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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Consumer culture is often criticized for the deleterious effects 

it is assumed to have on civic connectedness and concern for the 
social good. The rising trend of socially conscious consumption, 
such as buying fair-trade products, offers a challenge to this view 
of consumer behavior. However, little research exists empirically 
testing the relationship between socially conscious consumption 
and civic and political engagement. The modest amount of research 
that does explore these connections is largely conceptual and as-
sumes a negative relationship, with consumer preferences winning 
out over civic ones.

The research outlined here challenges these shortcomings. 
Using a series of depth interviews, I demonstrate that pro-social 
consumer orientations can have a positive influence on civic and 
political engagement. Accepted wisdom among critics of consumer-
motivated civic involvement holds that this consumer orientation 
fosters individualism and self-interest at the expense of a collective 
focus, and that it redirects civic action away from the political realm 
to the corporate arena. The concern is that politically motivated con-
sumers will be civic-minded only to the degree that their own issues 
can be resolved and will avoid collective action at resolving more 
generalized societal issues. The data, which were collected using 
an existential-phenomenological approach, suggest such fears may 
be overstated. Among socially conscious consumers, marketplace 
behaviors offer a viable and meaningful springboard to political 
engagement. It is by attending to private, individual concerns that 
consumers address moral and ethical issues at the collective level. 
Socially conscious consumption taps into and encourages a kind of 
enlightened self-interest whereby concern for the self, as expressed 
through consumption, breeds concern for the collective.

This study draws on Soper’s (2008) notion of the alterna-
tive hedonist to understand how socially conscious consumers 
relate their private consumer practices to their public citizenship 
practices. It relies on a series of depth interviews with socially 
conscious consumers aimed at understanding the meanings they 
ascribe to their consumer choices. These meanings are uncovered 
through existential-phenomenological interviewing and hermeneutic 
analysis (Craig J. Thompson, 1997; Craig J. Thompson, Locander, 
& Pollio, 1989).

To explore the consumption as politics thesis, a group of white, 
middle-class, college-educated consumers who self-identify as 
socially conscious were interviewed using the E-P approach about 
their consumer practices and motivations. Literature about socially 
conscious consumption indicates that socially conscious consumers 
tend to be middle class, well-educated and white, as they are the 
individuals likely to have both the means and the opportunity to 
engage in socially conscious consumption. 

Informants were recruited from a small Midwestern city in two 
phases: first, through the researcher’s extended social network and 
second, through these informants’ social networks. In total, eight 
informants were interviewed over the course of two months in spring 
2009. Although all informants were white and middle class, they 
represent a relatively diverse group in terms of ages, occupations, 
genders and family structure. Six of the interviews took place in 
the informants’ home, one took place in the researcher’s home and 
one took place in a coffee shop. They were all semi-structured and 
lasted between 35 and 85 minutes, yielding 80 pages of transcribed 
interview notes. The interview format was informed by the E-P ap-
proach advocated by Thompson, Locander and Pollio (1989). As 

such, although the researcher relied on a brief interview guide, the 
interviews were allowed to develop freely and naturally. 

The results here expand on Soper’s framework by offering an 
explanation of the process behind the self-interested attention to the 
wider social good. Specifically, it is proposed that consumers engage 
in a process of making pleasurable compromises and trade offs. 
Socially conscious consumers reap a number of benefits (beyond 
the simple acquisition of material goods or services) by engaging 
in prosocial consumption. Across each informant interview, four 
particular and interrelated themes emerged: socially conscious 
consumption as authentic, as socially embedding, as empowering 
and as self-actualizing. For each of the socially conscious consum-
ers interviewed, the reasons behind certain consumer choices were 
clearly energized by personal concerns, such as family health. And 
while broader social concerns–such as the environment, animal 
rights–played into their consumption calculus, individuals did not 
differentiate between these different collective concerns nor did 
they prioritize one over the other. These collective benefits were 
thought of as a package and working toward them was part and 
parcel of enacting their own self-interest. This self-interest was 
tempered through a process of compromises and trade offs that 
were rationalized as enjoyable and pleasurable.

Each informant noted how their consumption choices entailed 
a degree of effort and sacrifice, but these sacrifices were made 
willingly. Rather than focus on the cost, both literal and figurative 
of leading a socially conscious consumption lifestyle, the infor-
mants concentrated on the enjoyment such compromises brought. 
By reframing the extra effort as a source of potential pleasure to 
another possible benefit, the informants were able to reconcile the 
burdensome side of prosocial consumption with the self-interested, 
private motivations that underpinned it.

Work by Hirschman and Holbrook (1982) offers insight into 
how consumers might transform consumption costs into benefits. 
Hirschman and Holbrook argue that commodities should not 
be thought of simply in terms of their utilitarian or functional 
attributes–as object entities–but as subjective symbols. Consum-
ers engage in hedonic consumption when they impart subjective 
meanings to objects and incorporate emotion into their consumer 
practices. This emotional aspect muddies the simple cost-benefit 
analysis that rationalizing consumers are assumed to make but also 
explains why consumers will make decisions that are not always 
the easiest or most cost effective. 

Instead of focusing on the problematic aspect of the consump-
tion act (“the store is difficult to get to” or “I can’t eat strawberries 
in January”), the informants emphasized the potential joy (“the 
store delights my senses” or “depriving myself of strawberries 
makes them taste that much sweeter when I can eat them”). One 
informant underscores this mental readjustment when she says: 
“We don’t feel like we’re sacrificing anything really. It’s all a gain.” 
By understanding the informants’ consumption practices through 
an “alternative hedonist” lens it is possible to understand how 
socially conscious consumers privilege their private desires while 
also benefiting the collective good.
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