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This master’s thesis defines, through a systematic literature review (n=25) and conceptual 

analysis, structural overconsumption. Structural overconsumption demonstrates that the 

overconsumption of affluent societies is not driven solely by individuals’ values and choices. 

Instead, global, and national societal, economic, built environment, and social structures 

push consumption toward overconsumption and maintain material-intensive consumption 

levels. Even when individuals’ values and intentions aim toward sustainable consumption, 

prevailing structures steer consumption toward overconsumption, making current 

consumption levels the default mode of consumption. 

The key structures identified include economic growth dependency, structures of 

overproduction, political structures, infrastructures, inequality, and the normalization of 

overconsumption. These structures are often hardly visible and exist on multiple levels of 

society. Their longevity, multidimensionality, and invisibility, as well as their interacting 

mechanisms make structural overconsumption stable, dynamic, and resistant to change. In 

Finland, structural overconsumption manifests strongly in politically and economically 

supported meat production and consumption, the growth dependency of societal institutions, 

car-centered infrastructure, and the normalization of overconsumption. 

Dismantling structural overconsumption requires structural changes across societal 

institutions, production systems, and social norms. These approaches are emphasized within 

the sufficiency perspective, which questions the necessity of continuous material growth and 

shifts attention from excess toward sufficient levels of consumption.  
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Tässä työssä määriteltiin rakenteellinen ylikulutus systemaattisen kirjallisuuskatsauksen 

(n=25) ja käsiteanalyysin pohjalta. Rakenteellinen ylikulutus osoittaa, että ylikulutus ei 

johdu yksin yksilöiden arvoista ja valinnoista, vaan globaalit ja kansalliset teollistuneiden 

maiden yhteiskunnan, talouden, rakennetun ympäristön ja sosiaaliset rakenteet työntävät 

kohti ylikulutusta ja ylläpitävät materiaali-intensiivisiä kulutustasoja. Vaikka yksilöiden 

arvot ja pyrkimykset tähtäisivät kestävään kulutukseen, vallitsevat rakenteet ohjaavat 

ylikulutukseen, tehden nykykulutustasoista oletusarvoisen kulutustason. 

Tunnistettuja keskeisiä rakenteita on talouskasvu, ylituotantorakenteet, politiikat, poliittiset 

ja taloudelliset tuet, infrastruktuurit, eriarvoisuus sekä ylikulutuksen normalisoituneisuus. 

Rakenteet ovat usein huomaamattomia, ja ne vaikuttavat monilla yhteiskunnan tasoilla. 

Rakenteiden pitkäikäisyys, moniulotteisuus ja näkymättömyys, sekä rakenteiden 

yhteismekanismit tekevät rakenteellisesta ylikulutuksesta stabiilin, dynaamisen, ja tahmean 

muutokselle. Suomessa rakenteellinen ylikulutus ilmenee vahvasti poliittisesti ja 

taloudellisesti tuetussa lihantuotannossa ja -kulutuksessa, yhteiskunnan instituutioiden 

talouskasvuriippuvuudessa, autoilukeskeisessä infrastruktuurissa sekä ylikulutuksen 

normalisoituneisuudessa. Rakenteellisen ylikulutuksen purkamiseksi tarvitaan rakenteellisia 

muutoksia, joita painotetaan kohtuullisuusnäkökulmassa, joka kyseenalaistaa jatkuvan 

materiaalisen kasvun tarpeellisuuden ja siirtää katseen ylenpalttisuudesta kohti riittävää 

kulutustasoa.   
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1  Introduction 

Climate change, biodiversity loss, and pollution, collectively referred to as the triple 

planetary crisis, are threatening nature and human well-being. A key driver of these crises is 

the overconsumption of natural resources. This excessive resource use is illustrated by Earth 

Overshoot Day, which last year fell in July, once again earlier than in previous years. Earth 

Overshoot Day marks the date by which humanity’s annual consumption and its associated 

impacts surpass the Earth’s capacity to regenerate. After that date, we are living on 

ecological debt. (Global Footprint Network, 2024; WWF, 2024). The current level of 

ecological overshoot is not necessary, as estimates suggest that approximately 30% of 

current resource and energy use would be sufficient to provide decent living standards for 

8.5 billion people (Hickel & Sullivan, 2024). 

The research has constantly shown that affluence and economic growth go hand in hand with 

increasing consumption and its ecological impacts. Indeed, wealthier countries, such as the 

United States and Finland are the main contributors of planetary crisis (Fanning et al., 2022). 

If everyone were to consume at the same level as Finns, we would need four Earths to sustain 

current levels of consumption (Global Footprint Network, 2024). Our consumption patterns 

cause ecological and social harm both within Finland and, especially, beyond our national 

borders. A significant share of the production required for our consumption, and its 

associated impacts, takes place outside the country (El Geneidy et al., 2025; Salo et al., 

2023). Thus, we jeopardize the ability of present and future generations to live within 

planetary boundaries in a way that ensures sufficient natural resources for a decent life for 

all. 

The dominant solution approaches to sustainability challenges have so far often emphasized 

the role of technology and efficiency. While these perspectives are important, they have not 

succeeded in curbing current trends in consumption and its environmental impacts. In fact, 

many of these approaches are based on the assumption that economic growth can be 

decoupled from ecological impacts, allowing consumption and production to continue 

growing while efficiency improvements and technological innovations reduce 

environmental impacts (Fuchs & Lorek, 2005). However, such decoupling is either 

unrealistic or does not occur within the required timeframe (Parrique et al., 2019; Hickel et 
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al., 2022, Hickel & Sullivan, 2024). Therefore, approaches that emphasize the absolute 

reduction of overall consumption and the root causes of overconsumption are necessary.  

Additionally, sustainability discourse and policy instruments have long emphasized the 

responsibility of individuals and households to steer consumption and production (Mamut 

et al., 2025). This view has been widely challenged, addressing that consumer responsibility 

overlooks the fact that consumer preferences are not “free-floating impulses” but are shaped 

by capitalism, infrastructures, and historically constructed consumption environments 

(Gough, 2023). As Thøgersen (2010) has noted, while the sustainability of final consumption 

appears to depend on individual choices, these choices are tightly constrained by macro-

level and structural factors. This is supported by numerous studies showing that consumers' 

sustainability values do not correlate with consumption choices, and that final consumption 

is shaped by other factors than individual ones (Hirth et al., 2023; Gough, 2023; Frick et al., 

2020). 

The aim of this master’s thesis is to link the overconsumption problem to a structural 

perspective through a systematic literature review and conceptual analysis. The purpose of 

this conceptualization is to shift attention away from individual responsibility toward the 

structural forces and drivers that produce, sustain and conceal the structural factors 

underlying overconsuming practices and obstruct, hinder or discourage sustainable 

consumption practices in a broader societal context. In addition to defining the structural 

overconsumption, the aim is to identify key structures that cause and reinforce 

overconsumption, as well as to examine how is structural overconsumption manifested in 

the Finnish context.  

1.1  Research Questions and Objective 

Structural overconsumption is examined in this master’s thesis through the following 

research questions: 

1) How is structural overconsumption defined from the literature? 

2) Which structural factors emerge as central drivers of overconsumption in 

the literature? 

3) How is structural overconsumption illustrated in Finland? 
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The research material is collected through a systematic literature review (SLR). To define 

the concept, the material is analysed qualitatively using concept analysis (Walker & Avant, 

2014; Puusa, 2008). For research question 3 additional literature is utilised, when necessary, 

alongside the systematically collected material. 

Structural overconsumption is a broad and complex problem, and the aim of this thesis is to 

produce one conceptual definition of the phenomenon. This thesis focuses on structural 

overconsumption in Western or Global North contexts, as the overconsumption of affluent 

countries is the root cause of sustainability crises (Fanning et al., 2022), and Western high-

consumption lifestyles are widely idealized globally (Boström, 2020; Wiedmann et al., 

2020). Although the social and economic impacts of overconsumption are acknowledged, 

this thesis primarily concentrates on overconsumption from an ecological perspective. 

1.2  Structure of the Thesis 

The thesis is structured as follows. Chapter 2 presents the background and relevancy of the 

study. Chapter 3 describes the research methodology, collected data, and analysis process. 

Chapter 4 presents the results of the study, and Chapter 5 discusses the findings in relation 

to previous research and reflects the limitations of the study as well as directions for future 

research. Finally, Chapter 6 concludes.  
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2  Background 

In this chapter the relevant background information for this study is presented. First, 

overconsumption is discussed from an ecological and social perspective. The second 

subchapter provides background information on the significance of the structural approach 

in sustainable consumption research, followed by the importance of conceptualization in the 

research and solution of sustainability problems. 

2.1  What Is Overconsumption? 

The definition of overconsumption varies between different disciplines, but the common 

consensus is that overconsumption has harmful consequences, either for the overconsuming 

individual themself, nature, animals, or other people (Brown & Cameron, 2000; Håkansson, 

2014; Millward-Hopkins & Fisch-Romito, 2025). The concept of overconsumption 

emphasizes that a certain form of consumption is excessive, meaning that consumption 

should be reduced in order to be appropriate in relation to a given reference or relative 

indicator (Håkansson, 2014). In sustainability science, overconsumption is commonly 

defined in relation to ecological indicators such as planetary boundaries (Rockström et al., 

2009; Steffen et al., 2015), or carbon, biodiversity and material footprints (Brown & 

Cameron, 2000; Millward-Hopkins & Fisch-Romito, 2025). In this thesis, overconsumption 

is approached through environmental perspective. 

While there is a strong consensus that current consumption levels and practices, especially 

among wealthier countries and affluence groups, are overshooting the ecologically 

sustainable limits (Wiedmann et al., 2020; Fanning et al., 2022; Tian et al., 2024), fixed 

definitions of the environmentally sustainable consumption budgets per capita or states 

remain a complex challenge. One way to define the consumption budget is the planetary 

boundaries (PB) framework,  that defines a ‘safe operating space’ for human activity within 

which humanity has been able to thrive, and sets limits for nine critical systems on Earth, 

including climate change, land system change, and biosphere integrity (Rockström et al., 

2009; Steffen et al., 2015). According to the latest estimate, seven of the nine planetary 
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boundaries have been exceeded, and all nine processes have been heavily disrupted as a 

consequence of human activity (Richardson et al., 2023). These nine boundaries represent 

thresholds beyond which pressures on the environment could lead to large-scale systemic 

and potentially irreversible environmental change (Rockström et al., 2009; Steffen et al., 

2015).  

Thus, consumption becomes overconsumption when it exceeds an environmentally 

sustainable threshold, such as a defined carbon budget, material footprint, or a broader 

ecological budget that includes multiple indicators among climate impacts and resource use. 

At the individual level, this refers to consumption budgets allocated to individuals, such as 

carbon footprint or sustainable material footprint per capita. These thresholds can be defined 

from individual perspective, referring to consumption levels of individuals that exceed the 

planet's limits (Frick et al., 2020), or country perspective, when the nation consumes more 

than the allocated budget (Fanning et al., 2022). A study of national responsibility for CO2 

emissions found that the Global North accounted for 92% of the historical excess of CO2 

emissions between 1850 and 2015 (Hickel, 2020), and wealthy countries are responsible for 

74% of global excess material use (Hickel et al., 2022). One illustrative and widely accepted 

and used national and global scale indicator of overconsumption is the relationship between 

natural resource use and the planet’s biocapacity to regenerate. In 2024, humanity consumed 

natural resources equivalent to 1.8 Earths relative to the planet’s biocapacity (Global 

Footprint Network, 2024). 

In addition to country level budgets, research has been conducted on the distribution of 

resource use and emissions caused by different income groups. Globally the top 10% income 

group accounts for 50% of consumption-based CO2 emissions (Schöngart et al., 2025). The 

environmental footprints of the top 10% income group exceed the planetary boundaries 

footprint thresholds by 100-1700% (Tian et al., 2024). It is noteworthy that wealthier groups 

have high shares in services and manufacturing products, such as air travel, technology or 

fashion, whereas poorer groups’ consumption is mainly focused on basic needs, such as food 

(Tian et al., 2024). This makes overconsumption in wealthier countries and among affluent 

individuals a more urgent and significant target for addressing the problem of 

overconsumption (Koch et al., 2024; Wiedmann et al., 2020). 

All human activity consumes resources to some extent, and all resource consumption has an 

impact on the environment (UNEP, 2024). The environmental impacts of consumption are 
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caused by unsustainable consumption of food, housing, mobility and other goods and 

commodities. Ecological impacts arise from the energy, raw materials and transport required 

to produce and distribute these services and products. (Tian et al., 2024; UNEP, 2024; Sanye 

Mengual & Sala, 2023). Animal-based food, particularly red meat, fossil-fuel-dependent 

energy and transport systems such as driving and air travel, and the built environment are so 

called hotspots of resource overconsumption due to their intensive and material demands. 

Global resource consumption is projected to increase significantly by 60% by 2060 

compared to 2020 levels, and these consumption hotspots are the leading drivers of this 

trend. (UNEP, 2024). Figure 1 below illustrates the relation between environmental impacts 

and material consumption, as well as overconsumption, which refers to consumption that 

exceeds one or more of the planetary boundaries. The figure is conceptual and not based on 

empirical research data.  

 

Figure 1. Sustainability science approach overconsumption through ecological indicators, 

such as planetary boundaries (Rockström et al., 2009; Steffen et al., 2015), beyond which 

consumption becomes overconsumption. The figure is conceptual and not based on 

empirical research data. 
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In addition to ecological perspective, different frameworks, such as the doughnut economy 

(Raworth, 2017) approaches consumption through socially sustainable minimum 

consumption. The doughnut, ‘safe and just space’ framework combines an upper limit on 

consumption based on planetary boundaries with a sufficient social foundation, minimum 

limit of consumption, based on the fulfilment of basic universal needs (Raworth, 2017; 

Fanning & Raworth, 2025). These lower and upper limits of consumption aim to enable a 

just and feasible life for generations now and in the future. Currently no country meets the 

basic needs for its citizens at an ecologically sustainable level of resource use and therefore 

do not operate within the safe and just space (O’Neill et al., 2018). Wealthier countries, such 

as many European countries and the United States are highly overshooting their national PBs 

and are the major contributors of planetary crisis, while still failing to meet key social 

thresholds (Fanning, et al., 2022). 

Other perspectives that has the similar foundation of minimum and maximum consumption 

levels include sufficiency and its practical framework, Consumption Corridors (CCs), which 

state that everyone must have sufficient resources to meet their basic needs (floor), and no 

one should consume so much that it exceeds ecological limits or prevents others from 

meeting their needs (ceiling) (Fuchs et al., 2021). Between the floor and the ceiling there is 

a space of sustainable and sufficient consumption where people can live a good life, and 

within the limits of consumption, individuals or societies can define for themselves what a 

good life means (Fuchs et al., 2021). Sufficiency refers to ‘enoughness’ in terms of both 

maximum and minimum, and sufficiency perspective is experiencing a significant rise 

within academic discourse as a structural solution to unsustainable consumption problem 

(Jungell-Michelsson & Heikkurinen, 2022). Overconsumption and sufficiency are two sides 

of the same coin, describing consumption level from two different perspectives (Frick et al., 

2020). Figure 2 below illustrates the sufficiency, the space between minimum consumption 

and overshoot, and how consumption above the upper limit is overconsumption.  
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Figure 2. Sufficiency, space between the minimum and maximum consumption and 

overconsumption beyond the ecological limit. The figure is conceptual and not based on 

empirical research data. (Original figure adapted from: Koskimäki et al., 2024).  

2.1.1  Overconsumption in Finland 

Both overconsumption and its consequences are distributed unequally. Research has 

consistently shown that income growth leads to increased consumption, which in turn leads 

to increased demand for natural resources, carbon dioxide emissions and other 

environmental impacts (Hickel et al., 2022; Wiedmann et al., 2020; Koch et al., 2024). Finns 

belong globally to affluent, industrialized countries, and relative to the small population size, 

consumption levels in Finland are among the highest in Europe and globally (Global 

Footprint Network, 2024). Finnish consumption is characterized by energy-intensive 

housing, transport, and food production, partly due to the country’s geographical location 

but also due to consumption practices and lifestyles of industrialized countries (WWF, 

2024). In addition, high levels of natural resource use are also driven by production sectors 

central to Finland, such as agriculture, forestry, and the construction sector, all of which have 
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high resource consumption (WWF, 2024). Thus, urgent reductions in Finnish consumption 

and production are required to meet the sustainability targets. 

Households account for well over half of Finland’s consumption-based emissions, indicating 

that household consumption has significant potential for reducing climate impacts. In 2021, 

the carbon footprint of Finns was 7.7 t CO₂e, of which 19% came from food consumption, 

33% from housing, 22% from mobility, and 26% from goods and services. During the period 

2000–2021, emissions have decreased substantially from peak levels of 15 tCO₂e to the 

current level, mainly due to emission reductions in the energy sector, which is reflected 

particularly in housing-related emissions. It is noteworthy that the share of emissions from 

consumption goods in the average carbon footprint increases annually, which may indicate 

that rising consumption levels are no longer aimed at meeting decent living standards but 

extend beyond sufficient consumption. (Salo et al., 2023) 

In addition to climate impacts, Finnish consumption patterns cause significant biodiversity 

loss, which is measured through the biodiversity footprint. A substantial share, 42%, of the 

biodiversity footprint caused by Finns stems from food consumption, 23% from transport, 

21% from other consumption, and 14% from energy use in housing (El Geneidy et al., 2025). 

The material consumption of Finns is among the highest in the world, around 36.5 tonnes 

per capita per year, while the sustainable threshold has been estimated to be around 5 tonnes 

per capita (WWF, 2024). As with the carbon and biodiversity footprints, high levels of 

individual material consumption are driven by housing, transport and travel, and food 

consumption (Lettenmeier et al., 2014). Consumption has increased explosively over recent 

decades, and Finns consume significantly more meat and cheese than before (Luke, 2024), 

the number of cars in traffic use has increased, and living space per person has doubled 

compared to 1970 (Statistics Finland, 2025). High and increasing consumption is enabled by 

the outsourcing of production and the impacts of production outside Finnish borders. Almost 

all (98%) of the food and other consumption related biodiversity impacts occur outside 

Finland (El Geneidy et al., 2025). Similarly, according to 2019 data, nearly half of the 

household carbon footprint was generated abroad (Salo et al., 2023). 
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2.2  Structures and Structural Approach in Sustainable Consumption Research  

Although the ecological limits to consumption growth have been identified and 

acknowledged for decades (Meadows et al., 1972), consumption or its overall impacts have 

not been reduced sufficiently. Instead, total consumption continues to grow, intensifying 

sustainability crises around the world (UNEP, 2024; Rockström et al., 2009; Richardson et 

al., 2023). According to several scholars, this failure is largely due to a focus on individual-

level, technological, and green growth paradigms, particularly in the governance of 

sustainable consumption (Fuchs & Lorek, 2005; Lorek & Spangenberg, 2014; Maniates, 

2001). To address sustainability crises of our time, some people need to consume clearly 

less, while others need to consume more, while absolute global consumption and its negative 

impacts should be reduced (Fanning & Raworth, 2025; Fanning et al., 2022; Tian et al., 

2024). 

Individual- or behavior-oriented approaches emphasize the role of individuals in solving 

sustainability problems, such as reducing food waste or shifting cars to public transport use. 

The concept of consumer sovereignty is often associated with the individual responsibility 

approaches. The approaches and solutions emphasizing consumer sovereignty assume that 

consumers are the ultimate decision-makers in markets and that markets produce and operate 

according to consumers’ preferences. This perspective overlooks the influence of advertising 

and political and economic power on consumer choices. (Sanne, 2002; Fuchs & Lorek, 

2005). Individual-level approaches have been criticized as insufficient, as individuals’ 

sustainability values correlate only weakly with consumption patterns and levels (Ahonen & 

Rask, 2024; Wethal et al., 2024; Frick et al., 2020). Instead, individuals’ consumption 

choices are shaped by factors external to the individual. Thus, even when people’s values 

align with sustainable consumption, the surrounding society and its structures define the 

available choice options, within which individuals can make consumption choices (Wethal 

et al., 2024). 

The technology and efficiency perspective emphasizes the role of new innovations, 

technologies, and efficiency improvements in reducing the environmental impacts of 

consumption. The focus on efficiency improvements has played a major role in 

policymaking, production sectors, and academic research in the field of sustainability. A key 

limitation of this perspective is that it overlooks both the growth of total consumption and 
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the rebound effect, whereby efficiency gains free up resources that are then consumed 

elsewhere, potentially increasing overall consumption (Bärnthaler, 2019; Parrique et al., 

2019). The increase in total consumption despite efficiency improvements and greening 

efforts is described in the literature as the Jevons paradox (e.g. Alcott, 2005). The approach 

emphasizing green or sustainable economic growth goes hand in hand with the technology 

and efficiency perspective. Although green growth promises ecologically sustainable 

economic growth, economic growth has so far not been sufficiently decoupled from natural 

resource use or environmental impacts (Fanning et al., 2022; Parrique et al., 2019). 

Solutions centered on efficiency, green growth, and individual responsibility often overlook 

the fact that individual consumption does not take place in a vacuum (Gough, 2023). Rather, 

sustainability problems are fundamentally structural and have not been resolved through 

existing dominant individual- and technology-focused solutions (Maniates, 2001; Fuchs & 

Lorek, 2005; Hirth et al., 2023). The structural perspective is strong in sociological research 

and has increasingly been applied to sustainability issues. “Structural” describes those 

relatively stable, yet adaptable and multi-level systems within which individuals and 

collectives operate (Giddens, 1984; Hirth et al., 2023). 

In sustainability sciences, “structures” refer to the constraints and arrangements that shape 

and limit individuals’ behaviors and choices (Paloniitty et al., 2022). Structures are described 

as visible and invisible forces, factors, drivers, rules, institutions, and as barriers or enablers 

of individual consumption behavior (Hirth et al., 2023). Structures can be material, such as 

infrastructure, or immaterial, such as norms and the economic growth paradigm. Immaterial 

and invisible structures can be illustrated using the iceberg metaphor. The iceberg metaphor 

describes, what is visible (behavior and consumption choices), rests on deeper, less visible 

structures, such as values, paradigms, and political power (Kanerva, 2022). 

A structural perspective does not exclude individual responsibility and agency in addressing 

sustainability problems, nor does it downplay the sustainability improvements achieved 

through efficiency and technology. Indeed, structures are originally created by people, and 

their formation and transformation are shaped by social actors (Giddens, 1984). In 

sustainability sciences, the prevailing understanding is that sustainability transformations are 

achieved by agency of multiple actors and structural and systemic changes, as well as 

technological improvements, which all aim at the absolute reduction of consumption levels 

and ecological impacts (Hirth et al., 2023; Gough, 2023; Fuchs et al., 2016). By accounting 
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for the structural dimension, it becomes clear that sustainability problems shaped by factors 

beyond individuals’ choice also require solutions that extend beyond the individual level. 

2.3  The Importance of Scientific Conceptualization 

Concepts are considered to be researchers’ most important tools. Definition, differentiation, 

and analysis of different concepts are needed in all research and across all disciplines. In 

addition to research, concepts play a significant role in interaction between people as well 

as in public discourse. Humans communicate, think, and understand the world and different 

phenomena through concepts. Concepts contain meanings and are also historical and cultural 

constructions composed of other concepts, enabling abstract thinking. (Puusa, 2008). 

Concept analysis is a research method that can be used to examine an existing concept or to 

create an entirely new one when existing concepts do not describe the phenomenon under 

study with sufficient precision (Walker & Avant, 2014). Through concept analysis, the 

defining attributes of a concept are identified, as well as the antecedents of the 

conceptualized phenomenon and the consequences resulting from it. Concept analysis also 

involves constructing a model example of the phenomenon and examining the empirical 

referents of the concept (Walker & Avant, 2014). Although one of the most widely used 

concept analysis methods, the approach developed by Walker and Avant (2014), originates 

from nursing science, it is widely applied across different disciplines. 

To date, sustainability policies and debates have often emphasized the role of individuals, 

households, and technological efficiency in addressing sustainability problems, while total 

consumption and its environmental impacts continue to grow and existing approaches have 

failed to adequately address the problem of overconsumption (Hirth et al., 2023; Fuchs et 

al., 2021). Projections indicate that material consumption will continue to increase, 

sustainability targets will not be met, and sustainability crises, which are largely driven by 

overconsumption, will deepen (UNEP, 2024). Concepts do not merely describe reality but 

also shape it, which is why it matters which concepts we use and what meanings they carry 

(Puusa, 2008). Sustainability science agrees that individuals play an important role in 

sustainability transformations and in mitigating planetary crises (Paloniitty et al., 2022; 

Fuchs et al., 2021). People use language as a tool for everyday communication and for 

understanding and structuring phenomena, and the language we use influences individual 
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behavior and interpretations of behavior (Puusa, 2008). Therefore, scientific 

conceptualization of phenomena can also contribute to increased understanding in everyday 

contexts. 

There is a need for a concept that more precisely captures the phenomenon of 

overconsumption and shifts attention away from individuals toward the societal and 

economic structural factors that produce and reinforce sustainability problems. Structural 

factors and their role in driving overconsumption and unsustainable consumption have long 

been recognized in research, but to date there is no unified concept for this phenomenon in 

either Finnish- or English-language literature.  
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3  Methodology 

The object of this thesis was to define the concept of structural overconsumption and identify 

the central structures underlying overconsumption patterns of individuals in Western 

societies and identify them in the Finnish context. The research data was collected through 

a systematic literature review (SLR). The analysis was conducted by adapting Walker and 

Avant’s (2014) and Puusa’s (2008) concept analysis method. Structural overconsumption in 

Finland was identified using diverse sources, including grey literature, for example 

government reports.  

3.1  Systematic Literature Review (SLR) 

The research process started with the formulation of a research plan. The plan included a 

systematic literature review protocol, which is an essential part of SLR. The protocol and 

the pre-set inclusion and exclusion criteria before conducting any searches makes SLR more 

transparent and replicable than other literature review methods (Mengist et al., 2020). The 

protocol of this study is found in Table 1 below, and the inclusion and exclusion criteria can 

be found in Table 2. 
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Table 1. Systematic Literature Review Protocol. 

Research question 1) How is “structural overconsumption” defined in literature? 

2) Which structural factors emerge as central drivers of overconsumption 

in the literature? 

Key concept Structural overconsumption of goods and natural resources in Western 

societies, contributing to increased GHG emissions, environmental 

degradation, biodiversity loss, and transgression of planetary boundaries. 

In this study, structures are understood broadly, including institutional, 

infrastructure, economic and cultural dimensions.  

Key words overconsumption, structural overconsumption, social structures 

Synonyms, “structural” systemic, societal, institutional, macro-level, cultural, economic, political 

synonyms for structures: forces, drivers, enablers, barriers 

Synonyms, 

“overconsumption” 

overuse, excessive consumption, unsustainable consumption 

Related concepts sufficiency, sustainable consumption, planetary boundaries, 

overproduction 

Databases Scopus, Web of Science, Spriger, Google Scholar 

 

The data for research questions 1 and 2 was collected through a systematic literature review 

(SLR). The review was conducted using Scopus, Web of Science, Springer, and Google 

Scholar.  Searches were conducted with different search strings and keyword combinations 

using Boolean operators, such as: ("structural" OR "structures" "structure" OR "barriers" 

OR "enablers") AND (“overconsumption” OR “unsustainable consumption” OR 

“sustainable consumption”). Also, database-specific filters, e.g. language and document 

type, were used to limit the search results. Because pilot searches revealed that the term 

‘structural overconsumption’ does not appear explicitly in the literature, several related 

concepts (see Table 1) were included alongside overconsumption.  
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Table 2. Inclusion and exclusion criteria. 

 Inclusion criteria Exclusion criteria 

Topic 

relevance 

• The study provides a definition or 

conceptualization of structural 

overconsumption or defines or 

discusses overconsumption from a 

societal or systemic perspective (e.g. 

how or if social, institutional, 

economic, or cultural structures 

contribute to excessive resource use). 

• If explicit mentions of structural 

overconsumption are lacking, the 

publication will be included if it  

a) discusses unsustainable or 

sustainable consumption from a 

macro-level perspective 

or 

b) discusses structural, societal or 

systemic factors that contribute 

to consumption especially in 

Western societies. 

• The study focuses on financial 

or health-related structural 

overconsumption or other 

domains unrelated to the 

overuse of natural resources. 

• The study focuses on individual 

level overconsumption without 

structural, systemic or societal 

dimensions or factors. 

• The study focuses on structural 

overconsumption that is outside 

Western or Global North 

societies and not clearly 

comparable. 

Publication 

type and 

availability 

The article is peer-reviewed. Full text version 

is accessible. 

The article is not peer-reviewed. Full text 

version is not accessible. 

Language The full text is available in English or Finnish. The full text is not available in English 

or Finnish. 

 

Collecting the research material required several rounds of searching. In the beginning, 

several searches produced 0–5 results, or excessively large sets of records (over 130,000), 

until appropriate search strings were formed. The search process was conducted between 

July and October 2025. Notes were taken during the whole process. The SLR process is 

presented in the Figure 3.  
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Figure 3. The flow of records through the different phases of a systematic review. 

(PRISMA Executive, n.d). 

Initially, 1571 records were identified by searching the titles, keywords, and abstracts of the 

selected databases. All searches were registered in an Excel spreadsheet. The first screening 

phase excluded 1445 records, including duplicates. 

In the second screening phase, the remaining articles (n = 106) were screened again based 

on abstracts, titles, accessibility, peer-reviewed status, language and article type. If there was 

uncertainty about the suitability of an article, it was kept in the dataset. In the second 

screening phase, 51 records were excluded. 

In the third screening phase, the closer reading of the articles began, with 55 records included 

at this point. Because structural overconsumption was not explicitly mentioned or 
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It became clear that the number of records was too large for the timeframe of the thesis, 

therefore the dataset needed to be reduced more boldly. In the third phase, 35 articles were 

excluded. From the screening process, 25 articles were selected for the final dataset. The 

final dataset can be found in Table 3. 

Table 3. Final dataset for the analysis. 

Title Author(s) Year Journal 

What can be done to reduce overconsumption Brown & Cameron 2000 Ecological 

Economics 

Willing consumers - Or locked-in? Policies for a 

sustainable consumption 

Sanne 2002 Ecological 

Economics 

Luxury or 'lock-in'? An exploration of 

unsustainable consumption in the UK:  

1968 to 2000. 

Jackson & 

Papathanasopoulou 

2008 Ecological 

Economics 

Country differences in sustainable consumption: 

The case of organic food. 

Thøgersen 2010 Journal of 

Macromarketing 

Constructing Sustainable Consumption From 

Ethical Values to the Cultural Transformation of 

Unsustainable Markets 

Holt 2012 The Annals of 

the American 

Academy of 

Political and 

Social Science 

Strong sustainable consumption governance - 

Precondition for a degrowth path? 

Lorek & Fuchs 2013 Journal of 

Cleaner 

Production 

Sustainable consumption within a sustainable 

economy – beyond green growth and green 

economies.  

Lorek & Spangenberg 2014 Journal of 

Cleaner 

Production 

Power: The missing element in sustainable 

consumption and absolute reductions research and 

action 

Fuchs, Di Giulio, 

Glaab, Lorek, et al. 

2016 Journal of 

Cleaner 

Production 

Consumption corridors, capitalism and social 

change 

Pirgmaier 2020 Sustainability: 

Science, Practice 

and Policy 

Affluence and Unsustainable Consumption 

Levels: The Role of Consumer Credit 

Ahlström et al. 2020 Cleaner and 

Responsible 

Consumption 
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Do online environments promote sufficiency or 

overconsumption? Online advertisement and 

social media effects on clothing, digital devices, 

and air travel consumption 

Frick, Matthies, 

Thøgersen, & 

Santarius  

2020 Journal of 

Consumer 

Behaviour 

The “Prevention Paradox”: food waste prevention 

and the quandary of systemic surplus production.  

Messner, Richards & 

Johnson 

2020 Agriculture and 

Human Values 

Overconsumption as ideology implications for 

addressing global climate change 

Stuart, Gunderson, & 

Petersen 

2020 Nature and 

Culture 

Scientists’ warning on affluence (Perspective 

article) 

Wiedmann, Lenzen, 

Keyßer & Steinberger  

2020 Nature 

Communications 

The social life of mass and excess consumption Boström 2020 Environmental 

Sociology 

Consumption Corridors and the Case of Meat Kanerva 2022 Journal of 

Consumer 

Policy 

The elephant in the room is really a cow: using 

consumption corridors to define sustainable meat 

consumption in the European Union 

Cué Rio, Bovenkerk, 

Castella, et al. 

2022 Sustainability 

Science 

Swamped in dinosaurs with LED lights: 

negotiating sustainability in a high-consumption 

society.  

Wethal, Hansen, & 

Sandnes 

2024 Bristol 

University Press 

Meat politics. Analysing actors, strategies and 

power relations governing the meat regime in 

Austria. 

Voigt, Hundscheid, 

Plank, & Pichler  

2024 Geoforum 

Structural barriers to sufficiency: the contribution 

of research on elites 

Koch, Emilsson, Lee, 

& Johansson 

2024 Buildings and 

Cities 

Sufficiency gains limited attention in Finnish 

climate policy on household consumption 

Nuorivaara 2024 Consumption 

and Society 

Keeping the global consumption within the 

planetary boundaries 

Tian, Zhong, Chen, et 

al. 

2024 Nature 

When enough is enough: Introducing sufficiency 

corridors to put techno-economism in its place 

(Perspective article) 

Bärnthaler 2024 Ambio 

Assessing the impact of structural change in 

sustainable consumption 

Fuchs, Debourdeau,  

Dütschke, et al.  

2025 Consumption 

and Society 

From responsibility ping-pong to shared 

responsibility for 1.5° lifestyles? Examining 

European stakeholder perspectives 

Mamut, Fuchs, 

Becker, et al. 

2025 Consumption 

and Society 
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3.2  Data Analysis 

The definition of ‘structural overconsumption’ was found through a concept analysis. The 

analysis followed, in an adapted form, the method proposed by Walker and Avant (2014) 

and Puusa (2008). The concept analysis framework developed by Walker and Avant (2014) 

was used to identify the defining attributes of the concept. However, not all analytical phases 

yielded results that were directly relevant to the research questions, and therefore only the 

most significant findings were included in the results. The concept analysis proved 

particularly useful during the article screening phase, as it guided the identification of the 

core attributes of the concept. 

The Walker and Avant (2014) framework includes the identification of defining attributes, 

antecedents and consequences, related and surrogate concepts, the construction of a model 

case, and the identification of empirical referents. In this study, antecedents were understood 

as the structures enabling structural overconsumption, while consequences included 

ecological and social harms, the reinforcement of existing structures, and the reproduction 

of overconsumption. Model cases are presented at different stages of the results, with 

particular emphasis on the Finnish context.  

Inductive content analysis was used to define the concept. The material was read openly and 

closely, searching for recurring expressions, characteristics, descriptions, and meanings, and 

relevant occurrences were extracted to further analysis. Extracts were first coded with 

detailed codes, such as “economic growth paradigm”, “lock-in”, “structures”, or “limited 

individual choice”. 

After the close reading and extracting relevant occurrences, notes and occurrences were 

transferred into an Excel spreadsheet. After this, all article-specific analysis tables and notes 

were analysed together. From this synthesis, the occurring attributes, antecedents, 

consequences, related concepts, and structures were identified. Through synthesizing these 

analyses, the central defining attributes and structures were identified. 
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4  Findings 

This chapter presents the results of the analysis: the definition of structural overconsumption, 

key structures driving overconsumption and how structural overconsumption is embodied in 

the context of Finland. 

4.1  Definition of Structural Overconsumption 

Based on the concept analysis, the following key attributes of ‘structural overconsumption’ 

were identified:  

1. Structural overconsumption cannot be separated from overconsumption. 

2. The structures drive, normalize, steer and reinforce overconsumption, and 

therefore structural overconsumption cannot be reduced to individual 

choices, even though overconsumption becomes visible through 

individuals’ consumption patterns. Due to its structural characteristics, 

structural overconsumption is both dynamic and sticky to change. 

Overconsumption is often used as a synonym for unsustainable consumption, and vice versa. 

Both concepts share a focus on harmful consequences, and often particularly environmental 

consequences. However, unsustainable consumption is often also understood more broadly 

to include also economic and social dimensions of sustainability (UNEP, 2024). 

Overconsumption is unsustainable consumption, but unsustainable consumption is not 

necessarily overconsumption. Ecologically unsustainable consumption, in turn, is most 

likely synonymous with overconsumption.  

The problem of overconsumption is not solely the result of individual decisions or values 

(Thøgersen, 2010; Brown & Cameron, 2000). Rather, the true root causes lie in macro-level 

structures: political and economic systems centered on economic growth (Stuart et al., 2020), 

market and commercial structures (Holt, 2012), production systems that foster 

overproduction (Voigt et al, 2024; Messner et al., 2020), social norms that make 

overconsumption the ‘normal’ consumption (Boström, 2020; Wethal et al., 2024), and 
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infrastructures that orient everyday life toward resource and energy intensive practices 

(Koch et al., 2024; Sanne, 2002).  

4.2  Key Structural Factors Driving Overconsumption 

The analysis showed that a wide range of different structures underlie overconsumption. 

These structures range from individual policy instruments, such as taxation decisions, to 

broad multi-level structures, such as the pursuit of economic growth and the normalization 

of overconsumption. The significant structural factors driving overconsumption are rooted 

in an economic system that is oriented towards continuous growth, overproduction that aims 

at capital accumulation, global distribution of labour and resources, infrastructures and built 

environments, social and cultural norms, e.g. significance of ‘good life’ equals high and 

ever-increasing consumption, institutions that shape those norms towards higher 

consumption levels, e.g. advertising, and political structures, such as subsidies, taxation and 

policies that support overproduction and overconsumption.  

Figure 4 illustrates the key structural factors underlying overconsumption identified during 

conceptual analysis, how structural overconsumption becomes visible through individuals’ 

practices, and consequences of structural overconsumption. Structural factors shape and 

constrain the range of possible consumption practices, with several of these factors actively 

driving overconsumption. In turn, practices of structural overconsumption generate 

consequences that feed back into the system, reproducing or reshaping existing structures. 

For example, exceeding planetary boundary budgets can reinforce existing global 

distributions of labor and resources, while climate policies that prioritize solutions 

compatible with continued growth in material consumption tend to reproduce political 

structures that support overconsumption. Therefore, solving and avoiding overconsumption 

at the individual level is challenging and requires overcoming multiple structural barriers. 

At the same time, overconsumption practices of individuals contribute to the reproduction 

and transformation of these structural factors. 

 



30 

 

 

 

Figure 4. Structural factors determine and enable overconsumption practices. These 

practices generate consequences that feed back into the system, often reproducing the 

structures that sustain overconsumption.  
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4.2.1  The Pursuit of Continuous Economic Growth and Overproduction 

An economic system dependent on economic growth together with societal structures based 

on growth, form the central driver of structural overconsumption in Western societies. 

Economic growth appears on several different levels: in political and economic instruments, 

government programs, norms, and in dominant solution pathways to sustainability 

challenges (Fuchs et al., 2025; Mamut et al., 2025; Lorek & Spangenberg, 2014; Messner et 

al., 2020). Pursuit of continuous economic growth is a structure intertwined with many other 

structures, such as market organization, advertising, values and ideas about the good life, or 

the importance of economic growth in societies (Koch, et al., 2024; Kanerva, 2022; 

Pirgmaier 2020; Cué Rio et al., 2022), making it impactful and often invisible structure 

underlying overconsumption. 

Economic growth, and the continuous increase in consumption it requires, is the primary 

goal in political and governmental agendas as a measure of well-being, and as a solution to 

sustainability challenges despite having been identified as a driver of sustainability crises 

(Lorek & Fuchs, 2013; Pirgmaier 2020). Governments’ growth dependency is visible in their 

reluctance to challenge prevailing consumption norms and the freedom of production (Stuart 

et al., 2020;  Messner et al., 2020; Mamut et al., 2025; Nuorivaara, 2024), and in a lock-in 

to weak sustainability governance, where sustainability problems are addressed through 

consumer-, efficiency-, growth-, and technology-oriented approaches, without confronting 

the level of consumption (Nuorivaara, 2024; Mamut et al., 2025; Lorek & Spangenberg, 

2014; Lorek & Fuchs, 2013). 

A recurring argument, sometimes stated more directly (Pirgmaier, 2020) and sometimes 

more discreetly, is that overconsumption is a logical and natural outcome of the capitalist 

production system (Messner et al., 2020), a “necessary by-product” of an economic system 

dependent on ever-increasing growth (Stuart et al., 2020). The constant pursuit of profit 

requires continuous expansion of production, which in turn requires growth in consumption. 

To date, however, consumption has not been decoupled from material throughput, 

underscoring the need for absolute reduction in overall consumption (Lorek & Fuchs, 2013). 

Several authors further emphasize that in capitalist economies firms’ primary goal  is capital 

accumulation rather than the provision of goods such as energy or food, and this goal 

structurally and systematically drives overconsumption (Kanerva, 2022; Lorek & Fuchs, 
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2013; Pirgmaier, 2020; Messner et al., 2020; Lorek & Spangenberg, 2014; Wiedmann et al.,  

2020; Holt, 2012; Stuart et al., 2020). 

Voigt et al.’s (2024) analysis shows how excessive meat consumption in Austria is 

historically embedded with economic system relying on overproduction and economic 

growth. The intensification and specialization of meat production are supported by EU and 

national agricultural subsidies, while the concentration of retail markets, together with the 

vertical integration of production and retail, gives large actors significant market power and 

access to a major share of agricultural subsidies. These structural factors lead to 

overproduction, resulting in artificially cheap meat. Through marketing, advertising, and 

pricing mechanisms, overproduction is transferred into consumers’ shopping baskets. (Voigt 

et al., 2024). Through shopping baskets, part of the overproduction ends up as food waste, 

which the current waste management system does not aim to reduce but merely to manage, 

creating a lock-in into overconsumption in both the food and waste systems (Messner et al., 

2020).  

One global structure enabling wealth accumulation and economic growth of Global North is 

inequal distribution of wealth, power, resources and labour (Koch et al., 2024; Tian et al., 

2024; Wiedmann et al., 2020; Ahlström et al., 2020). Overconsumption is carried out by 

people who have enough purchasing power, and overconsumption is made possible by 

production that takes place where it can be kept cheap (Tian et al., 2024; Pirgmaier, 2020). 

Indeed, the outsourcing of labour to low-wage countries, the privatization of land for i.e. 

cheaper fodder cultivation for meat production, along with the unequal extraction of natural 

resources and different environmental impacts occurring outside borders of Western 

overconsuming countries all demonstrate how inequality enables the overconsumption 

lifestyles of the affluent people (Fuchs et al., 2016, Pirgmaier, 2020; Wiedmann et al., 2020; 

Tian et al., 2024). 

4.2.2  Political Rigidity and Power in the Reproduction of Overconsumption 

Political and governmental structures reinforce growth dependency and hinder structural 

change (Lorek & Spangenberg, 2014). Political and administrative structures are intertwined 

with multiple other structures, and in some cases, it is difficult to distinguish whether certain 

factors should be understood primarily as political, economic, or social structures. Such 
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overlapping structures include, for example, subsidies, taxation, and prevailing paradigms 

and policy agendas. At a broader level, it can be identified that political structures, as well 

as political power and its unequal distribution (Fuchs et al., 2016), significantly influence 

the formation of other structures, such as infrastructures and norms, and the conditions under 

which they emerge (Sanne, 2002; Koch et al., 2024). 

Political structures can also be identified more directly as enabling factors for individuals’ 

overconsumption practices, although identifying their direct effects remains challenging 

(Fuchs et al., 2021; Mamut et al., 2025). In the literature, the influence of political structures 

on individual consumption becomes visible in the fact that sustainable consumption 

alternatives are often more expensive, more time-consuming, and more demanding than 

prevailing unsustainable options (Wethal et al., 2024; Thøgersen, 2010). Consequently, 

sustainable consumption research emphasizes the need for structural changes, such as 

reforms in taxation, pricing, and subsidy structures, as well as cultural change in norms and 

values (Lorek & Spangenberg, 2014; Cué Rio et al., 2022). Political and governmental 

structures underlying overconsumption thus emerge in the literature particularly within 

sustainable consumption solution approaches that criticize the inadequacy of efficiency-

oriented, green growth, and individual-level solutions (Lorek & Spangenberg, 2014; Lorek 

& Fuchs, 2013; Mamut et al., 2025). 

Political and governmental structures underlying overconsumption were discussed in the 

reviewed literature mainly in the context of sustainable consumption solution approaches, 

often showing how current policies, political-economic structures and political paradigms 

act as barriers to sustainable consumption patterns of individuals. Current political 

approaches tend to prioritize efficiency, green technology, and individual responsibility 

solutions over structural change (Lorek & Spangenberg, 2014; Lorek & Fuchs, 2013; Mamut 

et al., 2025). Dominant political paradigms further normalize and justify overconsumption 

patterns by associating them, for example, to national security and competitiveness (Voigt 

et al., 2024; Messner et al., 2020; Fuchs et al., 2016). Consequently, political structures 

stabilize and reproduce overconsumption rather than reduce absolute consumption, since 

consumption is treated as an economic and societal necessity and means for economic 

growth (Stuart et al., 2020; Nuorivaara 2024). 

Lobbying and vested interests can shape and reinforce both existing and emerging structures 

that drive overconsumption (Voigt et al., 2024; Fuchs et al., 2016). Political and economic 
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power act as invisible structures, shaping visible ones such as subsidies and policies, but also 

less visible ones, such as norms and values (Fuchs et al., 2016; Voigt et al., 2024; Boström, 

2020; Koch et al., 2024). Structural change is often politically undesirable because it 

challenges powerful interest groups, as well as the economic and political elite who benefit 

from overconsumption and the structures that sustain it (Koch et al., 2024; Mamut et al., 

2025; Fuchs et al., 2016). The food sector, especially the meat industry, illustrates how 

powerful interest groups maintain status quo (Voigt et al., 2024; Fuchs et al., 2016), with 

power functioning as a binding mechanism that sustains and produces the structures of 

overconsumption. 

4.2.1  Infrastructures and Media 

Various technological and material structures, as well as infrastructures drive 

overconsumption and constrain and shape consumption options and choices of people. One 

of the recurring significant structures driving overconsumption is urban planning and car-

dependent infrastructure. Urban sprawl and long distances between homes, services, and 

workplaces increases the reliance on private cars and the infrastructure built around them 

(Sanne, 2002; Jackson & Papathanasopoulou, 2008), especially if accessibility of public 

transport is weakened through privatization (Jackson & Papathanasopoulou, 2008). If the 

urban planning favours the car, driving becomes the structurally most convenient mode of 

transport, which in turn leads to the formation of new structures, as car-related infrastructure, 

parking spaces, energy infrastructure, and road networks (Sanne, 2002).  

Although housing-related consumption and its environmental impacts are often attributed to 

individual and household behavior, individuals’ ability to influence this consumption is 

limited. The existing building stock determines how energy and material efficient the 

housing is (Fuchs et al., 2025). Heating, water, electricity, and communication systems are 

connected to municipal or national systems, which determine, for example, the source of 

heating energy available to homes and therefore its environmental impacts (Fuchs et al., 

2025; Sanne, 2002; Jackson & Papathanasopoulou, 2008). Decisions regarding these 

systems are made above the individual level, and existing systems are constraining the 

consumption levels of housing (Fuchs et al., 2025; Jackson & Papathanasopoulou, 2008), 

and therefore share of housing-related overconsumption, understood as exceeding the PB 
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budgets for housing, is shaped by structural factors and cannot be reduced solely to 

individual choices and actions. Also, larger living spaces per person, the emergence of new 

technologies and products, and planned obsolescence are structures that drive higher 

consumption levels in housing (Sanne, 2002; Jackson & Papathanasopoulou, 2008; Stuart, 

et al., 2020; Wethal et al., 2024; Lorek & Spangenberg, 2014).  

Mass media, online environments, and social media are, aside the built environment, part of 

today’s everyday infrastructures, and they may drive high-consumption lifestyles as well as 

aggressive, algorithm-driven personalized advertising (Frick et al., 2020). Media has long 

been harnessed to advertise and generate unnecessary demand (Stuart et al., 2020). Similarly, 

credit systems, quick loans, and consumer credit enable and support overconsumption 

(Stuart et al., 2020; Ahlström, 2020). Together, personalized advertising in online 

environments, the availability of consumer credit, and the ease of online purchasing form 

yet another structural mechanism pushing individuals towards overconsumption.  

4.2.2  Social Structures and Normalization of Overconsumption  

Norms, paradigms, and values function as structures that drive and normalize 

overconsumption, maintain the structures behind it, and continuously enable its persistence. 

This normalization makes both overconsumption and its underlying structures largely 

invisible, difficult to recognize, and even harder to challenge. High and increasing levels of 

consumption are tied to dominant paradigms, meanings, values, and every day and social 

practices, as well as political structures, making overconsumption and its underlying 

structures appear as normal and desirable rather than problematic. In Western societies, high 

consumption is strongly associated with meanings such as the good life, success, happiness 

and social status (Boström, 2020; Ahlström, 2020; Holt, 2012; Wethal et al., 2024; 

Wiedmann et al., 2020; Koch et al., 2024). 

Overconsumption is deeply embedded in everyday life, with surrounding social structures 

creating continuous, and often unconscious, pressure to increase consumption (Boström, 

2020; Ahlström, 2020; Wethal et al., 2024). Wethal et al. (2024), drawing on Cherrier et al.’s 

(2012) concept of the “glass floor”, refer to the invisible minimum level of consumption 

required to be perceived as a “normal” citizen. This minimum is not formally defined but is 

enforced through social practices and norms, making it difficult for individuals to reduce 
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consumption without risking exclusion from their social reference group. Over time, 

repeated actions, attitudes and practices shape institutions and norms, and gradually certain 

consumption levels and practices become “taken-for-granted ways of living”. As a result, 

lifestyles or consumption patterns characterized by high material use come to be perceived 

as normal consumption rather than overconsumption (Pirgmaier, 2020; Kanerva, 2022; Frick 

et al., 2020; Wethal et al., 2024). Goods that were once considered luxuries have become 

perceived necessities as consumption patterns are normalized through the structural forces 

and social practices (Ahlström, 2020; Jackson & Papathanasopoulou, 2008). 

This process of normalization is particularly evident in the literature on meat consumption. 

Meat has obtained the status of a dietary necessity partly through norms, identities, and 

values, and partly through artificially low prices and the logic of overproduction (Voigt et 

al., 2024; Kanerva, 2022; Pirgmaier, 2020; Cué Rio et al., 2022). As Voigt et al. (2024) 

show, production-oriented actors, such as farmers’ associations, political parties and retail, 

form an interlocking power bloc with the state, maintaining high levels of both production 

and consumption of meat in Austria. This system is legitimized through cultural narratives 

such as national identity, consumer sovereignty, and rural livelihoods, all of which normalize 

and maintain the production system and overconsumption of meat (Voigt et al., 2024). 

Thus, normalization processes are also visible at the political level. As Nuorivaara (2024) 

shows, normalization can be found in political agendas that define what counts as ‘normal’ 

consumption and which forms of consumption are considered legitimate targets for policy 

intervention. Finnish climate policy, for example, has tended to normalize unsustainable 

energy consumption patterns by obscuring the role of markets and economic growth in 

accelerating climate change and by intentionally excluding growth critique from policy 

agendas (Nuorivaara, 2024). This normalization is also reflected in the proposed 

sustainability solutions, such as green growth or efficiency approaches, which allow 

business-as-usual levels of consumption to continue (ibid). Economic growth remains an 

unquestioned and widely accepted goal in governmental programs and sustainability 

strategies despite its dependence on expanding consumption (Stuart et al., 2020; Lorek & 

Spangenberg, 2014; Lorek & Fuchs, 2013). 

Different paradigms function as structures that reinforce overconsumption and its 

normalization (Stuart et al., 2020). Current solution approach paradigms, particularly 

technological optimism and green growth, support the ideal of continuous economic growth 
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and conceal the root causes of overconsumption (Bärnthaler, 2024). These paradigms 

manifest in politics, governance, markets, and everyday discourses, reinforcing rather than 

curbing overconsumption. The paradigms of technology and green growth support the ideal 

of economic growth and increased consumption, failing to recognize that ecologically 

sustainable consumption cannot be achieved through efficiency alone and that the problem 

of overconsumption stems precisely from economic growth (Bärnthaler, 2024; Pirgmaier, 

2020). Similarly, the paradigms of individual responsibility and consumer sovereignty 

reinforce high consumption and obscure the political-economic drivers of overconsumption 

(Fuchs et al., 2016; Pirgmaier, 2020; Mamut et al., 2025; Cué Rio et al., 2022).  These 

paradigms are repeated across politics, administration, markets, media, and everyday 

conversations, further obscuring the root causes of overconsumption and reinforcing it. 

Research on economic elites further suggests that the wealthy people are not only 

disproportionate contributors to material overconsumption but also influential cultural 

trendsetters who shape aspirations and normalize ever-higher consumption patterns (Koch 

et al., 2024; Wiedmann et al., 2020; Pirgmaier, 2020). Credit systems enable higher levels 

of consumption across all income groups, but their role is particularly significant among 

middle- and lower-income households. Without access to credit, these groups would not be 

able to fully imitate the consumption levels of the wealthiest; however, consumer credit 

allows them to match the spending of their peers and even that of very affluent individuals. 

As a result, luxury goods, vacations, and larger homes become accessible, raising 

consumption levels well beyond what income alone would permit. This, in turn, contributes 

to overall growth in consumption and generates harmful environmental impacts that place 

increasing pressure on planetary boundaries. 

Advertising and marketing function both as structural drivers and as powerful mechanisms 

in the normalization of overconsumption. Norms shape consumption levels and aspirations, 

and together with marketing structures, such as online advertising or social media peer 

content, they create strong pressures that simultaneously drive consumption and attach 

meanings such as “safety” or “happiness” to high consumption (Frick et al., 2020; Holt, 

2012; Stuart et al., 2020; Jackson & Papathanasopoulou, 2008). Frick et al. (2020) found 

that people encounter significantly less excessive consumption messages online than 

expected. That may indicate that much overconsumption-promoting content can be 
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perceived as ordinary lifestyle material, while only the most luxurious content is recognized 

as overconsumption content, emphasizing the normalization of overconsumption.  

4.3  Structural Overconsumption in Finland 

The broad and deeply embedded global structures discussed above, including the global 

economic system, inequality, global markets, and the extraction of natural resources and 

environmental impacts occurring beyond Finland’s borders, play a central role in enabling 

overconsumption in Finland. In addition to these global structures, Finnish consumption 

levels are shaped by a wide range of political, economic, and social structures specific to the 

national context. In this subchapter, structures identified in the SLR, and conceptual analysis 

are further examined in relation to the Finnish context. 

4.3.1  Economic Growth Pursuit 

As discussed above, dependency on economic growth and the various societal, economic, 

and political structures that promote growth function as some of the most significant drivers 

of structural overconsumption in industrialized societies, and Finland is no exception. Since 

the 1950s, Finnish political and societal thinking has been grounded in the assumption that 

economic growth is a necessary, and growth continues to be framed as a national 

prerequisite, as it is seen as financing key institutions such as the pension system and health 

care services (Kettunen, 2024). In Finnish context, achieving economic growth relies on 

increasing high levels of consumption of households and individuals (ibid.) 

Economic growth is an explicit and largely unquestioned objective of Finnish governments 

across party lines. A search for “economic growth” yields 32 mentions in the current 

government programme, six in the previous programme, and seven in the programme before 

that (Finnish Government, 2015, 2019, 2023), illustrating the embeddedness of growth in 

political and governmental objectives. 

A growth-dependent societal and economic system functions as a deep structure underlying 

and producing other structures. The pursuit of economic growth generates additional policies 

and institutional arrangements that actively promote higher consumption on individual and 
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household level. In the current government programme, economic growth is the central 

objective, pursued primarily through measures aimed at increasing the purchasing power of 

consumers. Purchasing power is to be strengthened through various policy measures and 

structural reforms, such as reducing taxation on work and mobility. Through these policies, 

the government encourages higher levels of consumption per capita, as economic growth is 

largely dependent on individual and household consumption. (Finnish Government, 2023). 

Earlier results show that paradigms of green growth and efficiency, as well as individual 

responsibility, function as structures that conceal the root causes of overconsumption, a 

pattern that is likewise evident in the Finnish context. National climate policies and the 

current government programme aim to achieve ambitious climate and biodiversity targets 

alongside pursuing economic growth, while obscuring the role of consumption as a major 

contributor to ecological crises (Nuorivaara, 2024; Finnish Government, 2023). 

4.3.2  Meat and Dairy Production 

Finns overconsume meat and dairy from both health and environmental perspectives. An 

average Finn eats red meat 29 kg and consumes 160 kg of dairy products annually (Valsta 

et al., 2018), while the Planetary Health Diet (Willett et al., 2019) recommendations for red 

meat is 5 kg and dairy 90 kg annually. Around 42% of the average Finn’s biodiversity 

footprint originates from food consumption, more than half of it is caused by meat and dairy 

products (El Geneidy et al., 2025). Roughly 20% of Finns’ total carbon footprint accounts 

for food, of which an estimated 50–80%, depending on the assessment method, derives from 

meat and dairy products (Linnanen et al., 2020). 

Overconsumption of meat and dairy is shaped by multiple structures within the food system 

in Finland. After the World War II, Finnish agriculture was built around a strong goal of 

national self-sufficiency and fossil-based production, supported by state policies aimed at 

sustaining small-scale farming and rural livelihoods. With Western modernization, 

agriculture intensified: production became increasingly mechanized and chemicalized, 

enabling monocultures and higher yields. Finnish food production thus intensified, 

specialized, and became increasingly centralized. (Huan-Niemi et al., 2020; Kuhmonen & 

Kuhmonen, 2023). 
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EU membership marked a major structural shift in Finnish food production system. National 

self-sufficiency goals were replaced by EU-level free trade, the Common Agricultural Policy 

(CAP), and a stronger role for markets. As producer prices collapsed by approximately 40% 

following EU membership, farm incomes were increasingly secured through subsidies. This 

led to larger farm sizes, fewer farms, increasing specialization, and concentration. Falling 

producer prices benefited the retail sector and food industry, strengthening their market 

power. Retail dominance increased, and the food system became increasingly oligopolistic. 

(Huan-Niemi et al., 2020; Kuhmonen & Kuhmonen, 2023). In addition to these market and 

policy structures, Finnish consumption of animal-based foods is strongly shaped by norms 

and paradigms, including paradigms of efficiency, exceptionalism, individual responsibility, 

and animal-based eating (Lonkila, 2025). 

The pursuit of economic growth plays a central role in the Finnish food system, with growth 

functioning as a deep structural driver of food overconsumption. Research shows that 

Finnish overconsumption of meat and dairy cannot be explained solely by individual 

consumer choices but is instead driven by production, pricing, policy, and normative 

structures within the food system. These structures make animal-based and resource-

intensive consumption the easiest, cheapest, and most socially accepted option. (Huan-

Niemi et al., 2020; Kuhmonen & Kuhmonen, 2023). 

Although environmental objectives and regulation have increased in policymaking, they 

have been insufficient to reverse trends in consumption and environmental impacts. The 

Finnish food system is locked into existing structures: subsidies that both encourage and 

paradoxically restrict overproduction, fossil dependency, concentration of power, and 

dominant paradigms (Huan-Niemi et al., 2020; Kuhmonen & Kuhmonen, 2023). The current 

agricultural subsidy system primarily maintains existing structures and rising consumption 

levels rather than enabling systemic transformation. According to Luke’s profitability data, 

approximately one quarter of total agricultural output in Finland consists of public subsidies, 

indicating that a significant share of food production is politically maintained and steered 

(Luke, 2024). These subsidies enable overproduction that transfers into overconsumption 

through low prices, exports, and food waste. 

The recently published national food strategy Food Strategy 2040 seeks to address food 

system challenges, such as environmental impacts and excessive consumption, primarily 

through growth- and export-oriented solutions, technology, and consumer responsibility. 
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The strategy emphasizes value added, competitiveness, and growth in food exports (even 

“tripling” exports) as key indicators of success. When success is defined through growth, the 

food system is inevitably steered towards higher consumption levels. Technology, 

innovation, and data-driven solutions reflect a form of technological optimism that obscures 

the root causes of overconsumption, such as the logic of overproduction. The strategy does 

not address why the Finnish food system produces excessive environmental pressures in the 

first place. Similarly, shifting responsibility to consumers through information and digital 

tools fails to address structural drivers of overconsumption, such as advertising, pricing, and 

consumption environments that shape everyday food practices in Finland. (Finnish 

Government, 2025:113). 

4.3.3  Car-centered Infrastructures and Norms of Transportation Practices 

Finland is a nation of driving. There is one car for every two people, and an average Finn 

drives approximately 15 000 km annually (Statistics Finland, 2025). In 2024, 58% of all 

domestic trips were made by private car (Kallio et al., 2025). Compared to the previous year, 

the most notable changes in mode share were a decrease in walking trips and an increase in 

the share of trips made by car (ibid), anticipating that the popularity of driving is not 

declining. Transport accounts for 22% of Finn’s carbon footprint (Salo et al., 2023) and 23% 

of biodiversity footprint (El Geneidy et al., 2025), and the per capita demand for material 

resources is estimated at approximately 17 tonnes per year (Lettenmeier et al., 2014). The 

significance of its sustainability impacts and the continued popularity of driving make it an 

interesting consumption sector to explore mobility from the perspective of structural 

overconsumption. 

Finland’s consumption of sand and gravel is the highest in Europe, and the use of asphalt is 

two to three times higher than the EU per capita average (WWF, 2024). The high levels of 

non-metallic mineral consumption are linked not only to the construction sector but also to 

Finland’s broad road network, which covers 454 000 kilometres, of which nearly 80 000 km 

are state-owned and maintained roads (Väylävirasto, 2026). Maintaining this road network 

in challenging weather conditions requires substantial energy and material resources (WWF, 

2024), enabling both private car use and the logistics demanded by markets. Such a broad 

road network is therefore a structural lock-in that underlies Finnish material and energy 
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consumption as well as functions as an infrastructural structure enabling Finnish mobility 

patterns. 

In addition to infrastructural lock-in, political structures also steer citizens toward car use. 

Despite the state’s carbon neutrality target by 2035 (Ministry of Environment, 2025), the 

current government has reduced the carbon dioxide tax on transport fuels and lowered the 

vehicle tax (Ministry of Finance, 2025), measures that stand in strong contradiction to 

Finland’s medium-term climate program promoting fossil-free transport (Ministry of 

Environment, 2025; Nuorivaara, 2024). These political decisions reflect economic growth 

dependency and the tendency of politicians to prioritize potential increases in purchasing 

power and competitiveness, at the expense of climate targets. 

Beyond country-scale infrastructure, urban planning in Finland also reinforces car 

dependence. Even cities with long-term goals to reduce car traffic, such as Helsinki, continue 

to make large-scale investments in car infrastructure. For example, the Helsinki City Council 

recently approved the urban zoning plan for a new port tunnel aimed at improving vehicular 

access, representing a major investment in road and logistics infrastructure (Helsinki City 

Council, 2025). Road and tunnel projects, often justified by promises and plans of smoother 

traffic flow and occasionally combined with improvements to cycling or pedestrian 

networks, nonetheless reinforce unsustainable mobility patterns and lock the transport 

system into long-term, car-dependent infrastructures (Karjalainen et al., 2021). Furthermore, 

car-centred urban planning and parking area requirements sustain driving and restrict the 

development of less resource and energy intensive options (ibid). 

Air travel has been identified as one of the most emission-intensive forms of consumption, 

and it accounts for 7% of the average Finnish household’s transport-related carbon footprint 

(Salo et al., 2023). The Finnish government allocates annual public subsidies to maintain the 

domestic airports and flight connections, most of which have passenger numbers too low to 

be commercially viable. In 2024, more than 5800 subsidized flights were operated, with an 

average subsidy of €119 per passenger (Traficom, 2025). In addition to national subsidies, 

the European Union supports air travel with tax free aviation fuel (Council Directive 

2003/96/EC). Thus, these national and EU level structures illustrate that part of Finnish air 

travel consumption is maintained and enabled by political-economic structures.  
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Both flying and driving are deeply embedded in social and cultural structures in Finland, 

reflecting norms of the good life and social expectations surrounding mobility and freedom 

(Kalenoja, 2022). A recent study highlights that, despite the awareness of environmental 

harm caused by air travel, frequent flying continues among Finnish university staff and 

students, and air travel remains the default mode of transport to international conferences, 

due to its perceived time-efficiency and practicality (Ahonen & Rask, 2024). Another recent 

study explores how air travel is embedded in everyday life patterns and social practices as 

work schedules and family life (Käyrä et al., 2025), underlining the norms and social 

structures shaping the air travel consumption patterns (Aro, 2016). 

4.3.4  The Built Environment and Housing Norms 

Although the Finnish carbon footprint of housing has decreased significantly due to 

improvements in energy efficiency and changes in energy sources (The Finnish Environment 

Institute, 2024), it remains far from a sustainable level (Salo et al., 2023). The environmental 

impacts of housing arise primarily from material and energy consumption. Housing accounts 

for 33% of Finns’ carbon footprint (Salo et al., 2023), while energy use in housing constitutes 

14% of Finns’ biodiversity footprint (El Geneidy et al., 2025). In terms of material 

consumption, housing in Finland consumes approximately 11 tonnes of natural resources 

per person annually (Lettenmeier et al., 2014). The structural factors determine partially the 

overall impacts of housing consumption, implicating that individuals have limited ability to 

influence the environmental impacts of housing when it comes to energy efficiency of the 

existing building stock, municipally determined heating, water and electricity systems or 

social and cultural norms around ‘normal’ floor area and home appliances, as the energy 

efficiency of the existing building stock and municipally determined heating, water and 

electricity systems largely determine housing-related impacts in Finland (The Finnish 

Environment Institute, 2024).  

Larger housing spaces entail higher energy and material demand, as housing floor area 

directly affects the ecological sustainability of housing (Salo et al., 2023). According to 

several sustainability researchers, reducing housing size and promoting more compact 

housing are with energy efficiency improvements the most effective ways to reduce the 

ecological impacts of housing (Linnanen et al., 2020; Nuorivaara & Ahvenharju, 2025). 
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Following broader Western demographic trends, Finnish family sizes have decreased, and 

one-person households have become more common, which has led to smaller household 

sizes and increased living space per capita. The average housing floor area per person in 

Finland is approximately 42 square meters, when in 1970 it was 19 square meters. (Statistics 

Finland, 2025). In addition to demographic factors, the growth in residential floor area is 

partly due to the change in the norms (Aro, 2016; Statistics Finland, n.d.). Norms regarding 

dwelling size and their shift towards larger living spaces are visible in statistical data: until 

1975, overcrowded housing was defined as “more than two persons per room, with the 

kitchen included in the room count,” whereas since 1990 overcrowding has been defined as 

“more than one person per room, excluding the kitchen from the room count” (Statistics 

Finland, n.d.). Change in definition reflects an increase in the standard of living and at the 

same time they indicate an adjustment of expectations to reflect the increased standard of 

living and what is perceived as ‘normal living’. Housing-related norms function as both 

invisible and visible structures underlying housing consumption. According to Nuorivaara 

and Ahvenharju (2025), Finnish interviewees described shared or collective living as 

“foreign to us”, illustrating strong norms of privacy in Finland. The study also found that 

Finnish households do not generally consider restrictions on dwelling size to be an 

acceptable policy instrument (Nuorivaara & Ahvenharju, 2025). 

The rapid change in students’ housing patterns provides a concrete example of how 

structures can steer consumption toward overconsumption. In 2017, the transfer of students 

to the general housing allowance system became more strongly dependent on rent levels than 

before, increased the popularity of living alone among students. Prior to the reform, 

approximately 40% of independently living full-time higher education students lived alone, 

but by 2022 this share had risen to over 60%, with students increasingly choosing studio 

apartments instead of shared housing. In 2010, around 30% of first-year students lived in 

shared apartments, whereas by 2022 the share had declined to approximately 10% 

(Kylliäinen et al., 2024). The current government abolished this housing allowance for 

students in autumn 2025 (Finnish Government, 2023), but further information on its impact 

on the popularity of living alone remains limited. 
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5  Discussion 

This chapter examines the main findings of the study in relation to existing literature. The 

central outcome of the study, the definition of structural overconsumption, is linked to a 

sufficiency perspective, and the chapter explores how sufficiency could function as a 

pathway for addressing structural overconsumption. In addition, the chapter reflects on the 

strengths and challenges of the research and discusses future research needs related to 

structural overconsumption. 

5.1  Key Findings and Previous Research 

Structural overconsumption has existed for as long as the overconsumption of natural 

resources exceeding planetary limits has occurred and the structures that drive 

overconsumption have existed. Nevertheless, during the systematic review no explicit 

definition of the concept was identified, and the use of the term was rare. However, the 

review and analysis clearly demonstrated the need for such a concept, as solutions to 

sustainability challenges increasingly emphasize structural changes and shifting attention 

away from purely individual- and efficiency-based solutions. This growing interest and the 

relevance of the concept are also reflected in a report published for the Finnish Parliament 

(Soininen & Linnanen 2025) addressing structural overconsumption and sufficiency-based 

solutions. The report is the first publication encountered by the author of this study in which 

structural overconsumption is addressed explicitly and the structures underlying 

overconsumption are identified. The findings of the report is consistent with the findings of 

this study. 

The prior absence of a definition to date reflects the development trajectory of sustainable 

consumption research, which has previously focused primarily on individual consumption 

choices, efficiency, and technology. The limited use of the concept of overconsumption in 

connection with structural perspectives may also reflect the fact that literature addressing 

similar phenomena tends to use concepts more compatible with prevailing techno-economic 

paradigms, such as sustainable or unsustainable consumption and unsustainable lifestyles, 

instead of overconsumption. Overconsumption carries a negative connotation, a point also 
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highlighted by Håkansson (2014) in his review of the uses of the concept of 

overconsumption. 

The concept of structural overconsumption aligns with previous research examining 

structural barriers in sufficient sustainability transitions (Maniates, 2001; Stoddard et al., 

2021; Hirth et al., 2023). Structural perspectives and structures have been incorporated into 

other sustainability science concepts, such as social practices (Shove et al., 2012), everyday 

infrastructures (Banister, 2008), and ‘consumptogenic environments’ (Sievert et al., 2025), 

all which emphasize the visible and invisible rules and opportunities through which 

individuals make consumption choices. The concept of structural overconsumption advances 

this discussion by explicitly linking the structural dimensions identified in prior 

sustainability research to overconsumption. 

The results show that overconsumption is driven by multiple structures operating at different 

levels. Key structures underlying overconsumption include dependency on economic 

growth, structural overproduction, inequality, social practices and cultural norms, the 

normalization of overconsumption and its underlying structures, and infrastructures. The 

identified structures are consistent with research examining deep and shallow structural 

barriers and enablers of sustainable lifestyles (Hirth et al., 2023). Deep structures such as 

norms related to the “good life” and economic growth emerged clearly in the findings of this 

study. A key shared finding is that the same structural factors that hinder sustainable 

consumption also actively drive overconsumption.  

Particularly normalization functions as a powerful enabler of structural overconsumption. In 

affluent countries, overconsuming lifestyles have become normalized, as have the structures 

that enable such practices, including norms of economic growth, car-oriented infrastructure, 

and advertising. Normalisation and other structures form reinforcing mechanisms that 

intensify overconsumption and make structural overconsumption difficult to identify and 

dismantle.  

Examining structural overconsumption in the Finnish context illustrates that 

overconsumption is not primarily a problem of individual responsibility, but a phenomenon 

produced by structures. The interaction of political, economic, and cultural structures 

normalizes and reproduces material consumption across key consumption sectors, including 

food, housing, and transport. These findings align with the recently published report 
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addressing sufficiency-based solutions to overconsumption in Finland, including changes to 

current economic systems and structures as well as cultural and social norms surrounding 

the good life (Soininen & Linnanen, 2025). 

The aim of conceptualizing structural overconsumption and deepening understanding of the 

phenomenon does not remove individual responsibility in addressing sustainability 

challenges. Structural overconsumption highlights how normalized practices such as private 

car use or meat consumption in Finland are shaped by broader structural forces rather than 

individual choice alone. The structure–agency dynamic has long been debated in the social 

sciences (see e.g. Giddens, 1984), and this master’s thesis does not seek to resolve this debate 

or to shift responsibility for sustainability transformations entirely from individuals to 

structures. Instead, the concept of structural overconsumption enables an understanding of 

the phenomenon in which structures shape individual action while maintaining hope for 

structural change, as all societal structures are human-made and therefore can also be 

dismantled and reconfigured by people, especially in wealthy countries. 

5.2  Sufficiency Approach as a Solution to Structural Overconsumption 

The need to identify structural overconsumption emerged in the analysis particularly through 

perspectives related to sufficiency, degrowth, doughnut economics, and consumption 

corridors (Lorek & Fuchs, 2013; Kanerva, 2022; Nuorivaara, 2024). What these approaches 

share is the recognition that, alongside individual- and efficiency-based solutions, broader 

structural change is required. A unifying framework across these approaches is sufficiency 

perspective, which emphasizes a state of consumption that is “enough” but not excessive 

(Gough, 2022; Nuorivaara, 2024). The aim of sufficiency thinking is to ensure consumption 

levels that enable a good life for all present and future generations while remaining within 

ecological limits (Gough, 2022; Soininen & Linnanen, 2025). Sufficiency highlights the 

need for an absolute reduction in consumption, an aspect that technological, efficiency-

based, individual-focused, and green growth solutions have so far overlooked. 

Sufficiency and overconsumption represent two sides of the same coin (Frick et al., 2020) 

and are inherently interconnected. Combining sufficiency thinking with an analysis of 

structural overconsumption demonstrates that structural overconsumption prevents the 

realization of sufficiency at both individual and societal levels (Nuorivaara, 2024). The 
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factors that sustain structural overconsumption hinder the achievement of sufficiency, 

whereas structures that promote sufficiency weaken structural overconsumption. Sustainable 

living has been described metaphorically as running uphill (Wethal et al., 2024), where the 

structures shaping consumption and lifestyles form the incline, illustrating how difficult 

achieving sufficiency can be for individuals. Structural solutions that promote sufficiency 

and dismantle structural overconsumption can therefore be understood as ways of reducing 

the steepness of that incline. 

Achieving sufficiency requires an absolute reduction in ecologically harmful 

overconsumption. Structural overconsumption is particularly evident in research on meat 

consumption, since overconsumption of meat is enabled by a food system oriented toward 

economic growth, along with policies, subsidies, power structures, and dominant paradigms 

(Voigt et al., 2024; Kanerva, 2022). Moderating meat consumption could be advanced by 

changing and removing these structures, for example by redirecting agricultural subsidies 

away from intensive farming toward plant-based, circular-economy-based systems, as well 

as smaller-scale and mixed production models (Cué Rio et al., 2022). Such structural 

changes would address problems of overproduction, market pricing, and enable more 

moderate levels of meat consumption. 

Social and cultural structures also play a significant role in sustaining structural 

overconsumption, including conceptions of the good life, the normative status of meat 

consumption, and notions of consumer sovereignty. A sufficiency perspective challenges 

these social structures by questioning the association between the good life and high levels 

of material consumption, and by shifting the focus of well-being toward non-material values 

such as social relationships, autonomy, and meaningfulness (Gough, 2022). Even broad 

societal discussion about what constitutes sufficient consumption and what level of 

consumption belongs to a good life could destabilize the normalization of overconsumption. 

In Finland, such discussion would be particularly necessary, as the carbon footprint of 

consumption is increasing especially regarding goods (Salo et al., 2023), indicating that 

current consumption levels are largely unnecessary from a sufficiency perspective of ‘good 

life’, that emphasises social relationships and health over material consumption. Concerns 

have also been raised about the future of institutions dependent on economic growth (Finnish 

Government, 2023), and a sufficiency perspective enables renewed discussion on the 

reorganization of work, economic growth, and societal structures (Soininen & Linnanen, 
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2025). The results of this study indicate that the threshold of sufficient consumption is being 

exceeded, and that part of this exceedance is attributable to structural factors. 

5.3  Validity and Reliability of the Research 

One limitation of this study relates to the search strategy. Although the search strings and 

databases were designed to be as comprehensive as possible, it is possible that not all relevant 

articles were included in the review. In addition, the understanding of the topic developed as 

the SLR processed, and articles identified at later stages of the review process were easier to 

include or exclude. 

Already during the pilot search phase, it became evident that the scope of the literature search 

needed to be expanded to include both sustainable and unsustainable consumption to ensure 

that the resulting dataset would be sufficiently broad. In analysis, the structures driving 

structural overconsumption most often appeared as barriers to sustainable consumption or 

as enablers of unsustainable consumption, while the concept of overconsumption itself was 

used rarely. The use of overconsumption and unsustainable consumption as synonymous 

terms in the literature posed challenges for identifying the defining attributes of structural 

overconsumption, even though, at a broader level, structural unsustainable consumption and 

structural overconsumption address the same underlying problem. 

Ideally, the articles selected for a systematic review are empirical and of high quality. 

Although the searches were expanded to include both unsustainable and sustainable 

consumption from a structural perspective, the articles to pass the criteria remained 

somewhat limited. Therefore, many of the selected articles were not purely empirical but 

also included theoretical and conceptual contributions, or even perspective articles.  In some 

cases, articles were highly technical, natural-scientific, or juridical, making a deep 

understanding unfeasible within the available time frame and level of expertise. Despite 

these challenges, the final dataset provides a broad examination of the characteristics and 

structures of structural overconsumption in Western societies, even though most of the 

selected articles do not address overconsumption or structural dimensions explicitly. 
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5.4  Applications and Possibilities for Future Research 

Consumption continues to follow an upward growth trend, and it is therefore crucial to focus 

both on the absolute reduction of consumption in the sectors with the most significant 

environmental impacts and on improvements in resource and energy efficiency. This thesis 

contributes to sustainability research by continuing the discussion on the role of structures 

operating beyond the individual level in shaping sustainable consumption. The structural 

drivers underlying consumption are multidimensional, and measuring the impacts of 

structural change is not straightforward (Fuchs et al., 2025). While this study identifies key 

structures contributing to overconsumption, it does not quantify the proportion of 

overconsumption attributable specifically to structural factors. Estimating the share of 

structural overconsumption is likely challenging; however, doing so could be valuable for 

identifying the most significant reduction potentials (Fuchs et al., 2025). 

For a successful sustainability transition, enhancing the knowledge and skills of consumer-

citizens is essential, as concepts play a crucial role in understanding information and existing 

phenomena (Puusa, 2008). To better understand environmental crises that threaten human 

and societal well-being, along with their root causes and potential solutions, it is necessary 

to discuss these issues using concepts that are as descriptive and precise as possible. 

In recent years, new forms of consumption have become increasingly normalized in 

everyday life. Artificial intelligence and digital consumption, such as streaming services and 

social media use, involve material resource demands that remain largely invisible to end 

users. Growing digital consumption requires expanded built infrastructure, increased use of 

minerals in technological applications, and rising energy and water consumption (World 

Economic Forum 2025). Large digital platforms facilitate new consumption practices and 

increase their owners’ economic and political power (Lindman et al., 2023; Frick et al., 

2020). As the results of this thesis and previous research (Fuchs et al., 2016; Voigt et al., 

2024) have shown, political and economic power shapes and reshapes global and national 

structures in ways that benefit capital accumulation. In this context, digital consumption and 

digital power can generate structures that contribute to structural overconsumption, as 

evidenced by the growing scale of digital advertising and the increasing popularity of online 

shopping (Frick et al., 2020). The examination of these digital structures and their 

contribution to ecological overconsumption represents one of the most significant empirical 
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research gaps in the study of structural overconsumption. This gap is particularly important 

given that energy consumption has already increased substantially and is projected to rise 

further as artificial intelligence and digital consumption continue to expand (World 

Economic Forum, 2025). 
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6  Conclusions 

Sustainability crises such as climate change, biodiversity loss and pollution threaten human 

flourishing. These crises are primarily driven by human activity, particularly 

overconsumption in wealthy countries. Efforts to address sustainability crises have mainly 

focused on efficiency-based, technological, and individual-level solutions, yet despite 

numerous technological improvements, total consumption continues to grow.  

The objective of this master’s thesis was to define ‘structural overconsumption’ through a 

systematic literature review and conceptual analysis. Overconsumption refers to 

consumption levels that exceed the planet's limits. The findings indicate that structural 

overconsumption is overconsumption that is driven by economic, political, societal and 

infrastructural structures. It is dynamic yet sticky to change, and cannot be reduced to 

individual choices, although it becomes visible in individual consumption patterns. The 

results show that structures driving overconsumption exist at multiple levels and take various 

forms. In Western societies, central structures include economic growth, inequality, the 

normalization of overconsumption, political structures, infrastructures and structural 

overproduction.  

Structural overconsumption was examined more closely in the Finnish context, as Finland 

uses four times its resource budget annually and shows no declining trend in consumption. 

Structural overconsumption manifests in structurally supported excessive consumption of 

meat, car-centric infrastructures and energy- and material-intensive housing. In addition to 

these, economic growth is considered a key indicator of well-being, and it is pursued by 

encouraging citizens to increase their consumption levels through various political and 

economic structures. 

The findings align with previous research that highlights structural nature of, and needed 

structural solutions to, wicked sustainability problems. However, this master’s thesis applies 

the structural dimensions specifically to overconsumption, an approach that has been 

missing from sustainability discussions. The concept of structural overconsumption takes 

the discussion further by linking the structural dimensions identified in sustainability 

research directly to overconsumption and drawing attention to the structures that push 
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individuals toward excessive consumption. This perspective helps to identify impactful 

solutions that target structures rather than individuals. 

One solution approach that addresses structures such as norms, paradigms, political 

structures, physical infrastructures, and particularly inequality is the sufficiency perspective. 

Sufficiency perspective aims to achieve ‘enoughness’ in terms of both minimum and 

maximum consumption, pursuing a good life for all within planetary boundaries. Sufficiency 

and structural overconsumption are closely interconnected. Structures that drive 

overconsumption make sufficient lifestyles difficult to realize, while sufficiency-oriented 

solutions have the potential to reshape and dismantle these structures. 

A structural perspective on overconsumption does not fully exclude individual agency, 

rather, individuals remain important actors in structural change. While this thesis identified 

that some part of overconsumption consists of structurally produced overconsumption, it 

does not determine how large a share of overconsumption is specifically attributable to 

structural influences. This distinction is difficult to make, as individuals’ values are 

themselves shaped by at least some structures. Although quantifying the share of structural 

overconsumption is therefore challenging, further research could advance this topic by 

assessing the effectiveness of structural changes in reducing ecological impacts, thereby 

supporting political decision making which often favors quantitative data. 

This master’s thesis approached structural overconsumption from a broad perspective, 

producing a definition of the concept and identifying key structures driving 

overconsumption. Structural overconsumption in Finland was reviewed through 

environmentally significant consumption categories of households: housing, transport, and 

animal-based food consumption, examining the underlying structures shaping consumption 

patterns of individuals. A profound understanding of structural overconsumption in Finland 

requires broader analysis of different consumption and production sectors and the underlying 

structures. At the national level, more detailed examination of different structures in all 

consumption categories and production sectors could provide valuable insights for 

addressing the overconsumption problem.   
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