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INTRODUCTION

A critical pedagogy of consumption would explore educational sites for
contestation and resistance to the consumer culture. Consumer education is one of
those sites. A critical consumer education pedagogy entails examining power
relationships, of which there are plenty under the guise of the consumerism
ideology (McGregor, 2008b). McGregor (2003a) affirmed that consumerism is a
deep form of structural violence, oppression, and abuse of power. Sandlin (2005)
agreed that consumption is inextricably linked to human, non-human and
environmental oppression. She proposed that the nature of a consumer culture
requires consumer education to become political, necessitating that people
consciously seek to critically analyze and question the taken-for-grantedness of
consumer capitalism. Politicized consumer education will help consumers become
critical, empowered world citizens concerned with sustainability, solidarity and
the human condition as it is shaped by human consumption.
From a chronological stance, this monograph profiles 25 initiatives to
conceptualize consumer education (see Figure 1). This profile of conceptual
frameworks (with attendant adaptations and innovations) includes work
undertaken in North America (United States and Canada), the United Kingdom,
the European Union, and by Consumers International (CI). The monograph shares
insights into how consumer education has been reconceptualized over the past 50
years. It has moved away from teaching consumers how to function efficiently in
the marketplace towards socializing them to be citizen-consumers striving for
citizenship, solidarity and sustainability, acting from a site of political resistance
within the pervasive context of a global consumer culture.
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Figure 1

THE SIXTIES
The closest thing to a consumer education framework in the early Sixties
was President John F. Kennedy’s 1962 Consumer Bill of Rights, a collection of
four rights that eventually came to include consumer education in 1975 (President
Gerald Ford). President Ford posited that people needed consumer education in
order to fully benefit from the other rights of choice, safety, information and
voice/redress. He presumed that an educated consumer could not be easily
exploited (Green, 1988).
Purdue University Consumer Education Study
In the late Sixties, before consumer education became a recognized
consumer right, a team of researchers, coordinated by J. Uhl at Purdue University,
conducted one of the first studies of consumer education in the United States. Uhl
(1970) and his team created their own conceptualization of consumer education
for the study, comprising three types. Type I consumer education was concerned
with the relationship between the consumer and the private sector of the economy.
What to buy, how to comparison shop and when and where to purchase comprise
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this very technical, instrumental approach to consumer education. Consumer
education curricula also would include resource management and consumer
decision making. Type II consumer education focused on consumer purchases
from the public sector (e.g., housing, health, public transportation, insurance,
water, infrastructure, and recreational services). In addition to technical
consumption skills, consumers need to have knowledge of the political process.
Type III consumer education involved teaching people about the rules, laws,
policies and regulations - that is, consumer legislation - that influence the
behaviour and economic performance of firms in the public sector.
Uhl (1970) argued that a fundamental issue for consumer educators was
the proper blend of these three approaches to consumer education. He also noted
“an allied conceptual problem concerns the interrelationships of consumer
education, consumer protection and the competitive market processes” (p. 128) as
modes for promoting the consumer interest. Uhl and Armstrong (1971) further
commented on the ‘complementary potential’ of connecting consumer education
with education for other social roles, including citizens and worker. But, they did
not develop this idea.

THE SEVENTIES
Canadian Consumer Council
In 1970, the Canadian Consumer Council (CCC, a short-lived Advisory
panel to the inaugural Minister of Consumer and Corporate Affairs Canada,
CCAC) commissioned the first study of consumer education in Canada. CCC
confirmed there was “no common understanding of the meaning of the term
consumer education” (Chapter 1 - p.3). In lieu of a conceptual framework, they
turned to the Classification of Consumer Education Subjects prepared by the
Purdue University Consumer Education study (see Uhl, 1970 above). This
framework is a list of 20 topics traditionally deemed germane to consumer
education, including but not limited to the consumer in the economy and the
marketplace, resource management, budgeting and record keeping, consumer
protection, and the like. CCC did not reference the three types of consumer
education created in Uhl’s Purdue study.
As an aside, thirty years later, McGregor’s (2000) report on the status of
consumer education in Canada dealt more with the context and sustainability of
consumer education programs and related initiatives rather than conceptual
frameworks, although she did reference Bannister and Monsma’s (1982)
classification system, to be discussed next.
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THE EIGHTIES
Classification of Concepts in Consumer Education (Bannister and Monsma)
In 1978, the American Office of Consumers’ Education (the OCE,
established in 1975, lasting six years and administered by the US Department of
Education), commissioned a Consumer Education Development Program (Green,
1988). This conceptual work was needed because consumer education as a field
lacked a clear conceptual scope with attendant definitions. The result is the
renowned Classification of Concepts in Consumer Education (Bannister &
Monsma, 1982, see Figure 2, used with permission). Classi (as it is affectionately
called) is a classification system for the major concepts comprising consumer
education. Since its conception, it has become the gold standard for consumer
education and several scholars have suggested revisions to make it more current;
hence, it merits further discussion.

Figure 2
Their conceptual framework for consumer education comprises three
broad, first level categories: decision making, resource management and citizen
participation. There are eight second level concepts, 36 third level concepts, and
107 fourth-level concepts, yielding 154 concepts with attendant definitions. With
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each definition for the first three levels of concepts, they provided a statement of
the concept’s application to the field of consumer education. They also crossreferenced some of the concepts to illustrate the considerable overlap and
interdependencies. They identified 12 contemporary factors affecting consumer
decisions, in effect placing the conceptual framework in a broad, changing
context. They also proposed that consumers function in seven modes of
behaviour, on a coping-influence continuum. People can enter at any point along
the continuum: coping, questioning, planning, purchasing, conserving,
participating as citizens, and influencing change. Consumer education can impact
people in all of these modes of behaviour. Bannister and Monsma (1982)
presented this approach as a broader view of the consumer role than that which
traditionally prevailed.
Lusby’s Reinterpretation of Classi from a Global Perspective
The 1988 American Council of Consumer Interests (ACCI) conference
began a dialogue on the theme of “What next for Classi”? Although out of
chronological order, the next two initiatives are referenced here because they took
inspiration from this Eighties dialogue to build on Classi. In 1992, Lusby created
an adaptation of Classi resulting in a model for consumer decision making from a
macroscopic, ethical, ecological, global perspective. Her version "introduces
educators, marketers, and consumers to a more global perspective from which to
consider consumer decisions [and consumer education]" (1992b, p.230). Lusby's
(1992a) work contributed such concepts as consumer ethics, the ecosystem
perspective, the cradle to grave product and service perspective, and the concept
of local, domestic and global realms. She extended the concept of efficient
resource use by advising that responsible consumer decisions should not include
the assumption that people have to buy. She suggested that the economic decision
not to buy can be a very responsible consumer decision, and by implication, a
responsible social, political and ecological decision as well, perhaps known as
critically reasoned decisions. In effect, her modifications of Classi represented a
shift from a microscopic, micro-economic, personal perspective of consumer
education to a holistic, macroscopic, global, ecologically responsible,
humanitarian perspective. This is no less than a paradigm shift within consumer
education.
McGregor’s Reinterpretation of Classi
In 1994, McGregor, inspired by Lusby’s (1992a) reconceptualization,
further revised Classi. She suggested: (a) updating and aligning the consumer
rights and responsibilities concepts; (b) clarifying and extending the concept of
conservation; (c) increasing the transparency of the reciprocal relationship
between consumers and their environments, already inherent in Classi; (d) and,
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enriching the consumer socialization concept by incorporating a familial focus.
She also offered the following redefinition of consumer education for
consideration:
Consumer education is a life long socialization process provided to
individual and family consuming units of varying consumption
ages and structures such that they can accumulate, in a progressive,
empowering manner, the knowledge, skills, attitudes, and
behaviours considered necessary for managing resources, engaging
in rational consumption behaviour and taking actions as citizens.
This includes coping with, adapting to and influencing and dealing
with the impact of economic, social, ecological, political, and
technological systems at the micro, macro and global levels such
that individual, familial and societal betterment results.
(McGregor, 1994, pp. 24-25).
This definition encompasses, or makes more explicit,: (a) the three overarching
consumer education concepts and their reciprocal relationships in action; (b)
Bannister and Monsma's (1982) inherent premise of empowerment through
progressive, life long learning; (c) a familial context; and, (d) a macroscopic,
global perspective.
IOCU’s Charter of Consumer Action
Returning to the chronological approach, the discussion now turns to work
undertaken by Consumers International (CI, formerly the International
Organization of Consumers Unions, IOCU). In 1980, IOCU created a Charter for
Consumer Action. It comprised five consumer responsibilities, affectionately
known by the acronym CASES. The CASES model was ahead of its time, being
one of the first attempts to match a consumer right with an attendant
responsibility, with the inclusion of social responsibility, ecological responsibility
and solidarity. This was a much vaunted refinement of a key concept within
consumer education - consumer rights and responsibilities:
•
Critical awareness: Consumers need to learn how to
distinguish needs from wants; and how to ask informed
questions about price, availability and quality of goods and
services.
•
Action and involvement: Once they have acquired
knowledge and awareness, consumers can confidently act
to make sure their voices are heard.
•
Social responsibility: Consumers should act with concern
and sensitivity, aware of the impact of their actions on other
citizens, particularly on disadvantaged groups.
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Ecological responsibility: Consumers should be aware of
the impact of their decisions on the physical environment
and aware of possible conflicts between their desire to own
things and the destruction of this environment.
•
Solidarity: The most effective consumer action is through
the formation of citizens’ groups. Together such groups can
acquire the strength and influence to make sure that
adequate attention is given to the consumer interest. (IOCU,
1980, pp.62-63)
Being aware of the impact of one’s consumption decisions on other
citizens (social concern) and the environment will mean that decisions to consume
(or not) a good or service will be made using a different set of choice criteria
including: the impact on another’s standard of living, working conditions, gender
relations, moral and material interests and intellectual property, and social security
(health, education and social welfare). All of these are human rights. A
responsible consumer is supposed to work with other consumers (solidarity) and
take assertive action to lobby for the consumer interest and make the consumer
voice heard by government and business. If organized consumers spoke on behalf
of the rights of citizens in other countries affected by northern consumption, they
could have an impact on the human rights of other citizens, perhaps on family
well-being and standard of living, working conditions and labor laws, education,
access to education, and the right to organize. If people are concerned with the
link between human rights and responsible consumption, choice criteria has to be
expanded considerably to also include: trade relations, country of origin, power
relations between state, citizens, industry and international bodies, to name the
most salient (McGregor, 2003b).
IOCU’s Promoting Consumer Education in Schools
In 1985, IOCU published Promoting Consumer Education in Schools,
authored by Grada Hellman-Tuitert. In the Foreword, Anwar Fazal declared
“consumer education is about two important things - living and sharing and
involving both personal and social responsibility” (Hellman-Tuitert, 1985, p.i). In
her attempts to conceptualize consumer education, she referenced Classi (in her
Appendix B) and work undertaken by the Council of Europe to conceptualize
consumer education (in her Appendix A, 1981). The latter encompassed 12 very
traditional overarching concepts as well as a thirteenth concept of living
conditions and the natural environment (including conservation), and a fourteenth
concept of place and role of the consumer in economic life and society. This
concept included the notion of consumer in relationship with manufacturers, a
workers, and being a citizen.
•
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Hellman-Tuitert couched consumer education in “affective objectives”
(1985, p. 4), claiming it is about understanding the impact of decisions on the
lives of others, and about how to act and behave conscientiously. She asserted that
traditional consumer education had shifted to take into account both the individual
concerns of the consumer and the shared concerns of society at large (p.5). She
referenced IOCU’s 1980 Charter for Consumer Action as a viable sociallyresponsible perspective for consumer education. Consumer education of this ilk
means we can have a new generation of thoughtful and responsible citizens (p.4).
United Nations Guidelines for Consumer Protection
In 1985, the United Nations (UN) General Assembly adopted a Resolution
for Guidelines for Consumer Protection. These guidelines involve the
development of general consumer education and information programs designed
to enable people to act as discriminating consumers who are conscious of their
rights and responsibilities. The UN especially called for “consumer education,
including education on the environmental, social and economic impacts of
consumer choice” and “the promotion of sustainable consumption patterns” (p.6).
Although the UN did not advocate for any particular conceptualization of
consumer education, this initiative institutionalized consumer education at the
global level.

THE NINETIES
Classi from a Global Education Perspective
As noted earlier, both Lusby (1992a,b) and McGregor (1994) tendered
reconceptualizations of Bannister and Monsma’s (1982) Classification of
Concepts for Consumer Education. They augmented consumer education from a
global, ecocentric perspective, agreeing that the field of consumer education had
matured considerably since its inception such that we need to move from the
micro perspective of consumer behaviour towards a macro, holistic, global
perspective.
Steffen’s Addition of Values to Classi
In 1995, Steffens also reconceptualized Classi, this time from a values
perspective. He observed that Bannister and Monsma (1982) included values as
elements of subsystems rather than as a system in their own right. In an effort to
“revitalize the substantial discussion of consumer education and draw attention...
to the co-existence of economic and moral values in modern, consumer
education” (p.17), he added Values as an additional second level concept under
Decision Making. Under this second level concept, he introduced seven third level
concepts (a collection of values) with attendant definitions: freedom, safety and
health, truth, social responsibility, justice, environmental awareness, and
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education (as a value in its own right). He posited that the collective needs
between the micro- and macro-systems should be reflected in individual decision
making, and that consumer education is an essential element of value education
because values control social interactions and economic transactions.
Update of IOCU’s Promoting Consumer Education in Schools
In 1999, Consumers International updated its 1980 booklet on Promoting
Consumer Education in Schools (Hellman-Tuitert, 1999). She provided even more
compelling arguments for, what she continued to call, affective objectives for
consumer education, augmenting the original version: social and environmental
responsibility, citizenship, concern for society at large, conscientious decision
making, sustainability, solidarity with underprivileged members of society and
nature, and a moral dimension to consumer education. This is a key document for
the conceptualization of consumer education in majority world countries (also
known as developing and underdeveloped countries), and economies in transition.
UK Consumer Education Development Project
Wells (1997) and Wells and Atherton (1998) reported on the Consumer
Education Development Project, 1991–1994, a partnership between Edge Hill
College and the United Kingdom (UK) Consumers’ Association. This project,
which took direction from the aims for consumer education set out by the
National Consumer Council (NCC) in 1989, yielded a conceptual framework for
consumer education that included both the conventional approach to consumer
empowerment and a focus on responsible consumer citizenship (see Figure 3,
used with permission). They were inspired by related, contemporary educational
and government initiatives calling for: citizens in democracy, building human
capital, life long learning, and education for citizenship. They asserted that
consumer education from a citizenship, empowerment perspective can help people
explore their roles within society as citizens, and help them be active and
responsible members of society who are concerned with the relationship between
those who supply and produce and those who buy and use.
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Figure 3
UK Framework for the Development of Consumer Skills and Attitudes
In a final project report, Atherton, Wells and Kitson (1999),writing for the
National Consumer Education Partnership (NCEP) in the UK (now defunct),
created a Framework for the Development of Consumer Skills and Attitudes. The
conceptual framework included three building blocks: consumer values and
behaviour, consumers in the marketplace, and consumer rights and responsibilities
(see Figure 4, used with permission). Operating from the assumption that
consumer education “benefits society as a whole by creating more active and
better informed [hence empowered] consumers” (p.4), the learning outcomes
related to values and behaviour and rights and responsibilities specified that
people educated using this framework would (a) behave responsibly towards the
family and wider community, (b) understand the impact of their behaviour locally
and globally, and (c) analyze the consequences of their choices on the
environment and the social context.
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Figure 4
McGregor’s Integration of Consumer Education with Citizenship Education
Also in 1999, McGregor developed a rationale for integrating consumer
education and citizenship/character education, striving to identify synergies that
could lead to revised consumer education curricula such that people are prepared
to be citizens first and consumers second; that is, consumer-citizens. Citizenship
is defined as the ongoing contribution of citizens to solving community and public
problems and creating the world around them (Boyte & Skelton, 1995). McGregor
argued that it makes no sense to hold consumer studies curricula alone
accountable for educating people in their role as consumers. As well, it makes no
sense to hold citizenship curricula alone accountable for educating people in their
role as citizens. Merging principles, concepts, knowledge and skills from both
curricula could lead to the development of consumer-citizens, a laudable goal for
consumer educators as they move into the next century. Using this
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conceptualization of consumer education better ensures the transformation of the
consumer culture so that people are provoked to reach out of their private worlds
to the shared, public, global community. Motivating consumers to participate in
the marketplace as active and informed citizens had become a goal of consumer
education, and connecting with citizenship education was a way to make this a
reality (McGregor).

THE 2000s
McGregor’s Participatory Consumerism Approach
We now step out of chronological order for a bit. McGregor (2002b)
continued this dialogue about global consumer citizenship in a keynote at the
2002 International Conference on Developing Consumer Citizenship, held in
Hamar, Norway. This conference was the forerunner of the Consumer Citizenship
Network (see next). She discussed the familiar concepts of consumption,
consumerism and sustainable consumption. This was followed by a discussion of
the familiar concepts of citizenship, sustainable development (especially human
and social development), and the newer notions of consumer citizenship and
global citizenship.
She then tendered a new idea of participatory consumerism as a way to
pull all of these diverse ideas together for the betterment of the human family and
its home, the earth. In the spirit of participatory democracy, citizenship and
reflection, this new form of consumerism involved vulnerability, risk-taking, trust,
cooperation, public discourse and dialogue, openness with healthy suspicion, and
patience with impatience. Perceiving citizens as participating consumers is a
powerful way to extend consumer education to include :(a) sustainable
consumption; (b) the promotion of human dignity, quality of life (human and
social development); and, (c) the perspective of interdependence referring to the
interplay between people and environments and the relationships between
economies, nationally and internationally (McGregor, 2002b and see also
McGregor, 2001).
Consumer Citizenship Network (CCN)1
The momentum for bringing a consumercitizenship focus to consumer education continued.
Drawing energy from the 2002 Hamar conference

1

CCN completed its work in 2009 and a new initiative has been launched,
PERL (Partnership for Education and Research about Responsible Living)
http://www.hihm.no/content/download/17114/156442/file/PERL%20info%20sheet%20111009.pdf
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noted above, the Consumer Citizenship Network (CCN) was born in 2003, under
the guidance and conceptual energy of Victoria Thoresen and Dag Tangen of
Hedmark University College (Hamar, Norway) (http://www.hihm.no/concit/).
Comprising educators from the United Kingdom, Europe, Scandinavia, the Baltic
and Canada, CCN brings together expertise and intellectual innovations in the
fields of citizenship, environmental and consumer education and provides
channels for dialogue and cooperation in research and development related to
consumer citizenship education. CCN defines a consumer citizen as an individual
who makes choices based on ethical, social, economic and ecological
considerations. The consumer citizen actively contributes to the maintenance of
just and sustainable development by caring and acting responsibly on family,
national and global levels.
Members of CCN are keen to translate ethical, sustainability and
citizenship values into everyday practice through conscientious participation in
the market. Yearly conferences since 2004 continue to enrich the
reconceptualization of consumer education towards consumer-citizenship
education, embracing global solidarity (global education), sustainable
development, interdisciplinarity, and more recently transdisciplinarity.
Thoresen (2006) explained that consumer citizenship education should be
guided by seven principles: the art of value-based behaviour, critical thinking and
critical investigation, optimized opportunities via literacy development,
relearning, participatory democracy, global solidarity and connections, and
sustainable development. A conceptual framework for consumer citizenship
should be democratic, experimental, holistic and humanistic. She identified
pertinent concepts and themes that included traditional consumer education topics
as well as: life quality and life styles, international awareness, future perspectives,
gender issues, civic involvement, human needs and rights, sustainability, world
citizenship, fair trade, and human and social development (i.e., the Millennial
Development Goals). These conceptual additions mark true innovations to
consumer education.
European Module for Consumer Education
Coming back to our chronological order, the discussion now turns to work
in the European Union, which yielded a consumer education framework entitled a
European Module for Consumer Education (2001). The aims of the 107 page
Module were to develop a critically and analytically aware attitude to
consumption and to one’s action as a consumer in society. The authors clarified
that the foci of consumer education had to catch up with the consumer movement,
which now focuses on consumer consciousness of the environmental and societal
impact of consuming decisions. The Module was designed to prepare people to be
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active in their citizen roles by questioning the hard issues, and by changing the
collective behaviour of all citizens as well as changing the institutional framework
of society. Citing many others, they drew mainly on Bannister and Monsma
(1982) and Wells (1997) to develop a conceptual framework comprising three
concepts of consumer education: choice, participation and information (see Table
1).
Table 1 - Conceptual Framework for Consumer Education in European Module
for Consumer Education (2001)
Choice
•
•
•
•

Consumer values
and behaviour
Managing resources
Using goods and
services
Equality of access
(income)

Participation
•
•
•

•
•

Consumer
responsibility
Consequences of
consumer behaviour
Communicating
dissatisfaction and
satisfaction
Consumer influence
Consumer rights

Information
•
•
•
•

Consumers in the
marketplace
Customer charters
Organizations that
help
Advertising and
packaging

The authors of the Module articulated this forward-thinking educational
philosophy:
Education means personal autonomy and a critical conscience, so
the target of consumer education should be to promote active and
efficient citizens in consumer issues. Consumer education will only
succeed in preparing citizens concerned about their duties towards
themselves, towards social justice and towards the global
environment if it gives them in a holistic approach, elements for a
critical analysis of our consumer society which means an
understanding of how society works, of the nature of
environmental problems and of their interconnections and
contradictions. This requires much more than a scientific
appreciation of processes and information about facts; the longterm task for consumer education is to foster and reinforce
attitudes, values and behaviour compatible with a new ethic.
(European Module for Consumer Education, 2001, p.11)
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UNESCO’s Teaching and Learning for a Sustainable Future
Agenda 21 was signed in 1992, in Rio de Janerio, Brazil, by 179 Heads of
State and Governments. This is a blueprint for sustainable development into the
21st century; hence, the number 21. The Agenda contains 40 chapters, and chapter
four is titled Changing consumption patterns (UNDESA, 2004). UNESCO (2002)
argued that because of this chapter, “Agenda 21 heralded a new approach to
consumer education, aligning it with health, citizenship and environmental
education as part of a reorientation of education towards sustainability” (p.1).
To that end, in a multimedia teacher education programme (called
Teaching and Learning for a Sustainable Future, comprising 25 modules),
UNESCO (2002) housed Module Nine on consumer education within the section
titled Teaching About Sustainability Across the Curriculum. They suggested
educators conceptualize consumer education as a process that: (a) analyzes and
appreciates the changing patterns, causes and impacts of consumption; (b)
appreciates the ethical dimension of consumption; and, (c) encourages the
integrating of principles for sustainable consumption across the school
curriculum. UNESCO contrasted this innovation to traditional consumer
education, which involved prudent shopping habits, family budgeting, and ways
of avoiding advertising and credit traps (p.1).
Norwegian Resource Handbook for Consumer Education
Also in 2002, Thoresen prepared a Resource Handbook for Consumer
Education to be used in Norway for teacher training. The handbook is a rich
pedagogical tool, prefaced with a rich accounting of how she conceptualized
consumer education. She asserted that consumer education: (a) encompasses a
connection to the management of the global society’s collective life (in addition to
individual responsibility); (b) deals with sustainable development - human, social,
economic and ecological; (c) is an essential aspect of becoming liberally educated
(critical thinking, understanding processes, insight into consequences of choice
and change); (d) inherently requires an integrated, holistic interdisciplinary
approach; and, (e) is concerned with the just distribution of the world’s resources.
This latter point requires “cooperation for the community’s sake, [and] efforts to
attain unity to where the global society is headed and how humanity will get
there” (p.8).
McGregor’s Consumerism and Peace
McGregor (2002a) expanded consumer education into the realm of peace
education. She explained that the traditional role of consumer education was to
prepare people for their consumer role: getting the best value for their dollar by
making reasoned purchase decisions, complaining if they do not get their money's
worth, taking action on behalf of other consumers, and appreciating how the
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economy works so they can function efficiently as a consumer agent. Consumer
education within a peace perspective would aim for human dignity, a sense of
responsibility for every person in society, world unity, and sharing. While
traditional consumer education prepares people to adhere to a set of consumer
values, consumer education informed by peace education would prepare people to
adhere to social values, including justice, tolerance, respect, solidarity, nonviolence, security, equality, and peace. She argued that dramatic changes in
lifestyle in recent decades have resulted in cultural, economic, and technological
transformations that require of people a broader understanding of their in a global
consumer society - especially the impact of their decisions on peace and justice at
the global level. McGregor claimed that consumer education should shift from
preparing people to function in a free market, to functioning in a fair trade market
structure characterized by justice, peace, security and freedom, and ultimately to
create and function within economies of care, moral economies that will replace
the current capitalistic market maintained by consumer capitalism.
Sandlin’s Framing of Consumer Education as a Political Site
Sandlin (2005) argued that traditional consumer education typically
focused on technical knowledge and skills taught using instrumental,
transmissional learning, thereby positioning itself outside the social, political and
cultural realms. She argued that consumer education is a political site. She
conceptualized it as a learning environment that encounters the operation, exercise
and distribution of power and the contest and struggle for power, all of which
have consequences for the interests and life possibilities of people (p.168). Based
on this assumption, she re-theorized consumer education into a more critical
enterprise using the framework of cultural studies. Sandlin strived to position
consumer education as a site of struggle for knowledge and power, maintaining
that all educators and learners are social activists and political agents.
After examining how consumption has been approached within cultural
studies, Sandlin (2005) re-examined consumer education, offering three different
reactions to a consumer culture that can be cultivated by three different kinds of
consumer education (see Table 2). She argued that, from a cultural studies lens,
consumer educators gain the potential to open the door for democracy and social
justice via a more critical consumer education with a focus on the intersections of
power and consumption.
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Table 2 - Three Reactions to Consumer Culture depending on Type of Consumer
Education
Reaction 1

Reaction 2

Reaction 3

Embracing
Consumption

Individually Questioning
Consumption

Collectively Politicizing
and Fighting Consumption

People accept that the
consumer world is good
and natural. They are
socialized to participate
in the consumer culture
by making rational
consumer decisions,
and acting in their own
interest relative to that
of sellers.

People are encouraged to
contemplate the meaning of
consumption in their daily lives
and to reflect on the moral and
ethical implications of their
participation in the consumer
culture. They are socialized to
think it is the responsibility of
each person to make necessary
changes to their consumption
behavior.

People are socialized to fight
against the hegemony of the
consumerism ideology and to
problematize the naturalization
of a consumer culture. These
anti-consumers move
collectively within social
movements (environment,
labour, and global capitalism)
and jam the consumer culture.

McGregor’s Typology of Consumer Education (Critical Empowerment
Approach)
Inspired by Sandlin’s (2004, 2005) work, McGregor (2005) tendered a
typology of consumer education, extending Sandlin’s conceptualization and that
of Flowers et al. from Australia (2001). They offered three types of consumer
education, claiming that each type creates a different kind of consumer. Type 1,
Consumer Information, Protection and Advocacy, socializes people to see
consumption as good and their role as consumer as a natural role in the economy.
Type 2, Individual Critique for Self Interest, socializes people to downshift in
their personal consumption life but not to reflect on the structure of the consumer
society and the market as the real problem. Type 3, Critical Approach for Self
Interest, socializes people to resist by striving to interrupt the day-to-day flow of
the consuming life style by jamming the culture (make others aware of how
pervasive it really is in their lives). McGregor presented an extension of their
thinking via a fourth type of consumer education, the Empowerment Approach for
Mutual Interest (see Table 3).
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Table 3 Empowerment approach to consumer education
TYPE 4

Empowerment Approach for Mutual Interest

Nature of Consumer Education
•
•

•

•

•
•
•

Type of Consumer shaped by this education

takes Type 3 even further, moving
beyond self interest to mutual interest
does so by adopting a pedagogy that
facilitates people finding their own inner
power and potential
teaches people to apply pressure to
challenge the current global, national and
local systems
helps people think beyond the private
sphere to common good and common
interest
extends teaching to include social and
human impact of consumption
teaches we can have a more authentic
culture than exists now
teaches that everyone can be a leader and
has potential

•
•

•

•
•

•

see themselves as citizens first and
consumers second (global citizenship)
have found their inner power and
potential as a citizen to change the world
for the better
unafraid to challenge and change the
system rather than just changing people
and their individual lifestyles like Type 3
embrace a holistic perspective
(everything is connected)
know that once someone becomes
empowered, it is a self-sustaining, life
long process
possess a deeply held, personally
validated value system that cherishes all
life, past, present and future

This approach to consumer education creates empowered consumers who
have found their inner voice, their inner power to advocate for others and the
environment as well as for themselves. Because of its critical focus (called for by
Sandlin, 2004, 2005), Type 4 offers an approach to consumer education that
facilitates learners gaining freedom that comes from knowing who they are and
how they have been shaped by their social, economic and political world. It
encourages critical discourse analysis, a focus on human and social development
(in addition to economic development), a respect for sustainability, and an
appreciation for the distinction between being a consumer and being a global
citizen. It entrenches the importance of always questioning what it means to live
in a consumer society and of knowing deep inside that there are alternatives
(McGregor, 2005)
Type 4 consumer education even hints at the links between peace and
consumerism (lack of social justice, freedom, equality and security) and implies
that consumerism is a form of deep violence in our market and social structures.
Language is examined and reflected upon in Type 4 consumer education because
the words people use, and their stories, reflect the power structures in society.
Furthermore, Type 4 consumer education assumes that every day life is a
conscious experience in which people actively participate. If people are oppressed
by others’ actions, they cannot fully participate in daily life. This empowerment
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approach to consumer education holds that the common good and moral vision is
to live in harmony with all living species - a position that engenders hope. This
reconceptualization of consumer education yields people who will be forever
changed as a result of the education they receive because they will have found
their inner power, their inner voice as a global citizen (McGregor, 2005).
McGregor’s Moral Consciousness Approach to Consumer Education
After a detailed accounting of four facets of the field of ethics (meta,
normative, descriptive and applied) and three moral development models
(Kohlberg, Gilligan and Bloom’s taxonomy of educational objectives), McGregor
(2006) tendered six recommendations for reconceptualizing consumer education
so that educators can begin work on understanding and developing consumers’
moral consciousness: (a) add the affective domain of learning (focused on values)
to consumer education (akin to Steffen’s (1995) suggestion); (b) turn to proven
moral development models as a way to build a principled conscience in
consumers that respects all life while engaging in an ongoing critique of the
consumer society; and, (c) give more credence to the care and justice concepts of
morality (akin to Hellman- Tuitert’s (1999) call for a moral dimension to
consumer education and Steffen’s suggestion that truth and justice are key
consumer values). She also recommended that consumer educators: (d) be
cognizant of which of the four ethical lens is being applied to consumer education,
creating space for the marriage of character, citizenship and gender education with
consumer education; (e) extend the concept of moral dilemma to include multilemmas (remaining open to many voices and interpretations of consuming
situations that have moral overtones); and, (f) help consumers pose and solve
moral multi-lemmas using values reasoning processes (problematize the morality
of consumer choices). With these insights, consumer educators are better able to
help consumers start to move away from ruthlessly serving their own self interest
toward engaging in morally conscious consumer behaviour on a global scale.
McGregor’s Social Learning Approach to Consumer Education
McGregor (2007) positioned consumer education within social learning
theory (SLT) and the principles of education for sustainable development (ESD),
generating another viable innovation for consumer education. In more detail, the
ESD assumes that the three pillars of social, economic and environment give
shape and content to sustainable learning (UNESCO, 2005). The society pillar
refers to the role social institutions play in change and development, with a focus
on full, informed participation in these institutions leading to sustainable
development. The economic pillar touches on people’s sensitivity to the limits and
potential of economic growth (especially consumption), and its impact on the
other two pillars. The environmental pillar involves people’s awareness of the
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fragility and finiteness of the physical environment, leading to a commitment to
favour environmental concerns in social institutions, and economic policy.
Clugston (2004) added culture as a fourth pillar to ESD to reflect the role of
values, diversity, knowledge, languages and worldviews associated with
sustainability education. Bringing the cultural pillar into the equation opens the
door for an appreciation of the impact of a person’s actions on ‘the other.’ It gives
consumer educators a lens to help learners gain a sense of the connectedness
between themselves and others, which is why sustainability matters in the first
place.
Social learning theory assumes that people, their behaviour and their
environment operate in a three-way relationship during learning, mutually
influencing each other, determining human behaviour (Bandura, 1977). Personal
factors and cognitive competencies include biological factors, knowledge,
expectations, self-perceptions, goals, and attitudes. People’s behaviour equates to
skills (intellectual and psychomotor), self-efficacy, self-regulation, learned
preferences, and practice. The environment within which people are acting
comprises social norms, access to community, and people’s influence on others
(their ability to change their own environment).
Figure 5 illustrates the connections between UNESCO’s concept of ESD
and Bandura’s SLT, as tendered by McGregor (2007) and used to reframe
consumer education. Using this conceptualization, consumer educators can
incorporate their emerging concern for the interface between social institutions,
the economy, and the natural environment. Specifically, consumer educators can
pay close attention to framing consumption within: (a) the limits of economic
growth and the potential of viable alternatives; (b) an expectation for full,
informed participation in social institutions; and, (c) a longstanding commitment
to the entrenchment of environmental concerns in social institutions and economic
policy. Pulling the cultural dimension of sustainable development into the
equation means consumer educators must create learning situations that enable
citizens to appreciate and respect diversity, shared power, interconnectedness,
interrelatedness, and varying value systems and perspectives. With this approach,
McGregor has created a way to reframe consumer education such that sustainable
consumer empowerment (Type 4 consumer education) becomes the cornerstone of
human, social, economic and ecological sustainable development, solidarity and
global citizenship.
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Figure 5

McGregor’s Five Orders of Consumer Adulthood
In a recent innovation, inspired by Robert Kegan’s (1994) five orders of
consciousness (people’s mental complexity), McGregor (2008c) introduced the
idea of five orders of consumer adulthood. The orders of consciousness approach
represents principles of mental organization affecting the way people think, feel,
and relate to themself and others. The first two orders are focused on me
(egocentric), the third order is ethnocentric (focused on us), and the fourth and
fifth orders are focused on the world (all of us). Each level (order) transcends the
previous one but still includes the mental functioning abilities of what came
before. People grow through these five stages or orders of increasing competence,
care, and concern. Their mental complexity increases.
Their degree of moral responsibility is linked with their consciousness of
their intentions, the risks and possible consequences. The mental demands of
people in their consumer role are truly being challenged; yet, people operating at
the second and third orders of consumer adulthood are just not prepared for the
reasoning and mental complexity inherent in judging purchases in a global
marketplace. The pressures of the modern consumer culture require at least a
fourth order transformation of consciousness in all areas of adult consumer
responsibility. The third and fourth orders of consciousness are not inferior; they
are simply inadequate in meeting the complex social and moral demands of
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consumer adulthood in the twenty-first century. This concept (complexity of the
mind) brings a powerful perspective to bear on consumer behaviour. The orders of
consumer adulthood construct challenges us to completely rethink our approaches
to consumer education. We have to quit blaming unethical consumers because
they lack effort, resources, knowledge or compassion and start appreciating that
they cannot be held responsible for what is beyond their current mental capacity.

CONCEPTUAL OBSERVATIONS
Over the past 50 years, efforts to conceptualize consumer education have
become more refined, progressive and innovative. Whereas the focus in the
Sixties and Seventies was on how to be a good consumer, how to function within
the local and national market economy (get value for your dollar, live within your
income, complain properly, know your rights and advance your interests relative
to the seller), a shift began to occur in the Eighties with the advent of Classi.
Bannister and Monsma’s (1982) conceptual innovations provided a broader view
of the role of being a consumer. While respecting the individual consumer interest
perspective, they called into play the notions of participating as citizens and
influencing change. The former was narrowly defined as involvement in business,
government and community policy decisions but the latter was more progressive through active participation, consumers can exercise power to modify those
policies, institutions and systems within society that effect consumers’ interests.
Notice that the intent of exercising their power is to protect their own
interests and consumer concerns, not the plight of others. Using the jargon of the
time, they addressed diminishing natural resources, efficient use of resources and
resource substitutions. They did not articulate a concern for the plight of others
who make the goods and services per se, although when defining the Conserving
concept (Bannister & Monsma, 1982, pp.37-40), they did ponder the social effects
of consumption patterns, but as they related to individual happiness of Northern
consumers, not the happiness of other citizens.
Classi contained both consumer rights and responsibilities. The latter
encompassed environmental protection, effective consumption, and ethical
behaviour, narrowly defined as consumers being honest and not wasteful. In 1980,
IOCU tendered a much needed extension of the consumer responsibility concept,
adding social responsibility, defined as concern and sensitivity for the impact of
consumer decisions on other citizens. This innovation extended consumer
education beyond immediate, personal concerns to those of others and their
communities. In 1985, IOCU asserted that consumer education is about both a
personal and social responsibility (living and sharing concerns for society at
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large), and is concerned with the affective objectives of how consumer,
government and industry decisions impact the lives of others and what it means to
be act and behave conscientiously (Hellman-Tuitert, 1985).
Carrying this social responsibility theme forward, the United Nations
(1985) linked consumerism with sustainability, being one of the first to use the
term sustainable consumption. The UN called for a new type of consumer
education, one that focused on the environmental, social and economic impacts of
consumer choices and that promoted sustainable consumption patterns. This
innovation extended Classi’s original conceptualization of Conserving, beyond
resource conservation to social and economic fallout of unsustainable consumer
choices. The UN Guidelines for Consumer Protection (which incorporated this
notion of sustainable consumption) held court for nearly a decade, paving the way
for future innovations and adaptions of consumer education.
In the early Nineties, Classi was revised in three different initiatives, all
intending to bring it forward into the sustainable consumption framework. Two
Canadian initiatives augmented Classi’s consumer education model from a global,
ecocentric perspective, adding the notions of holism, a humanistic perspective,
and reinforcing the notion of ecological responsibility. McGregor (1994)
positioned consumer education as a life-long socialization process within a
familial context and reinforced the global perspective. These innovations helped
move consumer education beyond local and national economic interests to the
world level. Although he did not reference Hellman-Truitert’s (1985) idea of an
affective dimension to consumer education, Steffen (1995) did augment Classi
with a values perspective. What is intriguing is that the values he tendered are
quite different from what Bannister and Monsma (1982) envisioned for consumer
education. They referenced the generic notions of societal values and individual
values and reinforced the need for the values clarification process. They resisted
identifying any particular values. Steffen tendered a collection of humanistic
values for consumer education, including: justice, truth, freedom and social
responsibility. This was the first time that these ideas have been directly linked
with consumer education. McGregor (2002a) raised this perspective again when
she linked consumer education with peace education, advocating for similar
values, and for the eventual creation of moral economies informed by the
covenant of care.
Buried in the body of Classi’s text is direct reference to the idea that “the
moral implications of various attitudes and actions are legitimate areas of
discussion and concern in consumer education” (Bannister & Monsma, 1982,
p.22). This idea was not really taken up again until nearly 20 years later. In 1999,
Hellman-Tuitert reiterated the affective domain for consumer education, this time
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adding a moral dimension. McGregor (2006, 2008a,c) reminded consumer
educators of the role of morality in consumer education, arguing that a moral
dimension helps people learn how to engage in morally conscious consumer
behaviour. What is moral consciousness? Tucker (1994) explained that “when we
can see into the complexity of a situation, look with penetrating insight into all of
the possibilities, understand the true impact of each possible action, then we are
using moral consciousness” (p.1).
In 1998-1999, three separate initiatives reconceptualized consumer
education from a consumer citizenship perspective. This rich innovation offered
consumer educators a chance to socialize people to: (a) behave responsibly
towards the family and wider community, (b) understand the impact of their
behaviour locally and globally, and (c) analyze the consequences of their choices
on the environment and the social context. Using this conceptualization of
consumer education better ensures the transformation of the consumer culture so
that people are provoked to reach out of their private worlds to the shared, public,
global community. Especially noteworthy is the creation and huge conceptual
contributions of the Consumer Citizenship Network in Europe. McGregor’s
(2001, 2002b) conceptualization of participatory consumerism reinforced the
consumerism and peace and consumer citizenship innovations, adding new
vocabulary to consumer education: the protection of human dignity, the role of
human and social development (relative to economic development), peace, justice,
democracy and the betterment of the human family. This approach to consumer
education is a far cry from being an effective market player. This form of
consumer education portrays consumerism as something that involves
vulnerability, risk-taking, trust, cooperation, public discourse and dialogue,
openness with healthy suspicion, and patience with impatience.
The ideas contained in the European Module for Consumer Education
(2001) launched consumer education closer to a political site of resistance with its
well-articulated philosophy. “Consumer education will only succeed in preparing
citizens concerned about their duties towards themselves, towards social justice
and towards the global environment if it gives them, in a holistic approach,
elements for a critical analysis of our consumer society, which means an
understanding of how society works, of the nature of environmental problems and
of their interconnections and contradictions” (p. 11). UNESCO (2002) and
Thoresen (2006) further entrenched these ideas into consumer education:
sustainable human, social, economic and ecological development; a concern for
the just distributions of the world’s resources, and cooperation for the
community’s sake. The latter involves a much expanded notion of solidarity than
that originally tendered by IOCU (1980). Although IOCU introduced the notion of
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solidarity, it was narrowly defined as making sure consumer groups were formed
to draw adequate attention to the consumer interest. UNESCO’s interpretation is a
timely innovation for consumer educators, given the new focus on global
citizenship and peace.
In 2005, Sandlin identified the need for a critical approach to consumer
education so it can become a site of political resistance. As noted earlier in the
monograph, a critical approach means paying attention to power and how its
abuse leads to oppression, exploitation, marginalization and injustices. The
powerful conceptual innovations identified to date provide a potent, vigorous,
dynamic approach to consumer education. Noted chronologically (with some
slippage), these include: citizen participation; change agents; conserving;
consumer responsibilities (including social and ecological responsibility);
conscientious consumer behaviour; sustainable consumption; a global perspective;
a holistic, humanistic approach, including the humanistic values of justice, truth
and freedom; and, a life-long socialization process within the family context.
Subsequent innovations included consumerism and peace; the moral dimension of
consumption; the consumer citizenship concept; participatory consumerism; and,
sustainable human, social and ecological development (far beyond conventional
economic development). These conceptual advances have been further augmented
with very recent innovations dealing with critical consumer empowerment (a
fourth Type of consumer education), the marriage of principles from education for
sustainable development with social learning theory percepts, and consumer adult
hood (McGregor, 2006, 2007, 2008a,b,c).
Taken together, all of the conceptual enrichments to consumer education
that have evolved over the past 50 years have generated a substantial platform
from which to politicize consumer education. Socialized from this consumer
education framework, people can become critical, empowered world citizens
concerned with sustainability, solidarity and the human condition as it is shaped
by human consumption. There is no doubt that consumer education is well
situated to become a site for contestation and political resistance to the consumer
culture leading to a sustainable world culture of peace. The field now boasts a rich
conceptual framework, appropriate to the times. With the political well, consumer
educators can pull these disparate ideas into a coherent whole, using them to
shape consumer education programs with political resistance as their raison d’etre.
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