
LIVING LARGE 
(CONSUMPTION) Why do we need to rethink our 

patterns of consumption?

The Outsize Effect of 
U.S. Consumption on 
the Environment



Our demands 
outstrip our 
capacity to 
increase supply.

The US is a country that’s all about living large. 

Just by living in the US, we each take up a ton of space.
Our lives require a lot of energy and resources – energy and materials 
to make all our stuff:
- energy to get us around 

- - heat our homes 
- - space for our garbage. 

Our feet take up a little space, our room a little more, our house a fair 
bit more again.

Then there’s a bunch of space that we take up that we don’t see…
Like the space it takes in Iowa that it takes to grow our food;

In China, where factories make our stuff;
In the middle east, where we get fuel for our cars;

And all the space it takes to dump our garbage and pollution.
Everything we buy, use, and eventually throw away, takes up space and 
resources. 
It has to come from somewhere and go somewhere.

Whether you live on a 1/4 acre subdivided lot somewhere in suburbia, 
or share an apartment in student housing, if you live in the US right 
now, you are living large.



ISN’T IT 
ABOUT 

POPULATION?

Aren’t there 
just too many 

people?



• With less than 5 percent of world population, the U.S. uses one-third of the world’s paper, a quarter of the world’s oil, 23 percent of the coal, 27 percent of the aluminum, and 
19 percent of the copper.

• Between 1900 and 1989 U.S. population tripled while its use of raw materials grew by a factor of 17. 

• Our per capita use of energy, metals, minerals, forest products, fish, grains, meat, and even freshwater dwarfs that of people living in the developing world.

• The U.S. ranks highest in most consumer categories by a considerable margin, even among industrial nations. 

• U.S. fossil fuel consumption is double that of the average resident of Great Britain and two and a half times that of the average Japanese. 

• People in the U.S. account for only five percent of the world’s population but create half of the globe’s solid waste.

• People in the U.S. are least likely of all people to use public transportation—only seven percent make use of transit options for daily commuting. 

• Only one in three walks or bikes to their destinations, as opposed to three-quarters of Chinese. While China is becoming the world’s leader in total consumption of some 
commodities (coal, copper, etc.), the U.S. remains the per capita consumption leader for most resources.

(https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/american-consumption-habits/)

THERE ARE 7.7 BILLION PEOPLE ON THE PLANET.
THE WEALTHIEST 7% PRODUCE 50% OF CARBON EMMISSIONS.
THE POOREST 50% PRODUCE AROUND 7% OF EMMISSIONS.
SO CLIMATE CHANGE IS NOT A PROBLEM OF POPULATION BUT OF CONSUMPTION.

IF WE FOCUS THE CLIMATE CHANGE AND CONSUMPTION DEBATES ON POPULATION, WE 
END UP BLAMING POOR PEOPLE IN AFRICA, RATHER THAN WEALTHY WHITE PEOPLE IN 
THE US, WHO ARE RESPONSIBLE FOR THE LION’S SHARE OF THE PROBLEM.

It is well known that people living in the US consume far more natural resources and live 
much less sustainably than people from any other large country of the world. 

If we are born in the US we will create thirteen times as much ecological damage over the 
course of a lifetime than a child born in Brazil. 

The average person living in the US will consume 53 times more goods and services than 
someone from China.

https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/american-consumption-habits/


DO WE CARE?
• The U.S. ranks last of 17 wealthy countries 

surveyed in regard to sustainable behavior. 

• U.S. consumers are among the least likely 
to feel guilty about the impact they have 
on the environment, yet they are near to 
top of the list in believing that individual 
choices could make a difference.

• Paradoxically, those with the lightest 
environmental footprint are also the most 
likely to feel both guilty and 
disempowered. 

• In what may be a major disconnect 
between perception and behavior, 
consumers who feel the guiltiest about 
their impact—those in China, India and 
Brazil—actually lead the pack in 
sustainable consumer choices.

• That’s despite Chinese and Indian 
consumers also being among the least 
confident that individual action can help 
the environment.

SOURCE: National Geographic’s Greendex



If everyone in the world lived 
like people in the US, we would 
need 5 planet Earths.



twice the resources of someone living in Italy to live

three times someone living in Mexico 

and 8 times someone living in India

(some estimates put it as high as 35x)

The average person living in the US uses…



You were born into generations of living large. Every day since 
you were a kid, advertisers have been telling you it’s cooler to 
have more, more, more, making you want to live as large as you 
can.

Living large means we are taking up more than our fair share of 
space on this planet. 

The invisible problems of overconsumption (food/stuff, 
transport/powering our large lives), take a ton of energy which 
overwhelmingly produce from fossil fuels.

WHAT IS THE MAIN CONSEQUENCE OF LIVING LARGE?



CLIMATE CHANGE

SOURCE: State of the World 2018

Consumption is what drives our economy, and the system 
is broken.

Just the waste generated from our electronic purchases is 
astronomical. 

New gadgets come out all of the time, from the iPhone 
(whatever model it is up to now)…. to smaller, faster laptops, 
to tablets and phablets. 

To make matters even more dire, most electronic 
equipment is not recyclable. 

Our purchasing keeps jobs alive but our e-waste contributes 
to a huge problem around the world.



We are currently overshooting our planetary 
boundaries.

It now takes 1.7 years to regenerate what we use 
in 1 year. (Global Footprint Network). 

We will need 2 Earths a year to support us  by 
2030 if consumption trends continue this way 
(UN).

We are depleting ozone, polluting water, losing 
biodiversity, and driving ourselves and the planet 
into extinction. 

The purpose of the economy should be to help us 
all live within an ecologically safe and socially just 
world, where humans and non-humans alike can 
thrive.

We can make a radical pivot towards a safer and 
brighter future 

– but it will take radical commitment, and radical 
change.

RADICAL CHANGE WILL TAKE RADICAL COMMITMENT



CIRCULAR ECONOMY

According to climate scientists, unless we can 
reduce our consumption by at least 20%, we 
are likely to experience some VERY serious 
climate trouble by 2040. 

So, how do we reduce our consumption?
One way is to become more responsible 
consumers of products and resources.
Whether it’s buying less, being smarter about 
how we equip our homes, supporting 
companies that promote ethical and sustainable 
sourcing of material, joining the circular 
economy movement, through voting, or 
through advocacy and activism, there are a 
plethora of ways we can meaningfully reduce 
our waste.

WHAT IS A CIRCULAR OR REGENERATIVE 
ECONOMY?

REGENERATIVE ECONOMY







KEEP COOL

AND CHECK OUT THIS VERY

UNSEXY EXAMPLE OF
HOW WE CAN CHANGE 

A PATTERN OF 
CONSUMPTION



Before air conditioning, southerners were accustomed to a “front porch” 
lifestyle where families would spend time outside of the house on the 
front porch where it was cooler. People would socialize while on the 
porch, and neighbors would often walk by and visit each other while 
cooling off. 

After WWII, air conditioning became an integral part of Florida culture 
and living. This marked a major cultural shift for Florida: “Over four 
hundred thousand southern homes had central air units in 1960; by the 
mid-1960s more than 40 percent of the homes being built in the region 
were equipped with ‘central air’.”(Arsenault, p. 610).* 

With modern air conditioning, families spent more time inside watching 
tv or engaging in other indoor activities rather than being social with 
people walking by their front porch. 

In addition, Florida and the south also began to shift from an agricultural 
and rural lifestyle to a more industrial and urban one. With the weather 
more bearable with air conditioning, more and more people were 
visiting and staying in Florida. 

No doubt, the introduction of air conditioning has greatly shaped the 
modern history of Florida and is now viewed a necessity by many.

* Arsenault, R.  1984. The end of the long hot summer: the air conditioner and 
southern culture. Journal of Southern History 50(4), 597-628.

Dr. Henriette Martens sitting in a rocking chair on the porch of her home in Miami, 
Florida, 1899.

THE ROLE OF AIR CONDITIONING IN SHAPING THE 
FLORIDIAN DREAM



GROWTH & AIR CONDITIONING

Air conditioning has played an integral role in the large population 
density boom in the South.

In Florida, motels and restaurants boasted air conditioned facilities 
and became a big draw for visitors. 

Sarasota even marketed  itself as the “Air Conditioned City”. 

SO WHAT’S THE PROBLEM WITH A/C?



Every refrigerator and air conditioner contains chemical 
refrigerants that absorb and release heat to enable 
chilling. 
Refrigerants, specifically CFCs and HCFCs, were once 
culprits in depleting the ozone layer. Thanks to the 1987 
Montreal Protocol, they have been phased out. 
HFCs, the primary replacement, spare the ozone layer, 
but have 1,000 to 9,000 times greater capacity to warm 
the atmosphere than carbon dioxide.
There is growing concern that as other countries adopt 
the USA’s love of air-conditioners, the electricity used to 
power them will overburden electrical grids and 
increase planet-warming emissions.
Right now air-conditioning is concentrated in a handful 
of countries, mainly in the United States and Japan, and 
increasingly in China.
While 90 percent of American households have air-
conditioning, in other hot countries - Africa, Asia, Latin 
America and the Middle East - where about 2.8 billion 
people live, only about 8 percent of the population 
owns an air-conditioner.
The number of air-conditioners worldwide is predicted 
to soar from 1.6 billion units today to 5.6 billion 
units by midcentury (International Energy Agency). 
At that rate, by 2050 air-conditioners would use as 
much electricity as China does for all activities today.
GHGs released by coal and natural gas plants when 
generating electricity to power those air-conditioners 
would nearly double by 2050.
Those emissions contribute to global heating, which in 
turn heightens the demand for air-conditioning.



A BIG DEAL

In 2016, officials from more than 170 
countries met in Kigali, Rwanda, to 
negotiate a deal to address this 
problem. Through an amendment to the 
Montreal Protocol, the world will phase 
out HFCs—starting with high-income 
countries in 2019, then some low-
income countries in 2024 and others in 
2028. Substitutes are already on the 
market, including natural refrigerants 
such as propane and ammonium.

Scientists estimate the Kigali accord will 
reduce global warming by nearly one 
degree Fahrenheit. 

Still, the bank of HFCs will grow 
substantially before all countries halt 
their use. Because 90 percent of 
refrigerant emissions happen at end of 
life, effective disposal of those currently 
in circulation is essential. After being 
carefully removed and stored, 
refrigerants can be purified for reuse or 
transformed into other chemicals that 
do not cause warming.

Phasing out HFCs per the Kigali accord could 
avoid emissions equivalent as much as 78 
gigatons of carbon dioxide.

That’s roughly the same weight 500 million blue 
whales.
The global operational costs of refrigerant leak avoidance and 
destruction are a projected to reach a net cost of $903 billion by 
2050.

SOUND LIKE A LOT OF MONEY?

Consider this…..



2019

Selling the Tampa Bay Rays 
would cover the cost.



HOW BIG A 
PROBLEM IS 
PLASTIC?

Plastic takes up to 1,000 years to degrade in a landfill.

Enough plastic is thrown away each year to circle the Earth four times.

Americans throw away 35 billion plastic bottles every year.

Only about 25% of the plastic produced in the U.S. is recycled.

If we recycled the other 75% we could save 1 billion gallons of oil and 44 million cubic yards of 
landfill space annually.

By using reusable drink containers an average person can eliminate the need for 100 disposable 
bottles per year (though it takes a lot more energy to produce a reusable bottle, it’s still better if 
you use it through its end of life).

Recycling plastic takes 88% less energy than making plastic from raw materials.





PICKING UP LITTER…
POINTLESS EXERCISE 
OR POWERFUL TOOL 
IN THE BATTLE TO 
BEAT PLASTIC 
POLLUTION?



In 2015, a lawyer named Afroz Shah decided he had to act after moving into an apartment overlooking the beach and realizing the extent of the plastic 
pollution. He started picking up the rubbish with a friend and since then his weekend cleans have attracted scores of volunteers who have removed around 
13 million kgs of waste in what the UN has called “the world’s largest beach cleanup project”.

In March 2019, it was payback time after all the back-breaking, filthy work as turtle hatchlings were able to make it to the beach. 
The vulnerable turtles had not been seen on the beach for decades. 

The volunteers who had cleaned the beaches also slept by the nests to protect them from predators and made sure the baby turtles could make their way 
safely to the sea.

Beach cleanups also serve to educate. 

When volunteers see just how much plastic is deposited on our shores, they are often inspired to reduce their reliance on single-use plastics, and, crucially, to 
spread the word.

Versova beach in 
Mumbai is a great 
example of a 
successful 
beach cleanup. 

It doesn’t solve the 
problem, but it can 
mitigate it and help 
protect wildlife. 



Fishing Nets
Account for 

46% 
of all 

Ocean Plastic



Let’s look at some other 
large-scale examples of 
consumption.

Chris Jordon and Rebecca Clark.
Silent Spring, 2014.  From Jordon’s 
ongoing Running the Numbers series.

Depiction of 183,000 birds, 
equal to the estimated number 
of birds that die in the United 
States every day from exposure 
to agricultural pesticides.

http://www.chrisjordan.com/gallery/rtn/#silent-spring

http://www.chrisjordan.com/gallery/rtn/

