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Sustainable consumption and lifestyles have received an increasing amount of press in recent years, in no small part due to the United Nations Environment Programme.  The youthXchange guidebook is a part of a larger educational focus on Sustainable Consumption.  During the fall of 2002, MIT students reviewed the guide to give suggestions to be used as the Media Ecology Technology Association (Méta) develops the complementary webpage and future editions of the training kit are produced.


The second phase presented here is a similar survey, conducted at a public suburban high school near Minneapolis, Minnesota.  The responses differed significantly from MIT’s in many areas, and should increase the understanding of student response to the youthXchange guide to channel new ideas.
Materials

The youthXchange printed guide is fifty-two pages of sustainable consumption themes and suggestions in an 8” x 8” full-color card-stock booklet aimed at 18 to 24 year-olds.  The insides have colorful pictures, quotes, and text filled with numbers and additional places to find extra information.  The ideals that UNEP describes in their intent for the project (UNEP/UNESCO, 2001) are reflected on every page: visualizations, charts, and ad campaigns take the place of the dry textbook format.  Effectiveness is much more than looking the part though – what people would take away from the youthXchange guide was still open to question.
Evaluation

Audience


Minnetonka, where the school is located, is a second-ring suburb of Minneapolis, Minnesota.  Full of lakes, cul-de-sacs, and tennis clubs, it is a growing upper-middle class family-oriented city.  Most residents have been living in Minnesota their entire lives.  Until recently, most of the residents were of Scandinavian descent, many of whose families had been in the United States, and often in Minnesota alone, for several generations.  Chinese, Vietnamese, and Indian families migrated to the area in increased rates over the last few years.

The student reviewers are primarily high school seniors, in the 12th grade of the American public school system.  Almost all of the students are 17 or 18 years old, at the younger edge of the SC kit’s target audience of 18-24.  The students are all in a social sciences class required for graduation, as most students here go on to college.  Average exposure to sustainability issues is very low, though environmental issues such as animal conservation and recycling are taught at a superficial level throughout the district.  Given their background, the students are often acquisitive, and in general not nearly as analytical as the group of reviewers at MIT.


On average, the students at Minnetonka expressed less confidence than the students at MIT that their actions “affect the local environment” or “affect the global environment.”  This could be related to the lower exposure to environmental science, but having lived in both “cultures,” I would venture to guess that it has more to do with the typical materialistic suburban-American lifestyle that is more common in Minnetonka than at MIT.

Procedures

The guide is around fifty pages long, and even with lots of pictures and a smaller format, it adds up to a long “introduction” to sustainable consumption.  Since anyone who gets the guide is unlikely to sit down and read it cover to cover, the review was designed to reflect the way people wanted to use the guide when they got it.  Before even giving the review, the guide was shown to several people who were interested in the project.  Uniformly, the viewer looked at the cover, then began flipping through pages, usually starting in the middle of the book.  Upon finding a captivating bit of information, probably an image, he would stop flipping through pages, open the book wider, often using a thumb to spread the pages, and read around whatever topic caught the eye.  These simple steps elucidated the way people wanted to use the guide when they first got it, and how the guide must capture their attention if they are to read it and become more aware through the information within. All but one reviewer at MIT, in the college review, used the scan and read method described above – the last decided to read the booklet the whole way through.  

When doing the review, then, the students were instructed to use the guide however they wanted to, and for however long they needed.  Reviewers were also reminded that there were no right answers for any of the questions, and that they were not just filling out a survey, their feedback was critical to the development of the youthXchange media.

Most reviewers took about twenty minutes to go through the report and the review, with most of the time, about fifteen minutes, devoted to the guide.  A discussion always followed the review, which often provided further justification for the opinions on the review and more emotional reactions than anything on paper.
Impressions

Overall, the high school reviewers were less interested in the topic of sustainable consumption and the accompanying guide than the MIT students.  Several students wrote that they didn’t care about this stuff at all.  Still more wrote that they didn’t think they would change their habits because of some pamphlet they read.  There may be several reasons for this difference, including

· Younger age – these students are at the low end of the intended age group for the youthXchange materials.

· Background – these students grew up in and around families whose affluent lifestyle teaches them that conserving is not a top priority

· Lower exposure – having had less previous exposure to sustainability and less confidence that their actions affect the environment, topics covered by youthXchange seem like “someone else’s problem.”

The lack of interest showed on the quantitative survey results, as well.  Although the students agreed that the topics discussed in the guide were “relevant to today’s problems,” they were indifferent about whether it “made [them] want to change things.”  Combined, it emphasizes the fact that the issues are relevant to global problems, but have no place in their lives, and that they either don’t feel the need to or don’t see how to make a difference.
Content:  Favorites & Suggestions

Some specific parts of the guide got frequent positive comments.  As at MIT, the overall favorites were the colorful pictures and the captioned “WOW” facts arranged within each topic.  The reviewers at Minnetonka were not nearly as discerning about the particulars of the source and methods of the statistics as the college reviewers, a function, I would guess, of the further honed analytical skills learned at University.

Facts chosen as favorites included 

· The richest 20% of people consume 75% of the natural resources

· 1 in 4 adults in the world cannot read or write

· 35% of teenagers have a TV in their room

Despite the apparent attention paid to the in-text statistics, students preferred to pick up on the sound-bite-sized quotes and said that there was just too much reading.  On the other hand, they (on average) disagreed with the statement that the guide was “too long to be effective.”

In a lot of noise, there was a particularly good suggestion that the guide should include information on physical fitness and fast food consumption.  Obesity and sedentary lifestyles are a problem worldwide, and especially in the United States.  For people who care about sustainable consumption, this is a good way to give them selfless reasons that they should look after themselves.  Fast food consumption touches on fitness, moderation of consumption, multi-national corporations, environmental destruction, and other topics relevant to sustainability.

Another student suggested adding more graphs and pie charts.  This could cut down on the actual word count while conveying the same information.  Charts and graphs also show a perspective over time or across a larger segment of the market or demographic at hand.

Conclusions

The response from the high school review is clearly less optimistic than that from MIT, but does not negate its value as input for further work on youthXchange.  The reviewers were less confident about their effects on the environment and less interested in making a difference, reflecting an overall lower concern for sustainability issues.  Clear suggestions from the reviewers, like adding more graphs and discussing fast food consumption, can be used to expand on the ideas of sustainable consumption in ways that both types of students can relate to and use.
The Future


The high school review brings to an end the first phase of the youthXchange guide, which started in an MIT course on Sustainability in the Fall of 2002.  Future work is an open possibility, but is dependent on the stage of the project with respect to UNEP and Méta.  The author can be contacted at skd@mit.edu to post updates or make proposals for further collaborations.
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