Towards Sustainable Consumption
An Evaluation of the UNEP Guide

Stephanie Dalquist

6 December 2002


Sustainability has been given renewed attention over recent years, as the impacts of our production and consumption habits have become more evident and a new generation of future leaders forms its opinions which will drive policy and purchasing trends over the coming years.  Making decisions about sustainability, however, is not just within the realm of industries and big governments.  With six billion people in the world and more everyday, personal choices play a large role in human impact on the environment directly and through the reactions that larger institutions take to cultural trends.  To increase awareness and promote grass-roots, individual efforts, smaller groups at educational institutions and NGOs worldwide promote sustainable concepts at a local level.  The unifying efforts behind the sustainable movement come from large organizations with wide influence, including the United Nations and especially its Environment Programme (UNEP) and the Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO).
UNEP and sustainable lifestyles


The United Nations Environment Programme runs several influential programs on sustainable consumption which focus on everything from renewable energy to consumer attitudes about environmental issues.  Among these, the 2001 Research Project on Youth and Sustainable Consumption done in conjunction with the United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) has returned the most information about the expectations of young people worldwide and about their developing attitudes as consumers.  

“Is the Future Yours?” drew “an initial mapping of the attitudes, behaviours, and expectations for the future of youth and their sense of power to change lifestyles and promote sustainable consumption” (Nyberg and Stø, 2001, p.7).  The overwhelming conclusion was that the respondents recognized the environmental and social impact of their “use and disposal of goods but not of their shopping behavior” (Nyberg and Stø, 2001, p.8) and would be more likely to take up everyday, individual means of impact reduction rather than join an organized movement.

Based on these results, the most pressing follow-up became the development of a “training kit” to take young people and influential young leaders to the next level “with the tools to think for themselves and tell others ‘what it could be like to respect people and the environment in our daily actions’” (UNEP/UNESCO, 2001).

The youthXchange media frames the themes of sustainable consumption like shopping, waste disposal, energy saving, and health and work conditions in language and images that speak to today’s youth of fun.  They want to spread the meaning of sustainable consumption without being “preachy and didactic” (UNEP/UNESCO, 2001), instead allowing users to visualize the message through graphs, icons, and pictures rather than through endless hours of reading.

The primary means of distribution for youthXchange will eventually be the internet, a medium with several qualities optimal for UNEP and the youthXchange message.  Not only is the internet an international medium, but it allows great interactivity and flexibility, and follows the message of sustainability by minimizing the resources consumed to accomplish the same goal.  At this point, the printed guide that will accompany the website is near completion of its first edition, and further development of the website rests on evaluation of the printed guide, which brought the youthXchange guide to MIT. 

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

Due to constraints of time and resources, the audience was limited in number to get the best input possible while still running a small-scale review of the printed guide.  The fifteen reviewers were about evenly split between graduate students and first- and second-year undergraduates, covering the range of ages for which UNEP intended the Sustainable Consumption guide.  The graduate students were all from MIT’s Technology and Policy Program (TPP) or the student group Students For Global Sustainability (SFGS), bringing not only an older but a more specialized perspective to the evaluation.  The undergraduates at MIT, in contrast, often have some knowledge about sustainable ideas, but for the most part have not had the opportunity to study them very thoroughly.

Overall, the students here are an ideal group for a small-scale evaluation of the UNEP guide.  By nature a very analytical group, giving them colorful media that they also find believable and credible is a challenge.  In background, as well, the MIT environment fits the international reach of the UN.  Among this small group of reviewers were people who had grown up in Sweden, Burma, China, Canada, and within the United States from places as diverse as New York City, the Midwest, urban Los Angeles, and Miami.

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.

When doing the review, then, people 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.

All but one reviewer used the scan and read method described above – the last decided to read the booklet the whole way through.  Most reviewers took twenty minutes to go through the report and the review, with most of the time, about fifteen minutes each, 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 and suggestions

The general reaction about the existence of the guide was overwhelmingly positive.  As one reviewer put it, it was good “to see [the information] available and with [so] much effort invested.”  The responses covered many aspects of the design and content, and it was often the case that the same issues would be pointed out by multiple people, strengthening the basis for change.

Design and layout

There is a lot to like about the design of the printed youthXchange guide, and it is clear that a lot of effort was made to make this attractive and appealing from the first glance.  In fact, it is hard to get far into the guide without noticing the brightly-colored pictures which parallel the themes throughout the book.  Everyone who mentioned the pictures and flashy layout did so on a positive note.  The “Stepping-stones,” outlined yellow boxes of suggestions for individuals, were another favorite part of the layout.  If anything, the reviewers wanted to see more of them, focusing on how easy and sometimes non-intuitive the ideas were.

This suggestion was common, and illustrates a point where the reviewers’ ideas about what the guide should do did not meet what the designers intended.  Whereas the UNEP group expressed concern about being preachy and didactic, the readers wanted more suggestions.  The difference is perhaps fine and involves the difficulty or tone of the suggested changes, but overall, the reviewers wanted to see more easy suggestions about what they could do to make a difference.  

Another difference of opinion rose over the intended audience of the guide.  The reviewers gave a much broader range of ages, and overall suggested using the guide with students a few years younger than UNEP originally planned the audience.  Most suggested introducing the sustainable consumption concepts to high school and undergraduate college students, an age range from around 15 to 22, instead of the 18 to 24 year-olds originally cited as the target audience.  In suggesting the guide to a younger audience, the difficulty of getting such a group to focus on the guide long enough to gain anything useful was mentioned repeatedly, though it was still an issue for those in the intended age group, who often rated the guide as too long to be effective.

The length was, in itself, an obstacle for the reviewers.  There was plenty of confusion about whether the youthXchange guide was intended to be a book or a pamphlet.  The size and length were an awkward combination of the two, making it difficult to decide on the best way to use it.  A couple reviewers suggested breaking it up into smaller pamphlets with more in-depth focus on each theme of sustainable consumption.  It is, in any case, an important comment that should be dealt with for future versions.

In terms of design, the reviewers were most irked by the frequently changing font size.  They described it in terms ranging from distracting to condescending citing specific examples like (UNESCO-UNEP, 2002, p.13)
“Eating organic food or being vegetarian are choices people make…”

and (p. 36)
“1 in 4 Indian children will never go to school.”
Although the enlarged sections highlighted the most important parts and did effectively draw the readers’ eye, nobody mentioned the variations as being an attractive and useful way to do it, and found that it detracted from the main content of the booklet.

Content

The reviewers were, overall, impressed with the amount of information that was covered in this one booklet, and pleased to see that efforts were being taken to make this information more accessible and more available to people their age.  Although they were specifically asked for other areas that should be included, however, no one suggested additional topics beyond those already covered.

The content was well-liked, but there was some confusion expressed about the organization.  Sections about food repeatedly turned up as the most interesting facts on the review, with ozone and eco-label information also being mentioned a couple times.  The most repeated statistic was the annual saving of 4,000 m2 of trees for each person on a vegetarian diet (UNEP-UNESCO, 2002, p.13).  Without being told about the UNEP approach of including the three E’s of environment, economics, and ethics (UNEP/UNESCO, 2002), people cited the availability of all this information in the book.  Many reviewers pointed out parts of the book where the different effects were overlapped in ways that didn’t make sense or transition well.  For example, the information on tourism (p. 18 and 19 of the guide), discusses ozone layers in one sentence and exploitation of labor in the next.  The lack of direct connections makes the end result read haphazardly, hindering the guide’s effectiveness at making the reader more aware and concerned about their habits.


Digging deeper into the same parts of the guide, the presentation of statistics received the most skepticism and criticism of the entire package.  Although more questioning should be expected from this very analytical group, addressing the concerns now will make the guide and other youthXchange media more effective in the long run as they are presented to a wide variety of people.

The most common complaint about the statistics was the lack of and erratic use of references.  One way to alleviate this without using a lot of space would be to use superscripts referring to the Sources page (p. 52), which would allow people to connect the statistic and the source without interrupting their reading.  Several reasons for more specific use of references were mentioned.  Most reviewers were concerned that without them, the guide lacked credibility.  Even coming from a respectable organization like the United Nations, “scientific” information without sources was highly mistrusted.  In a discussion following the review, one reader specifically mentioned the numbers on petroleum and fossil fuel usage.  She said she was very surprised by the number, but caught herself quickly in realizing that the years of available crude oil would look very different depending on whether the information had come, for example, from Shell or from Greenpeace.  Other reviewers wanted, in addition, to be able to find more information about specific information.  The list of sources at the end of the guide gave them a good starting point, but with up to a dozen large sites listed per topic, it was difficult to find more on the specific issue they were looking for or learn more about the way the numbers were obtained and how they could estimate their own effect based on the worldwide impact.

One observant reviewer from the Technology & Policy Program wanted to emphasize that the statistics should be carefully used to not twist their original meanings.  A specific example he gave was how “one person following a meat-free diet prevents more than 4,000 m2 of trees being destroyed per year” (UNESCO-UNEP, 2002, p.13) could be discussing any combination of carbon equivalents for processing, trees required for grazing land, and might or might not include the trees which must be harvested for growing the additional vegetables the person must eat to maintain a nutritious diet.  Although there is not enough room in the guide to enumerate all these conditions, the general caveat was that the guide should use credible, referenced statistics in a way that conveys the information accurately, even if it is not phrased with the most shock value.  Although certain ways of rendering the same data can get more immediate reaction from readers, if the guide is to be effective, the information must be shocking and convincing through its own severity rather than the loaded phrases which surround the numbers.

As mentioned before, frequent requests were made for more suggestions, and as the Nybert and Stø (2001) report found, few of the reviewers were interested in how to join larger organizations.  Rather, they were interested in everyday and easy changes that could make a difference in environmental impact.

The other recurring content suggestion was a way to see how one product or a choice that someone makes in the book has impacts not only in the immediate choice, but in the disposal and extraction of materials.  In other words, the low-level elements of a life-cycle could be used to tie together the themes which are at present scattered throughout the guide.
The Future


YouthXchange is a long-term project for UNEP, and this review is only a small step in bringing the print and electronic media to the point where they can be widely distributed and effectively used world-wide.  What has been learned here, though, can make the youthXchange media more effective and more interesting in its various forms.

The future of the project that has developed so far at MIT is up to the plans of the larger youthXchange plan.  There will at least be a brief follow-up with the people who consented to be contacted for follow-up to see what they still remember of the guide, whether they have thought about the consumption habits since the original review, and if so, what events got them thinking.  Without looking for behavioral changes in specific, this will expose the set of circumstances that bring sustainability and personal habits back to the reader’s mind.  It would also be useful to have a more comprehensive questionnaire here, to understand the awareness of the reviewer before and after going through the guide and to learn more about the specific parts that people were interested in.  Looking beyond MIT is also very important, but like an extended questionnaire or larger reviewer pool, it was just not possible with the resources available this term.

At this point, the guide has been cautiously approved by a very demanding demographic, and a wide range of suggestions have been made to bring the guide through the most rigorous standards.  With the assistance of pilot projects like this in different settings world-wide, the youthXchange media could well be a force on the developing minds of influential young leaders.
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