
 

 
 
 
 
ASSOCIATION FOR CONSUMER RESEARCH 

 
Labovitz School of Business & Economics, University of Minnesota Duluth, 11 E. Superior Street, Suite 210, Duluth, MN 55802 
 
 
Roundtable Session : Neuroscience, Marketing, and Vulnerable Consumers: Integrative Approaches to Advancing Theory and

Social Welfare (Open to All)

Dante  Pirouz, University of Western Ontario, Canada 
 
Participants:

Ab Litt , Stanford University, USA

Baba Shiv , Stanford University, USA

Jim Bettman , Duke University, USA

June Cotte , University of Western Ontario, Canada

Adam Craig , University of South Carolina, USA

Angelika Dimoka , Temple University, USA

Laurette Dubé , McGill University, Canada

William Hedgcock , University of Iowa, USA

Todd Hare , California Institute of Technology, USA

Uma Karmarkar , Stanford University, USA

Theo Noseworthy , University of Western Ontario, Canada *

 

Integrating neuroscience and behavioral research can yield important conceptual and practical insights regarding how marketing

affects vulnerable consumers—whether young, elderly, neurologically compromised, or those suffering from addiction and other

behavioral-control problems. This roundtable convenes decision-neuroscientists and behavioral researchers to discuss novel

integrative directions for advancing theory and consumer well-being.
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Extended Abstract

Topic and Motivation.  Two exciting recent developments in consumer research have been the burgeoning use of decision neuroscience 
to explore unanswered questions about consumer psychology and behavior, and transformative consumer research taking the express 
aim of investigating and improving personal and collective well-being. For the former, an ongoing undertaking has been the identifica-
tion of explanatory niches in which neuroscience can most offer major conceptual advances above and beyond behavioral approaches 
alone. In contrast, the task of transformative consumer researchers is to identify important questions for consumer welfare, and integrate 
diverse research strands to best answer those questions and yield new insights.

This roundtable centers on a topic that ideally melds these goals of both movements, one that is both a core issue in transformative 
research and that can be studied with unique and essential depth using neuroscientific techniques: the effects of marketing actions on 
vulnerable and at-risk consumers, and the consumption patterns exhibited by these individuals. Vulnerable consumers are defined as 
individuals who have personal or situational disadvantages in the marketplace that can create negative outcomes for either themselves or 
for society as a whole. These vulnerable consumers include age segments such as children, adolescents, and the elderly; those suffering 
from addiction and substance-abuse problems; and those with behavioral control problems in other domains such as spending money, 
gambling, eating and weight management, and even problematic overuse of the internet and video games. Vulnerable consumers also 
include those compromised by medical conditions, including neurological damage, deficits, or disorders, or by medications and medical 
interventions meant to deal with such conditions.

Such consumers often exhibit distorted patterns of consumption within and across domains, and unusual susceptibility to various 
types of marketing actions. The typical consumer is exposed to numerous marketing messages every day. Under normal circumstances, 
consumers are generally able to process which to attend to and which to filter out in order to successfully regulate their overall con-
sumption. However, this is often not the case for vulnerable and at-risk consumers. Consequently, an area of critical importance in 
transformative research and its public policy applications is the protection of vulnerable and at-risk consumers from the adverse effects 
of products and their marketing.

Neuroscientific techniques can provide detailed and direct insight into the most basic biological, pharmacological, and psychophysi-
ological mechanisms responsible for the deficits and risk factors characterizing vulnerable consumers. Such efforts can leverage much 
existing research regarding neurological changes over the lifespan, effects of specific brain impairments, and how different neural circuits 
predict, adapt to, and develop sensitivity and tolerance to specific stimuli. As such, they can reveal much about the nature, fundamental 
bases, and underlying conceptual constructs and interactions responsible for diverse decision-maker vulnerabilities. Doing so in a man-
ner informed by theories and conceptual constructs from behavioral research, decision neuroscientists can contribute distinctively to the 
construction of more enlightened and biologically informed policy viewpoints and recommendations. Thus, revealing the bases of con-
sumer vulnerabilities is an area where decision neuroscience has clear promise and value to consumer research overall and transformative 
consumer research in particular, in terms of both generating novel conceptual insights and revealing key results for consumer well-being.

This roundtable will be a chance to discuss these possibilities for advancing theory and social welfare, and to develop interesting 
and promising new research directions from behavioral, neural, and integrative perspectives. We have drawn together a diverse panel of 
experts in neuroscience, decision research, and transformative consumer research, who are eager to explore these questions and issues 
regarding vulnerable consumers. Several specific issues already identified to be discussed are:

1. How research should be conducted and communicated when it has both clinical and managerial antecedents and consequences.
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2. Identifying vulnerable consumer groups that can be most effectively studied and whose well-being has most potential for im-
provement by integrating neural and behavioral approaches.

3. Discussion of past experiences of panel members who have researched various vulnerable consumer groups using behavioral 
and neural techniques—what was found, and what couldn’t be ascertained but is important to further explore.

4. How findings from disparate areas may be best communicated both to researchers in distal fields, and more broadly in order to 
influence critical public policy issues.

5. The most promising conceptual and methodological frontiers for studying vulnerable consumers, both in terms of specific 
populations deserving deeper study, and novel or integrative approaches with high potential for revealing important new insights.

Interested and Likely-to-Benefit Audiences
A wide range of attendees would benefit from attending this roundtable. Those interested in transformative consumer research, 

clinical consumer research, public policy, and consumer well-being would find this roundtable illuminating and informative regarding 
results from a burgeoning consumer research sub-field with particular relevance to key questions of interest. In addition, those working 
in neuroeconomics and decision neuroscience, as well as the larger community of consumer researchers who recognize the growing 
importance and promise of neuroscientific approaches and results, would also find this roundtable valuable for identifying novel consumer 
domains in which neuroscientific investigation could offer important insights.

To a large degree, each of these groups is only infrequently exposed to the discoveries and approaches of the other. Hence, a key 
benefit of this roundtable is in bringing these groups together in active discussion.

Facilitating Pre-Conference Discussions
The roundtable organizers are committed to fostering vigorous informal discussion amongst participants prior to the conference. 

We plan to facilitate such discussions primarily using either the ACR Knowledge Exchange forum or through moderated e-mails. Prior 
to the conference participants will be encouraged to develop and share with the group discussion points of most interest to them, as 
well as informal summaries of relevant research they have been conducting themselves or are interested in learning more about through 
discussions. All such materials will be collated by the organizers as needed and distributed to the group, and interactions regarding the 
issues, questions, and research results brought to the fore will be both encouraged and actively initiated by the organizers. Through these 
pre-conference efforts we hope to maximize the value and meaningfulness of the session itself.


