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Fair Trade is understood in a triple sense: as part of the
content of global education; as a possibility for action-centred
learning in school or youth-work; and as a place of learning,
eg. the self-organized learning of volunteers working in
Worldshops.1 This kind of activity is quite popular in the
German development movement – incidentally more common
than in the UK. (In Germany there are about 750 Worldshops
with roughly 15,000 volunteers in total). Volunteering in a
Worldshop in Germany in many cases means not just running
a shop selling fairly traded products but also the involvement
of volunteers in development education activities and in
campaigning activities, eg. participation in the Jubilee 2000 or
the current Trade Justice Campaign.

Dimensions of action in Fair Trade
One sees a variety of dimensions of action in Fair Trade.
Although these mostly cannot be clearly distinguished in
practice – if only because the activity of a group or person
always includes several dimensions at the same time –
differentiating dimensions of action serves the analysis of the
specific characteristics of Fair Trade in this article.

1. Economic dimension
Both consumers of fairly traded products and volunteers in
Worldshops participate in the economic dimension. In the case
of volunteers in a Worldshop – and also students who sell
fairly traded products in school – to run the business includes:
ordering, stock keeping, selling, communicating with
customers, book keeping. A teacher from a secondary school,
who looks after a Worldshop which is run by fourteen years
old students, reports: ‘A prospering business encourages the
kids, the economic success is an important motivation, one
wants to do something meaningful.’

2. Creative dimension
This dimension includes all creative actions that take effect in
Fair Trade in both the economic dimension and the
campaigning and educational activities: it is about designing
and presenting, planning and organising. Whether one cares
for the shop-window display or develops ideas on how a
campaign on development-policy issues can be presented to
the public, the creative dimension of action satisfies the
requirements of self-expression, self-presentation and
expression of creativity, contributing to the self-confidence of
learners. 

3. Charity dimension
Many groups are engaged in Fair Trade with the intention of
donating the profit made from selling products, to support
projects in developing countries. Even if this is understood to
support self-help in the sense of empowerment of
disadvantaged people in the South who aim to improve their
living conditions, this approach to aid contains a charitable
attitude, which corresponds to the charity dimension.

4. Trade dimension 
Though the fourth dimension of action is charitably motivated
as well, it should be distinguished from the charity dimension.
Aid is not provided by donation, but Fair Trade itself is
regarded as an instrument to support disadvantaged producer
groups in the South, both through the higher price and the
advantage of long-term trade partnership, prefinancing and
consulting. Also contributing to the trade dimension of action
is the idea of Fair Trade as a model for greater justice in world
trade. With buying and selling fairly traded products one
wishes to change the political framework of world-trade. This
approach corresponds to the idea of ethical consumption and
is based on the assumption of consumer power. 

5. Political dimension 
This dimension deals with political action in a narrower sense.
An explicit political dimension also belongs to Fair Trade,
because development-policy or trade-policy campaigns,
advocacy- and lobby-work are considered and practised as an
integral part of Fair Trade (www.worldshops.
org/fairtrade/criteria.htm 07/07/04). The political dimension of
action also aims at changing the world – oriented towards
worldwide justice and sustainability.

The approach of global education
Before discussing in what respect Fair Trade is a good
learning possibility, a glance at the approach of global
education will first be taken. Here I refer basically to the
approach of Scheunpflug and Schröck (2002), which raises
the question of what kind of competencies learners need for
life in world society; asks which challenges result from the
phenomenon of globalisation; and develops tasks for global
education as a consequence. It is the aim of global education
in this sense to acquire competencies to deal with complexity.
Moreover this approach to global education is connected with
anthropological considerations, which will also be outlined in
the following (see ibid., p. 6ff):

Competencies to deal with complexity: Fair Trade as
a learning possibility in global education

Why is Fair Trade a successful and popular approach in global education? Barbara Asbrand asks which
characteristics of Fair Trade enable it to be a successful learning possibility in schools, youth-work and adult
education. She points out that the variety of acting and learning possibilities, but not its concreteness, lead to the
high potential of learning opportunities in Fair Trade. TH
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1. Complexity of world society
A basic feature of world society, considering the ongoing
globalisation process, is the minor importance of space and
the increase of complexity: exponential increase of resource-
consumption, limits of growth and increasing global risks, an
acceleration of social change and the fact that the distinction
of what seems to be strange or familiar is no longer only a
geographical or spatial question. Disparities between
privileged and marginalized people between and within
societies emerge. Due to widening communication and
mobility, access to knowledge increases. But at the same time
knowledge loses its importance in constantly shorter time
periods, and the state of not knowing, the knowledge about
what we do not know grows as well (see ibid. 2002, p. 6f). 

With the complexity of world society there are no simple
cause-effect connections and strategies of problem solving in
the global perspective are not simple and definite but complex
and unsure. One has to expect unintentional, accidental
consequences of intentional acting and further unpredictable
consequences of those consequences (see ibid., p.7f).
Scheunpflug and Schröck emphasize that people still tend to
think in linear cause-effect connections, because the
perception of complex connections is difficult. This becomes
a problem if the world changes so fast that familiar patterns of
acting no longer fit the problems people are faced with, such
as environmental crisis and global injustice. A way out is the
ability to learn: abstract thinking can compensate for
insufficient ability to solve problems. This is why people
committed to global justice or sustainability have high
expectations of learning – which becomes obvious, for
example, when one thinks of the efforts of development
education within the development-movement (ibid., p.8). 

2. Orientation in the mesocosmos
Yet there is another limitation: it is difficult to perceive
complex global problems and contexts, because human
perception is restricted by nature to the mesocosmos – to the
direct, sensorially perceivable, social environment. The ability
to solve problems is therefore oriented towards close social
proximity and problems that can be experienced by sensory
perception, located in the proximate surrounding are solved
first (ibid., p. 7). Especially regarding the ethical dimension,
this orientation towards close proximity gets into difficulty if
we think about living in a world-society. To take responsibility
in terms of moral values a social vis-à-vis is essential,
however in a global context moral behaviour refers to people
far away, future generations and the environment (see Treml
1992; Scheunpflug 2001, p. 94f). According to Treml (1992)
it becomes obvious that values and moral standards of social
proximity are being overextended if they are transferred to
global contexts. Problems of world-society are too complex to
be solved by individual behaviour based on ethical
considerations. Individual changes in consumption alone
cannot change world trade. This might be the reason why such
demands are often perceived only as ‘political correctness´.
Here too, the way out is not a further increase of morality, but

the exercise of abstract thinking, because with the ability of
cognitive reflection humans can overcome the limitations of
the concrete mesocosmos (Scheunpflug 2001, p.100).

3. Challenges for learning
The most important task of global education is to learn how to
deal with complexity (ibid., p.102). Alongside the reduction of
external complexity (eg. by fundamentalists) and intentional
didactic reduction (in school) is the increase of individual
internal complexity, the cognitive complexity of its own, a
possibility to deal with the complexity of world-society. This
is why Scheunpflug and Schröck stress the importance of
abstract thinking in global education (Scheunpflug/Schröck
2002, p. 8f). The challenge is to learn to withstand
contradictions, to ask questions, to learn to know and accept
differences, to be able to deal with the limitations of ones
ability to act and to solve problems in the global context.
Global education has to encourage competencies to deal with
knowledge and non-knowledge, certainty and uncertainty as
well as familiarity and strangeness. An increase of cognitive
complexity means to enlarge your own repertoire of behaviour
in respect of future situations through learning and exercising
abstract thinking, to have a larger follow-up capability
(Luhmann) for a variety of unpredictable future situations,
which means more possibilities to react to unpredictable
challenges in the context of world society (Scheunpflug/
Schröck 2002, p. 8f). Global education which aims at those
competencies requires activating and participative approaches
to learning, which enable various learning possibilities and
self-organised learning (ibid., p. 19ff).

Fair Trade – a learning possibility?
Fair Trade constitutes a connection between concrete local
consumption and global contexts of world trade according to
the motto ‘Think globally, act locally’. Fairly traded coffee,
chocolate, soccer balls produced without child labour, and
other products found in a Worldshop are tangible and
concrete. The activity of supporting disadvantaged producers
in the South through trade is concrete, pictured and
comprehensible as are the stories one can tell about the life
and work of producers. One is able to experience Fair Trade
sensorially in the mesocosmos. This concreteness is often
supposed to be the reason why Fair Trade became popular in
the action-centred learning approaches of global education.
Starting from the plurality of dimensions of action described
above, I will question this common assumption and reconsider
the idea of Fair Trade as a learning possibility. 

1. Dealing with complexity
Didactic reductions in teaching are certainly useful, but
teaching that reduces Fair Trade to the consumption of fair
traded products performs an inadequate reduction of
complexity. The consumption of fairly traded chocolate makes
sense and there is no doubt about the aim to seek greater
justice in world-trade. But the issue is too complex to assume
that one can solve the problems of small-scale cacao-farmers
in West Africa by buying or selling fairly traded chocolate.
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The debate in the German-speaking Fair-Trade-Movement
following the publishing of an impact-study on Fair Trade
(Liebig/Sautter 2000) has shown that the economic concept of
Fair Trade is more complex than it seems at first sight. From
an economic perspective the different measurements of Fair
Trade eg. ‘fair prices’ must not be regarded separately, but
complex interactions should be considered. Fair Trade from
this point of view includes all dimensions of acting:
Worldshops are symbolic ‘best practice´ (economic and
creative dimension), Fair Trade means concrete help for
producers (charity and trade dimension) as well as trade policy
(political dimension). The authors agree that the Fair-Trade-
movement should care about political campaigns, rather than
rely on the assumption that Fair Trade could be a model for
more just world trade (ibid., p. 168ff).

In global education simple answers to complex problems
are counter-productive – if only because they are seen through
by students. What is ethically correct cannot be taught.
According to Treml ethical education aims at exercising the
ability of ethical reflection (1992, p. 128f). Instead of teaching
students to behave ‘politically correctly’ in the sense of
buying fairly traded chocolate, Fair Trade is a framework for
self-organised learning and enables learning to deal with
complexity – if attention is also paid to background
information on economic issues of global trade politics and if
the complexity of Fair Trade is taken seriously.

According to the basic principle that involvement in
campaigns is essential to the concept of Fair Trade, these
activities provide important opportunities to learn to deal with
complexity: to ask questions, to be open to the new and
unknown, not to consider any measure in isolation, to
withstand contradictions and uncertainties, to pursue long-
term goals (as opposed to short-term aid through donations).
Campaigns enable participative and self-organised learning
and the acquisition of methodological, communicative, social
and personal competencies. Campaigning includes creative,
symbolic action in the close social environment as well as
requiring intellectual effort to gain knowledge of complex
international issues. The need for concrete action can be
satisfied and abstract thinking practised at the same time.

2. A variety of action and learning possibilities
Fair Trade would not be trade if it was just campaigning. The
other dimensions of action offer opportunities for learning as
well, eg. if a Worldshop is run by students, they are able to
acquire skills and practical knowledge in running a business;
they learn key competencies such as organising, planning and
project management, problem-solving strategies, team-work
and so on. The creative dimension enables cooperation with
fine arts and language classes. Students have the possibility to
experience their abilities and proficiency. 

Because of the concreteness of products and the
authenticity of volunteers as a resource, a Worldshop is a good
place to visit with primary school children. Action-centred
learning can be developed by further, cognitive learning,
aimed at acquiring knowledge, e.g. students preparing a short
lecture using information material provided by the Worldshop
or internet investigations. 

Considering the informal, self-organised learning of
volunteers in a Worldshop the variety of learning possibilities
becomes obvious: Within a group of volunteers different
people learn different things in different ways at the same
time. While one successfully understands the computer-till,
another can gain expertise of the World Trade Organisation or
learn how to write a press release about a forthcoming
campaign activity. Likewise over a long time period the same
person can learn and experience something new over and over
again because of the diversity of the work in a Worldshop.
(This might explain why so many volunteers have stayed for
many years, or even decades.) 

The success of Fair Trade as a learning possibility can be
explained by its variety. As learning is individually and
situationally different and cannot be determined, the
probability that learning takes place relies on the variety of
learning offered and the possibility of follow-up capability
(Scheunpflug 2001, p.74ff). This means that the more
different the learning activities are, the more individuals get
the opportunity to learn something. The variety of dimensions
or options to act and the simultaneity of concreteness and
abstractness in terms of content and form of learning offer
various possibilities of learning for different learners in many
different situations.
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Note
1 The website of NEWS! (Network of European World shops)
www.worldshops.org provides information about the World shop-
movement in different European countries and on the European level. For
more information about Fair Trade in the UK see www.bafts.org.uk.

The Development Education Journal Volume 11 Number 1 2004 • 17

TH
EM

E
A

R
TI

CL
E


