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SUSTAINABLE CONSUMPTION AND 
PRODUCTION FROM A STRATEGIC ACTION 

FIELD PERSPECTIVE

Abstract: This article analyzes the process of construction of public 
policies of sustainable production and consumption in Brazil after the 
country joined the Marrakesh Process in 2003. Based on the strate-
gic action fields perspective, we analyze the emergence of this field, its 
characteristics and their status through the collective action of their 
main social actors, their actions, interests and disputes. Empirical mate-
rial for analysis included plans developed during the period, minutes of 
the meeting, documents submitted to the public consultation, responses 
provided by civil society after the consultation, as well as in-depth in-
terviews. Evidence shows that a series of obstacles have been delaying 
further advances of the politics of sustainable production and consump-
tion due to disputes between incumbents and challengers.
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1. Introduction

The discussion about the limits to the capacity of ecosystems to sustain current 
levels of consumption and production is particularly relevant today and has now become 
sector-wide. In academia, for example, the polysemies of sustainability and its outcomes 
have fueled debate over its theoretical underpinnings and practical implications (BOLIS 
et al., 2014; PEREY, 2015; SILVA JUNIOR; FERREIRA; LEWINSOHN, 2015). In stra-
tegic business planning, the recurring challenge posed by sustainability is reengineering 
to produce more with less in order to save resources, boost profit, and meet market de-
mands. Meanwhile, in the streets the population grapple with the phantom of shortages 
– of water, energy, or consumer goods – caused not only by administrative deficiencies, 
but also the impact of the of the current economic model on the availability of inputs. 
At the epicenter of crises and shortages, governments continue to face the challenge of 
managing increasingly complex problems with an increasingly minimal structure – not 
only in terms of infrastructure, but also, and above all, in terms of power. Consumption 
and production are two sides of a tradeoff between society and the environment. The 
trouble is, though, that the impact of human activities on the Planet’s resources (“eco-
logical footprint”) has exceeded its capacity for renewal (“biocapacity”) since the 1970s 
(CAVALCANTI, 2012; WWF, 2014). 

Research and policy directed at so-called “sustainable consumption and 
production”(SCP) has emerged as an alternative response to the socioenvironmental 
crisis, acknowledging the problem and seeking to better understand the possibilities open 
for rebalancing the accounts (LOREK, BARBER, ONTHANK, 2013). The literature on 
this topic has become increasingly vast and specialized. Nevertheless, the definition of 
SCP is still open to debate and subject to varying concepts, approaches, and worldviews 
proffered across distinct and often opposing fields (JACKSON;MICHAELIS, 2003; 
PORTILHO, 2005; MONT;PLEPYS, 2007; GONÇALVES-DIAS, MOURA; HOYOS, 
2011;WANG et al., 2019). 

However, there is consensus on certain aspects; namely that –and perhaps the main 
point of departure for debate – current patterns of natural resource extraction, produc-
tion, consumption, and waste disposal are environmentally unsustainable (THØGERSEN, 
2014). Moreover, there is an understanding that increasing social and environmental 
impacts throughout the supply chain are intrinsically linked to postmodern lifestyles and 
the prevailing global model of economic growth (STERN, 2000). 

These differing views tend to converge on a central point – that SCP is a complex 
phenomenon that requires a more integrative epistemological approach that extends 
beyond traditional disciplinary taxonomies, mobilizing knowledge and methods that 
are not limited to just a few areas (LOREK; BARBER; ONTHANK, 2013). As a social 
phenomenon of great magnitude deeply rooted in the very foundations of civilization, it 
is also clear that SCP involves different actors – each with distinct roles, responsibilities, 
and reaches – and that possible alternative solutions call for the mobilization of key actors 
from civil society, the private sector, and the state (DOLAN, 2002; SEYFANG, 2004; 
SCHOON; SEATH; JACKSON, 2013).
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The crisis caused by the imbalance between natural resource extraction and renewal 
has gained growing recognition at UN international conferences since the beginning of 
the 1970s. Agenda 21 (established in 1992), the Marrakech Process (launched in 2003), 
and the  Sustainable Development Goals (adopted in 2015 and set to be achieved by 
2030) are just some examples of agreements that come with the commitment to develop 
SCP public policy to which Brazil is signatory.

With this in mind, this study investigates the development of SCP policies in Brazil 
and asks who actually develops these measures and whose interests they serve. To this 
end, the aim of the present study was to explore and understand the dynamics of the 
social actors that make up the SCP field by analyzing Brazil’s engagement in international 
SCP agreements. 

The remainder of the article is organized into five sections starting with a discus-
sion of methodological considerations. The next section provides a historical overview 
of the development of SCP policies in Brazil, followed by a discussion of the results of 
the analysis of the discourse of the social actors involved in these policies. Finally, in the 
last section we present some final considerations. 

2. Methodological considerations 

This study adopts a theoretical and methodological approach based around three 
core categories described by Maxwell (2012): the substantive category, which refers to 
the object of study, conceptual category, relating to the conceptual and theoretical bases 
for the research and methodological domain, referring to the operationalization of the 
research question.

With regard to the object of study – in this case SCP policies – various authors 
have studied and attempted to better understand the notion of SCP, its ramifications 
(REISCH; THØGERSEN, 2015; LIU et al., 2017), and policies shaped around the con-
cept (SEYFANG, 2004; DRIESSEN et al., 2012; KALMYKOVA et al., 2016; BARBER, 
2007). However, there are few studies on this topic in Brazil (PORTILHO; RUSSO, 2008; 
GONÇALVES-DIAS; TEODÓSIO, 2012; PAGOTTO; GONÇALVES-DIAS, 2018).

With respect to the conceptual category, we opted for the theory of strategic action 
fields (SAF), which allows us to understand the process of field emergence and trans-
formation by analyzing the collective action of social actors and the state (FLIGSTEIN; 
McADAM, 2012). The SAF perspective depends on the context in which the field is 
embedded. Understanding the status of a field (stable, emergent, in crisis, or restructuring) 
is important because it allows us to characterize resource distribution among actors, their 
organization (more cooperative or more hierarchical), the level of shared understanding 
about the role of the field and the position of each actor, as well as the degree of consen-
sus and institutional recognition among the actors in the field (FLIGSTEIN; McADAM, 
2012). Thus, for a field to be established, some degree of agreement is needed among 
the actors in relation to the field, its functioning, participants, and each actors’ role. A 
number of authors have successfully applied field theory to the study of public policy 
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and sustainability (GOLDSTONE; USEEM, 2012; MOULTON; SANDFORT, 2017).
Previous studies have demonstrated SAF theory’s potential for understanding the 

dynamics of state and non-state actors in action and the implications of these move-
ments. In a study investigating policies directed at the consumption and production of 
open government data, Barbalho (2014) noted that the disputes over narrative that tend 
to dominate the substance of agreements that make for stability in the field provide an 
extensive agenda for negotiation and action. 

With regard to environmental policy, other studies have provided insights into the 
formation of strategic action fields. Godoy (2011), for example, demonstrated how SAF 
theory can be used to analyze environmental policy formulation. In a case study of the 
workings of a municipal environmental council in Brazil, the author noted that incumbent 
groups tend to obstruct the advance of more progressive agendas, wielding political and 
financial influence over other actors and internal governance units. According to FLIG-
STEIN and McADAM (2012), governance units are arrangements that are internal to 
the field and are charged with overseeing compliance with field rules, helping to maintain 
order and facilitating the functioning and reproduction of the field.

SAF theory has also been used to study the dynamics of social actors in national 
bodies such as the National Biodiversity Commission (MANDAI, 2017) and National 
Confederation of Tourism (ALENCAR; REYES JUNIOR, 2017), which could be char-
acterized as fields in dispute. Other authors have used SAF theory to study aspects of 
waste management (RAM et al., 2017; CANDIDO; SOULÉ; SACOMANO NETO, 
2018; FERREIRA, 2018, CSEH, 2019)

FLIGSTEIN and McADAM (2012) suggest that a field can contain or be embed-
ded in other fields, resembling Russian dolls. From this perspective, sustainability may be 
considered a field whose internal governance rules come about by interaction between its 
actors and the legitimization of public policy. In Brazil, such policies include the National 
Water Resources Policy, National Waste Policy, National Environmental Education Policy, 
and SCP policies. 

With regard to the methodological category, the operation of field theory entails 
demonstrating the existence of the field, its actors and characteristics and the resulting 
dynamics. We therefore opted for triangulation between documentary research (CA-
LADO; FERREIRA, 2009), participant observation (BELAW et al., 2008), and in-depth 
interviews (DUARTE, 2006), the elements of which were analyzed drawing upon tech-
niques used in Sociological Discourse Analysis (GODOI; COELHO; SERRANO, 2014). 

Various authors have demonstrated the applicability of Sociological Discourse 
Analysis (SDA) for analyzing sustainability discourses (JONQUERES, 2008; COELHO; 
GODOI, 2010; COELHO et al., 2012; BORCHARDT; SIENA, 2016). SDA “consists 
of the critical reconstruction of their meaning [of discourses] linked to the historical 
contextualization of their enunciation” (RODRÍGUEZ VICTORIANO, 2003, p. 25). 
Conde (2009) claims that this analytical technique provides a more complete picture of 
power relations, considering those who emit discourses and their sociohistorical context. 
The practical application of SDA involves a logical and systematic process of construction 
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and reconstruction departing from an initial investigation of the text and culminating 
in analysis in the proper sense of the word, encompassing narrative configuration and 
semantic spaces and identifying social subjects, what is discussed and its meaning, and 
what is at stake (CONDE, 2009). Godoi; Mastella; Uchôa (2018) highlight that this 
process differs from neopositivist models, which begin with analysis and culminate in 
interpretation. 

3. The history of SCP policy in Brazil

The construction of SCP policy in Brazil dates back to 1992 (Figure 1) and the 
signing of the global action program, Agenda 21. A comprehensive document of almost 
500 pages divided into 40 chapters, Agenda 21 states that so-called “developed” countries 
should take the lead in the pursuit of sustainable consumption patterns – reinforcing what 
it calls the “the transfer of environmentally sound technologies to developing countries” 
– and proposes “sustainable economic growth” as a means of achieving “sustainable de-
velopment” (CNUMAD, 1995). 

Figure 1: main milestones in the construction of SCP policy in Brazil

Source: authors’ elaboration1.

In 2002, the term “sustainable consumption and production” was proposed at the 
“Rio+10” Summit and in the following year the UN launched the “Marrakech Process”, 
an international initiative to strengthen the formulation of SCP policies. For the signatory 
countries, this entailed the elaboration of national SCP actions plans (SCPAP).

In 2007, Brazil joined the Marrakech Process and the Ministry of the Environment 
(MoE) changed the name of the “Cleaner Production Steering Committee – CPSC”, 

1 -  Based on information from the Ministry of the Environment’s website, Brasil (2011a), and Brasil (2016).
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created in 2003, to the “SCP Steering Committee – SCPSC”. The name change brought 
about a shift in focus from cleaner production, geared towards manufacturing supply 
chains and business competitiveness, to SCP, which incorporates the idea of minimizing 
environmental and social impacts and reducing health and environmental risks. 

In 2008, the government published the first version of the national SCPAP, which, 
fruit of the work of the CPSC, maintained the focus on CP. Over the next few of years, 
the plan was revised and in 2010 the MoE launched a public consultation over the pre-
liminary version of the 1st Cycle of the Plan. The final version of the Plan was published 
in 2011 (MMA, 2011), presenting a schedule of activities to be implemented between 
2011 and 2014. 

In 2014, the government published the Implementation Report of the 1st Cycle 
of the SCPAP (MMA, 2014), presenting a general overview of the incorporation of the 
SCP agenda across sectors and by the government. Box 1 shows some examples of the 
initiatives that the report presents as examples of incorporation of the SCP agenda by 
the public and private sectors. 

Box 1: Examples of initiatives highlighted by the SCPAP Implementation Report

Sector SCP Actions
Government body 

responsible

Education for Sustainable 
Consumption

Provision of distance learning courses on SCP MoE

Creation of the Environmental Education and Family 
Agriculture Program

MoE

Creation of the EducaRES Platform addressing waste MoE

Creation of the Sustainable Schools PPDE MEC

4th National Environment Conference MoE/MEC

Sustainable Public Procu-
rement

Inclusion of regulation of sustainability criteria for sustai-
nable procurement

MP

Creation of the Interministerial Commission for Sustai-
nability in Public Administration

Federal Government

Publication of normative instruments sustainable logis-
tics, efficient energy use, and green TI 

MP

Creation of a catalogue of sustainable products for public 
procurement 

MP

Environmental Agenda in 
Public Administration

Incentives for the A3P Network MoE/intersectoral

Increase in Recycling Cites the National Waste Policy and ramifications Various
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Sector SCP Actions
Government body 

responsible

Sustainable Retail

Describes programs adopted by retailers to promote 
eco-efficiency, traceability, waste management, emission 
inventories, certifications, sustainability reports, awards, 
sectoral agreements, voluntary agreements and actions

Retail sector and 
respective professio-
nal associations 

Publication of studies and guides Retailers, FGV

Sustainable Construction

SCPAP mentions the following federal government 
actions: Brazilian Habitat Quality and Productivity Pro-
gram, My House My Life Program (2009), Procel Edifica 
(1985), Blue House Seal promoted by the national bank 
Caixa Economic (2010) and voluntary private sector 
initiatives 

Ministry of Cities, 
Caixa Economic, 
private sector

Sustainable Finance 
Central Bank Resolution 4327/2014 on financial entity 
socioenvironmental responsibility policies

Central Bank of 
Brazil

Sectoral Dialogue

List of voluntary initiatives for the production of techni-
cal and scientific studies, guides, and other informative 
material, raising awareness in public bodies regarding 
sustainable procurement, labeling, and distance learning 
courses on SCP

MoE, ABIPLA, 
ABIQUIM, CNI. 
Other professional 
associations

Sustainability Reports

No specific policies; however, the SCPAP encourages 
voluntary initiatives and mentions the BM&F Bovespa 
Corporate Sustainability Index and integrated sustaina-
bility reports as examples 

BM&F

Creation Sustainability Report Working Group to pro-
mote the in-depth study of the theoretical and practical 
aspects of sustainability reports

MoE

Inova Sustentabilidade

Federal program created by the MoE in partnership with 
the Brazilian Development Bank and the government 
research foundation FINEP within the Plano Inova 
Empresa created by the MCTI. Most of the resources 
from these programs were allocated to environmental 
sanitation projects 

MoE, MCTI, BN-
DES, FINEP

Source: authors’ elaboration based on MMA, 2011.

In 2015, the UN published the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs 2030) and in 2016, 
based on these goals, the MoE launched a public consultation over the 2nd Cycle of the SCPAP (2016 
to 2020). The final version of the 2nd Cycle had yet to be published at the date of publication of this 
article and is likely not to be published given the change in government.

3.1. The SCP in Brazil and its actors 

Prepared by the federal government, the aim of the SCPAP is to encourage me-
dium and long-term initiatives and actions that promote a shift in the consumption and 
production paradigm in Brazilian society (MMA, 2011). The preparation of the SCPAP 
is the responsibility of the MoE, here considered the main state actor in the field. The 
Plan is coordinated by the Department of Sustainable Consumption and Production 
(DSCP), which answers to the Secretariat for Institutional Articulation and Environ-
mental Citizenship (SIAEC). 
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The MoE receives technical and financial support for the implementation of the 
SCPAP from the United Nations Environment Program – UNEP (responsible for Rio+20) 
and United Nations Development Program – PNUD (responsible for the SDGs 2030). 
Part of the resources provided by the UNEP was used to hire specialist consultancy ser-
vices and implement projects in areas considered priorities by the Plan: Education for 
Sustainable Consumption, Sustainable Public Procurement, the Environmental Agenda 
in Public Administration (A3P), and Waste and Sustainable Construction.

The MoE created a National SCP Steering Committee made up of federal govern-
ment organizations, the UNEP, private sector organizations, unions, research institutions, 
and civil society organizations. These actors and the cycles they participated in are shown 
in Box 2. It can therefore be said that these actors recognize the SCP, its role, and the 
participation of the state as an important articulating element and that the Steering 
Committee is an important internal governance unit, as described by FLIGSTEIN and 
McADAM (2012). 

Box 2: Actors participating in the National SCP Steering Committee

State actors Non-state actors

- Ministries (acronyms in Portugue-
se): 
- of the Environment (MMAE)
- of Agriculture (MAPA)*
- of Science, Technology, and Inno-
vation (MCTI)
- of Development, Industry, and 
Foreign Trade (MDIC)
- of Mines and Energy (MME)
- of Cities (Mcidades)
- of Finance (MF)
- of Planning (MP)*
- of Agrarian Development (MDA)*
- of Transport (MT)*

- Finance Sector:
 Central Bank of Brazil (BACEN)*
 National Development Bank (BN-
DES)

- Research Institutions:
 The National Institute of Metrolo-
gy, Standardization and Industrial 
Quality (INMETRO)*
 Brazilian Institute of Geography and 
Statistics (IBGE)*

Private sector organizations (acronyms in Portuguese):
- Brazilian Business Council for Sustainable Development 
(CEBDS)
- National Confederation of Industry (CNI)
- National Service for Industrial Learning (SENAI)
- Micro and Small Business Support Service (SEBRAE) 
- Business Recycling Commitment (CEMPRE)
- National Confederation of Commerce (CNC)
- Brazilian Life Cycle Association (ABCV)* 

Universities:
- Getúlio Vargas Foundation (FGV)

- Civil society organizations:
 Instituto Akatu
 Instituto Ethos
 Brazilian Institute for Consumer Protection (IDEC)

- Professional associations:
 Unified Workers' Central (CUT)
 Brazilian Institute of Independent Auditors (IBRACON)*
 Brazilian Association of Technological Research Institutions 
(ABIPTI)

- ONU:
 Office of the United Nations Environment Program (UNEP) 
in Brazil

* only participated in the 2nd cycle
Sources: based on MMA, 2011 and MMA, 2016.
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3.2.  The status of the SCP field in Brazil

Stemming from the recognition of the systemic socioenvironmental crisis by in-
ternational actors, Agenda 21 is an important environmental policy instrument and may 
be considered one of the structuring internal governance units in the formation of the 
SCP field. Characterized by a variety of contradictory discourses and practices, both the 
concept of “sustainable development”, where the main thing at stake is access to natural 
resources, and Agenda 21 have been criticized by a broad range of challenger civil soci-
ety actors such as environmentalists. Much of the criticism surrounds the emphasis on 
ecological modernization, use of market-based instruments, and failure to deal with the 
root causes of environmental problems (DOYLE, 1998).

Since then, we have witnessed the legitimization of sustainability as the discur-
sive matrix of sustainable development, concealing and reinforcing the political order 
(RODRIGUES, 2011; MEYER 2015) and conferring a state of “dynamic stability” on the 
sustainable development field as a whole. 

In the case of SCP, the field emerged in 2003 with the launch of the Marrakech 
Process, inheriting part of the rhetoric and stability of the sustainable development field, 
and taking form in Brazil in 2007 as a consequence of state action after the country joined 
the Process. Thereafter, the institutionalization of the Steering Committee and cycles of 
the SCPAP are examples of internal governance units created by the state to reinforce 
the commitment of collective actors to the new field. Given the ‘Russian doll’-nature 
of fields described by FLIGSTEIN and McADAM (2012), where fields are seen to be 
embedded in other fields, it can be said that the concept of SCP emerged from a larger 
field –the sustainable development field. 

Box 1 shows that the country has indeed produced SCP policies, such as Law 
12.349/2010, which deals with sustainable procurement, and Law 12.305/2010, which 
defines the National Waste Policy. Since the 1st Cycle of the SCPAP was only published 
after these instruments were regulated, these laws have little to do with the Plan, but 
rather give priority to the discursive matrix of sustainability that preceded them. 

A review of the most commonly applied SCP policy instruments by Heiskanena et 
al. (2009) highlighted the following types of instruments: regulatory instruments, economic 
instruments, communication-based (including labeling) instruments, and voluntary and 
procedural instruments. Various studies have demonstrated how each of these different 
instruments can be used to promote sustainable consumption and production (STANI-
SKIS, 2012; LOREK; BARBER; ONTHANK, 2013; SPANGENBERG, 2014). 

However, the instruments outlined in the Implementation Report of the 1st Cycle 
of the SCPAP (MMA, 2014) are predominantly voluntary, followed by federal govern-
ment actions that were already underway before the plan was elaborated. It could be said 
therefore that the majority of the actions highlighted in the Report would have occurred 
regardless of the SCPAP and are not the result of the Plan, but rather parallel initiatives 
that may have been reinforced by piecemeal actions promoted by the SCP Steering 
Committee. The reason for this is diverging interests among the actors in the field and 
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power asymmetries between these actors – which becomes clear when we analyze their 
discourses, as demonstrated below.

4. Sociological analysis of the discourses employed by social actors in 
the field 

The analysis was conducted in three stages: initial procedures, interpretation, and 
analysis. 

The first stage consisted of the identification of information sources, comprising 
the following documents related to the National SCPAP published between 2011 and 
2018: minutes of SCP Steering Committee meetings, minutes of intersectoral meetings, 
the SCPAPs (documents from the 1st and 2nd cycles), and the Evaluation Report of the 
1st Implementation Cycle. The actors were classified as state or non-state according to 
their social role and the operationalization of the SAF theory. Elements of the discourse 
were identified and classified into dimensions and aspects using open thematic coding 
(GIBBS, 2009).

In the interpretation stage, we elaborated pre-analytical conjectures about the 
organization of the SCP in relation to the role of the state and non-state actors.

Finally, in the analysis stage, we explored the relationship between the discursive 
positions of the different social actors and the respective narrative configurations (what 
is discussed and how, conflicts and differences in positions) and semantic spaces (what 
is at stake). 

4.1. Discourses of the non-state actors

Non-state actor participation in the elaboration of the two cycles of the SCPAP 
took place through intersectoral meetings, SCP Steering Committee meetings, and the 
public consultation on the Plan, constituting important spaces for the participation of these 
actors in this policy under development as stakeholders. The analysis of the minutes of 
the respective meetings reveals both converging and conflicting positions. In this regard, 
the findings show there is a convergence between the discourses of private sector actors 
and the consultants hired by the MoE to assist in the preparation of the SCPAP (Box 3). 
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No Actor Type Contribution Dimension Aspects Source

1
MoE consultant for the 
preparation of 2nd Cycle 
of the SCPAP

Con-
sultant 
hired 
by the 
MoE

The Plan can help strengthen the implementation of sustainability 
initiatives in the country, particularly compliance with the commitments 
undertaken by the Brazilian government related to international agre-
ements. (...) We need to gradually progress towards a sustainable eco-
nomy avoiding disruption of the private sector, … the joint construction 
process with the government is very important, because sometimes you 
work on a super-modern law and Brazil is champion in having a really 
good legislation, but is unable to implement it because it wasn’t agreed 
across all the sectors involved.  (...) The truth is the opposite happens: 
the private sector advances faster than the government but doesn’t 
receive recognition in the form of incentives that the government could 
provide for these advances.

Economic
Reformism, 
economic 
incentives

Minutes of the meeting of 
the SCPSC on 02/Apr/18 
(MMA, 2018, p. 47)

2
MoE consultant for the 
preparation of 2nd Cycle 
of the SCPAP

Con-
sultant 
hired 
by the 
MoE

[presenting the results of a study of private sector expectations of 
engagement in the SCPAP] The definition and use of measurement 
methodologies and verification of sustainability criteria for products and 
services, encompassing various methods, including self-declaration, whi-
ch would be an important step, instead of a broader certification process.

Economic
Economic 
freedom

Minutes of the meeting of 
the SCPSC on 02/Apr/18 
(MMA, 2018, p. 48)

3
Brazilian Packaging 
Association – ABRE

Private 
sector

[referring to the guidelines of the SCPAP] Incentives and simpler licen-
sing procedures for companies that have implemented an environmental 
management system/certification (ISO 14001), as a way of encouraging 
business to invest in environmental management systems, seek certifica-
tion, and maintain the system with the aim of reducing the environmen-
tal impacts they cause.

Economic/
Legal

Deregu-
lation/
economic 
incentives

Appendix III of the SCPAP. 
MMA, 2011-b, p. 105

4

Representative of the 
National Confederation 
of Commerce - CNC and 
Brazilian Supermarket 
Association - ABRAS

Private 
sector

(...) we often wait for formalization or legislation and we have the 
competence to do it. Some might call it self-declaration or even self-
-regulation. Because we have a lot of initiatives that end up becoming 
lost along the way and we sometimes lose the opportunity to do that.

Legal
Deregula-
tion

Minutes of the meeting of 
the SCPSC de 02/Apr/18 
(MMA, 2018, p. 52)

5
Representative of the 
National Confederation 
of Industry CNI

Private 
sector

The representative of the CNI (...) reaffirmed that the SCPAP can count 
on the support of the Confederation. With regard to life-cycle analysis, 
he observed that the idea of LCA is one thing and the application of the 
tool is another. While the former should be adopted, the latter should 
not appear as a demand because it is a complex and costly process for 
the industry. The representative of the CNI requested that the topic 
“increased product durability” be excluded, since the notion cannot or 
should not necessarily employed for all products. In some cases it could 
hinder innovation.

Economic/
Legal

Cost reduc-
tion/Dere-
gulation

Minutes of the meeting of 
the SCPSC on 30/Mar/16 
(MMA, 2016, p.3)

Box 3: Excerpts from the discourses of non-state actors
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No Actor Type Contribution Dimension Aspects Source

6
Representatives of Wal-
mart, Pão de Açúcar and 
Carrefour

Private 
sector

They describe various voluntary SCP initiatives that they implement and 
highlight that how to communicate actions for sustainability developed 
by industry and business to society is a challenge. 

Legal Communi-
cation

Minutes of a discussion 
table on sustainable retail 
related to the 2nd cycle of 
the SCPAP on 11/Aug/2015 
(MMA, 2015, p. 2-3)

7 Instituto Akatu Civil 
society

[with regard to the SCPAP guidelines] Work on an economic, political 
and institutional regulation plan, with a view to building or reshaping/
adjusting these institutions to create a fiscal and economic/financial 
regulatory framework that encourages a shift to SCP.

Economic Regulation Appendix III of the SCPAP. 
MMA, 2011, p. 117

8 Individual Civil 
society

With regard to the implementation of the SCPAP, I suggest the invol-
vement of institutional actors that have greater capacity for political 
articulation and influencing the economy, taking this issue to the heart 
of the government, like the Executive Office of the President and 
economic ministries.

Political Regulation Appendix III of the SCPAP. 
MMA, 2011, p. 97

9 Brazilian Society for 
Ecological Economics

Civil 
society

A SCPAP monitoring plan and respective performance indicators should 
be presented. (...) The Plan is vague and/or omissive in relation to goals 
and concepts.

Technical and 
scientific

Transpa-
rency

Appendix III of the SCPAP. 
MMA, 2011-b, p. 114

10 Representative of the 
Instituto Alana

Civil 
society

Private sector regulation is vital. Advertising aimed at children is easier 
to deal with because it has more appeal, but advertising aimed adults is 
also overwhelming. You can’t place all the responsibility on the consu-
mer. 

Legal Regulation

Minutes of a discussion on 
sustainable consumption for 
the 2nd cycle of the SCPAP 
on 12/Aug/2015 (MMA, 
2015, p. 4)

11

Representative of the 
Brazilian Institute for 
Consumer Protection – 
IDEC

Civil 
society

(...) There won’t be sustainable consumption without sustainable 
production (...). We have a plan [the SCPAP] which is almost entirely 
based on voluntary initiatives. The state is neglecting its role as for-
mulator of regulatory and enforcement policy. I have my reservations 
about a plan that looks like a showcase for good practices. (...) The role 
of the state is not to adhere to a commitment, the role of the state is to 
regulate and enforce and define policies that encourage new patterns of 
consumption and production. I’m talking about a new consumption and 
production logic (...). It is a little kind to see them as opposite sides from 
a same coin.

Legal Regulation
Minutes of the first meeting 
of the SCPSC de 22/
Nov/2011

12
Representative of the 
United Nations Environ-
ment Program – UNEP

Repre-
sen-
tative 
of the 
UN

The preliminary draft [of the 2nd Cycle of the SCPAP] talks little about 
public policy or how to implement the proposals.

Political/
Technical and 
scientific

Regulation/
Transpa-
rency

Minutes of  a discussion 
tables on sustainable 
consumption for the 2nd 
cycle of the SCPAP on 12/
Aug/2015 (MMA, 2015, 
p. 3)

Source: authors’ elaboration based on the cited sources
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The discourses of the consultants hired by the MoE portray a “reformist” view of SCP 
policies (GEELS et al., 2015) without any break with traditional business models and progress-
ing towards the so-called "sustainable economy". In excerpt [1], the narrative configuration 
revolves around laws that are not implemented due to lack of adherence by the private sector. 
The semantic space in question is the power of veto held by this actor, placing it in a posi-
tion of social dominance as an incumbent actor, while at the same time reaffirming that the 
private sector is advancing faster than the public sector without receiving anything in return. 
This neoliberal discourse also appears in excerpt [2], which declares that sustainability is 
"an important step" to be taken, without clarifying why and for whom. The adoption of self-
declaratory instruments is reinforced by representatives of the business sector, as illustrated 
by excerpt [4] from a representative of the supermarket sector. Others go even further, such 
as the representative of the packaging industry who calls for "incentives and simpler licensing 
procedures" as if licensing was merely a bureaucratic formality (excerpt [3]).

In excerpt [5], a representative of the industrial sector opposes measures to ensure 
increased product durability and promote product life cycle analysis by the industry for finan-
cial reasons, while the supermarket sector (excerpt [6]) is concerned about communicating 
actions for sustainability developed by industry and business to society, suggesting that what 
is at stake is the economic sustainability of its operations rather than gross reductions in 
material consumption.

In excerpts [7], [8] and [11], civil society actors emphasize the importance of govern-
ment regulation in the economic, political, and institutional spheres through institutional 
actors that have greater capacity for political articulation and influencing the economy, while 
in excerpt [10] they show concerns with "overwhelming advertising". Instituto Alana and 
IDEC (excerpts [10] and [11], respectively) suggest that producers should assume greater 
responsibility than consumers and that voluntary initiatives are not enough, emphasizing the 
role of the government in defining policy, regulation, and enforcement – a position that is 
shared by the representatives of the UNEP in excerpt [12]. The narrative configuration reveals 
diverging interests among civil society and the private sector in relation to the state’s role in 
regulating/deregulating production. What is at stake in this clash of interests are “degrees of 
freedom” to produce, advertise, and sell products. 

There is also a convergence between the discourses of civil society and the UNEP, 
which in turn diverges from those of the private sector and consultants. Clearly, the private 
sector represents a group of incumbent actors who hold greater economic power and adopt 
the reformist discourse of “bend rather than break” based on self-regulatory initiatives, while 
civil society organizations challenge the stability of the field, pushing for greater state ac-
tion as a way of bringing priorities on the economic agenda in line with socioenvironmental 
interests. From the point of view of SAF theory, this means that the interests of incumbent 
groups tend to prevail in the configuration of the field, promoting merely adaptive changes 
based on eco-efficiency and self-regulation and thus failing to restrict access to natural re-
sources and markets.

4.2. Discourses of the state actors
The position of the MoE is rather ambiguous. On the one hand, the officials heading 

the SIAEC recognize that formalization of SCP policy should be the function of the state, 
while those at the DSCP fear that a clash with politically and economically stronger incumbent 
actors could produce mediocre policies (Box 4).
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No. Actor
Social 
role

Contribution Dimension Aspects Source

13 Director of SIAEC/MoE
Federal 
govern-
ment

[answering a question about the risk of the SCPSC being extinct] 
We are not talking about the political will of a government here. The 
truth is it’s an agreement between countries of which we are part. 
So the idea is that each country had their own plan, so this here will 
perpetuate with a change of government.

Political
Gover-
nance

Minutes of the meeting of 
the SCPSC on 02/Apr/18 
(MMA, 2018, p. 52)

14 Director of SIAEC/MoE
Federal 
govern-
ment 

(...) we understood that if you work, work, work and don’t influen-
ce public policy, you don’t influence bills, you end up missing the 
“train of history” because a bunch of politicians go and made a law 
completely contrary to everything we have been working so hard to 
realize. So I think it's an important issue to work in parallel or jointly 
on. The CNI is always working on this. The CBIC as well. So I think 
it's something that can’t be overlooked. (...) We have a key ally in the 
Congress, the Environmental Parliamentary Front, which is the cau-
cus with the highest number of deputies and senators; and it works 
(...). We have to remember that after we create a national policy we 
have to regulate it and you have to create the same piece of legisla-
tion at state level. That’s why the state environmental parliamentary 
fronts were created. They already exist and are working together with 
the national front. 

Political Regulation
Minutes of the meeting of 
the SCPSC on 02/Apr/18 
(MMA, 2018, p. 88)

15
Coordinator of DSCP/
MoE

Federal 
govern-
ment 

[regarding the creation of SCP policies] Algumas institucionalizações 
may constrain [policies] (...). What will we gain by creating a [SCP] 
policy? It provides a certain degree of visibility, a certain degree 
of institutional security, but I don’t know what the content of this 
policy will be. When we try to institute this policy within a context 
of correlation of forces and political and economic powermongering, 
compared to other bigger policies, we could end up with a mediocre 
outcome. (...) I reckon if we manage to get the necessary resources 
from the multiannual plan we can do alright.

Economic/
Legal

Financial 
resources/
Communi-
cation

Interview given on 18/
Oct/18

Source: authors’ elaboration based on the cited sources

Box 4: Excerpts from the discourses of state actors
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For the official from the MoE, the SCPAP seeks to articulate initiatives stemming 
from an international agreement within the potential limits of national political articu-
lation, which is strongly influenced by incumbent actors represented by private sector 
organizations that have the power to influence the legislative agenda (excerpts [13] and 
[14]). From the point of view of SAF theory, the state is not one single player, but rather 
a complex set of multiple actors characterized by internal divisions and distinct political 
interests. In this sense, it is evident from the official’s discourse in excerpt [15] that the 
implementation of a more “liberal” SCP agenda based on voluntary instruments and 
sectoral agreements was a preferred alternative to inaction or even retrograde steps in 
the socioenvironmental agenda.

Finally, another point worth highlighting from the analysis of the SCPAP is the 
time interval between the launch of the Marrakech Process (2003), Brazil’s enrollment 
in the process (2007), and the publication of the main products: the 1st Cycle of the 
SCPAP (2011) and the 2nd Cycle (which, as mentioned above, had yet to be published 
at the date of publication of this article). Here, the concept of non-decision making 
(BARHRACH; BARATZ, 1963) helps us understand the reasons for such a long interval: 
(a) the low priority given to the preparation of the SCPAP by both incumbent actors and 
the state; (b) conflicting interests, particularly economic interests; and (c) the political 
and institutional context, in particular the 2008 global financial crisis and political crisis 
in Brazil that began in 2015 leading to the impeachment of Dilma Rousseff and a staffing 
shake-up in the MoE.

5. Final considerations

There is much discussion surrounding SCP policy on the world stage, stemming 
from the recognition by states and civil society of the limits to the capacity of ecosystems 
to sustain continuous economic growth based on ever-increasing material consumption 
and production. However, there is a lack of consensus over this issue because changing 
production models affects incumbent actors in the economic field. As signatory to these 
international agreements, Brazil has undertaken a commitment to formulate policies to 
encourage a shift to more sustainable patterns of production and consumption. 

The findings of this study reveal the slow pace of progress on the development of 
Brazil´s SCPAP. The probable reason for this is that incumbent actors have striven to 
present reformist alternatives in the political, economic, legal, and technical and scientific 
spheres in order to maintain their position in the field. In political game playing, it is those 
who hold the most power who benefit most from the resulting policies, not necessarily 
those who maintain the rule of law. The exercise of power occurs in a number of ways, 
including the suppression of the demands of challenger actors such as environmentalists 
and social movements and the obfuscation of potential disputes. 

In the case of Brazil’s national SCPAP, the fact that the MoE was tasked with its 
preparation clearly reveals the government’s ideological position: sustainability is an en-
vironmental issue and not a cross-cutting one as challenger actors suggest. That is why 
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the Ministry of Planning or the Executive Office of the President, for example, were not 
charged with its preparation. 

This study goes some way towards charting the interplay between opposing political 
forces in the development of national SCP policies. On this point, field theory (FLIG-
STEIN; MCADAM, 2012) showed itself to be an important tool for revealing conflicting 
interests and actor movement within the field. Far from suggesting the dichotomous po-
larization of social actors in the field, it helped reveal that, despite the inherent challenges 
of the political game, progress has been made. Actors have made positive contributions 
and other agendas may emerge as more favorable conditions are created for improving 
the autonomy of dominated social actors. 

Another contribution of this study is the establishment of a methodological as-
sociation between field theory (FLIGSTEIN and MCADAM, 2012) and sociological 
discourse analysis (CONDE, 2009), bearing in mind that both techniques have the same 
philosophical and epistemological underpinnings, being essentially qualitative, critical, 
subjectivist, and historically framed.

Sociological discourse analysis reveals aspects that have prevented the emergence 
of agendas expected by society, such as the influence of the prevailing interests of the 
private sector, the main beneficiary of the status quo. These aspects include the regulation/
deregulation of consumption and production systems, business communication strategies, 
necessary investment, and the level of transparency of state policy and private initiatives.

The ultimate aim of SCP policy should be to promote a shift from the current state 
of unsustainability towards an alternative based not only on eco-efficiency, but also on 
reducing the deficit between our ecological footprint and biocapacity. In practice, the 
struggle between incumbent and challenger actors in the SAF has resulted in reform-
ist alternatives, such as deregulation and economic incentive instruments, and limited 
transparency in private sector initiatives.

Future research should be undertaken to explore how the private sector has in-
corporated the SCP discourse and practices into social accountability processes through 
corporate social responsibility instruments
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PRODUÇÃO E CONSUMO SUSTENTÁVEIS: 
UM ESTUDO À LUZ DA TEORIA DE CAMPOS 

DE AÇÃO ESTRATÉGICA

Resumo: Este artigo analisa o processo de construção de políticas públi-
cas de produção e consumo sustentável no Brasil após o ingresso do país 
no Processo de Marraquexe, em 2003. A partir da teoria de campos de 
ação estratégica, procurou-se analisar a emergência deste campo, suas 
características e seu estado por meio da ação coletiva de seus princi-
pais atores sociais com suas ações, interesses e disputas. Como material 
empírico para análise foram utilizados os planos desenvolvidos no pe-
ríodo, as atas de reunião, os documentos lançados à consulta pública, 
as respostas fornecidas pela sociedade civil após a consulta, além de en-
trevistas em profundidade. Foi possível constatar que uma série de obs-
táculos vêm ocasionando atrasos aos avanços da política de produção e 
consumo sustentável em função de disputas entre atores incumbentes 
e desafiantes.
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PRODUCCIÓN Y CONSOMO SOSTENIBLE: 
UN ESTUDIO A PARTIR DE LA TEORÍA DE 

CAMPOS DE ACCIÓN 

Resumen: Este artículo analiza el proceso de construcción de políticas 
públicas de producción y consumo sostenible en Brasil tras el ingreso 
del país en el Proceso de Marrakech, en 2003. A partir de la teoría 
de campos de acción estratégica, se buscó analizar la emergencia de 
este campo, sus características y su estado por medio de la acción co-
lectiva de sus principales actores sociales con sus acciones, intereses y 
disputas. Como material empírico para análisis se utilizaron los planes 
desarrollados en el período, las actas de reunión, los documentos lanza-
dos a la consulta pública, las respuestas proporcionadas por la sociedad 
civil tras la consulta, además de entrevistas en profundidad. Fue posible 
constatar que una serie de obstáculos vienen ocasionando retrasos a los 
avances de la política de producción y consumo sostenible en función 
de disputas entre actores incumbentes y desafiantesbejassinaguijón y los 
valores sociales y culturalesatribuidos a esaactividad.
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