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the focus of product development activity from nutrition to season-
ing with adolescent appeal, it fundamentally changed the nature of 
the producer-consumer relationship. Once characterized by limited 
mutual affect and buyer-dominant power (see Hinde 1995:6), the re-
lationship became one in which the customer not only ceded power 
but was also vulnerable, for both her son’s popularity and her legacy 
as a mother were at stake. Interestingly, while the company had hired 
a brand consultancy to create an elaborate consumer archetype com-
plete with a lifestyle “mood board,” the director of brand innovation 
(and author of the “Kick Ass Mom” epithet) denied using personas 
as a reference or representational tool. In interviews, not one mem-
ber of the team could remember the archetype’s name. They did, 
however, all know his mom’s. 

Implications. Recognizing that producers, like consumers, 
seek and value relationships with their dyadic counterpart illumi-
nates aspects of the logic by which consumer research is specified, 
interpreted and ultimately applied. However, there remain at least 
two significant challenges to the creation of meaningful producer-
consumer relationships. The first is evinced in the remainder of 
Katherine’s statement above, which continues: “The thing about our 
marketing department is that they focus max three years out and so 
from a brand perspective…it’s still more quarter-to-quarter focus. 
That’s how their bonuses are structured.” Katherine’s cynicism to-
wards marketers on the development team reveals the inescapable 
tension produced by conflicting consumer orientations among mem-
bers or functional areas. While copious research has examined the 
implications of cross-functional cooperation/conflict on new product 
performance, it has neither considered product developers’ envisag-
ing of consumers nor the resulting relationships a source of contesta-
tion. This finding suggests that surfacing managers’ tacit relation-
ships with consumers may aid in reducing resource-draining conflict. 
This might, for example, take the form of an  instrument akin to the 
Myers-Briggs Type Indicator which could be employed to diagnose 
managers’ predispositions and expose them to potential sources of 
divergence.

A second fundamental challenge is organizational turbulence. If 
“temporality distinguishes the relationship from the isolated transac-
tion,” (Fournier 1998:346; see also Hinde 1995:2), given the volatil-
ity of current organizational design, producers will be fated to mere 
transactional interactions despite their stated desire for close and sus-
tained consumer relationships. All of the focal firms in the sample 
have engaged in relentless reorganization since the inception of the 
research project, with managers laid off or repeatedly re-assigned 
from key consumer research and interpretive roles. Without conti-
nuity of interaction and experience with valued consumer segment, 
individual managers may be unable to foster empathy for their con-
sumer subjects, a condition Fournier et al. (1998) argue fosters a 
marketplace marked by consumer alienation and dissent. Senior ex-
ecutives, removed from day-to-day operations, understandably may 
not experience the same quality or intensity of consumer relationship 
experienced by their managers. It is imperative, therefore, that deci-
sion makers motivated to reorganize in the name of revised strategic 
goals be sensitized to the ramifications of frequent relational disloca-
tion among managers and their consumers.

The Construction of the Individualist 
Consumer-Citizen and the Commodification of Risk

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
There is a paradox in post-industrialized societies. On one hand, 

societies are characterized by an increasing concern with the man-
agement of risk (Beck 1992). On the other hand, there is an increas-

ing consumer involvement in risky activities (e.g. extreme sports, 
home birth, gambling, consumption of diet pills, marijuana, and junk 
food).

The socio-cultural conditions that gave rise to this paradox are 
closely linked to the construction of the individualist, self-interested 
citizen in free market economies (Cohen 2003). The consumerism 
movement initiated by Kennedy in the sixties came of age at the end 
of the seventies in all but emerging or closed markets. In the US, 
especially after the election of Reagan, neoliberal discourses with 
decreased government intervention gained prominence (Aaker and 
Day 1982). Being subject to the uncertainties of capitalism itself and 
facing the difficulties of calculating risks, the state transferred its re-
sponsibilities to its citizens, other market institutions (Neary and Tay-
lor 2006), and communities of reflexive doubt (Giddens 1991). Sci-
entific and technocratic expert communities, like the state, delegated 
ultimate responsibility of risk management to consumers (Thompson 
2005). Furthermore, the state became increasingly involved in the 
commoditization of risk, as exemplified in the increasing production 
and marketing of gambling by the state (Young 2010).

In this cultural setting, we explore how consumers conceptual-
ize, experience and justify their involvement with risky consump-
tion practices. Towards this objective, we conducted a netnographic 
analysis to observe consumer interactions on various online con-
sumer platforms (communities, discussion forums, blogs and social 
networks) focusing on consumption practices such as online gam-
bling, marijuana consumption and drug use for weight loss and body 
enhancement. The data collected are mainly electronic messages ex-
changed by online users and were later coded and interpreted.

Implications. The contributions of this research are threefold. 
First, our analysis aims to assess consumers’ conceptualization of 
various types of risks. Young (2010) suggests that there is a dialecti-
cal relationship between global and undifferentiated risk (associated 
with anxiety) and individual differentiated risk (associated with plea-
sure). Global risks are “unbounded, external and affect all society” 
whereas individual risks “appear as personal choice, are bounded 
and internal” (265). We build on his thesis by exploring the rela-
tion between global and individual risk. For example, consuming 
junk food is a pleasure-based consumption activity that poses in-
dividual consequences on an immediate term. However, it can also 
be transformed into a more global anxiety with the increasing rates 
of obesity and national health problems. Furthermore, we examine 
how anxiety-based risks are experienced at the individual level and 
elaborate on the multiplicity of discourses and practices these indus-
trial risks create. For instance, consumers might share the anxiety of 
global warming but neither experience nor act upon it in a uniform 
fashion.

Second, our netnographic study illuminates the nature of con-
sumer decision-making experiences as consumers face a multipli-
cation of expert communities. We investigate whether consumers 
find the increasing individualism and commodification of risk as 
liberatory or overwhelming. Consumers’ risk taking propensities are 
underlied by two forces: simplification and complification (Howard 
and Sheth 1969). Consumers reduce the complexity of decisions by 
using heuristics or shortcuts and satisficing criteria. On the other 
hand, the countervailing force of complification necessitates the con-
sideration of additional options and involves risk. Our study suggests 
that in most developed consumer markets the need for complifica-
tion is on the rise. Based on their risk-taking propensity, consumers 
are taking additional risk and expressing their individuality. In many 
cases, this creates great opportunities for marketers to recognize and 
respond to these individual desires with new and customized offer-
ings (e.g. insurance policies for extreme sports and bank loans for 
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plastic surgery). In other cases, the outcome is tension between sim-
plifying regulation efforts that reduce the risk-taking propensity of 
the population to a normative uniform/risk-averse function (e.g., do 
not gamble online).

Third, we demonstrate how various groups construct notions 
of risk and safety and how they define the boundaries of individual-
ism and free choice. Risk and safety are legitimated and promoted 
in accord with the economic and political interests of the involved 
agents –consumers, marketers and the state. The recent discussion 
on the legalization of marijuana is a case in place documenting the 
multifaceted process of ‘normalization’.

Consumer Culture Theories of the Consumer and 
Developing New Conceptualizations

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
This article has three objectives. First, it surveys how consumer 

culture theorists have variously conceptualized the consumer in con-
sumer culture theory. Examples include the consumer as meaning 
maker (e.g., Levy 1959), feeling being (e.g., Hirschman and Hol-
brook 1982), self concept (e.g., Belk 1988), metaphorical proces-
sor (e.g., Zaltman 1995), relationship partner (e.g., Fournier 1988), 
community member (e.g., Muniz and O’Guinn 2001), structured 
agent (e.g., Crockett and Wallendorf 2004), network actor (Epp and 
Price 199, and multiphrenic self (e.g., Bahl and Milne 2010)).

Second, the article identifies the unique implications of each 
conceptualization for collecting qualitative data, building grounded 
theory, and constructing marketing strategy. For example, the con-
ceptualization of the consumer as a multiphrenic self suggests mo-
tivating consumption in one of two ways. Marketers can promote a 
product as a self-serving solution to a particular kind of self shared 
by many consumers (i.e., an archetypal self). Alternatively, market-
ers can promote a product to the meta-self as a solution to common 
goal conflicts among selves. The conception also hints that new mar-
kets may be created by inventing new archetypes (e.g., GQ men and 
Harley bikers). To demotivate consumption, advocates could help 
consumers identify their multiple selves and heal their dysfunctional 
selves. Thereafter, consumers must learn strategies for resolving 
conflicts among selves (e.g., coalition), such that a few versatile con-
sumables can serve the interests of multiple selves.

Third, and most importantly, the article discusses how theorists, 
especially junior scholars, can develop new conceptualizations of the 
consumer to answer recurring calls for ‘new perspectives’ in con-
sumer and marketing research. The value of articles that explicitly or 
implicitly offer new conceptualizations of consumption (Belk 1988; 
Fournier 1998; Muniz Jr. and O’Guinn 2001) is evidenced in their 
relatively high citation counts, disproportionate numbers of awards, 
and frequent appearance in doctoral course syllabi. Owing to the im-
portance of new conceptualizations, this article addresses the ques-
tion: how do theorists develop new conceptions?

New conceptions develop in three main acts: ideation, construc-
tion, and publication. In the first act of ideation, the initial inspira-
tion for new conceptions may arise from intellectual ‘kindling’ as 
diverse as cognitive dissonance, eclectic reading, empirical research, 
new technologies, other fields of research, lay theories, personal 
experience, projective exercises, theory-data tensions, or thought 
experiments (Langley 1999; Weick 1989; Zaltman, LeMasters, and 
Heffring 1982). An idea is often expressed in tropes such as analo-
gies and metaphors (Lakoff and Johnson 1980; Morgan 1980, 1986; 
Weick 1989). For example, Muniz Jr. and O’Guinn (2001) began a 
vigorous stream of marketing literature with the simple notion that 

groups of people who consume the same brand and derive benefits 
from shared experiences are analogous to communities.

Second, no matter how their initial idea is kindled, theorists 
‘discipline’ their imagination (cf. Weick 1989) with theoretical ma-
terials from other disciplines to support their conceptions. Thus far, 
conceptual innovators in consumer research have drawn heavily on 
the social sciences such as anthropology, economics, psychology, 
and sociology and a bit less extensively on the natural sciences such 
as neuroscience and humanities such as literary criticism. Theorists 
can also discipline their imagination using empirical materials, but 
theory is always necessary. The theoretical approach is exemplified 
by Belk (1988). The author draws on multiple streams of philoso-
phy, psychology, sociology, and anthropology to evidence the idea 
that consumption is often like an extension of one’s self concept. 
The mixed theory-data approach is exemplified by Fournier (1998). 
The author tacks back and forth between relationship psychology 
and informants’ longitudinal engagements with brands to explicate 
the idea that consumption is like an interpersonal relationship. (For 
a longer discussion of theory construction as disciplined imagina-
tion via problem statements, thought trials, and selection criteria, see 
Weick (1989).)

Third, following ideation and construction, conceptions face 
the arduous task of warranting publication. ‘A’ journals such as JCR 
require that authors demonstrate how their conception makes a dis-
tinct contribution to the field. Authors can choose to highlight how 
their new conceptualization reveals (i) new aspects of the consumer, 
(ii) new consumption activities, or (iii) new motivating forces. For 
example, Bahl and Milne (2010) inject new insight into the role of 
the self in consumer behavior (cf. Ahuvia 2005; Belk 1988; Sirgy 
1982) on all three dimensions. (i) Consumers do not have one self 
concept, but multiple selves and a meta-self. (ii) Consumer choice is 
not as simple as negotiating whether a product matches one’s identi-
ty, but having a conversation among multiple selves – a conversation 
that may end in various outcomes ranging from domination to coali-
tion. (iii) Consuming is motivated by not only the need to sustain 
one’s selves but also by the need to achieve harmony among them.
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