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INTRODUCTION
There is a need for more discussion amongst consumer research-

ers about what ideology actually is and how it may be used in a con-
sumer context. The concept of ideology remains incomplete on a num-
ber of grounds. Most importantly, little consideration has been given 
to the dynamism of ideologies (Kozinets 2008) even though ideologies 
do change, as extended goals shift over time. In this article, we in-
vestigate the interaction between consumer movements and dynamic 
ideologies. The Slow Food (SF) movement, a contemporary move-
ment concerned with food quality, taste, environmental/cultural sus-
tainability and social justice (Sassatelli and Davolio 2010) is used as 
a case study of dynamic ideology. Given that the SF Movement has 
undergone significant changes in recent years, shifting from a focus 
on gastronomy (good food), to the environment (clean food), to social 
justice (fair food) issues (Parkins and Graig 2006), it is an appropriate 
case study for studying how movement ideologies change overtime.  

It is natural to turn to the new social movement literature on 
movement ideologies for guidance, given that well established and 
rich theories of movement ideologies are here. Unlike the classical re-
ductionism of Marxism which relied on analyzing social movements 
in terms of production, new social movement theorists have turned to 
the spheres of culture, politics and ideologies and often include con-
sumerist elements into analyzes rending their frameworks useful for 
analyzing contemporary consumer movements such as SF (Cherrier 
and Murray 2002; Kozinets 2002; Kozinets and Handelman 2004). We 
use the work of Italian theorist Melucci (1943-2001), one of the key 
new social movement theorists (Buechler, 1995). Melucci’s work (as 
opposed to work by other key new social movement theorists such as 
Touraine, Castells and Habermas) takes the dynamic nature of ideol-
ogy into consideration and is the theoretical basis for this paper.  

DEFINING IDEOLOGY
Ideology is most commonly used in political discourse however 

other types of ideologies exist including social, ethical, environmen-
tal and epistemological ideologies.  Geuss (1981) suggests that the 
definitions of the term ideology fall into three categories—descrip-
tive, pejorative and positive. The descriptive definitions of ideology 
are self-explanatory and discuss ideology in a neutral sense. In this 
context, ideologies are close to the concept of worldview. The pe-
jorative definitions refer critically or negatively to the relationship 
between power and maintaining dominance. If the motivation is 
unconscious, then this is considered self-deception. Here ideology 
represents ideas which are fundamentally flawed. The positive defi-
nitions consider ideology in a more favorable light and it is in this 
sense that ideology is defined in this article; specifically, an adapted 
version of Melucci’s definition (1996, p. 349). “Ideology is a set of 
symbolic frames which collective actors use to represent their own 
actions to themselves and to others within a system of social relation-
ships in the pursuit of interests judged to be desirable.” 

IDEOLOGY WITHIN THE 
CONSUMER RESEARCH LITERATURE 

Whilst the concept of ideology has been theorized extensively in 
other social sciences, consumer researchers have not fully considered 
the various meanings of ideology. The most relevant work is in the 
literature on consumer movements, especially consumer resistance. 

Penaloza and Price (1993) have delineated this area of research which 
explores the meaning of behaviors such as boycotting (Kozinets and 
Handelman 1998). However, within consumer resistance literature, 
ideology has been pushed aside and no mention is made of how con-
sumers’ ideologies determine the acts of resistance. The one notable 
exception is Kozinets and Handelman 2004 who use Touraine’s 1981 
“identity, opposition and totality” theory to investigate how members 
of anti-advertising, anti-Nike and anti-GE movements construct ideol-
ogies. Their study is important because it highlights that the new social 
movement paradigm has the potential to be an appropriate framework 
for the study of ideology in a consumer context.  

The socio-historic patterning of consumption research program 
is also relevant. This literature considers institutional and social struc-
tures such as class, gender, ethnicity, community, family and other 
formal groups and how they influence consumption (Arnould and 
Thompson 2005). Literature on how consumers’ belief structures (or 
their ideologies) influence consumption includes studies on occupa-
tion and values (Rosenberg 1980) and class and conformity (Kohn 
1989).  More recently, Kozinet’s study 2008 looks at how ideological 
fields influence consumers’ technology narratives. Kozinets highlights 
how researchers have failed to consider the dynamic nature of ideol-
ogy and have the tendency to “treat particular ideologies as totalized 
and static categories” (Kozinets 2008, 878). Also of significance is the 
work of Kilbourne (1995, 1998) who worked alongside others (Kil-
bourne, Beckmann, and Thelen 2002) on the subject of the dominant 
social paradigm (DSP). Although it is not explicitly implied in the mar-
keting literature, the notion of a DSP appears to be very similar to the 
notion of dominant ideology as described by Marx and Engels in their 
1845 work The German Ideology (translated by Lawrence and Wishart 
1970). The DSP seems to function as an ideology that seeks to legiti-
mize and justify dominant social process. The fundamental difference 
between DSP and ideology lies in the definition of ideology. While 
DSP literature relies on a more critical Marxist definition of ideology, 
here we employ a positive definition of the concept and discuss ideol-
ogy as a representation of set of ideas of those individuals and groups 
that are in fact counter to the ideas of their dominant culture. 

MELUCCI’S FRAMEWORK OF IDEOLOGY 
Like Touraine 1981, Melucci (1996) suggests that the three ana-

lytical elements that make up the form of an ideology of a movement 
are: identity (members are able to articulate a self-identity which de-
termines the limits of collective identity and the legitimacy of the 
movement), opposition (there is identification by movement mem-
bers of an adversary); and totality (members are able to articulate 
shared objectives). Developing Touraine’s (1981) trichotomy, Me-
lucci (1996) adds a time dimension to this model by proposing the 
three constituent elements of the ideology take on changed cultural 
contents and roles as the movement develops from a formative phase 
into a consolidative phase. 

The formative phase occurs during the nascent state of the 
movement. It is a “moment of the fusion of the various components 
of a movement into a new form of solidarity in which the expressive 
dimensions and emotional identification with collective goals pre-
vail” (Melucci 1996, 350). During this phase, ideology legitimizes 
the movement’s goals and identity by referring back to the past. It is 
also used to overcome the “inadequacy of practice” (Melucci 1996, 
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350). For example, when a movement does not yet have the capacity 
for action, leaders may use their movement’s ideology to produce 
symbols. 

During the consolidation phase, “the mobilized social group, 
the adversary, and the collective goals are redefined in a more perti-
nent manner; ideology becomes a more complex and detailed sym-
bolic system” (Melucci 1996, 352). Two aspects of ideology become 
important.  Integration of the movement as a whole is accomplished 
by a repeated proposal for values and norms; the control of deviant 
behavior; and the stabilization of certain rituals. Secondly, ideology 
fulfills a strategic function. This can take place by widening the mar-
gins within which the movement acts in the political system or by 
expanding the movement’s base by encouraging groups which were 
previously outside the conflict to become involved. 

BACKGROUND TO THE SF MOVEMENT
The conceptualization of the SF Movement includes a multi-

plicity of different organizations, interest groups and individuals. The 
initiator and main driver of the movement since it officially become 
an international organization in 1989 is the official SF organization 
which has attracted over 100,000 subscribed members who belong to 
1000 local chapters in over 150 countries (SF.Editore, 2011). Each 
of the organization’s nine national associations (in Italy, France, 
Germany, Netherlands, Switzerland, UK, Japan, USA and Austra-
lia) hosts a range of events. The organization’s ideology is nicely 
summed up by the current marketing slogan that they use: “Good, 
Clean and Fair”. This ideology has evolved since SF began. As the 
president of the SF Movement Carlo Petrini explains: “[Its] a result 
of our twenty-year journey.... While respecting our original search 
for pleasure and taste, it includes the ever more urgent ecological and 
social issues emerging around the world” (SF.Editoire 2009, online).

METHODOLOGY
Historical method (adopted from Shafer 1974) provides the 

best research design method for capturing a dynamic evolutionary 
concept such as change (Kumcu 1987). The data was collected at 
both the organizational level (a mix of secondary data found in SF 
archives, documents and publications and primary data obtained by 
attending a SF organization Meeting of International Councilors in 
Switzerland in 2008) and at the individual activist level (primary 
data collected in semi-structured interviews conducted with mem-
bers from either the SF organization or the wider SF Movement). In 
interviews, respondents were asked a series of questions pertaining 
to their own personal life histories (e.g. their own current beliefs and 
experiences of ideological change). They were also asked to serve 
as an expert informer on various aspects of the SF Movement. This 
critical approach to data collection provides a human and subjec-
tive account of change and allows insights into aspects of ideology 
(such as movement identity) that are not otherwise apparent from 
organizational texts. Interview respondents were selected to achieve 
diversity and to ensure a rich and more realistic historical data. Thus, 
different types of SF members (official members of the SF organi-
zation as well as unofficial members of the wider SF Movement) 
were interviewed. Respondents were also selected to have a variety 
of nationalities in order to acknowledge this aspect of the SF Move-
ment. As with the analysis of the organizational texts, the main aim 
for the data collection in the interview stage was depth. Thus, when 
a new respondent’s stories added no extra relevant information, the 
interview process was considered complete The researchers obtained 
access to impressive wide range of people for this research, including 
founding leaders of the international SF organization based in Italy 
as well as grassroots members from seven other countries (see Table 
1). In total, 23 respondents were interviewed. 

Table 1 An overview of the respondents interviewed 
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Glenn M A/N An academic who founded and leads a SF convivium
Rosa M I/N Owns an Italian cooking school. Founded a SF convivium
Jim M E SF convivium leader. Was owner of a local restaurant

Carmel M I Manager for a SF office at the International headquarters 
Agosto M I Academic at the University of Gastronomic Sciences 

Raul M I Holds a senior position in the SF Italy organisation
Santo M I Holds a senior position in the SF Italy organisation
Piero M I On the international SF board and is manager of a SF office 
Elisa M A/S Director of a geographical area at SF international headquarters  

Fiorella M I Works at the SF Study Centre
Pam S N Works for national organic association. A Green Party member
Jane S N Political studies student who organises a campus eco-group
Sam S N Academic teaching global politics of food 
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John S N Community social justice advocate and an environmentalist
Bianca S N Chairperson of a local farmers’ market
Vincent S I/N Owns and manages a fresh pasta making factory
Tibold S G PhD student studying wine
Gilbert S E/N Retired café owner and psychiatric nurse. A home gardener

Ray S N Academic whose research area includes wine and food tourism
Doug S E/N Culinary-tourism academic. Experience in hospitality industry
Ruby S N High school French teacher. A Green Party member
Rob S N High school art teacher who runs adult cooking classes
Kaye S N National spokesperson for a multinational fast food company

* To ensure the promised confidentiality, each respondent has been given a fictional name;
**M=Member S=Supporter; 

***A=Australian, N= New Zealander, I=Italian, E=English, G=German S=Spanish  

Given the interpretive stance of the research, the historical ma-
terials were contextualized within Melucci’s theoretical framework 
as the primary means to reveal the reality of the historical framework 
used to structure the analysis. Chronological periodization of this 
information presents the history of the SF Movement and the chang-
ing elements and ideological roles scattered throughout the narrative 
which are then brought together at the end of the findings section in 
a summary table.

FINDINGS: THE HISTORY OF THE SF MOVEMENT 
AND INSIGHTS INTO SF IDEOLOGY

1980 –Mid-1990s. The roots of SF can be traced back to a spe-
cific place, person and time. The environment is Bra (a small town in 
northwest Italy) and the person is Carlo Petrini “the main animator of 
the town” (Carmel), who along with a number of other friends who 
were “passionate about local food and local music would organize 
folk festivals to celebrate traditions and histories” (Raul). Petrini and 
his friends from Bra became interested in wine and in 1980 “they 
came up with the idea of founding a club—something like the then 
trendy gastronomical academies, but with the specific goal of spread-
ing the culture of good food even among ordinary people” (Petrini 
and Padovani 2006, 12). This club was the nucleus of what would 
later become Arci Gola—the forerunner of the SF organization. At 
this time, the Socialist and Communist parties in Italy supported a 
nationwide network called Arci which organized an array of cultural 
events. Based on a common interest in food and wine and spurred on 
by Petrini, an oeno-gastronomic group, Arci Gola started in 1983. 
Initially the group’s main goal was to support local producers by 
increasing the value and demand for local cuisine and products by 
creating a market for high quality food and wine products. As the 
group developed, it also began to advocate the right to material and 
convivial pleasure for everyone and that the flavor of the food was 
a serious matter. 

In 1986, the Arci Gola group—annoyed by the fact that Mc-
Donald’s was opening a store at Rome’s famous Piazza di Spagna—
protested against an invasion of American fast food by handing out 
bowls of free pasta in front of the fast food restaurant (SF.Editore 
2002). In 1987, Arci Gola published its first journal and soon be-
gan producing articles and books. On the cover of its first journal, 
a common snail is introduced as the organization’s official logo 
(chosen because it moves slowly and calmly eats its way through 
life, SF.Editore 2001). Notable in these early works is “[A]n un-

compromising and tough language that stakes out its opposition to 
businessmen, bureaucrats and the local church in a single J’accuse” 
(Petrini and Padovani 2006, 28). The use of war and military terms 
such as lieutenant, defensive maneuver, self-destruction and enemy 
(c.f. Petrini and Padovani 2006, 4, 70, 71, 81) provides a case in 
point. Thanks to the success of these media, the ideas promoted by 
the group gained wide attention. Later that year, Petrini organized a 
conference called At the Table with the Italian Communist Party, and 
in his opening speech “he exalted the culture of honesty and authen-
ticity at the table, what he called the slow food approach of eating 
well and slowly and he spoke out against the effects of fast-food 
and against the constant rush to make a profit” (Petrini and Padovani 
2006, 58). 

In 1989, a manifesto of the slow food approach was written and 
presented in Paris at the inauguration of the international SF Move-
ment. The spirit of the manifesto is summarized nicely by Porta 
(cited in Petrini and Padovani 2006, 73): “The Slow Food manifesto 
[1987] is after all the dream of holding the old kitchen stove in our 
arms, our chest against its knobs, in a slow embrace”. At this event, 
participants celebrated the bicentennial of the French Revolution and 
the pioneer chefs that became the celebrities during the Revolution. 
SF was not only applauding the renowned chefs, but the fact that 
good quality cuisine was available to the masses. This idea is a cen-
tral tenet of the SF concept and to this day SF fights to liberate the 
traditional Italian taverns from the threat of a fast food culture.

After the official launch, SF leaders started expanding the con-
ceptual makeup of SF and the range of activities they conducted. 
In 1990 they launched the SF Editore Publishing House which was 
initially the main tool used by the organization to build their profile. 
Reading early SF publications, one is struck by many examples of 
SF using symbols, cultural models and language from their coun-
try’s political past. Many terms with strong communist connotations, 
such as comrades and fraternity, were regularly used by leaders of 
the organization when addressing or discussing their membership. 
For example, in the original SF manifesto, Porta writes, “Comrades, 
enough with these sloppy grilled chops” (1987, cited in Petrini and 
Padovani 2006, 7). The next pivotal moment in the development 
of the organization was the SF World Congress which was held in 
1990. A significant outcome of this meeting was a statute outlining 
the main tasks of the organization including the improvement of food 
culture, the defense of food heritage including culinary practices and 
the promotion and distribution of quality products. After the con-
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gress, “the value of the term Slow as a global marketing tool became 
clear [and] we realized that we had to consolidate our image and 
build a truly international movement” (Petrini and Padovani 2006, 
136). This meant re-positioning the political standpoint of the orga-
nization away from the organization’s Leftist origins and towards a 
stance where “we’re not aligned with governments” (Elisa) so that 
the SF organization “could ask for support from left, right, center or 
whatever” (Peiro) and thus SF increased the political domain within 
which the organization was able to operate.   

In 1992 the first national SF association outside Italy was 
opened in Germany and one year later, SF opened a national office 
in Switzerland. Following the success of SF in these two countries, 
the decision was made at the 1994 SF Italy National Congress to 
invest in the development of SF internationally. SF also decided to 
adopt the objective of improving local products, not just in Italy but 
in the other countries where SF had a presence. This was a significant 
change, as up until that date, SF’s goals were often seen by its mem-
bers to be largely about promoting the Italian way of life and Italian 
products both nationally and abroad. 

Mid-1990s–Mid-2000s. Along with this new emphasis on im-
proving the quality of local food, SF started branching out into other 
areas. Raul explains, “So for the first 10 years [the goal] was to pro-
mote the food quality… but we started to see there was a great danger 
of extinction in not only the products but also their producers”. In 
1996, SF put forward the idea of creating an “Ark” built on the bibli-
cal metaphor of Noah’s Ark which would save traditional and rare 
food species from the big flood of industrial foods. The following 
quote from Petrini (1996, cited in Petrini and Padovani 2006, 93) il-
lustrates how the organization’s leaders used symbols, cultural mod-
els and language from the bible to help bring this concept to fruition: 
“Since the flood was imminent… our ark could be the only salvation. 
The incoming storms threatened to inflict genocide… we had to build 
an ark… once the flood was over, we would come down from the ark, 
back to earth, like Noah”. The launching of this event was indicative 
of the changing direction of SF ideology, “Looking back you could 
say that that moment [1996] was the first great change... it was the 
moment when we started talking about biodiversity and biodiversity 
means talking about the environment (Raul). 

By the mid-1990s, both the Italian Arci Gola SF organization 
and the International SF organization had grown significantly and the 
organization’s leaders decided to consolidate their efforts. This merg-
ing was important as it symbolized SF’s strategic decision to leave 
behind the strong Italian identity that had characterized the organiza-
tion up until this time. Given this change in focus, movement leaders 
espoused new principles that promoted the direction they envisioned 
for the international movement. Amongst these were the principles 
of diversity and unity as SF’s president Petrini explains, “The impor-
tance of the former, the strength of the latter. What we are: different. 
And what we have to be: united” (Petrini 2003, 10). 

Also in the mid-1990s, SF leaders started developing the orga-
nization’s focus on biodiversity into a more widespread and com-
plex notion of general food environmentalism. This thinking was 
formalized in 1999 when the organization introduced SF as an eco-
gastronomic organization, as explained by Petrini (Petrini and Pa-
dovani 2006, 118), “An environmentalist who is not a gastronomist 
is sad; a gastronomist who is not an environmentalist is silly. We 
changed our point of view with the idea of defending good food in 
a healthy environment. This move ratified our transformation into 
an eco-gastronomic movement”. With this new positioning as an 
eco-gastronomic organization, SF moved away from opposing the 
culinary aspects of fast food and new adversaries were defined, as 
Glenn explains, “Its opponents have been much more delineated as 

the global trans-national food corporations and agricultural mono-
cropping… and in that sense that is now more explicitly identified as 
what SF is against”. 

A noteworthy event in 2000 was the founding of the SF USA 
national association with headquarters in New York City. The growth 
of SF USA was exponential in the following years adding a new 
flavor to the organization. In 2001, two new SF websites appeared. 
As the SF ideology spread around the world facilitated by the crea-
tion of an international website, the organisation kept its feet firmly 
planted in the ground by engaging in two fresh conflicts: (1) The 
campaign against hygienic norms that the organization leaders be-
lieved would jeopardize the production of raw milk cheeses; and (2) 
the No GMO Wine campaign which was launched against the Eu-
rope’s commercialization of transgenic vines. Notably, at this time 
there was “a really conscious effort to build particular types of rela-
tionships around eco-green activism in food” (Sam). For example, 
SF became involved in an alliance of associations (including NGOs 
such as Greenpeace, farmers associations, organizations of distribu-
tors and corporations) by sharing a manifesto saying no to GMO.

Mid-2000s–2010. The year 2004 was a big year in the history 
of the SF with the high point being a world meeting of food com-
munities; Terra Madre event. This event signified the SF organiza-
tion’s increased awareness of ethical issues surrounding agricultural 
and gastronomy. Evidence of SF leaders referring to the past to help 
defend this new focus for their movement can be seen in the cer-
emonies’ closing speech, where one leader made direct reference to 
a social movement which had come before SF, “the feelings of Terra 
Madre [were similar] to those that arose during the assembly of Sem 
Terra, the movement that gave strength and a voice to Brazilian farm-
ers” (SF.Editore 2006, online). This new facet to SF ideology would 
later be more clearly articulated as fair food, “Thanks to Terra Madre, 
where we started working with the farmers especially in the South of 
the world, we understood… the real concept of ‘fair’ in food today” 
(Raul). There is evidence SF members used ideology at this event to 
create symbolic gestures that represent their high hopes for the future 
in this domain. Petrini explains, “When the Middle Eastern meeting 
was held, people were a bit stiff to start with, but after a few minutes 
Israel, Palestine, Iraq and Lebanon understood they were all part of 
the same family and symbolically dipped bread in salt. The great 
fraternal gesture of dipping bread in salt!” (SF.Editore 2006, online). 
The Terra Madre event really consolidated the SF ideology which at 
present is based on three basic principles: good, clean and fair. 

Also in 2004, SF officially opened the world’s first University 
of Gastronomic Sciences in Italy. The university aims to transform 
gastronomy into a multidisciplinary science and mirroring an impor-
tant step in the development of the SF ideology. The SF organization 
has since adopted the term neo-gastronomy to explain their commit-
ment to this multifaceted approach to food which includes giving 
consideration to a range of production, consumption, sustainability, 
quality and social justice issues. In 2007, at the fifth International SF 
Congress, the top priority was increasing the organisation’s mem-
bership numbers and it was decided that the SF organisation would 
change their statutes to allow them to become “more flexible, espe-
cially in developing countries” (Elisa). As well as aiming to include 
more members in their movement, SF actively worked to attract the 
support of a number of groups and organisations that were previously 
outside their domain. For example, SF and Fair-trade Italia “unit-
ed to support a three-year project entitled ‘Sustainable agriculture, 
biodiversity protection and fair trade, together against poverty’ co-
financed by the European Union” (SF.Editoire 2008, online).

In 2008, the third Terra Madre was held and for the first time 
event organizers invited participants to bring their instruments. Santo 
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explains the logic behind this addition to the event: “Only our actual 
lives tend to separate food from music… with Terra Madre we want 
to defend and promote food communities, music, common interests”. 
This was significant in that it revealed the far reaching extent of the 
SF organization’s ambitions, “We don’t want to only preserve the 
knowledge of food and the knowledge of culture, but also the knowl-
edge about our cultural traditions” (Raul). SF’s shared organizational 
culture was particularly obvious at this event; with many gestural 
codes (such as using a peasant’s horn from the Peruvian Andes to call 
event participants to a meeting) and cultural rituals (such as wearing 
traditional costumes throughout the event). 

2010 saw local Terra Madre regional meetings held in the Bal-
kans, Brazil, Georgia, Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan and Argentina, indica-
tive of the direction that SF is currently taking. Looking forward, the 
“future of Slow Food is really difficult to predict” (Agosto) and it 
seems likely that there will be the continual extension of the SF ide-
ology into other domains with the expansion of the scope of activi-
ties by the organization. The SF leaders are, however, quick to point 
out that “the main focus must remain on food” (Piero). Evidence of 
the changing content and form of SF ideology has been scattered 
throughout the above narrative and is now synthesized in Table 2. 

DISCUSSION
The top section of Table 2 shows that three elements of ideology 

(identity, opposition, and totality) are present throughout the history 

of SF and that the content of these elements of ideology have changed 
considerably over the years.  The bottom section of Table 2 shows 
examples of how ideology has served different functions through-
out the evolution of the SF Movement. While Melucci’s model of 
ideological change predicts that movements pass through just two 
phases of ideological development throughout the movement lifecy-
cle (a formative and consolidative phase), our study revealed not two 
but three distinct periods of ideological change. These periods are 
as follows: (1) 1980s to ~1995, Recreational-gastronomy; (2) ~1995 
to ~2005, Ecological- gastronomy; and (3) ~2005 to ~2010, Neo-
gastronomy. Furthermore, the SF data revealed that each time the 
ideology changed, it appears to have passed through a new formative 
phase of development before becoming consolidated.  

Much of the literature on lifecycles in marketing suggests that 
the lifecycle of a product (or in this case an ideology) may be more 
complex than the framework proposed by Melucci. Melucci’s frame-
work appears stuck in the metaphor of the product lifecycle of 30 
or so years ago in marketing (e.g. birth, growth, maturation, death) 
and the two phases (formative and consolidative) do not capture the 
richness of the true diffusion process over time. For example, Dhalla 
and Yuspeh 1976 say that it is possible to restart this cycle again and 
again. Applying this theory to the context of ideology could inform 
and strengthen Melucci’s framework of ideological development.

Table 2 A historical summary of the elements and role of the SF Movement’s ideology

Elements of Ideology
SF self-identity SF adversaries SF shared objectives
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5 Italian focused

More characteristics of a club or 
an association (e.g. exclusive, 
hierarchal structure

Bad food/wine

Speed (fast life), fast food

Openly oppositional

Recreational or Oeno-gastronomy: 
Promote ‘good’ food (quality 
gastronomy) and the right to pleasure

Celebrate slow and conviviality

support small producers and improve 
food culture 
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Defend biodiversity
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Role of ideology

Formative Consolidative Formative Consolidative Formative Consolidative

1980s to ~1995 ~1995 to ~2005 ~2005 to ~2010

Referring to past 
(ex. Military 
language and 
Communist 
connotations)

Producing 
symbols 
(ex. French 
Revolution)

Putting forward 
proposal for values, 
norms (ex. SF’s 
Manifesto)

Widening the 
margins of the 
political system 
(ex. Moving 
away from Leftist 
origins) 

Referring to past 
and
producing 
symbols (ex. 
Noah’s Ark) 

Proposal for 
values, norms 
(ex. Diversity 
and unity)

Networking 
(ex. No-GMO 
alliance)

Referring to past 
(ex. Sem Terra 
Movement)

Producing 
symbols (ex. 
Dipping bread in 
salt gesture)

Creating rituals 
(ex. Ways of 
dressing at Terra 
Madre event)

Networking 
(ex. SF and 
Fair- trade Italia 
Project)

Figure 1 suggests an extended model of ideological change in a 
consumer movement. The points A, B, and C show the moments where 
the ideology is re-launched.  The problem with applying product life-
cycle theory to SF is that it is impossible to predict how the product (in 
this case SF ideology) will finally be adopted. Furthermore, the product 
life cycle model has traditionally been used to explain sales and repeat 
sales, which are arguably quite different from the case at hand. Given 
these limitations, the proposed model is useful as a metaphor but not as 
strong predictive model. 

Although our findings suggest that the ideology changes over and 
over again, Melucci’s framework still provides significant insights into 
what happens to an innovation, such as an ideology, as it diffuses over 
time and thus it complements the diffusion of innovation models (as ex-

plained by Rogers 1976). For example, over time “the mobilized social 
group, the adversary, and the collective goals are redefined in a more 
pertinent manner [and] ideology becomes a more complex and detailed 
symbolic system” (Melucci 1996, 352). Furthermore, the framework 
recognises that it is not only the innovation itself changing as it diffuses 
over time, but that the purpose for which it is used is also changing.  Fur-
ther research which investigates using product life cycle and diffusion of 
innovation models to help explain ideological change is warranted.  Of 
particular interest are questions such as ‘are the concepts of early adopt-
ers and laggards still relevant?’ and if so, ‘when new ideological stages 
emerge, is there a period of tension between early adopters and those still 
consuming previous ideological underpinnings?’.

Figure 1  Ideological development of a consumer movement over time 

CONCLUSION
There are two major contributions that this article makes toward 

understanding interactions between consumer movements and ideology. 
Firstly, the research proposes that Melucci’s framework as it stands is 
useful to consumer behavior researchers for understanding ideological 
change in the context of contemporary consumer activist movements, 
in particular for conceptualizing the form of an ideology and as such it 
provides an appropriate definition for the concept of ideology that can 
be used in the consumer movement context. This will allow consum-
er behaviour researchers to differentiate ideology from (and compare 
ideology to) other similar concepts and theories they are more familiar 
with such as values, ideas and the dominant social paradigm. Melucci’s 

framework is also useful in that it helps to operationalize ideology by 
providing a process with which to identify and categorise ideological 
change. 

Secondly, this article highlights that lifecycle literature in market-
ing has the potential to add strength and vigor to Melucci’s framework. 
Melucci’s framework as it stands has only two simple stages and does 
not go far enough to capture the dynamics of ideological change, which 
appears to be re-formed over and over again as the movement develops. 
To this end, a new model of ideological development is proposed that 
builds on Melucci’s (1996) framework, and provides a comprehensive 
tool for the analysis of movement ideology. 
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