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MODULE CODE: BUU44705

MODULE NAME: Sustainable marketing

ECTS:  20

PRE-REQUISITE: None 

LECTURER:			Sarah Browne
E-MAIL:			sarah.browne@tcd.ie
OFFICE HOURS: 			email for appointment

MODULE TUTOR:		Fodhla O’ Connell-Grennell 	
E-MAIL:			oconnefo@tcd.ie

MODULE DESCRIPTION 
Throughout the twentieth century, capitalism emerged as the dominant paradigm based on the idea that infinite economic growth was a prerequisite to improving the quality of life for humankind and to generate sufficient wealth to challenge many socio-economic issues of the time. As more of society became governed by markets and private enterprise, marketing became ever more influential. It was tasked with and has succeeded in developing tools to drive innovation and continuous demand for goods and services, which in turn has afforded many in developed economies unprecedented levels of affluence, choice, pleasure, comfort and convenience. 

Emission-intensive production and consumption however, is having a catastrophic impact on our ability to live safely and sustainably within planetary boundaries. Marketing as a discipline has attempted to respond to these concerns, with the emergence of ‘green’, ‘environmental’ and ‘sustainable’ marketing approaches, encouraging consumers to consider the true cost of the material things they buy and to switch to greener alternatives. While there are some positives to be taken from this shift in marketing orientation, the underlying assumption is that marketing’s role is to guide consumers toward ‘better’, ‘more sustainable’ consumption, yet never to question whether the take-make-waste production and consumption cycle can ever truly be sustainable. This module encourages students to consider this and other difficult questions such as; can we legitimately consume our way out of crisis? What if the route to happiness and well-being isn’t through acquisition of material wealth?
 
Based on principles of transformative (strong) sustainability, students will be asked to conceive of a more radical vision of marketing theory, practice and role in society. Exploring several examples in critical marketing, sustainability marketing, not-for-profit and social marketing, students will engage with concepts that straddle other disciplines, such as, post-growth, well-being and sufficiency, behaviour and systems change, advocacy and social lobbying. 

Students will apply their learning to a ‘Marketing in the Anthropocene’ capstone project which will showcase marketing practice “recognises the eco-logical limits of the planet, impacts of business on nature and society, and the responsibility marketers hold in steering towards a strongly sustainable future”. (Bocken et al., 2025).

The capstone project can take a variety of forms, from a critical marketing case study highlighting the problematic nature of growth-orientated business (and marketing) as usual, to an advocacy case study applying the principles of upstream social marketing for new policy measures for reduced and sustainable production and consumption (e.g. unsustainable product/service bans, deliberate reduction and ultimate phasing out economic activity in harmful sectors, building policy and politic support for system change), or a strong sustainable marketing case study, exploring organisations that are attempting new types of marketing (e.g. demarketing, sufficiency marketing promoting new conceptualisations of “enough”, making simpler lifestyles more appealing), encouraging new types of consumption (reduced consumption, slow/mindful consumption, challenging and dismantling overconsumption norms) or adopting new business models (prioritising value over volume, purpose over profit, full transparency, dismantling activities that keep the status-quo, questioning how and how much we produce and consume).  

Graduates from this capstone will be well-positioned for careers in sustainability marketing, social marketing agencies, not-for-profit and social enterprise, thinktanks, academia, or advocacy and civil society roles. 

LEARNING OUTCOMES

By the end of the module, students will be able to: 
 
1. Understand and critically assess the history, assumptions and contestations of corporate marketing practice and its relationship to hyper-consumption from different perspectives (commercial, consumer, civil society and environment)
2. Develop and apply ‘deep reading’ skills (slow, attentive, involving analysis and critical thinking) through interdisciplinary breadth and depth of reading. 
3. Develop and apply participatory dialogue skills, to identify, debate and critically evaluate pressing socio-ecological issues facing marketing, business and society today.
4. ‘Unlearn’ some problematic micromangerialist marketing perspectives promoted by the dominant social paradigm within business curricula such as continuous growth and profit maximisation above all else. 
5. Network with key actors in the field of social and sustainability marketing, not-for-profit marketing, advocacy groups, and other civil society organisations to gauge current best practice in this space.
6. Appraise a radically different approach to business and marketing that i) prioritises collective well-being ii) encourages acceptance of new ideas and ways of living/consuming/being and iii) drives behavioural and policy change for the betterment of society. 

TEACHING AND LEARNING APPROACH
The module adopts a transformative learning approach to sustainability that emphasizes experiential, inquiry-based learning, and capacity building skills such as problem solving, critical thinking and deep reflection. The module aims to progress students through the three levels of sustainability education (Sterling, 2011) from learning how to ‘do things better’ (Conformative), towards ‘doing better things’ (Reformative), and finally advancing, ultimately, to ‘seeing things differently’ (Transformative). 

Michaelmas Term structure: 
Students will spend the first semester immersed in seminal literature to gain a historical and holistic understanding to address the following questions- How did we get here? - (current social and ecological crises and marketing’s role and/or complicity) and Where do we go from here? (current discourses around rethinking marketing in the Anthropocene to provide solutions to these crises). We will turn to core texts, academic journal articles, expert opinion, and other and other important information and media sources spanning management, business, ecological economics, critical marketing, policy studies and more, to become conceptually competent in the ideology of ‘sustainable marketing’ and beyond, to evaluate and critique its’ potential for transformative social change. 

This will be done through a weekly student-led reading group of key texts, in a lecturer-assigned group (of approx.10). Students begin to get to grips with the problematic impacts of business-as-usual- specifically capitalist driven corporate marketing- on society and the ecological environment, by discussing and debating with their peers in a deeply engaged, but informal and enjoyable way. Each week there will be a focus on a different sub-topic (see indicative lecture and reading group format and schedule below).  


Below, is an indicative structure of the reading group sessions:
	16.00-16.05
	Room set up 

	16.05-17.00
	Reading Group 

	17.00-17.10
	BREAK

	17.10-17.30
	Chairs’ panel

	17.30-17.50
	Extending concepts 

	17.50
	END



In addition to the weekly reading groups, students must also attend 3 external talks/events during Michaelmas term, that are relevant, complimentary to the theory and principles discussed throughout the semester. Attending such events, exposes students to alternative perspectives, to see theory in action and, also the opportunity to network with industry experts, practitioners, speakers, activists, organisers in the sustainable marketing field. 

Building on the abovementioned immersion in the literature and networking experience at events, students will incrementally come to decide an area for an applied project under the theme of ‘Marketing in the Anthropocene’ which they will complete in Hilary term.

Hilary Term structure: 
Semester 2, Students will have the opportunity to hear from experts in the field who are putting sustainable marketing theory and principles into practice, in the form of a guest speaker series.  Each week, students will hear from individuals operating in a variety of different roles and contexts, all working towards the common goal of positive change, by challenging the status quo of marketing and redefining how we think about and practice marketing for addressing some of societies’ most problematic issues today. (A full schedule of the guest speaker series and structure of lectures in Hilary Term will be provided at the beginning of semester 2). 

Students will continue to network with these speakers (and others) incrementally, researching and writing their applied project over this semester, aided by one-to-one meetings with the lecturer and module tutor.  

ASSESSMENT 

This module will be assessed through 100% individual continuous assessment only (no final examination) and will combine graded assessment components throughout Michaelmas and Hilary Term. 

Assessment breakdown:

(Michaelmas Term)

Reading and Participation-based assessment (20%)
· Attendance and participation are mandatory aspects of this capstone module. 
· In semester 1, weekly reading groups will take place. Prescribed readings and discussion questions will be given. 
· Your level of preparation and active participation in the weekly reading group discussions will be monitored and graded for this assessment. 
· Detailed guidelines on expectations for participation, and how to prepare and participate in reading group discussions will be provided. 
· Each week, students must also submit (in advance of each reading group session)  a one-page written document outlining their key take-aways and discussion points based on their reading of the materials. These weekly one-page submissions, are not graded however are required as a discussion aid and preparation for the reading group.
· By the end of the first semester, students will have participated in 9 reading group discussions. An aggregate mark will be awarded based on demonstrable critical reflection on the core reading material and level of active and meaningful (non-superficial) participation across the reading group discussions. 
 
Experience and Reflection-based assessment (20%) 
· Students are required to attend 3 events and submit a written reflection of their attendance at each event. 
· Students will choose 3 (related) external talks/events that are relevant, complimentary to the academic theory and principles discussed throughout semester 1. Attending such events, exposes students to alternative perspectives, to see and experience theory in action and also the opportunity to network with industry experts, practitioners, speakers, activists, organisers of events,  building confidence and experience to choose, research and write their ‘Marketing in the Anthropocene’ capstone project. 

(Hilary Term)

Written assessment (capstone project) (40%)
· A 4,000 word ‘Marketing in the Anthropocene’ themed project. 
· Students will be provided with a selection of briefs and formats to choose from,  representing a broad scope of transformative sustainable marketing orientations introduced throughout the module, or are free to select their own project topic and parameters so long as they are within the remit of the core content covered on the capstone module.
· Students are required to submit a brief proposal for the project they will be researching and writing in Hilary term towards the end of Michaelmas Term. This proposal will not be graded, however they will form the basis of the one-to-one meetings with the module leader at the end of the semester

Oral assessment (of capstone project) (20%)
· 10 min closed book oral assessment (Q&A) of the written project





RELATION TO DEGREE

We are at a turning point, and the time to raise important questions about the taken-for-granted yet problematic assumptions underlying the ideology of neoliberal capitalism is now. Trinity Business School (TBS) has committed to placing sustainability as a ‘cornerstone’ of its programme architecture and design with a pledged goal of ‘arming students with the tools to tackle global challenges’. Furthermore, TBS has developed it’s mission to Transform Business for Good. This means business which is: Impactful (‘good’ in terms of high-performance);  Ethical (‘good’ from a moral perspective) and Sustainable (a permanent ‘for good’ interpretation). TBS degrees encourage a responsible view of business, exploring one’s personal and professional potential, and engagement with grand challenges. 

This module is an ideal Capstone to deepen and solidify these goals and mission. The Trinity Capstone is designed to be an integrative exercise that facilitates students in showcasing skills and knowledge developed throughout their four years of study. This capstone encourages deep and critical reflection on the discipline of marketing, not as a siloed business function, but as a powerful mechanism that has the potential to shape and reinforce the acceptance of new ideas regarding the purpose of business and the meaning of societal well-being. Some of the material and ideas in this capstone may sit uncomfortably with you and may even contradict prior learning on your course of study. Given that we have reached ecological overshoot on several planetary boundaries, being able to acknowledge and sit with this discomfort is an important stepping stone for reimaging the purpose of business and marketing. Students are encouraged to adopt a solutions-focused approach to explore potential positive marketing and communications applications and consider a future career that involves encouraging and promoting societal and environmental wellbeing.

WORKLOAD
This is a 20 credit module, meaning 500 hours of work is needed over the course of the year. 
	Content 
	Indicative Number of Hours

	Lecturing hours
	44

	Reading of assigned materials and active reflection 
	132

	Assessment preparation and completion
	324

	Total 
	500



TEXTBOOKS AND REQUIRED READING RESOURCES
All required reading material will be made available on Blackboard, via TCD library journal database/ or as eBooks from TCD library. 

Recommended pre-reading for this capstone module: 
· Hastings, G. (2022). Hyperconsumption: Corporate Marketing Vs. the Planet. Routledge. (e-book and limited copies available via TCD Library)
· Randle, P. and Eyre A. (2023) Sustainable Marketing: The industry’s role in a sustainable future (e-book available via TCD Library)
· Egan-Wyer, C., & Bertilsson, J. (2025). Marketing in the Climate Crisis: Imagining Post-Growth Futures. Taylor & Francis.
· Kennedy, A. M. (Ed.). (2019). Macro-social marketing insights: Systems thinking for wicked problems. Routledge. (e-book available via TCD Library)

STUDENT PREPARATION FOR THE MODULE 
Attendance and active participation in this capstone are mandatory. All students must have read the material and submitted any required work/ preparatory task each week in advance of the lecture. 

COURSE COMMUNICATION 
Please note that all course related email communication must be sent from your official TCD email address. Emails sent from other addresses will not be attended to.

	
	Indicative* lecture schedule & topics for semester 1 (Michaelmas term)
(*may be updated/amended) 

	
1


	Introduction, Icebreaker, Overview
· Welcome – icebreakers
· Why Sustainable Marketing Capstone?
· How to read the material each week & how to have a reading group discussion 
Required reading: TBC 
*No reading group this week

	2

	Capitalism and Growth- The Elephant in the Business School?
Required reading: TBC
*Reading groups commence this week onwards

	
3

	Corporate marketing-the ‘engine of growth’?
Required reading: TBC

	
4
	Sustainable marketing- A disingenuous distraction or promising path forward?
Required reading: TBC

	5

	Can marketing turn into the opposite if itself- a case for demarketing?
Required reading: TBC

	6
	Demarketing (continued): Can demarketing be an effective tool for sufficiency? 
Required reading: TBC

	7
	READING WEEK

	8

	Time for a radical rethink of marketing? A degrowth/post-growth perspective
Required reading: TBC

	9


	Can social marketing persuade us that a better life is possible? An introduction to social marketing and behaviour change theory
Required reading: TBC

	
10

	Can upstream (macro) social marketing bring about system change?
Required reading: TBC

	11
	Social marketing, social movements and social change

	12
	One-to-one meetings on capstone projects proposal



BIOGRAPHICAL NOTE: 
Sarah is an Assistant Professor of Marketing in Trinity Business School. She has lectured on undergraduate and postgraduate programmes, teaching modules in marketing, strategic management, business research methods, marketing and society, and social marketing.  Sarah’s current research interests centre on critical marketing perspectives and the role of (social) marketing in transitioning to a post-growth society. Sarah has conducted studies on critical food marketing, exploring the commercial determinants of public health. Her work has been published in Globalization and Health, Journal of Public Policy and Marketing, Journal of Marketing Management, Journal of Business Strategy, Social Science and Medicine, Ethics, Medicine and Public Health, International Journal of Health Policy and Management. Sarah has delivered social marketing workshops for Irish public health organisations.  She has also co-written news articles and been interviewed by national and international media outlets (Irish Times, Journal.ie, RTE Drivetime, CNN) on subjects ranging from critical food marketing, conspicuous consumption, advertising standards and rulings, and consumer behaviour during Covid-19. 
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