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Review Article
Abstract

Background and Aim: Lifestyle movements have emerged as socio-political activities that seek deeper societal change
through altering individual behaviours. This study addresses why some lifestyle activists remain at the level of non-
institutional participation, while others move toward institutional engagement. To answer this question, an analytical
framework was developed by integrating theories of lifestyle movements, political consumerism, and political
opportunity structure (POS), and was tested through a secondary case study of the Association for Ecological Life and
Gardening (VELT) in Belgium.

Data and Method: This research employed a documentary method and qualitative analysis of scientific and policy
texts. It also draws upon results and data collected in Belgium between 2010 and 2023.

Findings: The findings showed that members of this association follow two participatory paths: informal (organic
gardening, ethical consumption) and formal (collaboration with city councils). The transition from the first to the
second path occurs when three conditions are met: the presence of receptive institutions, legal channels for
participation, and alignment with policy discourses.

Conclusion: Lifestyle politics can be both an alternative to and a complement for institutional participation, thereby
expanding democracy at the local and everyday levels. In societies where the political-social structure provides a
foundation for political-social participation, political-social associations and movements act upon this, organizing
actions according to issues, and under these conditions, citizen participation based on policies is facilitated.

Keywords: Lifestyle politics, Political participation, Political opportunity structure, Political consumerism, VELT
organization.

Key Message: Lifestyle politics has the potential to transform individual engagement into institutional participation;
however, this transition is contingent upon structural political and social conditions. By providing an analytical
framework and an empirical case study, this research demonstrates how lifestyle movements can effectively foster
local democracy and address environmental challenges.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction

In recent decades, significant shifts in the patterns of political participation and social
activism have become defining features of democratic societies. The decline of traditional
institutional participation, erosion of public trust in political parties and formal institutions,
and rise of informal and individual forms of political action all point to a transformation of the
classical paradigms of representative democracy. Within this context, lifestyle politics has
emerged as a phenomenon attracting the attention of scholars in political sociology, cultural
studies, and public policy. Lifestyle politics refers to a form of political action in which
individuals' everyday choices—in areas such as consumption, diet, clothing, transportation,
and living patterns—serve as instruments for expressing social stances and effecting
meaningful societal change. This framework blurs the traditional boundaries between private
and public spheres, allowing politics to permeate daily life.

This study examines why some lifestyle activists choose to remain within non-institutional
participation, while others engage with formal structures and enter the sphere of institutional
participation. To address this question, an analytical framework was developed by integrating
theories of lifestyle movements, political consumerism, and the Political Opportunity
Structure (POS). This framework was then tested through a secondary case study of the
Ecological Living and Gardening Association (VELT) in Belgium.

Method and Data

This research employs a documentary method and qualitative analysis of academic texts,
focusing on data and outcomes from a study conducted in Belgium between 2010 and 2023.
The data used in the original research included scientific documents, policy reports, existing
interviews, and trend analyses of participation among VELT members. Based on the
theoretical framework that integrates lifestyle movement theories, political consumerism, and
the political opportunity structure, this study seeks to explain the link between individual
action and institutional participation within the empirical context of the Belgian case study.

Findings

The findings reveal that members of the VELT association engage in two distinct
participatory pathways: the informal path, which includes practices such as organic gardening
and ethical consumption, and the formal path, characterized by collaboration with city
councils and local agencies. A transition from informal to formal participation occurs when
three critical conditions are met: the presence of receptive and open institutions, the
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availability of legal channels for participation, and alignment with prevailing policy
discourses. When these factors align, lifestyle activists are able to transcend the individual,
non-institutional level, achieving institutional participation and influencing local policy.

Moreover, the findings indicate that lifestyle politics should not be viewed simply as a
collection of individual choices; rather, it represents a form of collective action that can
redefine the boundaries of political participation and enhance social capital. Everyday actions,
such as ethical consumption and organic gardening, serve as gateways into social and cultural
networks, creating a foundation for the development of "alternative social infrastructures."
When bolstered by supportive structural and institutional frameworks, these infrastructures
can facilitate policy change and influence local decision-making processes.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study indicate that lifestyle politics can act as both an alternative to and
a complement for traditional institutional participation. By broadening the scope of political
activism to encompass everyday life, these policies facilitate democratic participation among
wider segments of society. In contrast to conventional participation, which often relied on
civic duty and formal party membership, lifestyle participation is grounded in individual
identity, moral motivations, informal networks, and symbolic meanings.

The case study of VELT illustrates how lifestyle movements can contribute to the
development of local democracy and resolution of environmental challenges by linking
individual actions with institutional participation. However, this transition is heavily
influenced by political and social structures, the openness of institutions, and the alignment of
policy discourses with the values held by activists. Ultimately, lifestyle politics can be seen as
a tool for expanding democratic participation, strengthening social capital, and creating
alternative social infrastructures in contemporary societies.

In summary, lifestyle politics has the potential to facilitate the transition from individual
participation to institutional participation; however, this shift is contingent upon existing
socio-political structural conditions. By proposing a comprehensive analytical framework and
conducting an empirical case study, this research clarifies how such movements can
effectively contribute to the advancement of local democracy and the challenges posed by
environmental issues.
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