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we characterize along the integration-segmentation continuum as the 
blended consumer, the romantic consumer, the unidimensional con-
sumer, the self-aware consumer, and the defensive consumer.

For the blended consumer, consumer role boundaries are large-
ly non-existent. The consumer role is highly integrated and almost 
inseparable from other life domains. The consumer role is not the 
dominant role but is subsumed under another more salient role. The 
romantic consumer is also highly integrated but still somewhat sepa-
rable. This consumer embraces the consumer role precisely because 
of the characteristics identified above, with little or no concern for 
the potentially negative consequences of being a consumer (e.g., 
overspending). Boundaries are virtually nonexistent, and transition-
ing into the consumer role occurs frequently and often unintention-
ally. The unidimensional consumer also embraces the consumer 
role, but to a lesser degree. Though this individual is materialistic, 
self-focused, hopeful and empowered when in the consumer role, at 
least one of these characteristics is clearly dominant. The self-aware 
consumer is mindful of both the pros and cons of being a consumer 
and erects some boundaries to maintain control of when and why 
the consumer role is entered. Lastly, the defensive consumer erects 
strong boundaries and is extremely weary of being under the influ-
ence of the consumer role.

In exploring the consumer role along the integration-segmenta-
tion continuum, several interesting insights emerge. First, the more 
segmented the consumer role, the less likely the individual is to ex-
perience both advantages and disadvantages of the consumer role. 
Further, maintaining extreme segmentation seems exhausting given 
how pervasive the consumer role is in today’s society. Lastly, the 
more segmented the consumer role, the more mindful transitioning 
into the consumer role is likely to be.

Implications. Our research provides a rich conceptual descrip-
tion of the consumer role, while also demonstrating that this role 
is highly influenced by the idiosyncratic nature of consumer role 
boundaries. Counter to boundary theory’s penchant to examine role 
integration/segmentation in the context of two roles (e.g., work and 
family), we also show that roles and their boundaries can be studied 
independent of other roles. Finally, our research provides the con-
ceptual foundation necessary to explore further why people seek out 
the consumer role, how individuals can manage their consumer role 
transitions, and how the consumer role can impact behavior and re-
lationships in non-consumer contexts.

A Less-Than-Immaculate Conception: Investigating 
the Relationship Between Product Developers 

and Their Imagined Consumer

ExTENDED ABSTRACT 
Consumer researchers have examined consumers’ relationships 

with brands, products and organizations (e.g. Fournier 1998; Muniz 
and O’Guinn 2001; Bhattacharya and Sen 2003) but remain largely 
indifferent to the perspective of the managers who produce the ob-
jects and symbols with which consumers interact (for exceptions 
see Cayla and Eckhardt 2006; Desroches and Marcoux 2007). This 
is fundamentally problematic because, “for a relationship to truly 
exist…the partners must collectively affect, define and redefine the 
relationship” (Fournier 1998:344). 

Accordingly, this paper examines managers’ relationships with 
their imagined consumers (Cayla and Eckhardt 2006) in the context 
of product development. Product development is a rich context for 
examining the relationships producers construe with consumers, be-
cause it is during this process that managers actively explore and ad-
dress the fundamental nature of consumers’ motivations, desires and 

behaviors. The study was initiated by examining the myriad of tools, 
artifacts and processes that are employed to construct or otherwise 
reify consumers in the course of product development. This founda-
tion in turns, informs the study’s focal question: What is the nature 
of the relationship between members of product development teams 
and the consumers they develop for?

Method. The author conducted a multisited ethnographic study 
of five Fortune 500 firms’ strategic business units over 18 months. 
Data from focal firms was collected via semi-structured interviews 
with key informants; participant-observation of product develop-
ment activities and collection of archival information from the firms 
as well as media reports. Additional interviews with informants in 
nine other consumer goods and consulting firms were conducted to 
enhance the validity of findings. Sampled firms represent multiple 
industries and product categories including: consumer packaged 
goods; consumer durables; high-tech equipment and medical ser-
vices.

Findings. Relationships between members of product develop-
ment teams and their consumers vary along two primary continua: 
a role orientation ranging from personal (e.g. consumer as friend) 
to professional (e.g. consumer as client) and an interaction dimen-
sion ranging from the intimate (e.g. empathy or shared experience) 
to the clinical (e.g. data dominates). Importantly, the nature of each 
manager’s relationship with a given target reveals a mental model 
reflecting both personality traits and life experiences. Thus, manage-
rial relationships with consumers can vary considerably, even among 
members of the same product development team.  Conversely, man-
agers may be motivated to revise initial schemas about consumers in 
the course of collective sensemaking (cf. Weick et al. 2005).

To illustrate, managers with a strong professional role orienta-
tion as well as a sense of empathy for their consumer subjects might 
construe the targeted consumer as a potential victim, deserving of 
protection or advocacy. This is the case with Katherine1, who works 
in research and development for ‘Better Living’2, maker of personal 
care products. She explains, “I kind of see myself as a soldier for the 
consumer. There are definitely marketers and other people inside the 
company for whom it’s more about chasing the money than the lon-
ger term solution…I’m more worried about the long-term consumer 
behavior than quarter-to-quarter” (personal interview, August 2009).

Producer-consumer relationships are subject to the vicissitudes 
of insight gleaned from consumer intelligence and as such are an 
integral factor linking consumer research and product development. 
For example, at ‘Crunchies’, a packaged food company, retail trans-
action data indicated that mothers of teenage boys were key buyers 
of the company’s bestselling snack. Given stereotypes of mothers as 
the nuclear family’s primary provider of nourishment and caretaker 
of health, producers assumed that the mothers would be concerned 
with these issues when making purchase decisions and product 
development efforts focused on increasing the snacks’ nutritional 
profile. However, subsequent ethnographic research revealed that 
many mothers were more interested in increasing their son’s social 
capital than salubrity. These mothers aspired to create a context in 
which their teen was seen by peers to have the “right stuff” (includ-
ing snack foods), and for their home to become the preferred place 
for her son’s friends to gather. The discovery of this insight instantly 
converted the development team’s interpretation of the buyer seg-
ment from hard-to-please “Shopper Moms” to impressively cool 
“Kick Ass Moms.”3 This reframing of the consumer not only shifted 
1  Informants have been given pseudonyms to provide anonymity. 
2  Organizational identities have also been masked to preserve confidentiality 
and comply with non-disclosure agreements.
3  Verbatim segment names provided by informants.
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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 


