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Responsible Consumer-Brand Relationships

“…consumers perform socio-moral duties previously held by
the welfare state and public institutions”
(Veresiu and Giesler forthcoming, JCR)
… consumers find “the best vessels of alternative politics” in
“identification, group sanctioning, and community championing of
brands”
(O’Guinn and Muniz 2005, Inside Consumption)

… retirement is approached as “identity renaissance” and the
“freedom to engage exclusively in consumption and the availability
of attractive consumption options”
(Schau, Gilly, and Wolfinbarger 2009, JCR)

Responsible Consumer-Brand Relationships

How are such
consumer-brand relationships
created?
Ethical

Empowered

Entrepreneurial

Engaged

Thompsonian Reclaiming of Coopted Cultural Value Systems

“

Empowered

Entrepreneurial

Thompson and Coskuner-Balli 2007

Community supported agriculture
consumers “understand their food
choices in relation to a broader
palette
of concerns such as
Ethical
ecological sustainability,
biodiversity, energy conservation,
worker safety, living
wages, and,
Engaged
most important, the preservation of
small farms and a rural way of life”
– values that they feel have been
attenuated by the industrial scale,
globally distributed commercial
food system and agribusiness
companies like Monsanto.

Holtian Resolution of Bourgeois-Bohemian Contradictions

“

Empowered

Entrepreneurial

Thompson, Rindfleisch, and Arsel 2006

…a new breed of professionals
who attempted to meld the
bourgeois values of hard work,
Ethical
career
success, and material
affluence with the bohemian
values of creativity, expresEngaged
siveness, anticonformism,
and
antimaterialism.

Sorry but we go with Fournier (1998) & Foucault (1978)

Moralistic Governance Regimes

Michel Foucault
(Lectures, 1978-1979)

“The economic must be considered as a set of regulated
activities from the very beginning … with rules of
completely different levels, forms, origins, dates, and
chronologies; rules which may comprise a social
habitus, a religious prescription, an ethics, a competitive
regulation, and also a law.”
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Vertical, direct government through

Horizontal, indirect, market-based structures of

legalistic, centralized, top-down structures

governance through “technologies of the self”

Horizontal Authority Requires Responsibilization

Responsibilization

Ronan Shamir 2008
(The Age of Responsibilization)

“…a technique of the self that sets into action a
reflexive subjectivity deemed suitable to partake
in the deployment of horizontal authority and
one which willingly bears the consequences of
its actions.”

Our Proposition: Consumer-Brand Responsibilization

A distinct process through which responsible
consumer-brand relationships are constituted
and the competitive market order is sustained.
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The World Economic Forum (WEF)

1000

40

foundation member companies
are at the heart of all forum’s activities

heads of state
and government leaders from 40 nations

333

700

global growth companies with the
potential to be tomorrow’s industry leaders

young global leaders who share a
commitment to shaping the global future

100
world media leaders

100
world culture leaders

World Economic Forum: Data Collection and Analysis

1

14
forum delegates

gigabyte

volunteered for in-depth interviews
between 2004 and 2012

of WEF’s representational materials including
reports, programs, panel videos, communiqués, etc.

894
pages

650
megabytes

of (double-spaced) transcribed
interview data

field notes and interview data on
the WEF’s policy initiatives since 2000

500

megabytes
of statistical reports and newspaper articles on
broader socio-economic developments and welfare

Longitudinal
Hermeneutics
(Thompson 1997; Giesler 2008)
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Ending Global Warming: Sustainable Consumer-Brand Bonds
Jeff
Sustainability manager,
softdrink company

Steve
Sustainability Officer,
IKEA Group

“People here understand the need to drill deeper, on a psychological level. That’s
the spirit of Davos. That’s what makes this gathering so special. [...] We’re all
passionately committed to implementing absolute sustainability. Absolute
sustainability in the sense of nurturing an entirely new set of water consumption
habits and attitudes in people, in short, creating a fundamentally new generation
of water consumers who readily connect environmental issues with their personal
water lifestyles and what they aspire to as individuals. [...] With the
[“Aquameter”], for example, we give South-African consumers a technology that
they can use to take stock of the amount of water they have saved each time they
run the tab or take a shower. We also provide cool facts and tips, like here. So this
one says...purified bottled water contains ten times more minerals than regular
tab water…”

Ending Global Warming: Sustainable Consumer-Brand Bonds
Jeff
Sustainability manager,
softdrink company

Steve
Sustainability Officer,
IKEA Group

“People want to act on climate change, but it needs to be easy for them to do so
and they also need to feel that others are doing something too. People feel their
actions only make a difference if they are part of something much bigger. [...]
With Prime Minister Tony Blair and a wide group of NGO and corporate partners
in the UK, and later beyond, we launched the “Together” campaign. Each
partner made commitments to help customers reduce CO2 emissions – a phone
tariff without the need to buy a need phone, discounted loft insulation and
affordable energy saving light bulbs. The campaign itself was successful, saving
an estimated 1 million tons of CO2 at the same time as helping billions of
consumers collectively save 200 million pounds off their energy bills.”

Theoretical Contributions

Extending the Brand Relationship Lit: The P.A.C.T. Process

Four brand-image revitalization strategies
through which responsible consumer-brand
bonds are constituted and the competitive
market order is sustained.

Personalization

Authorization

Capabilization

Transformation

Idealized moral agent
is created and contrasted
with immoral other

Moral agent is
sanctified through
expert knowledge

Successful moral
agency is linked
to brands

Consumers adopt
their new ethical
self-understanding

Extending the Literature on Market System Dynamics

“

Ger 2012

Embedded within dynamic social,
cultural, legal, and historical
environments (Giesler 2008;
Karababa and Ger 2011), markets
are constituted by - and
constitutive of - internal and
external actors, who have different
roles in facilitating/hindering
formation, legitimation (Humphreys
2010b), signification/valuation
(Penaloza and Mish 2011) and
evolution (Giesler 2008) of the
market.

•
•
•
•

Karababa and Ger 2011
Humphreys 2010 a and b
Giesler 2008, 2012
etc.

Our analysis demonstrates how
the active consumer subject
becomes compatible with
governance rather than, as in
Karababa and Ger’s (2011)
analysis, the point at which state
and religious authority falters.

Extending the Literature on Marketplace Mythologies

“

Thompson and Tian 2008, 596

the efforts of advertisers, brand
strategists, tourist promoters, and
other marketing agents to situate
their goods and services in
culturally resonant stories that
consumers can use to resolve
contradictions in their lives and to
construct their personal and
communal identities in desired
ways

•
•
•
•
•
•

Peñaloza 2000, 2001
Holt 2004
Thompson 2004
Thompson and Tian 2008
Fischer, Otnes, and Tuncay 2007
etc.

This article expands the uses of
marketplace mythologies in
consumer research by demonstrating
the institutional role that mythic
idealizations of the marketplace play
in facilitating the sustenance of
neoliberal ideology.

Thank you!
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Ending Chronic Illness: Health-Aware Consumer-Brand Bonds
Julia
Health officer,
Insurance company

Sabine
Health officer.
Soft drink company

“If we all agree that consumers need to be more engaged and if we call on
corporations to rethink their business, provide healthier alternatives, and help
educate consumers, all of this is only possible if governments understand their
role differently as well. [...] So my passionate plea, if you will, my request to
governments here is this: governments need to rethink their mandate. Taxes and
bureaucratic initiatives do one thing and one thing only, they prevent partnership
and collaboration because they create constraints rather than opportunities.
Instead be enablers! Create a climate of partnership and collaboration where we
can work together to engage consumers. Provide the conditions that are
conducive to doing this in terms of tax breaks for those that work hard to develop
and provide healthier consumption alternatives, for instance!”

Ending Chronic Illness: Health-Aware Consumer-Brand Bonds
Julia
Health officer,
Insurance company

Sabine
Health officer.
Soft drink company

“Our activities and partnerships mostly revolve around finding ways to instruct
consumers, to actively encourage them to engage in more movement and exercise.
[...] A number of important initiatives and innovative strategies are on the table at
the moment including better nutrition labels, a global educational website, and a
range of television advertisements that tell health and fitness success stories that
get consumers to think about living healthy and happy lives and that make more
active, healthy lifestyles and a mindful attitude about health and wellness
desirable and aspirational. [...] So we urge consumers to work harder and more
creatively on their health, we offer the latest scientific perspectives on how
consumers can manage their own health and stay fit through low- and non-calorie
options. Consumers need to understand how to balance their calories and we
provide the resources they need to lead active lives.”

Conceptual Findings: The P.A.C.T. Process

Four brand-image revitalization strategies
through which responsible consumer-brand
bonds are constituted and the competitive
market order is sustained.
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invest in developing economies.
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Ending Poverty: Base-of-Pyramid Consumer-Brand Bonds
Franck,
CEO, Danone

Matthew,
CEO, global bank

“Grameen Danone is a social business we started in 2006. Our objective is to
bring health through nutrition to as many children as possible and to have a
positive social impact on poor local communities by creating employment,
income, and skill. [...] The problem is that children in Bangladesh didn’t have
many healthy snacking options. [..] Through the Grameen-Danone initiative, we
contribute to local development by offering a product that has high nutritional
value and is affordable to the poorest of individuals. [...] Shokti Doi [“that which
builds strength”] is a huge success-story for everyone since it is a local
development story. The yoghurt is locally sourced and sold and contains zinc,
iron, vitamin A and iodine. It is distributed either through local shops or through
Grameen Danone ladies – a network of micro-entrepreneurs who are trained by

our staff.”

Ending Poverty: Base-of-Pyramid Consumer-Brand Bonds
Franck,
CEO, Danone

Matthew,
CEO, global bank

“The microloan partnerships we develop are firmly rooted in the conviction that
we really need antidotes to the paternalism that is inherent to traditional poverty
alleviation approaches. [...] We strive for a radical change of minds. The old
mindset was that all poor consumers are inherently vulnerable, weak, and unable
to decide for themselves. This is a really patronizing and arrogant standpoint that
has long stood in the way of poverty eradication because it pretends that there is
no potential whatsoever. But there is a lot of potential. [...] So in sharp contrast to
the old view, let’s instead build on the idea that all the decision power lies
actually with the poor, not with government or higher-order stakeholders. I
believe that poor consumers have what it takes to empower themselves, that they
can be creative and flexible decision makers, and that the problem is the lack of
opportunities to perform rather than a lack of willingness.”
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Financial Crisis: Financially Literate Consumer-Brand Bonds
Xavier
Executive VP
Swiss bank

Alexander
Head of Fin. Products,
Global bank

“It’s time to move from a narrowly defined shareholder economy to a stakeholder
economy that includes workers, consumers, rights advocates, the environment,
and future generations in our economic calculations and decision-making. [...]
The cost of food has gone up over the years. There needs to be a radical change
in the way this is handled...[Interviewer: As in allowing governments to intervene
into the market’s price mechanisms?] Oh no, in the sense of how values of good
financial stewardship are reflected in people’s decisions. It’s a question of
nurturing smarter spending habits that understand scarcity value and the need to
adapt. How can we encourage consumers to adjust quicker, to manage their
money, and to be more resilient in ways that positively affect their bottom line?”

Financial Crisis: Financially Literate Consumer-Brand Bonds
Xavier
Executive VP
Swiss bank

Alexander
Head of Fin. Products,
Global bank

“We have developed a debt management program called [“Strive!”] that offers
opportunities for financial and personal growth by actively engaging consumers
with debt. The program takes about a year and does two important things. First, it
helps nurture financially responsible citizens. So we inspire social growth and
inclusion by enabling a fundamental shift away from this unproductive attitude of
“may someone please come to the rescue” to “I can use these resources
proactively to regain my dignity and strength.” And second, we stimulate
economic growth by creating valued individuals who actively contribute to the
greater good by making smart investments.”
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Appendix

Davos: The Other Side of the Fence

Disciplinary vs. Active Power

“Governments of Competence and Ethics” (Amable 2011)

Just 10.9 million people, or 0.15%, control
$42.7 trillion dollars or two thirds of world GDP.

Celebrities as Responsibilization Agents
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