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Overview 
As you get ready to live on your 
own, you will find it helpful to de­
velop your decision-making skills, es­
pecially those related to your effec­
tiveness as a consumer. Become 
aware of advertisements, seek reliable 
information, comparison shop, and 
follow product instructions to get 
maximum benefits from your selec­
tions. learn your consumer rights and 
responsibilities, and you will soon be 
well on your way toward an indepen­
dent lifestyle. 

Everyday Decisions 
Each day you make hundreds of deci­
sions - what to wear, what to eat, 
where to go, and how to get there. 
By making minor decisions on a daily 
basis, you gain the skills needed to 
make major decisions such as where 
to work and how to prepare for liv­
ing on your own. 

Knowledge of decision making is 
particularly useful to young adults be­
ause you are faced with many major 
hoices: Should you continue your 

education? Should you work full 
time? Should you live by yourself or 
with friends? You are also facing 
many major consumer decisions: Do 
you need new clothes for school or a 
job? Do you need a car? What re­
sources are available to you? How can 
you acquire needed goods and ser­
vices without always needing to 

increase your income? Forming sound 
consumer habits for planning, buying, 
and using goods and services is an in­
vestment that can pay dividends all 
your life. 

The average person entering a life­
time of relatively steady employment 
can expect to earn more than half a 
million dollars before retirement -a 
sizable sum to translate into a chosen 
lifestyle. If even 5 percent of your 
earnings is lost by impulsive buying 
and poor shopping decisions, you can 
lose the enjoyment of 25 to 50 thou­
sand dollars; therefore, now is the 
time to develop skills to help you be­
come an effective consumer. 

Your Values and 
Your Goals 
The way you think and feel affects 
the decisions you make. You need to 
know about yourself so you can make 
effective decisions. Your values reflect 
what is important to you. What you 
want out of life and from your 
money represents your goals. 

Values are your personal, strong be­
liefs about what is worthwhile in 
life - such as love, privacy, freedom, 
recreation, health, education, and in­
dividuality. Many things shape your 
values. For example, your family back­
ground, your friends and classmates, 
your talents and interests, your edu­
cation, and where you live affect 
what you believe to be important. 
Each time you make a consumer de­
cision about what products and ser­
vices you want to buy, you will de­
cide what is of most value to you at 
the time of the decision and as time 
goes on. For example, you may have 
to choose between buying a class 
ring and buying insurance for your 
car. Your values may be different than 
the values of family and friends. You 
may wish to spend money on a car. 
Your friends may save their gradua­
tion money for a _trip to visit a distant 
city. 

Sometimes your values are the 
same as those of your parents or 
friends, but each of you puts the val­
ues in a different order. For example, 
all of you may feel that security and 
new experiences are important; but 
you may choose new experiences 
over security, and your friends may 
do the reverse. At different times in 
life, some values are more important 
than others. For example, right now 
you may feel you're wasting money 
for your senior pictures and gradua­
tion announcements. Years from now 
you may be happy to have these re­
minders of your high school or col­
lege years. What do you value now? 
Do you see how your values may 
change as you begin living on your 
own? 

Goals are ends that you strive to 
achieve, such as friendship, a special 
job, or the purchase of specific 
goods. Your values (what you believe 
to be important) determine your 
goals (what you are willing to work 
for). Both your values and goals will 
determine the type, quality, and 
quantity of goods and services you 
choose in the market. If you value 
prestige, your goals may be to pur­
chase expensive or rare items. If you 
value practicality, your goal may be to 
look for durability and usefulness 
rather than prestige in your pur­
chases. 



Where Are You Going? 
What are your goals? Make a list and set deadlines for when you hope to achieve them. 
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Decision making is a process for solv-
l,: ing problems, dealing with situations, 

or seizing opportunities. Once you 
learn the steps, you can apply the 
decision-making process to handle al­
most any situation. Making decisions 
is like climbing stairs- you usually 
follow a step-by-step process. Each 
step is influenced by your values and 
goals. Here are the steps to help you 
make decisions and to reach your 
goals. 

1. Identify the problem or situation. 
Examine all sides of it. Don't confuse 
the symptoms with the problem. 
What is the real problem? Why is a 
decision needed? Can the decision 
serve a worthwhile purpose? 

2. Think of possible solutions. Seek 
information about what choices may 
be available and what they offer. list 
as many possible solutions as you can 
imagine: 

• 

• 

-

3. Weigh the value of each possible 
solution. Look back on experiences 
that you, your friends, or family 
members have had. What will be the 
cost of each possible choice in time, 
money, effort or inconvenience? 
What risks are involved? What may 
be the outcome of each choice you 
make? How will it affect future deci­
sions? How will it affect others? You 
may want to discuss possible choices 
with others. 

list several advantages and several · 
disadvantages for each possible solu­
tion or alternative. 
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4. Make your choice. Try to choose 
the best alternative. 

5. Carry out the chosen action. Ac­
cept responsibility for your actions . 

6. Evaluate your decision. Are you 
pleased? Would you make the same 
choice again? If it was a poor deci­
sion, you can plan to change it. 

As you make decisions, remember 
your goals. Think about the values 
that support your goals and direct 
your actions as you make consumer 
decisions. 
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Standards for 
Judging Products 
Manufacturers develop standards for 
the performance and durability of 
products in the marketplace. Govern­
ment agencies such as the Food and 
Drug Administration, the Federal 
Trade Commission, the Consumer 
Product Safety Commission, and the 
State Department of Agriculture 
check products in the marketplace 
for safety of contents and for perfor­
mance. These standards help you get 
better products, but they do not 
guarantee that you will get the prod­
uct that best meets your needs. Many 
types of products and services are 
available, and it's up to you to make 
the best choices. You determine your 
standards, too. Your standards repre­
sent what you think is acceptable to 
measure an accomplishment, the 
completion of a goal, or the quality 
of goods or services. 

To judge products, ask yourself, 
• Have I used adequate and reliable 
information? 
• Is the product really needed? Can I 
afford it? 
• When is this product on sale? Does 
it go on sale seasonally? 
• Will the product best serve my pur­
pose? What else might I use? 
• Which aesthetic features are worth­
while to me? 
• What quality of product do I need? 
• What built-in convenience is 
needed? Is it worth the increase in 
cost that I must pay? 

Form a habit of evaluating products 
by asking these questions before 
choosing a product. This practice will 
help you make the best selection. 

One way that you can be a careful 
shopper is to watch for seasonal price 
variations. For example, the shopping 
calendar that follows is a month-by­
month listing of items that have sea­
sonally discounted prices. 
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Be A ware of How 
Advertisements 
Affect Your 
Decisions 
To persuade you to buy their prod­
uct, advertisers will use the most ef­
fective means they can find to pro­
mote each product. They know that 
it is often more effective to appeal to Seek and Use 
your emotions than to your sense of Rel,·able In £ormat,·on reason or logic. Some of the emo- 1 ~ 
tional appeals that advertisers use are 

listed below. As you read each one, Much useful information is available 
list an ad that uses this approach to to help you make purchasing deci-
selling a product. sions. The more expensive the prod­

uct, the longer you usually intend to 
use it. You need to learn about the 
item before buying it. For example, 

You may find other emotions, hid- when you decide to buy a car, you 
den desires, or fears that influence will probably spend more time read-
your selection of goods and services. ing about cars than you will research-
Think for a moment. Why do you ing hair driers when you need a new 
buy mouthwash, toothpaste, or deo- hair drier. 
dorant? Why do you choose the Form a habit of seeking the infor-
brand you buy? Emotions, hidden de- mation you need from the following 
sires and fears do influence our pur- sources: 
chases. Understanding the reasons Educational literature. When you 
you buy products will lead ~ou to want to find out about specific prod-
more satisfactory purchases m the ucts contact your Cooperative Exten-
future. sian' office for literature from institu­

tions, industries, or government 
-c agencies. You may also contact your 

~c."C1 ~\.· I) library for consumer information 
~v \.J \..J ~ magazines such as Consumer Reports Q t~tJ~t and the annual Consumer Reports Buy-

Stts"1 "1'- l'- ~t\\. A_. ,._,,.li in~~~~~~:;~:~ts. Read ads for ideas 
~ \.J )..~ \.~ '- l'!f IJi ~n-~ 1 ~ about the location and prices of 

,.d/liJw· rt r:~~~c~~·. ~"o:e~u~h t~=~~~~lsi~~~~d 
'"'()MA"" #~ '~!/'/~ mation is in the ad, such a~ a de.scrip-

~ ~ tion of the item, what the Item ts 
made of, what the item can do, how 
to use and care for the item, or who 
made the item? 

Product labels and booklets about 
use and care. Check for contents, 
size, characteristics of materials, spe­
cial features, use and care recom­
mendations, and terms of available 

/ guarantees. 
"L Your friends. Talk with someone 
I ne car you Want . who owns the product or has used all d IS now the service. Ask about the product's mo els priced l • • on sale, performance, problems, durability, 

ror unrned,ate d ,. and whether it is satisfactory. 
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Compare Products 
and Services 
To increase your consumer skills, plan 
before you get to the marketplace, 
and then compare products before 
making a choice. 

1. Plan what products and which 
specific characteristics are necessary 
for your purposes. Make a shopping 
list. For each product, list in order of 
importance the characteristics 
needed or desired. Decide how 
much you can afford to pay for the 
product before you go shopping. 

2. Compare styles, brands, features, 
prices and quality of several products 
at a variety of stores. 

3. Decide which product is best for 
you - the one that satisfies your 
need(s) and is priced so that you can 
afford it. 

4. Be alert to techniques of pres­
sure selling, flattery, elaborate compli­
ments, oral guarantees, last-opportu­
nity ·-to-buy offers, or deals in which 
the regular price is not known. Don't 
be sold under pressure - you may 
get the very thing you do not need. 
Take time to think and compare; then 
decide whether or not to buy. 

Use and Care of 
Products 
Manufacturers give instructions on 
labels, hang tags, or in booklets that 
come with products. Your attention 
to instructions about how to use and 
care for a product increases the ser­
vice life of the product. The longer a 
product lasts and gives satisfactory 
service, the less frequently it will 
need to be replaced and the fewer 
repairs it will need. Use a product as 
long as economically feasible; that is, 
use it completely or until the care 
and repairs are too expensive and it 
would be more sensible to purchase 
a new product. You will benefit from 
this maximum use. It will extend your 
resources and may increase your sat­
isfaction too. 
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Consumer Rights 
Consumers have rights, too. You can 
increase your dollar power and get 
more satisfactory products by exercis­
ing your rights. As a consumer, 
• You have a right to accurate infor­
mation about products. Read the in­
formation before buying a product. 
Remember that oral statements from 
the salesperson may or may not be 
accurate. 
• You have the right to choose prod­
ucts that you desire and can pay for. 
• You have the right to safe products 
that will give quality service. 
• You have the right to be heard 
when products are of poor quality or 
are unsafe. 
• You have the right to speak up 
when you are the victim of unfair 
selling practices such as fraud, exces­
sive prices, or a breach of contract. 

Consumer 
Responsibilities 
Consumer responsibilities accompany 
consumer rights. Your responsibilities 
as a consumer are 

• To become informed about prod­
ucts. 
• To treat the property of sellers and 
others with care. Products damaged 
by consumers must be paid for by 
higher prices. 
• Refuse products of poor quality. 
Flawed products may be acceptable 
in certain circumstances. For example, 
a blouse or shirt that is soiled may 
sell at a reduced price because con­
sumers probably would not pay full 
price for one in poor condition. Be 
sure to get the quality of product for 
which you are paying. Accepting in­
ferior quality goods or services at 
quality prices encourages the seller to 
continue to supply merchandise of a 
lower quality. 
• Follow the manufacturer's instruc­
tions in the use and care of the 
product. 
• Keep records of sales (receipts) and 
labels until you are sure the product 
is satisfactory. Sales records and guar­
antees are needed when a complaint 
about a product is made to the seller. 
• Make complaints if, through no fault 
of yours, you find the product to be 
unsatisfactory. Use the procedure 
suggested at right for making a con­
sumer complaint. 



Consumer 
Complaints 

sure you have a legitimate com­
plaint. Has the product been dam­
aged through your use and care for 
it? Are your expectations for perfor­
mance too high? If you buy a prod­
uct on sale, check to see if it can be 
returned. If you have a defective 
product, begin with the seller. Return 
the product and records of sale to 
the seller and discuss the problems. 
Expect to receive a satisfactory adjust­
ment. If the seller cannot help with 
your problem, you will need to do 
more. 

Write the manufacturer. Get the 
manufacturer's name and address 
from labels on the product or from 
the use and care booklet. Ask the 
manufacturer to please assist in cor­
recting the problem. Keep a copy of 
your letter and all bills and receipts 
for future reference. You may also 
send copies of the letter to important 
local and national agencies involved 
in consumer issues. 

oescribe your 
purcnase 

me product 
Na d seria\ or 

an ber 
Mode\ Num . 

or SerJICe 

state prob\em 

p..s'K 1or 
.,·,c 1\CtiOn 

spec" 

d oate 
\nc~u L~cation o1 
an nase and 
pure Qetai\S 
otner 

asonab\e 
State ~~ p..ction 
lime ,o 

Copies of 
KeeP 
'{ ur Letter 
a~d A\\ Re\ated 
oocuments . 
and \oformatton 

Source: Consumer's Resource Handbook, United States Office of Consumer Affairs 

7 



T 

~- ·-- ·-· +-- :--
~+ ·- ·-· ·-

I I 

Summary 
As a young adult, you will find that 
sharpening your consumer skills helps 
you get the best buys in goods and 
services for your needs. 

Remember, you can become more 
satisfied with your life as a consumer 
if you follow these guidelines: 
• Know your values and goals. 
• Practice consumer decision making. 
• Develop standards for judging prod­
ucts and services. 
• Be aware of the effect of ads on 
your decisions. 
• Seek and use reliable information. 
• Compare products and services. 
• Care for products properly. 
• Exercise your consumer rights and 
responsibilities. 
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