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INTRODUCTION
As a form of resistance against the dominant marketing system, 

anti-consumption has existed since the start of consumerism (Kozinets 
and Handelman 2004), with anti-consumption being defined as a “re-
sistance to, distaste of, or even resentment or rejection of, consumption 
more generally” (Zavestoski 2002a, 121). This definition suggests that 
the concepts of anti-consumption and consumer resistance are inex-
tricably linked, and this paper seeks to explore how these concepts 
can be used to understand the challenges faced by beginner voluntary 
simplifiers (a category of anti-consumers) when they try to remove 
themselves from (or resist) the market.

The idea of voluntary simplicity was first introduced by Gregg 
(1936), who took his inspiration from the great spiritual leaders of 
history who he believed practiced the lifestyle. When describing the 
term, Gregg (1936) identifies concepts such as ‘singleness of purpose’, 
‘sincerity and honesty within’, and the ‘avoidance of exterior clutter’, 
as being the central tenets of voluntary simplification. More recently, 
Etzioni (1998, 620) defines voluntary simplicity as “the choice out of 
free will … to limit expenditures on consumer goods and services, 
and to cultivate non-materialistic sources of satisfaction and meaning”. 
This definition also emphasizes the voluntary nature of the lifestyle, 
in that it should not occur through either coercion by authorities or as 
a means of budgeting through tough economic times (Leonard-Bar-
ton 1981). To date, the literature on voluntary simplicity has largely 
focused on either defining or operationalising the term (e.g., Etzioni 
1998; Iyer and Muncy 2009; Leonard-Barton 1981), exploring the 
motivations behind the lifestyle (e.g., Shaw and Newholm 2002; Za-
vestoski 2002b), or examining the practices of experienced voluntary 
simplifiers (e.g., Craig-Lees and Hill 2002; Huneke 2005).

To counter the problem that much of the extant literature focus-
es on those people who have fully adopted the voluntary simplifier 
lifestyle, McDonald et al. (2006) recognize the importance of a large 
consumer segment that displays voluntary simplifier behavior, but are 
not committed or fully converted to the voluntary simplifier lifestyle, 
terming these people beginner voluntary simplifiers. Within the begin-
ner voluntary simplifier segment, they distinguish between three types 
of simplifiers: apprentice simplifiers, who are voluntary simplifiers in 
the making; partial simplifiers, people that settle for lifestyles with 
some beginner simplifier features; and accidental simplifiers, people 
that simplify involuntarily because of economic reasons and are often 
not concerned with the ethical or environmental aspects of consump-
tion.

The focus of this study is on those people who exhibit many of 
the characteristics of apprentice simplifiers (i.e., they have decided to 
adopt the voluntary simplifier lifestyle, but are in the early stages of 
doing so), but for the purpose of this paper, they will still be referred 
to as beginner voluntary simplifiers. Although not explicitly focusing 
on this group, Ballantine and Creery (2010) explore the disposition 
activities of voluntary simplifiers, noting the difficulty associated with 
the early stages of adopting the lifestyle, and its role in identity con-
struction. The authors also suggest a vague endpoint to the journey of 
becoming a voluntary simplifier, with some of their participants pro-
fessing a desire to live ‘off the grid’, and others indicating that they 
will always have some reliance on the market for what they need. In 
this respect, the journey of becoming a voluntary simplifier can be 
viewed as a liminal transition (Noble and Walker 1997; Turner 1969), 

where an individual separates themselves from an existing role (i.e., a 
mainstream consumer) and undergoes a transitional process (the lim-
inal period) before fully incorporating their new role as a voluntary 
simplifier into their daily lives.

Such a perspective is consistent with the idea that consumption 
and anti-consumption, and the attitudes individuals hold about their 
choices, can act as a form of identity creation and expression (Zaves-
toski 2002b). For example, attitudes about consumption can be linked 
to the undesired self, which serves as a reference point for judging 
overall life satisfaction (Hogg, Banister, and Stephenson 2009). More-
over, consumption is no longer always related to a positive self-con-
cept, with anti-consumption increasingly becoming important in this 
area (Zavestoski 2002b). Furthermore, anti-consumption can be prac-
ticed in several ways, and does not necessarily have to mean non-con-
sumption; it ranges from resistance to the rejection of consumption, 
and has varying degrees of visibility (Hogg et al. 2009). However, irre-
spective of what form of anti-consumption behavior occurs, the litera-
ture suggests that these behaviors are context dependent, and that the 
behaviors, challenges and attitudes associated with anti-consumption 
are highly affected by social, cultural and market influences (Zavestos-
ki 2002b). In many instances, anti-consumption behaviors go against 
social norms, and therefore, can be stressful (Iyer and Muncy 2009), 
with Cherrier and Murray (2007) also noting the emotional costs as-
sociated with resisting consumption.

Although Bekin, Carrigan, and Szmigin (2005) note that market 
resistance is a reason why people adopt the voluntary simplifier life-
style, the literature suggests that not everyone is able to successfully 
adopt the lifestyle and escape the consumer society. Arnould (2007) ar-
gues that the whole idea of anti-consumption reinforces social classes, 
because only the wealthy can afford to resist the market by adopting 
voluntary simplicity lifestyles. Similarly, Taylor-Gooby (1998) sug-
gests that voluntary simplicity is a luxury for rich and secure minori-
ties, arguing that the ‘greening’ of capitalism should be a worldwide 
project. For both Arnould (2007) and Taylor-Gooby (1998), the notion 
of being able to escape the market is a romanticized idea, with Ar-
nould providing the example of an African community that is deprived 
of consumption to support his point-of-view. To counter this, some 
authors (e.g., McDonald et al. 2006) have highlighted how voluntary 
simplicity does not necessarily have to be practiced away from the 
market. Even though voluntary simplifiers can stay within the market, 
Taylor-Gooby (1998) would criticize them for doing so, arguing that 
they often keep much of their wealth, and that their approach is too 
silent; ignoring the possibility of a more activist approach.

Taken together, the literature indicates that market resistance is a 
reason why many people adopt the voluntary simplifier lifestyle, that 
consumer resistance is often a difficult act to undertake, and that little 
is known about individuals early in their transition into becoming a 
voluntary simplifier, so it is of interest to explore the challenges begin-
ner voluntary simplifiers experience when they try to remove them-
selves from the market. Thus, a key contribution of this paper is to 
address the following research question: what challenges do beginner 
voluntary simplifiers face when trying to resist the market from which 
they are trying to escape?

Given the above focus, this study will not explore the reasons 
for adopting the lifestyle, nor will it examine the activities undertaken 
while adopting the lifestyle; the focus is instead on the challenges en-
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countered when adopting the lifestyle, and the reasons it may be dif-
ficult to do so. This study also explores resistance to the market as a 
whole, as opposed to resistance to a specific brand (e.g., Lee, Motion, 
and Conroy 2009) or specific marketplace behavior (e.g., Close and 
Zinkhan 2009), which has often been the focus of the literature to date.

METHODOLOGY
This study was interested in the challenges faced by beginner vol-

untary simplifiers as they adopt their new lifestyle. Since these experi-
ences are subjective, and full of emotional and symbolic content (e.g., 
Holbrook and Hirschman 1982), rich exploratory qualitative data was 
gathered from participants. Moreover, given the purpose of this study 
was to understand the experiences of participants in their own words, 
an interpretivist methodological approach (e.g., Lincoln and Guba 
1985) was taken.

Fourteen beginner voluntary simplifiers were interviewed for this 
study using a series of in-depth semi-structured interviews. Each inter-
view was approximately one hour in length. The participants ranged 
in age from 22 to 58, and they were all in the early stages of adopting 
the voluntary simplifier lifestyle (i.e., they had made the decision to 
adopt the lifestyle within the previous six month period). Six partici-
pants were male and eight were female. To recruit participants, both 
purposive and snowball sampling were used. Purposive sampling al-
lowed participants to be selected on the basis of specific criteria (i.e., 
they were beginner voluntary simplifiers), and also allowed diversity 
to be built into the sample (Lincoln and Guba 1985). These partici-
pants were contacted through a sustainability network based in Christ-
church, New Zealand. The members of this network were interested 
in learning about and practicing behaviors consistent with voluntary 
simplifier behavior. Snowball sampling then meant that those people 
interested in participating in this study could act as a link, where they 
identified other potential participants (Miles and Huberman 1994) with 
similar values, but who were not members of the sustainability net-
work. Based upon a series of questions asked during the recruitment 
process, the participants in this study perceived themselves as wanting 
to achieve a lifestyle consistent with the definition of voluntary sim-
plicity provided by Etzioni (1998).

The interviews had a phenomenological focus (i.e., they were 
from the perspective of the participants). Although an interview guide 
was followed, the interviews had the nature of a conversation, allow-
ing the researcher to follow the interviewees lead and adjust the course 
of the interview to the topics that emerged. This approach allowed 
participants to provide thick descriptions, where they were able to ar-
ticulate their experiences as they perceived them. To analyze the chal-
lenges faced by participants when adopting the voluntary simplifier 
lifestyle, a within case analysis (Miles and Huberman 1994) was used 
to gain insight, and was undertaken in the form of coding and sorting, 
which Tesch (1990) describes as decontextualising as the data are sep-
arated from their original cases. The data were then recontextualised 
through the identification of themes present across cases. The themes 
were constructed from reoccurring statements or concepts described 
by the participants (Miles and Huberman 1994). Given the potential 
for multiple interpretations of the data, two independent judges were 
used to authenticate the findings.

ANALYSIS AND RESULTS
Six main themes emerged from the interviews, which allow us to 

understand the challenges faced by beginner voluntary simplifiers as 
they adopt their new lifestyle and try to resist the pressures of the mar-
ket. These themes were: habitual consumption, nongenerosity, plan-
ning and organizing, substituting experiences, money as an enabler, 
and balancing social activities and reducing consumption.

Habitual Consumption
All participants found adopting the lifestyle most difficult at the 

start, but easier later on, as they were able to break their habits and 
change their mindset. Many also felt frustrated and deprived while 
doing so. Kayla (aged 22) typified many participants when she re-
flected “I was tired and working heaps and kind of over it, and I 
think that was mainly because I was needing to change my ways, my 
routines, and changing all of that is quite hard. It takes a lot of energy 
and thought, and you are constantly nagging with yourself”.

After a period of adjustment, participants frequently noticed 
that they did not miss the things they had previously been used to. 
Moreover, participants often formed new habits which they were 
happy about. Andrea (aged 27), for example, created the habit of 
bringing her own lunch to work rather than buying it, stating “It’s 
really good getting into that habit and it’s not that hard. Once I got a 
routine, for example the lunches, it kind of got easier. So originally 
I had to change my bad habits, but once I had a routine and I could 
stick to that it got easier I think”.

Of all behavior, habits are often the hardest to break because 
they are ingrained and automatic (Verplanken and Wood 2006), so 
it was not surprising that participants experienced some difficulty 
while trying to alter their habitual consumption behavior. It was also 
evident that after a period of adjustment, behaviors consistent with 
the voluntary simplifier lifestyle became the norm. However, the 
short-term difficulty associated with changing habitual consumption 
behavior could act as a barrier for any individual undertaking the 
lifestyle.

Nongenerosity
Another challenge faced by participants was nongenerosity, 

or the unwillingness to share or give possessions to others (Belk 
1984). This often manifested itself in not spending money on others, 
but also included the reduced giving of material items like gifts, as 
participants felt they needed to look after their own needs first. For 
Thomas (aged 31), needing to be careful with money in social situa-
tions was a negative experience, but he suggested that self-awareness 
was a way of overcoming this, saying “It does make you a little bit 
more stingy, which has the potential for impacting either your quality 
of life or your social interaction … but simply being aware of that 
reflex seems to do enough to counterbalance it”.

Other participants found that being more frugal did not have 
to result in nongenerosity as they made personal gifts, supporting 
the idea that a positive outcome of frugality is increased creativity, 
especially when using and re-using resources (e.g., Lastovicka et al. 
1999).

Planning and Organizing
Reducing consumption often required a substantial effort to 

plan and organize. Homemade lunches, supermarket shopping, 
homemade gifts, and alternative social activities were common ar-
eas where advanced planning was needed. Many participants, when 
adopting the lifestyle, found planning and organizing difficult due to 
the time and effort involved. For example, Harry (aged 31) observed 
“I had to be more organized which I wasn’t used to and was very 
difficult. I wasn’t used to planning and thinking ahead. I normally 
buy as I go”.

Participants also realized that consumption was a form of buy-
ing time. For example, when buying fast food, the extra money spent 
was seen as payment for the time saved. Voluntary simplicity can be 
viewed as the luxury consumption of time (Arnould 2007), and when 
first adopting the lifestyle, participants reflected that they needed to 
find a balance between time and money.
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Substituting Experiences
Participants found that reducing their consumption via substitu-

tion did not have a major effect on their well-being, although the 
process of finding alternative solutions for their previous consump-
tion behavior was often challenging. The substitution of previous 
consumption behaviors by voluntary simplifiers is discussed in the 
literature (e.g., Bekin et al. 2005), and participants in this study found 
alternatives such as watching movies at home instead of going out, 
or in the instance of Daniel (aged 44): “I bought fake maple syrup 
instead of real maple syrup … In a lot of cases I ended up compro-
mising on quantity or cost…”.

As exemplified by this quote, the participants came across the 
dilemma of whether to reduce their consumption in terms of qual-
ity or quantity. Another participant decided to buy more expensive 
beer, because he found he gained the same satisfaction from con-
suming less. Ahuvia (2008) recognizes a tension in anti-consumption 
known as the Rolex Dilemma, which indicates that anti-consumption 
requires people to choose between items that are better quality and 
will last longer versus items that are cheaper but of poorer quality, 
and this trade-off was found to affect all participants.

Money as an Enabler
When adopting the lifestyle, participants encountered the real-

ization that money was acting as an enabler for activities that made 
them happy. With this, they often struggled to balance their reduc-
ing consumption while still participating in the activities they loved. 
However, reducing consumption could sometimes go too far, with 
Dylan (aged 23) stating “There is obviously under consumption, so 
you’ve got to find a range which is comfortable for you. Spending 
that much and getting all the emotional, physical, mental and spiri-
tual fulfillment that you need … Money isn’t really going to get you 
happiness … It’s not an end in itself, it is a means to an end, so if you 
get what you want without spending any money you are fine”.

Thus, while participants recognized the role of money in fa-
cilitating consumption, they also realized that money was often 
only a means to an end. Moreover, many activities undertaken by 
participants had little monetary cost (e.g., going for walks, picnics), 

while others did require a level of financial commitment (e.g., out-
door sports such as kayaking and rock climbing, or activities such as 
dance lessons). With these activities often being linked to a sense of 
well-being, participants reported that their expectations about what 
activities they could still participate in as part of the voluntary sim-
plicity lifestyle played a role in how they maintained their quality of 
life, while still decreasing their consumption in a manner consistent 
with the lifestyle they had adopted.

Balancing Social Activities and Reducing Consumption
Another challenge for participants was balancing social activi-

ties while reducing consumption, as much of their social interaction 
was based around consumption activities like going out for coffee, 
movies, or drinks. Thus, they often struggled to find a balance be-
tween reducing their consumption and maintaining their social net-
work as the following reflection by Monique (aged 31) suggests: 
“Sometimes I found it a bit socially isolating as well for the reason 
that I want to go to a café and be around other people and want to go 
out with friends”.

To address these issues, participants tried to find social activi-
ties that were either based on cheaper/reduced consumption (e.g., 
buying coffee instead of lunch), or free consumption. Free activi-
ties included going for walks, picnics and home gatherings, which 
are considered by Etzioni (1998) as typical downshifter behaviors. 
However, some participants found it easier to stop participating in 
social activities, which led them to feeling unhappy and deprived, 
as the interaction of their social group was facilitated by material or 
service consumption. Monique (aged 31) exemplified this problem, 
stating “It was demoralizing. I stopped participating in social activi-
ties because the interaction of my social group is based on material 
or service consumption. I felt rude going around to peoples’ houses 
without bringing anything for example, because it’s something I have 
always done. You take something”.

Proposed Conceptual Model
Figure 1 highlights how these six themes can be used to depict 

the journey of becoming a voluntary simplifier. 
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FIGURE 1: CHALLENGES FACED WHILE BECOMING A VOLUNTARY SIMPLIFIER 
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At the start of the journey, a non-simplifier (i.e., a mainstream 
consumer) may experience a sense of an undesired self, which leads 
them to consider adopting a lifestyle of lessened consumption, such 
as that provided by voluntary simplification. After making the de-
cision to change their marketplace behavior, an individual enters a 
liminal period (Noble and Walker 1997; Turner 1969), where they 
start the transition towards becoming their desired extension of self 
(Belk 1988); that of becoming a voluntary simplifier, and the anti-
consumption practices which are inherent with that lifestyle. Be-
tween these two states, this study has highlighted the challenges an 
individual may encounter during the transition period, where they are 
a beginner voluntary simplifier trying to resist the market.

DISCUSSION
While choosing to embrace the anti-consumption ethos of the 

lifestyle, the participants in this study faced many challenges in the 
journey of becoming a voluntary simplifier. Perhaps the most chal-
lenging aspect of adopting the lifestyle for participants was reducing 
consumption while still maintaining social ties that were often cen-
tered around consumption. In this regard, even though the partici-
pants in this study held values around lessened consumption, their so-
cial network made it difficult for them to resist their previous market 
behaviors. This perspective is echoed in the liminality literature, in 
that the detachment from prior relationships and social roles, which 
is part of the liminal period, is often an uncomfortable experience for 
those people who are in between their previous role and the one they 
wish to assume (Noble and Walker 1997). Many participants were 
also found to reflect upon the challenges they experienced by incor-
porating the dimension of financial cost in their discourse. For all 
participants, this was often reflective of their expectations about vol-
untary simplification, in that by choosing an anti-consumption life-
style, their lessened focus on consumption was considered together 
with the financial costs associated with their previous consumption 
practices, thus making money a surrogate measure of their progress.

The literature suggests that beyond basic levels of consumption, 
one can increase their well-being more with social interaction than 
with further consumption (Cummins 2000). However, if one’s social 
interaction is based on consumption activities, and the values of a so-
cial group are not open to alternative consumption, then consumption 
acts as an enabler for social interaction and long-term well-being. A 
common motivation for voluntary simplification is social influence 
(McDonald et al. 2006), and if beginner voluntary simplifiers experi-
ence social resistance (e.g., social norms that support consumption), 
then the transition to adopting the lifestyle is made more difficult.

There are many ways anti-consumption attitudes may manifest 
themselves, and the voluntary simplifier lifestyle is but one of these. 
Synonymous with this lifestyle is the idea of consumer resistance, 
although in the case of voluntary simplifiers, the focus of their re-
sistance is the entire market, and the consumption values and prac-
tices of that market. Building upon the conceptual model introduced 
earlier, while anti-consumption is a dominant discourse for beginner 
voluntary simplifiers, their resistance to the marketplace can be seen 
as changing in focus, depending on where they are in the journey of 
adopting their new lifestyle. Moreover, while voluntary simplifiers 
are often perceived as a distinct social group, this study suggests their 
resistance of the market exists at the individual level, and the chal-
lenges faced when adopting the lifestyle are often idiosyncratic to 
each person. In this respect, this paper highlights the transitory nature 
of resistance; while anti-consumption may be a prevailing discourse 
for beginner voluntary simplifiers, how they resist the market (and 
the challenges they have doing so) is continually evolving.

CONCLUSION
The study suggests that beginner voluntary simplifiers encoun-

ter several challenges while in the early stages of adopting their new 
lifestyle. In his 2002 paper, Kozinets asked whether it is possible 
to evade the market, finding that if it is possible, it is most likely 
to be temporary and local. Extending this, Cherrier (2009) suggests 
that whether anti-consumption is a resistance to dominant powers or 
one’s own domination, it depends on a sense of identity grounded 
in social positions, empowerment, and a vision of society. Overall, 
this study highlights that while beginner voluntary simplifiers hold a 
strong anti-consumption ethic, the way this manifests itself is influ-
enced by both themselves and their existing social network. In this 
respect, the true challenge for beginner voluntary simplifiers is how 
to resist the influence of the market in which their daily activities and 
social ties are so firmly imbedded.
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