LESSON PLAN: THE ECONOMICS OF UNSUSTAINABILITY
Subject: Economics / Global Studies / Sociology
Topic: Systemic Responsibility vs. Individual Consumerism
Timeframe: 90 Minutes (2 x 45 min)

I. THE CORE THESIS
"The current ecological crisis is not merely a result of billions of individual choices, but a structural outcome of a global economic system optimized for short-term profit. Sustainability is hindered by a financial architecture that rewards resource depletion and externalizes environmental costs."
II. HISTORICAL OVERVIEW: THE RISE OF THE CONSUMER MACHINE (400 words)
The transition from a need-based economy to a desire-based economy began in the early 20th century. Following the Industrial Revolution’s massive leap in production capacity, corporations faced a new problem: overproduction. If people only bought what they strictly needed, the wheels of industrial capitalism would grind to a halt. The solution was the birth of modern advertising and the psychological engineering of "consumer desire."
Key figures like Edward Bernays (the father of public relations) shifted the focus from the utility of a product to its emotional status. This transformed the average citizen into a "consumer." Crucial infrastructure decisions—such as the systematic dismantling of streetcar lines in favor of private automobiles in the US—were driven by industrial cartels seeking profit, effectively forcing the public into a carbon-intensive lifestyle.
Furthermore, the introduction of "planned obsolescence" (designing products to break or become unfashionable) ensured a continuous cycle of waste. In this context, the "end-user" is often trapped in a system they did not design. The financial world further cemented this by prioritizing "Quarterly Capitalism," where shareholders demand immediate returns, making long-term ecological investments appear "unprofitable." Therefore, the lack of sustainability is not a bug in the system; it is a feature of a profit-first economic design.

III. INSTRUCTIONAL FLOW (60 min)
1. Group Research: The Power of Choice? (20 min) Students research three specific industries using open-source data (e.g., The Guardian Environmental, Corporate Watch):
· Industry A: Fast Fashion. How does the speed of trend cycles create forced consumption?
· Industry B: Tech/Smartphones. Research "Planned Obsolescence." Why can't we easily repair our phones?
· Industry C: Fossil Fuel Lobbying. How much has been spent to prevent green energy legislation?
2. Qualitative Interview: "The Thrifty Generation" (20 min) Students present interviews with elders (born before 1960) about the lifespan of objects.
· Key question: "How long did a washing machine or a pair of shoes last in your youth compared to today?"
3. Case Study Presentation (20 min) Groups summarize why it is difficult for a modern individual to be 100% sustainable within the current system.

STUDENT TASKSHEET: PROFIT VS. PLANET
Name: __________________________ Date: ________________
TASK 1: VOCABULARY BUILDER (30 ITEMS)
Section A: Economic Mechanisms (1-10)
1. Capitalism [ ] A. Costs of production not paid by the producer (e.g., pollution).
2. Profit Maximization [ ] B. An economic system based on private ownership.
3. Externalities [ ] C. Designing products to have a limited life.
4. Planned Obsolescence [ ] D. The primary goal of a corporation to increase earnings.
5. Consumerism [ ] E. The protection or promotion of the interests of buyers.
6. Infrastructure [ ] F. The basic physical systems of a country (roads, power).
7. Lobbying [ ] G. Seeking to influence politicians on an issue.
8. Short-termism [ ] H. Concentration on immediate profit at the expense of long-term health.
9. Shareholder [ ] I. An owner of shares in a company.
10. Commodification [ ] J. Turning a natural resource into an object of trade.
Section B: Sustainability Barriers (11-20) 
(Fill in: Greenwashing, Deregulation, Monopoly, Growth, Subsidy, Finite, Linear, Circular, Depletion, Accountability) 
11. A ________ economy follows the "Take-Make-Waste" model. 
12. Companies use ________ to make products look more eco-friendly than they are. 
13. Economic ________ is often measured by GDP, ignoring nature. 
14. A government ________ can make fossil fuels artificially cheap. 
15. We live on a ________ planet with limited resources. 
16. ________ is the reduction in the number or quantity of something. 
17. In a ________ economy, waste is designed out of the system. 
18. Corporate ________ means being responsible for environmental damage. 
19. ________ often leads to weaker environmental protections. 
20. A ________ can dictate prices and prevent sustainable competition.
Section C: The Anthropogenic Impact (21-30) 
21. (Atmospheric / Stratospheric) carbon levels are rising. 
22. (Microplastics / Macroplastics) are entering the human food chain. 
23. (Urbanization / Ruralization) increases the demand for energy. 
24. (Biodiversity / Diversification) is lost to industrial farming. 
25. (Mitigation / Aggravation) of climate change requires systemic change. 
26. (Renewable / Fossil) energy is the alternative to coal. 
27. (Effluence / Affluence) often leads to higher carbon footprints. 
28. (Efficiency / Deficiency) can be a tool for corporate PR. 
29. (Systemic / Individual) change is needed to alter the profit logic. 
30. (Resource / Source) management is key to survival.

TASK 2: CAUSE AND EFFECT
1. The Profit Bottleneck: If a sustainable material costs $2 more than a toxic one, but the CEO’s bonus depends on cutting costs, what happens?
· Cause: _____________________________________________________
· Effect: ____________________________________________________
2. The End-User Dilemma: Why is it "expensive to be poor" in terms of sustainability? (e.g., buying bulk vs. single-use plastic).


TEACHER'S ANSWER KEY
Task 1, Section A: 1-B, 2-D, 3-A, 4-C, 5-E, 6-F, 7-G, 8-H, 9-I, 10-J. Task 1, Section B: 11. Linear, 12. Greenwashing, 13. Growth, 14. Subsidy, 15. Finite, 16. Depletion, 17. Circular, 18. Accountability, 19. Deregulation, 20. Monopoly. Task 1, Section C: 21. Atmospheric, 22. Microplastics, 23. Urbanization, 24. Biodiversity, 25. Mitigation, 26. Renewable, 27. Affluence, 28. Efficiency, 29. Systemic, 30. Resource.

CONCLUSION: REDEFINING VALUE
The lesson ends by emphasizing that "money" is a tool, but the current "financial logic" is a barrier. Sustainability will remain an unattainable luxury as long as the global economy treats the Earth as a business in liquidation. The transition requires moving from "Value for Shareholders" to "Value for the Biosphere."

„Mit finanzieller Unterstützung der Europäischen Union. Die geäußerten Ansichten und Meinungen entsprechen jedoch ausschließlich denen der Autor*innen und spiegeln nicht notwendigerweise die der Europäischen Union oder der Tempus Közalapítvány wider. Weder die Europäische Union noch die fördernde Stelle können dafür verantwortlich gemacht werden.“
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