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The purpose of this study is to introduce a theory of “counter-stigma,” in which anti-consumption ideology is leveraged to invert a

stigmatized practice into a heroic morality play, while simultaneously redirecting stigma onto the mainstream other. This re-framing

of stigma results in positive psychological outcomes such as happiness.
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As explained before, people have double moral standards when it comes to the same ethical dilemmas. Sometimes they see a certain 
thing as immoral, but on the other time they see it as moral. One of the reasons why this happens can be found in the philosophical 
literature. Currently, we live in moment where humanity is moving from the modern era into the so called postmodern era.

The modern era is categorized as an ordinate era. An era, where we as humans have better plans for the future. Humans work 
today, for benefits they would have in the future. Everything must have a plan and everything is under control. On the other hand, the 
postmodern society wants to have a meaning right away. Nothing is seen as the “best” thing, the difference is appreciated, and pretty 
much everything goes. Live now, and do not wait for tomorrow. Post-modernity is chaotic, and so are the people who live in it (Firat and 
Dholakia, 1998). Fragmentation and consequently multiple (fragmented) personalities are one of the most representative descriptions 
of post-modernity (Firat and Dholakia, 1998). Each person has a different role at different points in time. The fragmentation can also 
be a reasonable explanation, why certain actions are explained differently in different occasions. The morality of the situation depends 
from the role people play at a specific moment.

Howver, the process of the ethics change can be analyzed through the change equation model. The Change Equation model borrows 
from Hegel and McLuhan (1989) along with the Social Change Model of Leadership Development created in 1996 by the Higher 
Education Research Institute of UCLA in an effort to enhance student learning and facilitate positive social change. Hegel’s notion of 
the dialectic argues that each action will eventually receive a reaction, creating a new reality. In terms of the Change Equation, public 
opinion can be seen to be affected by the reception and perception of media messages, whereby the original idea becomes an opinion 
which is altered by media exposure into a new opinion, often publically mediated and perceived. Institutions such as mass media or 
government act as mediating devices for the change, and the key here is for everyday citizens to grab ahold of the mechanism themselves 
through various means such as involvement in public affairs, publication of ideas, or feedback using interactivity offered on the Internet, 
i.e. message boards.

Change is achieved as a matter of course due to the dialectical process; whoever controls the power of discourse can guide the 
perceptions that become new public opinion. McLuhan stated that each new communication technology alters the previous ones, but he 
was less optimistic that citizens would able to harness the power of electronic technology, mainly due to the constant distraction such 
innovation visits on its users.

The Change Equation therefore describes the mechanics of how ideas turn into action, through a mediating device. It combines the 
structure of Hegel’s dialectic with the electronic dimension McLuhan wrote about and adapts the UCLA model to show how normal 
citizens not connected with media or government can raise awareness, be active manipulators of message reception and perception, 
and implement social change agendas by getting out in front of the process and becoming active users with a goal in mind. Therefore, 
the model consists of six parts; the thought, the idea, the discourse, power, institution and finally the change. Each part of the model is 
analyzed for the case of the entertainment industry, and sheds the light on how ethics of its consumers change. 

To conclude, people do not generalize their moral standards, but they rather adjust them according to the situation in which they 
find themselves in. The main point here is that the context matters, not the deontological behavior that teaches us that we can only be 
right or wrong, no matter where we are. The same thing can be right in one context, but totally wrong in the other one. The dilemma is 
not the problem, but the context is. And if something is seen on TV, it is even easier to accept it. 
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Introduction and Research Questions
The purpose of this study is to investigate how stigmatized practices that are rooted in anti-consumption ideology are different 

from other forms of social stigma, such as disease (Goffman 1963), obesity (Hebl and Mannix 2003), and low literacy (Adkins and 
Ozanne 2005), and to introduce a theory of “counter-stigma,” where anti-consumption ideology is leveraged to invert the stigma into a 
heroic morality play, while simultaneously redirecting stigma onto mainstream culture. We also look at how voluntary participation in 
a stigmatized practice brings about happiness.
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To investigate these issues, we focused on Freeganism, a form of activism that involves employing strategies for living based 
on limited participation in the conventional economy and minimized consumption. A signature practice of Freeganism is dumpster 
diving—reclaiming food, clothes and other basic needs from dumpsters. For mainstream culture, consuming used, disposed goods and 
food past the date of expiration is associated with dirtiness, health risks and lower class status (Sen and Block 2008)—a stigma. But 
for freegans, dumpster diving is central to their freeganism beliefs emphasizing the message that much of what mainstream consumers 
consider “waste” is still usable, edible goods. 

Relevant Literature 
Stigma, often examined under the guise of a birth defect or medical condition, is a deeply discrediting attribute that makes the 

stigmatized individual de-valued by others (Goffman 1963). However, stigma could also result from ingrained cultural beliefs about 
practices and attributes that are unacceptable by mainstream culture (Sandickci and Ger 2010) such as low literacy (Adkins and Ozanne 
2005), living in a mobile home (Kusenbach 2009), obesity (Hebl and Mannix 2003) and sexual orientation (Neuberg et al. 1994). Thus, 
to mitigate or avoid problematic encounters with mainstream culture, stigmatized individuals often adopt stigma management strategies 
such as avoidance of contact, defensive cowering, hostile bravado, masking, and identity ambivalence (Adkins and Ozanne 2005; Goffman 
1963; Kusenbach 2009; Rochlen et al. 2008). 

While these studies offer insights into social stigma and stigma management strategies, there is little research that 1) investigates 
an instance of social stigma where the stigmatized practice is voluntary and ideologically motivated; 2) examines instances where the 
stigma is redirected to the mainstream culture, thereby cleansing itself of the taint; and 3) studies social stigma that results in subjective 
positive outcomes. 

Methodology
To address these areas of inquiry, we conducted an ethnographic study on the Freegan community. We conducted long interviews 

with eight freegans in Los Angeles, Chicago, New York City and London. We also engaged in participant observation of freegan dumpster 
dives, community meetups, and online discussion forums over a one year period. All interview transcripts, photography and ethnographers’ 
notes were converted to text and subjected to the three iterative stages of grounded theory—open, axial, and selective coding.

Findings
Findings revealed that Freeganism practices represent a unique form of social stigma that is voluntary and politically and morally 

motivated. Specifically, freeganism is founded on three ideological principles: anti-capitalism, spirituality of nature, and the ethic of 
sharing. These ideological principles inform the unique practices of freegans, which include dumpster diving, dispossession, squatting/ 
rent-free housing, and voluntary joblessness. 

Second, we found evidence of “counter stigma,” when freegans leverage their ideology to invert the stigma of waste onto mainstream 
consumers. While mainstream consumers see consuming waste as a tainted practice, Freegans view being wasteful as the stigmatized 
practice. Findings revealed that the stigma of “eating trash” was inverted into a heroic morality play through three important processes 
germane to the Freegan practice: de-branding marketplace resources, reclaiming and reusing disposed marketplace resources, and sharing 
reclaimed resources within communities and anyone else who need them. 

Finally, by enacting their heroic morality play centered on waste reduction, living on less, and sharing, Freeganism provided its 
devotees with a vehicle to achieve happiness. In their quest to save Mother Nature from an overconsumption society, freegans become 
moral saviors who have shredded themselves of the mundane needs often encouraged by marketers. They achieve a heightened sense 
of self-actualization and self-liberation which leads to a unique sense of happiness, one not based on possession and consumption but 
moral purity.

Discussion
In this research, we examine social stigma that is voluntarily adopted by consumers within the context of “freeganism”. By doing 

so, we add to existing research, which has primarily focused on different forms of stigma of which individuals have little locus of control 
or choice. These are often attached to biological or cultural situations such as disease (Goffman 1963), sexual orientation (Hebl and 
Mannix 2003), or courtesy stigma (Argo and Main 2008), 

Second, we introduce a theory of counter-stigma that is distinct from theories of stigma management and theories of de-stigmatization. 
Stigma management assumes that the stigmatized individual acknowledges his or her discredited status (Adkins and Ozanne 2005; 
Henry and Caldwell 2006), and takes actions to reduce problematic encounters with mainstream culture. De-stigmatization occurs when 
the taint of a stigmatized practice gets naturalized or erased through routine exposure over time (Sandickci and Ger 2010). However, 
our examination of the freegans revealed that they did not merely “cope” with the stigma, nor did the stigma get naturalized. Indeed, 
freegans not only acknowledged the stigma associated with practices such as dumpster-diving, but also reframed the stigma into a 
heroic practice linked to conservation, sharing and saving the world-that is they transformed the stigma into a “heroic morality play” 
(Luedicke, Thompson and Giesler 2010). Importantly freegans engaged in a form of “counter-stigma”, whereby they redirected the 
stigma of waste(fullness) onto the mainstream consumer culture.

Third, our findings provide evidence where a stigmatized practice serves as a vehicle to help individuals achieve self-actualization 
and happiness. This finding is novel, because past research has stressed the negative outcomes of social stigma, which include alienation, 
shame, self-hate and self-derogation (Goffman 1963). Social stigma also has been shown to negatively impact self-esteem (Brenda 2006; 
Crocker 1999; Crocker and Quinn 2003; Twenge and Crocker 2002), academic achievement (McCown and Weinstein 2003), and health 
(American Heart Association 2003). 

Finally, our findings provide an ideological perspective as to why people consume past expired goods. Strong sentiments of anti-
capitalism, moral responsibility to save the earth from an overconsumption society, and self-liberation underlie Dumpster diving. This 
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understanding contributes to existing research that posit economic theories (e.g. sunk cost, search cost) and psychological theories 
(endowment effect) to explain why consumers will consume goods past the date of expiration (Sen and Block 2008). 
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Anticipate, Go Big, Enjoy, Repeat:  
Towards an Optimal Consumption Strategy and Well-Being

Michael Lowe, Texas A&M University, USA
Kelly Haws, Texas A&M University, USA

Extended Abstract

“Happiness is the meaning and the purpose of life, the whole aim and end of human existence”–Aristotle 

The ultimate “big picture” of understanding consumer behavior is understanding what maximizes well-being of both individual 
consumers and society. If we accept happiness as the aim of human existence, it is an enduring obligation to examine the role of marketers 
in either contributing to or detracting from this goal. It should be troublesome to any in the field of marketing that accusations continue to 
be raised regarding marketing’s detraction from happiness through the promoting of a hedonistic and materialistic society. Marketers, in 
turn, defend their trade by pointing to the other end of the spectrum where sub-optimal happiness prevails because human needs or desires 
are left unaddressed (Diener 2000; Haws and Poynor 2008). Similarly, while researchers have contributed much to the understanding 
of how exercising self-control can lead to more positive long-term outcomes, there is also evidence to suggest that becoming overly 
focused on future outcomes results in lower overall enjoyment of life (Haws and Poynor 2008; Keinan and Kivetz 2006; Rick et al. 2008). 

Research has shown that high levels of consumption do not promote happiness, and the two may actually be negatively correlated 
(Csikszentmihalyi and Schneider 2000; Diener 2000; Myers 2000). However, research has also illustrated the detrimental effects of the 
inability (or failure) to consume at sufficient levels to ensure happiness (Diener 2000; Haws and Poynor 2008). There are inherent costs 
and benefits to consumption, and this relationship is apparently quadratic in nature. This realization, supported by further research, led 
Csikszentmihalyi (2000) to pose the following; “Up to a certain point, material resources add greatly to the quality of life. But where is 


