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Consumption plays an important role in death rituals, identity formation of the dead, the dying and the living who remain, and the way

in which people dispose of their assets and other possessions.  This roundtable will bring together scholars interested in exploring the

role of death--both physical and social--in consumption.
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This roundtable examines death as a topic with almost endless potential for consumer research projects with different foci and various 
methodologies.  Death studies is an emergent subfield in other disciplines, notably sociology and history, as researchers are beginning to 
discover its many complexities and layers.  This roundtable comfortably reflects the diversity theme of the conference because death is inher-
ently cultural and governed by local, national, and global norms and customs, and is subject to consumer cultural forces. .  

The purpose of this roundtable is to begin a discussion on the broad connections between death and consumption and to foster research 
linkages among members of the ACR community.  Given the strong interest in the topic by researchers at all stages of their careers (doctoral 
students to full professors) and the inescapable amount of diversity built into the topic, it is clear that this roundtable will be of interest to a 
wide variety of scholars across content and methodological paradigms.  .

Attitudes toward death change slowly over time.  Until the Romantic era, death was treated as a banal, expected experience, often taking 
place at home with all family members present, including children (Aries 1974). Religious, especially eschatological concerns, shifted the 
conduct of death.  What started as an experience organized by the dying person himself evolved into emotional expressions by the living and 
with modernity a need to hide the inevitability of death to the dying person, to spare him “the ugliness of dying” (Aries 1974).

  The management of death has  legal, ethical, financial, environmental, commercial, and social implications., including the disposition 
of possessions through wills, the implications of cryogenic storage, the environmental consequences of burial practices and the emerging 
‘natural burial’ industry.  The commercial enterprises focused on death-related consumption continue to grow and are placed squarely at the 
center of consumers’ preparation for or reaction to the death of a loved one. 

There seems to be two broad research domains when thinking about death.  The first domain encompasses the ritual aspects of death.  
Turley and O’Donohoe’s work on consumption during bereavement (2005) and Bonsu and Belk’s work on death rituals in Ghana (2003) are 
excellent examples of the relationship between consumption and death rituals.

The second domain appears to relate to identity and meaning made of death by the dead, the dying, and the living.  .  Death impacts the 
identities of the living, as well as those of the dead.  As Davies stated, “at death, identity is altered not only through the loss of figures who 
have served as sources of identity but also by the new responsibilities which the living must take on themselves.”  

The members of this roundtable have projects in various phases that encompass some aspect of death.  The work can be loosely cat-
egorized across five broad themes.  Jeffrey Podoshen, Kent Drummond, and Dennis Rook are examining the consumption of death in two 
radically different contexts.  Podoshen is looking at death tourism in the black metal subculture while Drummond examines the blockbuster 
museum exhibit BodyWorlds, which places highly stylized cadavers in life-like positions. Rook has gathered data about longevity trends, 
changes in the leading causes of death, and actuarial statistics about the percent of any age cohort who are living (dead), which provide a basis 
for further study of the salience and anticipation of death.

Rungpaka Amy Tiwsakul and Chris Hackley, and Susan Dobscha are looking more broadly at the role of consumption in death rituals.  
Tiwsakul and Hackley are looking at death rituals in Asian culture while Dobscha is looking at the emerging consumption phenomenon of 
“green”, “sustainable”, or “natural” burials.  

Katherine Sredl’s work is focusing on death as a metaphor for transition in her exploration of the Museum of Broken Relationships 
whereby jilted partners leave artifacts from failed relationships as a way of finding closure. 

Ekant Veer is looking at disposition activities when death is imminent.  His research examines how people who know they are dying 
give away their possessions.  And finally, Terrance Gabel and Jenna Drenten study post-mortem rituals among the living.  In particular, Gabel 
looks at how online memorialization practices reflect a new approach to mourning by an almost reversion to medieval rituals that were more 
social and communal vs. the current way of mourning that is more private and affect-minimizing.  He also differentiates between the idea 
of physical death, which is typically immediate, and social death, which can continue for many years.  Drenten looks at the practice of gift-
giving to the dead by the living in her study of consumers who continue to buy gifts for loved ones well after their death.

This roundtable serves to ask 3 key questions related to death and consumption:
1. Are current conceptualizations of death sufficient?  Do these conceptualizations hinder future research on the topic?
2. What ethical concerns are raised when doing research in this area?    
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3. What is the role of material goods and their consumption in understanding (a) the evolving meaning of death, and (b) the evolving 
meaning and practice of mourning and memorialization?

The session organizer will provide a synopsis of the session for publication in the proceedings.  
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