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ABSTRACT

This paper uses the results of a study of youth activism for sustainable consumption in four Australian states to illustrate the potential of youth and young adults to act as leaders of change towards sustainability. Youth and young adulthood are periods when the effects of the ‘commercialisation of childhood’ are being seen and lifelong habits of consumption levels and preferences are being cemented. While these are also periods of very high consumption, they are also periods of increasing capacity for independence in lifestyle and consumer choices - and of the capacity to think critically and decide and act for oneself with decreasing adult influence. Thus, these are periods of potentially enhanced capacity for responsibility and change. They are also periods when peer pressure and socialised need for conformity is strong. Very often, this is seen as a negative trait, but it also means a potential for young people to influence their peers in a positive direction. Indeed, the results of this study lead to a view of youth and young adulthood as potential periods for enhancing the desire and capacity to influence others in a positive way as these are life periods when individuals are publicly exerting their identity and exerting leadership for change. The paper concludes with an outline of a capacity building programme that that may be developed to advance leadership change capacities in the promotion of sustainable consumption and lifestyles.
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INTRODUCTION

This paper seeks to answer the two-part question of what do Australian young people think about consumption and what do they think should be done about it?

Such questions about consumer behaviour, consumerism and sustainable consumption are not treated as prime focus areas in youth journals or by youth study associations in Australia. However, a large number of surveys and other reports have touched on related issues such as youth concern for the environment and social issues, and youth social participation. These studies portray a youth sector highly concerned about social issues such as the environment. In fact, many of the key concerns that stem from over-consumption in a developed economy such as Australia’s are among the most talked about by young Australians. Many young Australians are unhappy and are not able to find fulfilment in material consumption. Although some of these young people are seeking out alternative, and often more sustainable, lifestyles, many others lack the skills and opportunities to turn their concerns into direct action. 

This paper is presented in three parts. The first reviews these studies by way of providing a context for understanding young people’s views on consumption and sustainable consumption. The second presents the results of a National Youth Affairs Research Scheme supported study of youth attitudes on consumption and sustainable consumption conducted across four Australian states. The third section analyses the actions that the young people in this study recommend as a strategy for empowering their peers to take a more active role in advancing sustainability through their lifestyle and consumption choices. It also proposes a national sustainable consumption framework as a way of facilitating this.

YOUTH IN AUSTRALIA

Young people in Australia are a wide and varied group (e.g. see Bessant, Sercombe and Watts 1998), with a range of values, concerns and behaviours in terms of the environment and consumption. However, there are signs of an emerging environmentalism amongst young Australians (Yencken, Fien and Sykes, 2000). High levels of concern for social issues have been identified in a number of surveys of young Australians. The following review of Australian studies into youth values tries to develop a picture of whether young Australians are willing, and ready, to accept lifestyle changes.

A survey of over 11,000 people aged between 12 and 25 in Western Australia indicated young people care more about the environment than other high profile issues like drug and alcohol abuse, education, and health (WA Government, 2003). The environment was the number one concern for young people in Western Australia. The findings showed that young people’s concern for the environment increased as they got older. The more high-profile issues of recent times – terrorism, immigration and Australia’s involvement in overseas conflicts – rated behind the more systemic and long-term issues such as the environment, crime and drug and alcohol abuse as issues of concern to the community. Interestingly, other issues such as poverty and health – both related to sustainable consumption – were also of concern to young Western Australians. Similarly, of the 830 young people surveyed during the 2001 Royal Adelaide Show, 530 stated protecting the planet was of high importance to them. This was the second most important issue after the need to find a job (Government of South Australia, 2002).

As part of a major initiative to gather intelligence on Australia’s future, the Business Council of Australia conducted a national consultation with 323 young people. The Survey was designed to capture the views and thoughts of youth on the future of Australia in 2025. The environment was by far the most important issue to respondents (BCA, 2003). It ranked top or close to the top in all categories that reviewed present and future major concerns and challenges for Australia. There was also evidence of some concern for issues like income inequality and human rights. Consumption was not included as a response category. The individual environmental issues gaining most attention were logging, loss of biodiversity, land degradation, water conservation, and global warming. Suggestions made by young people for improving the environment avoided mention of consumer action, and rather cited the need for promoting greater awareness, encouraging eco-friendly technologies and reversing the damage to the environment (BCA, 2003: 4).

A National Youth Affairs Research Scheme study into participation and citizenship, has found 82% of young people surveyed consider the environment either important or very important to them. Consumption was not explored in the survey, however, and consumer action was considered only a ‘fairly common’ form of social action. Although around half of young people had taken some consumer action in the past, only 40% considered the actions they took to be effective or very effective (Elton Consulting, 2004). 

Results from a large benchmark Survey of the Environmental Knowledge, Values and Attitudes of 2,238 NSW school students, shows yet again that the environment is of major concern to young people. Approximately 90% rank their environmental concern as high or very high. But interestingly, no major environmental issue rated as the most important issue to young people at the local, national or global level. Litter (local), crime (national), and war (global) were the major issues of concern. Nonetheless, environmental issues such as the ozone layer and loss of biodiversity rated very highly at the national and global levels (Loughland et al., 2002).

An important finding of this study was a clear indication that young people were taking individual action to help the environment (Loughland et al., 2002). This statement is reinforced by the fact that young people have little faith in environmental action by governments and business. Education and information on sustainability is important. Schools were cited as key sources for learning about environmental issues. Even so, young people declared that they often were not clear on how to actually help the environment. Individual environmental issues that could be considered hard for young people to influence such as biodiversity loss and species extinction were those that young people have the most knowledge about. On the other hand, issues such as waste recycling – where direct action is possible – were not very well understood. If a clear link between shopping behaviour and environmental, health, animal rights and poverty issues can be established, young people will be able to realise a desire to “help” by making smarter personal consumption choices, and recycling and reusing where possible.

In a survey of over 5,500 young Australians aged 14-17 years, a majority of respondents were found not to understand the influence of social structures and institutions on shaping people’s values and which also contribute to environmental problems (Sykes, Yencken, Fien & Choo 2000). Instead, Connell et al. (1999: 104) recognised that Australian young people tend to use an ‘individualistic framework’ to understand the causes of environmental problems. Yet, despite this individualistic framework, most young people did not appear to understand how their own behaviour contributed to environmental problems (Connell et al., 1999: 104-5). This has been a conclusion from other minor studies (Moody, 2000; Bentley, 2001) and international surveys (UNESCO, 2000).

The trends in Australia are mostly emulated elsewhere in the world. For example, a survey of young people in the USA in 2000 found the main concerns to be: environmental protection (49%); social health care provision for the uninsured (46%); working to reduce racial tensions (46%); and strengthening gun control laws (45%). A survey in Britain captured a similar youth interest in social issues, such as the environment, militarism and civil liberties, issues that have been categorised by Henn and Weinstein as “broadly post-materialist’ issues. 

Youth lifestyles, the environment and technology were the key focal areas of a European survey of 6,100 young people across 10 countries. The Panda Bus Tour Survey 2000 found that the environment was important to over 90% of respondents. Endangered animals (45%), pollution (29%), habitat destruction (22%), and animal rights (20%) were the main environmental concerns (WWF, 2000: 33). Recognising that everyone, including themselves, was responsible for environmental decline, over half of the survey respondents believed that changing their lifestyles would be the best way to help the environment (WWF, 2000: 37). Indeed, the need for changing personal lifestyles far outweighed other modes of individual action such as giving to charities, joining youth groups, writing to governments and sending petitions. 

Importantly, however, younger respondents (under 20) were found to be less likely to think that changing consumption is key to protecting the environment. The message here is clear. Young people are expressing concern about the world around them, but seem unclear on the extent to which their consumption affects society and nature. 

In 2000, UNEP and UNESCO surveyed 10,000 young people (aged 18 – 25 years old) in twenty-four countries (including Australia). The project included case studies from Mexico, Canada, Thailand, Italy, Norway and Australia (Australian case study by Fien and Skoien). Young people around the world showed high concern for labour and animal rights, poverty and the environment and while they understood the impacts of their use and disposal of products on the environment very few associated this with their shopping behaviour. 

These results were confirmed by a subsequent study by advertising agency McCann-Erickson in co-operation with UNEP in 2001 (Youth and Sustainable Consumption: A worldwide snapshot, 2001). McCann-Erickson discovered that sustainable consumption remains a “big ignorance’ among youth and that alternatives to irresponsible consumption were not well understood. Price, name of the brand, quality and peer pressure all scored higher than “sustainability” in a ranking of important purchasing conditions. Young people were also generally unaware of existing avenues for becoming leaders or agents of change in the area of sustainable consumption.

YOUTH AND SUSTAINABLE CONSUMPTION SURVEY

To begin addressing this issue, and possibly finding pathways to solutions, we decided to explore views about consumption and sustainable consumption held by young Australians who could be identified as belonging to youth groups interested in promoting social change.  While the views of such young people pare unlikely to reflect the vision and full values base of their groups, their views could be seen as those of the more socially and environmentally aware. To understand the views of this ‘committed’ grouip of young people, the survey was sent to youth networks such as International Young Professionals Foundation, youthGAS, Youth.Com, YARN, and the UNEP Asia Pacific Tunza environment network. The survey was also distributed via the joint UNEP/UNESCO global sustainable consumption listserv in Australia. Additionally, IYPF distributed surveys to their various national networks of young professionals. The survey was also included in various newsletters around the country. These include, Youth Field Xpress, Youth Studies Australia and Ignite. Details of the development, piloting and sample selection for the Youth and Sustainable Consumption Survey may be found in Bentley, Fien and Neil (2004). The survey sought to identify the views of such ‘committed’ youth on: 

· the nature and extent of youth consumption 

· some of the drivers of consumption

· links between consumption, social issues and sustainability

· youth definitions of sustainable consumption

· potential barriers to and enablers of sustainable lifestyles

Of the 224 young Australians who responded to the survey, 56 percent were female and 44 percent were male. The majority of respondents were aged between 15 and 24 (see Figure 1). Respondents were spread fairly proportionally between rural, regional and metropolitan Australia (see Figure 2).
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	Figure 1: Age distribution of respondents
	Figure 2: Geographic distribution of respondents


Findings

Views on Young People’s Consumption

Young Australians overwhelmingly agreed that in general their peers buy too much stuff. In fact, only ten percent of young people thought that youth consumption patterns were not a major present-day problem (see Figure 3). 
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Figure 3 – Do young people buy too much stuff?

Having said that, 44 percent of young people said that they have either only a little or no influence at all over their consumption decisions (see Figure 4). This figure contrasts dramatically with the other 22 percent of young people who said that they feel like they have very much influence over their buying behaviour. The difference in opinion clearly highlights a void between those who feel powerless to reorient their role in the consumer society and those that believe in their power as consumers to achieve positive change. 

Young Australians ranked product price, quality and reliability as among the most common factors that influence their shopping decisions (see Figure 5). The family unit is an important driver of youth consumption patterns, particularly for those young people still living at home. Interestingly factors such as the level of their personal finance (9%) and friends/peer pressures (2.2%), “the brand” (2.2%) and the media (1.8 %) were rated as relatively minor influences. 
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Figure 4 – How much influence do you have over your consumption behaviour?

Two issues that arise from these findings warrant special comment. 

First, the influence of “the brand” on youth consumption appears to be very low given the claimed links between product “branding”, youth sense of identity and resultant consumption by authors such as Naomi Klein in No Logo and Alicia Quart in Branded: The Buying and Selling of Teenagers. This seeming paradox may be explained by the fact that like adults, young people purchase particular brands because of certain criteria that are inherent with the brand (e.g. Nike shoes may be seen to deliver superior product reliability compared to another brand). Thus, brand-related factors, which include price (26.3%), product quality (21%), reliability (6.3%) and personal image (4.9%), along with the influence of friends (2.2%) and the media (1.8%) do add up to a significant overall influence on youth consumption habits. 

Second, the sustainability of a product (1%) was a very minor consideration. This is matter of concern if it is to be hoped that young people can become leaders of change in Australian society in the area of sustainable consumption although this very low figure is ameliorated to some degree when second and third ranking of influences are considered (young people were asked to rank the 10 factors in order from most to least important).
  

These results point to the fact that there is potential for young people to become change agents for sustainable consumption in Australia – but only if this potential is developed by consistent and comprehensive programs of education and capacity development that empower young people firstly, to adopt a critical perspective on product branding and the media creation of identity role models through advertising, magazines, television and film and, secondly, understand and commit to consumption patterns based upon a consideration of product life cycle and social justice impacts. Later sections in this report indicate ways in which young people and key representatives of young people believe this may be achieved.

	Influences on consumption


	Percent

(rank 1)
	Percent

(rank 2)
	Percent

(rank 3)
	Average

(rank 1-3)

	Price of product
	26.3%
	15.6%
	9.8%
	17.6%

	Product quality
	21.0%
	8.5%
	16.1%
	15.2%

	My family
	20.1%
	26.8%
	16.5%
	21.1%

	My finances (Money)
	8.9%
	22.2%
	25.4%
	18.8%

	Product reliability
	6.3%
	12.1%
	8.0%
	8.8%

	Myself
	4.9%
	2.2%
	8.0%
	5.0%

	My friends
	2.2%
	2.2%
	1.3%
	1.9%

	The brand
	2.2%
	1.3%
	0.4%
	1.3%

	The media
	1.8%
	1.8%
	2.7%
	2.1%

	Sustainability of product
	0.9%
	1.8%
	6.3%
	3.0%


Figure 5: Influences on youth consumption

Ambivalence: The Disconnect between Social Concern and Personal Action

As noted above, almost 90% of those surveyed said that they think young people buy too many products (Figure 3). Nevertheless, it is hard to judge the balance of commitment and ambivalence regarding consumption from this data alone. Many young people share a critique of consumerism (Pocock and Clarke, 2004) and are not convinced by government and business leaders about the need for ongoing (and unsustainable) material accumulation. Grounds for moving to a post-materialist, or as Hamilton (2003) has called it a post-growth society, clearly rest upon factors concerning individual responsibility and consumer power. Encouragingly, and in step with findings from a UNESCO study (2000), young Australians agreed (50% strongly agree and 45% agree) that they are personally responsible for making more sustainable consumption choices (see Figure 6). Conversely, and as demonstrated in the sections below, consuming less and/or more efficiently was often understood as a societal goal rather than an individual responsibility.   

As other consultations in Australia and overseas have shown (WWF 2000, UNESCO 2000, Loughland et al., 2002), young people give the impression of being highly concerned about the environment and the wellbeing of others. For example, when asked to rate their concern for the environment and the plight of the needy, nine in ten young people said that they were either concerned or very concerned (see for example Figure 7).
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Figure 6 – I Am Responsible For Making My Consumption More Sustainable
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Figure 7 – Level of Concern For The Environment 

Consumption is also considered to be a major cause of many societal problems. An overwhelming number of those surveyed agree (44%) and strongly agree (48%) that shopping behaviour negatively impacts social and environmental systems. Young Australians admit that their consumption choices have a very big (30%) or quite big (38%) impact on the environment and wellbeing of others (see Figure 8). Encouraging as this may sound; more than three in ten young people still believe that their consumption choices have merely little or no impact at all on the environment and wellbeing of others. Certainly, many of these young people have yet to be exposed to educational tools that highlight the effects of unsustainable consumption. 

Approximately half of the young people surveyed said that they always or often consider a product’s impact before buying it (see Figure 9). However, close to forty percent only sometimes consider the impacts of their shopping behaviour, with twelve percent admitting to never parading such thoughts. Indeed, the degree of “consideration” might be assumed to be relatively minor when the low ranking (10th in a list of 10) of such consideration reported in Figure 5 is noted.

This apparent disconnection between a high acknowledgement of consumption’s impacts and a lower capacity to accept personal responsibility at the point of sale/purchase has been well documented by several Australian and international studies (see Bussey, 2003). The UNEP-UNESCO’s global sustainable consumption survey (2000) found that young people were largely unaware of the link between their individual shopping behaviour and the problems that they routinely accept as resulting from overconsumption. Of course, this is not to suggest that some young people are not already taking action to foster sustainable consumption in their communities (see for example Section 3.4) but they would appear to be in a small minority. Exploring further the factors that trigger this disconnection and the measures that can be used to address it are necessary. 

This disconnection has been described by Connell et al. (1998) in terms of the sociological concept of “ambivalence”. Ambivalence is a condition in which people feel mixed emotions or sense mixed evaluations; they have "experiences of mixed feelings, a vague and diffuse sense of being pulled in two directions … of feeling pushed or pulled, even though we have a defined and normal emotion pulling in a different direction" (Weigert 1991: 88). Ambivalence, however, is not just a matter of personal or individual responses to choices. That is, young people do not necessarily develop feelings of ambivalence because of some entirely personal dynamic. Rather, ambivalence often reflects the structure of the society we live in. One part of the social reality pulls one way (towards sustainability) while another part pulls the opposite way (towards consumption). Thus, this study found, along with Connell et al (1998) that young people are highly concerned about environmental and social issues but also share the desires promoted by popular culture and, indeed, may find their sense of agency for sustainable consumption and other acts of social and environmental commitment undermined by feelings of frustration and sometimes even anger as a result of their observations of limited proactive change in society (Connell et al, 1998).

Despite such experiences of ambivalence, most young Australians certainly do appreciate that there would be a positive effect on the environment and the wellbeing of others if they changed the amount of and/or things they bought (see Figure 10). In fact, a mere 7.6% of those surveyed disagreed with this view. However, there are important underlying factors that restrict young people from consuming more sustainably. 
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Figure 8 – The Size Of My Shopping Impact
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Figure 9 – I Consider A Product’s Impact Before Buying It
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Figure 10 – By Changing My Behaviour I Could Bring About Positive Change

What is Sustainable Consumption?

There seems to be evidence that many of the young Australians in the survey are keen to confront issues such as over-consumption and materialism. But what do they actually understand about the various alternative lifestyles available? More precisely, what does sustainable consumption really mean to young people?

Indeed, pinpointing a definition on sustainable consumption has challenged academics and international policy experts for a number of years. Therefore, we asked young people to make a maximum of three choices of factors that could be attributed to sustainable consumption from a list of ten possibilities. Nearly 20% of young people selected an ‘all of the above’ response as one of these three, thereby indicating a comprehensive appreciation of the broad meaning of sustainable consumption. Apart from this response, by far the most common one was ‘society needs to find more efficient ways to consume’. The next two most commonly chosen answers were ‘looking after the environment’ and ‘thinking about future generations’. Embedded within the first response (‘society needs to find more efficient ways to consume’) are the many elements included in many major definitions of sustainable consumption.  This breadth of understanding was revealed in many of the volunteered additional statements on this question, including:

I think that it means we need to consume in a way which has the least impact on the earth and other creatures. Some of the above (like consuming less) might be ways in which that can be achieved.

I think it means that we consume in a way that causes no damage whatsoever. We just put back what we take out, etc.

I feel that the most important factor influencing my choices is whether or not the products are cruelty free, yet this was not an option in the survey. Your survey is about sustainable consumption, yet you only mention things like hurting the environment or hurting people - what about hurting animals? This is a massive issue as far as sustainability goes and is closely tied to both the issues of environment and human rights. I think you would get some very interesting results if you addressed the issue of vegetarianism as it is very closely tied to sustainability.

Using resources at a rate lower than that at which they are produced (i.e. oil takes millions of years to form, so we should be using it at the rate of formation).

Consumption must be done in a way that is socially and environmentally equitable, both to present and future generations of life.

My consumption should have a positive impact elsewhere in the world.

Sustainable consumption relates to the ability of our consumption habits to continue indefinitely, without affecting the prospects of future generations. In practice this means that I and humans generally need to consume less than our current levels.

Many young people suggested that society needs to consume less as well as find alternative modes of consumption. The distinction between group action and individual action was again obvious with fewer young people choosing answers that reflect personal responsibility (e.g. ‘I need to consume less’) than those young people lamenting group action (‘society needs to consume less’).

TOWARDS A NATIONAL FRAMEWORK FOR CHANGE

When young people were asked to cite the number one reason why they do not always choose sustainable products or services a clear majority said that these products were not convenient to their needs (see Figure 11). Taking this data on face value, it would seem that many young people are echoing common complaints about the lack of sustainable (green) products on the market. Almost twenty percent of the young people surveyed said that they believed sustainable alternatives were too expensive. Seventeen percent said that they were not easily available and six percent suggested that there were no green products that could act as substitutes to everyday products.

A lack of information was a key barrier also, with 11% saying that they needed more information about alternative products and services and an additional 3% stating that they do not even know of any sustainable products or services. 

	Barriers


	Percent

	Not convenient to my needs
	29.5%

	Too expensive
	19.6%

	Not easily available
	17.4%

	Not enough information
	11.2%

	No substitutes to everyday products
	6.3%

	I have never thought about this before
	5.4%

	Too boring
	3.6%

	I choose sustainable things all the time
	3.1%

	I don’t know any sustainable products or services
	3.1%

	I do not think it is necessary
	0.9%

	TOTAL OBS.
	100%


Figure 11: Factors affecting choice of sustainable products

In terms of encouraging others to accept more sustainable consumption choices, providing education on sustainable consumption (31%), involving the media (33%) and getting access to government (participation - 17%) were young people’s most popular first-ranked responses (see Figure 12). One in ten young people believed taking action as part of a youth group was the key enabler of change. The least likely form of action to generate change was considered to be telling companies what you want (6%). This may be a sign of young people’s inherent distrust of companies to offer products and services that genuinely reflect the needs (as well as the concerns) of many young Australians. 

	Enablers


	Percent

	Involving the media
	33.0%

	Educating in schools, universities
	31.3%

	Getting access to the government
	17.4%

	Taking action as part of a youth group
	9.8%

	Telling companies what you want
	6.3%

	TOTAL OBS.
	97.8%


Figure 12: Perceived enablers of change

There was a more equal spread of the results when taking into consideration a greater number of young people’s choices for encouraging others to act (they were asked to rank from a list of five the best ways to inspire change). Although the order of importance of each of the five alternatives remained the same when combining the first three ranked options, the more even spread that is evident highlights the fact that there is a diversity of views on the best ways to encourage young people to choose sustainable lifestyles. There is no one magic solution for achieving sustainable consumption, something clearly reflected in the following statement by one of the survey participants:

We need all these actions in a multi-faceted approach. 

However, young people acting alone to bring about sustainable consumption will find the going difficult without effective changes to underlying infrastructure (transport, education, etc.) and organisational behaviour, and without proactive government support. Thus, a high level of social and environmental concern has been shown to not necessarily translate into a high level of personal action. This disconnection has been explained through an ambivalence young people feel about social problems and solutions. By witnessing a limited form of proactive social change in society, many young people become disenchanted, pessimistic and often even angry (Connell at al., 1998). Ambivalence as well as a “lack of life purpose” can certainly restrict any desire young people might have to take action. 

There are ways of overcoming young people’s feelings of frustration and action paralysis. A comprehensive review of research on the psychological aspects of changing consumption behaviour has revealed that the most significant of all factors are (i) intrinsic motivation and (ii) awareness of appropriate consumption actions, and (iii) skill in practising such actions (De Young 1996). Reorienting attitudes toward active citizenship at an early life stage is important as barriers such as ambivalence may well be carried into adulthood. As Connell et al. (1998) note:

Urgent attention is required at schools, in the media and in the home to illustrate that optimism is possible because many people are already working to solve environmental problems and that they, as young people and later as adults, can join them in this. A necessary first step is for young Australians to develop the capacity to envision alternative futures, to think critically about them, to plan and evaluate alternative courses of actions, and to translate their attitudes of concern into motivation, willingness and an ability to act for the environment.

These are the attributes that encompass what Jensen and Schnack (1997) call “action competence” (see also Smith, 2003). The action competence approach for sustainable consumption emphasises the need for learning and skill development rather than a platform that focuses solely on consumerism’s impact and sustainable consumption solutions. A number of benefits that can result from an action-orientated approach to education and community learning include:

· not relying on experts (environmentalists, planners or teachers) telling people/students what they should believe or how they should behave;

· promoting community understanding of issues and active engagement in, and support for, appropriate public policy;

· promoting a personal consideration of ethical issues and local decision making;

· helping people to feel a sense of ownership and commitment to the actions they choose; 

· encouraging long-term adherence to decisions, actions and policies; and

· equipping people to make appropriate changes in their actions as circumstances change (Fien and Skoien, 2000).

When asked what would be needed to achieve this, consultations with youth and youth leaders outlined the importance of educating and building capacity through a framework of sustainable consumption tools and strategies.

The need for a capacity building framework emerged from discussions with the young people and also with youth leaders. While not “youth views” per se, two major themes emerged from discussions with youth representatives during the research:

1. Sustainable consumption is an ideal ‘entry point’ to a range of youth development issues and activities. It was recognised that ‘sustainable consumption’ spans a range of social, environmental and economic fields and issues, and, as such, most young people would find something of interest and relevance to them and their own lives, e.g. water use, tree planting, politics, designing new technologies, growing vegetables, advertising and marketing. It may be that young people already possess interests of relevance without understanding the potentially positive impact they could have on their communities. Thus, these youth representatives saw many possibilities for using sustainable consumption as a “lens” or “organiser” of various youth engagement, outreach and development activities and programs. Not only did it provide a great deal of scope for young people, it also was something that could align with existing missions and activities of organisations serving young people (i.e. those represented at the train-the-trainer workshops). Participants saw sustainable consumption as having considerable applicability for use with those young people defined variously as “disadvantaged”, “marginalised” and “at-risk”, because of the strong stream of “doing” activities as opposed to those more abstract or academic. Combining ‘doing’ things with making a difference to the community was seen as very beneficial.

2. Sustainable consumption activities can address issues associated with a ‘lack of purpose in life’. From our discussions, there appeared to be a growing feeling that an underlying ‘problem’ associated with Australian young people – and issues like suicide, crime, and mental illness – is a lack of purpose. That is, that young people don’t have a strong sense of purpose for their lives, which also overlaps with a diminished sense of belonging. A sustainable consumption framework may assist young people to develop a sense of purpose larger than themselves (and perhaps their prescribed role as consumers?). Train-the-trainer participants were excited by the idea that young people could be empowered to “make a positive difference” in their communities, taking meaningful civic action and thereby gaining a sense of meaning for their lives and the ability to influence and play an active role in the creation of the future of their world.

What would such a framework look like?

Most importantly, it would be a youth-initiated, youth-led and youth-managed resource network. Second, it would focus on capacity building for empowerment.  To be effective, the framework should be designed to empower them, as citizens, to see sustainable consumption as a positive contribution to individual, household and community wellbeing and not as a ‘sacrifice’ that will lower standards of living. Thus, the challenge for guiding young people towards sustainable consumption lifestyles is one of helping them to discover for themselves the changes which are most meaningful for them and helping them to develop the action skills or competence to actually change their consumption patterns. This view of empowerment as a strategy for encouraging sustainable consumption is based upon the belief that sustainable consumption is not something that can be imposed upon people but, rather, will only come about as the result of an informed choice in favour of sustainable goods and services by individuals, households, corporations and governments (Robins and Roberts 1998: 4-5). 

Successful education and learning programs for sustainable consumption need to consider at least three key principles for program design:

· programs that just provide information on environmental facts and the need to change or tell people how to behave are ineffective;

· programs should seek to provide an understanding why particular changes are important, and help people to explore a range of alternatives in order to find ones that make sense in their own lives, and most importantly; 

· programs should seek to provide opportunities for people to develop and practise skills such as problem solving and decision making (Fien and Skoien, 2000).

An elaboration on these key principles leads to the development of a sustainable consumption framework for young people. Youth empowerment programs on sustainable consumption should aim to:

Educate

· educate young people about the impacts of their consumption patterns

· educate young people about the positives of sustainable consumption 

· educate young people about the importance of teamwork and the power of effective communication

· educate young people about their place and the contributions they can make to the global/world community

Build Capacities

· encourage young people in Australia to critically reflect on the way they, and those around them, live, behave and consume

· help young people develop leadership skills

· encourage young people to educate others about sustainable consumption through workshops, discussion groups and campaigns 

· empower young people to take action to improve their local environment

Support

· give young people a voice

· encourage active citizenship and develop young people’s awareness of their rights and responsibilities to the wider community

· allow young people to set an example of sustainable living and let others follow their example (SA Office for Youth)

To these ends, the main elements of an ideal framework would involve:

· Appointing and resourcing a secretariat / committee - that includes young people - to manage a national Youth and Sustainable Consumption program.

· An Australian version of the UNEP-UNESCO YouthXchange training guide and website on sustainable consumption.

· A Capacity Building for Sustainable Consumption Change Agents program in each State and Territory modelled on the small-scale initiative outlined in this report. 

· A small grants program for young people who develop sustainable consumption projects in their communities through program participation and an annual national awards program for sustainable consumption projects initiated by program participants.

· Links with other national programs on sustainable consumption (e.g. South Korea and Germany) and with international initiatives such as YouthXchange and the UN Decade on Education for Sustainable Development.

Appointing a secretariat / committee of young people

A small secretariat and committee of young people should be appointed to oversee the implementation and provide support for the ongoing functions of the national program. The secretariat would be responsible for the maintenance of the website/training guide; the selection process, preparation (train-the-trainer sessions) and oversight of community host organisations for program rollout; and the delivery of annual progress reports. The national program could also fund research on sustainable consumption and consider using social marketing techniques in national campaigns to educate young people on sustainable consumption. For instance, a partnership initiative between governments, business and civil society could endeavour to support the several existing sustainable consumption-related labelling initiatives (e.g. WELS, Environmental Labelling Association, Fair Trade Association of Australia and NZ) into a new sustainable consumption overarching banner. The new SC banner could provide the platform for a major social marketing program on sustainable consumption aimed originally at young people.

Ensuring the availability of the appropriate resources and support

Young people consulted for this study have identified their need for more resources on sustainable consumption. There are several tools and strategies available that encourage sustainable lifestyles such as ecological footprint analysis and sustainable purchasing guides. However, the information is often fragmented and rarely takes a holistic view of pursuing sustainable consumption. Information and education for sustainable consumption modules, guides, networks and websites could be modelled on international initiatives such as the UNEP-UNESCO YouthXchange training kit on sustainable consumption, and programs underway in countries like South Korea and the USA. An Australian sustainable consumption resource kit/guide/website could be modelled on the global UNEP-UNESCO YouthXchange training kit on responsible consumption and incorporate features from other successful sustainable consumption initiatives such as the UNSW-UNEP-Bayer Eco-Innovate 03 electronic forums, the German Consumer Association youth website and the WWF-CNAD “Ibuydifferent.org” initiative. Learning from the Australian Government’s Sustainable Schools Initiative should also be incorporated. A national information and education resource kit could provide advice on living more sustainably, guidance on training and personal skill development and information on tools and strategies that can be used to promote sustainable consumption in the wider community. All educational institutions in Australia should be encouraged to teach units on sustainable consumption that include topics such as the impacts of consumerism (i.e. environmental damage), the influence of advertising and marketing on young people’s lifestyles, and tools and strategies available to help foster sustainable lifestyles. For example, programs such as the Sustainable Schools Initiative should incorporate teaching on the full range of sustainable consumption issues. There are a host of examples of teaching curricula in other countries that cover a range of sustainable consumption topics in a fun and interactive manner (e.g. Changing Consumption Patterns by the U.S.-based Sustainability Education Center). The sustainable consumption workbook designed for use by young people consulted for this project includes many of the important elements to be covered in a sustainable consumption information and education strategy.

Enhancing young people’s capacities to become sustainable consumption change agents

The key to developing young agents of change for sustainable consumption is through developing action competence. The action competence approach for sustainable consumption emphasises the need for learning and skill development. Although sustainable consumption training programs should include modules that discuss the impacts of consumerism and sustainable consumption solutions, the most important features include encouraging youth participation, leadership development, community and organisational support, networking opportunities and follow-up activities. There are several sustainable consumption tools and strategies available that, when used in combination, spawn a powerful method for empowering young agents of change for sustainable consumption. It is recommended that the Capacity Building for Sustainable Consumption Change Agents in Australia program (see Case Study 5.2.1) be expanded in order to encourage sustainable consumption training and capacity building opportunities for young Australians. A possible starting point could be to further support the host organisations assembled for the pilot program (in Adelaide, Brisbane, Bendigo and the Mornington Peninsula) and past workshop participants. This could include helping these organisations run further workshops with young people in their communities and support young people with their ongoing SC projects. However, there is a need to move beyond these largely metropolitan/urban (except Bendigo) centres and empower young people in rural and remote parts of Australia and also target more marginalised young people in all regions. 

Developing small grants and national awards programs

A number of schemes and programs could be established to provide financial incentives and other forms of recognition for young people who work toward sustainable consumption. For instance, we recommend a small grants scheme – similar to initiatives facilitated by the Foundation for Young Australians – that support young people and organisations working with young people (local governments, community groups, etc.) to conduct sustainable consumption-related projects. A yearly national awards program could be developed from this small grants program that would not only recognise achievements and promote sustainable consumption, but also provide a framework for evaluation of programs and their impacts. An SC awards program could be linked to other existing initiatives such as the Young Australian of the Year awards.

Establishing links with national and global programs

There are many opportunities to link existing programs that foster sustainable consumption at home and abroad with a national sustainable consumption program. For instance, relations should be explored with Australian programs such as the Sustainable Living Project and the Waste Wise Schools program as well as international activities such as the UNEP-UNESCO YouthXchange initiative. In addition, sustainable consumption is considered one of the key action themes of the United Nations Decade of Education for Sustainable Development (2005-2014), and therefore links should be explored between the UN Decade and a national youth and sustainable consumption program. Links should also be explored between this proposed program and existing DEH activities such as the Sustainable Schools Initiative.  
CONCLUSION

This paper has presented the views of consumption and sustainable consumption held by a wide range of socially and environmentally young Australians who might be seen as potential leaders of change in the transition to a sustainable future. Their consumption habits and lifestyles reflect the materialist cultures in which they live while the disconnection between their stated values and subsequent actions display the same ambivalence other studies have found to be typical of other young  – and older – Australians. However, their views also express a strong desire for change and a willingness to participate in collaborative activities in which they can help each other, and others, face the challenges of ambivalence and other barriers to the adoption of sustainable lifestyles and consumption choices.

The most significant result of this study is the request for capacity building to facilitate involvement in such activities. The elements of such a capacity building program were described as involving: 

· Establishing and resourcing a secretariat / committee - that includes young people - to manage a national Youth and Sustainable Consumption program.

· Developing an Australian version of the UNEP-UNESCO YouthXchange training guide and website on sustainable consumption.

· Undertaking a Capacity Building for Sustainable Consumption Change Agents program in each State and Territory modelled on the small-scale initiative outlined in this report. 

· Establishing small grants program for young people who develop sustainable consumption projects in their communities through program participation and an annual national awards program for sustainable consumption projects initiated by program participants.

· Fostering links with other national programs on sustainable consumption (e.g. South Korea and Germany) and with international initiatives such as YouthXchange and the UN Decade on Education for Sustainable Development.

 The support of business, industry, government and NGO partners in establishing such a capacity  building program is most welcomed.
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� Money/price was another influencing factor that received considerably higher selection rates for the second and third ranked option (see Figure 5).


� There was a 5.4% non-response rate on the first ranked selection. Hence, percentages do not total 100. 


� Young people were asked to state their level of concern for the environment and their level of concern for the wellbeing of other people in two separate questions. The results were almost identical. Hence, only the graph for the level of concern for the environment has been displayed in this section.


� There was a non-response rate of 2.2% for this survey question.





