. The SPRG researched 
the variety of these practices across households in the south 
of England and identified patterns of practice that are relevant 
for intervening in and managing water demand.
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