
Advisory Meeting #7   
Needs vs. Wants: Focusing on what really matters in a world of abundance 

Friday, December 7, 2012 
 
Below see an outline of what advisory mentors used prior to the last advisory meeting. Ask your 
child what their advisory group discussed and find a way to talk to them about how these topics 
and discussions affect them. 
 

Please note that some mentors address the immediate concerns of students and discuss various 

topics that are raised by them during advisory meeting time. 

 
Objective: To give students an opportunity to distinguish between personal needs and 
wants, and consider how things are used or wasted. 

  
Discussion Points 
 
The relationship between needs and wants is an important lesson for children to learn and 
understand. A need is something an organism must have in order to survive. For example, people 
need air, food, water, and shelter. A want is something someone would like to have. For example, 
bikes, video games, and televisions are all wants; people can survive without them. Encourage 
students to think about their needs and wants. 
 
People often want much more than they need. As a result, people must make choices about what 
they truly need and what they can afford. For example, should someone buy pet food and groceries 
or buy a new video game? Children can also learn about where their money goes when they 
purchase something. Why should you buy products made from recyclable materials? Why should 
you support local businesses in your community? 

The difference between a need and a want is pretty simple -- until you set yourself loose in a store. 
Double chocolate chip ice cream? It's a food, so mark it as a need. That designer t-shirt that fits you 
perfectly? Well, you need more shirts, so why shouldn’t it count too? 

In actuality, you only need four things to survive: 

• A roof over your head 
• Enough food and water to maintain your health 
• Basic health care and hygiene products 
• Clothing (just what you need to remain comfortable and appropriately dressed) 



Everything that goes beyond this – a big house, name-brand clothes, fancy foods and drinks, a new 
car – is a want. 

Does that mean that you should only buy the things that you need? 

 
Videos 
 
Needs vs. Wants – suitable for 5th and 6th grades (Also see the Project 7 video below – it’s a good 
video with which to end the Advisory period.) 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=el40d2gyWaI&feature=related 
 
Project 7: Needs vs. Wants – suitable for 7th and 8th grades (this video might best be shown at the 
end of the Advisory period.  It is very thought-provoking and helps shift awareness to Global 
needs rather than personal needs.) 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Hw16AZUlis8&feature=related 
 
 

ACTIVITIES 
 

1. Need vs. Want slide show  and Smart Board activity 
 

This has a good activity allows students to drag items to either a Need box or a Want box, 
bouncing things back that are incorrectly placed.  Some of the items might spark some 
interesting conversations, so it could be a worthwhile activity.   
http://www.wisc-online.com/Objects/ViewObject.aspx?ID=ABM3302 
 

2. What do you need? What do you want? 
 

This activity involves children working in pairs or small groups, sorting a variety of picture 
cards into different categories, followed by discussions. 

 
1. The first two categories: 

• Things you need to live a healthy life  
• Things you don’t necessarily need, but that might be nice to have.  

2. As a group, discuss your “needs” and “wants.” Did you notice any basic needs that you 
felt the cards did not represent (for example, things like “friends,” “clean air,” or 
“respect”)? 

3. Shuffle your cards again. Now divide the cards into these groups:  
• Things that end up being thrown away or wasted, at least in part  
• Things that are not usually thrown away or wasted.  



4. As a group, discuss how you sorted the cards. Consider together how different people 
define their “needs” or “wants.” Discuss how fulfilling the needs or wants of one person 
can create trash or garbage for another person. Consider ways that “trash” from one 
person might be usable by another. 

 
3. Determining What you Really Need 

From your earlier discussion, students have an understanding of their basic needs.  This 
activity gives students a tool for figuring out what they want most without spending money 
on things they really might not use. 

Make a list of some of the things you’ve been thinking about purchasing in the near future. 
Think about how much use you would get out of these things and how they would add to 
your life. If you find that they would add a great deal to your life and that you would use 
them often, put them at the top of the list. You might be surprised at the things you end up 
crossing off of your “wants” list altogether when you really think about them and find that 
they would probably end up in a garage sale in two years!  Have students share some things 
on their lists and explain why some things got pushed down or eliminated. 

Share with students that another technique for determining whether or not you really want 
something is to delay your purchase of it. Next time you’re in a store and see something you 
want, tell yourself you’ll go back and buy it in a week. If you still really want it in a week, 
go for it. Most things you want, though, will fall out of mind within a few days, and you 
won’t end up spending money on them! 

Extension Ideas for Discussion:  

• Discuss the role of advertising in the Need vs. Want dilemma.  How much does advertising 
affect our feelings about what we need and what we want?  How much does advertising 
influence us into buying things we don’t really need?  How much do advertisers know 
about our wants and desires? 

• Thinking back to our Global Awareness advisories, how do our needs and wants differ from 
those of people in other cultures? 

• How much of our discarded needs and wants end up recycled?  On garbage dumps?  
Polluting our rivers and oceans? 

 
 
Materials adapted from Brain Pop, FrugalLiving.About.com and Center for Ecoliteracy. 


