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Barbara B. Stern’s unique background in English literature and literary criticism brought to our field novel insights, methods, and

contributions. This roundtable discussion brings together scholars who have worked directly with Barbara and those who have found

her work inspirational to discuss her thriving legacy to consumer research.
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Extended Abstract
The purpose of the roundtable is to review and discuss the contributions of Barbara Stern’s literary approach to the field of consumer 

research. Participants who have worked with Barbara will provide a brief review of her contributions in key areas and solicit participant 
discussion around each topic. The discussion of Barbara’s legacy has already begun in email exchanges between roundtable participants 
and the co-organizers. We have created a Barbara Stern listserv’. Once the roundtable is accepted, an online forum will be activated on 
the ACR website so that anyone will be able to post comments and thoughts. The proposal incorporates contributions from others who, 
while unable to attend this year’s conference, have shared how Barbara Stern’s work influenced their own research. These scholars will 
contribute to the discussion via the online board, pre- and post- conference. 

In Barbara Stern fashion, the proposal begins with an etymological analysis of the word legacy. Legacy is something transmitted 
from the past. It is also defined as a gift and this second meaning is just as suited to describe Barbara’s contributions to the field of 
consumer research. Gifted herself, she gifted us with novel insights and theoretical perspectives from English literature. In organizing 
this roundtable, we solicited statements from scholars who knew Barbara and/or her work. Some worked directly with her, all found her 
work inspirational. The purpose of the gathering will be to review and uphold her thriving legacy to consumer research.

Barbara’s pioneering contributions to consumer research are best stated in Morris Holbrook’s words: “she transformed the possibilities 
for interpretive work in marketing research. By virtue of her training and experience in critical analysis–her ability to draw on a wealth 
of literary material not available to the typical marketing scholar–Barb infused her research with an authoritative command of interpre-
tive methods not heretofore found in our discipline… She has incorporated key ideas from feminism, has made a case for advertising as 
a species of drama, has applied influential taxonomic and structural models borrowed from the basic discipline, and has even ventured 
forth into an exploration … of deconstructionism …. she loads her critical approach with insights into the meaning of consumption 
and other marketing-related phenomena. These discoveries make her work a constant challenge–and joy–to read … one is constantly 
impressed by the high level of originality, imagination, creativity, and wisdom that she has brought to her work.” (Holbrook 2009, 6). 

The roundtable will proceed as an open discussion guided by the topics brought up in pre-conference discussions amongst partici-
pants. Since the exchange has already begun, emerging topics are listed here, using or paraphrasing (or quoting but unattributed) the 
participants’ own words in describing Barbara’s contributions to themselves personally and to the field as a whole.

Literary Theory. Barbara’s work brought to light the centrality of the humanities in general and literary approaches to the study of 
marketing in particular. She covered such topics as the uses of literary devices (allegory, personae, rhetorical irony) in advertising and the 
relationship of literary criticism to consumer research. In her breakthrough article (JM 1988) Barbara compared advertising to medieval 
allegory in that it provides didactic instruction to consumers. In 1989 (JCR), she introduced us to the role literary criticism can play in 
consumer research, etching out the different schools and how they focus on different elements, including author, reader and text (e.g., 
reader response, genre analysis, deconstruction). She then playfully applied deconstruction to Joe Camel (JCR 1996) in a subversive, 
destabilizing reading to reveal how his behavior hovers in undecidability (différance) between various gendered-sexualities including 
dominant masculinity, repressed male homosexuality and implied femininity. 
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Advertising. Barbara’s research offered new insights into the study of advertising text and narrative. She transformed our under-
standing, for instance, of the traditional communications model in advertising (source, message, recipient) by treating advertising as 
crafted text rather than as mere everyday speech as the model implies (JA 1994). 

Feminism. Barbara was an “embodiment of the kind of feminist who opened up opportunities for others both because of her ex-
emplary scholarship and because of her supportiveness of specific individuals” (female participant). She was “a true 2nd wave feminist 
as well as having overcome a bad marriage and all the obstacles professional women faced in the 60s. She was pretty fearless” (male 
participant). This topic will undoubtedly lead to lively discussion about feminism and how it has been manifested in the marketing 
academy. In 1993 (JCR), Barbara introduced us to feminist-deconstructive reading of ads suggesting that consumers engage in gendered 
reading such that males and females exhibit different reading styles. 

Pluralism. Barbara believed that pluralistic research projects drawing from different paradigmatic strengths (Kuhn 1962; Laudan 
1984) contributed to each other (Lakatos 1978) in fruitful knowledge exchanges. She viewed the humanities as a source of theoretical 
insights and hypotheses testable by empirical methods but, although she was intrigued by experimental research, she had no background 
in it. She walked the talk of synergy between humanities theory and scientific method (Geertz 1988; Holbrook 1987), collaborating with 
researchers with complementary background to hers in experimental design (e.g., Escalas and Stern 2003). 

Likely Audience. Seasoned and novice consumer researchers will benefit from attending this session. We anticipate that the discus-
sion will evolve more generally from Barbara Stern’s legacy of literary criticism to more general ways in which theory advances and 
the contribution of other disciplines to consumer research. 
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