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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT 
Young consumer vulnerability is today regarded as an impor-

tant social issue to analyze in marketing and consumer behavior 
literature. Researchers have focused on this topic by studying the 
behaviors and the main features of vulnerable groups such as home-
less consumers (Hill and Stamey 1990), poor consumers (Lee et al. 
1999), older consumers (Moschis 1992), disabled consumers (Ad-
kins and Ozanne 2005), immigrant (Baker et al. 2001), low-literacy 
consumers (Peñaloza 1995) and younger consumers (Martin and 
Gentry 1997; Pechmann et al. 2005; Pechmann et al. 2011).  Bak-
er et al. (2005) have defined consumer vulnerability as “a state of 
powerlessness that arises from an imbalance in marketplace interac-
tions”. In their consumer vulnerability conceptual framework, they 
distinguish between actual and perceived vulnerability. However, the 
concept of consumer vulnerability has not been studied widely and 
the field lacks studies on who experiences vulnerability and what is 
the consumer perception of his vulnerability within the consumption 
context. In this perspective, today’s adolescents represent an impor-
tant at-risk group to focus on by consumer researchers and public 
policy (Pechmann et al. 2011). Because adolescents’ perception of 
their own risks is larger than adult’s reality, they do not always be-
have in ways that serve their own interest. Thus, they may experi-
ence vulnerability as they face difficult situations where they loose 
control. In other cases, adolescents underestimate the risks and en-
gage in risky behaviors because of their perception of invulnerability. 
Therefore, it is important for researchers to focus more on teenage 
consumers who underestimate the consequences of their risky be-
havior. Following this logic, Transformative Consumer Researchers 
(TCR) suggested that future research should explore the “dark-side” 
of adolescent behavior by focusing on his limitation related to his 
inaccurate perception of invulnerability. Despite this attention, few 
consumer researchers have explicitly defined consumer vulnerability 
from the youth perspective. This has allowed the term of vulnerabil-
ity to be used in different ways according to the adult perception and 
with a direct inadequate application to the youth subculture. The pur-
pose of this paper is to understand on the “dark-side” of adolescent’s 
definition of consumer vulnerability. 

rEsEArCH QUEsTIOns
Using a youth-centric approach to consumer vulnerability in 

this research leads us to understand deeply through a bottom-up 
strategy the domains and the dimensions of consumer vulnerability 
as defined by adolescents aged 11-15. A comprehensive approach of 
the perception of vulnerability within today’s adolescent subculture 
seems to be an urgent issue to be taken into consideration. In this 
study, consumer vulnerability will be studied from the adolescent’s 
perspective through an immersion within the youth subculture. To 
accomplish this purpose, the objective of this research is to define 
the dimensions related to young consumer perception of vulnerabil-
ity within the consumer society. This definition might enable Trans-
formative Consumer Researchers and public policy to address the 
“dark-side” of adolescent’s vulnerability via a bottom-up approach 
based on youth subculture rather than adult’s perception.

METHOd
To investigate these aspects of youth vulnerability within the 

consumption context, we conducted a longitudinal ethnographic re-
search (Wolcott 1994) for six months with a group of 20 adolescents. 

This ethnographic approach allowed us to delve deeply into vulner-
ability’s meanings emerging within youth consumption subculture. 
Methods included participant and non-participant observations, doc-
ument reviews, photographs, drawings, informal conversations and 
formal interviews. A grounded theory method (Strauss and Corbin 
1990; Glaser and Strauss 1967) was used to explore and analyze data 
collected from in-depth interviews with the 20 teenagers aged 11-15 
both male and female, followed by Wolcott’s (1994) ethnographic 
conventions to interpret the data emerging from specifics transcripts, 
artefacts and observations of teenage subculture and youth social 
environment. The first approach based on grounded theory led the 
researcher to define themes, concepts and behaviors that were indica-
tive of young consumer vulnerability. The second analysis method 
with respect to analysis and interpretation as defined by Wolcott’s 
framework allowed us to developed patterned regularities in the data 
on adolescents’ perceptions of consumer vulnerability and the behav-
iors associated with the risky behaviors. 

FIndInGs 
The key findings illustrate the domains and the behaviors re-

lated to teenage consumer vulnerability in a youth subculture. The 
results revealed six categories related to young consumer’s percep-
tion of vulnerability within their youth subculture: 1) impulsivity 
and self-conscious, 2) incapacity of making independent and con-
fident decisions, 3) incapacity to resist peer group pressure, 4) lack 
of knowledge and consumption experiences, 5) the paradox of the 
digital society, and 6) using risky online communities as a confident 
source of information. Furthermore, adolescents can experience a 
vulnerable situation on the basis of their consumption experiences 
and the way others view them in social or community settings. The 
teenage consumer vulnerability concept appears to be more reflexive 
and irrational than adult consumer vulnerability. Thus, the experi-
ence of consumer vulnerability with the youth subculture might be 
a deliberate as well as an imposed experience. In the first posture 
“deliberate vulnerability” determined by experiencing vulnerability 
through a risky behavior such as surfing porn websites is a desired 
behavior. Indeed, the main purpose of such a practice for adolescents 
is to transgress the rules established by adults by showing their in-
dependence and their resistance to adults’ rules and policy makers. 
In the second case “imposed vulnerability” characterized by experi-
encing consumer vulnerability within the youth subculture such as 
purchasing brands that they can’t afford is a stage within the young 
consumer socialization process. Consumption items are then consid-
ered as facilitator objects because they might help the adolescent to 
belong to a peer group by wearing the same brand. In this case, the 
young consumers are vulnerable because they can’t control or resist 
the peer group pressure and consequently they involve their parents 
in debt problems. 

COnTrIbUTIOns 
This research contributes to the comprehension of explicit 

“imposed” and implicit “desired” dimensions of youth vulnerabil-
ity within the consumption context. These ideas might change the 
way researchers are studying at-risk groups such as young consum-
ers (Pechmann et al. 2011) and have several implications for both 
public policy and marketers targeting young consumers. Therefore, 
understanding the peer group influence (positive/negative) within 
youth consumption culture can help public policy makers to adapt 
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their policy to the youth target by using the peer group as a commu-
nication medium and as a tool to empower young consumers through 
a bottom-up approach based on youth subculture. 
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