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Conscious consumption refers to choices to reduce or alter consumption
that are conscientiously made and motivated by values such as social
justice, sustainability, corporate behavior, or workers’ rights.
These choices take into account the larger context of production, distribution, or impacts of goods and
services and may include foregoing or reducing consumption or choosing products that are organic, eco-
friendly, fair trade, local, or cruelty-free. The following pages give a brief overview of current research on
conscious consumption and some of the results from a survey of over 1800 affiliates of the Center for a
New American Dream about conscious consumption, completed in August of 2008.

O Assumptions about Consumption

Conscious consumers seek to have a positive impact on the world — for their own families, for the
environment, or for communities across the globe. But can changes in consumer culture and practices
successfully effect these far-reaching changes? In public and scholarly discourse about sustainability
and justice, these conscientious consumer decisions often are not taken seriously as an important part of
larger efforts for change. Specifically, a number of themes appear in critics’ claims about conscious
consumption:

Conscious consumers may believe that they are supporting a
The market co-opts different way of living and consuming, but the market turns
consumer impulses resistance into a new and profitable market niche*.

Conscious consumers are just concerned about what their
consumption is saying to other people (that they have

It’s all about status resources to afford green products, time to research the
impact of products, or the moral wherewithal to live
sustainably)?.

Consumption is private, not open to public scrutiny, and
Consumption is enmeshed in our personal identities, and therefore it is

individualizing apolitical and individualizing®.

Consuming consciously makes people feel satisfied that they

It's a distraction within have done their part and displaces time and effort that could
sustainability movements be spent on other actions”,

Conscious consumption Putting the onus of change on consumers absolves the
denies the importance of government, corporations, and other institutions from making

institutions and corporations = arge-scale changes that are necessary”’.
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While each of the above raises important and serious considerations for conscious consumers, they also
portray views of consumers that have long been assumed to be true®: consumers are manipulated by the
market, acting out of self-interest, acting alone, inherently apolitical, and distracted from what is really
important. But do these assumptions hold when we are talking about conscious consumers?

@ Rethinking Consumption and Citizenship

Among those who make the claim that consumption is distracting and apolitical, citizenship is typically
counter-posed to the consumer role as if they are in opposition: the public-minded citizen versus the self-
interested consumer’. While there are good reasons not to equate consumption with citizenship, the
construction of citizen and consumer as opposites is too simplistic. At the most basic level, civic or
political action may be self-interested at times, and consumption may be public-mindeds. More
significantly, it assumes that practices from the public realm (e.g., activism, engagement, demand for
environmental accountability) cannot be effectively brought into the marketplace. Research has shown,
to the contrary, that bringing practices typically associated with one site (e.g., the public realm) into a
different site (e.g., the marketplace) is highly effective in creating change®.

The relationship between consumption and the political realm becomes even more complicated with the
consideration of the changing nature of political involvement over time. Various authors have documented
declines in the rates of “traditional” political forms of activism in the US over the past several decades
(e.g., participation in voluntary associations, activism)™®. Newer forms of participation tend to be looser in
structure, more focused on lifestyles, and more spontaneous and flexible— similar to conscious
consumption *. Compared to traditional political participation, conscious consumption seems to require a
variety of scarce or restricted-access resources in order to participate: time, money, information and
“cultural capital”lz. Conscious consumption, then, is often viewed as elitist. While the class-based
dimensions of conscious consumption remain unresolved, access continues to be a pervasive and
persistent issue for citizenship in general as well. Even the time needed to participate in public life
presents problems of unequal access™.

@ Conscious Consumption In Europe

In Europe, a sizeable amount of empirical research has been done on conscious consumption. Notably,
researchers in the UK have found that:

Conscious consumers tend to understand their practices as expressive of political orientations
and as political actions in themselves™

Many conscious consumers see the expansion of alternative and ethical options in the
marketplace as a successful result of the efforts of conscious consumers like themselves™

Conscious consumers tend to see themselves as part of a broader network of citizens and not as
atomized consumers in the marketplace16

Italian researchers found that about 30% of Italians at the time of the survey (2002) participated in some
of what they call “political consumption” in the previous year’. The most common motivations cited by
these conscious consumers were the belief that consumption should have social aims and a desire to
avoid contributing to injustice. Conscious consumers in their sample tended to be more socially and
politically involved than the rest of the sample in a number of ways, such as joining environmental or
human rights civic organizations and writing letters to politicians and newspapers. In a 2000 survey of
Danish citizens, researchers similarly found that conscious consumption was strongly associated with
political interest and other civic actions such as signing petitions and donating money to a cause.™®
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O Conscious Consumption in the US

There have also been several smaller-scale studies of conscious consumption in the US that have found
that conscious consumers see their actions as politically expressive® and tend to be more interested in
political issues®. There is some limited evidence to suggest that participation in a few initial alternative
consumption practices might lead to even more alternative consumption practices as well as social and
political activism®’. It is not clear, however, if the relationship between political and social activism and
conscious consumption that was found in European samples holds for the US.

Based on the empirical research, then, it seems reasonable to question some of the basic assumptions
that consumers are apolitical and distracted. In the US, consumers have a substantial history as actors
within the political sphere, playing a role in US culture and identity since the time of the Revolution and
the Boston Tea Partyzz. Particularly in the post WWII era, the consumer marketplace has gone through a
process of de-politicization, in contrast to its lively inclusion in labor struggles earlier in the centuryzs. It
may not be inevitable, then, that consumption is apolitical.

O A Survey of New Dream Affiliates

In order to add to the emerging research on conscious consumption in the US, the Center for a New
American Dream and researchers at Boston College collaborated on a survey of New Dream affiliates.
An invitation to participate in a detailed online survey was sent to over 18,000 members of the New
Dream mailing list in August of 2008, and 2271 surveys were initiated. The survey asked respondents
about a variety of conscious consumption practices in different sectors (food, goods, water, energy,
transportation, and services), maotivations and opinions about conscious consumption, as well as other
forms of social and political involvement on the issues of sustainability and social justice.

Table 1 Comparison of survey responses to May 2008 Harris Poll responses

CNAD Harris Pollf %
Surveyt %

Have you done anything to change your lifestyle to make it more environmentally sustainable?

Yes 87 53
No 2 25
Not sure 11 22
Of those who answered yes to the above question, percent who:

Buy green household products 81 47
Discontinue purchases of plastic water bottles 88 30
Take fewer airplane flights 64 22
Commute to work in a way other than an automobile 44 16
Have considered / have become a vegetarian 78 10
Drive less (combine errands, walk more, etc) 90 5
Reduce utility use (energy efficient house / windows, 93 4
unplug appliances, wood heat, etc)

Change light bulbs 97 3
Purchase a hybrid car 14 3
Conserve water 87 2

T Data for the first question (change in lifestyle) are based on 2164 responses. Data for subsequent questions are based on the
87% of respondents who answered “yes” to the first question, n=1890.

Percents for different consumption practices based on those who answered from 4 to 7 on a scale of “1=very inconsistently” and
“T=very consistently” engage in the practice.

1 Data for the first question (change in lifestyle) are based on full sample of n=2602. Data for subsequent questions are based on
the 53% of respondents who answered “yes” to the first question, n=1379.
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O Survey Results

Overall, respondents indicated a high level of consistent participation in conscious consumption. Fully
87% of respondents reported that they were making efforts to change their lifestyle to make it more
sustainable. When compared to a 2008 Harris Poll** of a national sample of respondents, the
participants in this survey overwhelmingly engaged at higher rates in conscious consumption. Specific
practices are detailed in Table 1.

Respondents’ ratings of various goals and motivations for making conscious consumer
decisions are reported below in Table 2. Being true to one’s values, reducing consumption, and
addressing ecological degradation were among the most common goals and motives. A factor
analysis showed that all motivations listed in Table 2 — from “addressing climate change” to
“enjoyment” — tended to hang together and did not appear to be measuring different concepts or
clusters of motivations.

Table 2 Percentage of those rating various motivations for consumer decisions as “very
important”

%t N
Living life in accordance with their values 64 2195
Reusing, recycling, secondhand 57 2201
Reducing overall consumption 56 2202
Addressing ecological issues 51 2233
Promoting personal health and product safety 50 2196
Seeking quality products, craftsmanship 47 2205
Addressing climate change 45 2222
Promoting the well-being of the next generation 43 2223
Supporting the local economy 43 2225
Supporting alternatives to the dominant consumer culture 43 2184
Living simply 41 2208
Promoting fair wages and incomes for workers and producers 38 2225
Enjoyment 30 1796
Serving as a model for other people to see 25 2197
Being avant-garde 6 1730

T Percent includes those who answered 7 on a scale from 1= “Not very important” to 7= “Very important”

Respondents were also actively involved in various forms of political activities in support of
conscious consumption causes, such as sustainability, health, and justice (Table 3). For
example, 78% of respondents had contacted politicians or agencies at least once in the past
two years, and only 3% said that these issues never affect how they vote. In comparison to
national levels of contacting politicians and participation in civic organizations?, rates of
participation among these respondents were on average higher.
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Table 3 The number of times in the past two years that respondents
have done the following

Never 1-5 times 6 + times
% % % N
Contacted politicians or agencies 22 25 53 1757
Been involved in government hearings 77 18 5 1730
Written letters to the editor 61 29 10 1744
Never 1-3 times 4 + times
% % % N
Been a member of consumptlon_-relgted 39 51 10 1744
organizations
Donated money to consqmptlon-related o8 50 29 1734
projects or causes
Never Sometimes Often
% % % N
Does conscious consuming affect how 3 12 38 1725

you votet

tMeasured on a scale of 1 (Never) to 7(Often). Only responses for 1=never, 4=sometimes, and 7=often presented.

On a more local level, respondents were also talking frequently to friends, family, and even
strangers about conscious consumption, sending emails, and participating in community events
and projects (Table 4).

Table 4 Responses to “How often do you...” for the
following social involvement items:

Monthly/a
few times a Almost Almost
Never year weekly daily
% % % % N

Talk to friends about cc 5 47 35 13 1752

Talk to family about cc 5 42 32 20 1721

Talk to others | know about cc 15 52 26 7 1703

Talk to strangers about cc 45 44 10 2 1714

Forward emails / news articles 13 56 23 9 1755
about cc

Write a personal email or letter 40 a4 13 3 1735
about cc

Range Mean (SD) % oftent

Participate in festivals or
symbolic actions related to 1-7 3.43(1.9) 16 1818
conscious consumption

Get involved in projects about

. C 1-7 2.78 (1.9) 10 1719
conscious consumption issues

T Percent answering 6 or 7 on a scale of 1(never) to 7(often)
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A regression analysis revealed that higher levels of consistency in conscious consumption
practices across sectors were significantly associated with higher levels of political participation
(as measured using the items in Table 3) even after controlling for age, education, income, the
amount of information one seeks out about these issues, whether other people in one’s social
circles are conscious consumers, whether one lives in a city, suburb, small town, or the country,
and other control variables (p < .001, n=1746). Using the same control variables, higher levels
of consistency in conscious consumption practices were also significantly associated with higher
levels of social participation (as measured using the items in Table 4, p<.001, n=1711).

O Conscious Consumption Conclusions

Overall, among the affiliates of the Center for a New American dream who participated in this
project, many of the common assumptions about atomized, apolitical, and distracted consumers
do not seem to apply. For many, conscious consumption appears to be part of a lifestyle of
broader social and political involvement.

Even with the limitations of this study’, the findings for this group of active conscious consumers
strongly suggest the need to rethink fundamental assumptions about consumption that run deep
in our culture. The assumption of a lack of political potential at the mall, so to speak, has been
naturalized — that is, seen as something immutable and inherent in the site of the market rather
than a contingent historical outcome. This has led to a potential underestimation of the political
possibilities of people mobilizing through their roles as consumers. Among these conscious
consumers, consumption is not associated with greater individualization and does not distract
from political activism. To the contrary, more consistent conscious consumption practices are
related to and perhaps predictive of greater informal social activism and formal political activism.
The implication of these findings for public discourses about conscious consumption is that
criticisms that rely on appeals to these long-standing assumptions about individualized,
apolitical consumption do not seem to hold. Rather, it is time to take consumption practices
seriously as a potentially political, mobilizing force for a broader social movement for ecological
sustainability and human rights.

TNamely, the sample cannot be assumed to be representative of all members of the Center for a New American Dream, nor is it
representative of conscious consumers more broadly. Additional research would be needed to make generalizations about
conscious consumers in general.
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