
Consumption and Consumerism 

The wealthiest 20% of the world account for 76.6% of total private consumption, while 

the poorest fifth account for just 1.5% (2005). 

 

Globally, the 20% of the world’s people in the highest-income countries account for 

86% of total private consumption expenditures — the poorest 20% a minuscule 1.3%.  

More specifically, the richest fifth: 

 Consume 45% of all meat and fish, the poorest fifth 5% 

 Consume 58% of total energy, the poorest fifth less than 4% 

 Have 74% of all telephone lines, the poorest fifth 1.5% 

 Consume 84% of all paper, the poorest fifth 1.1% 

 Own 87% of the world’s vehicle fleet, the poorest fifth less than 1% 

 

Runaway growth in consumption in the past 50 years is putting strains 

on the environment never before seen. 

Furthermore, as a few developing countries continue to develop and help make the 

numbers show a narrowing gap, there is at least one further issue: 

If emerging nations follow the same path as today’s rich countries, their 

consumption patterns will also be damaging to the environment. 



Consumption and Consumerism 
  
  

THE BIG QUESTION: What is a necessity; what is a luxury? 

 

Check the column you think is appropriate. 

 Compare your results with your group. 

 

 

Global Priority Necessity Luxury Total  N  Total L 

Cosmetics     

Military Spending     

Pet food     

Education     

Narcotic Drugs     

Business Entertainment     

Water     

Cigarettes     

Perfume     

Reproductive Health     

Alcohol     

Ice Cream     

Basic Health     
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Global Spending Patterns Each Year 

 

Global Priority $U.S. Billions 

Cosmetics in the United States 8 

Ice cream in Europe 11 

Perfumes in Europe and the United States 12 

Pet foods in Europe and the United States 17 

Business entertainment in Japan 35 

Cigarettes in Europe 50 

Alcoholic drinks in Europe 105 

Narcotic drugs in the world 400 

Military spending in the world 780 

 

This is what it would cost the world 
so everyone has their basic needs met. 

 

Global Priority $U.S. Billions 

Basic education for all 6 

Water and sanitation for all 9 

Reproductive health for all women 12 

Basic health and nutrition 13 

 

 

 

 



Consumption and Consumerism 
Look at the chart with the spending and cost estimates on it.    Write down two to 
three observations about the numbers.  As a group, discuss these observations and 
come up with three statements that you think are important about the charts. 

 

Choose one question for a group discussion.  Share your thoughts, feelings and 
opinions about the question with your group members.  Be prepared to present your 
answers, ideas and further questions to the class. 

 

1. What are the impacts of certain forms of consumption on the environment, on society, on 
individuals? 
 

2. How do demands on items affect the requirements placed upon the environment? 
 

3. How do consumption habits change as societies change? 
 

4. How do material values influence our relationships with other people and what impact does that 
have on our personal values? 

 

 

 


