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Using qualitative sources this study illustrates how three consumers challenge the dominant norms of mains water use. Through their

private actions these innovators drew marketplace inconsistencies into public discussion. This study illustrates how private household

actions can contribute to wider marketplace change.
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ExTENDED ABSTRACT
This paper investigates the private nature of household water 

consumption. Using three innovative water consumers as indicative 
examples, the study illustrates how a private marketplace can be 
challenged and hidden inconsistencies brought into public view. 
Each consumer sought to remove their household from the public 
mains supply and in the process challenged central assumptions of 
the marketplace. When severe drought threatened the adequacy of 
the city’s reservoirs, their countervailing behavior became sought 
after for inspiration and public discussion.

Marketplaces can seek rejuvenation through opposition (Heath 
and Potter 2005; Holt 2002; Kozinets 2008; Thompson 2004; 
Thompson and Coskuner-Balli 2007; Thompson and Haytko 1997; 
Varman and Belk 2009; Zhao and Belk 2008). Over time, previously 
rebellious ideologies can become sources for innovation and 
commercial successes. The subcutural non-commercial sphere of 
tattooing morphed into a profit-maximizing sphere of the commercial 
world (Bengtsson, Ostberg, and Kjeldgaard 2005). The rebellious 
nature of the napster file sharing community was a foreshadow to 
the commercial success of the Apple iTunes music store (Giesler 
2008). The resistance of the voluntary simplicity movement has 
been refashioned into the contemporary consumption phenomenon 
of simple living (Gopaldas 2008). Furthermore, contradictions in 
the marketplace provide opportunities for continued marketplace 
innovations (Heath and Potter 2005; Kozinets 2008; Thompson 
2004; Thompson and Coskuner-Balli 2007).

In particular, public spaces provide an opportunity for 
countervailing ideologies to contribute to marketplace change 
(Karababa and Ger 2011; Visconti et al. 2010). However, much 
marketplace resistance occurs at the private and seemingly invisible 
household level. The private household level of consumption is 
underexplored from a consumer culture perspective, yet is such an 
important part of consumers’ identity and subsequent behavior. This 
paper investigates marketplace resistance from the household level 
and the processes involved in developing ideological change.

The context of this paper is the urban household water 
marketplace of Melbourne, Australia. In this marketplace, a severe 
drought led to a reconceptualisation of the meaning of water 
consumption, and lifted the previously private nature of water use 
into public discussion. Three indicative consumers, Neil, Veronica 
and Andrew, are outlined in the findings to illustrate how private 
consumer resistance can contribute to wider marketplace change. 
Each consumer challenged dominant assumptions within the 
marketplace by developing households’ independent of the city’s 
mains water supply. 

Challenging the marketplace on a private led to hidden 
inconsistencies within the marketplace being brought to the 
surface. Rules and regulations around the installation of rainwater 
tanks, and the use of graywater, were found to be in conclusion 
and impossible to follow. The consumers adjusted their behavior to 
circumnavigate these rules and successfully achieve independence 
from the mains supply.

A countervailing conceptualisation of what is traditionally 
considered private in Western societies was provided by the 
consumers. With a shifted emphasis due to drought, any challenges 
to the dominant assumption of mains water use were eagerly sought 
after by the public and the media. The consumer made open their 

house open to the public and conducted tours to discuss their private 
consumption behaviors. Inconsistencies in the marketplace were 
given a stronger public focus, enabling for corrections to be made 
to the system. 

Each innovative consumer’s sustainable development were 
the result of deeply held personal values. The concept of a house as 
mirror of self (Marcus 1997) resonated with the emergent analysis 
of the these pioneering individuals. Neil, Veronica, and Andrew 
used metaphor from their backgrounds in science, medicine and 
activism respectively to describe their commitment to sustainable 
development. The study provides an illustration of the processes 
behind privately held values becoming part of the public discourse.

In contrast to the usual Western norms, these activists were so 
convinced of the need to move individual water consumption to a 
conserving, re-using and recycling format that they were prepared 
to make their private (and family) space public. Previous research 
would appear to suggest that public behavior is a very important 
part of marketplace change (Karababa and Ger 2011).  Furthermore, 
marketplace intermediaries were an active part of the shift in social 
practices.  The marketplace become a key facilitator of the uptake 
of new water consuming behaviors in the provision of water storage 
tanks, types of hoses and other paraphernalia required to store and 
re-use water.

This research has important implications around public 
policy, as public behaviors are more likely to be subject to change 
then private ones. In particular, private household behaviors have 
important implications around sustainable consumption. Further 
research is needed to understand the migration of private behavior 
into the public discourse and the shifting nature of private/public 
consumption. 
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