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1. Introduction

Our growing and increasingly urbanising human population and its concomitant
need for greater levels of production and consumption, is driving rapid global
environmental and social change (Whitmee et al. 2015). Current consumption habits
and continuing rates of (over) consumption are considered to be, “the root cause
of un-sustainability” (Ansari and Stibbe 2009, p. 322) and pose one of the greatest
threats to sustainable development (Jackson and Michaelis 2003; Michaelis and
Lorek 2004; Ash et al. 2010). Global consumption levels and patterns are driven at
the most fundamental level by rapid global population growth, the rise in global
affluence and associated consumption, and, by an increasingly universal culture of
consumerism/materialism, especially among higher income groups, who account
for the greatest per capita share of global consumption (Kasriel-Alexander 2016).
The depletion of natural resources and the disruption of the planet’s natural processes
are a direct result of what and how much gets produced and consumed. In addition,
the humanitarian, health and social crises we face are, to a large degree, due to unequal
access to these resources and the opportunities they provide to satisfy needs and wants.
Work on planetary boundaries (Rockström et al. 2009) and social justice (Raworth 2012)
demonstrate the urgent need (particularly in light of our rapidly growing population)
to review our current system of production and consumption and the socio-cultural
context within which consumerism is embedded, to mitigate its effects on the health
and well-being of people and the planet. In short, dealing successfully with sustainable
development requires transformational change to systems and practices of production
and to the privileges and patterns of consumption.

The urgent need to promote more sustainable consumption behaviours has
been prominently reaffirmed in the 2016 United Nation’s Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs), featuring specifically as SDG 12, “Ensure Sustainable Consumption
and Production Patterns”. According to the UN, “sustainable consumption and
production aims at ‘doing more and better with less’, increasing net welfare gains
from economic activities by reducing resource use, degradation and pollution along
the whole life cycle, while increasing quality of life” (UNGA 2015). To meet this goal,
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attention must be paid to encouraging key stakeholders to engage in the processes
of change necessary to achieve sustainable and healthy consumption practices that
improve public and planetary health for present and future generations. A first step
in the process of change is to understand the motivations and attitudes that underpin
present consumption behaviours. Consumer behaviour is motivated by a number
of complex factors that are deeply embedded in, and heavily influenced by, social,
psychological, cultural and institutional contexts (Jackson 2005; Joshi and Rahman
2018). In addition to these factors and their effects on deliberative choice about what
to consume, there are also a number of pragmatic barriers to making sustainable
consumption choices and these all contribute to a recognised gap between consumers’
sustainability attitudes and their sustainable consumption behaviours (McDonagh
and Prothero 2014). While the consumer behaviour literature has widely investigated
patterns of sustainable behaviour and the factors that motive them (including, for
example, values, moral foundations, political ideology, perceived behavioural control
and social norms), there has been little work, which focuses on young consumers.

Young consumers are a key stakeholder group in conceptualisations of
sustainable living, and represent the future of our society: they are the future
citizens, consumers, workers and innovators (Hume 2010). As ‘tomorrow’s leaders’
(Emanuel and Adams 2011, p. 90), young consumers are not only likely to have the
opportunity to contribute to decisions determining the nature of a post-consumption
future, but also to be the ones most committed to its achievement (Emanuel and
Adams 2011). Further, as attitudes towards, and patterns of, consumption are formed
in childhood which provide the basis for long-term behaviour (Connell et al. 2014),
childhood offers an opportunity to influence future consumer socialisation norms that
are more conducive to long-term sustainability. As Donovan (2016, p. 562) suggests,
“children have the capacity to adopt active roles as citizens and are crucial contributors
to explorations of contemporary consumption practices and a sustainable future”.

In this chapter, we present the results from three separate research studies that
explore the relationship between young people, consumption and sustainability:
specifically these studies address building sustainable consumption and production
literacy, limiting advertising, and eliciting visions for a sustainable future. The aim
of the chapter is to draw attention to the role of young people in the move towards a
sustainable future and to provide strategies to inform, empower and enable them
to enact the changes necessary for its achievement. In addition to presenting the
results from these three key areas, we also aim to promote a research agenda that
encourages further studies involving sustainability and young people and which use
different methodologies to explore a range of sustainable consumption perspectives.
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2. Building Sustainable Consumption and Production Literacy

While young people have the capacity to be crucial contributors to a sustainable
consumption future, changes to more sustainable consumption patterns are
dependent upon them acquiring complex interdisciplinary understandings to help
them become informed and responsible consumers. Such understanding includes
recognising the symbolic value of commodities, insight into the systems and processes
which produce and market commodities and services, awareness of the impact
consumer lifestyles have on the environment and society, and the analytical and
reflective thinking skills to decode commercial messages. Further, education for
sustainable consumption requires young people to develop not just knowledge about
sustainability in its widest sense, but also the ability to link this knowledge to their
everyday practices and behaviours. This will help them see their consumption choices
as powerful decisions shaping markets and production patterns, and recognise and
understand the impact of their own and others’ consumption behaviours on the
natural and social environment.

Research indicates that young people are often positively disposed towards
sustainability but lack the knowledge and direction needed to exercise this desire
(Elizabeth Francis and Davis 2014), thus the foundations for change must focus
on building their sustainable consumption literacy by developing knowledge and
competencies to enable them to make informed decisions regarding consumption.
Thus it is not only the development of factual knowledge (‘knowing-that’) but also
procedural knowledge (‘knowing-how’) that is important to provide young people
with the ability to take active steps towards building a more sustainable consumption
future (Barth et al. 2012). This includes the literacy objectives outlined in the UNESCO
Tbilisi principles of: awareness, knowledge, attitudes, skills and participation
(McBeth and Volk 2009). Surprisingly, given the support and encouragement of
major institutions such as the UN, the evidence based on educational approaches to
promoting sustainable consumption remains limited, and progress in this field has
been hampered by a lack of sophisticated research instruments capable of measuring
sustainable consumption attitudes and behaviours, particularly with young people
(Zwickle et al. 2014; Fischer et al. 2017). While there is some promising work in
higher education, for example, the online sustainability literacy programme, Sulitest,
(Sulitest.org 2016), and the BINK programme (Barth et al. 2012), there is little available
to measure or support younger children in building sustainable consumption and
production (SCP) literacy. According to UNEP’s “Here and Now” report, there is
“a pressing need for more systematic investigation focusing on how to teach education
for sustainable consumption” (Thoresen 2010, p. 16).
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As a first step towards further work with young consumers, we conducted a pilot
study to evaluate measures of children’s Sustainable Consumption and Production
(SCP) knowledge, attitudes and behaviour, and develop and test intervention content
aimed at improving literacy in this area. In total, 21 Year Eight (12–13 year old)
New Zealand children participated in one-hour focus groups where they completed
previously established scales to measure their sustainable consumption attitudes
and behaviours. Attitudes were measured using the Major Environmental Values
Survey (2-MEV), and behaviours using the Middle School Environmental Literacy
Survey (MSELS). Given the absence of a validated SPC knowledge scale, and the
need to correlate the measure with the final intervention content, we designed
an original, and appropriately targeted, set of knowledge questions. A bank of
questions was generated based on Consume This! Buying that Matters, a Canadian
Centre for Pollution Prevention (C2P2) resource. In total, 14 questions with five
multiple-choice options (including ‘I don’t know’) comprised the final questionnaire.
The final intervention booklet was 11 pages long and contained a mix of text, images,
diagrams and thought activities. Parts One and Two addressed the Tbilisi objectives
of raising awareness, imparting knowledge (through introducing terms and concepts),
and changing attitudes. Part Three, ‘Making Smarter Choices’, addressed the Tbilisi
objectives of developing skills and increasing participation by offering specific tips
and achievable behaviours and suggesting wider advocacy roles appropriate for
children. In the focus group, the children participated in discussion to evaluate the
SCP knowledge intervention booklet and completed the multi-choice knowledge
questions before and after reading it. Results show children’s (prior) SCP knowledge
score was highly correlated with their attitudes, and attitudes were highly correlated
with both sustainable consumption intention and behaviour scores. Paired t tests
demonstrating a significant increase in the scores for pre (M = 7.05, SD = 2.52) and
post (M = 8.5, SD = 2.98) intervention knowledge scores t(19) = 3.56, p = 0.002
(Watkins et al. 2019a).

The significant increase in children’s knowledge scores following the intervention
content provides support for this type of content, and the style of delivery, in
successfully improving children’s knowledge. The strong correlations in the expected
direction for knowledge, attitudes and behaviour provide support for the face
validity of the scales adopted for this study, as well as representing promising initial
findings that improving children’s knowledge about SCP can lead to changes in
behaviour. The information booklet provided children with terminology, knowledge
and a framework that developed their understanding and improved their ability to
recognise the more complex and integrated nature of the wider issues associated
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with sustainable consumption and production. While the learning was largely
definitional, giving children the language to open up new ways of thinking about
the complex interrelationships between what they need and want, the processes
of production and disposal that accompany these choices, and the much wider
economic, social and environmental impacts of those decisions is a critical first step
in building their knowledge and awareness. Whether this knowledge and awareness
impacts their decisions in the long term is, of course, a complex and important next
step. However, the children in the study agreed that they now saw some concrete
strategies/actions that they could take and these early steps could provide the basis
for more sustained behaviours.

Summary

In order to develop the necessary analytical and reflective thinking skills that
will help young people become informed, responsible and empowered consumers,
sustainable consumption literacy interventions need to provide them with the
understanding necessary to address a range of complex issues. The development of
a range of age appropriate and engaging resources to develop a more integrated and
informed understanding, and the adoption of measures to evaluate their effectiveness,
is a critical step in empowering children to make sustainable consumption choices.
Further development of measures and intervention content, such as that piloted in
this study, can enable the establishment of a research platform and tools conducive
to children becoming informed consumers and responsible citizens better able to
contribute to shaping tomorrow’s world into a more sustainable one.

3. Changing Over-Consumption Norms through Limiting Advertising

The above literacy study highlights a possible route to informing and
empowering young people to make the changes needed to present practices
of production and consumption that will lead to a more sustainable future.
However, in addition to providing proactive strategies to encourage behaviour
change, there is also a need to consider the wider landscape within which existing
behaviours are situated and future ones are formed. The role of the mass media
in providing blueprints for behaviour, is particularly important in this regard
and especially the influence of commercial advertising. Advertising provides a
pervasive medium not only for explicitly promoting specific products, but also for
implicitly promoting the values of consumerism (Smart 2010) that have broader and
more wide-ranging social and cultural and planetary health impacts. Research has
shown that advertising prompts young people’s immediate desires and informs
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their brand preferences (Nairn et al. 2007); however, advertising also shapes and
influences their broader consumption values, including their attitudes towards
materialism, which in turn has negative impacts on their psychological wellbeing
(Opree 2014; Buijzen and Valkenburg 2003; Dávila and Casabayó 2013; Kasser 2005;
Rose and DeJesus 2007; Opree 2014). Given that commercial society is largely and
systematically dependent on the insatiability of needs, one of advertising’s roles
is to foster consumer’s desires and encourage and reinforce beliefs in the positive
individual and social outcomes of continued consumption. Regardless of the
particular products being promoted, these wider pro-consumption messages have
implications for the development of young people’s consumption norms and their
well-being. For example, the assumption that the achievement of success and
happiness is dependent on, and represented by, the acquisition of material possessions,
privileges a pattern of behaviour and a cycle of consumption underpinned by
consumerist values and legitimised by social expectations. The normalisation of such
values and their consequential behaviours are inimical to sustainability and social
well-being. In response, attention must be paid to reducing both the amount and the
ubiquity of commercial advertising, which plays such an influential role in establishing
and perpetuating the normalisation of material acquisition and over-consumption.

While it is widely quoted in industry and popular culture that consumers may
come into contact with up to 5000 brand messages a day, this figure is unsubstantiated
(Choice Behaviour Insights 2007). In the rapidly changing marketing environment,
research on the actual amount of advertising to which young people are exposed is
considered, “woefully out of date and incomplete” (Common Sense Media 2014).
Methods to date only provide figures for single media (e.g., TV), or a limited product
category (primarily food). Consequently, there have been calls for new methodologies
and more accurate metrics to quantify young people’s exposure to advertising and
examine the messages inherent in it (Kunkel and Castonguay 2012; Valkenburg and
Peter 2013). It is timely and critical that a more robust and objective estimate of total
marketing exposure across media is established, as a starting point to inform public
policy decisions about the ubiquity and impact of advertising on children.

In a recent study, we used data from Kids’Cam, a cross-sectional observational
study of 168 randomly selected Year 8 children (aged 11–13 years) from sixteen
schools in the Wellington region of New Zealand, to examine their daily exposure to
advertising. Children in this age group, commonly referred to as ‘tweens’ spanning
the pre-adolescent years of 8–12 (Lindstrom 2004), are an appropriate age group to
examine in relation to consumer experience due to their increasing purchasing power
and affection for brands, and their representation on the cusp between the analytic and
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reflective stages of consumer socialisation (John 1999). Participants in the Kids’Cam
study were asked to wear an automated digital camera1 for every waking hour for
two weekdays and two weekend days (four days total) and only remove them during
periods of exercise, swimming, bathing and in situations requiring individual privacy.
The camera captures a passive, 180 degree angle image of the scene ahead of the
wearer, approximately every seven seconds, and produces and stores between 2000
and 5000 images per day. To examine the marketing environment, captured images
were manually coded in accordance with a protocol for marketing exposure based
on the WHO definition of marketing as, “any form of commercial communication
or message that is designed to, or has the effect of, increasing recognition, appeal
and/consumption of particular products and services. It comprises anything that acts
to advertise or otherwise promote a product or service” (World Health Organisation
2012, p. 9). Further, coding was based on a four-tier framework, including brand
name, setting of exposure, marketing medium and product category. For our pilot
study, 12 students (aged 11–12) were purposively selected from the wider study
to examine the feasibility of coding all marketing exposure for one school day
(Thursday). Only children with full data sets for the chosen day were included and
participants were selected to represent a range of ethnicities, socio-demographic
features, gender and locations (schools).

Our results showed that the children were exposed to 638 (95% CI 492 to
783) individual marketing messages a day (Watkins et al. 2019b). The majority of
these exposures occurred in school (54%), followed by home (18%) and in-store
(12%). The most prominent marketing media were brand labels (31%), followed by
product packaging and signage accounting for 19% and 12% of marketing exposures,
respectively. The top three product categories were food and beverages (15%), clothing
(9%) and electronics (7%). The most prevalent brands were Nike (3%), Adidas (2%) and
Apple (2%). In total, the children were exposed to 976 different brands over the 1 day
period. The 683 exposures recorded on average per day is significantly higher than the
existing estimates available for adult exposure, and the first to provide an objective
measure of children’s exposure. Although the figure undoubtedly underestimates
children’s total exposure (given limitations with what the camera can capture),
the extrapolated 233,000 yearly exposures are more than five times greater than
the highest evidence-based estimate to date (40,000) (Common Sense Media 2014).
It also demonstrates the overriding presence of commercial messages in a range of

1 See Autographer. Available online: http://www.autographer.com (accessed on 17 December 2019).

175

http://www.autographer.com


children’s environments and provides evidence of the leading product categories
and brands to which children are exposed. This documentary evidence of the extent
of children’s everyday exposure to marketing, draws attention to the commercially
saturated nature of their environment and further analysis with a bigger sample can
inform debates concerned with the ubiquity and the nature of marketing messages to
children, and contribute to reviews of policy and industry practice.

Summary

Childhood is a unique period during which lasting consumer behaviours and
norms are established, and this study provides evidence of the nature and extent to
which these behaviours and norms are represented through marketing in children’s
everyday environment. We suggest that the cycle of over-consumption is based,
in part, on the normalisation of consumption values promoted by advertising that
provide social legitimisation for non-sustainable consumption norms, patterns and
behaviours. Restricting the ubiquity and reach of marketing may be an effective
way to change (over) consumption norms (Whitmee et al. 2015). A sustainable
consumption future requires rethinking patterns of consumption and production,
and the role of marketing in promoting both over-consumption generally and, the
consumption of products harmful to the individual, society and the planet. Breaking
the cycle of (over) consumption, then, begins by understanding the advertising
experience of those upon whom the continuation of the cycle depends: young people.
In addition, this area requires further research in relation to its implications for policy,
regulation and industry practice.

4. Realising Young People’s Vision of a Sustainable Consumption Future

However, while it is necessary to address the normalisation of over consumption
through advertising, and equip children with sustainable consumption literacy, it is
also important to understand what a sustainable future would look like and the
particular pathways needed to achieve it. As Elgin (1991, p. 57) suggests, “we cannot
build a future we cannot imagine”—it would seem reasonable, therefore, to enable
young people to make a contribution to this future’s imagination and realisation.
To address this, we used the projective technique of backcasting in a further pilot
study to explore young people’s visions of a sustainable future. Backcasting is a
form of envisioning that can be defined as “generating a desirable future, and then
looking backwards from that future to the present in order to strategize and to
plan how it could be achieved” (Vergragt and Quist 2011, p. 747). Unlike more
conventional approaches to forecasting, such as trend and scenario analysis that
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predict change from the present and project it to the future, the determining feature
of backcasting is its reverse analysis from the future back to the present. Typically,
this involves imagining an ambitious and aspirational societal vision that is followed
by the development of agendas, strategies and pathways to realise it. In addition
to enabling people to consider better ways of observing situations, problems and
obstacles, envisioning also encourages them to take ownership of and responsibility
for working towards their visions (Tilbury and Wortman 2004; Robinson et al. 2011).

The technique of backcasting is especially useful when dealing with complex
problems, where there is a need for radical change and when the status quo is
not sustainable. Backcasting is particularly appropriate for younger participants
whose imaginations may be more easily triggered by the opportunity offered by
this ‘empty canvas’ approach than by older people whose canvases are already
coloured. While there is a wide range of literature on the use of backcasting to
envision sustainable futures in areas such as urban planning, power generation and
transport systems, its use in relation to imaginings of a consumption future is limited.
In response, we conducted a qualitative study with 18–19 year old students (n = 36)
to investigate what a sustainable future would look like.

Drawing from a range of literature, an integrative framework comprising
housing, clothing, travel, leisure and food provided the structure for 6 separate
focus group discussions. Thematic analysis identified three key characteristics of a
sustainable consumption future, namely the importance of efficiency, sharing and
community; and three critical elements necessary for its achievement, comprising
government, education and technology (Aitken et al. 2019). In relation to efficiency,
the importance of conserving and utilising resources and the generation of new
ones was emphasised, as was the importance of the localised nature of this resource
generation and usage. This included visions of independent, micro systems of power
generation and the collection and reticulation of water. As an important characteristic
of sustainability, the significance participants attached to efficiency reflected an
informed understanding of its role in achieving and maintaining a sustainable future.

The future they envisioned was also characterised by an emphasis on sharing.
This was represented both by examples of sharing physical resources, such as bicycles
and clothes, and, in the sharing of intellectual resources such as experience and
expertise. Shared social, working and recreational space, including communal
gardens and workshops was envisioned as providing opportunities for increased
engagement and closer and more meaningful interactions. Closely associated with
sharing, was the emphasis placed by participants on the importance of community.
This was reflected in the overriding vision of communal living in high-rise apartments,
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the production and distribution of food, the localised generation of power and the
neighbourhood collection and reticulation of water. Interestingly, the vision of an
international network of water distribution suggests that notions of community were
not restricted to physical proximity or geographical distance. It was also assumed
that the communities would be inclusive and this would encourage the sharing of
resources to enable the meeting of needs.

Perhaps not surprising, given the nature of the participants, the critical role
of education was prioritised as an essential contributor to the achievement of
a sustainable future. Educating people both about the macro issues related to
sustainability and the macro and micro behaviours necessary to achieve it was
envisioned at all levels in the formal education system. The role of government
in driving change was also strongly emphasised in students’ visions for change.
While celebrating the resilience and efficacy of local communities and their potential
to drive innovation and change, there was recognition that this needed to be
complemented by strong central leadership and legislative and regulatory support.
Respondents imagined leading the move to a sustainable future should also be
encouraged and enabled through the provision of government subsidies and
incentives and balanced by restrictions and penalties. The final critical factor
mentioned, and one strongly related to the theme of efficiency, was technology.
Technology was expected to drive and enable change and provide solutions to
problems both actual (e.g., water reticulation systems) and virtual (e.g., holographic
actors). Interestingly, visions of a sustainable future comprised few disruptive
technologies other than those required to generate power, produce food and enhance
recreation. Of greater emphasis was the role of technology in developing localised,
micro-systems that would more easily enable sharing and collaborative enterprise.

In addition to these characteristics and critical factors, a number of underlying
assumptions were identified. For example, the emphasis on community and sharing
represented an ideological vision of a society based more on collective action to
achieve common goals than on the importance attached to prevailing notions of
individual effort and success. It also suggested greater appreciation of the importance
of developing and maintaining relationships and their role in creating a more
equitable and responsible society. These relationships were seen to comprise social
as well as economic and government organisations and based on a shared set of
communal values. The resulting vision of a collective commitment to a shared
purpose is both idealistic and aspirational but perhaps one that is necessary to
negotiate the fundamental changes that will be required to achieve a sustainable
consumption future.
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Summary

The backcasting project identified a number of important elements that
characterised young people’s vision of a sustainable future. In addition to practical
components such as shared provisioning systems and alternative forms of protein
production, there was an emphasis on more holistic, integrated and communal
approaches to living. More emphasis was also placed on the role that government
was expected to play in leading change and providing incentives for, and the
quality control mechanisms necessary to ensure, its success. Results also suggest that,
in addition to central government providing more proactive leadership, education was
seen as having an important role to play in identifying and addressing the challenges
related to sustainability and in preparing students to meet them. A number of
insights elicited by the technique of backcasting also provided support for earlier
suggestions that young people could play an increasingly active role in leading and
advocating for change. Encouraging young people to consider and share their visions
of an alternative future provides a range of competing alternatives that form the basis
for continued discussion. It also enables young people to engage more meaningfully
in discussions that may have direct consequences for their future. As a novel method
for eliciting the ideas and inspirations of young people, we encourage researchers to
apply it to a wider range of ages than those presented here.

5. Discussion

The aim of drawing together the studies presented in this chapter is to focus
attention on the important but often neglected role of young people in considerations
of and movement towards a sustainable future. The results from three key areas,
building sustainable consumption and production literacy, limiting advertising,
and eliciting visions for a sustainable future suggest that young people are both
vulnerable to the influence of the media, but receptive to engaging with leading change.
In presenting different approaches and methodologies to help us understand the
relationship between young consumers and the changes necessary for a sustainable
future, we hope to encourage further studies that will inform, empower and enable
them to enact the changes necessary for its achievement.

Many of the current disruptions to the Earth’s natural systems, including
climate-change, environmental degradation, resource scarcity, and income and
economic growth inequality, are contingent on and directly affected by the perpetuation
of entrenched and prevailing patterns of consumption. Achieving a sustainable
consumption future will require systemic change, and a fundamentally different
understanding of the relationship between business and society, including rethinking
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patterns of consumption and production, and the role of marketing in promoting (over)
consumption. For example, restricting the ubiquity and reach of marketing could
reduce the opportunities for advertisers to prime and reinforce those consumption
behaviours which are not conducive to long term sustainability. In particular,
advertising to young people is problematic both to public health directly (through
the promotion of environmentally harmful products), and through its pervasiveness,
which drives materialism and a culture of consumerism (over-consumption), which is
a direct threat to sustainability. To break this cycle of consumerism and promote
more sustainable consumption practices, it is important to consider public policy
interventions to reduce advertising’s impact on the next generation. Disrupting the
cycle also requires a change in the normalisation of consumption values promoted by
advertising that provide social legitimisation for non-sustainable consumption norms,
patterns and behaviours and which underpin unsustainable lifestyles (Whitmee et al.
2015). Norms and patterns of consumer socialisation established early in life are the
basis for long term consumption behaviours. If we are to address over-consumption
and its impacts on planetary health it is vital to re-align these norms and re-orientate
the patterns.

The achievement of sustainable lifestyles is influenced by a number of complex
factors that operate at both individual and social levels. Individual psychology,
affective disposition and personal values, for example, strongly affect attitudes,
intentions and behaviours, and these individual characteristics are deeply embedded
in social norms and institutions (Jackson 2005). Increasingly, the need for a
comprehensive and integrative approach linking these different factors together
is compelling. Educating young people about this complex interplay to understand
the wider issues as well as providing practical knowledge of the changes they can make
to their personal consumption lifestyles are an important focus for ongoing research.

Behaviour change is only likely where attitudes are positively disposed to
sustainable consumption, where this is supported by social norms, and where
individuals feel that change is both possible and effective (Yazdanpanah and
Forouzani 2015; Yadav and Pathak 2016). Given that the encouragement and
achievement of sustainable lifestyles cannot rely solely on current incremental
approaches to innovation and an ad hoc increase in the supply of sustainable goods,
there needs to be progress towards a shared, holistic and integrated vision of the
future (Tilbury and Wortman 2004). Young people have an important role in creating
and realising this future.

In summary, creating the context for change, must begin by changing existing
social norms by creating positive attitudes towards the need and possibilities for
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change, and building consumer agency amongst the next generation. In addition to
focussing on individual choice, it is also necessary to change the consumption
environment to constrain choices and to re-orientate and reset the automatic
processes that underpin conventional consumption norms and behaviours. Thus the
foundations for change must focus on building young people’s sustainable
consumption literacy, understanding their vision, and reducing the pro-consumption
messages and environment, that will allow sustainable alternatives to flourish.

6. Conclusions and Future Research

The method of backcasting proved to be an effective technique for eliciting
useful insights from young people. Given the importance of understanding what
a sustainable future would look like, using the method more widely, especially
with younger children, might provide a number of aspirational blueprints for
the future that could encourage and inform the process and direction of change.
In addition to identifying and understanding what a sustainable future would
comprise, its achievement could be helped by adopting more proactive approaches
to young people’s socialisation. This is particularly appropriate in relation to
the development of more integrated, systematic and comprehensive approaches
to and provision of sustainability literacy programmes throughout the education
system. In addition to further research into their development, there also needs to be
comprehensive system of evaluation of these programmes. Researching the role of
parents in encouraging more positive approaches and attitudes to sustainability in the
socialisation of their children’s consumption behaviour is also an important area that
requires further attention. Further research to understand how young people could
be encouraged to become more active agents for change is also needed as is an overall
focus on their experiences, aspirations and attitudes towards a sustainable future.

Finally, it is clear from the literature that young people are an under-researched
population in relation to sustainability. Given that they are the ones most likely to
experience the changes necessary to achieve a sustainable consumption future, we suggest
that they feature more centrally in future research on sustainable consumption.
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