Spending can be exciting – but how do you function outside of it? Experts share their tips for paring down buying
For years, I have been caught in a tiresome, expensive cycle: when I’m bored (or sad, or insecure) I scroll through my phone, looking for stuff to buy. In those moments, it feels like the right purchase will relieve me of ennui or unpleasantness. These shoes will make my life more glamorous! This face wash will make me feel forever beautiful!
Sometimes this rush lasts up to two days after I receive my item. But the excitement fades – sometimes as soon as I click “confirm purchase” – and I inevitably think: “Why did I do that?”
So how does one start shopping less? We asked experts and people who have pared down their own spending.
Struggling with some degree of impulse shopping is common in this day and age, says Alexa Brown, a musician with the Omaha Symphony who also runs the YouTube channel Conscious Consumerism.
“I really think society has been optimized to fuel consumerism at every turn,” she says.
Between insidious marketing that preys on our most vulnerable insecurities, data tracking that produces ultra-personalized ads, and online influencers hawking every product one can imagine, overconsumption is not just a norm, it’s an aspiration, Brown argues.
Shopping can be an effective way to distract ourselves from stress, anxiety and boredom, says Nicholas Garofola, a content creator who posts about minimalism and frugal living.
Spending is “exciting”, Garofola says. “There’s a tangible novelty to having something new.”
And sometimes we might not know what else to do.
“Many people don’t know how to function outside of consumption,” says Shelby Orme, a sustainability expert and content creator. Orme says adults in her family didn’t have hobbies, so shopping became a major activity. It becomes a hobby for a lot of people, she argues, so choosing not to participate in the consumerist hamster wheel “can feel isolating”.
What is the problem with overconsumption?
Firstly, it can get expensive. Consumer debt is rising in the UK and US. The average adult in the UK carries £1,425 ($1,900) in credit card debt; in the US, the number is a whopping $6,715 (£5,030).
Debt can take a toll on one’s physical and emotional health. Studies have shown that those with consumer debt who are in financial distress are more likely to report higher anxiety, lower life satisfaction, drug and alcohol abuse, as well as physical symptoms such as migraines and digestive tract problems.
Garofola says that in his own experience, owning a lot of things that he didn’t use felt “heavy”. He ultimately realized that shopping was an avoidance technique: “There’s probably some other problems that need to be addressed if I’m spending to feel happy.”
You also risk damaging your future and your family’s future, says Dr James Grubman, a psychologist and the owner of Family Wealth Consulting in Boston. Besides preventing you from building up financial safety and security, overspending can also hurt relationships, either as a result of acute stress or asking for money from those around you.
The harms also go beyond the individual. Brown points to the severe environmental impacts of producing and consuming so much.
“So many of the cheap, trendy goods, including clothing, are made from plastic,” she says. “It’s disheartening to face the truth that so much of this stuff ends up trashed, sometimes really quickly after it is purchased.”
High demand has also resulted in companies overproducing goods. For clothing alone, statistics show that between 10% and 40% of garments produced every year are not sold. Many of these castoffs end up in places including Ghana and India, where they do harm to the environment and to people’s health.
It can be helpful to keep these things in mind when you’re tempted to order a new throw pillow.
It’s not helpful to blame people for living according to what has been normalized by society. “This is not an exercise in morals or being holier-than-thou,” says Brown. “But it is productive to make every small effort toward less wasteful ways of buying and using stuff. We’re all in this together.”


READING
1. GIVE A TITLE TO THE TEXT
2. WHAT IS THE PURPOSE OF THE TEXT?
3. ANSWER a,b,c or d

1. The writer's description of buying products at the beginning of the text suggests that she
A. carefully researches every purchase before making a decision.
B. views shopping as a way of coping with unpleasant emotions.
C. purchases only items that improve her quality of life.
D. regrets spending money immediately after receiving products.

2. According to Alexa Brown, modern consumer culture is strengthened by
A. declining product prices and increased competition.
B. a lack of awareness regarding environmental issues.
C. sophisticated techniques designed to influence consumers.
D. governments encouraging people to spend more money.

3. In paragraph 7, the phrase "consumerist hamster wheel" is used to imply
A. a healthy balance between spending and saving.
B. a repetitive pattern that is difficult to escape.
C. a competitive economic environment.
D. an efficient system for managing personal finances.

4. What does Garofola's personal experience mainly illustrate?
A. Minimalism is suitable only for wealthy individuals.
B. Owning many possessions can create psychological discomfort.
C. Financial problems are the primary cause of unhappiness.
D. Shopping is a harmless pastime for most consumers.

5. According to Dr James Grubman, excessive spending may
A. increase social status within a family.
B. improve long-term financial security.
C. strengthen relationships through shared consumption.
D. have consequences that extend beyond the individual spender.

6. Which of the following best reflects the overall message of the text?
A. Individuals should feel guilty about participating in consumer culture.
B. Overconsumption is mainly an environmental rather than a personal issue.
C. Reducing unnecessary consumption requires awareness rather than moral judgment.
D. Governments and corporations are solely responsible for consumer behaviour.



