SHOPPING FOR SUST AINABILITY:
PEYCHOLOGICAL SOLUTIONS
- TO OVERCONSUMPTION
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clearly shows that the continued existence of our species requires that we find
'ways to lower our impact on the world’s resources. _ -
~ Depletion of the earth’s resources is driven by conspicuous consump-
 tion. In 1966, less than a quarter of U.S. homes had an area exceeding 2,000
square feet; by 1994, 47% did (Myers, 2002). Although global averages of
consumption have increased in the last 50 years, people in the industrialized
world, particularly the United States, drive consumption dangerously beyond
the planet’s resource base. Since 1950, the world’s richest 20% have doubled -
their consumption of meat and timber. The richest 20% now consume 85%
- of all paper. Between 1960 and 1997, the percentage of Americans who own
dishwashers increased from 7 to 50; the percentage of people. who own
clothes dryers rose from 20 to 71; and the percentage of people who have air
‘conditioning increased from 15 to 73 (Bureau of the Census, 1979, 1998, as
- cited by Myers, 2002). . . - .
- In the industrialized world, we consume far more than our fair share of
the planet’s resources. We use 3 times as much freshwater, 10 times as much
energy, and 19 times-as much aluminum as people in industrializing countries,
evidence that those of us in the richest countries have the greatest responsi- -
bility to find ways to convert our consumer economy to a sustainable one. We
must convert because our current consumption levels are clearly unsustain-
able. Either we find ways to change our abuse of the planet’s resources, or
weather catastrophes, disease, war, and starvation will do it forus. =
In this chapter, I describe important examples of our unsustainable

resource use, focusing on some examples of everyday overconsumption
. behaviors that drive our envirohmental crisis. I then go on to suggest some
ways that psychologists might promote changes in consumption behavior. My

- major claim is that reducing consumption is necessary for long-term sustain-
- ability. Psychology offers an array of concepts and tools for changing con-
sumption behaviors, which will be a key task for psychologists of the 21st

~ WORLD INDICATORS OFUNSUSTAINABLE
‘ '~ HUMANCONSUMPTION

Human beings are currently on a crash course. Our present levels of

~ consumption, pollution, and population growth are quickly eating up the
Earth’s carrying capacity (the maximum number of individuals that a given
-environment can support long-term), making our future existence problem-
atic, if not improbable. To live on the planet, himans depend on a stable cli-
mate, protection from lethal solar radiation, clean air and water, and a
continuous supply of natural resources, including soil, water, minerals, and
. organic materials. A large body of evidence suggests that modern human
- behavior threatens edach of these life-sustaining resources. -Industrializatign, |
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 limited effects on environmentally relevant behavior (Howard, 2000;
McKenzie-Mohr, 2000; Stern & Oskamp, 1987). Education campaigns fail

~ more often when alternative behaviors are not apparent, are inconvenient,

or are costly. Abstract knowledge about environmental problems does little

- to change behavior in any substantial way. =

Nevertheless, recognition of environmental problems clearly depends
on the way information is presented. Visibility is an important factor that
governments and corporations clearly consider. For example, the U.S. Forest

Service formally designed what they called viewsheds, that is, “areals] with
high visual sensitivity as seen from selected travel routes [which] are man-
aged to attain and perpetuate an attractive, natural-appearing landscape”
- (1990, p. S29). In other words, they leave intact cosmetic strips of trees along

“highways in order to hide ugly clear-cuts stretching just beyond view. .

Similarly, visually compelling images like the Exxon-Valdez oil spill galva-
~ nized public opinion about environmental hazards in 1988, as did the phrase
~ “la] bole the size of a football in your living room wall,” which provided peo-
- ple with a strong enough visual image to sign up for a home energy audit
" (Gonzales, Aronson, & Costanzo, 1988). If information is presented in visu-
“ally compelling ways, we cognitively respond appropriately. N
.. Some important roles to be played by cognitive psychologists in address- -
~ ing overconsumption include studying public perception of consumption
~ behaviors and finding ways to increase public recognition of the environ-
- mental crises brought onx by these behaviors. For example, perhaps ¢ognitive
- psychologists could work with companies to provide “green labels,” whereby
~ “units of energy, freshwater, or forest fiber consumed would be listed for con-

- sumers, just as calories, fat grams, and fiber are now listed. Companies could

- promote their products with environmentally responsible statistics, and con-
* sumers would have a way of understanding the environmental implications of

- their consumer choices. Similarly, cognitive psychologists who have already
- been involved with risk assessment might help consumers understand the risks

-of manufacturing a product by providing risk information. Writing articles for
Consumer Reports and other consumer guides could greatly enhance public =

“awareness of the environmental damage that shopping promotes.

- Psychologists can play an important role in he_lping consumers become

- more informed and sophisticated about' their environmentally destructive
- behaviors, in designing situations that support alternative behaviors, and in

finding ways to support more responsible choices. Doing so requires psychol-
- ogists to become better educated about the dangerous course of our present
consumerist culture and to come to see the futute of civilization on the planet
as a key psychological problem to be solved. Although clinicians and scien-
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