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ABSTRACT
Consumer behavior theory is grounded in the here and now, yet 

consumers may be influenced by beliefs concerning the hereafter. 
How might our theories be altered, if consumer projections of the 
world-to-come could be factored in? The present study examines the 
beliefs consumers have about possessions and behaviors available in 
the afterlife. Using depth interviews with a diverse set of persons, we 
investigate the possibility that conceptions of heaven may be struc-
tured according to earthly cultural patterns, including those concern-
ing the marketing system. We find that both cognitive and cultural 
patterns relevant to current consumption practices are projected into 
narratives of the afterlife and that these may be usefully employed 
by theorists.

Cognition, Culture and Consumption in the Afterlife
Recent empirical research suggests that pre-existing cultural 

and cognitive patterns may be determinative of humans’ ability to 
imagine their lives, both on earth and in the afterlife. This would 
imply that to some extent individuals are constrained both in their 
behavior as consumers and in their interactions with the marketplace 
by cultural and cognitive templates – our imaginations are bounded 
(e.g., Boyer, 2001; Smith, 2009; Wright, 2009).

The present study proposes that by examining the beliefs con-
sumers have about the world-to-come, we may learn much about how 
consumption patterns their current circumstances here on earth. For 
example, what ‘perfections’ might heaven offer that current life does 
not? Does consumption continue in the afterlife? If so, would brands 
be available? Do consumers’ believe their preferences, attitudes, and 
beliefs about brands and products will be the same as in mortal life?

 The present study is intended to address these issues through 
the use of depth interviews with consumers who recently lost a loved 
one. The narratives they create regarding the afterlife existences of 
their loved ones provide us with access to human’s capabilities to 
construct desired images of an afterlife and also indicate the signifi-
cance which consumption may play in this realm – and the improve-
ments desired in both.

Theorizing the Afterlife: Cognition, Culture and 
Marketing

In their Introduction to Religion, Anthropology and Cognitive 
Science (2007, p. 5), Whitehouse and Laidlaw present the central 
crux upon which our present study turns:

‘When… Claude Levi-Strauss shifted his area of interest from 
kinship and social organization to mythology, it was on the 
grounds that the relative lack of material constraint would allow 
the structure of thought to express itself more freely…’ 

Images of the afterlife should be limited only by consumers’ 
mental capacity to conjure up ideas within the frameworks learned 
from those around them.  And ideas would seem to be potentially 
unlimited, like the infinite range of possible sentences in a natural 
language (Chomsky 1965). However, recognizing the variety of 

potential ideas about the afterlife has to be counterbalanced by ac-
knowledging the many recurrent features of religious thought found 
across the world (Whitehouse and Laidlaw 2007).  The constancies 
across religious beliefs over different times and places may be due to 
the way human brains are constructed (Tremlin 2006), 

Boyer (2001, p. 17) puts forward an evolutionary anthropologi-
cal argument which is heavily reliant on the assumption that humans 
share a set of automatic, inferential cognitive processes. Smith (2009) 
criticizes Boyer’s proposed theory as being too mechanistic and as 
overlooking intra-cultural and inter-cultural variations not only in re-
ligious beliefs, but more broadly in political structure, value systems, 
and levels of interpersonal cooperation and competition. The find-
ings from our study provide further support for her argument.

Yet while Smith’s points are well-taken, they do not seem to un-
dermine Boyer’s central thesis that religious and/or spiritual thought, 
which are features of every human society, represent a species-wide 
characteristic and are therefore likely to be present in some men-
tal substrate of the human mind. Atran (2002) proposes that humans 
construct religious beliefs in an effort to cope with aspects of the 
world that we wish were otherwise. In the present inquiry, we an-
ticipate that consumers may view the afterlife as a place where the 
consumption inadequacies  found on earth no longer exist. 

Walter Burkert in Creation of the Sacred (1996) moves beyond 
the conceptualizations of Boyer and Atran, as well as other evolu-
tionary-cognitive theorists, by recognizing not only the causal-pre-
dictive potency which religious beliefs provide to humans, but also 
their intrinsically normative nature. Burkert proposes that humans 
believe in afterlives not only to understand events, but also to up-
hold personal and cultural standards of justice, morality, and right 
and wrong; (Boyer terms this intuitive morality.)  In a world full 
of unhappy events, often beyond the individual’s control, notions of 
supernatural justice, of a cosmic morality, become both cognitively 
and emotionally compelling.  

Empirical Support
Unfortunately, these fertile insights have not been matched by 

convincing efforts to empirically test their proposition (see e.g., Bar-
rett and Keil 2006). There is an imbalance between theoretical specu-
lation concerning religion, culture and cognition and actual empirical 
documentation. Whitehouse (2007), for example, suggests that we 
must look to more ethnographic and historical research for a bet-
ter understanding of views on the afterlife.  Smith (2009, pp.48-49) 
makes a plea for combining naturalistic approaches to the study of 
religion with psychological studies of behavior, cognition, and cul-
ture involving religion. 

Research Questions
Neither cognitive nor cultural researchers have investigated 

what contemporary consumers’ notions of an afterlife might be and 
how persons are believed to function within it.  For instance, if the 
deceased are hungry, what do they eat?  If they enjoyed music and 
dancing on earth, do they continue these activities in the afterlife?  
Do they live in the same style of house and wear the same types of 
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clothing, as when they were living? If current theories are correct, 
then consumers will project directly from their earthly experiences 
and cultural knowledge to construct visions of the afterlife.  Cer-
tainly consumption theory, which stands at the intersection between 
people and the fulfillments of their earthly desires, would benefit 
greatly from a deeper understanding of how we imagine paradise.

METHOD
In-depth interviews were conducted with adult consumers who 

had recently lost a loved one over a 2-year period.  In the first round 
of interviews, 60 adults ranging in age from 22 to 81 were inter-
viewed by trained graduate students.  The interviews were part of 
a research project for which the students received credit.  Each stu-
dent was instructed to interview (with permission) a friend or family 
member who had lost a loved one.  The interviewee was asked to 
describe in detail “What do you think [the decedent] is doing now?”  
Follow-up questions were used only if the interviewee requested 
specific guidance as to content.  Most interviewees simply launched 
into a narrative describing what they believed the decedent was do-
ing in the afterlife with little or no additional prompting. No direct 
inquiries were made as to the religion or ethnicity of the interviewee 
or decedent, although these were often noted by the interviewer upon 
submitting the interviews.  This was labeled the Unprimed Condi-
tion, because no explicit mention was made regarding religion, eth-
nic background, age, social class or any other cultural identifiers 
prior to or during the interview.

A year later, a second round of interviews was conducted with 
58 different subjects using the same format as before.  However, in 
this second effort the interviewers were requested to follow an in-
terview protocol [Exhibit One] which asked about the interviewee’s 
and decedent’s religious affiliation, ethnicity, social class, age and 
occupation. This was termed the Primed Condition and permitted us 
to see if there were any effects on the respondents’ afterlife narra-
tives due to being reminded of earthly cultural structures. The result-
ing transcripts were read independently by the three researchers who 
periodically discussed the emergent themes.  

FINDINGS
Unprimed Afterlife Narratives

Perhaps the most significant initial finding from the first in-
terview set is that the deceased loved one was usually described as 
using the same products, eating the same foods, and enjoying the 
same pastimes she/he did on earth – with one very important differ-
ence; those aspects of earthly existence deemed by the interviewee 
to have been unhappy, stressful or damaging to the deceased loved 
one are now absent in the afterlife.  In other words, “life” goes on 
as before, but only the positive aspects are present; all sources of 
negativity are removed.  Notably, the marketing system was deemed 
to be functioning in heaven, but absent any delays, surly salespeople 
or price tags – consumers could largely obtain whatever they wanted 
whenever they wanted it.

For example, one young woman, whose father recently passed 
away, now sees him in heaven dressed in his favorite button-down 
plaid shirt, smiling, and wearing his Transition® eyeglasses.  She 
pictures him “doing all the things he loved doing in life: floating 
in the middle of the pool, talking on his cell phone,…sitting in his 
favorite chair watching the news,… eating his favorite foods.”  She 
believes his present home in heaven is a replica of his former house 
on Earth, because “he would want to stay in the house he loved so 
much”.  Another woman believed that her recently deceased Grand-
ma Clare, an excellent cook on Earth, is “without a doubt still cook-
ing away today; perhaps she even has her own bakery up in heaven” 

(Anne-Marie). In these narratives the respondents clearly are envi-
sioning their loved ones having a life structured very much in keep-
ing with their earthly existences. There is little evidence that novel 
social or cognitive schemas are being invoked; rather current experi-
ences are being projected forward.

In contrast, a middle aged woman reported that her mother’s 
soul was now in Heaven together with the soul of her father.  Having 
a somewhat “ghostly appearance”, her parents do not feel pain, hun-
ger, thirst, or anxiety about employment or paying bills, and do not 
experience time pressure. In this person’s narrative we see the sus-
pension of ‘normal’ earthly life patterns and the substitution of im-
ages likely drawn from religious and cultural texts about the afterlife.

Another unprimed example is provided by a male respondent 
whose mother “lived hand-to-mouth in Kartarpur [India].”  Her 
son, who has immigrated to the United States, believes that his de-
ceased mother is presently making clothing, specifically Indian sa-
ris “which she gives to children, close friends and the poor.”  He 
reports that she got great joy during her lifetime from creating the 
saris, designing each one to suit the unique taste of the individual for 
whom she was making it.  This same woman, her son believes,  “is 
supporting the local bazaar (in heaven), hand embroidering art work, 
waking at 4 a.m. to perform poojas at the [heavenly] temple and 
then returning home where she reads the Ramayana, Mahabharata, 
and the Gita.”  He believes she also celebrates all the traditional 
Hindu festivals in the afterlife and maintains her strict vegetarianism 
(Bhalla). In this narrative, the decedent’s earthly religious practices, 
as well as consumption practices, are projected as being a part of 
her heavenly existence. Notably, this occurred in an unprimed state, 
where no advance suggestion of religion had been made prior to the 
interview. This suggests that those consumers who were deeply in-
volved in religious practices here on earth are seen by their loved 
ones as continuing this involvement in the afterlife – it is an integral 
part of their identity

These unprimed narratives provide initial support for the theo-
retical propositions of Boyer (2001) and Atran (2002) that consum-
ers’ cognitions would be directed toward constructing an afterlife 
that is similar to the life preceding it, but more perfect. The narra-
tives also support their hypothesis that culture and personal learn-
ing structure consumer conceptions of the supernatural.  In a larger 
theoretical sense, then, our data document that humans are able to 
personally imagine more perfect worlds – and believe that they exist 
– but the contents of those worlds appear to be constrained by each 
individual’s pre-existing cognitive schemata.  To our awareness, we 
are the first researchers to provide empirical documentation support-
ing these propositions in a contemporary setting. From a consumer 
behavior standpoint, this initial finding is also very significant.  We 
can now document that consumers’ favorite possessions, activities 
and dwelling places are deemed to be sufficiently central to the self 
to be required in the composition of their ‘ideal’ life-after-death. We 
have also provided evidence that earthly anxieties about financial 
obligations, maintaining one’s home, and job performance, which 
often seem to ‘haunt’ consumers here on earth, are believed to be 
absent in the afterlife. 

Beyond life experiences
Another highly significant finding is that several unprimed re-

spondents created narratives that permitted the deceased loved one to 
venture beyond his/her consumption experiences on earth – yet still 
we found that these were governed by cultural norms and earthly 
expectations. For example, one young woman, whose grandfather 
died recently from a degenerative illness, believes that “he is now 
in excellent health and is definitely attending all of the Washington 
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Redskin’s practices, meetings and games…I believe his living space 
[home] in heaven is decorated with tons of Redskin’s parapherna-
lia.”  In heaven she believes her father is either wearing khaki shorts, 
sneakers and a Redskins cap, or his police officer uniform. (Shan-
non). What is interesting in the narrative above is that the normal 
marketplace “rules” do not seem to apply – the father is now not 
only able to attend all his favorite team’s games, he also has gained 
entrée to their clubhouse meetings and team practices. Such afterlife 
fantasies may possibly serve as guides for marketers to increase their 
clients’ happiness here in the present day.

A more materially grandiose view of the afterlife, which ex-
tends far beyond the deceased’s earthly experiences, is reported by 
a young woman whose mother raised her amidst impoverished con-
ditions in the Philippines.  Describing how her recently deceased 
mother is now living in heaven, the daughter reported that in the 
afterlife she has “a beautiful new home with granite countertops, 
marble floors and modern décor; her new kitchen includes a stovetop 
island and extensive wine bar; a chef and housekeeper are available 
fulltime.”  In her mother’s walk-in closet “is overhead lighting which 
illuminates racks of designer dresses, purses and other apparel.  She 
is driven about by her chauffer and flies in private jets.” This narra-
tive –although it provides the deceased with a much more affluent 
lifestyle than that experienced on earth -- appears to still be bound by 
earthly conventions about luxury products and services. The family’s 
relative deprivation compared to the material grandeur of American 
celebrity lifestyles appears to have made these earthly luxuries seem 
perfect or ideal in a Platonic sense (see e.g., Shrum, Burroughs and 
Rindfleisch 2005).

There is also evidence to support Boyer’s (2001) and Burkert’s 
(1996) proposals that afterlife cognitions would be formulated ac-
cording to cultural constructions of ‘just outcomes’ or intuitive mo-
rality.  Several respondents spontaneously commented that certain 
rewards in their loved-one’s afterlife are due to his/her ‘deserving’ 
them; that is, their rewards were justified based on righteous earthly 
deeds. For instance, one self-identified Muslim informant stated, 

Our faith is Islam and our background is Egyptian, which has 
a huge influence on our view of the afterlife…[My] father is 
in heaven due to all the great deeds he has done for society 
and the dedication he had towards his faith, family, and work…
[In heaven] Father would have good health, youth, and would 
never sense pain…Eventually, [our family] will be all gathered 
again…in a huge mansion full of furniture and luxury we al-
ways dreamed of owning…[We] would be able to spend quality 
time together every hour of the day… Material things that were 
unattainable to my father in life would be at his hands in the 
blink of any eye…Alcohol would be allowed…Trees will be 
growing around my father’s mansion, and as soon as his ap-
petite causes him to crave a specific food, it will grow on the 
trees.  Food will … not cause my father to feel too full or sick 
(Sheren). 

In this narrative, the informant spontaneously introduced as-
pects from the Qur’an regarding the characteristics of the afterlife 
experienced by the righteous. In the Islamic tradition, all wishes are 
fulfilled in heaven and there is never any unpleasant or unhappy 
experience for those dwelling there (Blair & Bloom, 1991). In this 
instance, the rewards of a devout life are taken to a further extreme 
in that sacrifices and denials due to religious proscriptions in life are 
compensated in the afterlife – one was forbidden alcohol in mortal 
life, but can partake of this in heaven; one might overeat in mor-
tal life, but never suffer from over-indulgence in the hereafter.  The 

imagined removal of earthly proscriptions and penalties for the righ-
teous is a theme that occurred elsewhere in our data with Christians.

Other examples among the unprimed interviews documented 
the continuation of the loved one’s personality traits and preferences 
into the afterlife, as well as explicating additional aspects of Intuitive 
Morality. In particular, persons who died ‘before their time’ were 
seen as appropriately receiving special rewards in the afterlife, due 
to their uncompleted lives on earth. One informant, describing a rela-
tive who died of leukemia at age 41, believed that his uncle now, 
“watches soccer games and [being] a big Elvis fan, finally got to 
meet him up there” (Luis).  A 40-year-old man is reported to have 

…loved music to the day he passed away…[He] is in the after-
life playing with famous musicians and surrounded by people 
who share his passion for music.  He is now riding through 
the universe on his new motorcycle…listening to the bands that 
influenced him” (Greg).

In these passages we glimpse the hoped-for fulfillment of lives 
which ended ‘too soon’. To die in the middle of life is not only tragic, 
but viewed as unjust: the person did not receive his/her full due of 
earthly happiness. To assuage this sense of injustice, these deceased 
friends and relatives are envisioned as living out their immortal lives 
in fulfillment of their earthly dreams (Boyer, 2001; Burkert, 1996).

 Primed Condition 
In the Primed condition, interviews were conducted using the 

questionnaire described earlier. This was done to see how or if af-
terlife narrative content was altered when the interviewee was asked 
to recall both his/her own religious beliefs, ethnicity and social class 
and those of the deceased loved one.  Our reasoning here was that 
this priming might result in a stronger presence of these socio-cul-
tural structures in the narratives produced. This did turn out to be 
the case.  We also found explicit informant commentaries on social/
cultural values (such as anti-materialism) which were not present in 
the unprimed condition.  This suggests that in future studies it is 
important to distinguish between responses obtained when the infor-
mant is simply asked to construct a personal narrative or is specifi-
cally requested to do so within the context of his/her religious, ethnic 
or social heritage.

A Roman Catholic Puerto Rican informant believes both her 
deceased mother and father are “looking over” all their children and 
grandchildren.  She attributes the survival of two young nephews 
involved in a serious traffic accident to the protective powers of her 
deceased parents.  This informant’s narrative stated that the afterlife 
is “filled with white clouds and all the inhabitants are dressed in 
white…  It is filled with light, purity and calmness.” The narrative 
seems to be grounded in the Hispano-Catholic values of family-cen-
teredness and draws upon traditional depictions of heaven as being 
atop the clouds and occupied by angels in white gowns  (see e.g., 
Fox 1997). A Pentecostal African-American woman’s description of 
her mother’s afterlife states that she is acting as a “guardian angel” 
and that heaven, itself, is “exactly as the Bible says it is: white lights, 
streets paved with gold and mansions.”  She believes her mother “no 
longer suffers from obesity, arthritis or back problems…” Notably, 
the detailed consumer behavior descriptions seen in several of the 
unprimed narratives are absent from both of these respondents’ nar-
ratives and more literal Biblical descriptions are invoked.    

        The narratives collected in the primed condition also ex-
hibited much greater idiosyncrasy and inter-informant variation than 
was found for the unprimed condition.  For example, Brandon, who 
was raised a Roman Catholic, does not believe in heaven, per se. 
Rather he believes that “the universe is infinite and multi-layered. 
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There are other places where life exists in the galaxy…” Brandon 
believes his father (who recently died) is one layer of life ahead of 
him and they will be reunited when Brandon dies. What is particu-
larly interesting in these idiosyncratic images is that they still appear 
to have conceptual ‘anchors’ in cultural texts and experiences.

We found Atran’s (2002) speculations that human religious 
cognition could be used to construct “better worlds” are supported 
by some of our narratives, and that these extend into several norma-
tive areas of contemporary social structure – but not all.  For ex-
ample, some respondents conjectured about sex roles in the afterlife, 
noting that earthly sex roles often were constraining to women, es-
pecially of older generations, and expressing the hope that women in 
the afterlife would experience more personal freedom.  . 

Other afterlife narratives envisioned large-scale normative so-
cial structure changes, as compared to earthly life.  Both Alicia and 
Maia believe the afterlife where their fathers now dwell is a place 
where “everyone is equal, there are no social classes and no gap 
between rich and poor” (Maia). Notably, both these informants were 
the children of immigrants to the U.S. (from Indonesia and China, re-
spectively) whose parents had faced discrimination and employment 
problems upon their arrival in America. Thus, the priming of ethnic 
and class identity may cause consumers to become more aware of 
personal disadvantages and envision a world-to-come where these 
are removed (Ger and Belk 1996).

DISCUSSION
The present study provides empirical documentation that both 

supports and casts doubt upon portions of prior theorization. We find 
that some contemporary adults believe their deceased loved one is 
able to experience sensory pleasure in an afterlife – eating, drink-
ing, talking with others, playing music, riding in vehicles, cooking 
and singing, among other prior earthly pursuits.  Further, these de-
ceased persons are viewed as maintaining the same personality traits, 
preferences and attitudes that characterized them prior to death.  Of-
ten they wear the same type of apparel as during their earthly lives.  
The primary difference between the conceptualized afterlife and the 
decedent’s earthly existence, in the reports we collected, is that all 
negative emotions, stresses and events are now absent – the loved 
one is immortal and happy, yet still him/herself.

The results of the present study open multiple novel pathways 
for future research on consumption phenomena.  For example, it 
would be very interesting to investigate if consumers who have vivid 
conceptions of their loved one’s afterlife consumption patterns have 
similarly detailed and emphatic views of their own consumption pat-
terns. Does the marketing system – and all the goods and services 
it offers – loom larger in the lives of these individuals? Does  con-
sumption serve as a central organizing cognitive structures for some 
people?  

We view this issue as existing apart from current research and 
theorization on materialism, per se (see e.g., Shrum et al, 2005). 
Materialism research usually concerns itself with the importance 
of goods and activities to the consumers’ sense of well-being (see 
e.g., Belk 1985; Richins and Dawson 1992; Richins and Mick 2004). 
What we advocate is studying to what extent the consumer’s sense of 
self and the world is grounded in the marketplace. 

Second, by examining the ‘improvements’ characterizing the 
afterlife (among those persons who believe such a place exists), we 
may gain deeper knowledge of what the inadequacies, shortcomings 
and failures are seen to be by those same consumers here on Earth, 
both in terms of what they currently possess and what they believe it 
should be possible to acquire under perfect or ideal conditions..  If 

life – and consumption – ‘gets better’ in heaven, how is this made 
manifest in the consumer’s imaginings?  By delving into the heav-
enly consumption ideal, we may come to better comprehend the con-
straints and inadequacies of earthly consumer realities.
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EXHIBIT ONE
1. Please tell me a little about yourself. What is your religious 

background and current practices?
2. Tell me about your family. Who has been most recently 

born? Who has passed away?
3. If someone were to describe your family, what social class 

label do you think they would use?
4. What recently deceased family member do you remember 

most vividly. Can you tell me about that person’s life, job, 
religious beliefs and personality.

5. Now that ______ is no longer here, do you believe he is 
experiencing any kind of an afterlife?

6. Tell me about how his afterlife is similar or not similar to 
the life he had.

7. Who do you think Barry is with in his afterlife? Do you 
think he is having reunions or is making new friends?

8. What do you think he eats or drinks?
9. Do you think he works or sleeps in his afterlife?
10. Do you think he is influencing anything or anyone on 

earth?
11. Do you think he is influencing his relatives here on earth 

or your life?
12. What is place ______ is now in called. Where is it and 

what is it like? If someone took a picture of it, what would 
it look like?

13. If you could provide any advice to _____ in his afterlife, 
what would you say?


