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1 Introduction 

It has been estimated that the material requirements of modern society and the 

greenhouse gases and wastes it emits have grown beyond the biocapacity of the 

planet (Borucke et al. 2013; GFN, 2022a). According to Steffen et al. (2015a, b) 

the impacts of human activity on Earth’s systems are becoming increasingly 

concerning. The trends of socio-economic development and high consumption 

levels in industrialized countries have been identified as the primary drivers of 

this human-driven environmental change (Steffen et al. 2015 a; Toth & Szigeti, 

2016). Nevertheless, much of the modern world remains dedicated to pursuing 

continuous, consumption driven economic growth (O’Rourke & Lollo, 2015). At 

the same time, some academics (e.g. Hickel & Kallis, 2020) are becoming 

sceptical about the possibility of decoupling economic growth from growing 

greenhouse gas emissions.  

 

The members states of the United Nations have committed to the Agenda 2030 

for Sustainable Development for the purpose of limiting the harmful 

environmental impacts of human activity and improving and achieving social and 

economic development both now and in the future (Ministry of Foreign Affairs 

Finland, n.d.; UN, n.d. a, b). Sustainability was defined as “meeting the needs of 

the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their 

own needs” by the UN Brundtland Commission of 1987 (UN, n.d. a). Goal 12 of 

the 17 sustainable development goals (SDGs) is to “ensure sustainable 

consumption and production patterns” by “-- doing more and better with less. It is 

also about decoupling economic growth from environmental degradation, 

increasing resource efficiency and promoting sustainable lifestyles” (UN, n.d. b). 

Nonetheless, many important questions regarding sustainable consumption such 

as what exactly needs to change, how this change should be navigated and who 

is responsible for doing the work remain unresolved (Fischer et al. 2021).  

 

The Earth Overshoot Day campaign started by the research organization Global 

Footprint Network in 2006 addresses the scale of the environmental impacts of 

consumption patterns both globally and nationally. The aim of the campaign is to 

provide decision-makers with tools to help navigate the human economy within 
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the boundaries of the planet (GFN, 2022a). The stories in news media about 

when different nations and the entire global community meet their Overshoot 

Days spread the message of overconsumption to the wider public. While people 

use webs of information sources to gain understanding, awareness, and opinions 

on sustainability (Kolandai-Matchett, 2009), according to Fairclough (1995/1997), 

mass media has a central role in modern society and significant power in shaping 

the public's level of knowledge, beliefs, values, social relations, and identities 

through language and discourses. In practice, the media provides a platform, an 

interest, and a model for public discussion on a topic (de Witt, 2011) and 

familiarizes the unknown (Ziemann, 2011). 

 

Since the term “overconsumption” has become a common, yet vague concept 

that is used differently in different contexts (Håkansson, 2014), the context of the 

Earth Overshoot Day in Finnish news media offers an empirical example for 

investigating public discussion on overconsumption from the perspective of 

consumption exceeding the biocapacity of the planet. As online platforms of news 

media are growing more popular (Reuters, 2021) and they provide interactive 

forums for readers to publicly express their views on the article and engage in 

discussions with other readers, the online news articles and their comment 

sections form an interesting cross section of modern public discussion. 

 

Language has an important role in understanding sustainable consumption. 

Brand (2011) argues that the ambiguity of sustainable development has led to 

interpretative differences resulting from incompatible interests and points of view. 

The diversity of information consumers are left to make sense of in turn limit their 

possibilities to take part in sustainable consumerism (Markkula & Moisander, 

2012). According to Markkula and Moisander (2012), to understand how 

consumers might struggle to make sense of sustainability, their role and 

responsibility, it is important to identify the dominant and available discourses 

around sustainability that provide the framework for consumer behaviour. With 

the help of stories, the causes and solutions of issues can be identified (Fløttum 

& Gjerstad, 2017) because they provide a structure through which an 
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understanding about an issue can be articulated as a series of meaningful events 

and positioned actors (see also Hajer, 1995, p. 63).  

  

In their review of peer-reviewed academic papers in the field of sustainable 

consumption communication, Fischer et al. (2021) found a research gap on 

language use and discourses on sustainable consumption. Specifically, the focus 

of my study addresses the research gap on how sustainable consumption is 

communicated about, or in other words, communication as constructing 

sustainable consumption (Fischer et al. 2021). So far, according to Fischer et al. 

(2021), research from this perspective has most extensively focused on 

business-to-consumer communication and on single consumption areas such as 

food and housing. In this master’s thesis, I aim to contribute to this research gap 

by studying how overconsumption is made sense of in Finnish public discussion. 

More specifically, with the help of a qualitative narrative analysis, I studied how 

the problem of overconsumption is defined and how responsibility for the issue is 

attributed to different actors. The research questions I seek to answer in this 

thesis are: 

1. What kind of storylines are used to make sense of overconsumption in the 

context of the Earth Overshoot Day in online news media articles and their 

comments?  

2. How is responsibility for the causes and solutions attributed to different 

actors in these storylines? 

 

As a result of this enquiry, I constructed four storylines from the material 

consisting of 13 online news articles, two editorials and their comment sections 

(883 comments in total). The articles were published by Finnish news media Yle 

Uutiset, Helsingin Sanomat and Ilta-Sanomat. In the storyline of overconsumption 

by overpopulation the issue was attributed to demographic development, while in 

the storyline of greed and impossible endless growth, the capitalist system and 

unsatiable desire to consume were problematized. The storyline of one world, 

shared challenge focused on multi-level solutions and in the storyline of 

technology as the problem and the solution it was suggested that with the help of 
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technological development, the current consumption related environmental 

issues could be avoided in the future.  

 

Important actors of the constructed storylines include nations and their people, 

decision-makers, politicians and regulators, consumer citizens, businesses, and 

the wealthy elite. The roles and responsibilities attributed to the actors varied 

significantly between the storylines. In some statements the responsibility was 

put on countries with large populations, and Finns’ consumption was regarded as 

negligible, while in others, people with high consumption levels in wealthier 

countries, including Finland, were found to be responsible for both causing and 

solving the issue. Similarly, in some cases the current economic system and 

inequalities were legitimized or obscured, in others they were problematized.  

 

The structure of this thesis will be the following. I will first discuss relevant 

concepts in academic literature on overconsumption and some of the related 

narratives discussed in previous research. After that, I discuss sustainability 

communication and the empirical context of this thesis: mass media and 

discussion forums. This section is followed by a description of the materials and 

methods. I then present the results of my thesis in detail and discuss them in the 

light of previous research. Following the discussion, I cover the limits of my study, 

summarize the contribution of this thesis to research on narratives about 

(un)sustainable consumption, and identify areas requiring further research. 

Finally, I conclude with the most important remarks of this thesis. 

 

2 Literature review 

2.1 Key concepts in the academic discussion on 

overconsumption 

2.1.1 Defining overconsumption 

Overconsumption in terms of its negative environmental impacts is closely 

connected to the concept of ecological overshoot. According to Wackernagel et 

al. (2002), exceeding the planet’s regeneration rate of natural resources and 

services results in an ecological overshoot. Borucke et al. (2013) estimate that 

humanity’s ecological footprint exceeded the biophysical capacity of the planet in 
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the 1970's and has continued to grow since. Similarly, according to Steffen et al. 

(2015b), human activity has fundamentally altered many conditions of the Earth 

system to an extent of entering a high-risk zone for system change. Especially in 

the light of global demographic and consumption trends (O’Rourke & Lollo, 2015), 

the question of how long human activity can continue on its current tracks is 

becoming increasingly urgent (Steffen et al. 2015a, see also Kallis et al. 2018).  

 

According to Scoones et al. (2019), the (neo)Malthusian concept of absolute 

limits to resources, where an ecological overshoot leads to catastrophic impacts 

to the society is present in many conceptualizations of the relationship between 

humankind and the environment, like the planetary boundaries (Rockström et al. 

2009), and the Limits to Growth report for the Club of Rome (Meadows et al. 

1972). Limits, boundaries, and finite resources in turn point to the idea of scarcity, 

defined as “a situation in which something is not easy to find or get” or “a lack of 

something” in the Cambridge dictionary (Cambridge University Press, 2022). 

However, Scoones et al. (2019) argue that scarcity cannot be exclusively defined 

or measured. From a neoclassical, Ricardian perspective, scarcity is seen as 

relative to technology, resource use, and the economy, while as a Marxist, 

political concept, scarcity is relational, and it is created politically and discursively 

through access and power dynamics (Scoones et al. 2019). 

 

Over time, the characteristics of the interactions between humanity and the 

environment have changed. Toth and Szigeti (2016) argue that while for the 

majority of the human history, population size has been the key factor influencing 

humans’ impact on the environment, around the mid-1900’s consumption 

surpassed population size as a factor in impact. The development of consumption 

per capita has nevertheless, not been universal. In developed countries, 

population growth has been more moderate and the trend in consumption has 

seen a rapid growth, while in developing countries population growth has been 

stronger but the increase in per capita consumption has remained limited (Toth 

& Szigeti, 2016).  
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According to Rice (2007), global trade has enabled this uneven distribution of 

material consumption, development, and capital accumulation. As a 

consequence, Toth and Szigeti (2016; see also Steffen et al. 2015a) argue that 

the recent growth in humanity’s ecological footprint is caused primarily by high 

consumption in high-income countries rather than population growth in low-

income countries.  For example, Finland, a North-European welfare state ranking 

in the top of many metrics assessing the development and well-being of nations 

(Statistics Finland, 2019) also sees high consumption levels. According to the 

Global Footprint Network (GFN, 2022b), if everyone lived like an average Finn, 

we would need the equivalent of the capacity of 4.1 Earths to keep up. The 

corresponding figure for the U.S. is 5.1, while for China it is 2.4, and for India 0.8 

(GFN, 2022b). Though Finland’s biocapacity is estimated to exceed the national 

demand (GFN, 2022c), it can be argued that Finns still utilize multiple times their 

per capita share of global biocapacity (GFN, 2022b).   

 

According to Ivanova and Wood (2020), while only 5% of households in the EU 

are within the limit of 2.5 t of carbon dioxide emissions required to achieve the 

climate targets of the Paris Agreement, Finland ranks fourth in having the highest 

per capita greenhouse gas emissions in the EU. In addition, in 2015, the 

estimated greenhouse gas emissions based on household consumption and 

public spending were 33% larger than those in the official estimates of Finnish 

emissions based on national production (Finnish Environment Institute, 2019), 

indicating that the consumption of imported goods increases the Finnish carbon 

footprint significantly from what is usually referred to as the national emissions.  

 

In general, higher income correlates with increasing environmental footprint  

(Ivanova & Wood, 2020; Otto et al. 2019), but in welfare states, public spending 

also forms a significant part of citizens’ environmental impact (Ottelin et al. 2018). 

Lower income does not guarantee sustainable consumption. For example, 

according to  Lettenmeier et al. (2012) and Kalaniemi et al. (2020), people living 

on national minimum budgets well below the national average see social and 

economic deprivation and ecological overconsumption simultaneously in Finland. 

This suggests that the unsustainability of consumption is at least partly a 
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structural issue. At the same time, Rice (2007) argues that increasing 

consumption is necessary to reach social well-being and to reduce poverty in 

many developing countries. However, how exactly this development can happen 

remains an open question, since according to Goodwin (1997), it does not seem 

likely that the consumption patterns of developed countries could be 

universalized even when considering technological advances. Simultaneously, 

the opportunities for local progress in developing countries have decreased 

because many adverse impacts of Western consumption have been externalized 

there (Rice, 2007). Moreover, calls to reduce global consumption of natural 

resources in order for humanity to stay within the limits of the natural system 

remain pressing (Wackernagel et al. 2002).  

 

Like the discussion above demonstrates, it can be argued that the some of the 

wealthiest countries over consume their share of natural resources and sink 

capacities of the planet. However, overconsumption as a concept lacks a broadly 

shared definition as it is rather contested (Kjellberg, 2008) and can be used in a 

variety of contexts (see Håkansson, 2014). According to Håkansson (2014), the 

excessiveness of consumption beyond it being “problematic” and “too much” in 

some sense, can be specified from the perspectives of consequences, failure in 

procedure, or value degradation. On the level of an individual, overconsumption 

can be understood for example as a form of consumption that is harmful for the 

individual themselves (Håkansson, 2014) or a failure to resist gluttony (Wilk, 

2010). Nevertheless, the dilemma of fulfilling needs versus wants (e.g. Toth & 

Szigeti, 2016; Wilk, 2010) and estimating the costs and benefits from 

consumption (Kjellberg, 2008) make determining the boundary between 

sufficiency and excess a complicated endeavour. Moreover, what is considered 

sufficient depends on the societal context (Lettenmeier et al. 2012) and life 

situation (Wilk, 2010).  

 

In this thesis overconsumption is defined as a form of unsustainable consumption 

that exceeds the regeneration rate of renewable natural resources and the 

capacities of ecosystem services, following the definition of ecological overshoot 

by the Global Footprint Network (2022a). By this definition, overconsumption is 



 
 
 

14 

defined based on its consequences (Håkansson, 2014) and it can be applied to 

per capita consumption in addition to national and global consumption levels.  

 

2.1.2 Consumption and the economic system  

Understanding the current unsustainable consumption levels of the modern, 

developed nations requires an understanding of how consumption is embedded 

into the economic system. According to Goodwin (1997) the technological 

revolution led to increased labour productivity and as a consequence, in order to 

meet the increased level of production, spending money became the main activity 

of leisure time. The meaning of consumption has changed from fulfilling needs to 

the primary means for attaining happiness and satisfaction (Connolly & Protheo, 

2003, Goodwin, 1997). Like Umanailo (2019) argues, it can even be said that 

consumption has become an entire culture. 

 

Currently, economic growth is seen widely as a precondition of social well-being. 

O’Rourke and Lollo (2015) argue that the contemporary economic system is 

largely focused on consumption-led economic growth. Consequently, many 

actors, like governments and businesses, have an incentive and a bias towards 

increasing consumption (O’Rourke & Lollo, 2015). According to Ottelin et al. 

(2018), sustainable development has attracted wide acceptance because it 

frames economic growth as a means to increase social and economic 

sustainability.  

 

According to Hickel and Kallis (2020), the green growth paradigm in which 

economic growth is sustained within the ecological limits of the planet has 

become an increasingly popular response for addressing consumption related 

environmental degradation. In practice, this would require the decoupling of 

economic growth from environmental pressures (O’Rourke & Lollo, 2015; UN, 

n.d. b). Efficiency gains have been suggested to be the key for reaching this goal. 

However, according to O’Rourke and Lollo (2015), the effect achieved from 

increased efficiency is limited by growing population and increasing affluence, 

making the green growth approach weak sustainability. Indeed, according to 
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Akenji (2014) and Rice (2007) efficiency gains based on technology have thus 

far been counteracted by an absolute increase in material consumption.  

 

Strong sustainability on the contrary is argued to require systematic and lifestyle 

changes that lead to an absolute reduction of consumption and its ecologically 

degrading aftermath (O’Rourke & Lollo, 2015). Achieving sustainable 

consumption is also described to require cultural change (Autio et al. 2009; Liu et 

al. 2019). An alternative vision to the green growth paradigm, degrowth, requires 

a comprehensive transformation in the politico-economic system resulting in a 

stable economy, reducing consumption, and achieving secure and equal well-

being in balance with the environment (Kallis et al. 2018). Nevertheless, 

Kalaniemi et al. (2020) argue that decreasing consumption on a national level 

would lead to economies shrinking, which is highly contradictory to the current 

goals of capitalist economies. The growth bias and lock-ins of the present system, 

and the consequential logic of governments, markets, businesses, and lifestyles 

make achieving strong sustainability a challenging equation (see O’Rourke & 

Lollo, 2015). However, Schröder et al. (2019) argue that the paradigm of circular 

economy, focusing on changing the linear model of material use to a circular one 

and sometimes seen as an alternative model of green growth, could be 

complementary rather than exclusionary to degrowth because they address 

different areas of concern.  

 

Perspectives on the role and responsibility of consumers in the “sustainability 

transition” vary. According to Stuart et al. (2020), in many cases, consumers’ 

lifestyles are still seen as an important step towards reaching climate goals. For 

example, Liu et al. (2019) argue that the goal of “sustainable consumption” as it 

is currently accepted, is to achieve sustainability through consumer practices that 

will reflect change in culture, infrastructure, and social interaction. In this case,  

consumers are held responsible for the current adverse impacts of consumption 

(Stuart et al. 2020), maintaining the economy, and steering the system towards 

a path of sustainability, while markets merely follow consumer demand (Akenji, 

2014). According to Salonen et al. (2014), in order for consumers to drive this 
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change, it is also assumed that consumers are consciously motivated by the 

social and environmental consequences of consumption.  

 

This perspective of consumers as the primary agents of the consumption-

production system and its change has however gained criticism. Consumers can 

also be viewed as actors with limited power, guided by the markets and 

businesses that encourage increasing consumption behaviour (Stuart et al. 

2020). From a practice theory perspective, unsustainable consumption is a result 

of the collective development of “normal life” or ordinary, everyday practices 

(Evans et al. 2017; Liu et al. 2019; see also Reisch & Bietz, 2011; Wilk, 2010). In 

addition, the complexity and barriers to “rational” consumer behaviour have been 

identified in extensive academic literature on the topic (e.g. Boulstridge & 

Carrigan, 2000; Liu et al. 2019; Peattie, 2010; Zralek, 2017). Moreover, Reisch 

and Bietz (2011) argue that consumers consider the responsibility of 

governments and businesses to be important and demand action on their parts 

as a requisite for participating. 

 

2.2 Discourses and narratives about (un)sustainable 

consumption  

According to Jones (2014), narratives1 are in the core of how humans’ form 

opinions and make sense of the world. Therefore, the different stories told about 

an issue form the elements through which understanding about it is articulated. 

The concept of (un)sustainable consumption has been approached from multiple 

perspectives in academic literature on discourses and narratives. These include 

environmental issues and what has caused them, sustainability, as well as 

consumerism. In this section, a few of them are briefly covered.  

 

According to Hajer (1995) the idea articulated in the environmental policy 

discourse of ecological modernization is that environmental issues are a question 

of internalizing and managing structural environmental consequences. Rather 

than problematizing the structures of the industrial society, it is assumed that 

 
1 Narrativity is covered more in depth in section 3.1. 
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these issues can be handled within them, and that development and the 

environment belong to the same equation (Hajer, 1995, pp. 3, 25, 260–273). The 

policy narrative of eco-efficient growth economy constructed by Berg and 

Hukkinen (2011) in which economic growth is beneficial to the environment for 

example through investments in new technologies draws on similar notions as 

ecological modernization. According to Berg and Hukkinen (2011), the eco-

efficient growth narrative is based on the vulnerable growth economy narrative, 

which frames consumption and economic growth as the foundations of well-being 

in society. 

 

According to Hobson (2002), the paradigm of ecological modernization is aligned 

with the ideas of consumer driven green transition and the rationalization of 

consumer lifestyles. However, Hobson (2002) argues that this “rationalization of 

consumer lifestyles” where consumers consider the environmental impacts of 

their consumption choices while trying to fulfil their needs fails to resonate with 

the public. Alternative discourses on sustainable consumption include those 

focused on caring for the environment and addressing structural social injustices 

(Hobson, 2002).  

 

The three discursive struggles identified by Markkula and Moisander (2012) in 

their interviews of Finnish consumers on sustainable fashion consumption dealt 

with an economic trade-off between sustainable development and material 

wealth, responsibilities and opportunities of individuals, and aesthetic dilemmas 

associated with fast fashion and sustainable consumption. In China, Liu et al. 

(2019) found in their narrative interviews that popular conceptualizations of 

sustainable consumption draw from local traditions promoting frugality as an 

environmentally friendly and a healthy way of life. This perspective is however at 

least partly countered by the local safety concerns related to poor-quality goods 

and distrust in the state-controlled market, reflected in opposite consumer 

behaviour (Liu et al. 2019).  

 

Autio et al. (2009) on the other hand studied Finnish high school students’ 

narratives on green consumerism. They found that individual consumer as the 
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key agent can be used as an obstacle to green consumerism when individuals’ 

impact on the issue is considered negligible. This view of a lack of agency can 

lead to either a rejection of personal responsibility or system criticism. 

Alternatively, the choices of individuals can also be seen as sources of 

accumulative impact, a growing good, leading to personal empowerment of 

individuals whose daily practices matter (Autio et al. 2009).  

 

The role of consumers has also been found to be a central topic of sustainability 

in media. Diprose et al. (2018) identified a presence of a neoliberalist metaframe 

on sustainability in British and American newspapers within which consumerism 

is a popular topic. Similarly, according to Stuart et al. (2020), a neoclassical 

perspective of consumer behaviour as the driving force of production is present 

in many news articles related to climate change mitigation. More specifically, they 

noted that this power of consumers in mitigating climate change was related to 

the types of goods purchased (Stuart et al. 2020). In their analysis of the Finnish 

newspaper Helsingin Sanomat, Ridanpää (2021) found that nationalist 

suggestions of climate responsible Finns were embedded in the framing of the  

carbon footprint in the newspaper.  

 

The previous study with most resemblance in its topic and approach to my study 

is a discourse analysis by Cooper and colleagues (2012) focusing on a discussion 

forum that followed an article on sustainable consumption, or more specifically, 

its paradox, in the UK paper The Guardian. Relevant themes of the discussion 

they discovered included conceptualizations of social class, what “truly green” 

consumerism is and whether middle-class environmentalism fills the criteria; 

science, religion, and sacrifice; and a conflict between good life, the current 

system, and reducing consumption. In addition, they noted that the topics covered 

in the discussion were not only very heterogenous, but they also reflected those 

in academic literature and demonstrated a lack of agreement on sustainable 

consumption (Cooper et al. 2012). In sum, the dynamic between individuals and 

the system seems to form an important aspect in how sustainable consumption 

is fathomed.  

 



 
 
 

19 

In addition to the narratives about the relationship between the economic system 

and the environment and the role of consumers, relevant narratives about 

unsustainable consumption can also focus on explaining other causes leading to 

overconsumption. According to Hendrixson and Hartmann (2019), in the 

narratives about “overpopulation,” absolute (Malthusian) scarcity caused by 

overconsumption of resources is explained with demographic trends. The three 

examples that Hendrixson and Hartmann (2019) discuss are the threat of growing 

population producing a youth bulge, the burden of aging population that is 

replaced by a migration flow from South to North, and climate change induced 

instability and migration.  

 

Climate change narratives also provide insights on the dilemmas regarding 

sustainable development and (un)sustainable consumption (see e.g. Gjerstad & 

Fløttum, 2021; Fløttum & Gjerstad, 2017). Based on a citizen survey conducted 

in Norway, Gjerstad and Fløttum (2021) argue that Norwegians consider 

consumption and transport to be the most important themes regarding climate 

change and lifestyles. In the narratives of climate change lifestyles, Gjerstad and 

Fløttum (2021) found the actor “I/me” to be most often in the role of the hero, 

while “we/us” were found to be the villains with future potential of becoming the 

heroes. Victims on the other hand were found to be absent (Gjerstad & Fløttum, 

2021). In contrast, in the policy reports analysed by Fløttum and Gjerstad (2017), 

the victims of climate change were framed as the people in poorer countries, who 

have contributed to the issue the least but are affected by it the most. Another 

framing of the victim was nature as the sufferer. The villains of the narratives on 

the policy papers on the other hand were identified to be humans in general, or 

more specifically the rich countries who have disproportionately contributed to the 

issue. Yet what appeared to be missing from these narratives, was the actor 

taking the role of the hero (Fløttum & Gjerstad, 2017).  

 

The missing narrative elements can also have implications on the power of the 

narrative. Berg and Hukkinen (2011) found that the narratives challenging the 

dominating vulnerable growth economy narrative, the growth critique that 

problematizes the system based on economic growth and the degrowth 
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economy, framing the environment and social progress as the corner stones of 

an ideal society both lack narrative elements and consequently, the power to truly 

challenge the dominant narrative. In conclusion, the narratives relevant to the 

issue of (un)sustainable consumption can focus various, more specific aspects 

of the issue and they might lack some elements of a complete narrative. So far, 

narratives on overconsumption specifically seem to have been less explored.  

 

2.3 Sustainability communication: mass media and discussion 

forums as sites of articulation of overconsumption 

According to Ziemann (2011), the global social process of sustainability 

communication is focused on the theme of better life in terms of ecology, 

economy, and society. Many normative goals have been set to sustainability 

communication in terms of promoting and popularizing the sustainable 

development agenda (see e.g. Fischer et al. 2021; Godemann & Michelsen, 

2011; Ziemann, 2011). Consumption is one of the topics covered in sustainability 

communication (Godemann & Michelsen, 2011). However, the research field of  

sustainable consumption communication is relatively new, with most articles 

published during the past five years (Fischer et al. 2021). 

 

Sustainability communication does not have an established theoretical 

framework, but it draws from communication, constructivist, and sociologist 

theories (Godemann & Michelsen, 2011). According to Ziemann (2011), the 

foundation of communication theory is in isolated human consciousness. Any 

form of social interaction and organization therefore requires communication 

through signs, language, and symbols, and a mutual understanding of these 

communicative efforts (Ziemann, 2011). Institutional rules are validated and 

maintained through communicative processes. These rules are constantly 

transforming as all communicative acts are built on previous acts but often 

reproduced in new ways (Ziemann, 2011). Through public communication new 

institutional practices can be institutionalized and existing storylines, such as the 

dominance of economic growth, questioned (Brand, 2011). 
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According to Hajer (1995, pp. 10–11), modern environmental issues cannot be 

conceptualized with sensory perception and everyday experience available to a 

layperson. Consequently, the global community relies on educated experts and 

their complicated scientific tools to inform them about the state of the Earth even 

though on many occasions, there might not be consensus among the experts 

(Hajer, 1995, pp. 10–11). Journalists have the difficult task of communicating this 

expert knowledge to the public (Christensen et al. 2018). Consequently, Ziemann 

(2011) argues that all events in the wide knowledge of the public have been 

selected and produced by the media machine. Media theory leaning on social 

constructivism assumes that the worldview reflected through media and the “real 

world” alike are both constructions by humans (de Witt, 2011). From this point of 

view, constructivism looks into how media plays into the construction of societal 

reality (Schmidt, 1994, 1998 according to de Witt, 2011).  

 

From the point of view of critical theory, mass media is also a part of the capitalist 

influencing machinery of culture industry (de Witt, 2011). Fairclough (1995/1997) 

argues that the implicit assumptions embedded in texts support the existing 

power structures normalizing consumer culture. In addition, mass media is 

characterized by the constant tension between entertainment and information, 

the former becoming increasingly dominant due to commercialization 

(Fairclough, 1995/1997). According to Fairclough (1995/1997), this also greatly 

affects how topics are represented and discussed in media. 

 

Even in the sense of conventional media, the audience is not a mass of passive 

participants, but they actively choose the media content they consume and react 

to it (de Witt, 2011). According to Johansson (2017), the technological 

transformation of mass media communications and the introduction of social 

media has led to mediatization, and the fusion of public and private spheres on 

many online platforms. Moreover, in contrast to traditional broadcast and news 

media, online news sites provide a constantly updated stream of media 

(Johansson, 2015).  
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While media produced by media professionals can be considered institutional 

media (Johansson, 2015), the availability of discussion forums on online media 

platforms offers more participatory media spaces to the audience (de Witt, 2011). 

Originating from social media, discussion forums allow readers’ views and instant 

reactions to be publicly shared, when previously these reactions used to stay 

private (Johansson, 2017, 2015). Like in other forms of public discussion, the 

commenters can observe the public debate and receive opinions outside their 

circle of peers (Ksiazek & Springer, 2018). Consequently, news discussion 

forums can be considered as a form of public discourse like Johansson (2017) 

argues. In addition, the comments left on a forum tend to generate more 

discussion (Ksiazek & Springer, 2018). In conclusion, the news media discussion 

forums offer a natural space for discussing sustainable consumption and 

lifestyles (Cooper et al. 2012). 

 

Though some have suggested that news discussion forums could enhance public 

deliberation, according to Ksiazek and Springer (2018) the nature of the 

discussions has turned out to be less than progressive. While the comments do 

represent everyday public discourses (Cooper et al. 2012, Johansson, 2017), 

they are usually characterized by accounts of polarized and diverse views lacking 

effort to build consensus (Johansson, 2017). As a consequence, many news sites 

have limited the possibilities of commenting on their websites (Johansson, 2017; 

Ksiazek & Springer, 2018).  

 

Online news discussion forums’ representativeness of public discussion is limited 

to the part of the public that participates in commenting as well as the interests 

they hold and the views they choose to share. According to Reuters (2021), the 

share of Finns commenting on news media sites’ discussion forums has 

remained relatively stable at approximately 7% during 2014–2021. While gender, 

age, income, and level of education do not result in drastic differences (the range 

being 55–66% share of participating) in the participation of the Finnish media 

audience in news media in general (Reuters, 2021), conclusions cannot be made 

about who has participated in the news discussion forums included in the sample 

of this study. However, the anonymity and group of discussants extending beyond 
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participants’ personal circles make discussion forums an interesting platform of 

public discussion on overconsumption compared to social media for example 

(10% of Finns in 2021 according to Reuters, 2021), where the commenters can 

often be identified, possibly influencing the views they decide to share. However, 

it should be noted that even on news discussion forums some discussants might 

have an incentive to self-moderate because of the forum’s permanence (Cooper 

et al. 2012) or complete refrain from commenting because they want to avoid the 

need to register as a user to the website (Ksiazek & Springer, 2018). 

 

2.4 Ecological overshoot as an example 

The empirical example of sustainable consumption communication investigated 

in this thesis is online news articles referring to the Earth Overshoot Day 

campaign and the reader discussion forums related to them. In short, the Earth 

Overshoot Day “marks the date when humanity’s demand for ecological 

resources and services in a given year exceeds what Earth can regenerate in 

that year. We maintain this deficit by liquidating stocks of ecological resources 

and accumulating waste, primarily carbon dioxide in the atmosphere” (GFN, 

2022a).  

 

The Earth Overshoot Day is based on the concept of the ecological footprint 

(GFN, 2022a). According to Borucke et al. (2013), this economic perspective is 

based on the relationship between the supply of biocapacity and the demand of 

humanity, where biocapacity limits the economy. The biocapacity deficit, or the 

overshoot, is estimated by calculating the relation of a nation’s ecological 

footprint, including the use of natural resources and carbon dioxide sink 

capacities per capita in global hectares (demand) to the global biocapacity per 

capita in gha (supply). The global hectare (gha) is globally standardized 

productivity by hectare (GFN, 2022a; GFN, 2022b).  

 

According to Borucke et al. (2013), the Global Footprint Network (GFN) uses 

national footprint accounts to estimate the overshoot. Though many 

simplifications are made due to a lack of data, the estimates of the Earth 

Overshoot Day are actively updated with more accurate measurements and data 
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from UN agencies and affiliated organizations, peer reviewed journals and 

thematic collections (for methodology see Borucke et al. 2013). The latest open 

data set from 2018 is available on the Global Footprint Network’s website (GFN, 

2022c). Currently, the global rate of natural appropriation is assessed to be 1.8 

times the capacity of the Earth (GFN, 2022b).  

 

The non-governmental organization World Wide Fund for Nature (WWF) has 

partnered with the GFN on campaigning the Earth Overshoot Day (GFN, 2022a). 

WWF also visibly promotes the campaign in Finland. Mainstream media covers 

the Earth Overshoot Day in Finland on both national and global Overshoot Days, 

often referring to WWF as a source of information and/or commentary. The Earth 

Overshoot Day is also sometimes brought up in media coverage on of other 

topics related to (un)sustainable consumption, like fast-fashion, circular 

economy, throw-away culture and material intensive lifestyles, current economic 

model, and climate change to name a few (Helsingin Sanomat article archive, Yle  

article search engine).  

 

News articles and corresponding discussion forums as a pair represent both 

public and publicized private discussions on the topic of overconsumption in the 

context of the Earth Overshoot Day. As news articles are important sources of 

information and a point of reference to the public, studying them and the 

discussion related to them gives insights into how the topic is framed by 

mainstream media and how the topic and its framing are received, challenged, 

and built on by the audience. Together, the news articles and their comment 

sections provide a cross-section of public discussion on the issue, which in turn, 

affects perspectives on how the issue should be dealt with and what kind of 

measures are considered appropriate in the society.  

 

3 Methods and materials 

3.1 Narrative analysis as a methodological approach 

In this section, I introduce the methodological approach of narrative analysis, 

discuss its relationship to discourse analysis and define the understanding of 

storylines adopted in this thesis. After this, I elaborate on the focus of the analysis 
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before describing the data sample and the steps of the analysis in the following 

sections. 

 

The purpose of this thesis is to study the narratives, or storylines (used 

interchangeably in this thesis) used to articulate understandings on 

overconsumption and the way different actors are positioned and given 

responsibility for causing and solving the issue in these storylines. This is done 

to understand what is identified as the “underlying problem” behind the issue of 

overconsumption indicating what needs to be changed, who is responsible for 

overconsuming and who can or should solve the situation and how. In short, the 

goal is to make sense of the struggle over the meaning of the environmental 

conflict (Hajer, 1995, p. 14–15) in question.  

 

According to Hajer (1995, pp. 42–43), both the perceptions on the methods 

appropriate for solving the environmental issue, and the actual definitions of the 

crisis differ, making environmental discourse fragmented and policies inadequate 

at meeting the expectations of the public. In addition, one must go beyond their 

understanding of a specific discipline to grasp the issue and its different 

dimensions, contributing to the discursive complexity of environmental politics 

(Hajer, 1995, p. 45).  

 

According to Hajer (1995, p. 62), storylines are narratives through which actors 

can give meaning to phenomena by utilizing elements from multiple domains. In 

short, the storylines are a combination of knowledge and positioned actors (Hajer, 

1995, p. 63) constructed into a plot and presented in the form of a story. Storylines 

can be used by actors to reach a shared understanding on an issue through 

symbolic references, reducing the discursive fragmentation on the topic (Hajer, 

1995, p. 62). 

 

According to Fløttum and Gjerstad (2017), the problem can be defined, and its 

causes and potential solutions recognized through narratives. This makes the 

approach appropriate for understanding what is identified as the core-issue that 

needs to be changed to solve the problem of overconsumption, or in other words, 
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what has led to it. According to Jones (2014) identifying the characters of the plot 

is important as they greatly affect the acceptance of the assumptions and 

arguments made in a narrative. Therefore, who is claimed to overconsume and 

who has the responsibility and/or the abilities to solve the issue and how are key 

interests of this thesis. 

 

The analysis will focus on the structure of the storylines (Berg & Hukkinen, 2011), 

the roles of the actants (e.g. victims, villains and heroes) (Urhammer & Røpke, 

2013), as well as the suggested senses of blame, responsibility, urgency, and 

responsible behavior (Hajer, 1995, p. 65, Fløttum & Gjerstad, 2017). The plot of 

a narrative consists of a beginning, a middle and an end (Kaplan, 1993; Roe, 

1992). In this study, storylines are considered as wider concepts while stories are 

specific accounts of articulation of the story about overconsumption. 

 

In Hajer’s (1995, pp. 57–61) point of view, there is a power competition between 

storylines and discourses over discursive hegemony on a topic which determines 

what ways of talking about the issue are seen as worthy of taking into discussion. 

For a storyline to be acceptable and powerful, Hajer (1995, p. 63) argues that it 

should sounds right and be uttered by a trusted actor in the context of an 

appropriate practice. As a storyline stabilizes and is used by more actors, it gets 

a ritualistic character in the conversation (Hajer, 1995, p. 63). Non-stories 

however lack a proper structure of a story with all three parts of a plot, 

strengthening the dominating storyline instead of successfully challenging its 

position (Berg & Hukkinen, 2011; Roe, 1992). Counter-stories on the other hand 

are opposites of the dominant stories (Berg & Hukkinen, 2011). 

 

Since the methodological approach taken in this study, the storylines approach, 

is a narrative application of discourse analysis for policy analysis (Hajer, 1995), 

the distinction between discourses and storylines needs to be defined. Here, 

discourses are understood as general ideas and concepts about social and 

physical reality (Hajer, 1995, p. 44). Discourse order on the other hand is the 

available set of discourses that can be drawn from to make sense of a 

phenomenon (Fairclough, 1995/1997). The elements of discourses become a 
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part of the sense-making process through storylines (Hajer, 1995, p. 56), as they 

are materialized into organized plots (Urhammer & Røpke, 2013). According to 

Berg and Hukkinen (2011), narratives greatly impact the persuasiveness of 

discourses. 

 

According to Pälli and Lillqvist (2020), the research orientation of discourse 

analysis can be used in various interdisciplinary endeavors that focus on 

language and its use and role in social structures and phenomena. Language is 

realized through its use in forms of speech and written text, explaining discourse 

analysis’ strong background in linguistics (Pälli & Lillqvist, 2020). However, 

discourse analysis has become an increasingly social scientific methodological 

approach as the result of the social constructivist perspective on language 

becoming widely accepted (Pälli & Lillqvist, 2020). According to this perspective, 

language does not only reflect the society but also constructs it (Pälli & Lillqvist, 

2020).  

 

The analysis in this thesis is not however an exhaustive analysis on discourses 

but focuses on identifying the narratives detectable from the written text material. 

It should be noted that by aiming to construct storylines from empirical material 

and reproducing them, I also contribute to the pool of narrative resources that can 

be used to articulate the issue (see also Autio et al. 2009; Markkula & Moisander, 

2012).  

 

Since the focus of my analysis is on what is said rather than by who, discourse 

coalitions that form of specific storylines adopted by specific actors and the 

practices where the discursive activity takes place (Hajer, 1995, p. 65), will not 

be investigated in this thesis. In addition to leaving the question of who the 

participants of the discussion are outside of the scope of this thesis, I will not 

focus on the institutional context of the storylines (see also Urhammer & Røpke, 

2013).  
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3.2 Data 

The online versions of traditional news media and broadcast media, their 

applications, and websites, offer a site to investigate popular storylines since they 

have the broadest reach of all news media in Finland, a reach that is very high 

even on international standards (Reuters, 2021). Especially free online media is 

becoming increasingly popular, although a fifth of Finns currently also pay for web 

news. Almost half of that fifth is subscribed to Helsingin Sanomat. According to 

Reuters (2021) the number of those who use only online media has doubled since 

2015 and remained stable for the past years at approximately 20% of Finns. 

Especially younger generations are moving to online news media while most 

adults engage with both online and traditional media (television, print, and radio). 

While television and radio have remained stable news sources for Finns for the 

past few years, circulation of print media has continued to decline (Reuters, 

2021).  

 

According to Reuters (2021) the most popular online news media (including social 

media) in Finland in 2021 were2 

1. Ilta-Sanomat (61%) 

2. Iltalehti (56%) 

3. Yle Uutiset3 (44%) 

4. MTV Uutiset3 (31%) 

5. Helsingin Sanomat (30%) 

6. Regional news media (16%) 

 

Ilta-Sanomat and Iltalehti are tabloids, while the others are news media. Yle is 

the Finnish Broadcasting Company, MTV Uutiset is offered by the commercial 

television channel MTV3, and Helsingin Sanomat is the leading daily newspaper. 

Some of the articles on Helsingin Sanomat are behind a paywall while others 

offer their online media for free. Yle television news, MTV3 television news, Yle 

radio news, free newspapers, and Ilta-Sanomat (print), in this order, were the 

 
2 The share (%) of Finns reading the news published by the media in question at least once a 
week (Reuters, 2021). 
3 Including streamed and recorded newscasts available online on the websites of the news media 
(Reuters, 2021). 
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most popular traditional media in 2021 (Reuters, 2021). The trends between the 

different news media have remained stable and Finns continue to favor using 

national media over regional and international media (Reuters, 2021).  

 

I sourced my data from the web archives on the news media’s websites by using 

the search term “Earth Overshoot Day” (the search was conducted using the 

Finnish translation “ylikulutuspäivä”). In this search, the earliest articles published 

by the top five most popular news media were from 2008. The number of articles 

on the topic started rising from single articles across all news media per year to 

multiple in 2014, reaching a maximum of 20 articles per year in 2016, 2018, and 

2019 and declining in 2020 and 2021. For the development of the number of 

articles including columns, comment and opinion pieces, and blogs, the search 

produced on the top five media websites during 2008–2021 (sum = 124) see 

Figure 1. 

 

 

Figure 1. The occurrence of articles on the Earth Overshoot Day in Finnish online news 
media in 2008–2021 (search term “ylikulutuspäivä”) 
Sources: Helsingin Sanomat article archive, Iltalehti search engine, Ilta-Sanomat search 
engine, MTV Uutiset search engine, Yle article search engine 

 

Suitable material for the study out of the top five most popular news media was 

found from Yle Uutiset (Yle article search engine), Helsingin Sanomat (Helsingin 

Sanomat article archive), and Ilta-Sanomat (Ilta-Sanomat search engine). The 
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time period for material included in the study was first set to begin in September 

2015, as that is when the Agenda 2030 was adopted by the UN member states, 

including Finland, marking their commitment to the sustainable development 

goals. In addition, around this time the Earth Overshoot Day started to gain more 

coverage in online news media (see Fig. 1). Only articles with a comment section 

(used interchangeably with discussion forum in this thesis) were included in the 

data sample. Helsingin Sanomat changed their discussion forum policy gradually 

starting in 2019 so that one can comment most articles only by using their real 

name as their username (Artikkelien kommentointiohjeet, 2021; Mäkinen, 2019). 

As some of the articles published in 2021 did not have the option of using a 

username of choice, the period from which articles were included was limited to 

the end of 2020. None of the news media had any articles with comments in 

9/2015–12/2015, limiting the publishing period of the sample to 2016–2020.  

 

A search on Iltalehti’s web archive (Iltalehti search engine) did not produce any 

results during this period (only 1 article published in 2021). None of the articles 

on MTV Uutiset had a comment section (MTV Uutiset search engine). 

Consequently, both Iltalehti and MTV Uutiset were excluded from the sample. 

Columns, comments, and opinion pieces, as well as blogs and most editorials 

were excluded from the data as they strongly represent the writers’ perspective 

on the issue rather than the voice of the media. Two editorials from Helsingin 

Sanomat were included in the sample since the author was not specified and 

because of that, they could be considered to represent the perspective of the 

news media. The articles the search produced that did not mention the Earth 

Overshoot Day (two on Yle Uutiset) were also excluded from the sample.  

 

Finally, the data sample included three news articles from Yle Uutiset, four news 

articles and two editorials from Helsingin Sanomat, and six news articles from 

Ilta-Sanomat and their comments. Nine of the 15 articles focused primarily on the 

Earth Overshoot Day, while the rest covered various, related topics. The number 

of comments on the articles ranged from 15 to 153 per article and in total, there 

were 883 comments. The length of comments varied from a few words to multiple 
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paragraphs. It should also be noted that in some of the discussions, a few 

commenters contributed to the discussion multiple times.  

 

The entire sample was 203 pages.4 This data was found to be suitable for a 

qualitative analysis, because the sample provided diverse and extensive 

accounts of sense-making on the issue. In addition, the dominating, re-occuring 

themes remained consisted throughout the material making the sample 

appropriate for constructing storylines. For details about the data see Table 1 and 

Appendix 1 (Table 3). A full list of materials is also included in Appendix 1.  

 

As discussed in section 2.3, the focus of the articles affects the content of the 

comments, which should also be considered in the analysis (Johansson, 2015). 

As the articles in the dataset (referred to as news articles) include perspectives 

and focal points beyond the Earth Overshoot Day, the specific focuses adopted 

in the news articles impact the themes present in the storylines constructed from 

this material. However, during the construction of the storylines, the main 

emphasis was on the bigger picture of overconsumption rather than some specific 

issues, like taxation of repair work for example, that generated some off- topic 

discussion in relation to the research questions. In addition, it should be noted 

that on one of the news articles on Yle Uutiset (August 22, 2020) the discussion 

was prompted by the news media with the questions “[h]ave you changed you 

consumption this year? Are you going to change your consumption? - - ".5   

 

Though the news media and journalists did not actively participate in the 

discussions that followed the articles, the news media still manage the discussion 

taking place on their website. On one of the Yle Uutiset articles (August 22, 2020) 

the commenting period was limited to the evening of the following day, while on 

other Yle Uutiset articles and on all of the Helsingin Sanomat articles the 

discussion period has not been limited (as of June, 2022). Comments can usually  

 
4 Arial, font size 12, spacing 1,5, with original paragraphs, no space after paragraph. Estimation 
with accuracy of half a page. 
Comments: one line per comment for details: username, date and time, upvotes. Automatic 
repetitions of previous comments deleted from replies.  
 
5 Translated by the author 
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Table 1. Details about the news articles and discussion forums included in the sample 

News 
media 

Topic of the article 
Date of 

publication  
Number of 
comments 

Length of 
the articles 

in pages 

Length 
of the 

comments 
in pages 

Yle Uutiset 

Earth Overshoot Day in 
2018 

August 1, 
2018 

34 

5.5 49.5 

Replacing disposable 
items with reusable 
alternatives 

August 1, 
2018 

23 

The COVID-19 pandemic 
delayed the Earth 
Overshoot Day in 2020 

August 22, 
2020 

153 

Helsingin 
Sanomat 

Earth Overshoot Day in 
2017  

August 1, 
2017 

15 

18.5 75 

Overpopulation as a 
driver of environmental 
degradation6 

August 5, 
2017 

80 

Finland's national 
Overshoot Day in 2018 

April 11, 
2018 

62 

Finances guiding 
towards sustainable 
development6 

April 11, 
2018 

17 

Doughnut Economics by 
Kate Raworth and giving 
up economic growth for 
the planet 

May 28, 
2018 

79 

The self-sufficient 
lifestyle of social thinker 
Lasse Nordlund 

June 16, 
2018 

100 

Ilta-
Sanomat  

Finland's national 
Overshoot Day in 2016 

April 17, 
2016 

31 

5 49.5 

Earth Overshoot Day in 
2016 

August 8, 
2016 

32 

Sweden seeking more 
sensible consumption by  
reducing taxes on repair 
services 

September 
21, 2016 

17 

Earth Overshoot Day in 
2017 

August 1, 
2017 

85 

Finland's national 
Overshoot Day in 2018 

April 11, 
2018 

29 

Earth Overshoot Day in 
2019 

July 29, 
2019 

126 

 

be left on the articles on Ilta-Sanomat for the following 24 hours after the article 

has been published, though sometimes the discussion forum is closed after a 

 
6 Editorials with no specified author. 
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shorter period or not opened at all (Ilta-Sanomien keskustelu- ja 

kommentointisäännöt, 2014). On Yle Uutiset, Helsingin Sanomat and Ilta-

Sanomat websites the comments have to be accepted by the editorial staff for 

them to be published and instructions and rules for discussions are provided (see 

Artikkelien kommentointiohjeet, 2021; Keskusteluohje, 2019; Ilta-Sanomien 

keskustelu- ja kommentointisäännöt, 2014). Yle Uutiset and Ilta-Sanomat also 

hold the rights to edit comments prior to publishing them (Keskusteluohje, 2019; 

Ilta-Sanomien keskustelu- ja kommentointisäännöt, 2014). Since the comments 

are voluntarily published publicly online by the commenters, and they have the 

option to stay anonymous, the privacy of the discussants was not considered to 

be compromised in studying these forums.   

 

3.3 Analysis 

The news articles and the comments on their discussion forums were retrieved 

from the news sites and saved in separate documents. The documents were 

uploaded to Atlas.ti web version for the coding and categorizing processes. After 

categorizing, the data was uploaded onto the desktop version of the program, 

Atlas.ti 22, for a more in-depth reading as I found the material to be more easily 

accessible by category in this version. The analysis focused on the content of the 

comments and the body of the news articles, with minor attention to headings 

and legends.  

 

Following the approach of Scoones et al. (2019), the analysis of the material was 

qualitative in nature. The only quantitative assessment of the material was made 

in the form of counting the statements contributing to each storyline. However, 

since the analysis was interpretative in nature, these frequencies are not a 

definite description of the data but serve to illustrate the kind of observations that 

were made. Using a similar approach as Welch et al. (2021), the data was open 

and axial coded. The process was inductive, meaning that the codes were 

allowed to appear from the data instead of using pre-existing codes or categories 

based on an existing theory.  
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The analysis began by carefully reading both articles and comments before a 

second round of reading and open coding. According to Jones (2014), focusing 

on individual representations and their unique interpretations of the narratives is 

a suitable approach for a qualitative study. Because of this, each comment and 

each article were considered as one account of a story. Some of the consecutive 

comments made by the same commenter were included in the same code but 

most codes included only one comment. According to Berg and Hukkinen (2011), 

it is important that the construction of the narratives follows the empirical material. 

This choice of units of analysis allowed the integrity of the narrative structure to 

be preserved and ensured that the plots of the storylines emerged from the 

material.  

 

In the open coding process, the story in each account was summarized into a 

lower-level concept, a code (see Corbin & Strauss, 2008, p. 159–160). This 

conceptualization process of open coding allows data to be reduced into units 

that both represent the data and can be analyzed further (Corbin & Strauss, 2008, 

p. 159–160). These codes were the primary units of analysis. The articles were 

always coded first followed by coding of the matching discussion forum to 

preserve the context of the discussions.  

 

The process of open coding did not differ between the news articles and the 

comments. Since each code was given the same weight later in the analysis, and 

the quantity of the comments was multiple compared to the news articles, the 

comments weighed in the formation of the storylines. Moreover, because the 

focus on an article was limited to a similar level as one comment, how the account 

in an article was constructed by including different sources and perspectives 

could not be considered in the analysis. However, many of the elements and 

framings provided in the news articles are repeated, built on, and challenged in 

the comments (Cooper et al. 2012; Johansson 2017, 2015; Ksiazek & Springer, 

2018). In other words, the news articles provide the primary context of the 

discussions. Therefore, the news articles were considered to be sufficiently 

represented in the final storylines despite not given analytical emphasis.  
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Another option for open coding would have been to identify lower-level concepts 

based on themes appearing across the material without prioritizing keeping the 

stories the way they were presented in each account intact. Due to the 

fragmented nature of the material, and the plentiful and diverse themes included 

in the accounts, this would have been an impractical way to organize the material 

into units that are later used to construct upper-level concepts, or the storylines. 

In addition, there was some overlap between different storylines on the roles of 

actors and stages of the plots, but the nuances and the presentation of the 

accounts contributed them into different storylines than what could have been 

intuitively determined solely based on isolated themes. Comprising the themes 

that seemed logically compatible into storylines would also have been influenced 

more by my personal biases.  

 

The open coding process is followed by axial coding. In this process, lower-level 

concepts, codes, are related to one another to form upper-level concepts, or 

categories (Corbin & Strauss, 2008, p. 160, 195). In practice, separating the 

process of axial coding from open coding is difficult (Corbin & Strauss, 2008, p. 

198), as the categories begin to emerge from re-occurring stories already during 

open coding. A research diary was used to keep track of re-occurring stories 

during the open coding phase. After the open coding phase was finished and all 

accounts were reduced into codes, the research diary was used as a guide in the 

beginning of the axial coding phase. In this phase, categories were formed of 

codes that included similar plot stages and positionings of actors. These 

emerging categories represent storylines.   

 

Grouping codes into categories required some qualitative interpretation (see Berg 

& Hukkinen, 2011). This is also why transparency is required on the process of 

forming narratives (see also Berg & Hukkinen, 2011). For example, some 

accounts included only some parts of the plot and some of the roles. This leaves 

room for the possibility that these accounts could have been interpreted 

differently. Overall, some storylines were more well-developed and stabilized 

than others. In some cases, elements from multiple different storylines were used 

to form one story. Because of this, the codes representing these stories were 
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applied to multiple categories. This explains why the sum of codes in categories 

(sum = 685) exceeds the actual number of codes that contributed to the storylines 

(n = 625). These overlaps are explored in the section 4.6.  

 

The formation of the storylines after axial coding began by re-reading the material 

that the codes grouped into each category represented. Simultaneously to this 

round of reading, re-occurring stories within a category were gathered into in-

depth notes. This also served as checking point for ensuring that the codes were 

correctly categorized, and any adjustments needed were made. After this, the 

storylines were written based on the notes of re-occurring (mentioned twice or 

more) elements and stages of stories within a category. The transcription of the 

storylines was preceded and followed by additional rounds of reading of the notes 

to ensure all relevant aspects were included in the storylines and that they were 

accurately phrased.  

 

Some of the comments were not related to the research questions since they had 

no connections to any relevant aspect of the storylines. For example, in some 

comments, other commenters and their ways of interacting were addressed while 

in others, non-productive (yes-no-yes) debates over irrelevant topics in terms of 

the research questions were started and continued. At first, they were coded like 

all other comments but in the categorization process, they were left 

uncategorized. After the storylines were more defined, the irrelevance of the 

uncategorized comments was checked, and their codes were deleted. After this, 

there were 763 codes in total. 138 of these 763 codes were categorized under 

“detached critique” (described in section 4.5) which did not end up forming a 

storyline (see Roe, 1992). In total, 625 codes contributed to the final four 

storylines. The description of the analysis provided in this section is summarized 

in figure 2. 

 

During the open coding and especially when writing the final storylines, specific 

attention was paid to the stages of plots of the stories and how the actors were 

positioned. The different stages of a storyline are defined as the underlying cause  

of the phenomenon representing the beginning, the following situation, or the 
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Figure 2. Steps of the analysis  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

problem the middle, and the solution and its aftermath the end (see also Fløttum 

& Gjerstad, 2017). The development of the stages (beginning, middle, end) forms 

the plot of the storyline. Though it can be argued that a complete narrative can 

only be constructed from past events, narratives with future visions include 

proposals of what should be done to a problem that is currently faced (see 

Kaplan, 1993). Using this criterion, the plot of the narratives constructed here 

could be extended into the future as the identified solutions and who is described 

to find and execute them is in the interest of this analysis.  

The positioning of actors was noted as a specific reference of an actor or actors 

accompanied by their role in the story. More specifically, the key roles are the 

Reading an article and 
its comment field 

Reducing the story in an 
article into a code 

Reducing the stories in 
the comments into one 

code per comment 
Repeated for the 

entire sample  

Using a 
research 
diary to 
track re-
occurring 

stories 

Sorting the codes that shared 
common features into categories  

(general logic, similar actors given 
the same roles, phases of the plot) 

Excluding 
irrelevant 

codes 

Open coding 

Checking 
and deleting 
the excluded 

codes 

In-depth reading of the material in each 
category and writing notes based on 

the re-occurring story elements  

Constructing the storylines based on 
the notes of each category 

Finished storylines 

Axial coding 
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victim, the villain, and the hero, but also a role model appeared in the storylines. 

The role could be stated explicitly, as in some cases the actor was for example 

responsible for a specific action relevant to the plot or more implicitly, when the 

actors and their actions were described by using words with clear tone differences 

(see quotations in section 4). In the cases the actor was defined as “we” or “us,” 

these were interpreted to point to “Finns” as in the news articles the different 

actors were often grouped on a nation level and “we” and “Finns” were difficult to 

distinguish from each other (for lexical analysis of characters see Gjerstad & 

Fløttum, 2021). It should be noted however that “we” could have referred to other 

groups as well. Finns and Finland were also often mentioned explicitly.  

 

4 Results 

Four storylines were constructed as a result of the analysis. These storylines are 

overconsumption by overpopulation; greed and impossible endless growth; one 

world, shared challenge; and technology as the problem and the solution. The 

following descriptions of the storylines are based on the accounts presented in 

the material. The expressions in quotation marks were used in these accounts 

and they were included because they illustrate the tones in which elements of the 

storylines were described in the material. The exemplar quotes provided at the 

end of each description of a storyline further illustrate the kind of stories that 

contributed to the storyline. These accounts were chosen based on their 

representativeness, but other examples could have been chosen based on the 

same criteria (see also Scoones et al. 2019). Below each quotation, it is specified 

which news article the comment was written on (refer to Table 1 in section 3.2). 

The quotations from the material were translated by me and the original excerpts 

in Finnish are provided in Appendix 2.  

 

As mentioned previously, some codes (stories) were categorized into multiple 

categories (storylines) when multiple storylines were drawn from consecutively to 

construct an account. As a result, towards the end of the analysis the storylines 

included some aspects of other storylines that were incompatible with the rest of 

the narrative. These parts clearly belonging to other storylines were left out of the 

completed narratives. I discuss polyphony separately in the section 4.6.  
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In the following sections, I will discuss each storyline focusing first on the causes 

and consequences of overconsumption (beginning and middle) as well as how 

the actors were positioned as villains and victims in relation to these stages of 

the storyline. Second, I will move on to the solutions, the heroes, and future 

visions. At the end of each section, I summarize the storylines by providing my 

interpretations of the key features of each storyline.  

 

4.1 Overconsumption by overpopulation 

This storyline ended up having the most codes that contributed to it, 308 in total. 

4.1.1 Population growth threatens the future of humanity  

The storyline begins by identifying the underlying issue leading to 

overconsumption. In this storyline, overpopulation and “uncontrollable” 

population growth were not only found to be the “root causes” behind 

environmental issues, but in some statements, they were stated to be the most 

fundamental issues of humankind. It was explained that the human population 

has “exploded,” taking up space from other organisms and is reaching a point of 

exceeding the carrying capacity of the Earth. In some statements, the size of the 

population was considered to be globally problematic, including Finland, while in 

others, distinct differences were made between different regions. Indeed, in some 

statements, exponential growth in “some” or “specific areas” was mentioned, 

while other statements were more explicit about the problem being areas of 

“explosive” and “uncontrollable growth” in Africa, India, and China more 

specifically, and Asia and Latin America more generally. This kind of growth was 

seen as a bullet-proof “path to doom” because the global population is predicted 

to grow in the future. It was argued that future population growth will lead to a 

more extensive breach of the carrying capacity. 

 

In this storyline, population growth in developing countries was described to be a 

local issue encouraged by religion and culture. It was also mentioned that 

corruption and local demographic development together form a barrier to 

development in Africa. The “aftermath of uncontrollable growth” was mentioned 

implicitly, while in the more specific statements, the consequences were identified 

to be production of large emissions in relation to the sizes of the countries and 
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consumption that exceeds national biocapacities. India and the United States 

were mentioned as examples of countries where consumption exceeds national 

biocapacity. It was also stated that both population rich China and India have 

large greenhouse gas emissions in relation to their area.  

 

In this storyline, a key issue associated with population growth was not only seen 

to be the size of populations, but that people aim to raise their standards of living 

in countries with large populations and rapid population growth. Together, these 

factors were considered to contribute to migration pressure targeting Europe. 

(The people of the) countries with large, growing populations, exceeding their 

national biocapacities and producing large greenhouse gas emissions, more 

specifically India, China, and African countries, were identified to be the villains 

of this storyline.  

 

The media framing and the calculation logic behind the Earth Overshoot Day 

were criticized in this storyline. The media presentation of the issue was 

considered one sided because population growth was not mentioned, and in the 

one case it was, many comments praised the inclusion of this perspective. The 

calculation logic of dividing the global biocapacity evenly to all humans was seen 

as faulty, and the criticism highlighted that Finnish overconsumption is dependent 

on who calculates it and how, questioning the statement about Finnish 

consumption levels being high.  

 

Moreover, the choice of reporting about the unsustainability of Finnish 

consumption patterns from the point of view of sharing the global biocapacity 

evenly to the global population was considered to be made for provocative 

reasons. It was stated that by doing so, a flawed image was given about the 

responsibility of the small nation of Finland. In addition, including the emissions 

from manufacturing exported goods in energy heavy industry to the national 

emissions of Finland was seen unfair, especially since it was considered that 

production in Finland is less harmful to the environment than if it took place in 

developing countries. Consequently, WWF (referred to in the news articles) was 

seen untrustworthy, as the organization was claimed to be trying to raise funds 
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by pushing ideology and blaming and scaring Finns. WWF and the Finnish news 

media are also villains because they were stated to wrongfully point their fingers 

at Finns instead of addressing population growth.  

 

Africa, India, and China were used as points of comparison for Finland in the 

statements contributing to this storyline. Finland was seen as a “successful” and 

“exceptional” case of a country where consumption is “truly sustainable,” and the 

size of its population is well-adjusted “according to its national biocapacity.” 

Consequently, the phrase expressed in many of the news articles: if everyone 

lived like a Finn, natural resources of almost four planets would be needed was 

turned into expressions like if everyone lived like a Finn, the global population 

density would be much lower and consequently, there would be enough 

resources per year even if the Finnish lifestyle was adopted globally. It was also 

perceived that if the global population density was the same as currently in 

Finland, there would not be climate change nor any issues at all. It was stated 

that Finns only consume an equivalent of half of their national biocapacity 

annually, while the excess capacity can be used by other nations. Consequently, 

it was argued that Finland does not reach its Overshoot Day during the year. In 

addition, the well-organized Finnish waste management was mentioned as an 

example of the nation’s responsibility. 

 

Because of the low population density, Finland’s consumption was considered to 

be low for a country. Moreover, it was argued that if the consumption of 

descendants was included in carbon footprint calculations, Finland would be at 

the end of the list. The Finnish population and birth rates were described to 

decline, and this course of development was framed as a “responsible” choice of 

behaviour. Where high per capita consumption was acknowledged, it was 

justified with abundant local biocapacity and sparse population. In addition, it was 

stated that the Northern natural and climatic conditions automatically lead to 

higher (energy) consumption in the form of heating and food imports. However, 

in some statements it was considered that there are too many Finns considering 

the location and the national resources of the country. 
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According to statements contributing to this storyline, politicians and decision-

makers are unable and unwilling to tackle “the most important question” of 

population control. It was considered that population growth has become “a 

taboo” that cannot be touched or talked about due to respecting religions. The 

Earth Overshoot Day campaign was considered to be an excuse for raising taxes, 

a tool that was described as seeming to be the go-to-solution of decision-makers 

for any issue. It was also considered that the ways of dealing with 

overconsumption “green” politicians have proposed are insufficient, only making 

the daily lives of Finns “more difficult” and “miserable.” In the statements it was 

considered that these efforts aimed at lowering living standards are inadequate 

for tackling the actual issue of overpopulation. In addition, they were stated to be 

useless, because it was considered that Finland is “too small of a nation to make 

a difference” and the likelihood of others following Finland’s example is non-

existent. Consequently, any lifestyle changes made by individuals were 

concluded to be pointless or even hypocritical, as it was stated that Finnish 

consumption has little to do with overconsumption, climate change or the 

conditions in “lower income countries.”  

 

In some of the statements contributing to this storyline, immigration policies of  

green politicians were criticised as irrational, since it was argued that the 

migration of people from poorer countries to countries with high consumption 

levels like Finland would increase immigrants’ consumption levels significantly. 

In addition, it was claimed that increasing immigration would degrade the Finnish 

culture because local population decline has led to “Finns becoming 

endangered.” Moreover, it was perceived that immigrants do not care or are 

ignorant about environmental concerns. Overall, “moving population around the 

globe” was not seen to be a solution. Additionally, it was considered that 

politicians’ concerns about Finnish population decline are irrational since 

population decline was described to be the environmentally responsible direction 

of demographic development. In conclusion, Finnish politicians and decision-

makers in general are also villains of the storyline.  
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Based on the statements described above, it can be interpreted that this storyline 

is used to support the argument that it is not sensible to make an effort one will 

suffer from themselves as long as others are not going to participate. In addition, 

there were statements in which disbelief in the probability of voluntary change 

taking place was explicitly expressed. Moreover, it was perceived that any other 

measures for reducing consumption would be worthless as long as “other 

countries” do not do their part in terms of controlling their population. It was also 

stated that “Finns should not be punished” since they are not responsible for 

population growth or lowering their consumption levels when “other countries 

double their population every 20 years.” Consuming less was described to be “a 

solution to having a larger population” which seemed to be seen as an 

undesirable situation.   

 

In this storyline, overpopulation was described to lead to the issue of 

environmental degradation in forms of growing greenhouse gas emissions, 

climate change, and resource scarcity but these were only one part of the multiple 

effects described. Immigration and forced decline of Finnish living standards were 

also seen as important, negative consequences of population induced 

overconsumption. Finns were not only described as the role models with 

exemplary and responsible behaviour, but also as the victims of the storyline, 

faced with calls to take responsibility for lowering their living standards in order to 

solve an issue they were perceived not to have caused. In addition, it can be 

interpreted that the statements opposing immigration suggest that the national 

integrity of Finland is threatened by immigration.  

 

4.1.2 An end to the population explosion 

In this storyline, the “only solution” to overpopulation, and therefore the issue of 

overconsumption was stated to be “stopping the explosive population growth, 

before which, all other efforts are worthless.” In addition, lowering the current 

global population level dramatically was seen to be important. Some specific 

population levels, like half of the current level or levels from past decades were 

mentioned as examples of appropriate population levels. In some statements, it 
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was mentioned that population control should first take place in regions where 

consumption levels are high, including Finland.  

 

In some accounts, one way for the global community to fit into the boundaries of 

the planet’s biocapacity was perceived to be nations adjusting their populations 

according to their national biocapacities. Overall, national biocapacity was 

considered to be a morally just metric for determining the appropriate sizes and 

consumption levels of populations on a national level and also for determining 

the appropriate distribution of global population. Another option for achieving this 

situation was stated to be decreasing national consumption to meet the national 

biocapacity. The same logic was also extended to apply to individuals, as in some 

statements it was argued that everyone should live according to their own 

resources and that receiving benefits from the state or taking loans increases 

consumption beyond personal means.  

 

This storyline included perspectives according to which “population growth 

should have already been dealt with.” In some statements, sympathy was 

expressed toward the thoughts of Pentti Linkola, a Finnish deep ecologist, who 

was considered to have been “right” when they discussed the matter of population 

growth “already a long time ago.” It was also stated that reaching population 

decline should be a similar global goal as the limits on carbon dioxide emissions. 

Global one- and two-child policies limiting birth rates as well as the personal 

choice of not having children and limiting the number of pets were mentioned as 

practical solutions for achieving this goal. In some statements it was perceived 

that by not having children one could continue to consume meat and drive a 

private vehicle as it was seen better to have less children and a better quality of 

life than to sacrifice quality of life for the purpose of having more children. 

 

One of the other measures for population control that was described was 

development aid through which birth rates could be lowered with contraceptive 

measures, or by improving girls’ and women’s education, reducing child mortality, 

raising standards of living, and improving equality and women’s rights. In some 

statements, it was considered that these latter means are the only appropriate or 
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the best ways to reduce population regardless of them having a slow impact. In 

addition, it was mentioned that a pension scheme in developing countries is 

needed to improve the financial security of elderly so that they do not have to rely 

on their children. On the contrary, in other statements it was insisted that 

development co-operation should be halted because it was seen to contribute to 

population growth and because helping African refugees was stated to be bad for 

the planet.  

 

There were conflicting views on whether or not migrants could be “contained” 

outside the Finnish borders. Conflicts were described both as an aftermath of 

population growth and “an appropriate solution” for limiting it. In some statements, 

it was suggested that humankind will not manage to find a solution to the 

population and consumption dilemma, but that nature will take its course once 

the carrying capacity is reached. Efforts to prevent natural phenomena, like 

natural disasters, unfavourable conditions, or disease for example, were claimed 

to be foolish attempts to interrupt “natural population control.”  

 

In conclusion, the solution to overconsumption in this storyline was identified to 

be population control, either through population control policies, development aid, 

or conflict. In many accounts however, the means to achieve this were not 

specified. Though solutions for the issue were widely covered in the statements, 

how these solutions could be executed and by whom remained less clear overall. 

It can be interpreted that developed countries, including Finland, are implicitly 

framed as the heroes of the storyline, at least in the case where development aid 

was seen as the main tool. Alternatively, judging from the statements above, an 

actor with global authority that could set regulation limiting population growth and 

consumption in accordance with national biocapacities could be the hero. Other 

possible actors solving the situation are the countries with large populations, if 

they adopted such regulation on their own volition, or drifted into or purposefully 

started a conflict.  

 

Future visions were mostly absent from the material and thus, these following 

descriptions are interpretations that were made based on the suggested 
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solutions. Drawing from how Finland was framed as an example of appropriate 

population density, an ending with dramatically lower population levels and 

enough resources to ensure a good quality of life could be interpreted to be one 

of the possible endings. However, improving people’s quality of life was not 

described as a general goal but only as a way to reduce birth-rates. In the case 

of population reduction from a war or a natural disaster, the ending would 

probably look more dystopic at least in the areas affected.  

 

(A01) Lapseton syystä7, July 29, 2019, 11:00, Well said (246) 

”Conclusion. Not a single more person can be born on the planet. Reducing 

consumption will simply not save the planet, because people are shipped 

from developing countries to civilized countries, to the midst of consumer 

goods. Unfortunately Finland is destroying the Earth by scraping up 

refugees. In reality, one should be rewarded for being childless nowadays 

since that is the best way to save the planet.”  

on Ilta-Sanomat, July 29, 2019 

 

(A02) MattiHytola, August 22, 2020, 12:58, +6  

”-- If all countries of the world consumed and reproduced as little in relation 

to their natural resources and area as Finland, there would not be any 

issues.”  

on Yle Uutiset, August 22, 2020 

 

(A03) MaRaSu, August 5, 2017, 14:04, Well argued (20) 

”Thinkers like Pentti Linkola have been considered nearly mad and the 

uncontrollable reproduction of the population has barely been dared to say 

out loud in politics. Other ways to save the planet are frantically searched, 

but this, almost a certain way to final destruction, can apparently be 

continued untouched.”  

 on Helsingin Sanomat, August 5, 2017 

 

(A04) #@&%@#, July 29, 2019, 15:05, Well said (4) 

 
7 “Childless for a reason” in English.  
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”[Earth Overshoot Day is] [e]arlier than ever and is still getting earlier. Still, 

it is a taboo to state what is causing it and what is actually wrong. And as 

long as it continues to be so, no improvements can be expected on the 

situation. The problem will not be solved by continuously making people’s 

lives more difficult, like some of the green hippie politicians also in Finland 

seem to think. The core of the issue is that there are too many people – 

everywhere and all around the planet. If instead of making lives difficult 

the actions led to halving the current global population (at a pace as fast 

as possible), the problem would be solved. --" 

on Ilta-Sanomat, July 29, 2019 

 

4.2 Greed and impossible endless growth 

This storyline was referred to in 248 codes. 

4.2.1 Greed drives never ending consumption 

In this storyline, the underlying issue behind overconsumption was attributed to 

a character trait, vice (see also Cafaro, 2005). The problem was argued to be 

greed, a fault of human nature that was seen to be reflected onto the unjust logic 

of capitalism and the system of market economy. Humankind in general was 

described as “greedy,” “foolish,” and “selfish” and claimed to destroy both the 

environment and itself. People were expressed to be “indifferent,” “rejecting 

personal responsibly,” “closing their eyes from what is happening,” and “not 

willing to do, or give up anything voluntarily.” The increased environmental 

awareness was stated to not have been reflected onto actions because humans 

are too fond of comfort.  

 

It was also stated in the accounts contributing to this storyline that the current 

generation does not spare any natural resources, leaving behind nothing that 

could be spared by the future generations. The current trajectory was seen to be 

headed towards “a collapse,” possibly in the near future, making these times 

critical for determining the future. Symptoms of the ecological crisis listed 

included climate change, biodiversity loss, species extinction, forest fires, and 

deforestation. It was also mentioned that the crisis will  threaten humans, leading 

to masses of refugees.  
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Indefinite growth in definite conditions was described to be impossible, an issue 

that could “easily be grasped” with common sense according to the statements 

contributing to this storyline. Economists believing in “eternal” (economic) growth 

were stated to “live inside of their own bubble.” Consequently, Kate Raworth’s 

proposal of the Doughnut Economics was considered a good suggestion and a 

promising example of “an economist waking up to the reality.”  

 

The welfare society was seen to be contradictory with the well-being of the 

environment because it was argued to rely on economic growth that will “always 

increase the number of natural resources taken into use.” The market economy 

was described to be dominating, “self-regulating,” and based on economic growth 

and creating needs. Without economic growth, the current structures of society 

were believed to collapse, for example through unemployment. This was also 

stated to be the reason why no government wants to end consumption driven 

economic growth indicated by “all of their plans counting on future growth that will 

not come to an end.” This was explained to be how the “financial power” has 

corrupted decision-making. In addition, it was claimed that the financial system 

has detached goods from the energy consumption their lifecycle requires.  

 

In this storyline, it was expressed that in the capitalist system, some people are 

getting rich regardless of the means, while the nature and developing countries 

pay the price. More specifically, the rich elite minority, businesses, company 

shareholders and managers were identified to be the greediest and the most 

responsible for overconsuming and growing greenhouse gas emissions. They 

were described to be taking money from the people to fuel their affluent lifestyles 

while measures like tax credit for household expenses were stated to only benefit 

the rich rather than encourage spending on services in general. Some pro-

environmentalists were claimed to be hypocritical and guilty of unsustainable 

consumption behaviour, like flying abroad, eating out, or building zero-emission 

houses with short lifespans, only partly committing to a less consuming lifestyle  

while trying to appear more responsible. 
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The goal driving businesses was stated to be gaining maximal profits even at the 

cost of committing “environmental crimes.” It was expressed that companies have 

moved their production to countries with “cheap labour” and “non-existent 

environmental regulation” in order to keep their production costs minimal. In 

addition, businesses were stated to be constantly producing new goods, and 

making repairing fixable gadgets too expensive compared to buying new items. 

Similarly, service employees were claimed to have adopted the same attitude of 

not fixing items even when it would be possible. In sum, any efforts to reduce the 

prices of fixing services were seen unlikely to be successful.  

 

In this storyline, Finland was described to be a country with high consumption 

levels, demonstrated by the National Overshoot Day approaching in April while 

the global Earth Overshoot Day is in August. It was stated that if everyone on 

Earth consumed like a Finn, the biocapacity of almost four Earths would be 

needed to stay in balance with the global biocapacity, while the global comparison 

rate of overshoot was stated to currently be under two Earths’ resources. It was 

also speculated that if the Finnish consumption level was adopted globally, the 

Earth would be destroyed faster than with that of the Chinese, Americans, or 

Indians.  

 

Some aspects of the storyline of overconsumption by overpopulation were 

explicitly criticized in this storyline. It was stated that “all Finns understand that 

the Finnish consumption level is high” but when something should be done, the 

finger is pointed elsewhere. This was argued to be the reason why many blame 

Africa, India, or China for the issue. In this storyline however, Finns were not seen 

to be in a position where they could explain or talk to foreigners about 

environmental matters or about anything else. Moreover, it was perceived to be 

morally wrong for Finns to continue living according to their current lifestyles while 

others were seen to not have the opportunity to increase their consumption to a 

similar level. In conclusion, because the problem was identified to be Western 

consumption, blaming population growth especially in developing countries was 

considered a form of “denial”, and the method of determining overconsumption 
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by dividing global biocapacity with global population fair, since the right to 

consume more based solely on location was seen unjust.  

 

Finnish forestry was identified to be a source of national overconsumption and it 

was argued that the cuttings exceed annual growth rates. Similarly, converting 

Finnish forest into biofuel was not considered to be a “worthy” endeavour. It was 

stated that Finns consume much beyond what can be considered necessary, and 

they have a mindset that they “must get this and that.” Examples of this excess 

consumption mentioned included owning goods that hold no purpose, lavish 

summer cottages, large houses, plenty of shoes, electronic devices, more than 

one vehicle, pets, as well as purchasing new phones annually and new clothes 

often, and travelling for holidays. It was also considered to be likely that some 

Finns consume for the purpose of bragging. It was stated that despite being a big 

nation with “few people”, Finns still manage to “live beyond the boundaries.” 

 

Finns were described to consume large amounts of fossil fuels and import many 

goods, including food, from around the world. These imports were identified to be 

the reason why Finnish and Western consumption habits in general have a global 

impact. “Polluting work” was argued to have been externalized to developing 

countries for the purpose of producing cheap goods, resulting in China and India 

polluting because Western countries are paying them to do so. Consequently, it 

was seen that the aftermath of Western consumption is felt in developing 

countries. It was also considered that the use of “other countries’ resources” 

through imports makes the current Finnish living standard that could not be 

attained otherwise, possible. It was expressed that this consumption of cheap 

imported goods and low national production results in Finns living on debt, 

consuming beyond their means with a faulty perception of wealth, ultimately 

leading to currency losing its value. 

 

One framing of the villain is the rich minority and companies described to be 

benefitting from the capitalist system and taking advantage of others for their 

personal benefit. This power position could be interpreted to apply to both societal 

and global scenarios, as the villains of this storyline on the most general level are 
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Western countries because they were expressed to consume beyond their share 

of global resources and externalizing the negative consequences to developing 

countries. Finland was described as an example of a country with high 

consumption levels where “unnecessary” consumption takes place and Finns as 

people who overconsume. Overall, capitalism and the market economy were 

seen to enable these villains to consume more lavishly than others, while their 

actions were described to be driven by greed. Alternatively, humans in general 

were described greedy in nature, attributing responsibility to all humankind. The 

environment, developing countries and their people were identified as the victims 

of overconsumption as they were stated to have no option but to live with the 

pollution produced to meet Western demand. The villains were described to use 

developing countries and the environment as a resource stock, an area to release 

polluting emissions, and a source of cheap labour.  

 

4.2.2 Frugality and equality instead of economic growth  

The solution to overconsumption in this storyline was described to be 

“recognizing and controlling greed.” Since what was described as a current, 

universally shared pursuit of economic growth was found to be fundamentally 

problematic, it was stated there is little hope as long as the financial system 

depends on growth. Yet, in some statements the current system was seen to lack 

viable alternatives resulting in scepticism about whether “anything would be done 

before a catastrophe.” In some statements it was concluded that nature would 

take its course, resulting in an extinction. In some statements, this was seen as 

a desirable solution as it was considered that the world would be a better place 

without humans. 

 

However, not all future visions in this storyline were as pessimistic. Solutions that 

were mentioned included stricter universal laws and regulation, a more equal 

division of well-being, consuming less, and lowering the current standard of living. 

Alternative modes of the economic system like circular economy and the 

Doughnut Economics were seen to offer possible routes to a more 

environmentally sound society. In addition, a self-sufficient lifestyle was 

considered to provide an alternative to consumer culture and to be a way to re-
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establish one’s connection to resources. Responsibility was also appointed to 

businesses and manufacturers in this storyline: it was stated that advertising and 

unnecessary products “should be forbidden” as it was described that there is no 

need for “a constant stream of new models.” In addition, it was expressed that 

products should be made durable. 

 

In this storyline, Finland was seen as a place where changing personal 

consumption behaviour to be more sustainable is easy and virtually everyone has 

room for improvement. In practice, it was perceived that this lifestyle change 

would require “stopping unnecessary consumption” and shopping, giving up 

many electronics along with reducing meat consumption and food waste. Living 

densely in the city was also viewed to be a less consumptive way of life compared 

to living in the countryside in dispersed settlements. A self-reflection on personal 

consumption and attitude change were seen as necessary starting points for this 

change in consumer behaviour. 

 

The potential endings are concluded from the descriptions above. Like in the 

storyline of overpopulation, here as well one of the endings to the story is a 

dystopic end to humanity, because it was expressed that nothing could or would 

be done to change the current, destructive course of behaviour. Another ending 

described in the statements is a new mode of social order where the society is 

not organized around the capitalist logic of endless economic growth and wealth 

accumulation to few. Instead, it was expressed that wealth should be distributed 

more equally with the help of regulation, and living standards should be more 

moderate, lifestyles more sustainable, materials cycled, and consumption only 

fulfil needs. Nevertheless, suggestions on how these changes, for example 

achieving stricter regulation or influencing the logic of individuals and businesses, 

could be made, remained absent.   

 

In this storyline, the responsibility for the solution is implicitly appointed to 

regulators to establish rules and laws that would prohibit actions of greed and 

ensure more equal distribution of wealth, and explicitly to Westerns, especially 

Finns, with high consumption levels to reduce consumption, and to businesses 
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and manufacturers to produce goods that last and to scale down production to 

match only needs rather than creating wants. The hero of the situation can be 

interpreted to be the regulator that sets the regulation restricting the harmful 

behaviour of both individuals and businesses. Additionally, if individuals 

collectively changed their behaviour to become less selfish, and companies 

changed their business logic, they could also be considered heroes. In this 

storyline, these villains become the heroes by quitting their environmentally 

harmful and socially unjust behaviour related to consumption and production.  

 

(A05) Kriitikko8 August 1, 2017, 21:42, Well said (13) 

“Market economy based on continuous growth and consumption will 

inevitably come to an end. How much of the global population will die due 

to this development does not likely interest the financial elite before it is 

too late. Deep down, humans are greedy, stupid, and selfish species, that 

will destroy themselves.” 

on Ilta-Sanomat, August 1, 2017 

 

(A06) PK_, August 25, 2018, 13:55, Well argued (7) 

”Economic growth has been repeated so much that it has become the only 

truth in the world and more important than life itself. We have been taught 

to think of economic growth as a solely positive and harmless thing. We 

have become addicts. Artificial needs have been created and [we] have 

been manipulated to consume more and more, even at the expense of 

happiness. Could happiness actually be found in setting the market 

economy in proportion to the planet’s carrying capacity [?] Money 

economy is a system created by humans and it has taken over. At the 

moment, it is money guiding the humankind and not the other way around. 

Now, it would be the time for therapy. Perhaps these doughnuts [the 

Doughnut Economics] could serve as a medicine.” 

on Helsingin Sanomat, August 25, 2018 

 

 
8 “Critic” in English. 
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4.3 One world, shared challenge 

In total, 92 codes contributed to this storyline.   

4.3.1 Humankind is exceeding Earth’s biocapacity  

Rather than discussing a deeper issue that has resulted in an ecological 

overshoot, the problematic nature of modern consumption patterns was accepted 

but not elaborated in this storyline in contrast to the first two. The plot of the 

storyline remained on a practical level with a pragmatic focus on areas requiring 

change. It was stated that on Earth Overshoot Day, according to calculations, 

humankind has exceeded the biocapacity of the Earth. According to this storyline, 

the overshoot is the result of renewable resources being used faster than they 

are replenished. In addition, greenhouse gas emissions from using fossil fuels 

were explained to exceed the sink capacities of the biosphere. It was estimated 

that the annually produced natural resources and sink capacities are exhausted 

by humans at the current pace in August, and that the Overshoot Day is getting 

earlier each year. For the rest of the year, humankind was described to live on 

“debt.” It was stated that annually, an equivalent of approximately little under two 

Earths’ biocapacity would be needed to keep up with the current pace of global 

consumption.  

 

The single most significant drivers of this overshoot globally and in Finland were 

described to be the greenhouse gas emissions from energy production and 

transportation. In addition, it was mentioned that food production, especially the 

production of animal-based foods, requires large areas of land. This in turn was 

explained to drive deforestation. Other examples of overconsumption mentioned 

included  fishing, logging trees, harvesting crops, and the use of fresh water. 

Overconsumption was explained to result in climate change, biodiversity loss, 

and species extinction, most rapidly taking place in developing countries. It was 

perceived that in the future, these threats will continue to intensify, resulting in 

mass movements of people. 

 

Like in the storyline of greed an impossible endless growth, Finns were described 

to have a very high standard of living resulting in overconsumption. It was stated 

that Finns’ Overshoot Day is approximately four months earlier than the global 
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average, meaning that if everyone lived like a Finn, the biocapacity of almost four 

Earths would be needed. It was explained that because Finns’ Earth lasts only 

for three months out of year, there are not enough resources for the Finnish 

consumption level to be achieved globally.  

 

In this storyline, it was expressed that the thought of Finns living like this but 

others’ not having the right or the possibility to do the same is unacceptable. 

Moreover, it was explained that the importation of food and many other goods to 

Finland is how the consumption patterns in Western countries have an impact on 

the environment in developing countries. It was also argued that the 

externalization of the aftermath of Finnish overconsumption to developing 

countries explains why the consequences of excessive consumption are not 

visible in Finland. Consequently, it was stated that “Finns are not innocent of 

overconsumption” and should not therefore blame others.  

 

It was stated that the purpose of the Earth Overshoot Day is to draw attention to 

the limits of the planet. The Earth, its resources and the global challenges were 

described as shared by all, which is why it was expressed that “global thinking is 

needed” instead of only focusing on what happens inside national borders. For 

example, it was mentioned that carbon dioxide is not bounded by countries’ 

borders. Moreover, in some of the statements contributing to this storyline, the 

storyline of overconsumption by overpopulation was criticized of purposefully 

choosing a point of reference compared to which one’s own actions could be 

framed as irrelevant, and one could as a result be freed from any responsibility. 

It was highlighted that each person is just one person, regardless of their 

nationality, Finnish or African. Consequently, individuals’ actions were found to 

matter.  

 

In short, the issue in this storyline was framed as a challenge that is shared by 

the global community, as there is one globe and the troublesome aftermath of 

overconsumption, like climate change, knows no boundaries. However, the 

responsibility for the issue and the consequences of overconsumption were not 

described to fall evenly across nations. The victims of overconsumption were 
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stated to be people in developing countries, where the implications of 

environmental change driven by overconsumption are the most severe to 

humans. The drivers of the issue were described to be ordinary areas of 

consumption that the entire humankind takes part in, though it was recognized 

that  some contribute to the issue more than others. Therefore, the responsibility 

for the issue was perceived as shared by everyone, but those consuming more 

are appointed with more responsibility. Those with high consumption levels, in 

this case, Finns, can be identified as the villains of the story. The responsibility 

for the issue and the solutions however are not as strongly appointed here as in 

the storylines of overconsumption by overpopulation and greed and impossible 

endless growth, where the positionings of the actors were stronger.  

 

4.3.2 Multilevel solutions are needed 

In this storyline, it was argued that global and local actions are needed in order 

for the issue to be solved. The solutions were described as having to be 

“multilevel” and diverse. The concrete actions of individuals were described in 

most detail. The starting point for individuals was described to be a critical 

reflection on personal consumption habits. Nevertheless, it was stated that one 

does not have to make extreme changes, because modest alterations to one’s 

way of life were described to have a significant impact when more people 

participate. A lifestyle without overconsumption was described to be not only 

possible but a way of life that could also be pleasant and healthy. Examples of 

the practical lifestyle changes suggested in the statements included reducing 

meat consumption, favouring local food and home cooked meals, picking berries 

instead of buying imported fruits, reducing food waste, not owning a private 

vehicle, buying higher quality goods, reducing consumption, recycling, and using 

solar power. In addition, it was mentioned that one should consider whether all 

items that are owned and purchased are “truly necessary.” 

 

Urban and traffic planning were also brought up as areas needing change in the 

statements contributing to this storyline. It was perceived that changes in the 

energy and food systems are also needed in addition to recycling and a circular 

economy where materials are cycled. It was also mentioned that actions are 
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needed also on an international level, since big decisions, like climate action, 

were described to be made by nations. It was expressed that Western countries 

should “lead by example” when it comes to environmental matters and that birth 

rates in the areas where they are still high could be lowered by educating girls. 

Overall, change guided by determined decision-making was seen preferable 

compared to change happening by chance and circumstance.  

 

Based on these descriptions, the suggestions for solutions imply a future where 

many aspects of life look different compared to the current situation. However, 

though many areas requiring change are mentioned, the actual change and/or 

how that would come about is less clear, for example in the cases of urban 

planning and the energy system. Moreover, solutions that are given concrete 

names, like “circular economy” and “climate action” for example, are not 

accompanied by clear descriptions on how such solutions could be organized in 

practice or what they would look like. Therefore, despite the focus on the practical 

areas needing change in this storyline, many aspects like, what the improved 

systems look like, who is in charge of the change, and how change happens, is 

left to the imagination.  

 

Though there are many similarities to the storyline of greed and impossible 

endless growth, the focus here is more pragmatic instead of centring around the 

notions of responsibilities and justice. Though the logic of the economic system 

was not explicitly problematized, the areas of consumption recognized 

problematic were ordinary, embedded in normal life, instead of focusing on 

luxury. However, since the proposed changes do not necessarily imply a change 

in the logic of the system, room is left for an interpretation that the foundations of 

the current system can continue to exist if practical improvements are made. 

 

The responsibility for the solution falls on multiple levels in this storyline. Despite 

the diversity in scale of areas that are described to need change, citizens are the 

only actors explicitly pointed out to have agency over the issue by making lifestyle 

changes, attributing them with the primary role of the hero (for green 

consumerism see e.g. Akenji, 2014). In addition, the need for changes in systems 
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was also mentioned, but since it was unclear how these systemic changes could 

take place, it also remained unclear whether the barriers to making these 

changes are political, economic, or technical in nature. The actors of these 

different sectors, like decision-making, and urban and technical design are 

present only implicitly in the mentions of the different sectors. Because these 

actors are absent, who exactly they are, and how responsibilities and agency are 

distributed amongst them remains obscured. The international co-operation 

mentioned can be interpreted to indicate that the responsibility for collective 

action should be borne by all nations. In this storyline, in addition to being the 

villains, wealthy countries can also be identified as potential heroes as it was 

made clear in the statements that they not only have the most responsibility to 

change because they have contributed to the issue the most, but also because 

they are in a position where they can be an example to others and individuals can 

adjust their personal consumption patterns.  

 

(A07) Finnish News Agency STT for Ilta-Sanomat, April 11, 2018, 03:08 

“-- The national Overshoot Day of Finland is on Wednesday according to 

WWF Finland. The Earth Overshoot Day marks the moment when the 

consumption of natural resources by humans has in calculations exceeded 

the biocapacity of the Earth. In Finland, the day comes about four months 

before the day calculated based on global average consumption. If 

everyone lived like Finns, we would need 3.6 Earths to meet the demand 

of natural resources in a sustainable way. The drivers of high consumption 

are energy production, transportation, and food production. By also 

changing these, consumption could be reduced globally.”  

 

(A08) Kaunista ja hyvää9, August 22, 2020, 08:14, +1 

“Everyone’s personal part is the solution: ecological clothes that can be 

fixed like the ones I have been buying from Heeben since 2006–the colours 

of the rainbow pamper one’s soul, smaller apartment, carless household, 

reducing electricity consumption by half and being grateful of good life. Best 

 
9 ”Beautiful and good” in English. 
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for everyone – 7 billion persons will not fail, when the society takes care of 

its own part. Best good for everyone!” 

on Yle Uutiset, August 22, 2020 

 

4.4 Technology as the problem and the solution  

In total, 37 codes contributed to this storyline.  

4.4.1 Inefficient technology leads to problems in resource and energy use 

In the statements contributing to this storyline, the idea of absolute scarcity 

behind the Earth Overshoot Day was rejected. Instead, the issue was found to be 

technical in nature. It was stated that too much greenhouse gases are emitted 

into the atmosphere compared to the sink capacities of the Earth as a result of 

fossil fuel heavy energy production and transportation. It was also expressed that 

at the same time, “the Earth receives solar energy beyond the needs of the global 

population,” but this energy is just not utilized. In addition, it was mentioned that 

the amount of land area required for current modes of food production contributes 

to deforestation. In general, consumption was not seen as an action reducing the 

stock of resources but as a process where materials and energy are recycled. 

Therefore, the issue was not found to be a limited stock of resources but 

insufficient technology and means to use and recycle them in a safe way. 

 

In this storyline, “going back in time” by using less technology and downscaling 

lifestyles to resemble the ones decades or even centuries ago was described to 

not to be a viable solution. In addition, the current economic system was stated 

to be problematic because its growth was argued to be based on “printing money” 

rather than being strictly bound to natural resources, technological advancement, 

and concrete development. In some statements, green politicians were described 

to slow development down and in others, it was explained that decision-makers 

allocate funds in ways that do not support technological development. In addition, 

it was stated that people are unwilling to “put in the work” that societal and 

technological development would require. In this storyline, it was also criticized 

how instead of repairing existing technology, new gadgets are purchased 

because devices get broken quickly and repairing services are insufficient.  
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In conclusion, decision-makers are found to be the villains of this storyline as they 

are not sufficiently supporting, and even some cases slowing development down. 

In addition, those who hold power in the financial system are also villains since 

they were described to be trying to grow the economy based on what is 

considered wrongful criteria. In this storyline, the victims were not specified and 

the significance of the aftermath of current consumption levels combined with 

insufficient technology was not elaborated. The issue is depoliticized by 

problematizing technology instead of consumption levels. 

 

4.4.2 In technology we trust  

In the statements contributing to this storyline, it was stated that the Finnish 

economy needs to be readjusted to follow technological development and the 

stocks of natural resources. In Finland, forestry and bioproduction were described 

as important industries using nationally available resources and it was considered 

that forest-based biofuels should be utilized more. In addition, it was argued that 

instead of “pouring funds” into “unproductive renewables” like wind power, 

nuclear energy should be supported in Finland. It was expressed that with both 

“hard work and new inventions,” humankind is developed, and the “boundaries of 

the system can be pushed further.” Circular economy was mentioned as a 

potential way to organize the economy in the future. It was also stated that if 

technological advances are not achieved, the global population needs to be 

reduced.   

 

In conclusion, in this rather narrow storyline, insufficient technology was found to 

be the issue explaining overconsumption, and future, improved technology to be 

the solution. As this storyline relied on future technological development mostly 

without specifying what kind of technology is needed, the path to future remained 

mysterious. The currently known, potential solutions identified included nuclear 

energy and biofuels. As no statements discussed reducing consumption, it can 

be interpreted that it is implicitly suggested that as long as technology continues 

to be developed, there will not be a need to interrupt the current consumption 

patterns. 
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In this storyline, no heroes were explicitly mentioned. Instead, technology was 

portrayed as an entity that will either be developed or remain stagnant, yet the 

actors behind technological development were obscured. Nevertheless, it can be 

interpreted that the implicit suggestion was that those developing and funding 

technology and working hard, resulting in societal development are the heroes of 

the storyline. Since decision-makers were mentioned as the actors allocating 

funds improperly, it could be interpreted that decision-makers who do fund 

promising technologies could be the heroes.  

 

(A09) Vouhottaja10 April 11, 2018, 7:42, Well said (6) 

“For billions of years, resources have been accumulating on Earth and they 

still continue to accumulate. There are enough resources to be consumed 

in the future as well as long as we would learn to recover them better.” 

on Ilta-Sanomat, April 11, 2018 

 

(A10) ihatsdp, August 1, 2017, 21:00, Well said (49) 

“In Finland there is wood and peat beyond our own needs. No electric cars 

but biodiesel from pine trees. We should be self-sufficient, but then there 

are the Greens, the breaks to development.” 

on Ilta-Sanomat, August 1, 2017 

 

(A11) Juldarsson, August 22, 2020, 7:49, +6  

”What is deceiving about these calculations is that for example in terms of 

energy, excluding geothermal heat, all of the energy we need in the end 

comes from the sun. And compared to the needs of humanity, the amount 

of sun’s energy that hits the Earth in a year is absurd. So, it is more about 

how we manage to use energy and materials, instead of if they are running 

out.”  

on Yle Uutiset, August 22, 2020 

 

 
10 “A fussy person” in English. 
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4.5 Critical statements not part of a coherent storyline  

Like Ksiazek and Springer (2018) note, it was also observed here that critique 

was a common feature of these online news discussion forums. Most of the 

storylines included critique towards other storylines or some of their aspects (for 

polyphony by negation see Gjerstad & Fløttum, 2021). However, some of the 

critique in the comments was presented without any complementing elements of 

a story that would have clarified what that specific commenter considered to be 

a better way to make sense of the issue than the one they criticized. Moreover, 

because there was some overlap between the storylines in the accounts, the 

codes representing these solely critical comments could not unquestionably be 

attributed to the constructed storylines despite some of the similarities with the 

storylines. In this section, I briefly discuss the re-occurring points raised in these 

critical comments.  

 

Some of the critique was directed at the news media. It was considered that the 

tone of the articles was intimidating and causing or trying to cause feelings of 

guilt. In some comments, personal responsibility for overconsumption was 

rejected and suggested solutions (e.g. reusable alternatives for single-use items) 

or topics (e.g. plastic bags) were disapproved of because they were considered 

to be inappropriate or irrelevant for addressing overconsumption.  

 

In the critique on one the topics of the news articles, leaving society for a self-

sufficient lifestyle, it was stated that the lifestyle was common still in the 1950’s 

but nowadays it is “nice to try it for fun” when one can return back to modern 

society when the lifestyle becomes difficult. It was also stated that such lifestyle 

would not be possible without the modern society, and that it is unfair for others 

to pay taxes for producing the services these people committed to an alternative 

lifestyle still use despite not having a conventional type of paid work. The self-

sufficiency of the group showcased in the article was also questioned and it was 

stated that such experiments would not solve any societal issues and that as a 

solution they are unrealistic because they cannot be up-scaled.  
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Policies on both Finnish and EU-level aimed at supporting sustainable 

consumption and production were criticized of achieving the opposite. Examples 

mentioned included production moving to other countries and public transport 

being run down and made too expensive. The Earth Overshoot Day was also 

considered to a part of the Green party’s agenda. 

 

WWF was criticized for being “a prophet of doom” and accused of trying to collect 

funds by making people feel guilty. In addition, the calculations behind the Earth 

Overshoot Day were considered to be flawed and unable to withstand scientific 

scrutiny. Moreover, it was questioned who had made the estimates regarding the 

Earth Overshoot Day and how. The science behind the material footprint and 

climate change was also challenged, as well as the viability of renewable energy 

sources and emission reductions from electric cars. It was stated that resources 

are abundant and that “life goes on” despite catastrophic claims.  

 

In the articles, the Earth Overshoot Day was defined as the day when humanity 

has exceeded the planet’s annual biocapacity in calculations that WWF and/or 

the GFN report. According to Ksiazek and Springer (2018) both the topic and its 

contextualization and interpretation influence the number of responses in the 

comment section. In addition, they note that use of sources tends to generate 

more comments (Ksiazek & Springer, 2018). As the calculations were a point of 

critique both in the storyline of overconsumption by overpopulation and 

separately, perhaps mentioning that the overshoot is based on calculations rather 

than physical observations without elaborating how such estimates are reached 

fueled the critique. This might also explain the confusion about how it can be 

possible for Finland to only consume half of its biocapacity and yet if the Finnish 

consumption level was adopted globally, almost an equivalent of four planets’ 

resources would be needed. Excluding information about how the Earth 

Overshoot Day is estimated in the articles seemed to open the door for 

speculation and disputing rather than open, critical discussion on whether the 

calculation logic was considered appropriate or not. On the other hand, the 

criticism targeting the conversation in the discussion forum defended the 

knowledge and expertise of scientists and experts and in some comments, their 
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intelligence was considered superior to the people, assumed to be lay people,  

criticizing them. In addition, claims commenters made on various issues, both 

supporting and questioning the campaign were questioned and rejected as 

inaccurate by other discussants.   

 

4.6 The overlap between the storylines  

There were multiple accounts in which more than one storyline was drawn from 

to make sense of the phenomena. In some cases, it was difficult to distinguish 

the category to which a story contributed the most accurately whereas in other 

cases, the elements of one or multiple different storylines were distinctly present. 

According to Gjerstad and Fløttum (2021) polyphony, or multi-voicedness, can 

be created by including aspects of alternative or competing narratives into the 

telling of one storyline. This polyphony in turn complexifies policy narratives 

(Fløttum & Gjerstad, 2017). As polyphony was not the main interest of this study, 

it will not be discussed extensively, but only the most common cases in this 

category are described along with some general observations. There are multiple 

ways in which the diversity of narratives can be detected from stories, but only 

the cases where elements from multiple narratives were presented as compatible 

parts of a story were coded in more than category. For a linguistic example on 

how polyphony can be identified in narratives, see Fløttum and Gjerstad (2017). 

 

In some statements (n = 13) the issue was identified to be both overpopulation or 

population growth (the storyline of overconsumption by overpopulation) and high 

consumption levels (the storylines of greed and impossible endless growth and 

one world, shared challenge). Consequently, the solutions were found in tackling 

both, or in some cases, because no viable methods of population control were 

recognized or they were considered too slow, the best way to solve the issue was 

found to be reducing consumption. In some statements, the responsibility of 

developed countries for reducing their consumption was mentioned (7), while in 

others, the need to reduce consumption was discussed generally without 

specifying how the responsibility for it is distributed (6).   
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In the case of the storylines of greed and impossible endless growth and one 

world, shared challenge, the distinction was sometimes especially difficult to 

make. The overlapping aspects could not be entirely removed from the final 

storylines as on many occasions, some of the elements of these storylines were 

fused together. In total, 26 codes were included in both categories. Three of the 

26 codes were also included in the category of overconsumption by 

overpopulation, one in the category of technology as the problem and the solution 

and one in all four of the categories. Some of the solutions of the greed and 

impossible endless growth storyline, fixing the faults of the current system and 

consumers changing their consumption habits, resemble the solutions of the 

storyline of one world, shared challenge. In some of the statements contributing 

to the storyline of greed and impossible endless growth, it was stated that are no 

good alternatives the current system, explaining some cases of these overlapping 

solutions.  

 

It could also be argued that the one world, shared challenge storyline drew the 

notions of responsibility and the roles of the victim and the villain from the 

storyline of greed and impossible endless growth, where the roles of the actors 

were more established. In both storylines scarcity was attributed to 

overconsumption in some parts of the world while it is experienced by others 

elsewhere (see also Scoones et al. 2019). Accordingly, in these storylines the 

solution was to reduce consumption in wealthy nations (see also Scoones et al. 

2019). By discussing the issue pragmatically, and not addressing what has 

caused the uneven distribution of consumption levels, the issue was depoliticized 

in the storyline of one world, shared challenge, and the focus remained on areas 

needing practical solutions.  

 

Hendrixson and Hartmann (2019) argue that the framing of developing countries 

as helpless victims of Western overconsumption (see also Gjerstad & Fløttum, 

2017) and as a potential source of a mass of climate refugees is based the power 

dynamics of the overpopulation narrative. In the storylines of greed and 

impossible endless growth and one world, shared challenge where the people of 

developing countries were identified as victims, they were not included in the 
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solutions, framing them as incapable of affecting the course of events. Instead, 

the Global North was described to have agency over both worsening and 

improving the situation. In this way, these two storylines can be interpreted to 

draw from the storyline of overconsumption by overpopulation. However, in the 

storyline of overconsumption by overpopulation, where the (people of) developing 

countries were found to be the villains, they were attributed more agency over 

the issue, especially the causes. However, in terms of the solutions their agency 

was weak. Though it was suggested that population should be controlled locally, 

the framing of developing countries as the recipients of development aid was a 

much more concrete solution. In addition, according to Hendrixson and Hartmann 

(2019), the migration argument is very present in the Western political 

imagination as it is politically very powerful, which could be one of the reasons it 

was adopted in the storylines where scarcity was understood as absolute rather 

than relative: overconsumption by overpopulation, greed and impossible endless 

growth, and one world, shared challenge.  

 

Interestingly, a dystopic vision of the future was present in both overconsumption 

by overpopulation and greed and impossible endless growth storylines (see also 

Autio et al. 2009; Christensen et al. 2018). Yet these storylines were presented 

mostly as strictly exclusive to one another. In this case of the shared ending, the 

common, underlying understanding of absolute scarcity and misanthropic notions 

could explain why both plots were steered into this direction. Responsibilities 

were attributed differently in the narratives, reflecting different logics on what 

leads to absolute scarcity. This perspective where doom was described 

inescapable could also reflect a lack of trust in the alternative endings where 

solutions were found for this rather complex issue. The attribution of the “root 

cause” to a vice or population growth driven by foreign cultures and religions also 

demonstrates how the complexity of the issue, including its causes and solutions, 

can be difficult to grasp.  

 

Because polyphony can also be used purposefully to create support for example 

through acknowledging opposing views without accepting them according to 

Fløttum and Gjerstad (2017), presenting aspects of different storylines together 
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as compatible or by concession could be interpreted in some cases to be an effort 

to bridge the gap between the views of strictly different “narrative camps” where 

the different ways to make sense of the issue are seen exclusive to one another. 

In this light, it is interesting to note that 12 of the 15 news articles were coded with 

two or more codes. 10 articles were categorized in both the storyline of greed and 

impossible endless growth and one world, shared challenge. Some of the 

polyphony in the articles was created by including different perspectives 

expressed in interviews. 

 

The polyphony in these storylines on overconsumption reflects how one can draw 

from multiple different storylines while making sense of the phenomenon and how 

different aspects of the storylines are interpreted as compatible in some cases, 

and as exclusive in others. Criticizing one storyline while being able to argue 

through another showcases an example of a clear distinction between the 

narratives, while in other cases drawing from multiple storylines without being 

able to construct a logically sound story reflects confusion about the existing 

narratives (see also Berg & Hukkinen, 2011).  

 

5 Discussion 

5.1 Summary of the findings 

In this section, I briefly summarize the key points of the results before moving 

onto discussion. In the discussion, I examine the narrative structures and 

elements of the storylines, discuss my findings in the light previous research and 

highlight the contribution of my findings to research on the topic. After that, I 

discuss areas where future research is needed, and finally, consider the 

limitations of this study.  

 

Four different storylines were constructed in this analysis on online news articles 

and editorials related to the Earth Overshoot Day and the comments in the 

corresponding discussion forums. The key features of the plots’ stages and how 

actors were positioned in different roles in the storylines are summarized in Table 

2. The storylines are overconsumption by overpopulation, focusing on population 

growth induced scarcity and neutralizing global inequalities; greed and 
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Table 2. Summary of the storylines 
*These actors were only implied in the suggested solutions and problem definitions instead of being explicitly mentioned as actors taking the 
specific role in statements contributing to the storylines. 

Storyline 

Stages of the plot Actors 

Underlying issue 
(beginning) 

Problem definition 
(middle) 

Solutions  
(ending) 

Victim Villain Hero 

Overconsumption 
by overpopulation 

"Explosive" 
population growth  

The global population 
exceeding the 
biocapacity of the planet 
and resulting in resource 
scarcity, climate change 
and migration flow 
towards Europe 

Population control and 
reduction through 
development aid, 
population control 
policies, conflict, or final 
destruction (nature) 

Finns (The people of) countries 
with large population and/or 
rapid population growth 
(China, India, and African 
countries), actors trying to 
control Finns' consumption 
(politicians/decision-makers, 
WWF, media) 

Developed 
countries* or 
developing 
countries,* global 
authority* 

Greed and 
impossible 
endless growth 

Insatiable greed and 
growth-dependency 
of the socio-
economic system 

Natural degradation, 
social inequality, uneven 
distribution of well-being 
and suffering of the 
consequences of 
overconsumption  

Controlling greed 
through regulation, 
systemic change toward 
a more equal system, 
consumption based on 
needs, or final 
destruction (nature) 

People in 
developing 
countries, 
nature 

Finns, Western countries, 
the wealthy financial and 
business elite, humankind 
(greed is universal) 

Regulators,* villains 
(consumers and 
businesses) if they 
quit their harmful 
behaviour  

One world, 
shared challenge 

The consumption of 
humankind exceeds 
the biocapacity of the 
planet 

Climate change, 
biodiversity loss 
(species extinction), 
degradation of living 
conditions  

Multi-level solution: 
voluntary change in 
consumer behaviour, 
improvement in parts of 
the system, international 
co-operation 

People in 
developing 
countries  

Those with high 
consumption levels (Finns, 
Western countries), 
humankind  

Consumers, 
developed 
countries, the 
global community 
(nations) 

Technology as 
the problem and 
solution  

Technology is too 
insufficient for 
sustaining current 
consumption levels 
sustainably 

Climate change and 
environmental 
degradation 
(deforestation) 

Technological progress 
leading to socio-
economic development 
decoupling from 
environmental 
degradation 

 
 
/ 

Decision-makers, key actors 
in the financial system*  

Funders (decision-
makers),* 
developers* of 
technology, 
hardworking 
individuals* 
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impossible endless growth, problematizing the capitalist, growth-dependent 

system and addressing social inequality; one world, shared challenge, 

highlighting the impact of individuals’ actions; and technology as the problem and 

the solution, defining scarcity as relative and relying on future, technological 

development as the solution. The storylines contained diverse elements and 

alternatives for how the story of overconsumption could unfold. However, the 

endings and the heroes remained more or less vague in all storylines. 

 

Some polyphony was detected in the storylines in the form of elements from 

multiple storylines being present in single accounts. While in some accounts there 

were clear references to other storylines by complementing or challenging them, 

in others there was confusion between the storylines. Elements from the 

storylines of greed and impossible endless growth and one world, shared 

challenge were drawn from the most as complementing to one another, fusing 

some parts of these storylines together. In most of the news articles, elements 

from more than one storyline were present.  

 

5.2 Narrativity of the storylines 

Based on the descriptions provided in the results section it can be argued that 

the storylines of overconsumption constructed from online news articles and the 

corresponding discussion forums were somewhat unsettled, as multiple 

alternatives on how the same storyline could unfold were suggested in the 

accounts. There were diverse and even contradicting accounts regarding the 

stages of the plots and the actors of the storylines on both general and detailed 

levels. In addition, the different understandings of the issue expressed through 

these storylines demonstrate disagreement about sustainable consumption (see 

also Cooper et al. 2012).  

 

According to Berg and Hukkinen (2011), a narrative is strengthened by strong 

narrativity, which requires a distinct presence of all three parts of the plot: the 

beginning, the middle, and the end. The beginnings and middles were often the 

most well-established stages of the storylines constructed here. However, the 

suggestions of multiple solutions that were in some cases exclusive to one 

another, resulted in a lack of clearly defined endings. The lack of a clear solution 
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in all the constructed storylines weakened their narrativity (Berg & Hukkinen, 

2011; Kaplan, 1993). This might be at least partly explained by the diverse views 

on what are appropriate solutions or even if they are any available, and because 

the storylines extended to unknown future.  

 

The vagueness of the different solutions and/or actors responsible for conducting 

the solutions proposed in each storyline also reflects the complexity of the issue. 

Though the storyline of overconsumption by overpopulation had the most distinct 

and well-defined stages of the plot overall, the clear definition of the solution, 

population control, was not matched with equally straightforward means and 

actors suitable for implementing the solution. The most coherent of the options 

was lowering birth rates with the help of development aid. However, since it was 

stated that the effect from this is slow, this solution did not seem to match the 

urgency in which the “need to reduce population” was described. In addition, this 

solution frames developing countries capable of resolving the situation, even 

though Finland was described to not be responsible for solving the issue, making 

this solution contradicting to the rest of the storyline. Moreover, in some 

statements it was expressed, often from a point of critique, that population control 

in general is seen socially unacceptable. This could be interpreted to indicate a 

lack of belief in the feasibility of population control in the statements contributing 

to this storyline. 

 

According to Jones (2014), a clear hero is needed in narratives to create 

resonance. This might make drawing from the storyline of one world, shared 

challenge a more attractive option compared to the other storylines, since in this 

storyline there was a clearly identified hero who has agency over solving the 

issue, consumer citizen. Nevertheless, since other areas needing change beyond 

consumer choices formed parts of the multilevel solution, the actors responsible 

for these other areas of change remained less clear, and it was expressed that 

the actions of individuals alone are not sufficient for solving the issue, the role of 

the hero remained only partly filled.  
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In the storyline of greed and impossible endless growth on the other hand, the 

main aspects of change included regulation, system change, reducing production 

alongside the actions of individuals. The actors with responsibility and agency 

over the changes, regulators and decision-makers, companies, and (rich) 

individuals, were implied or in some cases, explicitly addressed. Who could 

change the logic of the system that was perceived to be problematic and how, 

remained unclear. Distributing the responsibility resulted in some uncertainty 

regarding who the primary actor(s) in the role of the hero are.  

 

The framing of “we/us” was rather common in the statements. According to 

Gjerstad and Fløttum (2021) by defining the villain as “we/us,” blame can be 

obscured and the process of forming a narrative on a complicated issue, 

simplified. In the storylines of greed and impossible endless growth and one 

world, shared challenge, the discussants, assumed to be Finns, identified 

themselves or humanity in general to be both the villain and the hero (see also 

Gjerstad & Fløttum, 2021). In addition, the roles of the same actors were 

recognized to change temporally within the narrative, especially in the storyline 

of one world, shared challenge where the collective was identified as the villain 

with potential for redemption and becoming the hero (see also Gjerstad & 

Fløttum, 2021). On many occasions, the dual role of the villain in the storylines 

was implied by suggesting that the issue would be solved if the villain would 

change their behaviour.  

 

Despite the apparent struggles in coming up with coherent solutions and concrete 

measures to implement them, it is worth noting that an urgent need for change 

was present in the storylines of overconsumption by overpopulation, greed and 

impossible endless growth, and one world, shared challenge, since scarcity was 

described as absolute and the concerning consequences of overconsumption 

already taking place or to be approaching in the near future. The narrative 

characteristics of the storyline of technology as problem and the solution were 

slightly different since the perspective of scarcity as relative made the description 

of the issue seem less urgent compared to the other storylines. In addition, in this 

storyline the most absent stage of the plot was the middle since it was not 
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elaborated why and to whom the consequences of overconsumption 

(deforestation and greenhouse gas emissions exceeding sink capacities) are 

problematic. However, it should be noted that this might also be explained by the 

low occurrence of stories contributing to this storyline in the material. The 

proposed understanding of technology as both the underlying issue and the 

solution on the other hand was very clear and straightforward in this storyline. 

Perhaps even too straightforward to create strong narrativity as neither agency 

nor responsibility were attributed to almost any actor, neutralizing the issue to a 

more technical level rather than a socio-political level.  

 

5.3 Results in the light of other narratives constructed about 

sustainable consumption 

Similar to Johansson’s (2015) findings, most comments presented viewpoints 

that challenged the content, or the perspective presented in the article, or built on 

the notions of different storylines that were included in the articles. Overall, 

diverse elements were incorporated in the discussion (see also Cooper et al. 

2012). Much of the focus of the storylines was on questions of justice and power 

(see also Hobson, 2002) indicating that the understanding of responsibility for 

sustainable consumption remains disputed and generates debate in public 

discussion. In addition, broader questions regarding sustainable development 

and responsibility for the common future were intertwined in the constructed 

storylines on overconsumption.  

 

According to Hendrixson and Hartmann (2019), the narrative on population-

induced scarcity has remained relatively unchanged for the past couple of 

centuries despite the changes in global demographic development over time. 

Much like this narrative, the storyline of overconsumption by overpopulation 

“misrepresents demographic dynamics, stereotypes specific populations, 

depoliticizes inequalities in wealth and power, and naturalizes social and political 

conflicts” like Hendrixson and Hartmann describe (2019). In the storyline of 

overconsumption by overpopulation, certain developing countries were framed 

as the problem areas where people have too many children, making these areas 

overpopulated and leading to local scarcity, conflict, and migration to other parts 
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of the world (see also Hendrixson & Hartmann, 2019). Eventually, the entire world 

becomes overpopulated in this storyline.  

 

Since Finns were described to be an example of populating their country on a 

sustainable level and demographic differences were used to justify global 

inequalities, it was clearly indicated what kind of reproductive choices are 

(ir)responsible and who is to blame for the issue (see also Hendrixson & 

Hartmann, 2019). At the same time, aspects like the demographic transition, 

global differences in the distribution of wealth and the sizes of environmental 

footprint per capita, and the differences between and within the “villainous” 

countries and continents remained absent from the conversation. Hendrixson and 

Hartmann (2019) argue that the narrative of overpopulation is used to maintain 

the status quo as it neutralizes existing inequalities and normalizes neoliberal 

economic growth as a condition of development.  

 

Though population dynamics were prevalent in the case discussed here, in 

previous literature on public’s perceptions and narratives on unsustainable 

consumption and climate change (see section 2.2), population dynamics have 

not had such a central role though their presence has been reported (see e.g. 

Cooper et al. 2012; Gjerstad & Fløttum, 2021). This could be due to multiple 

factors such as what point of view the issue is approached from and what the 

researchers are interested in studying. However, according to Hendrixson and 

Hartmann (2019), this narrative remains widely used.  

 

The storyline of technology as the problem and the solution remained marginal in 

the case studied in this thesis. In the light of the previous literature focusing on 

public’s perceptions, it seems that this narrative has not been a key resource in 

public’s sense-making processes on sustainable consumption. However, very 

similar ways to conceptualize the issue have been discussed in other, more policy 

and/or business-oriented contexts such as the eco-efficient growth economy 

narrative discussed by Berg and Hukkinen (2011), ecological modernization 

discussed by Hajer (1995), and the technology- and investment-based resolution 

to food scarcity in an African land-rush narrative discussed by Scoones et al. 
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(2019). In addition, the focus on increasing the efficiency at which materials are 

utilized by cycling them to combat the issue of limited resources has many 

similarities to circular economy (see Schröder et al. 2019). Circular economy was 

also included in the solutions of the storylines of greed and impossible endless 

growth and one world, shared challenge, making it a complementing element to 

multiple ways of understanding the issue. 

 

The conflict between sustainability and modern consumer culture was in a central 

role of the discussions, reflecting previous research on publics’ perceptions on 

the dilemmas of sustainable consumption (see e.g. Autio et al. 2009; Cooper et 

al. 2012; Markkula & Moisander, 2012), as well as academic discussion on 

sustainability, economy and consumption (see e.g. Hickel & Kallis, 2020; 

O’Rourke & Lollo, 2015). The issue was primarily addressed in the storylines of 

overconsumption by overpopulation and greed and impossible endless growth. 

The perspectives that were adopted on the topic in these storylines were however 

based on very different ways to make sense of the issue.  

 

By re-politicizing economic growth at the cost of societal and environmental well-

being, the storyline of greed and impossible growth draws on the same notions 

as degrowth (see degrowth economy narrative constructed by Berg & Hukkinen, 

2011). The solutions alike, reducing consumption and stricter regulation ensuring 

more equally distributed well-being, are aligned with a degrowth vision (see e.g. 

Berg & Hukkinen, 2011; Kallis et al. 2018; Schröder et al. 2019). However, 

because this storyline does not address the connection between economic 

growth and social stability, how the non-growth system would produce the desired 

level of well-being is left unclear (see also Berg & Hukkinen, 2011). 

 

The  same conflict between sustainability and consumer culture is also present 

in the juxtaposition between desire and restraint as Cooper et al. (2012) put it, 

demonstrated by the association between “good life” and consumerism (see also 

Connolly & Prothero, 2003; Wilk, 2010). This was naturally discussed from 

consumers’ point of view. In the storyline of overconsumption by overpopulation 

and technology as the problem and the solution, green consumer practices were 



 
 
 

75 

rejected as unattractive, primitive, and miserable (Cooper et al. 2012), lowering 

quality of life (see also Autio et al. 2009). Other, similar examples in previous 

literature on consumer perspectives include green consumer practices seen as 

conflicting with cheap, pleasurable, and convenient consumption (see antihero 

narrative by Autio et al. 2009) and fashionable aesthetics (Markkula & Moisander, 

2012).  

 

In the storyline of greed and impossible endless growth, this “desire” was 

discussed as morally unacceptable greed that is embedded in the capitalist 

system (see also Cooper et al. 2012). The examples of overconsumption were 

described as gluttonous and luxurious rather than ordinary consumption. In one 

hand, it could be seen that overconsumption as luxury is distanced to be 

something only the elite is guilty of, but one other, it was also implied that the 

normal lifestyles in wealthier countries such as Finland are luxurious and 

excessive. Nevertheless, since luxury was seen to extend the level of 

consumption beyond what achieving a sufficient quality of life requires and to be 

motivated by superficial objectives rather than needs, high consumption levels 

were not considered to be justified. By identifying characteristic vices, greed and 

apathy, to be at the core of the issue (see also Cafaro, 2005) the issue itself 

becomes more difficult to define, and consequently, to overcome. Restraining 

from and controlling material greed was seen to be necessary for the common 

good (see also Cooper et al. 2012), implying that this vice cannot be eradicated 

completely, but ways to limit it have to be found.  

 

In the storyline of one world, shared challenge, a different point of view was 

adopted. In this storyline, consumer practices were seen to be compatible with 

hedonistic consumerism (see also Autio et al. 2009). However, although green 

consumer practices were seen as a part of normal, conscious behaviour, there 

were also implicit notions of a sacrifice like in the Environmental Hero narrative 

discussed by Autio et al. (2009). Nonetheless, it was conveyed from the 

statements contributing to the storyline that both the personal and collective 

benefits from these sacrifices compensate the possible losses. Like Cooper et al. 

(2012) and Liu et al. (2019) noted, sustainable consumption practices, for 
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example in terms of food and transport, were even seen as directly beneficial to 

consumers themselves because of the associated health benefits. In contrast to 

the storyline of greed and impossible endless growth, here restraint was 

described to stem voluntarily from moral obligation instead of having to be 

imposed on individuals. 

 

The role of individual consumers as key drivers of sustainable consumption was 

accepted in some of the statements contributing to the storyline of one world, 

shared challenge. Some of the discussants discussed the practical changes one 

could make in their daily lives by giving examples based on personal experiences 

(see also Gjerstad & Fløttum, 2021). These choices were found to be the solution 

because it was argued that individuals’ choices accumulate. The examples 

presented indicate that choosing “greener” alternatives and recycling remain 

relevant practices in everyday discussions on sustainable consumption (see also 

Autio et al. 2009; Connolly & Prothero, 2003). Modest consumer practices were 

also included as a part of the solution in the storyline of greed and impossible 

endless growth, though the issue in general was found to be more structural. In 

addition, it is noteworthy that in these storylines, reducing consumption was 

included in the set of sustainable consumption practices, making how much is 

consumed a relevant concern in addition to what is consumed and how.  

 

Since the aspects beyond consumer behaviour of the multi-level solution in the 

storyline of one world, shared challenge remained unclear, this storyline falls into 

what Hajer (1995, p. 14) describes a paradox of sustainable development, where 

the calls for social change do not include clear suggestions on how it could be 

achieved. Some of the ideas that can be detected from the storyline of one world, 

shared challenge, such as local actions having global significance as both a part 

of the issue and a part of the solution, the concept of a common planet that is 

threatened by issues that are difficult to detect locally, such as greenhouse gases, 

and saved by collective effort, are features of the storyline of sustainable 

development (Hajer, 1995, pp. 9 – 10, 14).  
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Consumers agency was also addressed in the storylines of overconsumption by 

overpopulation and greed and impossible endless growth, making it another key 

point of discussion overall (see also Markkula & Moisaner, 2012). In contrast to 

the findings of Autio et al. (2009) and Markkula and Moisander (2012), the 

difficulty of making environmentally friendly choices that limits consumers’ 

agency was not in a central role of the discussion on the power of consumers. 

Indeed, in all three storylines where consumer practices were discussed, the 

understanding of the required change extended beyond consumers purchasing 

green alternatives (see also Cooper et al. 2012).  

 

In the storylines of overconsumption by overpopulation and greed and impossible 

endless growth, consumers were found to have limited power because the power 

was explicitly stated to be elsewhere, extending the conversation of relevant 

actors beyond consumer citizens. In the storyline of overconsumption by 

overpopulation, green consumer practices were explicitly criticized as negligible 

(see also Autio et al. 2009) since they have no impact on the population growth 

taking place in distant corners of the world, which was considered to be the 

primary issue. In the storyline of greed and impossible endless growth, the power 

was considered to be in the hands of the businesses (see also Autio et al. 2009), 

and financial and political elites. Accordingly, consumer choices were not found 

to be the primary means to achieve radical system change. Instead, the solution 

was found to be in the intervention of institutional actors that subject the actions 

of corporations to stricter regulation (see also Markkula & Moisander, 2012).  

 

Another important feature to address is how the actors were defined in the 

storylines. Overall, whether due to the framings provided in the news articles, the 

concept of national environmental footprint being in the centre of the Earth 

Overshoot Day campaign, or the general modes of discussion on the topic, the 

state seemed to be in a key role in the sense-making processes regarding 

overconsumption (see also Ridanpää, 2021). Defining the actors by using nations 

or “us” (Finns) and “others” (the rest) was quite common in all storylines (see also 

Gjerstad & Fløttum, 2021; Ridanpää, 2021). This juxtaposition however remained 

very loosely defined in the material, most often expressed as 
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developed/Western/affluent countries and developing/poor countries in addition 

to “us” and “them”. Finland, China, India, and Africa formed the exception as they 

were more specifically defined and repeatedly mentioned.  

 

Finland and Finns’ position and responsibility in relation to “others” was very 

central in the storylines. The way Finns were framed often revealed some 

expectations related to their character (see also Ridanpää, 2021). For example, 

in the storylines of one world, shared challenge and greed and impossible 

endless growth, reducing Finns’ consumption related environmental impact was 

described as the morally responsible thing to do, reflecting an expectation of 

Finns being environmentally responsible (see also Ridanpää, 2021) and 

expressing global solidarity in their behaviour. On the contrary, in the storyline of 

overconsumption by overpopulation, Finns’ current behaviour and consumption 

levels were considered sufficiently responsible already and therefore reducing 

consumption and the description of Finns’ consumption as environmentally and 

socially irresponsible were rejected.  In the storyline of technology as the problem 

and the solution, Finnish forestry was pictured as an environmentally beneficial 

industry, drawing on the idea that the traditional Finnish industry is compatible 

with environmental responsibility (see also Ridanpää, 2021).  

 

Like the discussion above demonstrates, many of the features of the storylines 

constructed here have also been discussed in previous literature on sustainable 

consumption narratives from consumers’ perspectives (e.g. Autio et al. 2009; 

Cooper et al. 2012; Gjerstad & Fløttum, 2021; Markkula & Moisander, 2012), and 

in political and broader cultural contexts as well (e.g. Berg & Hukkinen, 2011; 

Hajer, 1995; Hendrixson & Hartmann, 2019). Reflecting the results of Cooper et 

al. (2012), many of the themes discovered here are also highly relevant in 

academic discussion on sustainable consumption. In conclusion, diverse fields of 

narrative resources are drawn from to make sense of the phenomenon in the 

public discussion taking place in online news articles and their discussion forums.  
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5.4 Limitations of this thesis 

Conducting comprehensive research on public discussion is a challenging and 

an extensive task. Here, online news articles and the discussion they generated 

in their comment sections were chosen as the sample, providing insights on the 

merging point between private and public spheres in the context of online news 

media. However, it should be noted that the frequencies given to the occurrences 

of the storylines in the material cannot be considered representative of their 

frequencies in public or private discussions in general. In addition, a sample of 

13 news articles and two editorials from three different Finnish news media 

cannot be considered a comprehensive cross-section of the narratives presented 

in Finnish news media. Although columns and opinion pieces and the like 

represent singular views, by publishing them news media platforms provide these 

perspectives visibility and access to large audiences and public discussion. 

Therefore, excluding them from this sample limited the perspectives presented in 

mainstream news media discussed in this thesis.  

 

Most methodological choices have both strengths and weaknesses. The choice 

of using comments and articles as the units of analysis was found to be sufficient 

for constructing storylines from the material and ensuring that the plots of the 

stories as they were told remained intact throughout the analysis. However, the 

more established approach of open coding without pre-determined units of 

analysis (see e.g. Welch et al. 2021) would have probably resulted in similar 

results. If the analysis was conducted this way, it would have relied more on 

constructing logically sound storylines from the elements presented in the 

material. This would have had the benefit of avoiding the inclusion of overlap in 

the final storylines and allowing for more defined and distinct interpretations of 

how the elements used to discuss the issue draw from logically separate 

storylines. Storylines constructed from thematic elements could also have been 

presented more concisely by only including the most often re-occurring elements 

in the storyline. How I chose to conduct the analysis favored the presentation of 

the storylines in the empirical material, displaying the practical incoherence 

associated with articulating stories on the issue.  
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Like discussed in section 3.3, the analysis weighed on the discussion forums. 

Considering that the articles provided the primary context of the discussion, 

analyzing the news articles separately could have provided analytical clarity 

between the forums and the news articles, a more robust media analysis, and 

more extensive intertextual insights. Though the analysis conducted in this thesis 

gave insights into the public discussion that online news articles and discussion 

forums build together, separating these two analytically in the future could be 

beneficial for providing clearer points of reference for media representation and 

reader discussions, that could then be utilized when looking at them both together 

and separately. However, this would probably require limiting the sample size. 

 

The process of combining overlapping stages of stories into storylines is a 

process that is unavoidably influenced by my personal biases, preconceptions, 

and interpretations. Though a researcher can and should be aware of these 

factors, they cannot be fully excluded from the research process (Maxwell, 2008). 

Though the objective was to let the storylines appear from the material, the 

possibility that another researcher could have made different interpretations due 

to multiple factors, like disciplinary background, cannot be excluded.  

 

5.5 Contribution to research  

In this thesis, the stories that are told about overconsumption were approached 

from the point of view of the Earth Overshoot Day. This proved to be a fruitful 

context for studying the somewhat ambiguous topic of overconsumption as 

consumption that leads to an ecological overshoot. The constructed storylines 

provide a point of reference for studying and understanding how 

overconsumption and the responsibilities related to it are made sense of and what 

kind of stories are used to articulate this in Finnish public discussion.  

 

The elements used to articulate the issue mirror how a discussion about 

overconsumption is a discussion about some of the very fundamental questions 

of sustainability: the relationship between socio-economic development and state 

of the environment, the debate over who bares the costs for both the 

consequences and the solutions of unsustainable consumption, inequalities on 
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both global and societal levels, and whether the issue is systematic or stemming 

from individuals’ choices. Though many of the diverse themes present in the 

material reflect previous research, population dynamics and the conflict between 

socio-economic development and environmental well-being had notable 

presence in the everyday discussions taking place on the discussion forums.  

 

The results show that the understandings of the “underlying causes” of 

overconsumption are contested and highly relevant in everyday discussion on the 

issue. The storylines with the clearest problem definitions and notions of blame, 

overconsumption by overpopulation and greed and impossible endless growth, 

occurred the most in this sample. However, the clearly stated causes themselves, 

greed and uncontrollable reproduction motivated by faith are somewhat elusive 

concepts. Based on the inconsistent level of detail and the diversity of the 

suggested solutions, constructing a solution, and identifying a hero seemed to be 

challenging, reflecting the complexity of overconsumption.  

 

In the two other storylines, one world, shared challenge and technology as the 

problem and the solution, more emphasis was put on what areas need change 

rather than blame, obscuring responsibility and providing narrative resources that 

allow avoiding strong accusations of blame. The actors included in the storylines 

also reflect who are perceived to be relevant in terms of the issue, and who 

remain absent. Moreover, in terms of the hero, actors were mostly implied 

through the suggested solutions rather than directly addressed. Nevertheless, all 

proposed solutions extended beyond the power of individuals, indicating that 

individual behavior change alone was not found to be a sufficient solution by itself, 

and that more political and/or systematic change is required.  

 

5.6 Suggestions for future research  

Future research on perceptions of (un)sustainable consumption, 

overconsumption, or reducing consumption could be approached from the 

perspectives of various disciplines as well as inter-disciplinary endeavors. From 

sustainable consumption communications perspective, many opportunities for 

future research addressing how these issues are talked about remain (see 
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Fischer et al. 2021). Though the news articles and discussion forums provided 

an interesting cross-section of the public discussion on the topic, different, 

complementing focuses could help in building a more comprehensive 

understanding on how “overconsumption” is made sense of in Finland and 

beyond, and what kind of implications this has on the actions that are taken 

towards sustainable production and consumption.  

 

Though the task of identifying the dominant sustainability discourses (see 

Markkula & Moisander, 2012) was beyond the scope of this study, I believe I was 

able to provide some insight into the ways the responsibilities and the roles of 

different actors regarding (un)sustainable consumption are made sense of in 

Finnish online public discussion. The storylines constructed here could be utilized 

in a policy narrative analysis that aims to define a meta-narrative on the issue 

(see Roe, 1992). The system critique of the storyline of greed and impossible 

endless growth seems to provide a counter-narrative to an existing narrative on 

the economic system that was not constructed here (see Berg & Hukkinen, 2011). 

Similarly, how the storyline of overconsumption by overpopulation aimed to 

maintain the current power dynamics and how of the storylines of one world, 

shared challenge and technology as the problem and the solution did not 

problematize the economic system but leaned on concepts of the green growth 

paradigm, suggests that an implicit, dominating narrative maintaining the status 

quo exists (see vulnerable growth economy narrative by Berg & Hukkinen, 2011).  

 

To continue the process of understanding on how the issue is framed by the 

media, an in-depth media analysis on the Earth Overshoot Day covering not only 

multiple media formats, but both textual and non-textual aspects of these formats 

as well would be a worthy subject of research since media content is constructed 

from different forms of content, each serving its own purpose in constructing the 

message (Fairclough 1995/1997). In addition, though the campaign of the Earth 

Overshoot Day and press releases related to it were not a part of the analysis, it 

was noted that WWF and the GFN were referred to in most of the news articles 

where the day was mentioned. This could indicate that WWF and the GFN might 

have significant influence on how unsustainable consumption is discussed in the 
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media from the point of view of ecological overshoot. Moreover, like it was 

mentioned in section 4.6, different perspectives on the topic were included in the 

news articles through interviews. Research focusing on whose voice is included 

in the media and how the different perspectives are framed in relation to one 

another could deepen our understanding on how the issue is framed in mass 

media. 

 

A future analysis focusing on how the story is narrated by using different rhetorical 

tactics could give further insights into why certain storylines can appear more 

convincing than others and to whom they appeal. Considering how sustainability 

related concerns develop over time and timely events bring focus on different 

aspects of the issue, a temporal analysis on how the ways of discussing 

sustainable consumption evolve could deepen our understanding on how the 

project of sustainable consumption changes and how different events shape it.   

 

6 Conclusions 

In this narrative analysis of 13 Finnish online news articles and two editorials 

related to the Earth Overshoot Day and the corresponding news discussion 

forums, four storylines on overconsumption were constructed. The Earth 

Overshoot Day was found to be an appropriate context for studying 

overconsumption. The results show that questions raised in the public everyday 

discussions on overconsumption reflect many key concerns of sustainability. 

Overall, much of the discussion centred around demographic development and 

the conflict between socio-economic development and environmental well-being. 

The narrative resources used to make sense of the phenomenon appeared to be 

diverse and drawn from multiple domains, but disagreement and confusion 

remained on the understandings of how the story of overconsumption unfolds.  

 

In the storyline of overconsumption by overpopulation, overconsumption was 

explained with population dynamics, legitimizing current inequalities, and shifting 

the responsibility for the issue to large and growing populations. In the storyline 

of greed and impossible endless growth the capitalist system and insatiable greed 

were problematized as the drivers of inequality and excessive consumption. 
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These two storylines had the most clearly defined underlying issue, victims, and 

villains, and they were also referred to the most. In the storyline of one world, 

shared challenge, the connection between socio-economic development and 

environmental degradation was acknowledged and the consumer was identified 

as a key actor of the otherwise vague multi-level solution. The storyline of 

technology as the problem and the solution focused on the potential of 

technological development decoupling the current ways of life from 

environmental degradation. How the relationship between Finns and “others” was 

perceived seemed to be an important factor for determining who has the 

responsibility for causing and solving the issue. Nations, citizens, decision-

makers and politicians, businesses, and the elite were the key actors of the 

storylines.  

 

The struggle in forming a full narrative with a complete plot and set of actors 

reflects the complexity of the sense-making processes involved and suggests a 

lack of coherent narrative resources available to make sense of overconsumption 

and how it is intertwined within the socio-environmental crisis of the 21st century. 

Since the solutions and heroes were the most incomplete elements, and it was 

suggested in all storylines that the responsibility for the solution falls on multiple 

actors and/or beyond the power of consumers, I suggest, along the lines of 

Markkula and Moisander (2012), that the roles of different actors, as well as how 

the responsibilities and opportunities to participate and advance sustainable 

consumption are distributed amongst them should be addressed when 

communicating sustainable consumption and the Earth Overshoot Day. This 

could help reduce the difficulty in articulating the issue (Markkula & Moisander, 

2012) and thus moving the discussion forward from the problem towards the 

solution.  
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9 Appendices  

Appendix 1. Details about the data and list of materials 

 
Table 3. Details about the articles included in the material 
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media 

Author Title of the article 
Publishing 
date 

Length of 
the articles 
in pages 

Number of 
comments 

Number of 
comments in 
total 

Length of the 
comments in 
pages 

Helsingin 
Sanomat 

Hannula, 
Tommi 

Ihmiskunta kulutti jo loppuun tämän 
vuoden uusiutuvat luonnonvarat – 
Viikkoa aikaisemmin kuin viime 
vuonna 

August 1, 
2017 

18.5 

15 

353 75 

Not specified 
Ympäristö kärsii, kun ihmisiä on liikaa 
– Ongelmasta kyllä puhutaan, mutta 
kestämätön kulutus jatkuu silti 

August 5, 
2017 

80 

Kantola, Anne 

Tänään on päivä, jona Suomi kulutti 
maapallon loppuun – maailman 
ylikulutuspäivä koittaa tavallisesti 
vasta elokuussa 

April 11, 
2018 

62 
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Raha ohjaa kohti kestävämpää 
kulutusta 

April 11, 
2018 

17 

Kempas, Karla 

Taloustieteilijä Kate Raworthin 
mielestä talouskasvun tavoittelu on 
unohdettava, jotta maailma pelastuisi 
– ratkaisuksi hän tarjoaa donitsia 

May 28, 
2018 

79 

Huhtanen, 
Ann-Mari  

Lasse Nordlund ei kuluta rahaa eikä 
sähköä – HS tutustui ”positiivisen 
Linkolan” elämäntapaan, jossa 
vessapaperina on rahkasammal ja 
kaikki tehdään itse 

June 16, 
2018 

100 
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Publishing 
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the articles 
in pages 
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Number of 
comments in 
total 

Length of the 
comments in 
pages 
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WWF: Suomalaisten luonnonvarat 
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suomalaisten ylikulutuspäivä oli jo 
huhtikuussa 

August 1, 
2017 

85 

Finnish News 
Agency STT 

Suomalaisten luonnonvarojen kulutus 
ylittää maapallon laskennallisen 
biokapasiteetin jo tänään 

April 11, 
2018 

29 

Finnish News 
Agency STT 

Maailman ylikulutuspäivä koitti 
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uusiutuvat luonnonvarat – pandemia 
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Appendix 2. Original quotations in Finnish  

 

The original quotations as they were retrieved from the news media’s websites 

on March 25, 2022 (Helsingin Sanomat), April 9, 2022 (Yle Uutiset), and May 18, 

2022 (Ilta-Sanomat). 

(A01) Lapseton syystä, July 29, 2019, 11:00, on Ilta-Sanomat, July 29, 2019. 

Yhteenveto. Ihmisiä ei saa tulla yhtään enempää pallolle. Kulutuksen 

vähentämisellä ei yksinkertaisesti palloa pelasteta, koska kehitysmaista 

rahdataan porukkaa sivistysvaltioihin kulutushyödykkeiden pariin. Suomi 

ikävä kyllä tuohoaa maapalloa haalimalla pakolaisia. Oikeasti 

lapsettomuudesta pitäsi nykyään palkita, koska se on paras keino 

pelastaa maapallo. Hyvin sanottu (246) 

(A02) MattiHytola, August 22, 2020, 12:58, on Yle Uutiset, August 22, 2020. 

@Hevosvoima Jos kaikki maailmaan maat kuluttaisivat ja lisääntyisivät 

yhtä vähän suhteessa luonnonresursseihinsa ja pinta-alaansa kuin Suomi, 

mitään ongelmia ei olisi. +6 

(A03) MaRaSu, August 5, 2017, 14:04, on Helsingin Sanomat, August 5, 2017. 

Pentti Linkolan kaltaisia ajattelijoita on pidetty lähes hulluina eikä väestön 

holtitonta lisääntymista ole juuri<br/> edes tohdittu politiikan teossa 

ääneen lausua. Muita keinoja etsitään vimmatusti maailman 

pelestamiseksi,<br/> mutta tämä varma keino lopulliseen tuhoon saa 

ilmeisesti jatkua koskemattomana. Hyvin argumentoitu (20) 

(A04) #@&%@#, July 29, 2019, 15:05, on Ilta-Sanomat, July 29, 2019. 

Aikaisemmin kuin koskaan ja aikaistuu yhä. Vieläkin on tabu todeta, mistä 

se johtuu ja mikä varsinaisesti on vialla. Ja kun niin on, tilanteeseen ei ole 

odotettavissa parannusta. Eihän ongelma sillä ratkea, että ihmisten elämä 

tehdään jatkuvasti hankalammaksi, kuten viherpiiperöpoliitikot 

Suomessakin näyttävät ajattelevan. Ongelman ydin kun on siinä, että 

ihmisiä on liikaa – joka paikassa ja joka puolella maapalloa. Jos elämän 
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hankaloittamisen sijaan alettaisiin toimia niin, että maapallon väestö 

nykyiseen verrattuna puolittuisi (ja mahdollisimman nopeaan tahtiin), 

ongelma olisi sillä ratkaistu. Karkeasti ottaen kaikkia tuotantoelämän 

suoritteita, ml. kuljetussuoritteet, tarvittaisiin noin puolet nykyiseen 

verrattuna, mikä pudottaisi niiden päästötasot puoleen nykyisestä – ja 

suurin piirtein sama tapahtuisi luonnonvarojen kulutuksen puolella. Mutta 

kun ei se näytä sopivan, niin olkoon sitten. Onhan sivutuotteena tiedossa 

lämmintä ja lämpenevää. Hyvin sanottu (4) 

(A05) Kriitikko, August 1, 2017, 21:42, on Ilta-Sanomat, August 1, 2017. 

Jatkuvaan kasvuun ja kulutukseen perustuva markkinatalous tulee 

vääjäämättä tiensä päähän.Se kuinka suuri osa maapallon ihmisistä 

kuolee tämän kehityksen seurausvaikutuksena tuskin kiinnostaa 

talouseliittiä ennen kuin kaikki on liian myöhäistä.Ihminen on 

pohjimmiltaan ahne,tyhmä ja itsekäs laji joka tuhoaa itse itsensä. Hyvin 

sanottu (13) 

(A06) PK_, May 28, 2018, 13:55, on Helsingin Sanomat, May 28, 2018. 

Talouskasvua on toitotettu niin paljon, että siitä on tullut ainoa totuus 

maailmassa ja tärkeämpi asia kuin elämä itsessään. Meidät on opetettu 

myös mieltämään talouskasvu vain ja ainoastaan positiiviseksi ja täysin 

haitattomaksi asiaksi. Meistä on tullut addikteja. On luotu keinotekoisia 

tarpeita ja manipuloitu kuluttamaan enemmän ja enemmän, jopa 

onnellisuuden kustannuksella. Mutta voisiko onnellisuus itse asiassa 

löytyäkin siitä, että onnistutaankin suhteuttamaan markkinatalous tämän 

boltsin kantokyvyn mukaan. Rahatalous on ihmisen luoma järjestelmä ja 

se on ottanut vallan. Tällä hetkellä raha vie ihmistä eikä toisinpäin. Nyt olisi 

terapian aika. Ehkä nämä donitsit voisivat toimia lääkkeenä. Hyvin 

argumentoitu (7) 

(A07) STT, April 11, 2018 for Ilta-Sanomat. 

Suomalaisten luonnonvarojen kulutus ylittää maapallon laskennallisen 

biokapasiteetin jo tänään Keskiviikkona vietetään suomalaisten 
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ylikulutuspäivää, kertoo WWF Suomi Ylikulutuspäivä on vuotuinen 

ajankohta, jolloin ihmisten luonnonvarojen kulutus ylittää laskennallisesti 

maapallon biokapasiteetin. Suomessa päivä on nelisen kuukautta 

aiemmin kuin maailman kulutuksen keskiarvon mukaan laskettu 

ylikulutuspäivä. Jos kaikki maailman ihmiset eläisivät kuin suomalaiset, 

tarvitsisimme 3,6 maapalloa kattamaan luonnonvarojen tarpeen 

kestävästi. Syyt luonnonvarojen kovaan kulutukseen ovat 

energiantuotannossa, liikenteessä ja ruoan tuotannossa. Niitä 

muuttamalla myös voitaisiin vähentää kulutusta maailmanlaajuisesti. 

(A08) Kaunista ja hyvää, August 22, 2020, 08:14, on Yle Uutiset, August 22, 

2020. 

Jokaisen oma osuus on ratkaisu - ekologiset vaatteet, joita voi korjata 

kuten 2006 alkaen ostamani Heebenin vaatteet - sieluakin 

sateenkaarenvärit hemmottelee, pienempi asunto, autoton talous, 

sähkönkulutus puolitettu ja kiitollisuus hyvästä elämästä . Parasta 

jokaiselle - 7 miljaardia ihmistä ei epäonnistu, kun yhteiskunta huolehtii 

omasta osuudestaan. Parasta Hyvää kaikille! +1 

(A09) Vouhottaja April 11, 2018, 7:42, on Ilta-Sanomat, April 11, 2018. 

Maapallolle on miljardeja vuosia kerääntynyt luonnonvaroja ja kerääntyy 

edelleen. Niitä riittää kulutettavaksi vielä tulevaisuuteenkin kunhan 

oppisimme niitä paremmin ottamaan talteen. Hyvin sanottu (6) 

(A10) ihatsdp, August 1, 2017, 21:00, on Ilta-Sanomat, August 1, 2017. 

Suomessa olisi puuta ja turvetta enemmän kuin omiksi tarpeiksi. Ei mitään 

sähköautoja vaan biodieseliä männyistä. Oltaisiin omavaraisia, mutta kun 

on ne Vihreät, kehityksen jarrut. Hyvin sanottu (49) 

(A11) Juldarsson, August 22, 2020, 7:49, on Yle Uutiset, August 22, 2020. 

Näissä laskelmissa hämää se,että.esimerkiksi energian suhteen 

maalämpöä lukuun ottamatta kaikki tarvitsemamme energia tulee lopulta 

auringosta.Ja auringon energiaa osuu maapallolle mieletön määrä 
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vuodessa ihmisten tarpeisiin verrattuna.Kyse on siis enemmän siitä miten 

kykenemme energiaa ja materiaaleja käyttämään,ei siitä ovatko ne 

loppumassa. +6 


