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This paper explores the interplay and configuration of practices as enacted by consumers within the context of ‘Chama’, a form of

consumer-constituted community in Kenya. ‘Chama’ is the specific word used to refer to collectives very similar to the Rotating

Savings and Credit Associations (ROSCAs), and is the term to be used in this paper to refer to ROSCA and other similar collectives.

The roles of the Chama (and the rotating pot inherent therein) in enabling members to interact as consumers and fulfill their need to be

part of a community (Cova 1997), to engage in consumption practices and ultimately meet varied consumption goals, position it as a

fitting context to highlight how consumer practices emerge on a bedrock of such social-historically patterned collectives.  The study is

hence considered to fall within the consumer culture theory domain (Arnould and Thompson, 2005).
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This paper explores the interplay and configuration of practices as enacted by consumers within the context of ‘Chama’, a form of 
consumer-constituted community in Kenya. ‘Chama’ is the specific word used to refer to collectives very similar to the Rotating Savings 
and Credit Associations (ROSCAs), and is the term to be used in this paper to refer to ROSCA and other similar collectives.  The roles of the 
Chama (and the rotating pot inherent therein) in enabling members to interact as consumers and fulfill their need to be part of a community 
(Cova 1997), to engage in consumption practices and ultimately meet varied consumption goals, position it as a fitting context to highlight 
how consumer practices emerge on a bedrock of such social-historically patterned collectives.  The study is hence considered to fall within 
the consumer culture theory domain (Arnould and Thompson, 2005).

CONSUMER COMMUNITIES LITERATURE
Within consumer behavior literature, an increasing number of studies now focus on ways in which consumers organize themselves into 

social collectives or communities to meet various consumption goals. Such studies have been placed in the context of brand communities, 
both on virtual and physical space (e.g. Muniz Jnr and O’Guinn 2001) and consumer tribes (e.g. Cova et al. 2007).  This literature has been 
useful in illuminating how such groups emerge and are maintained, and how different consumer practices consequently emerge (Schau et 
al, 2009).  These studies have however been limited to western contexts, and there is a paucity of studies highlighting consumer-based col-
lectives in non-western developing country contexts, and especially Africa.  Despite their absence in consumer literature however, these 
collective do exist, albeit in different forms from those discussed in western contexts.  Whereas brand communities and consumer tribes are 
‘market-facing’ and constituted around marketplace resources and brands (Schau et al, 2009), those in non-western contexts are constituted 
along non-commercial lines, and are significantly influenced by the socio-historical structures within which they are (re)produced (Johnson 
2004).  These non-market based non-western forms of collectives are however understudied, and the study seeks to fill in this gap.

The study draws on the precepts of Actor Network Theory, which considers the interaction of both human and non-human elements key 
in the constitution of entities (Latour 2005).   This is because existing literature on Chama presents it as an entity consisting of a number of el-
ements including human participants, documents used (constitutions, rules and regulations); objects (the pot representing consumer savings, 
consumer durables acquired by participant);  or actions (attending meetings, entertaining) (Ardener 1964).  By using ANT lens to analyze 
these interactions it is possible to account for outcomes that impact on consumer behaviour.

THE STUDY
This was a pilot study which employed an interpretivist perspective in order to understand the consumer environment and their lived ex-

periences (Holbrook and O’Shaughnessy, 1988).  Consistent with similar studies focusing on consumer communities (Schouten and McAlex-
ander 1995) ethnographic methods were used, employing multiple data collection methods which included participant observation, individual 
as well as group interviews, informal conversations and photographs.   In total, three Chama meetings were attended in participants’ homes; 
one with an urban middle-class group of professionals, one with a semi-urban group of affluent women and one with women from the slum 
area.  The findings revealed three practices consistent across the three groups.

The first set, maintenance practices, revolved around activities that ensured that the Chama was constantly performed and maintained.  
For instance, in order to distribute saved funds, consumer participants met in one of their homes and feasted together. It was clear that the so-
cial benefits gained from entertaining and interacting with others during such meetings was more important for the consumers than receiving 
the funds.  This is consistent with what Holt (1995) refers to as consumption as play, where consumers interact purely for autotelic purposes.   

Support practices also emerged as important, as the participating consumers were actively involved in offering support to others in the 
group during occasions such as death of a loved one, birth, weddings and even during job losses. Such benevolent acts emanate from practices 
in the wider society in which members of the community participate in collective efforts to assist those facing misfortunes, in what is referred 
to as ‘Harambee’ in Kenya (Johnson 2004).  As part of this practice for instance, members engaged in shopping activities, which required 
certain skills in identifying the appropriate items for the particular cause being supported. As posited by Warde (2005) to be a competent 
‘practitioner’ requires one to possess the requisite goods and services, as well as the skills and competencies to be able to appropriate and 
deploy them as per the conventions of the practice.

Also prevalent were consumption control practices.  Consumer self-control was highlighted as a significant reason for participating in 
Chama, as the consumers needed discipline to save for future purchases benefited from the collective support in Chama to do so.  Some of the 
less affluent women indicated that they would go hungry on some nights in order to set aside some money for the Chama pot, as failure to do 
this incurred heavy fines from the others.  Control was also enforced on how the funds saved were spent. In some instances, the group would 
buy household utensils for the consumer rather than give them the savings to enforce discipline. Chama hence acts as a pre-commitment 



746 / Working Papers

avenue (Ambec and Treich, 2005) but not for necessarily to control hedonic consumption (Hirschman and Holbrook 1982), but to reinforce 
goal-oriented and deliberate consumption practices.

CONCLUSION  
The study reveals that Chama is a conduit in which a number of practices interact to produce outcomes that are of interest to consumer 

research. As evidenced, consumption opportunities arise, consumption behaviours are patterned and practices (and practitioners) are config-
ured, social and cultural capital necessary for consumer practice are accrued and demonstrated, and ultimately consumption goals are met.  
By focusing on the Chama context the contribution has been in revealing that consumer collectives can be formed and thrive outside brand 
influence, reinforced by society-wide norms and practices that have implications for consumer behaviour.
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It is well known that flavour is a psychological construct. Flavour, in fact, is an example of multisensory integration, because is a taste/
odour combination. Rarely individual components are perceived independently. Manifestations of interactions include smell/taste confusions, 
attribution of taste properties to odours, and the enhancement and suppression of taste by such odours. Moreover, food is characterized by 
visual properties, above all colour. Colour, in fact, has a profound effect on the perception of odors (1). 

In everyday life the existence of cross-modal association between vision and olfaction is obvious; if you are in a market and suddenly 
noticed a wonderful smell of ripe strawberries you would look for a fruit that was red rather than a fruit that was orange. Even if these as-
sociations between vision and olfaction would appear obvious, to date little research has attempted to investigate this potentially important 
topic. Gottfried et al (2) has shown that the presentation of visual stimuli can influence olfactory information processing; but what it is known 
about the contrary? Could a smell stimulus influence visual perception?

To address this complex topic, it is important to understand which is the role of higher-level cognitive factor in the appreciation and 
comprehension of a smell or a taste stimulus.

In this study, we investigated, with the fMRI technique, how the citrus aroma is processed by the brain, at the cortical level. There is a 
large amount of study in psychophysical literature underlying the cross-modal association between colors and odors. Many of the odors that 
we come across everyday life can be readily described by means of colors. But, what happen into our brain when we smell the citrus aroma? 
Does the brain elaborate the aroma just as a smell stimulus, or elaborate also others perceptual characteristics of it? We address this issue, 
investigating 13 healthy subjects with fMRI technique while they were sniffing the citrus aroma. 

MATERIALS & METHODS
2 stimuli were chosen in this experiment: citrus fruit and neutral (pure air). 
The experiment consisted of 3 sessions of about 10 min duration each; each sessions consisted of alternation of citrus aroma and pure air.


