Sustainable Consumption: Young Australians as Agents of Change

Who made your new shoes? Or the t-shirt you are wearing? Besides your own bank balance what kind of impact do you think your consumption choices have?  Do you think we buy too much ‘stuff’? Do you even care?

Based on the Australian study, “Sustainable Consumption: Young 
Australians as Agents of Change” commissioned by National Youth Affairs Research Scheme (NYARS) 88% of young Australians do care. We either strongly agreed or agreed that young people buy too much stuff.  In fact, only 10% think that youth consumption patterns were not a major present-day problem. Young Australians know that they are personally responsible for making more sustainable consumption choices.  

But, what is sustainable consumption?

Sustainable consumption is buying goods (like food) or services (like your internet service provider) that do not impact on the environment or exploit people. Examples of sustainable consumption are: buying recycled products, eating organic food or buying your clothes from an op-shop or second-hand store.

This study, conducted jointly by Griffith University and the International Young Professionals Foundation (IYPF), explored how young people can make changes in their own consumption patterns as well as being catalysts for change in the wider community, thus leading society toward more sustainable lifestyle choices.  

Young people spend a lot. Statistically we hold sway over the discretionary spending (spending extra money that doesn’t go on accommodation, food or bills) in many households. Given the right environment and opportunities we can influence the consumption patterns of many people. It is important that we begin to think about what we consume because it impacts on our world, a world that we will one day have full responsibility for. 

Young people are potentially society’s most potent agents of change. The United Nations have identified five reasons for enlisting the support of young people in sustainable consumption campaigns:

· Young people aged under 20 years make up 40% of the world’s population.

· Young people make up a distinct consumer category and hence require a specific approach.

· Young people directly or indirectly influence a large portion of family consumption.

· Young people are more open to change.

· The consumption patterns young people acquire today will influence their consumption patterns in their adult life and that of their children.

What you spend your money on does impact on the world in many ways. It affects our health: over 50 per cent of people in Australia today are overweight. It affects the environment: forests are still being logged; our use of petrol continues to contribute to global warming. It affects our future: resources like water and oil are precious and need to be used responsibly. 

According to the report, the consumption patterns of young Australians are consistent with the qualities of contemporary consumer society. Young people establish their own identities through what they buy. We seek social inclusion by purchasing the newest and “coolest” products on the market. While we are critical of the consuming desire, we often continue regardless. However, there is a growing trend of many young Australians trying to minimise their environmental impact through the pursuit of non-materialist lifestyles.  

Young Australians have the ability to make sustainable consumption the next cool lifestyle choice. Already young people engage in a variety of sustainable lifestyle practices such as water and energy conservation, vegetarianism and holistic approaches to health.  The question is:  are you ready to get involved?
These concerns led to the “Sustainable Consumption: Young 
Australians as Agents of Change” study to develop a program to empower young people and help them to learn to consume sustainably.   Hundreds of young Australians participated in this study through workshops, questionnaires and sharing their wishes and ideas for a more sustainable Australia.

It is encouraging to see a growing number of young Australians becoming aware and acting on their ability to contribute to the wellbeing of their society and our world. This study is clearly the beginning of a new way of consuming of which young Australians will be leaders.

Whether you’ve heard about sustainable consumption of not, the tools are available for you to learn and share with others to help work toward sustainability on a global scale.  Most importantly, just try to remember, ‘think before you buy’.  

Currently, IYPF are looking for individuals and youth/young professional organisations to take part in the initial phases of the Capacity Building for Sustainable Consumption Change Agents project. If you would like to learn more about this initiative or to become a sustainable consumption change agent, contact the project team at youth.sc@iypf.org. More information is also available online at http://www.iypf.org/IYPF-projects.htm#YouthSC.  

“Sustainable Consumption: Young Australians as Agents of Change” Study and Report by Matthew Bentley, John Fien, and Cameron Neil is available at http://www.facs.gov.au/internet/facsinternet.nsf/aboutfacs/programs/youth-sustainable_consumption.htm
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