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Abstract 

The issue of consumer exploitation remains one  of those old problems that 
have long eluded the policy makers and well wishers of the society. It stems out of the 
misalignment of interests of the producers, the consumers and the government and 
feeds on lack of awareness of the average consumer about his rights. 

The Consumer Protection Act was passed in the year 1987. There also have 
been constant efforts by the government to educate consumers on various aspects of 
consumer exploitation and provisions against them. However, somehow the gap 
between the Act and the consumers is still un-bridged.  

The paper ponders over what are the challenges of consumer education that 
today’s society faces. It eventually comes up with policy recommendations focusing 
on a systematic approach to combat the problem. The recommendations specifically 
suggest: 

A. Defining the objectives and strategies of consumer education and 
evaluating outcomes. 

B. Selecting the most appropriate approaches in consumer education. 
C. Improving co-operation and co-ordination among stakeholders. 
The important aspect of adapting policies with changing time and technology with 

a focus on social, economic and environmental implications is also highlighted. 
 
 
INTRODUCTION 

Every day, over one billion people in India consume goods and services that vary from being highly 
perishable to long lasting, essential to luxury and good to bad. Consumption forms the essence of both, 
the economy and the life cycle of people. As is the case with any other real life phenomenon, the entire 
premise of consumption is far from its utopian counterpart. Due to the but natural interest of the 
modern materialist producer in personal profits, than in delivering the best goods and services, the 
interest of the consumer is often compromised and he is exploited because of the simple reason that he 
cannot, by himself produce all the goods and services he needs to live life.  

High prices, duplicate articles, underweight and under – measurements, rough behavior, undue 
conditions, artificial scarcity are some of the ways by which consumers are exploited by manufacturers 
and traders. Limited information, limited supplies and low literacy are the major factors causing 
exploitation of consumers. 

In India, the concept of consumer protection is not new. References to the protection of consumer’s 
interest against exploitation by trade and industry, underweight and measurement, adulteration and 
punishment for these offences, were made in Kautilya’s ‘Arthashastra’. However, an organized and 
systematic movement to safeguard the interest of consumers is a recent phenomenon. The consumers 
have to be aware not only of the commercial aspects of sale and purchase of goods, but also of the 
health and security aspects. Food safety has become an important element of consumer awareness these 

18 
 

mailto:kesharwani.anuj@gmail.com


Online International Interdisciplinary Research Journal,{BiMonthly}, Issue1, VolumeI, SeptOct2011 

 

days. In case of food products, its quality depends not only on its nutritional value, but also on its 
safety for human consumption. Consumption of contaminated or adulterated food is a major cause of 
human illness and suffering. 

The Consumer Protection Act, 1986 

The Consumer Protection Act, 1986 was enacted for better protection of the interests of consumers. 
The provisions of the Act came into force with effect from 15-4-87. Consumer Protection Act imposes 
strict liability on a manufacturer, in case of supply of defective goods by him, and a service provider, in 
case of deficiency in rendering of its services. 

The salient features of the Act are: 

(I) It covers all the sectors whether private, public, and cooperative or any person. The provisions of the 
Act are compensatory as well as preventive and punitive in nature and the Act applies to all goods 
covered by sale of goods Act and services unless specifically exempted by the Central Government. 

II) It enshrines the following rights of consumers: 

• Right to SAFETY against hazardous goods and services   
• Right to be INFORMED about the quality, quantity, purity and standard price  
• Right to CHOOSE from a variety at competitive prices 
• Right to be HEARD 
• Right to seek REDRESSAL.  
• Right to CONSUMER EDUCATION 

(III) The Act also envisages establishment of Consumer Protection Councils at the central, state and 
district levels, whose main objectives are to promote and protect the rights of consumers. To provide a 
simple, speedy and inexpensive redressal of consumer grievances, the Act envisages a 3-tier quasi-
judicial machinery at the national, state and district levels. These are: National Consumer Disputes 
Redressal Commission known as National Commission, State Consumer Disputes Redressal 
Commissions known as State Commissions and District Consumer Disputes Redressal Forum known 
as District Forum. 

(IV) The provisions of this Act are in addition to and not in derogation of the provisions of any other 
law for the time being in force. 

Connecting the Dots-Consumer Education 

The Consumer Protection Act has been there for quite a while now. Besides, there are a lot of forums 
that address the problem of consumer exploitation. Unfortunately, the problem that was identified as 
early as Kautilya’s time could not yet be fixed. This calls for some serious reflection on the part of the 
policy makers and other stakeholders of the society. 

Today consumer education covers more diverse areas than it has in the past. It now covers, for 
example, consumer rights and obligations, personal finance, sustainable consumption, and digital 
media and technology. Such education should be viewed as a long-term and continuous process that 
develops better decision making and skills throughout consumers’ lives.   

There are six key issues and challenges that the government faces today: i) overall education strategies 
are lacking in most states ii) there is a need to enhance the quality of the education, iii) only limited 
opportunities for consumer education exist in most school settings, iv) consumer education could be 
better integrated into other educational areas, v) there is a need to enhance the motivation to teach and 
learn about consumer issues; and vi) resources for promoting consumer education are limited. 

The Committee on Consumer Policy (CCP) launched a project to examine consumer education issues 
in October 2006. A conference with stakeholders from government, business, civil society and 
academia was held in support of the project in October 2008, in co-operation with the United Nations 
Environment Program (UNEP) and the United Nations Marrakech Task Force on Education for 
Sustainable Consumption (UN MTF). 
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Building on the analytic report and the conference, the CCP developed the following policy 
recommendations for promoting and improving consumer education. The recommendations focus on: 

A. Defining the objectives and strategies of consumer education and evaluating outcomes: Clearly 
defined objectives and strategies can increase the effectiveness and efficiency of consumer education 
policies: 

• To enhance coherence, such objectives and policies should be co-ordinated among entities at 
national and other appropriate levels of government  

• Consumer education should begin at an early age and cover all life stages.  
• The objectives, content and delivery of consumer education should keep pace with innovation 

in technology, particularly the rapid expansion of mobile technologies.  
• Program design should be based on research into the educational needs of the affected 

consumers. This research may include surveys, focus groups, and interviews, and draw on 
related fields, such as information economics, behavioral economics, and sociology.  

Examining the extent to which educational programs achieve goals is critical and should be pursued as 
it can i) suggest areas or ways that policies could be improved, ii) help to ensure the best use of 
available resources, and iii) help to identify how programs can be effectively integrated into 
consumers’ everyday lives.  
B. Selecting the most appropriate approaches in consumer education: 

• At schools, consumer education must be embedded into broader learning projects that span a 
number of subjects and disciplines or as an independent subject. In either case, care should be 
taken to promote policy coherence and to create an environment that will engage the interest 
of teachers and students.  

• Efforts to ensure that teachers are sufficiently well-versed about consumer issues and effective 
teaching techniques need to be enhanced; this could be facilitated by including the subject in 
teacher training programs. 

• The Internet, with its wide array of resources, communication channels, and online tools - 
such as educational portals, surveys, games, online social networks, blogs and online news 
and videos - should be exploited more fully to promote consumer awareness. 

• Consumer education programs need to be varied so that they have elements that address the 
needs of different groups, their socio-economic environments, and demographic factors. The 
special needs of consumers who may be particularly vulnerable (such as children, the elderly, 
immigrants, and the disabled) need to be taken into account.  

• Consumer education campaigns should focus on key issues, use clear, concise language, and 
offer practical advice.  

• Teaching methods that build on consumers’ everyday lives and their interests should be 
explored. Techniques that use dialogue, role-playing, and simulation can be particularly 
effective in some instances.  

C. Improving co-operation and co-ordination among stakeholders: The stakeholders in consumer 
education often are several governmental agencies, regional and local authorities, non-governmental 
entities, including consumer organizations, teachers’ and parents’ associations and other civil society 
groups. Stakeholders should work together to determine how to share consumer education 
responsibilities in different areas, with a view towards exploiting synergies and avoiding redundancy. 
 

• In addition to providing consumer education, businesses should be encouraged i) to play a 
consultative role to governments in consumer education, and ii) to develop their own 
methodologies and guidelines for promoting consumer education in their respective fields. 
Ways to engage business more effectively in promoting societal objectives, such as 
sustainable consumption/development need to be strengthened.  

• Media (print, radio, and TV) could be used more effectively in most countries to support 
consumer education, as partners with other stakeholders, or through their own programs. 

• The development of teaching materials would benefit from more interactions between teachers 
and other stakeholders.  

• International co-operation among relevant stakeholders should be enhanced to promote the 
overall effectiveness of consumer education to recognize and build on other countries’ 
successful experiences.  

Conclusion 
The choices that consumers make have significant social, economic and environmental implications. In 
particular, consumer choices can often have an impact on sustainable development. In recent years, 
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stakeholders have devoted considerable attention to developing ways to influence consumers’ choices 
so that they support sustainable consumption. In addition to economic and regulatory measures, there is 
an increasing consensus that consumer education can play an important role in promoting sustainable 
consumption. Such education should be incorporated into school curricula and should include 
awareness-raising campaigns as well as initiatives targeting adults and children. 

Consumer education can help develop critical thinking and raise awareness, thereby enabling 
consumers to become more pro-active. It is also an important vehicle for building the confidence that 
consumers need to operate in increasingly complex markets. 
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