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Adopting a global perspective in the discipline
consumer science
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Opsomming

‘n Oorwegend materialistiese waardestelsel en
blootstelling aan die kragte van ‘n ekonomiese
markstelsel, het meegebring dat die moderne ver-
bruiker ‘n groot premie plaas op besittings en daar-
op ingestel is om weelde-artikels te versamel. Met
persoonlike bevrediging as dryfveer en die strewe
om hulle lewenstyl te verbeter, gaan verbruikers
dikwels tot uiterstes om behoeftes aan goedere en
dienste te laat realiseer.

As in aanmerking geneem word dat die aarde se
hulpbronne beperk is en dat die huidige wéreldpo-
pulasie reeds meer gebruik as wat vervang kan
word, is dit belangrik dat dit ons erns word om ons
bestedingspraktyke te heroorweeg en om aanpas-
sings te maak. ‘n Wéreldperspektief in verbruikers-
gedrag word as alternatief voorgehou, dit wil sé
doelbewuste aksies om ‘n volhoubare verbruikpa-
troon aan te moedig wat tot ‘n eenvoudiger lewen-
styl sal lei en wat sal verseker dat ons verbruik nie
ten koste van die minder gegoede en ook toekom-
stige generasies is nie.

Die basiese beginsels wat die aannames van ‘n wé-
reldperspektief tot verbruikersgedrag saamvat,
word genoem en kortliks bespreek. Daar word
voorts beklemtoon dat enige beroep op die mens-
dom as verbruikers van hulpbronne, om te verander
en om aanpassings te maak, prakties en uitvoer-
baar moet wees om uiteindelik ‘n lewensbenadering
te kan word.

— Mrs AC Erasmus

— Mrs M Kok

— Mrs A Retief
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CONSUMER SATISFACTION: THE NORM

Consumer behaviour of the western world can gener-
ally be described as materialistic, mainly selfish orien-
tated and dominated by commercially centered mo-
tives that encourage the accumulation of wealth and
possessions (Du Plessis & Rousseau, 1999:332). Ac-
cumulating possessions rather than being satisfied
with a simple uncluttered lifestyle (Schiffman & Kanuk,
2000:106), consumers are often willing to go to ex-
tremes to fulfil specific product requirements and to
achieve consumer satisfaction. Continuously on the
look out for new products and new pleasures and even
replacing products before they are worn out, western
world consumers have in fact instigated a situation
where production figures can be expected to expand
forever (Shove & Warde, 1998; Ger & Belk, 1996;
Cooper, 1994). Driven by economic principles, the re-
tail environment encourages and even promotes a ma-
terialistic value system. Although many consumers
will deny being materialistic, every day consumer re-
lated behaviour in the Western world unfortunately
bears testimony of the opposite!

Deacon and Firebaugh (1985:31) summarize man’s
approach from an economical perspective as follows:
We have tried to control and modify our environment,
including climate, probably more than ourselves. Our
emphasis seems to be on modifying the environment
rather than on modifying or controlling the human or-
ganism to give it the innate capability to cope with the
environment.

INTRODUCING A GLOBAL PERSPECTIVE IN
CONSUMER BEHAVIOUR

No wonder then that a growing outcry has emerged to
promote a global perspective® in consumer science. A
global perspective in essence refers to a social proc-
ess of intensifying the relations between the different
parts of the world (an ecological systems approach) in

1 Globalization refers to international marketing, i.e.
the distribution of goods and services worldwide so
that consumer goods eventually become univer-
sally accepted and homogeneous (Du Plessis &
Rousseau, 1999:132). Globalisation refers to the
worldwide distribution of goods and services and is
characterised by the expansion of worldwide eco-
nomic relations and the extension of the Western
capitalist economic system (Haake & Jolivet,
2000). A global perspective on the other hand,
entails the challenging of materialism and commer-
cialism and an examination of one’s role as citizen.
It further includes global ethics.
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an attempt to promote sustainable consumption
(Haake & Jolivet, 2000, Shove & Warde, 1998). The
ideal is to convince people to become concerned with
the impact of production and consumption behaviour
on the environment, other cultures and even future
generations (McGregor, 1998b). A global perspective
is in essence a systems way of thinking (as opposed
to a dualistic one) and focuses on problem solving
and local as well as global implications of behaviour.
It embraces a lifelong commitment, a willingness to
support sustainable consumption, more responsible
consumer behaviour and a focussed consumer so-
cialisation process (McGregor, 1998a; McGregor,
1999c; Whitchurch & Constantine, 1993:332). A sys-
tem is defined as a collection of interrelated parts or
subsystems that stand in relation among themselves
and the environment and are unified by their design to
obtain one or more objectives?® (Von Bertalanfy in
Whitchurch & Constantine, 1993:332; Spears &
Vaden, 1985:25). Within a systems approach the
consumer as a primary unit is seen in interaction with
his/her microenvironment (family) (Deacon & Fire-
baugh, 1985:29), mesoenvironment (societal systems
including socio-cultural, political and technological
environments) and macroenvironment (international /
global environment). The various parts of a system
are organized in a hierarchical manner and bounda-
ries between different hierarchical levels can either be
closed or open (permeable) to allow influences from
other environments into a specific subsystem. A
global perspective inevitably necessitates an open
systems approach characterised by equifinality, i.e. a
willingness to follow alternative routes to obtain the
desired outcome (Whitchurch & Constantine,
1993:334). Insisting on consumer satisfaction per
specified criteria (i.e. brand loyalty, store loyalty) re-
flects a closed systems approach because alternative
choices are consciously ignored.

A global perspective results in an appreciation for vol-
untary simplicity and conservation, with a deeper re-
spect for indigenous knowledge and how it is passed
on to future generations. Ultimately, decisions are
taken considering the effect on interactive environ-
ments rather than aiming to acquire and possess at all
cost (Haake & Jolivet, 2000; McGregor, 2000;
McGregor, 1999a). A ‘mind shift’ from indiscriminate
consumption to socially conscious and environmen-
tally responsible consumption behaviour where the
consumer is regarded as citizen, then becomes the
norm (Follows & Jobber, 2000; McGregor, 1999a;
McGregor, 1998a; McGregor, 1998b). Somewhat in
contrast to what students are often taught, consumer
satisfaction would then result from ‘other-directed’ out-
comes rather than a strict evaluation of product attrib-
utes. This requires a whole new approach to con-
sumer education and consumer facilitation strategies
so that a balanced appreciation of product attributes
and the effect of the purchase on others and the dif-
ferent environments will determine decision-making.

ECONOMIC PRINCIPLES RECONSIDERED

A global perspective necessitates a conscious recon-
sideration of fundamental economic principles in con-
sumer decision-making behaviour (McGregor, 1998b).
The following assumptions cover the scope of the
challenge to be faced to achieve the desired outcome.

The formal economy

In the twenty-first century consumers are encouraged
to spend their money well and to support retail to the
benefit of the growth of the economy. Consumers
have become accustomed to the dominance of retail
giants that literally sell anything under the sun under
one roof. Through monopolies, major retailers man-
age to provide a wide range of goods and services at
very competitive prices. Concepts like ‘chain store’
and ‘franchise’ have become very popular and con-
sumers can literally buy the exact product in almost
the exact same store, almost anywhere in the country.
Slogans like ‘the consumer is king’ and increased con-
sumer support systems are furthermore used to gain
consumer loyalty. In the end, retail giants make it al-
most impossible for enthusiastic entrepreneurs who
start small businesses to survive.

A global perspective is in favour of small businesses
and the informal sector for the sake of job creation
and balance in the economy (McGregor, 1998b).
Engberg (in McGregor, 1998b) uses the concept
‘whole economy’ to include small businesses and the
informal sector in an interdependent system where the
interactive roles of large as well as small businesses
are acknowledged to obtain equilibrium. Equilibrium
in this instance refers to a situation where the survival
and growth of major businesses in combination with
the informal sector contribute to household subsis-
tence, continued production and community activity of
especially underdeveloped communities (McGregor,
1998b).

In practical terms it would mean that a consumer’s
decision on where to buy has to be based on the ef-
fect of that decision on the wellbeing of others® even if
one has to compromise certain preference criteria and
product outcomes. Consumer satisfaction then be-
comes more than the objective evaluation of product
characteristics. In a systems approach, this reflects
the principle of equifinality (Whitchurch & Constantine,
1993:334): a consumer selects a product via another
route, even if it means tolerating some inconvenience,
paying more or waiting a bit longer.

Consumer demand

Economically speaking, consumer demand is deter-
mined by the amount of a product or service that a
consumer is wiling to buy at a certain price
(McGregor, 1998b). Mayer (1991 in McGregor,
1998b) explains that consumers have a vote in the
maintenance of market structure in the sense that

2 Objectives are listed later in this article as the ba-
sic principles of a global perspective.

3 Others refer to other citizens, other cultures and
even those not yet born (McGregor, 1998b)
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‘every time a purchase is made, a ballot is cast'.
Over-emphasis on price often leads to practices such
as over active “bargaining” and often, the deliberate
‘exploitation’ of others. Within a global perspective
this is unacceptable as the interactive contribution and
wellbeing of all in terms of maintaining the rest of the
system is recommended.

Producer supply

Advocating sustainable lifestyles, a global perspective
places production and profits secondary to human,
societal, environmental and global wellbeing and
guards against any practices that may result in envi-
ronmental degradation that strain local supply. For
the same reason, technology that exceeds the level of
the local culture is discouraged (McGregor, 1998b).
This necessitates alternative choice criteria on the
demand side and a commitment by suppliers in terms
of corporate accountability and socially responsible
behaviour.

According to Korten (1996) sustainable development
centres on achieving the sustained economic growth
needed to meet human needs, to improve living stan-
dards, and to provide the financial resources needed
for environmental protection. Bubolz and Sontag
(1993:425) accentuate the interdependence of the
people of the world (the so-called human family) on
the earth’s resources and describe the world's
‘ecological health’ to be dependant upon decisions
and actions taken by nations, as well as individuals
and families. The collective wellbeing of individuals
and families should therefore be considered part of
the wellbeing of the whole ecosystem where decisions
at microlevel eventually impact at the macrolevel in
the broadest (global) sense because the interactive
effect of subsystems (permeable boundaries) cannot
be ignored. It has to be understood that everybody
relies on the earth’s resources and that ‘overuse’ of
certain resources by more fortunate, developed
groups is to the disadvantage of others and future
generations.

Haake and Jolivet (2000:1) allege that globalisation is
largely to be blamed for current environmental prob-
lems: (over) extraction of natural resources, mass-
production of material goods and stress on the capac-
ity of the natural environment through emissions and
waste are mentioned as issues that need to be ad-
dressed. Ecological modernisation is suggested as a
‘coping mechanism’ to deal with substance-flow in
modern society. Instead of a plea for the total disman-
tling of capitalism, ecological modernisation is based
on sets of criteria developed during the 1980’'s and
1990's that allow for decisions on ecological rationality
of certain technologies, production arrangements and
even complete sectors of industry (Spaargaren,
1999:2). Outcomes of such decisions have led to
conscious attempts to promote recycling, to prevent
pollution, to encourage the use of ‘green products’,
energy awareness and an encouragement of the use
of sustainable energy resources. The holistic view of
the ecological theory of people in interaction with their
environments (a global perspective) is ideally suited to

address the inequalities caused by overconsumption.
Humans have to accept a responsibility of stewardship
with respect to other living organisms as well as to the
non-living environment (conservation of the environ-
ment) to sustain future life (Bubolz & Sontag,
1993:427, 433; McGregor, 1998a).

Sustainable development thus has two sides — sus-
tainable production (supply) and sustainable con-
sumption (demand). The supply-side focuses on the
economic, social and environmental impact on produc-
tion processes, while the demand-side focuses on the
consumer’s choice of goods and services to fulfil basic
needs and to improve quality of life (McGregor, 2000).
For sustainable development, those involved in pro-
duction should realise that the earth’s carrying capac-
ity has to be respected (Jernoldv & Jernolév, 1993).

Social costs of market transactions

Consumers have buying patterns as well as discharge
patterns and have proved to be major creators of
waste (Haake & Jolivet, 2000). The social costs in-
volved (benefits enjoyed as opposed to negative ef-
fects) in producing and using products have thus be-
come a major concern. A global perspective appreci-
ates attempts to limit waste production, pollution and
noise factors and accentuates that the social costs for
others (other cultures, other countries, other communi-
ties) should be calculated and incorporated in every
business policy and transaction so that the interactive
effect of transactions are for the benefit of all
(McGregor, 1998b).

In a systems approach, the so-called permeable
boundaries reflect the situation: the effect of decisions
of one community on another is deliberately accom-
modated. Every consumer therefore has a responsi-
bility and a contribution to make towards sustainable
consumption by adapting attitudes, preferences and
decisions to prevent the undermining of others
(including future generations) and/or damage to the
environment.

Marginal utility

Diminishing marginal utility refers to the contradicting
phenomenon that consumer satisfaction tends to de-
crease if the price of a product increases although the
basic properties of the product remain unchanged. In
contrast, a global perspective favours the principle of
paying more for an item that includes some monetary
contribution to the living condition of other communi-
ties (McGregor, 1998b). At the end of the day it be-
comes more and more difficult and confusing to formu-
late evaluation criteria for goods and services because
a global perspective views objective evaluation criteria
secondary to implicated advantages for others and the
environment.

Substitution effect
Within the economics paradigm a consumer almost

automatically opts for a substitute when the relative
price of a product increases. A global perspective on

Adopting a global perspective in the discipline consumer science

118



ISSN 0378-5254 Tydskrif vir Gesinsekologie en Verbruikerswetenskappe, Vol 29, 2001

the other hand, advocates that consumers should se-
riously reconsider purchases in terms of the global
integrity of the close substitute. The merit of a pur-
chase should therefore be questioned rather than
automatically selecting a substitute (McGregor,
1998b).

Scarcity and opportunity costs

Time and money are considered decisive resources in
an economics paradigm and when consumers’ wants
and needs exceed their level of resources, trade-offs
are made to reach goals within financial and time limi-
tations. The ethical and moral concerns of a global
perspective direct the focus of a decision on human,
social and environmental concerns rather than time
and money (McGregor, 1998Db).

Inflation

In a materialistic society, in terms of standard of living
and spending power, inflation* is a prominent issue
(Gregory, 1990:399). Inflation is generally regarded
as a threat to prosperity because it reduces discretion-
ary income and increases cost of living. A global ap-
proach requires a re-evaluation of the effect of infla-
tion in terms of who the beneficiaries from inflation
are. It is suggested that if rising prices are caused by
more money flowing to disadvantaged communities
for produce and services rendered, inflation should be
tolerated rather than be objected to in principle. The
fact that higher incomes earned by disadvantaged
communities might eventually contribute to peace,
justice, security and freedom at home or elsewhere in
the world should be regarded a priority. From a global
perspective, the challenge is to accept the principle
that consumers’ rights are secondary to human rights
(McGregor, 1998b).

Present and future value

A global perspective is opposed to extravagance and
places a high premium on saving for the future and
investing rather than borrowing (McGregor, 1998b).
Within a systems way of thinking, it implies that saving
will minimize the negative effect of inflation (that is
suggested to be ‘tolerated’ for the sake of the impli-
cated positive effects on the wellbeing of others).

BASIC PRINCIPLES OF A GLOBAL PERSPECTIVE
AND PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS FOR CON-
SUMER SCIENCE

Although the underlying principles of a global perspec-
tive challenge modern consumers to make a mindshift
and a lifelong commitment, the outcomes promise to
be very rewarding. In the South African context, Afro-
centricity that in essence opposes materialism (that is
very typical of a Eurocentric approach and represents
a value orientation where inclusive group participation

4 Inflation refers to the sustained increase in the
general price level as a result of monetary causes
and a simultaneous decline in the buying power of
money (Gregory, 1990:399).

exemplifies the collective African will (Du Plessis &
Rousseau, 1999:332), support certain principles of a
global perspective. The concept Ubuntu that means
that a person can only be a person through other peo-
ple, illustrates the ‘domino-effect’ of consumers’ be-
havioural patterns (interactive relationship and interde-
pendency of parts of a system) suggested in a sys-
tems approach (Whitchurch & Constantine, 1993:29).

The following principles capture the assumptions of a
global perspective (McGregor, 1999c). Suggestions
and examples are included to illustrate that any call for
action upon consumers, citizens or professionals,
should be very practical and acceptable to succeed
and ultimately become a lifestyle.

Perspective consciousness

Because one’s view of the world is not universally
shared, no single perspective can be forced onto eve-
rybody. It becomes even more difficult when consum-
ers’ own money is involved, when personal use of
commodities is criticized and when sacrifices have to
be made for issues that individuals do not necessarily
support. Petkus (1992) uses ‘non animal tested cos-
metics’ as an example of products associated with
‘environmental responsibility’.  Unfortunately not all
people share the same sentiments and it might take
more than a simple argument to motivate consumers
to refrain from using products tested on animals
unless they can see ‘what is in it for them’. Mobilizing
consumers to become “other directed” rather than self
directed (an abstract concept) and to publicly praise
consumers’ or a community’s contribution to the well
being of the earth and its resources through statistics,
advertisements etcetera (a concrete measure) might
be the only way to make consumers more aware of
their role in the larger system, to convince them to
make a contribution and to succeed. Consumers are
often blamed while little or no attempt is made to in-
form and include them.

State of the planet awareness

The ideal is to develop an awareness of prevailing and
emerging world conditions. Packaging can be used as
an example: an awareness of the negative effect of
certain packaging materials on the environment will
facilitate the redesign and acceptability of alternatives
in practice. Unfortunately packaging is generally con-
sidered an important attribute during product evalua-
tion and the perception of product quality. Unless
consumers are educated and motivated to reconsider,
the existing problem of pollution will prevail (Bech-
Larsen, 1995). Cooperation between retail and indus-
try with the assistance of consumer advisors and me-
dia to introduce new methods and to simultaneously
promote them as being more desirable would be the
only way to bring about change.

Cross-cultural awareness and diversity

An appreciation of a diversity of ideas and practices
in human societies and communities should be ac-
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knowledged and even encouraged. Walker (1992)
blames the media for promoting a Eurocentric value
system as the ultimate goal. Especially disadvan-
taged consumers and those in developing communi-
ties are easily encouraged to adopt Westernised life-
styles that - in the media - are presented as being so-
cially desirable and a way of reflecting progress (Ger
& Belk, 1996). This has for example resulted in major
changes in the eating habits of the black population of
South Africa (from the traditional diets that are low in
fat and sugar and high in fibre, to westernised diets
that include high quantities of refined and processed
foods) and has culminated in problems such as tooth
decay, obesity, hypertension and cancer. Unless at-
tention is given to diversity to the extent that advan-
tages of certain cultural practices are publicly commu-
nicated and encouraged in schools, popular maga-
zines and radio and television programmes, a west-
ernised lifestyle as it is promoted and displayed in the
media will remain a threat.

Knowledge of global dynamics

It is important to comprehend key traits and mecha-
nisms of the world order to fully grasp consumer be-
haviour and the resulting consequences. Many of the
‘newly rich’ blacks in South Africa today value a luxury
car as a status symbol (Du Plessis & Rousseau,
1999:332) and many up-and-coming blacks prefer
wearing imported clothing to reflect their success.
Such practices lead to money flowing out of the coun-
try instead of the money being available to support
local structures. Only through an appreciation of local
goods and an understanding of how support of local
structures can contribute to growth and prosperity
within a community, can positive outcomes be ex-
pected. Consumers will have to be informed about
the larger picture so that they understand how they
will benefit in the long run. Efforts to inform consum-
ers and incentives to encourage consumers to partici-
pate will have to come from influential role players:
the business world, retail as well as consumer advi-
sors who interact with consumers at various levels on
a regular basis.

Awareness of changing choices and alternatives

Sensitivity towards problems faced by people within a
larger global system is encouraged. Genetically engi-
neered foods, plant biotechnology and genetically
modified crops are examples of practices that are
used to improve food quality, to enhance crops’ resis-
tance to pests and herbicides and to increase the lev-
els of food production (Mackey & Santerre, 2000).
Modern technology can make a considerable contri-
bution to maximising production but to enable con-
sumers to make informed decisions on whether or not
to use these products, consumers have to be in-
formed of the consequences of such practices and
risks that might be involved (such as cancer, exhaus-
tion of land, etc.).

A balance between demands and supply

Strain on local supply needs to be addressed. Gus-
sow (2000) explains that the underlying ecological
imperative for eating locally, is to create real sustain-
ability in terms of local and global food supplies. As
an example he states that “.....it is energetically in-
sane to chill perishable foods and transport it thou-
sands of miles across oceans and national borders so
we can have fresh peppers in Boston — in February”.
Many of the out-of-season foods on the tables of
Americans are grown outside their borders by people
whose health is threatened by malnutrition and who
are paid minimal wages for their labour in the lands by
companies who initiate such farming practices under
the * economic umbrella’ of lowered production costs.
An alternative would be to pay more for such foods to
make the effort worth their while, and/or to encourage
poor communities to produce for own consumption so
that they at least are well fed and properly nourished.

Voluntary simplicity

It is recommended that people strive towards more
modest lifestyles that require fewer possessions and
lower consumption levels. Materialism has many ad-
vantages from an economics point of view, but an
over-emphasis on possessions and status objects has
resulted in many problems for consumers who, in an
attempt to meet social requirements, have to deal with
the negative impact of their lavish consuming prac-
tices. Mittner (2000) for example reports that money
spent on cell phones and lottery tickets have resulted
in lower expenditure on basic commodities such as
food and clothing in households to the detriment of
their standard of living (Ger & Belk, 1996). Educating
consumers to understand the long-term implications
of extensive aspiration levels should thus be a high
priority.

In the fashion industry, the Diderot effect that refers to
the matching of clothing items that requires a constant
and never-ending replacement of items is a practical
example of the promotion of consumption levels.
Specialisation has caused similar problems: consum-
ers now buy running shoes, training shoes, squash
shoes and tennis shoes — while previous generations
used the same shoes for different activities. People
also used to go rambling in old clothes. Today, spe-
cially designed clothing and equipment bearing the
brandnames and designer labels are preferred (Shove
& Warde, 1998).

Complementary technology

Technology that is compatible with local, indigenous
technology for the sake of preserving such practices
for future generations has to be encouraged. Ger and
Belk (1996) are of the opinion that globalisation re-
sults in certain goods being accepted as more desir-
able and unique and consumers bending over back-
wards to acquire specific objects. If globalisation’s
success is theoretically measured in terms of how
successful goods and services are distributed world
wide so that it becomes possible that ‘we all have the
same whereever we are’ one could use the counter
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argument to promote South Africa’s unique artefacts
and cuisine as “something out of the ordinary”. Being
proud of what is South African should become promi-
nent in our decision-making behaviour.

International reciprocity

What can be gained and contributed through cross-
cultural interaction and sharing should become a pri-
ority. Instead of exploiting poorer communities as
cheap labour to reduce production costs, they can be
uplifted by contracting them to produce certain com-
modities for more affluent communities. Instead of
then paying minimal wages, prices of products should
be increased to provide a higher income for the work-
ers that could contribute to the prosperity of such
communities. Logos such as ‘made with dignity’ could
be used to encourage consumers to buy such prod-
ucts knowing that they are contributing to a worthy
cause (Gussow, 2000).

Sustainable lifestyles and production

An attempt should be made to ensure that current col-
lective lifestyles and production methods renew and
support rather than harm the environment, ecosys-
tems and are beneficial for future generations. Inte-
grating sustainable development with a market- and
growth-driven economy that is so skilfully promoted in
media is difficult. Fortunately, according to Pantzar et
al (1994) environmentalism has become an accept-
able and fast growing trend in consumer behaviour
and marketing. Consumer awareness of environ-
mental issues and concern for the environment grew
considerably during the late 1980’s and in the 1990's.

Various obstacles have however prevented the trans-
forming of positive attitudes into practical realities.
Consumers have hardly any information of the effects
of their choices on nature, other people, or future gen-
erations and environmental concerns often have to
compete with individual utilitarian aspects. The willing-
ness of the individual to make responsible choices
often falters in the absence of powerful norms, and
due to feelings of insignificance of one’s own actions
as well as a distrust of the ‘responsible’ behaviour of
others (such as business and industry) (Pantzar et al,
1994; Follows & Jobber, 2000; Testing time for green-
ness, 1997).

The textile industry has over the last two decades
made a considerable contribution towards environ-
mental conservation. Harmful effluent from textile mills
and textile processing plants has been reduced and
more environmentally friendly production and finishing
processes have been introduced (Hatch, 1993:190-
191; Dickson, 2000; Rigby, 1993; Living within earth’'s
limits: the quest for sustainable consumption, 1997).
Biotechnology (where bacteria and enzymes are used
to digest, transform and synthesise natural materials
from one form to another) is encouraged to reduce
strain on the environment. In an interesting develop-
ment to protect consumers from counterfeit products,
biocoding (through the use of monoclonal antibodies)

is used as a marking system for instance on brand-
name denims. Anti-microbial textiles are newly devel-
oped textiles with bacteria-killing properties and are of
great value for the medical profession due to their
ability to contain the spread of infectious diseases and
thus indirectly protect the environment (Byrne, 1995).

The development of biodegradable detergents is an-
other positive development by industry to the advan-
tage of the environment (Joseph, 1986:282). In
Finland, for instance, the use of concentrated washing
detergents has reduced the volumes of detergents
used by households — a concept perfectly compatible
with a global approach. The use of phosphate-free
detergents has also reduced the load of phosphates
in effluents caused by household washing detergents
in the past few years while new materials used in
household textiles require lower washing tempera-
tures so that less energy is consumed (Groot-Marcus
& Van Moll, 1996). Consumer scientists have a re-
sponsibility to familiarize consumers with these alter-
natives while industry has to introduce and promote
these practices.

Systems consciousness

Consumers should develop the ability to think in a
systems mode so that the effect of one’s actions on
others and the environment eventually supersedes
personal, self-centred motives. The only way to be-
come a socially conscious consumer who supports
sustainable living is by linking basic consumer rights
with personal responsibility that obligate consumers to
be accountable for their actions (Follows & Jobber,
2000; McGregor, 1999a; McGregor, 1998b). Con-
sumers often dispose of products before such are
worn out. Household appliances are a perfect exam-
ple of products that are often replaced while still in
working order without thinking of the consequences in
terms of the resources used to produce such appli-
ances and the fact that the discarded metals are not
always recycled for further use. Irresponsible behav-
iour of this type can be very disastrous for future gen-
erations (Cooper, 1994).

Involvement consciousness

Consumers will have to begin to understand the re-
percussions of their choices and actions in terms of
the global present and future. What is needed is a
growing awareness of the impact of personal and
business decisions on personal and environmental
health, to move away from the ‘throw-away’ mentality
and to make a concerted effort to make things last
longer. Also, to become accustomed to buying cer-
tain used and second-hand items — something that is
simply not done in certain socio-economic groups.
Consumers that value how they affect others and how
others affect them, are more inclined to give serious
consideration to substituting one product for another
that might last longer or that might cause less damage
to the environment (McGregor, 1998b).
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A diversity of ethical consumption experiences can
also be given to illustrate the importance of under-
standing the repercussions of our behaviour and
choices on others. For example, evaluating appli-
ances in a major store that takes the trouble to display
and install them and then buying what you need
through an ‘around the corner’ shop with little infra
structure at a lower cost, is unfair to the owner of the
bigger store who walks the extra mile in an effort to
satisfy consumer needs (Cooper-Martin & Holbrook,
1993). Although it is recommendable that small busi-
ness should be supported, it is unethical and unfair if
their business is based on effort made by major stores
and consumers should not encourage or support such
practices.

Process mindedness

A commitment towards lifelong learning and socializa-
tion to continuously reconsider actions and behaviour
in terms of the needs of the time, is the ultimate objec-
tive. Although many products are considered to be
‘the socially acceptable choice’, they are not always
purchased. Consumers often try to compensate
through exhibiting responsible post-purchase behav-
iour, for instance by buying products in non-returnable
containers and then re-using them (Follows & Jobber,
2000; Living within earth’s limits: the quest for sustain-
able consumption, 1997). Consumers also seem to
confuse conservation with sacrifice and austerity
rather than viewing it as an important key to a satis-
factory future standard of living (Testing time for
greenness, 1997). Individual consumer actions, as
well as the policies of business and government, will
be significant in the transition from a world of seem-
ingly unlimited abundance, to one where the efficient
use of resources is practiced (Bannister & Bonsma,
1980).

Responsible value deliberations and morally justi-
fiable decisions

A willingness to compromise so that decisions are
based on facts as well as values rather than habit has
to be adopted. Mayer (2001:2) contends that adver-
tising is a major factor in [American] society in creat-
ing and maintaining a peculiar form of narcissism ide-
ally suited to consumerism. Advertising stimulates arti-
ficial needs within people that directly conflict with
their capacity to form a satisfying and sustainable re-
lationship with the natural world. If advertising could
have the same impact on promoting environmentally
responsible behaviour, the ideal of a satisfied, envi-
ronmentally conscious consumer could be attained
sooner. This may reduce their standard of living as
defined purely by physical consumption, but also of-
fers opportunities for an improved quality of personal,
family and community life (McGregor, 1999b).

CONCLUDING REMARKS

Professionals in the discipline of consumer science
have a major role to play in the process of convincing

consumers to accept and adopt a global perspective
in their day to day decision-making behaviour. Driven
by materialistic lifestyles and being bombarded with
the economic principles of buyer behaviour, consum-
ers might find it difficult and might even resist making
the mind shift. In an article on conservation published
recently in National Geographic (Earth pulse: 2001),
the alarming tempo of the affluent countries of the
world’s use of natural resources is reported and com-
pared to that of third world countries. Using the term
“footprint:” it is reported that at the moment, human-
kind is using one third more resources than nature
could replenish. The USA for example, is currently
using more than ten times the amount of resources
per capita than is used per person in India. If one fur-
ther takes into consideration that the world population
is increasing by 77 million each year, we are heading
for a disaster! Unless we commit ourselves to take
action, to review our behaviour and to motivate others
to do the same, the highlights of today might turn out
to be the nightmares of the future.
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