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Sustainable Consumption: Will Changing Generational Values Make It A Reality?  

 

A. Abstract  

  

Past and present generations have had the ability to impact consumption habits that are 

negatively affecting the planet. However, the most recent generation, Generation Z, has had the 

most significant impact in increasing the movement toward sustainable consumption. By 

examining the shift in consumer values between generations, it has been discovered that the 

youngest generation currently has the most concern for the future of the environment. Since the 

shift from Generation Y, the interest and investment in sustainable consumption have increased 

greatly, providing a basis for conservation plans. Companies have started to put these plans into 

action by using more eco-friendly marketing and advertising techniques that will reach younger 

generations and encourage them to purchase ‘greener’ products. While an economy rooted in 

sustainable consumption is still far in the future, new generational values emerging with 

Generation Z have the ability to bring it closer to reality.  

 

B. Introduction to the Linear Economic Model and Sustainability  

  

The values of Americans in a consumer society are what alter and shift the future of 

consumption. The values of older generations such as the Baby Boomers, Generation X, and 

Generation Y have become less efficient in the ever-changing world. The planet is overrun with 

waste from past generations, but Generation Z, the current generation of primary consumers is 

working to combat this phenomenon. Generation Z is more environmentally minded, 

understanding, and concerning themselves with the future of the environment. The shift from 

older values such as materialism and self-absorption to those of “generation z” will alter the 

existing consumer society and make sustainable consumption a reality.  

 The ultimate goal is to get the economy to follow a circular model and reach toward the 

theory of sustainability. “A circular economy is an economic system of closed loops in which 

raw materials, components and products lose their value as little as possible, renewable energy 

sources are used and systems thinking is at the core” (“A Circular Economy”). While the idea of 

saving nonrenewable energy and working towards reusing resources is not a new one, it has 

gained popularity and become a reality in the past few decades. As of right now, the economy 

follows the take-make-dispose mentality but this is not sustainable with the increased pressure on 

the economy and the environment. The initial goal of a circular economy has always been to 

have a positive impact on ecological systems; no longer depleting or overloading them. The key 

impact will be the conservation of nature reserves. If consumption focuses more on reuse and 
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recycling, extraction will no longer be necessary and dumping waste in ecosystems will be 

erased. 

As of right now, several barriers are keeping a circular economy from being a reality and 

the majority of them have to do with consumption and consumers. First, there is a lack of 

awareness about environmental impacts among consumers. When purchasing products, it is 

difficult to understand or learn about the process of production and how hazardous it can be to 

the planet. Fortunately, this has been improving in recent years as generations of consumers care 

more about climate change and the future of consumption. Secondly, many people appreciate 

owning a new product, one never used or touched by another consumer. For sustainable 

consumption, including recycling and upcycling, to become a possibility, this has to change 

immediately. There must be a morphed understanding of ownership and the value of products. In 

general, changing consumer behavior is a tall order but in recent decades, consumers have started 

to change themselves and adapt to the values of younger generations of consumers.  

 

C. The Consumer and Consumer Values  

 

Without the consumer, sustainable consumption would be both impractical and 

impossible. A consumer is “people or organizations that purchase products or services...they do 

not sell on the item they bought” (Nordqvist). This is an important distinction to make because it 

is the consumers themselves, not the vendors that have the greatest impact on sustainable 

consumption. Consumers are the people and organizations that will ultimately make the purchase 

and turn the direction of consumption toward a more environmentally cognizant process.  

To figure out how the environmental concerns of Generation Z will impact consumer 

society, it is integral to understand the concept of consumer values. Many different aspects that 

go into what a consumer truly values or desires; examples include, functional elements, 

emotional elements, social elements, and life-altering aspects (Insights). Consumer values are 

defined as “a consumer’s strong relative preference for certain subjectively evaluated product or 

service attributes” (Sánchez-Fernández et al. 93-113). This is the driving force for consumption 

and a key change among generations. 

The role of consumption in a consumer society is crucial, but also impactful to the 

environmental resources being used. Many countries have taken on the title of consumer 

societies in recent decades. This means they are “increasingly organized around the consumption 

(of goods and leisure), rather than the production of materials and services (A Dictionary of 

Sociology). Fitting into these societies is often the idea of consumerism: the “theory of idea that 

states a country that consumes goods and services in large quantities will be better off 

economically” (Kenton). In consumer societies, the belief is that consumer goods and services 

are the way to achieve personal happiness, social status, and national success. And while it seems 

unlikely that consumerism will disappear from the world, the new global campaign for 

sustainable consumption may be what is needed to change the hazardous characteristics of 

consumer societies. Sustainable consumption is defined as “the use of products and services that 

https://www.encyclopedia.com/social-sciences-and-law/economics-business-and-labor/economics-terms-and-concepts/productivity#1O88production
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have a minimal impact on the environment so future generations can meet their needs” 

(“Sustainable Consumption and Production”). The most impactful aspect of sustainable 

consumption is the idea of post-use, or the ability to keep, reuse, or dispose of a product for 

another good. This idea, which encapsulates practices such as recycling and upcycling, is newly 

imagined and aligns with the values of younger generations.  

 

D. Generational Values and Gen Z  

 

Generations X and Y, those born between 1961 and 1996, are classified by their 

materialistic and self-centered views. And while these ideologies are not solely to blame for the 

deterioration of the planet, they certainly played a role in it. Similarly, the values of the younger 

generations, such as “Generation Z” will be what halts and reverses the environmental damage 

caused by consumer societies. Generation Z includes those born from around 1996 to 2012. This 

generation values service and experiences over goods which directly contradicts the materialistic 

views of older generations. Most importantly, consumers in this generation are more cognizant 

of the fact that future generations will be using the same resourcing and inhabiting the same 

planet. Generation Z is said to have “endless desires to guarantee the life quality of people who 

will live in the future” which has begun to give way to “the concept of sustainable consumption 

which is based on the approach of the transformation of consumption” (Bulut et al.). This 

transformation is based solely on the shift in views of the consumers in these generations. 

Fortunately for the well-being of the earth, by the year 2020, about forty percent of consumers in 

the United States will fall into this generation (Premack). 

An interesting aspect of the generation gap to analyze is how the different generations 

shop in the current culture of consumption. For example, Baby Boomers search for convenience 

above all else. This generation of consumers is the least likely to scan a store for a more 

environmentally-friendly option; they prefer to stick to the traditional. Additionally, while 82 

percent of Baby Boomers are on social media, this is where they are least likely to get brand 

recommendations from (“How Each Generation Shops”). Unfortunately, social media platforms 

such as Facebook and Instagram are where many sustainable clothing and product brands 

advertise. They do things primarily to reach the younger audiences such as Generation Z but it 

could be an even more useful strategy if older generations responded to this form of advertising 

as well.  

Generation X members are their own breed of consumers, often categorized by the fact 

that few advertisers try to reach this age group as an audience. Similarly to the Baby Boomers, 

members of this generation prefer tradition over trying new products. They base their purchasing 

habits on past purchases. This makes it difficult for a newer, more sustainable product to reach 

this audience. Generation X members are also more apt to be swayed negatively on a product if 

the product performance is not the most efficient. If there is a better option, this generation of 

consumers will choose it. This will also create an issue with sustainable consumption because 
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while the products may be eco-friendly, they are rarely valued the best or the most efficient 

choice on the market.  

Millennials, or Generation Y, was the first generation that used shopping as a social 

event. They are also likely to be influenced by advertisements on social media and internet 

websites. This is a major change from Baby Boomers and Generation X who tend to be wary of 

products they see on the internet. Millennials seek out the experiences of other consumers in 

posts on social media and sponsored reviews. Similarly, they value the opinions of their friends 

and family more than previous generations when deciding what product to buy. In fact, 82% of 

Millenials say that word-of-mouth is a key influencer of their purchase decisions (“How Each 

Generation Shops”). This is an improvement that will greatly impact consumption in future 

generations and provide insight into a world where sustainable consumption may be a possibility.  

Generation Z are the digital natives who cannot remember a time when the internet did 

not exist, therefore online shopping and social media advertising is very important factors of 

consumption for this particular generation. Similarly to Millenials, they use the internet to 

compare prices, styles, and ratings of products of interest to them. Additionally, they are likely to 

contribute to consumer-generated content by commenting on posts and sharing their concerns 

about a product on social networks. This combines the idea of word-of-mouth with digital 

advertising content allowing this generation to feel secure in their online purchases. It is for this 

reason that Generation Z has the best likelihood of adapting to a change in consumption habits 

and allowing sustainable products to find their way into the market. 

 

D. Impacts of Gen Z Values  

 

 There are many positive practices reflected in the values of Generation Z that will have 

positive impacts on the environment. Two of those practices that are being heavily reinforced are 

recycling and upcycling. “Recycling is the process of collecting and processing materials that 

would otherwise be thrown away as trash and turning them into new products” (“Recycling 

Basics”). This means objects such as trash bags and plastic water bottles, which are often 

purchased for convenience, can be collected, melted down, and remade into another plastic item. 

This has been incredibly impactful because it has cut down the usage of natural resources such as 

timber, water, and minerals. These crucial resources are used only once in the process of 

manufacturing, saving them from unnecessary stress and depletion. While recycling may seem 

like it is harmful to the American economy, it has been found to support manufacturing and, 

therefore, create jobs in the industry. It may seem like Generation Z is ruining the economy and 

ravaging the workforce, but the movement for greater amounts of recycling proves otherwise. 

Many of the same positive impacts are found in the upcycling movement as well. The 

Sustainability Department at the University of Rochester defines upcycling as “ the 

transformation of waste-materials or unwanted scraps into new materials and products” 

(Beaumont). The goal of this practice is to reduce the use and waste of raw materials and, 

ultimately, to decrease the environmental impacts of consumption. 
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A monumental part of upcycling is found within the fashion industry. For a long time, 

fashion operated on a completely linear model, even burning excess stock to avoid bulk in the 

factories. As a consequence, the fashion industry is notoriously known as one of the largest 

polluters globally. An alarming statistic recently came out claiming that nearly three-fifths of all 

clothing ends up in incinerators or landfills within a year of being produced (Radin).  

Fortunately, the industry is taking steps to decrease the average seventy pounds of clothing waste 

that each American produces every year. The main solution seems to be upcycling: “focusing on 

filling voids instead of adding more waste to the world...clothing should be produced by giving 

old items a new life so that it doesn't end up in a landfill (Radin). The idea is that old clothing to 

one person could be new to another.  

However, some people feel uncomfortable with thrift shopping or feel that they would 

rather have something new, something no one has ever worn before. To combat this, a designer 

and creator from Los Angeles named Annabelle Plee has decided to take t-shirts she found in a 

thrift store, many of them vintage, and update it for the customer (Radin). She will dye it by 

hand, experimenting with various patterns and designs that are mimicked by other clothing 

brands. She can then sell these items as new, trendy items when they are really thrifted shirts. 

This allows people to feel like they have a new, unique design without creating more waste. If 

Plee didn’t take this initiative, many of the shirts would have ended up in landfills and negatively 

impacting the environment. Movements like these are being led by Generation Z and their desire 

to take initiative in saving the planet for future generations.  

Another market that this movement has recently affected is the fast-food market. The 

reality is that fast food places produce a considerable amount of waste with the packaging they 

use for their products. There have been surveys of landfills and “an estimated 40 percent of all 

litter” is made up of paper bags, cardboard containers, straws, and other various packaging items 

from fast food companies (Geer). It has also been found the Styrofoam, commonly used in coffee 

and soda cups, is the most common food waste in landfills because it takes upwards of nine 

hundred years to break down. There are solutions to these problems and many restaurants are 

starting to adapt to the lives Generation Z members want to live. While the packaging itself is not 

what people are purchasing, food, particularly fast food, plays a large role in consumerism. It is 

entirely commoditized to the point where an individual or family is considered unusual for not 

eating it. This is one form of consumerism that could benefit from changes to the packaging and 

more of a sustainable consumption focused future.  

One particular company has already promised its customers a more sustainable future 

when it comes to how they package their food. In 2018, McDonald’s pledged that by 2025, their 

company would only use packaging from renewable, recycled, or certified sources (Lindell). As 

the world’s largest restaurant company, McDonald’s action in making this pledge will set 

precedent for other chain restaurants and encourage a flip in the culture of consumerism 

concerning fast food. Along with McDonald’s, the restaurant chain Dunkin’ Donuts has set plans 

to completely end the use of their signature Styrofoam cups for hot beverages. The company has 

settled on implementing a new design made of renewable materials as it will not be significantly 
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more expensive for the company. Dunkin’ Donuts, in particular, spoke out about the fact that 

sustainable packaging is often more expensive and less effective than the previous packaging 

they were using (“Sustainable Packaging”). However, the values of the consumers often overrule 

these concerns. If the consumers are no longer interested in purchasing their products because of 

the packaging, companies are more likely to change and adapt to the needs of society than to shut 

down their business.  

 

E. The Future of Marketing and Consumerism  

 

Ultimately, consumers are becoming more powerful in making their own decisions. This 

is why seemingly insignificant aspects of a product, such as packaging, are gaining significance. 

Advertisements will no longer draw in a wide range of consumers. Instead, advertisements will 

need to target more specific consumers, such as those looking for sustainable packaging or 

products that will have little to no environmental impact. One of the most impactful ways 

companies are doing this is by advertising on social media platforms such as Instagram and 

Facebook. These particular platforms provide companies with information about what a person is 

searching for or constantly clicking on when advertised to them. This new technology allows 

companies to cater to their audience and specifically advertise to the groups that have the most 

interest in their products.  

Multiple companies have taken advantage of Generation Z’s avid use of social media and 

aspirations for a clean planet. They made products to sell to this audience that promise, mostly, 

to clean up the oceans for animals. The phrase “save the turtles” has never been more prominent 

than it is now and it is almost entirely because of companies such as 4ocean and Pela. Both of 

these companies promise to remove trash from the oceans when customers purchase their 

products. However, Pela sells phone cases and 4ocean sells jewelry so they are using the 

concerns of a new generation of consumers to benefit their sales. Taking advantage of these 

values is incredibly useful for companies and will most likely become a major part of advertising 

in the future of consumption.  

 

F. Increasing Trends  

  

In the last few decades, there has been an increasing conscientious effort to become more 

ethical and environmentally-friendly has been seen in numerous brands (Berlin). This is being 

done with the awareness of the increasing complexity of consumer’s product choices. Brands 

have become aware that for many consumers, particularly younger consumers, an eco-friendly 

label could be a selling point. This is why products will continue to display these types of 

credentials on their packaging as well as in their marketing campaigns. Naturally, people are 

more inclined to purchase products that avoid harming people, animals, and the environment if 

possible.  
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Every year, the business of consumption becomes more tethered to the technological appeal 

and marketing techniques. While these techniques have a valuable place in the world of 

marketing, overwhelming this generation with digital advertisements will actually have an 

opposing impact. A large part of Generation Z’s values concern the consumer experience, both 

personal experiences and those of others. It will be crucial for companies to provide relief from 

the everyday technological stresses: “ People are seeking equilibrium in all aspects of their lives 

– between humans and technology, brand and personal, global and local” (Danziger, 2019). 

Sustainable companies are doing this incredibly well. They are seen advertising on billboards, 

Instagram and Youtube ads, and word-of-mouth from similar consumers. If older, more notable 

brands hesitate to experiment with less traditional forms of marketing then they will be overrun 

by a generation who focuses more heavily on the consumer experience and less on the number of 

marketing techniques.  

 

 

 

G. How Generation Z’s Values Are Impacting Consumption 

  

Generation Z is perhaps the most difficult generation to earn brand loyalty from. This is 

because their loyalties no longer lie with the most affordable, well-known, or advertised 

companies, but instead with ones that align with their core values. Something that each business 

needs to show is a socially-responsible mission. Members of Generation Z are hyper-aware of 

society and its future when their generation is gone. To establish brand loyalty, the business needs 

to show that they share this concern and will pursue a mission that is deemed crucial to the future 

of the planet and its inhabitants. This will not be a small feat for businesses; the mission must come 

out in everything from “work processes to product manufacturing and customer experiences” 

(“Generation Z”). Another problem comes from Generation Z’s selective nature with brands: 

social media. Social media platforms can be incredibly beneficial to businesses, but it is also an 

avenue for consumers to share negative opinions about the brands that have controversial messages 

or past problems and controversies.  

At this moment in time, Generation Z is full of passionate young people who strive to make a 

difference in this world. If businesses cannot meet this high-stakes challenge, they are not 

considered good brands by the generation. Ultimately, one of the biggest impacts that is sure to be 

seen across the globe in the upcoming years will be a disregard for many brands that were once 

iconic. Couture and fast fashion no longer aligns with the values of Generation Z and the same can 

be said about fast food companies such as McDonald’s as well. While these brands continue to try 

to improve themselves and match the standards of the current generation, it may be virtually 

impossible for them to catch up in the end.  

 

H. Conclusion: Is Sustainable Consumption A Viable Possibility?  

  

https://twitter.com/intent/tweet?url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.forbes.com%2Fsites%2Fpamdanziger%2F2019%2F01%2F13%2F6-global-consumer-trends-and-brands-that-are-out-in-front-of-them-in-2019%2F&text=People%20are%20seeking%20equilibrium%20in%20their%20lives%20%E2%80%93%20between%20humans%20and%20technology%2C%20brand%20and%20personal%2C%20global%20and%20local
https://twitter.com/intent/tweet?url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.forbes.com%2Fsites%2Fpamdanziger%2F2019%2F01%2F13%2F6-global-consumer-trends-and-brands-that-are-out-in-front-of-them-in-2019%2F&text=People%20are%20seeking%20equilibrium%20in%20their%20lives%20%E2%80%93%20between%20humans%20and%20technology%2C%20brand%20and%20personal%2C%20global%20and%20local
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 Sustainable consumption is the ultimate goal for a society rooted in consumerism but it 

also has some unrealistic concepts and expectations. “Lots of people are familiar with the idea of 

the circular economy now, but there’s still quite a gap between rhetoric and reality” (Danziger). 

Completely sustainable consumption would abolish the reality of consumerism at all, changing the 

world in ways unbearable to many nations. If all products were entirely sustainable, there would 

be no need to throw them away and replace them. The rate of consumption would decrease so 

significantly that it would erase the basis of the economy in most countries, sending them into a 

shutdown and permanently altering the foundation of the country’s government.  

Responsible consumerism is the first step to sustainable consumption and it is already an 

increasing reality. Consumers are already seeking out brands that help them make better, more 

responsible consumption choices. This has started with a reduction in the amount of 

misinformation used in marketing and will stem to companies decreasing the amount of waste they 

use. As Generation Z continues to rework consumerism and propel this movement forward, 

sustainability will become a reality. While it has yet to take form, sustainable consumption is a 

reality that is not far in the future. We continue to see values carry over and enhance from 

generation to generation and the next few generations of consumers will certainly be the ones to 

bring sustainability into the world of consumerism.   
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