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Abstract: Why Consumer Education

Consumers of all ages need Consumer Education

We live in a consumer society. Consumption is an important
part of our everyday life and takes a significant proportion of
our money and of our time. This consumer society is changing
very quickly. During the last 60 years consumers have faced
major changes in their lifestyles and consumption habits due to
differing cultural, social, economical and technical influences.
The increasing mobility of populations, production, symbals,
money and information modifies identities and alters loyalties.
This has led to individuals constructing their identities in more
and different ways than previously. Consuming is for most
individuals a ‘natural” and accepted way to construct identity —
“l am what and how I shop!”

This development has on the other hand created the need
for consumers who can interpret relevant information and
complex, sophsticated corporate messages in order to make
informed and prudent choices.

Due to the enomous amount of products available and to
the variation in the quality of products, consumers may not be
able to meet their personal needs effectively and commercial
development constantly creates new artificial needs. Not all
consumers will critically filter influences from industry and
from the advertising sector. Citizens need information and
education and an awareness of the difference between real and
perceived needs and how to be selective to truly match their
needs.
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Rapid changes and potential risks in consumption make it
essential for the consumer to consider the consequences of their
consumption.
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Business needs Consumer Education

There is also a need for commercial interests to keep the confidence
of consumers. Consumers need information but also need education for
gaining the greatest benefit from the market, for controlling their finances
and for making rational choices in their consumption. Business should see
improved consumer education not as a threat but as a source of commercial
advantage. Consumers making better choices with higher expectations, can
have a positive effect on competitiveness if companies respond and improve
their products and services.

Society needs Consumer Education

Thorelli and Thordli (1977) have argued thata free market economy
only can function effectively with the support of an educated consumer.
They state: “Only when at least some consumers are making intelligent
decisions some of the time can an open market economy serve the needs of
modern society.”

Consumer Education is seen as an important way to help balance the
power between producers and consumers.

Consumer education aims to encourage individuals to analyse and
make value-based decisions at a personal level in terms of needs and wants.
It can also help individuals to make decisions which may be concaned with
the wider community. It is the transferability of skills conferred by consumer
education which sets it apart from consumer information - enabling people to
use consumer information, so they ultimately make informed decisions.

Consumer education needs to start early in formal education
(primary and secondary schools), non-formal education and training (course,
seminars, activities in a range of learning environments e.g. youth clubs) and
informal education (indirectly though a range of activities for citizenship,
volunteenng, and so on). The consumer associations as well as educators of
allkindshave a role to play here and are often involved at all levels.

Consumer education is concened with the skills, attitudes and
knowledge required for living in a consumer society; it is inextricably linked
to the basic skills necessary for living. For some, the term consumer
education has a negative overtone - encouraging people to consume more.
On the contrary, consumer education is about promoting an understanding of
the structures and systems within the market, of the impact of individual and
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collective consumer behaviour on the economy, on the environment and on
health, and of not only the responsibilities but the rights of consumers in a
national and European context.

And in the current economic crisis consumer education is more not
less important.

The objectives of consumer education

e to reflect on own needs, wants and resources in orderto make
conscious consumer choices

e to develop the skills and knowledge necessary to make efficient
use of their personal resources

e topromote learners awareness of their role as a consumer and
how s/he interacts with the econamy, society and environment

e to understand the rights as consumers in order to protect
themselves or seek redress if necessary

e to undesstand and to reflect the impact of information and
marketing methods on their consumer behaviour and consumer choice

e to raise consumers awareness of initial responsibility for
herselfhimself for communty life and ultimately for national and global
developments

e to widen leamers knowledge of consequences of consumer
behaviour on environment, economy and social life

e tohelplearners to cope with new technologies and changes in the
market places.

Topics and CoreCompetences in Consumer Education

Central topics of Consumer Education are those that are relevant for
every-day lifeand aim at developing the following core-competences:

e health competence(nutrition, movement, leisuretime, ...)

e financial competence (budgeting prevention of debt, pocket
moneys,...)

e media competence(mobile phores, Internet-shopping...)

e information  competence (life-long-leaming handling
information,..)

e safety competence (safety in using products and services, food,
hygiene)

e legal competence (Knowledge of and use of consumer rights)

e purchasing competence (dependencies,influences, needs,...)

e sustinabilitycompetence(globalisation, resources, ... ).

IntegratingConsumer Education into the teachingprocess

a) Teachingunits specifically concerned withConsumer Education
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Consumer Education canbe planned as a subjectofits ownin a school
curriculum. It has to be stressed, however, that the cross-curmricular references
mustnot be neglected.

The advantages of a proper subject/course are that the teaching is
easier to planand it is easier to work on a broad spectrum of consumer-specific
topics. The new demands of the times and society, however, invariably make
ever new demands on schools and what they should provide. This is a
challenge fornational school poltics.

Consumer Education could also be offered as an optional subject
Naturally, only those children who choose the option would benefit from the
course/subject.

b) Integrating Consumer Educationintothe cumriculum

Integrating Consumer Education makes it possible for individual
subjects to relate to real life and to tram skills and impart attitudes alongside
with subject knowledge. Consumer Education complements a subject with a
varietyof possiblemethods.

Examples of possibleapproaches:

e Didactic units within a compulsory school subject e.g Maths:
tramingskillson how to organize and manage one’s pocket money

e A proect which addresses topics mamly from a Consumer
Education point of view; aims and contents of Consumer Education are the
focus but at the same time contents of Geography, Psychology, History are
included

e A cross-curncular topic (eg. city centres) is dealt with in different
subjects with the respective sub-topics. In the case of the example sub-topics
like economic concepts, living in city centres, leisure time activities etc. are
dealt with

e A proect covers both the core subjects of the curnculum and
elements speaficto Consumer Education e.g topic Energy: consumerrelevant
aspects are taken into consideration - how to save energy, services of energy
providers

e Consumer Education is mediated through a singe activity (e.g
workshop)

¢) Consumers Day(e.g. annual event)

Evety year a new specifictopic from the field of Consumer Education
is chosen as a topic for the whole school to work on. Representatives of the
comnunity could be invited. The teachers’ expertise could be tested and used
in adult education courses. Regional businesses and services could also be
includedin the concept

d) Other activities
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As an incentive for Consumer Education in schools the responsible

ministry can inttiate activities together with the Minsstry of Education, (e.g. in
Austria: ,,Y oung ConsumerAward*“— http:/Avww.bmsg.gv.at).

DOLCETA - a consumer education website
For consumers, consumer organisations,adult education, SMEs
Forteachersin primaryand secondary schools and adult educators
Contentand structure designed by international teamof experts
Deveoped by national teams (universities, consumer associations — range
of'expertise) adaptedto national legslation and culture
Tested by real users durning development phase in each MS
Evaluated by international experts
Annuwallymaintained and updated
Managed by EUCEN (Euwopean University Continuing Education
Network) www.eucen.org
28 countryversions (2 in BE)
In21 languages
Almost 700 experts
49 nationa teams
Morethan 110.000 web pages
2.000 attached documents
5.6Q0 interactivequizzes
1.7m hits up to September2010(and itsnot finished yet!)

Topics for consumers:
Consumer rights, Financial Services, Product safety, Sustainable consumption,

General services (transport, energy telecommunications), and Food safety
(coming soon)

Structured information

Practical examples

Interactivity — games, quizzes, feedback

Web links to further information

Links to EU and national authonties

Gettingredress

Glossary

Furtherreading ..
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WhatDOLCETA has to offer teachers

There are two main parts to the national homepage:

1) By clicking on the icors in the Teachers’ Comer you can access a
variety of lesson plams, fact sheets, resources or took (e.g worksheets,
PowerPoints, games, web links). These target different age groupsand many
curriculum areas, such as home economics, maths, sciences, technology,
textiles, busmess languages, health and citizenship. Ther are also
introductions to cumriculum theory and implementation in the areas of
consumer, finance and sustainable consumption

2) Cliking on the icons in the bottom row will lead you to hundreds
of articles on a range of consumer topics written with [NAME OF
COUNTIRY] and the European aspect in mind These include consumer
rights, financial services, product safety, sustainable consumption and services
of gereral interest (electricity, gas, transport and so on). Although the articles
target the general public, they also offer very useful background information
for teachers at all levels as you are planning your lessons or as reference
material for your students.

The Dolkceta website also has interactive quizzes which allow users
to have fun while leaming By clicking on the Quiz button in the horizontal
bar in the Homepage of every section you can access different types of quizzes
on a varietyof related topics.

Topics for teachers:

Teaching Consumer Education; Introduction to Consumer
Education

The Why, How and What of Financial Education; Education for
Sustainable Consumption; Lesson Plans and Resources or Tools; Healthy and
Responsible Consumers;, Healthy and Safe Consumers; Responsible
Consumers ; Using Services Wisely; Sustainable Consumption: Food and
Drink; Sustainable Comsumption: At Home; Sustainable Consumption: Looking
Good ; Sustamnable Consumption: Getting There ; Personal Finance; Finance
Mamagemernt; Financial Literacy: Spending; Financial Literacy: Saving and investing;
Financial Literacy: Borowing; Financial Literacy: Protecting and Insuring.



