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In our fast-paced world context, consumers are increasingly exposed to temporary or lasting departures from familiar contexts: from

landscapes, surroundings, and/or significant others. Our empirical research supports the finding that consumption experiences act as

compensators from losses of the familiar. We elicited from the data two mechanisms for this compensation to occur: The Teddy Bear

Effect – symbolically activating the missing past in a current personal situation - and The Rebound Effect - anticipating novelty in life.

Ten case studies enlighten this agenda; their interpretation results from an iterative process leveraged on both participants and the

philosophical concept of Narrative Identity.
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“Guérit-on jamais des êtres qui nous quittent? [1]”

When choosing the words that best describe developed contemporary societies, specialists seem to agree on a kind of “disruptive”
vocabulary. They refer to: liquid, fluid, movement, fragmentation and acceleration (e.g. Lyotard 1978; Marquard 1991; Bauman 2000;
Lipovetsky and Charles 2004). These descriptors of an accelerated world capture the continual departure from familiar contexts in which
post-modern citizens are embedded.

Continual departures challenge traditional reference points, such as the classic family model, life-long working community or
citizenship. The ambiguity and instability of traditional reference points motivate alternative ways of organizing life, contributing to the
acceleration of such phenomena as divorce, migration and switching or losing jobs.

In this fast-paced world, our research, studies compensatory consumption in the framework of consumers exposed to the loss of
familiar contexts: landscapes, surroundings, and/or significant others. This study is a response to our conviction that investigating human
capacity to compensate for the disappearance of familiarity in life through consumption has become an important aspect of consumer
research (see for instance, Bonsu and Belk 2003; Curasi et al. 2004 or Schau et al. 2009).

The research method used for this inquiry has been inspired heavily by the bottom-up approach of Grounded Theory (Strauss and
Corbin 1990)–starting with the data and building the theory from this foundation. This agenda is highlighted by ten case studies of people
who have encountered important losses in life. After being shortly debriefed about the idea of lost under investigation, participants shared
their stories about their personal loss on four occasions:

1. A biographical written exercise: participants were required to identify important losses that had deeply impacted on them.
2. A lost telling exercise: participants were recorded during an interview, in which they were asked to describe the details of the loss.

Each of these personal telling exercises lasted between one and two hours, during which we interfered as little as possible with
the free flow of narrative.

3. A dialogical experience: the two first phases enabled us to identify a number of topics common to all participants. We engaged
in a dialogical experience (Thompson et al. 1989) during a second round of interviews, with the specific objective of focusing
on these particular topics.

4. Feedback exercise: participants were invited to provide an individual feedback on the preliminary conclusions that we drew when
they modified some of our interpretations and enriched the information we had.

The major results elicited from the data so far can be divided into two groups of strategies in which consumers leverage on
consumption, when facing the loss of familiar contexts: The Teddy Bear Effect and The Rebound Effect.

The Teddy Bear Effect: can be defined as the coercive force that aims at preserving a past that may otherwise be forgotten, in order
to ensure the development of a coherent personal narrative. Participants often bring that past closer to themselves as a reassuring strategy,
when times become uncertain and challenging (Marquard 1991, p. 81).

This effect can be illustrated with the case of Bruna (32 years old), an Italian citizen who immigrated to Belgium seven years ago.
She identifies living overseas as a risk of losing her Italian identity. For instance, she notices that her Italian is becoming less fluent, that
she has totally lost track of Italian shops, that she does not know the “new” words used by young Italians, as she no longer watches local
television.

Her personal Teddy Bear consists of purchasing traditional Italian food at supermarkets, which she feels is consistent with her Italian
cooking background. She also travels back to Italy each time she needs to celebrate a professional success. A couple of years ago, after
having bought an apartment in Belgium, the risk of losing her identity as Italian increased, she described the purchasing situation as
“strange”, as she would always have thought of having her own home first in Italy.

Purchasing a house can be seen at first sight as an activity we do in order to live there later on. However, as Martin Heidegger suggests
(1958), we already project ourselves dwelling in these places at the time we decide to build or buy them. Residential housing purchase
decisions are material signs of our desire to stay in place. In this case, Bruna’s decision makes her realize that she was intending to remain
in Belgium. Consequently, her reaction was to reinforce her personal Teddy Bear by buying most of her furniture in Italy and bringing
it by car to Belgium.

The Rebound Effect results from the capacity of the human brain to make up and integrate concepts, and multiple alternative action
plans in order to achieve future goals (Ingvar 1985). It consists of consumption-related actions performed to anticipate novelty in life and
compensate for past losses. One of our participants, Caroline (28 years old), experienced a Rebound Effect after losing a brother in a
motorcycle accident.

Her Rebound focuses on living a healthier and “carpe-diem” life. After her brother passed away, she became determined to overcome
her anorexia, a sickness which had plagued her since she was a teenager. She describes this change in her life as a personal strategy, which
obliged her to protect her own life, thus preventing her parents from losing yet another child. She now goes out for meals with friends,
without having to search for an excuse for not to eat.

8Free translation: Do we ever heal from those who leave us?
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Her “carpe-diem” Rebound acknowledges a new perspective on enjoying life that she and her entire family have adopted. She often
consciously reinforces her hedonic consumption, for instance by going on enjoyable outings, allowing herself impulsive purchases of
expensive clothes. She visits relatively expensive bars or restaurants from time to time and also bought a new car that satisfies aesthetic
criteria more than utilitarian needs.

As the world continues its accelerated innovative path, consumers are exposed more and more to losses of known paths. The speed
of change cannot immediately be comprehended by consumers who generally live at a slower speed. This requires “mundane”
consumption experiences to compensate for the profound loss of familiarity.

References
Bauman, Zygmunt (2000), Liquid Modernity, Cambridge: Polity Press.
Bonsu, Samuel K. and Russell W. Belk (2003), “Do not Go Cheaply into That Good Night: death-Ritual Consumption in Asante,

Ghand,” Journal of Consumer Research, 30, 1, (June), 41-55.
Curasi, Carolyn Folkman, Margaret K. Hogg, Pauline Maclaran (2004), “Identity, Consumption And Loss: The Impact of Women’s

Experience of Grief and Mourning on Consumption in Empty  Nest Households”, in Advances in Consumer Research Volume 31,
eds. Barbara E. Kahn and Mary Frances Luce, Valdosta, GA : Association for Consumer Research, Pages: 615-622.

Escalas, Jennifer Edson and James R. Bettman (2000), “Using Narratives and Autobiographical Memories to Discern Motives.” In
The Why of Consumption: Perspectives on Consumer Motives, Goals, and Desires, ed. S. David Ratneshwar. London: Routledge.

Guignon, Charles (2003) “Meaning in the Work of Art: A Hermeneutic Perspective,” Midwest Studies in Philosophy, XXVII, 25-44.
Heidegger, Martin (1958), “Batir Habiter Penser,” in Essais et Conférences, Paris: Gallimard.
Ingvar, D.H. (1985), ““Memory of the future”: an essay on the temporal organization of conscious awareness,” Human Neurobiol-

ogy, 4, 127-136.
Linde, Charlotte (1993), Life Stories: The Creation of Coherence, New York: Oxford University press.
Lipovetsy, Gilles and Sébastian Charles (2004), Les temps hypermodernes, Paris : Grasset.
Livingston, Robert and Nicholas Pearce, “The Teddy Bear Effect : Does Babyfaceness Benefit Black CEOs ?, ” Psychological

Science, Upcoming Issue.
Lyotard, Jean-François (1988), La condition postmoderne: Rapport sur le savoir, Paris: Éditions de Minuit.
McAdams, Dan P. (1993), The Stories we Live by: Personal Myths and the Making of the Self, New York: The Guilford Press.
            , Ruthellen Josselson, and Amia Lieblich (2005), Turns in the Road: Narrative Studies of Lives in Transition, Washington

D.C.: American Psychological Association.
McAlexander, James H. (1991), “Divorce, the Disposition of the Relationship, and Everything”, in Advances in Consumer Research

Volume 18, eds. Rebecca H. Holman and Michael R. Solomon, Provo, UT : Association for Consumer Research, Pages: 43-48.
Marquard, Odo (1991), In Defense of the Accidental, New York: Oxford University Press.
Ricœur, Paul (1988), “L’identité narrative,” Revue Esprit, (July), 295-304.
Ricœur, Paul (1990), Soi-même comme un autre, Paris: Éditions du Seuil.
Schau, Hope Jensen, Mary C. Gilly and Mary Wolfinbarger (2009), “Consumer Identity Renaissance: The Resurgence of Identity-

Inspired Consumption in Retirement,” Journal of Consumer Research, 36, 2, (August), 255-276.
Strauss, Anselm and Juliet Corbin (1990), Basics of Qualitative Research: Grounded Theory Procedures and Techniques, Newbury

Park, CA: Sage.
Thompson, Craig J. and Siok Kuan Tambyah (1999) “Trying to Be Cosmopolitan,” Journal of Consumer Research, 26 ,(3), 214–41.
            , William B. Locander and Howard R. Pollio (1989), “Putting Consumer Experience Back into Consumer Research: The

Philosophy and Method of Existential-Phenomenology,” Journal of Consumer Research, 16, 2, (September), 133-146.
Woodruffe-Burton, Helen, Richard Elliott (2005), “Compensatory Consumption and Narrative Identity Theory”, in Advances in

Consumer Research Volume 32, eds. Geeta Menon and Akshay R. Rao, Duluth, MN : Association for Consumer Research, Pages:
461-465.

High Hopes and Letdowns: The Influence of Self-Esteem on Expectations and Product Failure
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Self-esteem, defined as how worthwhile one perceives him or herself to be, plays an important role in one’s self-concept (Swann et
al. 2007). Marketing researchers have explored self-esteem in the context of consumer behavior, showing that it can affect overconsump-
tion (Mandel and Smeesters 2008), perceptions of models (Smeesters and Mandel 2006), brand connections (Escalas and Bettman 2003),
and materialism (Chaplin and Roedder-John 2007).

In our research, we explore how product expectations differ by self-esteem. Specifically, we explore the impact of self-esteem on
a consumer’s expectations of product performance, particularly given other consumers’ and professionals’ ratings of the product. Our
central proposition is that high and low self-esteem consumers will react differently to recommendation information because they differ
in their ability to adjust their expectations. Because people with high self-esteem (HSE) are more effective at adjusting their expectations,
when they have information (e.g., ratings by other consumers and/or by product experts) indicating lower quality, they adjust their
expectations accordingly. However, low self-esteem (LSE) consumers are not as good at making such adjustments. As such, these
consumers end up with high hopes for a low quality product. Hence we predict:


