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Unsustainability in consumption and business

Marketing, consumption, and planetary well-being

Consumption or the acquisition of goods and services has reached a level that 
the planet cannot sustain from the viewpoint of securing long-term human well-
being, let alone securing the prospects of nonhuman well-being. Satisfying human 
needs depletes resources on a scale that compromises the well-being of nonhuman 
species. Marketing is the engine that stimulates consumption (Kotler, 2011) and, 
consequently, the use of enormous amounts of natural resources. The intercon-
nected areas of consumption and marketing have important roles in facilitating the 
transition towards sustainable consumption (McDonagh and Prothero, 2014) that 
respects planetary well-being (Kortetmäki et al., 2021).

Due to the increasing awareness of the current ecological crisis and the risks it 
poses, companies integrate sustainability into their strategies and practices. Nev-
ertheless, in the quest for business growth, revenues, and returns on investment, 
companies continue to feed excessive consumption (Gabler, Landers and Richey, 
2021), subordinating ecological concerns to these goals. As marketing and con-
sumption have severe adverse effects on PW, sustainable marketing, which reduces 
the damage, can even be considered an oxymoron. Concern for nature is seldom 
present­in­marketing­definitions­and­practices,­with­a­few­exceptions.­Macro-level,­
critical marketing approaches have been called for to foster harmonious relation-
ships between marketing, consumption, and nature (McDonagh and Prothero, 
2014).­Martin­(2013,­p.­18)­stressed­the­role­of­nature­by­defining­sustainable­mar-
keting as “a process of creating, communicating and delivering value to customers 
in ways that ensure maintaining and recovering both natural and human capital”. 
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Apart from emphasizing that marketing should be ecologically  sustainable, socially 
just, and economically enduring, she stated that it has persuasive power and can 
thus be used to encourage everyone to pay attention to nonhuman needs. Persua-
sive communicative tools can aid in mainstreaming consumption patterns that do 
not compromise many species’ opportunities to achieve well-being. Instead of end-
lessly­ fostering­ the­ growth­ of­ the­ demand­ for­ and­ consumption­ of­ eco-efficient­
goods and services, sustainable marketing should acknowledge the systemic view 
and the delicate balance between human and nonhuman needs to support rather 
than endanger ecosystem processes.

Companies seeking to comply with the PW premises can take more or less effec-
tive alternative routes to marketing. Usually, companies opt to make incremental 
changes, focusing on single sustainability actions, such as increasing their eco-
efficiency­or­adding­green­products­to­their­product­ranges­(Press,­2021).­However,­
single acts would not address the ecological crisis but would signal weak sustain-
ability,­which­ asserts­ that­natural­ resources­ can­be­ exploited­ to­ increase­profits.­
Assuming­that­the­benefits­of­economic­growth­compensate­for­the­loss­of­natu-
ral resources and ecosystem services (ibid.), weak sustainability does not lead to 
changes in the logic of the growth and depletion of resources.

The strong-sustainability approach rejects substitutability and requires main-
taining and protecting the natural capital in the ecosystem (Dietz and Neumayer, 
2007). This implies creating systemic changes, respecting the intrinsic value of 
nature in marketing, and altering everyday consumption practices, including reduc-
ing consumption levels (Geels et al., 2015; Press, 2021). Awareness of the negative 
impacts of excessive consumption has catalyzed alternative markets, the use of 
second-hand items, sharing, recycling, and the circular economy (CE). Deepen-
ing concern about nature gives reason to setting conditions for and boundaries to 
consumers’­and­marketers’­practices.­An­example­of­such­a­norm­is­sufficiency,­
defined­by­Gossen,­Ziesemer,­and­Schrader­(2019,­p.­252)­as­“the­absolute­reduc-
tion of the resources and energy used for consumption by questioning the level of 
demand”. Limited consumption can be hard to achieve when consumers expect 
certain social and cultural patterns of everyday life dictated by the consumerist 
culture (Kortetmäki et al., 2021). These demands drive consumers to go beyond 
the level of consumption that only meets their personal needs and that decreases 
the possibilities of satisfying nonhuman needs. In these cases, taking incremental 
steps in sustainability can be a practical way of achieving stronger sustainability 
over the course of time.

Marketing is based on an anthropocentric ideology that is inconsistent with the 
needs of nature. Reducing the discrepancies between marketing, consumption, and 
care for nonhuman species is a move towards marketing that acknowledges PW. 
Structural and cultural transformations are needed to move production, marketing, 
and consumption from resource depletion to resource maintenance. Viable steps 
are mitigating unsustainability, reducing waste, improving resource management 
through circular supply chains, and adopting alternative consumption practices.
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Transgressions in marketing

Humans’ dominance over the planet causes lasting alterations to ecosystems. The 
irresponsible practices of companies are among the most serious hazards, putting 
a variety of ecological and economic functions in jeopardy. Irresponsibility harms 
both living entities (e.g., humans and nature) and non-living entities (e.g., brands 
and­businesses).­These­damaging­activities­in­the­marketing­area­are­classified­as­
brand transgression (Aaker, Fournier, and Brasel, 2004), brand misconduct (Huber 
et al., 2010), and corporate social irresponsibility (Lin-Hi and Müller, 2013). 
“Brand transgression” is a broader term that can cover both “brand misconduct” 
and “corporate social irresponsibility”.

Aaker,­Fournier,­and­Brasel­(2004)­define­brand­transgression­as­a­violation­of­
the­ implicit­and­explicit­ rules­ in­ the­consumer−brand­relationship,­and­it­can­be­
related to performance and value (Dutta and Pullig, 2011). Performance-related 
transgressions pertain to defective goods or services (e.g., product recalls), whereas 
value-related transgressions pertain to social or ethical concerns inherent in brand 
values rather than issues directly connected to goods or services. Value-related 
brand­transgressions­have­ramifications­for­the­concerned­brands’­perceived­sym-
bolic meanings; thus, their consequences on consumers’ and nature’s well-being can 
be more lasting and detrimental. A case of value-related transgression is Ryanair’s 
greenwashing news in 2020: The airline claimed that it has the lowest carbon emis-
sion rate among the European airlines, but the Advertising Standards Authority 
revealed that this claim is misleading and far from reality (British Broadcasting 
Corporation (BBC), 2020). While some instances of greenwashing are inadvert-
ent and arise from a lack of understanding of what environment-friendliness is, it 
is often carried out on purpose using a variety of marketing and public relations 
techniques and misinformation.

Among value-related transgressions, social and environmental unsustainability 
is common and has the most tangible implications for life on Earth; the researched 
cases of value-related transgressions involved employee mistreatment and work-
place discrimination, corporate fraud, sweatshop factories and child labour, envi-
ronmental harm and animal abuse, and controversial marketing practices and 
unethical production (e.g., Ouyang, Yao and Hu, 2020; Xu, Bolton and Winterich, 
2021). Unsustainability is “institutionalized” in many of the global conventional 
business structures and economic systems (Ritala, Albareda and Bocken, 2021). 
Breaking down these institutionalized patterns and acknowledging that nature and 
humanity are inextricably linked to each other may be the key to a successful tran-
sition to a more sustainable economy, ensuring a future for nature and humans. 
Incorporating the non-anthropocentric and systemic view of PW into business 
structures and economic systems is necessary for this change as businesses and 
consumers need to understand that human and nonhuman entities are intercon-
nected, and our planet will not survive unless the needs of diverse forms of life on 
Earth­are­ satisfied.­Both­consumers­and­nature­provide­ input­ to­companies,­and­
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nature relies on the benign quality of consumers’ and businesses’ input to nature to 
continue to exist and be well.

The current marketing and consumption system is part of the problem that 
threatens­PW.­We­suggest­and­emphasize­that­marketing­can­become­a­significant­
part of the solution if it adopts both incremental and radical methods to pursue 
planet-friendly outcomes. The second part of this chapter discusses various solu-
tions pointing to the continuum from weak sustainability actions to major, system-
level transformations as paths to PW.

Solutions to consumption for planetary well-being

Enhancing sustainable consumer behaviour

Sustainable consumption helps restore natural and human resources and reduce the 
impacts of human consumption on nonhuman needs by adopting alternatives that 
use­fewer­virgin­resources.­ It­ involves­a­shift­ to­more­efficiently­produced­need­
satisfiers­(Kortetmäki­et al., 2021) via waste reduction, product life extension, and 
reuse and recycling (Maitre-Ekern and Dalhammar, 2019).

Coming up with solutions to unsustainable consumer behaviour requires an 
understanding of how needs and desires are culturally and socially determined 
in different societies. It is also important to understand sustainability in light of 
consumers’ generational values and attitudes. Today, it is generally thought that 
the youngest consumers are the most environmentally conscious; Generation Z 
is frequently called Generation Green by the media. However, many studies in 
different cultures suggest that the young generations (Y and Z) do not make the 
most environmentally friendly purchase decisions. Rather, the older generations 
(Baby Boomers and Generation X) have been the most sustainable consumers for 
the past few decades (Wilska, 2002; Kuoppamäki, Wilska and Taipale, 2017; Ham 
et al., 2021). Young people may have the greenest values and good intentions, but 
high product prices and the hedonistic pursuit of experiences (Kuoppamäki, Wilska 
and Taipale, 2017) may enhance unsustainable consumption among them (Ham 
et al., 2021). Products that have been produced in an environmentally friendly 
way are often more expensive than non-green products (e.g., fast fashion), and 
the desire for experiences may lead to unsustainable practices (e.g., travelling). 
Lifestyles with real non-consumption practices are still rare. However, new trends 
are emerging among the young, such as preferring second-hand fashion and vegan 
food (Bedard and Tolmie, 2018).

The perceptions of what is sustainable and what should be done to increase 
sustainability in consumption vary in different theoretical approaches. The radical 
view emphasizes individual power and responsibility, whereas the reformist view 
relies on structural changes in society (Garner, 2000). The radical perspective aims 
to­change­the­world­by­changing­people­or­influencing­the­way­they­experience­the­
world (Dryzek, 1997). Radical green movements emphasize the need to reduce all 
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consumption. The reformist approach to green consumerism, on the other hand, 
relies on the theory of ecological modernization (e.g., Spaargaren, 2011), which 
regards technical innovations as solutions to environmental problems. The role of 
a household is seen as effective, especially in minimizing waste, saving energy, 
recycling, preferring services over goods and promoting a sharing economy.

Another policy approach stream of thought on change of habits that has become 
popular among policymakers is the so-called nudge (Thaler and Sunstein, 2008) 
or choice-architecture approach. This approach requires policies, environments, 
and regulations to nudge individuals to make better choices, with desirable options 
given as defaults while not restricting the range of options (Keller, Halkier and 
Wilska, 2016). Nudging is one way of trying to close the gap between people’s gen-
erally environmentally friendly attitudes and actual purchase behaviours. However, 
it has been argued that the nudge approach is too narrow. Many studies have sug-
gested that there are several social, emotional, cognitive, and contextual reasons 
for the gap between green attitudes, intentions, and purchase behaviours (ElHaffar, 
Durif and Dube, 2020). Social practice theories expand the concept of nudging by 
suggesting that the motives behind consumer behaviour are complex because con-
sumers are led by “routinised types of behaviour” (Reckwitz, 2002, p. 24). Thus, 
consumers should not be treated as conscious agents but as carriers of practices 
whose performance keeps such practices alive (Keller, Halkier and Wilska, 2016).

From the viewpoint of policy, technological innovations, and the persuasion 
of individuals to choose wiser behaviours are only partial solutions to the sus-
tainability crises. The key solution lies in transforming social practices involving 
material goods and environments and people’s competencies and willingness to do 
something about the problem (Shove, Pantzar and Watson, 2012; Keller, Halkier 
and Wilska, 2016). Thus, sustainability should be pursued in public governance, 
in individuals’ everyday practices, in housing and transport, in modes of produc-
tion and, above all, in the education of the young. In addition, the radical view of 
reducing all private and public consumption, presented by Dryzek (1997) should 
get­more­attention­in­affluent­consumer­societies.

Circular economy

The current consumption habits are threatening nonhuman nature. This is due to the 
fast-paced and ever-increasing production, transport, and consumption of goods, 
which cause high levels of raw material extraction, wastage, and carbon emissions. 
Human­interference­with­nonhuman­nature­seems­to­be­justified­by­the­belief­in­
human dominance over nature and supported by the view that natural resources are 
infinite.­PW­is­not­possible­with­the­current­degree­and­rate­of­consumption;­there-
fore,­the­way­we­consume­must­be­questioned,­and­new­ways­to­fulfil­human­needs­
must be adopted. To some extent, CE could provide solutions for this  transition (for 
CE, see Chapter 10).
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The research on CE was previously technology- and engineering-oriented but 
has since moved towards business model aspects as CE research has increased 
rapidly in recent years (Sarja, Onkila and Mäkelä, 2021). However, the CE per-
spective on consumption and consumers has only recently been acknowledged, 
such as in studies on consumer acceptance of different CE products (Camacho-
Otero, Boks and Pettersen, 2018), consumers’ consumption behaviour in the 
CE context (Maitre-Ekern and Dalhammar, 2019) and consumers’ CE-related 
knowledge and understanding (Korsunova, Horn and Vainio, 2021), whereas, 
the topics of non-consumption and refusing to consume in CE research are less 
explored.

The CE literature has recognized that CE is often understood as waste recy-
cling (Merli, Preziosi and Acampora, 2018) or the trade of second-hand goods 
(Korsunova, Horn and Vainio, 2021). If CE is considered from such a narrow per-
spective, opportunities to challenge the fundamental issue of conspicuous con-
sumption are evaded. CE should not be about producing goods more sustainably 
so that consumers could continue their conspicuous consumption. Without radi-
cal changes in consumption habits, CE solutions will not serve PW. Still, a lack 
of­understanding,­for­instance,­of­the­benefits­or­characteristics­of­CE­products­
(Hobson et al., 2021) and a lack of CE product availability or access can hinder 
CE­product­adoption.­By­overcoming­these­difficulties,­perhaps­the­appreciation­
of goods will become higher: Once obtained, a product or service is valued more 
because efforts were made to get it (Nurmi, 2021, p. 53). Of course, the challenge 
should not be overwhelming, or consumers will be discouraged from pursuing 
more sustainable options.

From a consumption perspective, CE can connect with PW in practice by chal-
lenging consumption habits and demanding closer consideration to what kinds 
of goods are obtained. To realize more sustainable lifestyles, consumers should 
follow the CE principles of refusing, reducing, and repairing (Maitre-Ekern and 
Dalhammar, 2019) and learn to distinguish desires from actual needs. Moreover, 
consumers have to learn to appreciate pre-owned goods, access over ownership, 
and service-based solutions (Hobson et al., 2021). While consumers are generally 
considered in business studies as one-dimensional buyers and users of products, 
the CE model offers them multiple roles, such as those of a buyer, user, maker, 
repairer, seller, sharer, and recycler (Korsunova, Horn and Vainio, 2021). This 
more active agency can help these citizen-consumers understand the need to create 
a positive impact through their participation and choices and can motivate them to 
try to create such an impact.

From the citizen-consumers’ perspective, perhaps the most important change 
must take place in their mindsets. PW and CE principles can aid in the transition 
as they necessitate transformative changes in the knowledge bases and the ways 
goods are valued. Moreover, humans’ appreciation of nonhuman nature and an 
understanding of their dependence on it are needed.
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Digitalization of consumption

The digitalization of consumption can transform sociocultural and technological 
systems­that­influence­consumption. Digitalization­has­been­identified­as­a­driver­
of consumer behaviour via e-commerce, the Internet of Things, automation, per-
sonalization,­and­artificial­intelligence­(AI)­(Sima­et al., 2020). This accelerates the 
extractive processes carried out by humans for consumption because it can make 
purchasing faster and easier. Digitalized consumption may make it challenging for 
people to see the consequences of their consumption as it makes their relationships 
with natural resources abstract and thus less traceable. This illuminates the role 
of humans in realizing digitalized consumption without necessitating other detri-
mental processes (i.e., massive extraction of resources). While mainstream digital-
ized­consumption­has­not­nurtured­sufficiency­of­humans’­resource­consumption­
(Gossen, Ziesemer and Schrader, 2019), which is needed for the survival of other 
species, numerous initiatives demonstrate determination to transit for sustainability 
and responsible consumption (Di Vaio et al., 2020). This links sustainable market-
ing to PW through resource-use reconsideration.

Sustainable­marketing­has­ the­potential­ to­promote­a­ sufficiency­approach­ to­
(downscaling) resource consumption by encouraging the thorough reduction of 
resource use (Gossen, Ziesemer and Schrader, 2019). Using digitalization with 
the growing amount of data about customer needs, the new communication and 
distribution­platform­channels­offer­novel­opportunities­ for­promoting­sufficient­
consumption.­These­platforms­help­connect­specific­consumer­needs­with­the­best-
matched pre-owned and recycled goods (e.g., in fashion web shops and mobile 
applications) or the closest zero-emission vehicles (e.g., in electric scooter-sharing 
services). This enables consumption to involve fewer resources and enhance PW 
while forming an altruistic, trustworthy, and likeable brand image.

Example of using artificial intelligence for planetary well-being

AI pertains to autonomous and adaptive systems (Roos, 2019) that help users 
accomplish tasks normally requiring human intelligence (Huang and Rust, 2018). 
These systems operate using data, algorithms, and robust computers that help make 
sense of data (Roos, 2019), including consumer data (Huang and Rust, 2018). The 
impact of AI has been assessed against the accomplishment of 134 targets across 
the United Nations Agenda for Sustainable Development Goals (Vinuesa et al., 
2020), including responsible consumption and production (Di Vaio et al., 2020).

Since 2009, AI applications have been increasingly used to conceptualize sus-
tainable products, build a green society through renewable energy consumption, 
and­ help­ airports­ become­ resource-efficient­ and­more­ environmentally­ friendly­
while cutting costs (Pusa, 2021), among others. This shows that marketing inter-
ventions­can­use­data­and­digitally­generated­content­for­efficient­use­of­resources­
that are vital for the needs of nonhuman species.
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Before data technologies are applied, they need to be considered prudently and 
systemically. The advancement of data technologies calls for more critical eval-
uation rather than only increasing their convenience for human consumption or 
reducing the harm that they can cause. It is vital for PW that consumers are aware 
of data technologies’ impacts on their consumption while such technologies are 
guiding them towards the most sustainable consumption and reduced consump-
tion. Aside from governments’ regulatory involvement in limiting unsustainable 
consumption through legislation and norms, a rigorous assessment of algorithms 
and­consumer­agency­is­critical.­As­AI­is­an­emerging­field,­its­algorithms­are­still­
limited in terms of upholding sustainable consumption. AI applications operate 
with predetermined product features, thus still limiting sustainable-product recom-
mendations and options for consumers. Algorithm management is vital to ensure 
that consumption favours the most environmentally friendly products and services 
among the available options.

It is important to keep in mind that while AI applications can suggest the most 
environmentally friendly options within a certain product range, they have not yet 
been enabled to suggest recycling or non-consumption (when these are much more 
environmentally friendly). Thus, user education is critical in equipping people with 
the knowledge that they need to be independent and self-determined rather than 
reliant on and dominated by the evolving technology.

Informing consumers

To further reduce humans’ impact on the nonhuman world, humans need to be pro-
vided with more credible information about and guidance towards sustainable con-
sumption. Among the tools that can help consumers make better-informed choices 
are ecolabels.

Ecolabels­are­environmental­claims­that­define,­compile,­ test,­and­summarize­
products’ environmental performance and present this in the easiest way possible 
to close the information gap between consumers and producers regarding products’ 
environmental attributes (Gallastegui, 2002; Rex and Baumann, 2007). For com-
panies, ecolabels are a benchmark for environmental improvement (Bratt et al., 
2011) and set stringent criteria that encourage eco-innovation beyond the regula-
tory requirements. The assumption is that in the long run, the repetition of incre-
mental eco-innovations implemented by companies to meet the existing ecolabel 
criteria will result in more radical eco-innovations that will improve the state of the 
environment (Prieto-Sandoval et al., 2016). The requirements that products or ser-
vices­must­meet­before­they­can­use­multi-criteria,­third-party-certified­ecolabels­
(Type 1) are a mechanism for integrating the PW approach.

Nevertheless, ecolabels are anthropocentric in the sense that their use does not 
aim to limit or question consumption, which can compromise PW. On the contrary, 
a product’s ecolabel can justify its increased consumption. The growing popular-
ity of the practice of marketing products based on their environmental attributes 
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has resulted in the proliferation of ecolabeling schemes used by businesses, such 
as those in the food, textile, electronics, and tourism industries. In fact, there are 
over 450 ecolabels being administered privately, publicly, or by nongovernmental 
organizations, showing varying foci and levels of stringency and various admin-
istrative arrangements (Big Room Inc., 2021). This popularity of ecolabels poses 
a risk of their misuse by companies to greenwash their products by misleading 
consumers regarding their environmental practices within the company or the envi-
ronmental performance of their products (Delmas and Burbano, 2011).

Conceptually, ecolabels are tools for showcasing the products with the best envi-
ronmental performance, but there are limitations to evaluating their real-life impacts 
(Meis-Harris et al., 2021). Hence, the possible contribution of ecolabels as a means 
of providing consumer information that supports the transition towards PW cannot 
be­verified­in­real­life.­Because­there­is­currently­no­consensus­on­the­definition­of­
“green product” and on how to determine whether a product can be regarded as such, 
the different ecolabeling schemes emphasize different aspects of sustainability per-
formance. Although the ISO Type 1 ecolabels take a life cycle approach, other eco-
labels focus on only one issue or entail companies’ self-administered declarations, 
which may be based on varying assessment methods. To counter this lack of harmony 
among the objectives, requirements, and methods used by ecolabeling schemes, there 
is­a­growing­idea­that­ecolabels­must­have­common­requirements­and­certification­
procedures to be able to jointly address global environmental challenges (Baumeister 
and Onkila, 2017; Iraldo, Griesshammer and Kahlenborn, 2020).

While it would be in line with the concept of PW to discourage consump-
tion, all living organisms, including humans, do need to consume to ensure their 
well-being. Informing consumers about the impacts of their consumption choices 
through ecolabels can help them make better-informed choices, bringing us closer 
to the realization of PW.

Conclusion

Marketing is often accused of stimulating overconsumption (Gossen, Ziesemer and 
Schrader, 2019). Nevertheless, businesses are seeking ways not only to mitigate 
the adverse consequences of unsustainability but also to come up with solutions 
to the problem of making the production and consumption of goods and services 
acknowledge the PW criteria. This chapter discussed some solutions, ranging from 
small­ incremental­ improvements­ to­more­ fundamental­ changes­ with­ significant­
impacts. Genuine sustainable and environmentally friendly consumption con-
tributes to PW by reducing the resources used for consumption through the re- 
evaluation of the level of human needs (ibid.) or, in PW terminology, the relevant 
need­satisfiers.­CE­introduces­consumers­ to­a­new­type­of­agency­with­multiple­
roles, values societal transformation and guides consumers’ routinised practices, 
and ecolabeling could provide an assurance that product information is accurate 
and reliable, thus facilitating consumers’ sustainable choices. While these are some 
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ways­that­consumers­can­demonstrate­respect­for­nature,­Chapter­10­further­reflects­
the role of business in PW.

Marketing can contribute to the efforts to create value for nature and humans by 
influencing­consumers­and­public­policymakers­and­promoting­sustainability­as­a­
norm in society (Martin, 2013). There is a growing awareness among consumers, 
businesses, and policymakers of the adverse consequences of the current business 
and consumption practices on the planet. Effective communication and marketing 
tools,­ such­as­delivering­accurate­ information­ through­ecolabels­ and­certificates­
and novel digital means utilizing AI, are necessary for a broader change to take 
place in consumers’ and citizens’ knowledge, values, and culture. The solutions 
presented in this chapter represent partial ways to transform towards PW. Mar-
keting can also be used to create social media communities consisting of com-
panies, consumers, and nature that support and nurture a way of life that respects 
nature. Effective models and examples of balancing human and nonhuman needs 
are required, and both businesses and consumers, as well as the education system, 
should be engaged in producing them.

Various incremental sustainability changes with marginal impacts are relatively 
easy for consumers and companies to adopt. Small steps are necessary to engage 
the larger masses of consumers and companies in the short term, and change is 
feasible if everyone (or at least the majority) participates. However, a radical 
reduction in natural resource consumption is needed to achieve PW. CE is a com-
prehensive business model that tackles the overconsumption of natural resources 
and the excessive waste problem. It not only changes businesses but also prompts 
and encourages consumers to move beyond being merely buyers and users of prod-
ucts and to adopt multiple roles in the production and consumption system.
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