






























Problem Statement: 

Twenty years of sustainable consumption practices have laid fertile ground for fostering civic 

engagement with sustainability. Yet some have expressed concern that public and academic 

discourse has become intransigent with regards to opening up spaces for practices beyond private 

consumption (Fisher et al. 2012a; 2012b.). Despite evidence that social movements are particularly 

valuable for addressing barriers to a more sustainable society, there are few people with the capacity 

to consistently engage in social movement activities (Agyeman and Angus 2003). This implicit 

sustainable consumer / activist construction suggests mutually exclusive categories, rather than a 

spectrum of individual involvement. This results in a failure to recognize and theorize public-

spirited actions that would not be classified as activist but that aim for sustainability nonetheless 

(e.g., a government employee pushing for a sustainable food strategy; an organic food producer 

providing goods to low-income households). Drawing from political sociology, we use the term 

civic practices (Eliasoph 1996; 2011) to refer to other-oriented discourse and acts that seek to 

overcome barriers to a more environmentally sustainable society. These practices link and integrate 

consumer and citizen identities in a more powerful and enduring synthesis.  

 

The published literature has strengthened scholarly understanding of ways to shift consumption 

habits (Griskevicius et al. 2010) and demonstrates the efficacy of social movements for shifting 

public discourse and practice (Diani 2004). However, as has been acknowledged in environmental 

citizenship theory, there remains a lack of knowledge about the spaces, practices, and discourses 

that connect individual consumption acts to collective movements (Luque 2005). This research will 

identify when, why, and how individuals (volunteers, employees, and producers) in different 

contexts (Edmonton and Toronto) choose to adopt civic practices. The central objective of this 

research is to identify and understand the civic practices that populate and integrate the transitional 

space between consumption and activism. 

  

Methodology: 

This project aims to gather new scientific insights through case studies of civic practices in the 

sustainable foods movement in Edmonton and Toronto, as these are sites with burgeoning civic 

practices and unique structural contexts related to sustainable food systems. We will sample carriers 

of civic practices – be they activists, public servants, or producers. We use environmental 

citizenship theory as a framework due to its rootedness in justice and empirical research. We will 

build on this body of knowledge by incorporating the concept of civic practices to map the 

conceptual space between consumer and citizen. We use sustainable food as a case study given the 

topic’s ability to serve as a lens for focusing people’s concerns about critical social and ecological 

issues. Data will be generated through interviews (n =30 in each site) and participant observation (n 

= 5 events in each site).  

 

Contributions: 

There are two gaps in the literature that this research will explore. First, it will refine environmental 

citizenship theory by using evidence of civic practices to complicate the category of consumer / 

citizen. Second, it will address a key question being asked in food studies: when do food consumers 

act more like food citizens – agents who do not simply look for the best commodity, but who 

address critical issues in the public sphere (Goodman et al. 2012). More crucially, this research will 

foster public dialogue on how to build on our social knowledge of sustainable consumption practices 

in order to pursue alternative avenues that could overcome structural barriers to sustainability.  
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Objectives  
Common wisdom holds that a sustainable society will emerge through a combination of 
individual lifestyle shifts and broad-based social movements (Speth 2009). Consumer responses 
to sustainability issues have become a widely accepted form of individual engagement in public 
and scholarly discourse (Gould et al. 1996). However, compelling evidence suggests that 
sustainable consumption alone does not constitute an effective response to sustainability crises 
(Maniates 2001). Commonly contrasted with sustainable consumption, social movement activity 
is heralded as a potent force to overcoming structural barriers to sustainability. Yet ongoing 
involvement in social movements exacts too steep a commitment for typical citizens (Agyeman 
and Angus 2003). Still, this logic posits individual engagement as two mutually exclusive 
categories. In contrast, we view the consumer and activist as ends of a spectrum of individual 
involvement in sustainability. Given the limitations of consumer responses to the environment, 
there is an acute need for research into the spaces and practices that exist for encouraging citizens 
to develop collective identities, measured by their participation in, and influence on, the public 
sphere (Karlsson 2012).   
 
To orient our research into the transitional space between consumer and citizen, we draw on and 
develop the concept “civic practices”. Civic practices are public-spirited acts intended to create 
spaces for political conversation or action in the public sphere (Eliasoph 1996; Parkins and 
Davidson 2008). To enhance responses to contemporary environmental challenges, we focus on 
the transitional space between sustainable consumption and social movements in a case study of 
sustainable food systems. Food systems offer an ideal subject matter for case study research to 
explore the mediating practices, motivations, and beliefs that encourage some individuals to 
participate in the public sphere. There are two reasons for this: (1) their appeal across public, 
academic, and private sectors, and (2) their appeal to many different values – environmental, 
social justice, and health. We use case studies of civic practices related to sustainable food to 
achieve the following objectives and to answer the associated research questions:  
 
 Objective 1: To conceptually map the transitional space between sustainable consumption 
(consumer) and social movements (citizen).  
 Objective 1(a): To identify the civic practices that support transitions between consumer and 
citizen identities in the sustainable food movement.  

 Research question: Which civic practices are adopted with the intention of bringing about 
a more sustainable food system?  

 Objective 1(b): To explore the motivations behind the adoption of observed civic practices, 
focusing on when, where, why, and how civic practices are adopted.  

 Research questions: When, where, why, and how do participants adopt civic practices?  
 
Context  
Originality, significance and expected contributions  
A key focus of this study is the transitional space between acts of sustainable consumption 
defined by individuals’ choices to buy food they feel is better for the environment and acts of 
public citizenship defined by participation in social movements to influence public policy and 
societal behaviour related to food systems. That is, we do not focus on sustainable consumption 
practices or formally organized social movements, but the intermediate category of civic 
practices. This might include a resident of a neighbourhood working with others to establish a 
community garden, a municipal employee arguing for a city food strategy, or an organic food 
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producer seeking to source to low-income households. This transitional space has been neglected 
in the literature, and has the potential for positive impacts on projects of citizen engagement 
(Fung 2005; Luque 2005).  
 
The proposed research uses a multidisciplinary theoretical framework (informed by theorizing in 
both political and environmental sociology). The findings will address two gaps in the literature: 
first, by incorporating the concept of civic practices into environmental citizenship theory, and 
second, by using sociological inquiry to understand when, where, why and how some individuals 
act in a public-spirited manner by adopting civic practices. These contributions are related to our 
objectives to conceptually map the spectrum of individual engagement in sustainability (objective 
1); to identify the civic practices that support transitions between sustainable consumer and 
citizen identities in the sustainable food movement (objective 1a); and to explore the motivations 
behind the adoption of observed civic practices, focusing on when, where, why, and how civic 
practices are adopted (objective 1b). The findings will influence current scholarly and public 
discourses around effective individual involvement in sustainability.  
 
Civic practices and the public sphere  
Medearis (2004) alluded to the presence of acts that exist between private consumption and social 
movements but with the exception of Eliasoph’s (1996; 2011) work on civic practices, there is 
little empirical research addressing this conceptual space. Thus, current public and academic 
discourse remain focused on either individual consumer actions or large-scale social movements 
(Hargreaves 2011). As such, there is a rich literature on individual motivations to shift 
consumption patterns to reflect environmental concerns (e.g., Connolly and Prothero 2008; 
Griskevicius et al. 2010; Kennedy et al. 2009a; Seyfang 2006). There is also a great deal of 
literature on social movements – how they function (Diani 2004), how they are sustained (Passy 
2001), and their benefits for the common good (Tarrow 2011). Theorizing in political sociology 
draws our attention to the spaces between consumer and activist identities and practices.  
 
The public sphere has traditionally been defined as the interstitial space between individuals and 
their governments; a space where people interact to debate and discuss topics important to the 
functioning of society (Habermas 1991). It is a space (formal or informal) where citizens can 
collectively produce conversations and experiences that foster a sense of community and 
citizenship (Oldenburg 1989). A central finding of Eliasoph’s (1996) work was that formal 
settings for public discourse tend to discourage other-oriented discourse. For example, a group of 
activists opposing the siting of toxic waste, when speaking privately, emphasized their aim that 
such waste would not be placed in anyone’s community. Yet when interviewed by the media 
(entering the public realm), the same activists spoke of their need to protect themselves and their 
families. Building on Eliasoph’s work, we are similarly interested in noting the civic practices 
that are used to foster collective action, but we go further: we seek to ascertain when, where, why 
and how people adopt civic practices, noting the social conditions leading to (or preventing) 
public-spirited action in sustainable food systems.  
 
Environmental citizenship theory  
There are two features of environmental citizenship theory that we will rely on for our theoretical 
framework and a third feature upon which we intend to improve. First, this theory considers 
citizenship as a practice, not a status (Luque 2005). This aligns with our interest in civic practices 
rather than static identities (e.g., public activist). Second, the notion of justice, or equity, is 
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central to environmental citizenship theory (Dobson 2003; Latta and Wittman 2012). 
Operationally, this means that the actor is seeking to remedy a situation not only for herself, but 
also for others (human, non-human, future generations) and not only for environmental reasons 
but for social concerns as well (Dobson 2003). Where we aim to advance the theory is in 
complicating the existing view of private consumption and public citizenship as having a shared 
set of antecedent characteristics (Hayward 2006).  
 
Our research is based on the premises that citizenship is more complicated than ‘private’ and 
‘public’; that public acts of citizenship have different antecedent characteristics than private 
consumption; that the transitional space between consumption and public citizenship can be 
identified empirically using the construct civic practices; and that to provide theoretical and 
practical benefit, the motivations to adopting civic practices need to be more rigorously 
identified. Overall, this is based on the belief that creating spaces for public-spirited action is 
vital for addressing structural barriers to an environmentally and socially sustainable society. 
This is in part because public-spirited action can lead to problem identification, building 
consensus, mobilizing action, and creating spaces for public dialogue (Curry and McGuire 2002; 
Medearis 2004).  
 
Why food?  
The broad purpose of our study is to use case studies of civic practices related to sustainable food 
to explore the conceptual territory between private consumption and public citizenship. Food is a 
particularly advantageous topic for initial study due, first, to its current prominence in public 
discourse; second, to the ability of sustainable food topics to address both consumption and 
production issues; and third, to the appeal of engaging in sustainable food for the purposes of 
social justice (e.g., food sovereignty), environmental issues (e.g., land use), and health (Lang 
2010). However, we see the benefits accrued from this initial study as primary related to process 
– navigating how consumption, civic, and citizen practices support and oppose each other. The 
aim here is not to understand how to create a sustainable food system or debate what that might 
look like. Instead, we aim to contribute to the theory and practice of public-spirited action by 
using case studies of civic practices related to sustainable food topics (e.g., creating a community 
garden, encouraging government to support urban agriculture).  
 
Relationship to ongoing research  
As an emerging scholar, this study is related and highly relevant to my past and ongoing research. 
In my doctoral studies, I examined individualistic responses to environmental issues by collecting 
qualitative and quantitative data to identify the importance of engaging with others for sustaining 
a commitment to live environmentally sustainably (Kennedy 2011; O’Shaughnessy and Kennedy 
2010). Secondary data suggested that some of the participants of the qualitative component of the 
study were more concerned with reducing social barriers to sustainable living than in representing 
some ideal type of sustainable consumer. These findings have developed my interest in what 
motivates public-spirited action, a central focus of this research and a key part of my ongoing 
study of sustainable consumption and environmental citizenship.  
 
My other past research projects shed light on the limitations of individual consumption acts alone 
for challenging unsustainable production processes. The data I have collected suggest that a 
meaningful approach to building on the success of the sustainable consumption program is to 
explore ways that individuals can act collectively to address the structural barriers that limit many 
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from living an environmental sustainable life (e.g., urban sprawl, lack of opportunity to grow 
one’s own food; cost of sustainable foods). For example, in earlier research, Kennedy et al. 
(2009b) found that a majority of Canadians do not feel they have control over the decisions that 
would lower their environmental impact, or the time, money, and knowledge to put their values 
into actions. More recently, my post-doctoral work challenged the notion that individual 
environmental values will lead to environmentally sustainable lifestyles. Instead, data 
demonstrated that environmental impact is associated more strongly to income than to 
environmental values (Kennedy et al. 2013). The proposed research is positioned to advance 
understanding of the motivations and mechanisms underlying the civic practices that integrate 
individual and collective action.  
 
Strengthening my ability to achieve this research is the collaboration of Drs. Parkins and  
Johnston. Dr. Parkins’ work has focused on the factors building motivation and collective action 
in relation to environmental and natural resource management decisions (Parkins 2002; 2011). 
Dr. Johnston is one of Canada’s leading scholars in the sociology of food. She has published 
critical views on the limitations of sustainable consumption (Johnston 2008; Johnston et al. 
2009). She is interested in the potential of the interstitial space between consumerism and 
citizenship, and believes that these spaces should be empirically explored rather than critically 
dismissed or romantically embraced (Johnston et al. 2009; 2011; 2012).  
 
Methodology  
This case study research is informed by grounded theory, as this combination of methodologies is 
compatible with generating a full-description of the topic of interest – in this case, civic practices 
(Eisenhardt 1989). Grounded theory suits questions of transformation (e.g., why someone adopts 
civic practices), topic areas with little existing empirical study, and questions that lead to an 
understanding of the nature and complexity of processes taking place (Strauss 1987). We will be 
using two case study sites (Edmonton and Toronto) to generate knowledge through constant 
comparison (Yin 2008). Given our research objectives, the two case study sites are advantageous 
since they offer a broad set of social contexts and civic practices to draw upon and compare, and 
they facilitate a diverse sample of participants, including producers, volunteers, public and 
private sector employees, and consumers. For Straussian grounded theory, case study yields more 
varied data than could be expected from individual, purely homocentric studies (Eisenhardt 
1989). 
 
Research sites  
This research will be situated in Edmonton and Toronto. The study sites, a second-tier city 
(Edmonton) and mega-city (Toronto) are the types of communities where the most substantial 
transformations in public practices related to food have taken place (Seyfang 2006). They also 
represent unique structural circumstances. For instance, Toronto is a city of neighbourhoods; this 
structure has potential implications for how citizens incorporate civic practices into their home 
and work domains. Also, in Edmonton, ongoing urban sprawl has prompted inchoate discussion 
around urban agriculture and land-use at the municipal level. The long-standing Greenbelt 
Movement in Toronto has already placed this issue firmly on the agenda of municipal and 
provincial governments. These and other legal and political differences offer evidence to compare 
the civic practices that citizens adopt to overcome local (and other) structural barriers to public-
spirited action. In the long term, it is our intention to use results from this study to apply for an 
Insight Grant that uses a larger number of municipal sites (potentially across national borders) to 
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examine the effectiveness of different types of civic practices for overcoming barriers to 
collective action on environmental issues. However, for the purposes of this study, we are 
interested in identifying civic practices and their related motivations. To these ends, we have 
selected two cities to give our study comparative leverage and generalizability (Yin 2008).  
 
Sampling  
Participants for this study will be invited to contribute based on their self-identification of having 
worked towards reducing barriers to sustainable food production or consumption (e.g., the cost of 
preparing “sustainable” meals; lack of space for gardening; loss of agricultural land to urban 
sprawl). We are studying civic practices – our sample, therefore, could include workers in 
private, public, or social economy enterprises, as well as volunteers and activists. In addition to 
recruiting through online and newspaper advertisements and theoretical sampling, we will also 
draw on networks established through our long-term residence in the study sites to build a strong 
sample of civic practices.  
 
Interviews and participant observation  
We will conduct 90-minute semi-structured interviews with participants in Edmonton and 
Toronto (n = 30 in each study site). The interviews will be tape-recorded and conducted by the 
principal investigator or student researcher in a location convenient to the participant. The 
interviewer will prompt informants to elaborate on the context (place, people, and activities) of 
key ‘eureka’ moments that shifted their focus from individual action to public-spirited action that 
addresses structural barriers. These interviews will also elicit information on identifying the 
following: civic practices; participants’ reasons for (or challenges with) adopting those practices; 
the discourses that facilitate or discourage public engagement; and the types of spaces 
participants identify as public. The interviews will allow us to identify the civic practices used to 
create spaces for public-spirited action and discourse related to sustainable food, and importantly, 
the motivations behind adopting those practices.   
 
We will follow a subset of the interview participants to the spaces within which they seek to 
confront social barriers to sustainability. Our sampling will include informants with different 
roles (e.g., volunteer, municipal employee, producer) at roughly 5 different events in each city 
(e.g., public protest, city council meeting). We will rely on field notes to generate data from these 
events. The field notes will be written to explain what is going on at the event and how the 
observed activities may be similar or different from activities observed elsewhere or comments 
provided in the interviews. The field notes will be analysed through constant comparison to the 
themes and codes developed in the interviews with the aim of answering our research questions. 
Coding will be structured to identify civic practices and use data and literature to create themes 
that reflect the factors that aid individuals in adopting the civic practices that facilitate public-
spirited action to reduce barriers for others to participate in a sustainable food system.  
 
Conclusion 
Using a combined case study-grounded theory methodology, the proposed research will explore 
the transitional space between consumer and citizen practices. To do so, we will sample civic 
practices related to sustainable food systems in Edmonton and Toronto. The resulting data will be 
used to publish articles advancing environmental citizenship theory and food studies, and to 
foster public dialogue related to how individuals can engage effectively in the pursuit of 
sustainability. We intend to apply for an Insight grant to evaluate different civic practices.  
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