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Abstract 

This study illustrates how consumers produce different culturally constituted accounts 

of assigning meaning to a past traumatic event, such as slipping into poverty. 

Positioned in Consumer Culture Theory’s (CCT) consuming identity stream of 

research, it adresses a gap in the literature on tracing long-termed identity formation 

following disruption. As such, the study’s originality stems from offering a focus on 

the temporary nature of relative income poverty and its implications on consumers’ 

identity (re)-construction. Both a narrative theoretical lens and methodology were 

deployed to explore the cumulative impact of such multiple transitions over time 

(downward and upward) on identity re-construction. Following others who have 

drawn consumption insights from autobiographic work (Hirschman, 1990; Turley and 

O’Donohoe, 2012; O’Donohoe, 2015), published autobiographies from German 

poverty survivors were analysed and informed subsequent long (narrative) interviews 

with 14 transient poor informants, including book authors.  

Findings obtained from analysis of both autobiographical work and interviews make 

three broad contributions to consumer research. Firstly, the study reveals that 

consumers having undergone major disruptions in their assumptive worlds make use 

of different past selves by, for example, rejecting or revisiting them in order to 

construct their present and future post-trauma consuming identities. Secondly, the 

findings shift the perspective on traumatised consumers from restoring what was lost 

during a disconcerting life event (Caldwell and Henry, 2017; Thompson, Henry and 

Bardhi, 2018) to transformative identity construction in terms of enduringly leaving 

behind pre-crisis selves. Thirdly, this study demonstrates that (transient) low-income 

consumers form an important part of voluntary simplicity theorisations.  
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Chapter One: Introducing the Research 

Research Rationale & Positioning the Study 

In the 2000 Hollywood blockbuster “Cast Away”, Tom Hanks plays a Federal Express 

executive, involuntarily spending four years stranded on a desert island before 

escaping back to civilisation. The movie’s storyline is divided into three parts: the 

opening section introducing Hank’s character as an affluent, yet rushed, overworked 

and overweight white male American Manager; the middle section beginning with a 

tragic plane crash, which is followed by a chronicle of his life on the island he had 

stranded on as a gruelling challenge without companionship; and the final section 

showing the character’s escape from the island and his return to the US as a changed 

man. Especially, the ending scenes of this fictional tale intriguingly depict how his 

shipwreck experience has transformed the character. After having re-entered his old, 

fast-paced world, the protagonist exhibits a new Zen-like state of calm coupled with a 

degree of hesitation and resistance towards the ubiquitous material abundance he is 

confronted with, and that stands in stark contrast to his forced frugality on the island. 

Despite an overly dramatic and exaggerated Hollywood storyline, Hank’s character in 

“Cast Away”, nevertheless, offers a thought provoking and colourful account of how 

a traumatic life experience may impact upon one’s sense of self, and identity-related 

consumption practices within consumer culture. 

Within the last three decades consumer researchers interested in the relationships 

between consumption and identity (Arnould and Thompson, 2005) have 

acknowledged this fruitfulness of exploring transitional phenomena, spaces and 

places, as well as the experiences of the individual or group in flux and evolution 
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(Schouten, 1991; Gentry, Kennedy, Paul and Hill., 1995; Davies and Fitchett, 2004; 

Schau, Gilly and Wolfinbarger, 2009; Cody and Lawlor, 2011; Hirschman, Ruvio and 

Belk, 2012; Ourahmoune, 2016). As such, and in light of the Hollywood-inspired 

opening vignette of this chapter, an increased interest has been devoted to vulnerable 

consumer populations and their transitional pathways (Baker, Labarge and Baker, 

2015). Here, consumers’ encounters of traumatic life experiences, such as illness 

(Pavia and Mason, 2004), natural hazard events (Sayre, 1994), divorce (Caldwell and 

Henry, 2017; Thompson et al., 2018), bereavement (Turley and O’Donohoe, 2012; 

O’Donohoe, 2015), homelessness (Barrios, Piacentini and Salciuviene, 2012), or 

involuntary job loss (Roberts, 1991; Elliott, 1995) have been considered. Some of 

these forced life transitions (Barrios et al., 2012) oftentimes go hand in hand with 

losses of meaningful possessions, housing, social standings (status), or economic 

resources, which may, in turn, lead to existential crises and a shattered sense of self 

(Baker et al., 2015). Especially, regarding those who have descended in social status, 

experiencing first-time financial hardship and associated limited consumption 

opportunities, it has been shown how consumers adapt differently to these unpleasant 

circumstances. In this sense, consumers’ coping can be as varied as protecting one’s 

threatened identity (Roberts, 1991; Thompson et al., 2018), restoring it (recovering 

what was lost before the critical event; Caldwell and Henry, 2017), and/or 

transforming one’s self (through re-interpreting one’s pre-transition identity; Hamilton 

and Catterall, 2006a; Barrios et al., 2012; Caldwell and Henry, 2017). 

Without neglecting the importance and fruitfulness of researching (newly) 

impoverished consumer populations, this study claims that only a lopsided account of 

marketplace vulnerability experiences and identity issues has been provided. This is 
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so as previous research has restrictively tied adaptations to life adversities to 

downward social mobility.  

Referring back to the prefacing modern Robinson Crusoe example and his altered 

behaviours after having escaped the island to his old world, it would be equally 

worthwhile to explore what happens after moving out of a period of financial and 

identity strain. Are adaptive strategies associated with having achieved self-growth 

(Tennen and Affleck, 2002; Hamilton and Catterall, 2006a; Caldwell and Henry, 

2017), or, conversely, grieving a former good life through consumption (Thompson 

et al., 2018), only situational? Or do they form part of a longer-termed and enduring 

self-transformation process? Such a broad question may only be answered when 

looking at the entire life course movie (Leisering and Buhr, 2012; Ourahmoune, 2016), 

by considering multiple turns in the road (e.g. downward and subsequent upward 

mobility; McAdams and Bowman, 2013) and their cumulative impact upon one’s 

(social) identity construction (What have I become after all this happened? How has it 

influenced me in the way I consume? And with whom do I identify now, or not?). 

In fact, longitudinal studies in sociological poverty research have illustrated that 

poverty is oftentimes only transient in nature. Especially, “risky life events” 

(Vandecasteele, 2010), such as becoming unemployed, periods of sickness, marital 

dissolution, or economic recessions (Quelch and Jocz, 2009; Sassatelli, 2015) 

constitute temporary poverty-inducing and traumatic events (Tedeschi and Calhoun, 

2004; Mathur, Moschis and Lee, 2008), which, yet, can be actively overcome by many 

of those inflicted by them (Bane and Ellwood, 1986, Jenkins, 1999; Leisering and 

Buhr, 2012). Therefore, in light of new social risks (Beck, 1992; Bonoli, 2007), and a 

proliferation of transient types of downward social mobility and poverty in Euro-
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American societies, with periods of both feast and famine being potential features of 

many people’s life trajectories (Gabriel and Lang, 2008), gaining an understanding of 

how consumers exit from poverty spells and how it forms their identities is pivotal for 

consumer research on traumatised consumers. 

Overall, this study intends to fill a research gap in the field of consumer identity 

research. It responds to calls made in terms of extending knowledge on long-termed 

identity formation following disruptive life events (Cherrier and Murray, 2007; Schau 

et al., 2009; Baker et al., 2015). The study, thus, situates itself within the broad 

interpretivist brand of organisation and theorisation named Consumer Culture Theory 

(CCT) and its identity projects research programme (Arnould and Thompson, 2005). 

CCT “addresses the dynamic relationships between consumer actions, the marketplace 

and cultural meanings” (Arnould and Thompson, 2005:868). As such, the basic 

assumption is that people’s lives are situated in a culturally constituted world, and this 

cultural constitution largely takes place in and through commercial marketplaces 

(McCracken, 1988; Arnould and Thompson, 2005). Hence, CCTs unique perspective 

on how both culture and the social reality are formed in acquisition, usage, and 

disposal of market-mediated goods has ample impact upon people’s identities and 

ways of life. Theorists within CCT “study in specific consumption contexts to generate 

new constructs and theoretical insights to extend existing theoretical formulations” 

(Arnould and Thompson, 2005: 869). These contexts often facilitate an uncovering of 

processes in terms of why things emerge, develop, grow, or terminate over time 

(Giesler and Thompson, 2016), which are, in turn, critical for consumer identity 

theorisations (Arnould, Price and Moisio, 2006). For example, ageing may be a 

contextual event, which sets in motion consumers’ identity transformations and 
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developments towards leading a more vibrant lifestyle as a retiree compared to one’s 

past working life (Schau et al., 2009). Such contextual events resulting in theories of 

change regarding consumers’ identities and concomitant consumption practices are 

embedded in narratives or stories (Shankar, Elliott and Goulding, 2001; Cherrier and 

Murray, 2007; Ourahmoune, 2016).  

This research follows CCTs tradition of viewing consumers’ identities, including their 

developments and changes over the life course, as structured in terms of coherent, 

culturally-constituted narratives (Arnould and Thompson, 2005; Ahuvia, 2005; 

Giesler and Thompson, 2016). In this sense, the study aims to consider how 

consumers’ identities and related lifestyles after having overcome a traumatic life 

event, such as a tip into poverty (Tedeschi and Calhoun, 2004; Mathur et al., 2008), 

are narratively interconnected with their pre-crisis lives, and their experiences while 

being poor in order to trace long-term processes of identity construction and change. 

Research Aim & Questions 

This research follows one core aim. It seeks to explore whether or not and how 

disrupted individuals’ identities and relations to consumption objects (goods, 

possessions, services) and practices change when they enter and exit poverty. Based 

on this main aim, the study addresses the following key questions: 

1) What are consumers’ adaptive strategies when they transition into and out of 

poverty 

2) Do they experience any identity shifts in both situations? 

3) In what way, if at all, do consumption practices to manage their lifestyles and 

relations to consumption objects change? 
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Research Methodology 

This study is guided by the interpretivist paradigm prevalent in CCT research 

(Arnould, Press, Salminen and Tillotson, 2019). In light of the above highlighted 

biographic/dynamic approach to poverty and long-term narrative identity construction 

considering important turning points in life (McAdams and Bowman 2013), a 

qualitative two-step narrative approach to data collection has been deployed. 

Following others who have drawn consumption insights from analysis of 

autobiographic work (Hirschman, 1990; Brown, 2005; Turley and O’Donahoe, 2012; 

O’Donohoe, 2015; Klein, Lowrey and Otnes, 2015), a purposive sample of five 

published autobiographies from both German men and women was analysed. These 

data sources include people’s life stories and their experiences of routes into and out 

of precarious income conditions. Analysis has been particularly based on 

consumption-related content from the books and associated narrative structures in 

terms of plotline, temporal and causal sequences of selected events informing present 

and envisioned future identities. 

Preliminary findings from this method informed the second phase of the research in 

which long interviews (McCracken, 1988) with 14 male and female informants, 

including four book authors, have been conducted. The purpose of complementing 

autobiographical data with interviews from the same people was to further validate 

long-term processes of identity (re-)construction and lifestyle (alterations) by tracing 

them over time. Informants have dealt with both temporary (between a few months 

and a few years) and recurrent phases of substantial drops in income over their life 

courses. 
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Structure of the Thesis 

This thesis report is divided into six different chapters, including the current 

introductory section. The following section provides an outline of these chapters. 

Chapter Two reviews, discusses, and challenges underpinning assumptions regarding 

literature on consumers’ life transitions and their impact upon consumption within 

CCTs identity projects stream of research. It further highlights the importance of 

narrative identity construction to understand people’s consumption practices and 

relation to market-mediated goods following life transitions. Moreover, the relevance 

of culture informing personal narratives will be shown and discussed against the 

consumer literature on consumers dealing with unpleasant and traumatic life events, 

such as becoming downwardly mobile. Finally, there is a summary of core literature 

gaps that this study seeks to address. 

Chapter Three introduces dynamic poverty in Germany as the empirical context of 

the research. It provides a brief overview of conceptualisations of the poverty construct 

in a wealthy nation, such as Germany. This is followed by discussing main causes of 

poverty entries as well as exits accounting for the biographic approach to 

understanding transient poverty. Both a micro and macro-social perspective when 

elaborating on the phenomenon of transitory poverty will be adopted. The chapter will 

conclude with an outline of my understanding of German dynamic poverty within the 

scope of this research and how it relates to the literature on consumers’ (forced) life 

transitions, and the gap in the research identified. 

Chapter Four discusses the research methodology of this study. It begins by 

highlighting the underlying philosophical paradigm underpinning this study, before 
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summarising the narrative methodological approach this research adopts. The chapter 

further illustrates the purposive sampling methods and frames, as well as data 

collection tools in terms of autobiographies and long interviews, which were used to 

address the research aim and questions concerning long-termed identity construction 

after overcoming a disruptive life event. It illustrates the data analysis procedures in 

detail, and addresses issues associated with trustworthiness (validity). 

Chapter Five discusses the findings of the research in relation to its main objective 

and stated research questions. It showcases two differing identity narrative pathways 

of poverty survivors that are grounded in opposing storylines (plots) and cultural 

discourses. Firstly, within redemptive consumer narratives, people progress from a bad 

life scene (poverty experience) to a good one (post-poverty life). Here, they emphasise 

a critical reflexivity towards consumer culture and materialistic outlooks upon life 

brought about by a temporary poverty experience. These individuals’ narrative 

identities are reflective of therapeutic socio-cultural discourses surrounding the 

promotion of self-knowledge, personal growth, and moral development through 

finding benefit in adverse life circumstances. Secondly, within Resilient Survivor 

narratives consumers progress from a good life scene (pre-poverty lives) to a bad one 

(poverty experience). Contrary to Redemptive Consumers, these individuals’ stories 

reject past transitory poor selves that had been marked by financial and material 

constraint and, hence, restrict consumers’ market choices. In turn, they revive pre-

poverty consuming middle-class selves in their post-poverty lives. Their narratives are 

largely entrenched in consumer culture’s marketplace ideology and a neoliberal 

subjectivity of viewing the marketplace as a core therapeutic function to attain a happy 

life.  
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Chapter Six is the conclusion of the thesis. Firstly, it demonstrates how the findings 

translate into core theoretical contributions to both consumer identity research and the 

broader humanistic socio-psychological literature. Secondly, practical implications for 

both Strategic Marketing as well as policy-making at the institutional level (e.g. job 

centres) will be offered. Thirdly, both methodological, and contextual limitations will 

be highlighted, which, in turn, provide avenues for future research on investigating 

long-termed and processual identity construction of consumers mastering difficult life 

events. Finally, an overview of the core learning outcomes of having undertaken this 

study and the research journey’s impact on my own researcher identity is discussed. 
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Chapter Two: Identity Projects in Consumer Culture 

Theory 

Identity as a concept is complex. Due to different social science research streams, such 

as philosophy, anthropology, sociology, psychology, or social psychology constantly 

engaging in identity discourse and working with various definitions (Larsen and 

Patterson, 2018), offering a unified conceptualisation of identity is beyond the scope 

of this literature review. However, identity is something that many people feel they 

intuitively understand. At its most basic conceptualisation, identity is associated with 

the human capacity to know who one is. This reflexive self-understanding has also 

been referred to as self-conception, self-definition, self-identity, the self, or simply “I” 

(Mittal, 2006; Jenkins, 2014). Furthermore, identity equally involves the knowledge 

about who others are, others knowing who one is, or one’s belief of how others see 

one’s own identity (social self-concept; Sirgy, 1982). Additionally, identity poses the 

question of who one (not) identifies with referred to as social identity (Jenkins, 2014). 

Hence, identity always has a personal, social/relational, or collective and cultural facet 

(Sedikidis and Brewer, 2001). Throughout this research study, the terms identity and 

self will be used interchangeably at the personal/individual level. The term social 

identity is deployed to reflect one’s relationships with others. 

From a historical perspective, one’s identity was an unproblematic concept (Kellner, 

1992). Structural constraints determined pre-fixed, solid and stable self- and social 

identities over the life course (Gabriel and Lang, 1995; Goulding, Shankar and Elliott, 

2002; Gabriel, 2015). For example, being a hunter, a member of a tribe, aristocracy, 

clergy or peasantry involved already defined and immovable social roles that usually 
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translated into unitary, stable and foreseeable life trajectories and identities (Kellner, 

1992; McCracken, 2008). Additionally, normative, regulatory institutions of 

socialisation, such as the family, workplace (profession), nation-state or church were 

responsible for holding together both society and its stratified social systems of 

“collective habitualisation” (Shankar, Whittaker and Fitchett, 2006; Veer and Shankar, 

2011).  

In today`s secular Euro-American societies, yet, these traditional (social) structuring 

orders and identity templates (family, social class, work, etc.), which cast people into 

relatively defined roles, hierarchies and power relations are seen to dissolve (Schouten 

and McAlexander, 1995; McAlexander, Dufault, Martin and Schouten, 2014). As a 

consequence, societies have become more “individualised” and “reflexive” in regards 

to making sense of the question “who one is?”. According to Beck and Beck-

Gernsheim (2002) this new social formation has resulted in the proliferation of “do-it-

yourself biographies”, which, in turn, are translated into “dynamic”, “fluid”, 

“pluralistic” or even “fragmented” identities and lifestyles at the micro(-social) level 

(Markus and Nurius, 1986; Giddens, 1991; Firat and Venkatesh, 1995; Beck and Beck-

Gernsheim, 2002; Bauman, 2005; Gabriel, 2015). Such noncommittal fragmented 

lives (Firat and Shultz, 1997), for Beck and Beck-Gernsheim (2002), and, more 

recently, Gabriel (2015) have brought an unprecedented degree of choice in almost all 

aspects of life (e.g. concerning religion/spirituality, occupancy, family, gender, body 

shape and even life or death1), which has equally propelled peoples` empowerment to 

shape and express who they wish to be in different social settings. Beck and Beck-

 
1 When speaking of choice in relation to decisions of life and death “marketised” fields such as 

medicine offering prenatal diagnosis or intensive end-of-life care play an increasingly important role 

(Beck and Beck-Gernsheim, 2002; McAlexander et al., 2014). 
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Gernsheim (2002:5) sum up that all is “(…) becoming decidable down to the small 

print; once fragmented into options, everything must be decided”. In this sense, 

identity is no longer conceptualised as a given “thing”. Rather, it has been considered 

a project, which has to be worked on continuously – or reflexively monitored, 

organised, and managed (Giddens, 1991). Simply put, identity is not something that 

someone has, yet something that an individual does (Jenkins, 2014:5). Following this 

reasoning, market-mediated meanings and images, which have colonised many of the 

aforementioned areas of social life in the form of branded goods, leisure pursuits or 

services (McAlexander et al., 2014) are considered to serve as a stable and omnipresent 

locus for actively and creatively fashioning and communicating (various) personal and 

social identities, life-goals and concomitant lifestyles (Shankar, Elliott and Fitchett, 

2009; Gabriel, 2015). 

Within interpretive consumer research’s brand of organisation and theorisation, 

Consumer Culture Theory (CCT), and its most prominent research domain focusing 

on consumer identity projects (Arnould and Thompson, 2005), it has been widely 

acknowledged that people use the commercial marketplace to enable their identities 

(Arnould et al., 2019). One of the central tenets of this research stream rests on the 

assumption that consumers are what they consume. Additionally, consumers 

communicate to others and get validated by them who they are through consumption 

of products, possessions, services, experiences, or ideas mediated by the marketplace 

(Levy, 1959; Belk, 1988; Goulding et al., 2002; Shankar et al., 2009). 

More recently, considering the highlighted postmodern dynamic conception of identity 

(Beck and Beck-Gernsheim, 2002) as a type of project that can be actively made and 

also remade over courses of consumers’ lifetimes (Schau et al., 2009), CCT research 
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has included more studies on consumer life transitions under its consuming identities 

label. Here, the changes in identity brought about by important turning points in life 

(e.g. adolescence, adulthood, parenthood, retirement), often inspiring new modes of 

consumption (e.g. buying a minivan signifying parenthood), have been increasingly 

acknowledged (Schau, 2018). Moreover, forced and unpleasant life transitions (e.g. 

losing one’s home, becoming income poor, or downwardly mobile; Sayre, 1994; 

Hamilton and Catterall, 2006a; Barrios et al., 2012; Thompson et al., 2018) and how 

consumers actively cope through protecting, re-constructing or transforming their 

threatened selves using consumption have infiltrated CCTs identity projects 

theoretical sphere. The following sections will further highlight how (involuntary) life 

transitions impact upon identity and consumption. 

Transitional Consumers and Identity Transformations 

People pass a series of life events throughout their lives. These events involve 

transitions between various social roles, places, or social standings (social status). 

Transitions are conceptualised as a break, or discontinuity in an individual’s life space 

or path (Hopson and Adams, 1976; Hemetsberger, Bauer, von Wallpach and Broger, 

2013), which can change their perceptions of self, associated consumption routines, 

lifestyles and the symbolic meanings they draw from consumption objects (Mathur, 

Moschis and Lee 2003; Mathur et al., 2008). 

As indicated above, within CCTs identity project stream of research (Arnould and 

Thompson, 2005), “the fruitfulness of exploring (…) experiences of the individual or 

group in flux and evolution” has been increasingly acknowledged (Cody and Lawlor, 

2011:208). Despite its growing popularity, the body of literature on transitional 



14 

consumers, yet, has always appeared to be eclectic (Thomsen and Sørensen, 2006). In 

order to make sense of this fragmented stream of research Ulver and Ostberg (2014) 

offer two broad categorisations, which they term horizontal and vertical transitions, or 

movements. These transition categories will be presented in the following and used to 

group a selection of relevant studies under the two umbrella terms. 

Horizontal (Identity) Transitions 

Firstly, Ulver and Ostberg (2014) refer to what they call horizontal (identity) 

transitions. This category largely subsumes unidirectional, “person-centred” transition 

research (Hirschman et al., 2012:372) in terms of studying defined turning points in 

life (e.g. changing schools, becoming a mother, or entering retirement) and 

concomitant engagements in consumption. Here, it has been found that 1) identity-

based consumption phenomena and transformations occur in light of significant life 

events and 2) significant consumption acts across the consumption lifecycle 

(acquisition, consumption, disposition) contribute to, symbolise, or, occasionally, 

hamper identity changes during life transitions (Schouten, 1991; Thomsen and 

Sørensen, 2006, Voice Group, 2010). 

These views of transition in consumer research are often theoretically enabled by the 

works of van Gennep (1960), or Turner (1974). According to van Gennep (1960) 

important (horizontal) life passages generally consist of three stages that individuals 

pass sequentially: 1) the separation stage where a person disengages from the previous 

social role or standing, 2) a liminal stage characterised by an ambiguous and 

disordered self due to being “betwixt and between” (Turner, 1974), and 3) the 

incorporation stage in which the person integrates the self with the new role. In 
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particular, the middle-stage of liminality has been deployed and extended by consumer 

researchers to shed light on ritualised before-and-after transformations where 

consumers change their appearances (Schouten, 1991), and playfully engage in 

ritualistic behaviours as well as consumption changes (Cody and Lawlor, 2011) in 

order to facilitate the tightrope walk to a new self (Cody, 2012). Others, by contrast, 

also show the dark side of liminality when contending that liminal consumption can 

make the transition to a new identity worse (Thomsen and Sørensen, 2006; Voice 

Group, 2010). For example, Thomsen and Sørensen (2006) in their study on new 

mothers found that these consumers were insecure and unexperienced in their new 

roles resulting in disposing of baby-related products in order to not be perceived as a 

kind of mother they did not want to be. 

Nevertheless, rites of passage and notions of liminality have been argued to fall short 

in understanding longer-termed and continuous horizontal self-transformations, such 

as aging (Schau et al., 2009), building one’s career (Castilhos and Fonseca, 2016), or 

visiting a tourist destination at different times over the life course (Ourahmoune, 

2016). Instead, the ontologically different perspective of coherent life narratives, or 

narrative identity construction (McAdams, 2006; Rojas-Gaviria and Bluemelhuber, 

2010) has been privileged in some of these cases. Here, the separation from past selves 

and roles is less clear-cut as proposed by van Gennep (1960) who, in his theory, posits 

a renunciation of the past to build a new life story from scratch with a new self. 

Narratives, by contrast, deal continuously with the past without ever abandoning it, 

simultaneously harmonising with future anticipated selves in order to construct a 

coherent present and meaningful identity following life events (McAdams, 2006). The 
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importance of narratives for understanding self-transformations related to life events 

will be further elaborated upon later in this chapter. 

On the following pages, an exemplary selection of recent consumer identity change 

studies with different identity transition perspectives is presented in Table 1. The table 

illustrates the variety of theoretical perspectives by either drawing upon rites of 

passage linear stage models (e.g. Schouten, 1991; Noble and Walker, 1997; Voice 

Group, 2010; Cody, 2012) or  narrative theorisations (Schau et al., 2009; Ourahmoune, 

2016) to shed light on processes of transition from one role or lifestage to another 

within the horizontal movements category. Existing studies have investigated 

transitions from school to University life (Noble and Walker, 1997), becoming a 

mother (Fisher and Gainer, 1993; Voice Group, 2010), or an empty nester (Hogg, 

Curasi and Maclaran, 2004),  entering adulthood (Cody, 2012), and retirement (Schau 

et al., 2009) amongst other empirical contexts.  Some of these studies highlighted will 

be further drawn upon throughout this literature review chapter. 
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Table I.  

Selection of studies on person-centred horizontal transitions 

Author (Year) Method Transition Study Topic Journal 

Schouten (1991) Ethnographic Interviews with nine key 

informants and supplemental information 

derived from relatives or friends of the key 

informants 

Using theories of liminality and the self, this study charts how 

consumers undergoing a life transition are prone to using 

commercial forms of surgical alterations as a self-imposed personal 

rite of passage. Further, plastic surgery is used as a symbolic act that 

may assist individuals in reintegrating a self-concept made 

ambiguous in the course of a major life transition (e.g. when 

transitioning to womanhood). 

Journal of 

Consumer 

Research 

(JCR) 

Fisher & Gainer (1993) Participant observation in eight baby 

showers followed by semi-structured 

interviews with five informants 

Drawing on theories of liminality and rites of passage this study 

shows how transitions into motherhood are facilitated by traditional 

baby showers, yet, may be complicated by different, modernised 

versions, such as workplace baby showers in that tensions between 

the new and old identity role may be further heightened. 

Association for 

Consumer 

Research 

(ACR) 
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Author (Year) Method Transition Study Topic Journal 

Noble & Walker (1997) Hypothetico-deductive approach to data 

collection taking the form of a survey 

instrument answered by three different 

groups of students (liminal, n=164; pre-

liminal, n= 126; post-liminal, n=169) 

Investigating the transition from school to college and its 

psychological effects this study draws on theories of liminality and 

the extended self concept to depict how particular self-extending 

objects that symbolise past relationships are maintained during a 

phase of self-discrepancy in order to create stability. At the same 

time, there is a propensity to consume and display objects that 

represent the new role in an exaggerated manner (e.g. backpack). 

Psychology 

and Marketing 

Price, Arnould & Curasi 

(2000) 

Eighty semi-structured interviews with 

older consumers ranging in age from 65-95 

and seven depth interviews with older 

consumer ranging in age from 55 to 82 that 

mainly focused on narratives of special 

possessions  

In the context of “growing old”, certain acts of voluntary disposition 

of cherished possessions (e.g. gifting to relatives) assist consumers 

in reviewing their life and coming to grips with mortality where 

bequests of cherished objects may transcend the perishability of the 

body and serves as a way of achieving symbolic immortality. 

JCR 
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Author (Year) Method Transition Study Topic Journal 

Hogg, Curasi & 

Maclaran (2004) 

Multi-method qualitative approach to data 

collection taking the form of 18 semi-

structured interviews followed by a 

netnographic participant observation via 

online bulletin boards.  

Mothers in transition from having housefuls of dependent children to 

empty nests experience ambiguity of (mother role) identity, which is 

negotiated through a shift from production-oriented tasks within the 

household (e.g. cooking for children) to consumption-oriented tasks 

in order to accomplish a revised mothering identity that takes into 

account the physical distance between her and the children (e.g. 

preparing care packages, buying things for dorms). 

Consumption, 

Markets and 

Culture (CMC) 

Schau et al. (2009) Multi-method qualitative approach taking 

the form of semi-structured in-depth 

interviews with 65 informants probing for 

narratives on life projects and life themes in 

addition to naturalistic observation in at 

least three senior centres and netnography 

via discussion threads in three online 

forums for older US citizens 

Consumers transitioning into retirement weave rich life narratives 

across time orientations (who they were, are and will be) and focus 

on identity-centred forms of consumption by entering a period of 

identity renaissance during which they may revive past selves 

through acts of consumption that had been stalled during their 

working lives. Further, experimentations with entirely novel forms 

of self-expression may be undertaken. 

JCR 
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Author (Year) Method Transition Study Topic Journal 

VOICE Group (2010) Multi-method qualitative approach to data 

collection taking the form of 

phenomenological interviewing with 25 

new mothers across four countries who 

were interviewed towards the end of 

pregnancy and shortly after the birth of 

child; in addition diaries and photographs 

of consumption activities of informants 

were part of data collection as well as 

reflexive accounts of researchers’ own 

transitions into motherhood 

As opposed to viewing consumption as a helping hand through 

liminality and significant turning points in life, this study emphasises 

the complicating aspects of consumption in transitional phases in 

that first-time mothers-to-be may also have negative consumption 

experiences, which render the transition a complicated and confusing 

process (e.g. when lack of baby-related product knowledge is bound 

up with perceived feelings of being an inadequate mother). 

CMC 
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Author (Year) Method Transition Study Topic Journal 

Cody & Lawlor (2011); 

Cody (2012) 

Multi-method qualitative approach to data 

collection using two sets of individual 

depth interviews with 15 tweens aged 11-

12 as well as personal diaries from 

informants, E-collages, accompanied 

shopping trips and the researcher’s diary 

Taking into account the liminal state of “Tweens”, that is young 

consumers who are “betwixt and between” the socio-cultural 

identities of child and teenager, this study charts that liminal 

consumption – theorised as a fruitful darkness – entails several 

dichotomous consumption enactments that are reflective of those 

who are essentially no longer, but not yet (e.g. maintaining child-like 

activities in the realm of the private vs. consuming liminal products 

such as lip gloss or body sprays that yet do not step too far over the 

threshold of engaging with teen products like deodorant or 

perfumes). 

Marketing 

Theory/Journal 

of Consumer 

Culture 

Ourahmoune (2016) Longitudinal and narrative approach to data 

collection in terms of ethnographic research 

in Punta Cana from 2003 to 2014 followed 

by unstructured interviews with 16 repeat 

visitors prompting narrations of identity 

change in relation to the tourism experience 

Investigating Western consumers’ narratives of identity 

transformations through the repeat experience of travel to Punta 

Cana (Dominican Republic), this study reveals different aspects of 

motivation and resistance towards identity alterations through the 

transformative flux fostered by the tourism experience (e.g. enduring 

identity transformation vs. situational identity transformation). 

Journal of 

Business 

Research 
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Coping with Vertical (Status) Transitions 

Apart from the above charted horizontal transitions, Ulver and Ostberg (2014) point 

to a second, more nuanced categorisation, which they term vertical transitions. Here, 

it is assumed that consumers who undergo a change in social status may also be subject 

to an identity change, or identity conflict/strain – in particular, when it comes to 

mismatches between one’s identity and status position during transitions (identity-

status incongruence). With regard to these identity-status incongruences Ulver and 

Ostberg (2014) draw upon Bauman’s (2001) thesis of liquid modernity and the 

suggested proliferation of social mobility throughout one’s lifetime (Gabriel and Lang, 

2008). These intragenerational mobility dynamics (Sorokin, 1959; Vandecastele, 

2011) have, for example, been reflected in the new social tribe of the downwardly 

mobile, that is those who plunge down the social ladder every year due job loss, 

economic downturns, divorce and resultant experiences of financial hardships, and 

poverty for the first time (Newman, 1998; Betzelt and Bode, 2018). Ulver and Ostberg 

(2014), hence, assume that (middle-class) consumers will increasingly suffer from 

identity and status mismatches due to shifting personal economic conditions and its 

consequences (e.g. involuntarily giving up accustomed lifestyles and entering new 

social and consumption fields, Newman, 1998; Schreurs, Martens and Kok, 2012; 

Betzelt and Bode, 2018).  

In fact, a small but growing number of studies that often, yet not exclusively (for 

exceptions see Fournier, 1998; Schreurs et al., 2012), falls under the umbrella of 

vulnerability research in consumer culture (Baker et al., 2015) has taken such 

downward movements in light of forced life transitions and related identity issues and 

transformations into account. 
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Within this context, Barrios et al. (2012) define forced life transitions as 1) stressful 

events with high emotional costs that 2) force people to enter a self-transformation 

pathway characterised by uncertainty. For example, becoming income poor is such a 

forced life transition, since consumers’ feelings of poverty and distress may be 

accentuated due to being accustomed to higher pre-transition consumption levels and 

more comfortable lifestyles (Hamilton and Catterall, 2006a; Wendt, 2011). Consumer 

researchers have considered these descents in socio-economic status in light of 

involuntary job loss and family disruptions (Roberts, 1991; Elliott, 1995; Hamilton 

and Catterall, 2006a; Thompson et al., 2018), losing one’s home (Barrios et al., 2012), 

or becoming a “nouveau pauvre” middle-class consumer who claims to feel poor 

relative to one’s own life history (Ulver-Sneistrup and Ostberg, 2011; Chen and 

Nelson, 2017). In these studies researchers have sought to unpack consequent (social) 

identity strains and (re-) configurations of the self in light of adaptations to limited 

consumption opportunities and new and unfamiliar settings (e.g. moving to a smaller 

home; Saatcioglu and Ozanne, 2013). 

Broadly speaking, these adaptations can be classified as problem-focused and 

emotion-focused coping mechanisms (Lazarus and Folkman, 1984). In this sense, 

coping refers to actions (problem-focused) and thoughts (emotion-focused) that enable 

individuals to handle difficult and threatening situations, solve problems and reduce 

stress (Lazarus and Folkman, 1984). In the context of downward mobility and 

associated traumatic experiences, such as a tip into poverty (Tedeschi and Calhoun, 

1995, 2004), consumers deploy several problem-focused strategies, such as disposition 

of possessions, seeking social and/or financial support from others, finding creative 

alternatives outside of the marketplace (e.g. cutting one’s own hair, or buying second-
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hand), foregoing conspicuous consumption (for a contrary example see Roberts, 

1991), or putting emphasis on the consumption of intangible possessions, such as 

spaces and valuing relationships with people instead of material possessions (Hamilton 

and Catterall, 2006a; Wendt, 2011). Such behavioural strategies are oftentimes 

interwoven with well-documented emotion-based coping mechanisms within 

consumer poverty research (Hibbert and Piacentini, 2003; Karanika and Hogg, 2016) 

in terms of re-evaluating the importance ascribed to material possessions and money 

as a means of self-definition and/or prioritising non-material goals, such as social 

relationships, memories, or religious beliefs (Hill, 1991; Barrios et al., 2012). 

Following this reasoning, self-identity may become subject to change, which may 

surface through questioning one’s own previous lifestyle and privileging instead 

immaterial assets, such as health, social connections or newly acquired traits 

(Hamilton and Catterall, 2006a; Wendt, 2011; Barrios et al., 2012).  

This is partially akin to the abstract existential approach to reflexivity outlined by 

Thompson et al. (2018) where consumers’ introspective understanding of themselves 

in the world (reflexivity) is composed of agentic (ability to drive change) identity 

shaping in consumption. As highlighted earlier such a volitional-agentic ethos of 

existential reflexivity has been mostly placed in situations of ontological security 

(Giddens, 1991) where consumers make free identity and lifestyle choices against the 

background of relative economic stability (Schouten, 1991; Schouten and 

McAlexander, 1995; Cherrier and Murray, 2007; Schau et al., 2009), which forms an 

important prerequisite of the consumer identity projects stream of research within CCT 

(Arnould and Thompson, 2005). These authors (Thompson et al., 2018), however, 

argue, that existential reflexivity may also be applied to threatened identities during a 
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crisis event, such as becoming downwardly mobile (Hamilton and Catterall, 2006a; 

Karanika and Hogg, 2016). Hence, Thompson et al. (2018:4) put (emotional) coping 

strategies adopted during such a phase on equal footing with existential reflexivity as 

they help consumers to “allay their anxieties, and to buttress their besieged just-world 

beliefs”. 

Conversely, (the same) researchers have also indicated that consumers who have taken 

an economic and social downhill journey may “grieve their former good life” (Ulver-

Sneistrup and Ostberg, 2011:226) and be reluctant to identify with newly experienced 

less-well off lifestyles and social spheres (Hamilton and Catterall, 2006a; Saatcioglu 

and Ozanne, 2013; Thompson et al., 2018). Here, consumers may envision self-

defining consumption practices consistent with their pre-transition lifestyles (e.g. 

taking again regular holidays, Hamilton and Catterall, 2006a), and aim to preserve 

former pre-event selves through consuming objects, which symbolise the past (e.g. by 

mimicking furniture from a previous, more affluent life; Ulver-Sneistrup and Ostberg, 

2011). Against this backdrop of striving to preserve one’s threatened pre-event self, 

Thompson et al. (2018) have introduced the concept of reactive reflexivity. Their study 

on former upper-middle class women who have become downwardly mobile implies 

the refusal to alter pre-event habituated and self-relevant aesthetic taste standards 

(Bourdieu, 1984) in relation to present conditions of economic necessity. Hence, these 

women express non-identification with the adverse social context and a hope to re-

gain a former social standing through discordant performances of taste (e.g. refusing 

to engage in budgeting strategies in order to maintain consumption tastes emblematic 

of their lost social standing, Thompson et al., 2018). 
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Extending the work of Roberts (1991), Caldwell and Henry (2017) combine these two 

highlighted broad consumer adaptations to economic constraints and related 

threatened identities following a traumatic experience, such as becoming downwardly 

mobile (losing one’s social status). In their study on divorced women, these authors 

show that coping strategies may be, on the one hand, restorative, that is trying to 

recover what was lost by the family break-up. Here, for instance, to bolster self-esteem, 

and recover one’s own happiness also radiating across children of divorce, consumers 

engaged in fashion purchases, or going to the gym. On the other hand, adaptation 

strategies may be transformative, that is detaching oneself from pre-divorce co-

dependent identities, and trying to turn oneself into a better self while grappling with 

downward mobility (e.g. reflected in activities, such as taking up formal education, 

taking public speaking courses, or travelling overseas). 

Table II. provides a summary of consumer studies making references to vertical status 

transitions (downward) due to life events triggering an income reduction and/or 

poverty experience. At the same time, the above highlighted identity strains as well as 

transformational pathways are further thematised. 
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Table II.  

Key studies on vertical transitions (downward) and identity issues 

Author (Year) Method Vertical Transition Topic & Identity Issues/Transformation Journal 

Roberts (1991) Case study reports of two former steel 

workers after having been laid off using 

a qualitative multi-method approach in 

terms of participant observation, 

naturalistic observation (e.g. homes 

including photography) and several in-

depth interviews 

Investigating the consequences of status descent and lowered income due 

to job loss in a US context, this study charts two different cases of 

protecting and re-defining self- and social identities supported by theories 

of symbolic self-completion and the extended self (e.g. Paul’s inward 

turn translating into a hermit-like lifestyle vs. Mark’s engagement with 

consumption in expensive cars to save face, at the same time cutting back 

in other areas) 

ACR 
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Author (Year) Method Vertical Transition Topic & Identity Issues/Transformation Journal 

Fournier (1998) Modified life history cases obtained 

through phenomenological interviewing 

with three women taking into account 

important life transitions (e.g. divorce) 

In the broader context of exploring subjective meanings of US 

consumers’ lived experiences with brands, this study briefly discusses 

how a case of a descent in social status (from married middle-class 

housewife to working-poor single mother) leads to identity strains, self-

reformulation and revised brand consumption (e.g. from loyal consumer 

of brands to seemingly vulnerable multi-brand purchasing behaviours 

that yet help to negotiate pressing concerns integral to the single-mother 

experience and financial strains) 

JCR 

Hamilton & Catterall 

(2006a) 

30 in-depth at-home family interviews in 

a UK context with particular attention 

given to two families who experienced a 

recent transition into relative income 

poverty 

Exploring families’ recent transitions into relative income poverty (e.g. 

due to job loss) this study advances understandings of coping with forced 

dispositions of possessions and detrimental effects on identity 

construction in that indications are given related to consequent altered 

lifestyles where material possessions may no longer play a pivotal role in 

consumers’ self-definition and defining oneself to others (e.g. more 

emphasis may be put on places and social relationships) 

Marketing 

Review 
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Author (Year) Method Vertical Transition Topic & Identity Issues/Transformation Journal 

Ulver-Sneistrup & 

Ostberg (2011) 

Phenomenological, long and 

ethnographic interviews with 35 

informants from three different countries 

(Sweden, Turkey and US) in 

combination with ethnographic 

observation both in informants’ homes 

and during activities chosen by the 

consumers 

Exploring how consumers’ experiences of descending in (sociocultural) 

status throughout their life course (e.g. due to job loss) affects identity 

construction, this study reveals three different consumption strategies in 

terms of 1) developing an unclassifiable identity anchoring oneself 

permanently in a liminal state, 2) hiding and halting identity development 

in the hope to ascend in status again and 3) straightforward 

reconstruction of past selves due to grieving a lost identity position (e.g. 

by mimicking furniture from the past) 

Research in 

Consumer 

Behaviour 

Schreurs et al. (2012) In-depth interviews with 15 informants 

who had experienced an income 

reduction of at least 25% with all but one 

informant having started to live with less 

financial resources at least 5 years prior 

to the study 

Inquiring about Dutch consumers’ experiences and practices following 

an involuntary (e.g. due to dismissal, debt, illness) and voluntary (e.g. 

downshifting) phase of “living with less” economic capital this study 

proposes a holistic “Transformation Model” that, independent of 

voluntary or involuntary downshifting, emphasises the transformation 

process as being a primarily positive experience in that it contributes to 

self-growth, gratitude for possessions and immaterial assets such as 

health or social relations 

Qualitative 

Market 

Research 
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Author (Year) Method Vertical Transition Topic & Identity Issues/Transformation Journal 

Barrios et al. (2012) Retrospective biographical narratives 

obtained through long interviews with 15 

homeless informants coupled with an 

ethnographical study in the context of 

volunteering for a charity that supports 

homeless individuals  

Through exploring UK consumers’ first-time experiences of 

homelessness, this study attempts to understand transitions into a 

restrictive consumption context that is characterised by uncertainty and 

loss of possessions triggering different (mal)adaptive consumption 

strategies (e.g. alcohol consumption to cope with trauma and anxieties) 

as well as reformulations of the self in the wake of adapting to street life 

forcing individuals simultaneously to reinterpret their past and future 

envisioned identity narratives (e.g. from being a pre-transition “couch 

potato” to becoming “a strong-minded person” who envisions living in a 

new home) 

Research in 

Consumer 

Behaviour 
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Author (Year) Method Vertical Transition Topic & Identity Issues/Transformation Journal 

Saatcioglu & Ozanne 

(2013) 

Over a period of 18 months 40 in-depth 

formal interviews with US mobile home 

residents were conducted coupled with 

informal observations of the trailer park 

community  

Explores how consumption practices of working-class consumers are 

shaped by different moral identities. This study advances understandings 

of the fluidity of identity construction in light of either upward or 

downward mobility within the micro-context of a mobile home 

community in that, for example, those who are on an upward life 

trajectory from a troubled past (e.g. poverty) leverage their consumerism 

and refurbished trailers in the park as symbolic markers of achieving the 

good life through hard work, at the same time distancing themselves 

from their past lives and others in the park who resemble their former 

lifestyle of destruction. By contrast, those who have experienced a 

decline from a lower middle-class life to an economically insecure life in 

the trailer park try to preserve their past conceptions of the self by 

imagining a future in fixed-site homes and viewing their trailer park stay 

as a layover.  

JCR 
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Author (Year) Method Vertical Transition Topic & Identity Issues/Transformation Journal 

Caldwell & Henry 

(2017) 

21 face-to-face in-depth interviews with 

divorced women from a Western context.  

Explores the impact of a traumatic event, such as marital break-up and 

associated downward mobility upon coping strategies and self-change. In 

order to re-gain control of disrupted identities brought about by the 

divorce and loss of social status, these consumers agentically engage in 

restorative (trying to recover what was lost before marital break-up) and 

transformative (expanding far beyond what was before pre-divorce) 

consumption practices. 

Psychology and 

Marketing 
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Author (Year) Method Vertical Transition Topic & Identity Issues/Transformation Journal 

Thompson et al. 

(2018) 

In-depth interviews with a total of 33 

Australian women in the aftermath of a 

divorce and downward mobility 

supplemented with in-home observations 

of participants’ current living conditions 

within less affluent socio-cultural spaces 

compared to pre-divorce life 

circumstances  

Introducing the concept of reactive reflexivity into culturally-laden 

consumer research, this study finds that downwardly mobile consumers 

refuse to give up identity projects embedded in (upper-) middle-class 

domesticity and related accustomed lifestyles from pre-divorce lives by 

drawing upon possessions as material reminders of pre-divorce lives. 

Further, they deploy discordant performances of taste (e.g. refusing to 

buy at cheaper retail outlets, and instead saving money to buy more 

expensive furniture) in order to avoid being marked by tastes for 

necessity posed by their materially impoverished circumstances and to 

maintain a fit with their former pre-divorce consuming selves.  

JCR 

 



34 

Challenging Underpinning Assumptions 

Within research forming part of horizontal (identity) transitions, main emphasis has 

been put on studying one particular life event and resultant identity-based consumption 

alterations (e.g. when becoming an empty nester; Hogg et al., 2004). Equally, when 

looking more closely at the second categorisation in terms of vertical status transitions 

and concomitant identity fluidities, consumers’ studied life trajectories are mainly 

downwards and remain static (e.g. when transitioning into states of relative or absolute 

forms of poverty; Hamilton and Catterall, 2006a; Ulver-Sneistrup and Ostberg, 2011; 

Barrios et al., 2012; Thompson et al., 2018). Saatcioglu and Ozanne’s (2013) research 

on the unfixedness of identity construction in the context of trailer park residents’ 

volatile life trajectories represents an exception, however. These researchers also 

consider those who have experienced upward social mobility and concomitant identity 

transformations, which are reflected in altered modes of consumption and social 

distinction (Bourdieu, 1984). Nonetheless, upward and downward social mobility is 

only charted in a binary either-or manner restricted to a narrowly defined group of 

working-class consumers (e.g. the “reluctant emigrants” who have suffered from a 

decline in social status or the “nesters” who have experienced an improvement from a 

whole past life of deprivation). 

Hence, little is still known in consumer research about temporary manifestations of 

traumatic experiences, such as downward mobility and resulting financial hardship 

and/or relative income poverty (Wendt, 2011). Here, middle-class consumers’ 

responses to subsequent movements out of first-time experiences of economic 

deprivation have been neglected. This contextual oversight results in a gap in the 
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literature on the long-term impacts of consumers’ coping and related self-change 

processes in the wake of forced life transitions. 

Following this line of reasoning, Schreurs et al. (2012:199-200) briefly indicate in the 

last stage (“postlude”) of their (in)voluntary downshifting transformational model that: 

“[t]he experience of living with less provoked changes that continued even when the 

financial position improved (…). In this sense, the transformation can be seen as an 

ongoing process.” Similarly, others who have explored the transformational processes 

of those facing loss and a threatened identity due to downward mobility and economic 

constraint have indicated that these unpleasant experiences “had changed them in 

many ways for the better” (Caldwell and Henry, 2017:769), changed one’s perspective 

(Hamilton and Catterall, 2006a), or triggered a long-lasting “gain of knowledge” 

(Wendt, 2010:132). Within this context, Baker et al. (2015) acknowledge that 

individuals going through a phase of vulnerability and trauma may seek personal 

transformation and lasting change. However, these researchers have called for detailed 

research exploring how and when a temporary phase of vulnerability creates uplifting 

and enduring changes. This is echoed by Cherrier and Murray (2007) who have shown 

that mundane life events, such as changing careers, or watching a (PETA) video on 

animal cruelty, trigger a long-termed identity transition process towards perceived 

self-authenticity and self-actualisation. Such an identity change is, then, reflected in 

leading less materialistic and simpler lifestyles compared to one’s pre-event lifestyles. 

However, similar to Baker et al. (2015), these authors acknowledge that theoretical 

knowledge of such identity change processes in contexts of consumers facing 

adversities (e.g. when becoming unemployed) remains largely amiss. Hence, it is not 
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well understood how consuming identities are sustainably altered following forced life 

transition, or if there are, in fact, no identity transformations. 

Building upon this latter point of potential non-existent self-change processes 

following adversarial life circumstance, Saatcioglu and Ozanne (2013) mention in 

passing that one of their downwardly mobile families who had been reluctant to 

identify with the newly experienced less-well of lifestyle and social sphere 

successfully made their way out of a phase of deprivation in the trailer park. Here, they 

briefly summarise the family’s new life in a fixed-site home as more secure and 

comfortable emphasising their regained (consumer) freedom and consumerism. 

Consequently, consumption responses to transitions out of relative poverty and 

deprivation may be quite different from each other, thereby requiring more attention 

by consumer researchers. 

One explanation why researchers have shied away from such a consideration of 

multiple transitions over time is the inherent temporal and longitudinal dimension of 

identity transformation and (re-)construction (Ourahmoune, 2016). Ulver and 

Ostberg`s (2014) study may be seen as an exception in this regard, since they attempt 

to consider multiple vertical transitions (upward and downward) and the consequent 

challenges imposed upon identity construction throughout their informants` life 

course. Yet, their interpretation of these status movements tends to be highly 

subjective. For example, they consider one of their informant’s childhood memories 

of recognising that her family is poor relative to their friends’ families as a descent in 

status shaking an already established self-concept of security. Additionally, when 

Ulver and Ostberg (2014; see also Ulver-Sneistrup and Ostberg, 2011) consider more 

objectively defined declines of status in terms of informants’ households being down 
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to subsistence level due to job loss or the birth of a child, a subsequent upward 

movement is blanked out. 

My belief that this contextual neglect of multiple, interconnected life events over time 

and the cumulative and long-term impact upon consumers’ identity change processes 

and construction remain underappreciated has been the main impetus for the current 

research project. Hence, this study follows the suggestion of Shankar et al. (2001:28) 

who claim that a “narrative perspective would ideally be suited to a longitudinal study 

of consumption behaviour”. Against this background, the weaving of life narratives 

across time considering important (multiple) “turns in the road” (McAdams and 

Bowman 2013) may apply to consumers’ retrospective accounts of previously 

experienced forced life transitions. Such a narrative perspective may further illuminate 

self-construction and consumer behaviours in one’s post-event life considering the 

influence of past difficult life transitions on one’s present and future self. In the 

following section, a more detailed overview of narrative identity work in consumer 

research will be provided, and how it informs the current research. 

The Storied Consumer Self 

Authors from various disciplines, such as psychology, sociology, educational research, 

anthropology and, more recently, consumer behaviour have argued that life stories 

(coherent narratives) are a basic mode of thought through which people make sense of 

the world in general and themselves in particular (Bruner, 1986; Belk, 1988; 

Polkinghorne, 1991; Shankar et al., 2001; Escalas and Betmann, 2000; Sarbin, 2003; 

McAdams, 2006; Ourahmoune, 2016). Sarbin (2003:23) goes so far as to suggest “that 

we live in a story-shaped world; that our lives are guided by a narratory principle”, 
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thereby advocating an ontology (“reality”) of narrative identity construction or the 

storied self. Building upon Sarbin and other narrative theorists, such as Bruner (1986) 

and Polkinghorne (1991), McAdams (2006), a psychologist, has turned assumptions 

of selves plotting themselves in and across time into a life-story model of identity. His 

model states that life stories do not solely consist of recapitulations of past events and 

episodes, yet that “adult identity is an evolving and implicit narrative of the self that 

reconstructs the past and anticipates the future in such a way as to confer on the chaos 

of (post) modern life a modicum of direction, vitality, and followability” (McAdams 

and Bowman, 2013:454). 

According to this definition a narrative consists of retrospective meaning-making. This 

meaning-making involves the proactive and creative shaping and ordering of past 

experience into a meaningful whole in order to see the consequences of actions and 

separate events over time, thereby giving meaning to lives in the past, present and 

anticipated future (Polkinghorne, 1991). 

To further illustrate such a conception of time organisation, also known as `causal 

coherence´ (Habermas and Bluck, 2000) or retro-causality (Rojas-Gaviria and 

Bluemelhuber, 2010) in life narratives where one event caused, led up to, transformed 

or was/is to some extent meaningful to other events in one’s life, McAdams (2011) 

provides a fictive example: An adolescent girl may explain why she disagrees with her 

parent’s liberal political values or why she feels shy around boys in terms of personal 

experiences from the past that she has selected and reconstructed to render her personal 

narrative coherent. Moreover, the girl will likely share her account with others and 

monitor the feedback she receives in order to assess if her attempt at constructing a 

coherent narrative identity has been successful. This latter notion is supported by 



39 

Goffman (1959) who claims that people do not talk to give information, yet give shows 

and present dramas to an audience, which does not suggest that presented identities 

lack from authenticity, yet are situated and accomplished with an audience in mind. 

Thus, the response of the audience is embedded in the art of narrative (Bauman, 1986). 

As such, then, any person’s particular narrative identity is a co-authored, psychosocial 

construction in which significant others (e.g. loved ones, teachers, antagonists), 

communities and even events affecting a nation (e.g. 9/11, Adler and Poulin, 2009) are 

incorporated into a person’s self-identity (McAdams, 2006). 

Within CCT-informed research, this notion of formulating a desire for coherent 

psychosocial identity narratives (through integrating meaningful consumption 

activities into the self) within the context of fragmented postmodern societies has been 

largely corroborated (Belk, 1988; Thompson and Hirschman, 1995; Escalas and 

Bettman, 2000; Murray, 2002; Ahuvia, 2005; Schau et al., 2009; Shankar et al., 2009; 

Rojas-Gaviria and Bluemelhuber, 2010; Ourahmoune, 2016). Accordingly, Ahuvia 

(2005) reveals how consumers use their loved objects and activities to forge a coherent 

self-narrative in the face of identity conflicts triggered by the multitude of different 

possible identities available to them in postmodernity (Firat and Venkatesh, 1995). 

This researcher finds that one’s meaningful possessions and consumption activities 

deployed in daily life serve as mementos of key events or relationships in the life 

narrative, helping to reconcile these identity conflicts. 

In Schau et al’s (2009) study on identity-related consumption of older people having 

entered retirement, these authors more explicitly consider that identity is a “dynamic 

tapestry” by working through past, present and future life projects simultaneously in 

the wake of a key life transition, such as becoming a pensioner. To further exemplify 
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this, they show how one of their informant’s donation to a high school’s gymnasium 

reflects mature consumers’ complex consumption inspirations and enactments 

crossing time orientations. For example, these researchers suggest that their 

informant’s donation compensates for unequal sports opportunities for females 

experienced in the past, letting their family know that they care for them in the present, 

and improve the chances for young females who want to become athletes in the future. 

Moreover, with this individual case, Schau et al. (2009) reinforce how individual life 

stories may expand the protagonist from an “I to a We”. This is in consonance with 

the earlier mentioned notion of developing personal stories of a particular life, which 

cannot be isolated from the social sphere (Smith and Sparkes, 2008). Most importantly, 

yet, this study further accentuates that people constantly re-write and revise their 

personal narratives, thereb echoing Polkinghorne (1991:145) who claims that 

achieving narrative coherence of events and actions in one’s life story is not a “once-

and-for-all-feat”. By contrast, achieving a coherent identity narrative is an ongoing 

and evolving task open to constant re-configuration (Ricoeur, 1985), especially in the 

wake of major shifts in people’s assumptive worlds associated with key life transitions, 

such as graduation, marriage, parenthood, divorce, social mobility or retirement 

(Rojas- Gaviria and Bluemelhuber, 2010; McAdams and Bowman, 2013). Hence, in 

their study, Schau et al. (2009) showcase that aging is not about the inevitable end, yet 

rather about the evolving self. Here, (older) consumers reconstruct their past and 

anticipate the future in order to provide their lives with unity, purpose and meaning 

often including (newly acquired, revised or revived) aspects of consumption. 
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Narratives of Growth and Decline 

Drawing upon aforementioned narrative theories and studies, other culturally-oriented 

consumption theoreticians (Shankar et al., 2009; Rojas-Gaviria and Bluemelhuber, 

2010; Ourahmoune, 2016) have further advanced such an understanding of how 

Western consumers build dynamic identity narratives over time. In this sense, it has 

been shown how those stories which come to comprise people’s very identities change 

and function – socially and culturally – as the storyteller journeys across life 

(McAdams, 2011).  

Ourahmoune (2016) suggests that through the repeat experience of travel to a 

Caribbean tourist location (Punta Cana) as a package tourist, taking into account 

personal turning points interwoven with their travels (e.g. getting married to a local, 

quitting one’s job at home), consumers experiment with several types of identity 

transformation and consumption (alterations) across time. This is so as past events and 

actions are re-construed differently from each other to cobble together coherent 

identity narratives. More precise, this research exemplifies how the same object of 

consumption – the travel package – is reconfigured differently across time triggering 

different forms of consumption that match current consumers’ “plots”, or narrative 

structures (Ricoeur, 1985; Escalas and Bettman, 2000; Shankar et al., 2001). Here, 

narrative structures of two of the study’s informants` identities differ in so far as they 

retrospectively unfold from positive to negative and vice versa. For example, regarding 

the former plot (from positive to negative life scene), one of the cases presented in this 

study perceived the tourist location, initially, as a positive life scene (“dream 

vacation”) that has, yet, been turned into something negative due to social disapproval 

from friends at home leading to an identity crisis. As a consequence, the travel 
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experience was stopped (and with it also many consumption practices that were 

undertaken at home in relation to the tourist destination) in order to get her old life 

back. Yet, the current restored self is still negatively influenced by viewing the former 

positive Caribbean experience as an “addiction” (Ourahmoune, 2016:6). By contrast, 

a different case from this author’s study makes salient a narrative identity plot 

(structure) progressing from bad to good where the travel experience is viewed as a 

movement of enduring transcendence of the self (e.g. by leaving behind an 

unsatisfactory and difficult life in one’s home country to happily settle in the tourist 

destination adopting a local lifestyle). 

These differing identity narratives that adopt contrasting plots (narrative structures) 

partially corroborate with Frye (1957) who identified four core mythic plots that 

people use to make sense of their identity in fabled forms, such as comedy, romance, 

tragedy, and satire. As such, romantic plots consist of a series of episodes in one’s 

story in which the narrator experiences challenges or threats and through a series of 

struggles emerges victorious (Gergen and Gergen, 1988). By contrast, tragedy 

informed narrative structures are failures in achieving a given point or goal state 

(Gergen and Gergen, 1988), where the protagonist is doomed by fatal flaw with 

internal battles and self-confrontation leading to an ambiguous end (Stern, 1995). 

Equally, Frank (2013) in an illness narrative genre studying patients who suffer from 

“deep illness” (drawing also upon his own illness experience) has led him to propose 

a three-fold narrative typology that partially resembles the aforementioned plotlines. 

In this sense, he refers to quest, restitution and chaos narrative genres. Within quest 

narratives stories are organised thematically around an individual’s sense of having 

achieved a new self, which is based upon one’s own illness experience. Further, one 
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has the belief of having undergone a learning process, which might benefit others in 

similar situations in the future. The tales of restitution are similar in that they are 

infused with viewing illness as an aberrancy in their normal lives, yet contrary to quest 

narratives, this typology (of illness experience) projects a future where one returns to 

being the same she or he was before the illness event. Through such a mode of 

emplotment (Mishler, 1995) people intend to erase an unpleasant episode from one’s 

life. Chaos narratives, by contrast, are types of counter-narratives (Frank, 2013). These 

stories lack a clear plot and are characterised by uncertainty and confusion where 

narrative coherence may not be achieved due to not being able to fully understand what 

happened (Frank, 2013) resembling narratives of regression (Gergen and Gergen, 

1988) and tragedy (Frye, 1957).  

Although not explicitly drawing upon aforementioned plots of tragedy and romance, 

regression and progression, quest and chaos, these narrative structures can be equally 

found in McAdams’ (2006) redemption and contamination taxonomic system. In 

redemption, the protagonist’s life story progresses from a bad, or difficult life scene, 

often following adverse life events, to a good and triumphant one. These stories of 

redemption trigger a process of growth, fulfilment and self-authenticity amongst other 

things. Hence, self-transformation in terms of redemption helps to move one’s identity 

narrative forward and is appreciated as such. By contrast, narratives of contamination 

encode the reverse movement from an emotionally positive, or good experience, to an 

emotionally negative, or bad outcome. Here, the bad ruins, spoils, sullies, or 

contaminates the good that precedes it. Further, contamination sequences may be 

expressions of decline or stagnation in one’s plot, since the storytellers fall backward, 

lose ground, or circle over the same ground again and again (e.g. when a man goes 
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into tailspin whenever he feels that he is not getting the respect he deserves from 

others, which is owed to the fact that it has always been like this since his little brother 

ridiculed him for being a bad athlete, way back in school; McAdams, 2006; McAdams 

and Bowman, 2013).  

Although, Ourahmoune (2016) in her consumer study briefly acknowledges these 

plots, which she has also referred to as stasis or progression, no other study in CCT, 

as far as I am concerned, has used the concepts of redemption and contamination to 

explore (disrupted) consuming identity narratives. Hence, against the background of 

this study, it is worthwhile to consider these story forms as a metaphorical and 

theoretical template (Arnould et al., 2006). By gleaning insights into how such plots 

are appropriated into life narratives of those having faced forced life transitions and 

identity threats in the past, longer-termed self-change processes may be traced and 

explained in contexts other than mundane life events (Cherrier and Murray, 2007; 

Ourahmoune, 2016). 

What the findings of Ourahmoune’s study (2016) and Schau et al. (2009) before her 

further imply, then, is that through such an emphasis on the importance of temporality 

in studying individual consumer identities and being able to revise one’s personal life 

narratives through adopting differing plots (Stern, 1995; McAdams, 2006; Frank, 

2013) certain limitations and difficulties when focusing upon situational consumption 

may be overcome. For example, when adopting a temporary Punk self during 

adolescence that resists an upper-class socialisation, this identity may not last a 

consumer’s lifetime (Shankar et al., 2009). Following this logic, earlier suggested 

weaknesses of a “betwixt and between” perspective as well as “past-future, before-

after” reasonings prevalent in rites of passage and liminality theorisations (van 
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Gennep, 1960; Turner, 1974; Rojas-Gaviria and Bluemelhuber, 2010) in terms of 

grasping consumers’ cross-sectional self-assemblages may equally be tackled. More 

precise, within rites of passage adaptations of exploring consumers’ transitional 

pathways and identity fluidities, these theories require consumers to pass through a 

liminal phase between two existential planes (Schouten, 1991; Fisher and Grainer, 

1993; Noble and Walker, 1997; Hogg et al., 2004; Voice Group, 2010; Cody and 

Lawlor, 2011), eventually, striving to abandon the past in order to become a new self. 

An example, of this process would be a drug-addicted person entering a rehabilitation 

facility who emerges 28 days later in a clean and sober state (Hirschman et al., 2012). 

By contrast, narrative reasoning of identity (transformations) deal continuously with 

the past without ever abandoning it entirely (Schau et al., 2009; Rojas-Gaviria and 

Bluemelhuber, 2010). In this sense, the individual that is telling her/his story with the 

aim to construct a coherent identity narrative, is not only talking about the past, yet 

deciding what to make of it at the moment of the narrative (Bruner, 2004). For 

example, the above-mentioned drug addict having become sober may now be subject 

to re-story their life in terms of detailing the years of addiction as comprising a painful 

but necessary course of development. Hence, a progressive narrative identity infused 

with the rhetoric of a redemption plot is constructed. In this sense, a reconstructed past 

is built into their current identity as a drug-free person envisaging a future to continue 

to stay sober (McAdams, 2006). 

Prima facie, this difference may appear to be somewhat trivial and tautological. 

However, the rationale of this research study is to extend snapshot-like (one-point-in-

time) theoretical explorations of those who have experienced a forced life transition 

(Hamilton and Catterall, 2006a; Wendt, 2011; Barrios et al., 2012; Saatcioglu and 
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Ozanne, 2013; Caldwell and Henry, 2017; Thompson et al., 2018). These studies fail 

to capture more nuanced, holistic and long-termed identity change processes as their 

(coping-induced) consumption may also only be of temporary nature and is varied 

(Stephan, Hamilton and Jafari, 2018). Thus, the creative weaving of life narratives 

across time considering the cumulative impact of multiple and interwoven turning 

points (McAdams and Bowman, 2013) upon identity construction, may also apply to 

consumers’ retrospective plots of overcoming traumatic experiences. Certain material 

losses associated with forced transition contexts (e.g. loss of employment) may be 

experienced as either a tragedy or as an epiphany, depending on whether or not they 

are storied within frameworks of self-change (Cherrier and Murray, 2007), and 

illustrating redemption or contamination plots (McAdams, 2006). 

With further reference to such plots of redemption and contamination (McAdams, 

2006) informing people’s narrative identities, it has been argued that these stories are 

not just about individuals themselves or significant others. By contrast, they are also 

the stories of the culture within which their lives are deeply enmeshed. Following this 

logic, theorists (Polkinghorne, 1991; Riessman, 1993; Frank, 2013) have drawn 

attention to existing cultural narratives, metanarratives, or master narratives (Somers, 

1994; Hammack, 2009). Such overarching cultural narratives are contemporary 

dramas that are based in myth, fables, literature, popular entertainment, metaphors or 

images that are especially resonant in a given culture and in which humans are 

embedded in as actors. In this sense, narrative identity does not solely draw upon the 

imagination and integration to shape selected facts into a good story. Narrative identity 

is equally empowered or constrained by certain cultural realities in play. “Each culture 

provides a panoply of stories about how to live, and people pick and appropriate those 
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stories that seem to work best for them, ignoring and resisting many others” 

(McAdams, 2006: 290-291). 

In the following section, these person-culture co-constitutions in regards to 

(consumers’) narrative identity construction will be further highlighted. Here, 

especially, identity narratives of contamination and redemption as a reflection of 

cultural histories, and current socio-cultural circumstances will be discussed. Further, 

the question as to how culturally informed narratives increase sensitivities to the social 

and symbolic systems in consumer culture shaping lifestyle-relevant choices (Arnould 

and Thompson, 2005) will be weaved into the following discussion of relevant 

literature. 

Growth and Decline Narratives as Cultural Phenomena 

Narratives of contamination, tragedy or chaos, which regress and decline from a 

positive life scene to an emotionally bad outcome, often following turning point 

moments in life, have been considered as ancient story forms or cultural myths (Frye, 

1957; Stern, 1995; Gergen and Gergen, 1988; McAdams and Bowman, 2013; Frank, 

2013). These culturally-bound story types are appropriated into contemporary life 

narratives reflecting certain fears and a psychosocial ethos in life that may often be 

fatalistic (Gergen and Gergen, 1988; Stern, 1995; McAdams, 2006). For example, 

McAdams and Bowman (2013:695) refer to Greek mythology, drama and biblical 

texts in a Western context (e.g. Adam and Eve expelled from garden of Eden), which 

are replete with stories of good things turning “suddenly and irrevocably bad, typically 

because of the whims of fate (and the gods) or the hubris of protagonists”. These 

authors refer to mythic sequences of “falling from grace”, which is a modern 
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expression in the English language that captures well the meaning of contamination 

narratives (McAdams, 2006). As such, people may construct narrative identities that 

had a good, or neutral life to be followed by steep falls (Tomkins, 1987; McAdams 

and Bowman, 2013). People who see the past as an evolution of good into bad may be 

less optimistic about the present and the future, often resulting in stagnated or fixed 

storylines (Tomkins, 1987). Still, such a declining story type may provide individuals 

with a tool to make sense of and provide some degree of meaning to their lives, albeit 

infused with a negative rhetoric. In this sense, meaning-making occurs through re-

constructing past (unpleasant) turning point moments into tragic and negative life 

episodes that may overshadow one’s present and future self (McAdams, 2006).  In a 

similar vein, Tomkins (1987) writes that the protagonist in a story adopting a nuclear 

(contamination) script may seek to undo certain damages and re-experience early 

states of goodness, but such efforts are at best half-successes, thwarting possibilities 

for positive development and resulting in decreased wellbeing, or depression 

(McAdams and Bowman, 2013).  

According to Stern (1995:176) these tragic identity narratives may also be found in 

modern stories depicting middle-class anti-heroes who are doomed by their own 

imperfections and those of society, both always “on the edge of disruption, chaos, and 

failure”. Notable examples are Arthur Miller’s Death of a Salesman or British kitchen-

sink realism (Stern, 1995). Within the realm of consumer narratives, Stern (1995) was 

also one of the first theorists considering tragic plots (referring to myths in her study), 

amongst others, and how these are appropriated by individuals to interpret 

Thanksgiving as a consumption event (e.g. three women complaining about labour-

intensive and thankless preparatory housework preceding the event without hope for a 
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change to the better in the future). Equally, concerning studies on downwardly mobile 

consumers, their coping strategies have occasionally been portrayed as regressive in 

terms of grieving a pre-lifestyle displacement “good life” (Ulver-Sneistrup and 

Ostberg, 2011; Thompson et al., 2018). This longing for a brighter past may lead to 

mental suffering and turning inwards by distancing oneself from social networks due 

to a diminished self and engaging in private consumption practices (Roberts, 1991). 

The adoption of a fatalistic narrative with no prospect for substantial betterment of 

circumstances in the future has also been considered by Saatcioglu and Ozanne (2013). 

Their Bourdieusian-inspired analysis of how volatile life trajectories (either downward 

or upward) may transform the consumer habitus over time, has conceptual affinities 

with contamination narrative scripts. As such, one consumer typology these authors 

identify is that of the “Outcasts”. Coming from a past primary socialisation that 

respects hard work and discipline, these individuals’ gradual social descent over time 

provoked an indifferent attitude toward themselves, others in the trailer park and 

society in general. As a consequence, they engage in self-destructive behaviours, 

which, in turn, reflect their consumption practices (e.g. adopting a hedonistic lifestyle 

including drug abuse and viewing their homes as a spot for partying; Saatcioglu and 

Ozanne, 2013).  

Although these highlighted contamination narrative plotlines often result in stagnation 

and potential self-preoccupation (McAdams, 2006), there is equally a culture-bound 

belief in the progressive nature of the self after disruption. Following this train of 

thought, the two crucial themes, amongst others, that run through such narratives of 

redemption is that both bad life scenes transform or are redeemed into good outcomes 

and prosocial goals are pursued in the hope to benefit society in the future (McAdams, 
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2011). Regarding the former theme, it has been suggested that when suffering from 

major setbacks in life challenging one’s assumptive world, people frequently find 

silver linings, often retrospectively, in these major turning points (McAdams and 

Bowman, 2013; McAdams and Jones, 2017). For example, in McAdams, Diamond, 

de St. Aubin and Mansfield (1997) one of the interviewees, Diana, describes the fatal 

accident of her younger brother when she was nine years old as a low point in her life. 

However, in ending her account of this negative incident, Diana constructs several 

redemption sequences (e.g. that her college education was financed by the insurance 

money coming from her brother’s death or when marrying her high-school sweetheart, 

he came to be treated by her father as the son he had lost years ago). Similarly, a victim 

of a violent crime, for instance, may have to abandon the past belief that the world is 

entirely good. However, when re-narrating the story with a focus upon the people who 

came to her or his aid, such a redemptive spin may result in a new faith in the power 

of human beings to support, care for, and heal one another. This slight, yet powerful 

narrative re-construction of a bad, contaminated event into a sequence of redemption, 

in turn, may set free the decision to assist other crime victims in the future, which 

resonates with the latter highlighted major theme surrounding redemption stories in 

terms of forging prosocial goals for the future (McAdams and Jones, 2017). The take-

home message, here, is that stories of redemption are stories associated with meaning-

making, personal growth and changes in philosophy of life through adversity. They 

thereby also confer a moral legitimacy to the stories people tell about their identities 

(McAdams, 2011). 

Such a relationship between suffering and benefit, stasis and progression, ignorance 

and consequent enlightenment, self-actualisation, growing and flourishing in a 
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dangerous and complicated world (McAdams, 2006) is equally highlighted in other 

empirical and theoretical humanistic socio-psychological studies on trauma. 

Noteworthy semantic variations of redemptive selves’ conceptual cousins are Post-

Traumatic Growth (Tedeschi and Calhoun, 2004), transformational coping (Aldwin, 

2007), flourishing (Ryff and Singer, 1998), resilience (Bonanno, 2004), or thriving in 

response to challenge (O’Leary and Ickovics, 1995) to name but a few. Similarly, 

aforementioned sociological research on illness as drivers for self-change (Frank, 

2013) bears resemblances to narratives of redemption. Likewise, from a broader 

sociology perspective, the “therapeutic turn” in Western societies features sequences 

of redemption as postulated by McAdams (2006). More precise, in therapy culture 

contemporary individuals position themselves within a cultural narrative in which they 

are able to work on their identities in order to reach self-actualisation and further their 

well-being and happiness (Illouz, 2007; Hyman, 2015; Gopaldas, 2016; Marcoux, 

2017). Furthermore, critical pedagogical studies originating in Latin America on the 

oppressed (students) setting themselves free from their oppressors (teachers and 

autocratic educational systems; Freire, 1970), and, more generally, existential 

philosophy on finding meaning within what German philosopher Karl Jaspers (1919) 

has been referred to as “Grenzsituationen” (“boundary situations”) concerning 

experiences of suffering, guilt, personal failure, are suffused with the rhetoric of 

redemption. 

Along this line of reasoning, it may be argued that the conception of the redemptive 

self is not solely or exclusively linked to prototypical characteristics of contemporary 

American society as often proclaimed (McAdams, 1985, 2006, 2011; McAdams and 

Bowman, 2013). From a cultural viewpoint, undoubtedly, prominent historical stories 
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and myths of upward social mobility (e.g. Horatio Alger’s rags-to-riches tales), and 

liberation (e.g.19th-century slave narratives about their escape) have provided 

Americans with socio-historical and contemporary cultural sources informing life 

stories of redemption (McAdams, 2006). Equally, from more recent times, therapeutic 

discourses of recovery and self-actualisation (Illouz, 2007) reflected in self-help 

psychology, 12-step programmes (e.g. practiced by Anonymous Alcoholics), yoga 

practices, motivational gurus, Hollywood movies, talkshows (e.g. Oprah) or popular 

literature including politicians’ autobiographies (e.g. about the “Comeback Kid” Bill 

Clinton having overcome childhood poverty and many self-inflicted wounds) are 

informed by rhetorics of redemption (McAdams, 2006). However, McAdams and Guo 

(2017) also acknowledge that due to global forces, such as increasing economic 

interdependency or the Internet, the world has been shrinking at the same time mixing 

different cultures together. This echoes the line of argumentation often seen in more 

recent consumer research studies. Here, global consumer culture and liquid modernity 

have propelled the spread of different cultural resources across the globe creating 

cross-cultural hybrids of consuming identities in the 21st century (Price, Coulter, 

Strizhakova and Schultz, 2017; Bhardi and Eckhardt, 2019). 

Similarly, those earlier highlighted cultural stocks, which Americans may appropriate 

to make sense of and evaluate a “good life” in terms of redemptive sequences 

integrated into their narrative identities, may also be found somewhere in the menu of 

stories from other cultures (May, 1991), and are considered to be a staple of all the 

major world’s religions (James, 1958). Regarding the latter, for example, the 

conversion from a bad and sinful state to a good and Godly one, is illustrated in great 

variety within Judaeo-Christin traditions (e.g. the Israelites’ suffering from Egyptian 
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confinement and 40 years of wandering until God delivers them to the promised land), 

Islam (e.g. the word Islam means “surrender” as in surrendering to Allah to be purified 

and redeemed) as well as Hinduism and Buddhism (McAdams and Bowman, 2013). 

Equally, it may be argued that the core idea of redemption comprising the notion of 

deprivation followed by enhancement, is ubiquitous in cultural myth and folklore 

across the globe (May, 1991). For example, Frank (2013), in the context of his quest 

illness survivor narratives, repeatedly refers to the Greek myth of the Phoenix bird 

rising from the ashes of its own body as a metaphor to describe the positive self-

transformation people undergo in the wake of living with and overcoming traumatic 

illness (e.g. changed attitudes towards spirituality, empathy for others’ suffering, 

friendships and a clearer view of what is important in life). In light of these sets of 

images, metaphors, fairy tales as well as socio-historically and religiously-informed 

cultural resources and moral viewpoints that people draw upon when trying to make 

sense of the moves in their life from negativity and suffering to positivity and 

enhancement, McAdams (2006) has sketched out six different, yet overlapping 

languages of redemption. 

Borrowing from aforementioned religious sources, often the language of “atonement” 

is adopted. Secondly, the rhetoric of “emancipation” may be linked back to freeing 

oneself from captivity and oppression as often highlighted in slave narratives in an 

American context (McAdams, 2006), yet which can be equally found in in other 

contemporary survivor stories, such as Frankl’s (1959) bestselling account of his 

concentration camp incarceration during the Holocaust. Stories of “upward mobility” 

in which the storyteller has to overcome many obstacles and success may come with 

a price may be rooted in typical American rags-to-riches stories. However, they can 
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equally be found in other cultural myths, such as that of the German “Trümmerfrauen” 

(“ruins women”) who helped clearing and reconstructing German major cities after 

World War II and have long been seen as a synonym for collective German upward 

mobility in the years after the war (Treber, 2014). Moreover, the language of 

“recovery” within redemptive narrative identities may be rooted in stories of healing 

(Frank, 2013) and Western therapeutic discourse having developed into a pervasive 

cultural trope (Gopaldas, 2016). Similarly, stories of “enlightenment” and 

“development” in terms of actualising one’s self to its full potential may be found in 

education, science and other sources (McAdams, 2006). 

Within consumer research, creating such positive meanings in the wake of important 

turning points in life through the construction of new life stories that affirm growth 

and redemption, may be seen in those studies presented earlier by Schau et al. (2009) 

and, more explicitly mentioned in Ourahmoune (2016). More recently, Price et al. 

(2017) have introduced the “Fresh start mindset” concept into the consumer behaviour 

academic community. According to these researchers’ definition the fresh start 

mindset is the “belief that people can make a new start, get a new beginning, and chart 

a new course in life, regardless of their past or present circumstances” (22). A fresh 

start mindset results in the “personal confidence in one’s ability to bounce back from 

life’s difficulties and the belief in the possibility of positive future” (26), also helping 

others in that quest. Such a “clean-slate” philosophy in life may result in consumption 

behaviours that focus on choosing new and different products and practices to engage 

in a new life, often reflected in variety-seeking in terms of taking on unfamiliar brands 

or reading about new products in order to purchase a new self or change personal 

circumstances. It may be argued, hence, that this research examining how consumers 
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actively engage to change their lives may resemble redemptive features as highlighted 

by McAdams (2006) in terms of overcoming adversity. This may lead, then, to starting 

as a new person or making positive self-transformations that move them towards a 

more positive future and progress in life. However, from a temporal perspective, Price 

et al. (2017) are only future-oriented within their conceptualisation, largely neglecting 

past experiences in regards to shaping and transforming consumers’ identities as 

propagated by narrative theorists highlighted earlier. This is a shortcoming which these 

authors equally acknowledge briefly at the end of their study where they claim that: 

“(..) additional work might examine (…) past experiences (…) in the development of 

the fresh start mindset and making fresh starts in one’ life.” (41). This is echoed by 

Schau et al. (2009) who further acknowledge the role of past selves as an inspiration 

to build upon when a life narrative is significantly revised. These authors, especially, 

call for more research on consumers’ coping with identity threats and loss due 

traumatic life events. Here, it should be further explored how consumers draw on the 

past, the present, and the future to (re-) build their identities, and how consumption 

may reflect change and/or continuity in their lives. 

When referring back to these vulnerable consumer populations, such as those who 

have experienced social downward mobility (Hamilton and Catterall, 2006a; Wendt, 

2011; Hamilton, 2012; Barrios et al., 2012; Saatcioglu and Ozanne, 2013), or have to 

involuntarily live with less financial resources (Schreurs et al., 2012), and suffer from 

persistent forms of income poverty (Hill, 1991; Hutton, 2016) often consumers’ 

positive adaptations to adversity and forced consumer constraint are highlighted in the 

literature. Here, it has been demonstrated how consumers may exhibit empowerment 

and agency, self-care practices, relational coping (e.g. through open discussion of the 
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strained financial situation with other family members) as well as finding (positive) 

meaning within the adversarial circumstances, thereby echoing the redemptive 

linguistic system (McAdams, 2006). Regarding the latter, for example, Hutton’s study 

(2016) examines how low-income female consumers strive to reframe their 

relationship to the market in a positive and empowering way through resilience, that 

is the ability to bounce back from life adversities (Bonanno, 2004). Here, one interview 

participant started to volunteer in the local independent advice centre while being in 

poverty. As interpreted by this researcher (Hutton, 2016) such an engagement in 

volunteering and advocacy helped this participant to regain a sense of empowerment 

through helping others as well as developing financial skills that proved useful in 

dealing with her own financial deprivation and mounting debt. 

Furthermore, as stressed previously, indications on re-formulations of the self in terms 

of exhibiting personal growth and changed consumption are given (Hamilton and 

Catterall, 2006a; Wendt, 2011; Schreurs et al., 2012; Saatcioglu and Ozanne, 2013; 

Caldwell and Henry, 2017). However, these studies cannot convincingly chart “why” 

such revised self-concepts become manifest and “how” they develop over time 

(Stephan et al., 2018). As such, it is not well understood if such forms of positive 

meaning-making and self-alterations in the wake of adversarial circumstances are only 

situational coping strategies or enduring self-changes (Tennen and Affleck, 2002; 

Shankar et al., 2009; Ourahmoune, 2016; Stephan et al., 2018). Narrative identity 

construction using redemption/contamination cultural plots in terms of drawing on 

past identities to create present and future selves serves as an enabling theory in this 

research. In this sense, the storied consumer self helps to explore and trace consumers’ 

coping and potential self-change processes following difficult life transitions. 
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The empirical context of this study’s research, which will be presented in the next 

chapter, in terms of taking into account dynamic types of poverty serves the purpose 

of exploring this oversight well. Within dynamic or biographic types of poverty, 

people are able to overcome temporary income constraints and pursue a subsequent 

upward life trajectory. 

Chapter Summary & Gaps in the Literature 

This study is positioned within CCTs consumer identity projects stream of research. 

Research on consumer identity stresses that the marketplace provides mythic and 

symbolic resources that consumers use to construct personal or collective narratives 

of identity (Arnould and Thompson, 2005; Arnould et al., 2019). Within this process, 

the review of the literature has shown that consumers continually transform these 

consuming identities (Arnould and Thompson, 2005) due to role transitions and/or 

mundane life events (e.g. when ageing, or travelling to a tourist destination; Schau 

et al., 2009; Ourahmoune, 2016). Apart from these defined and naturally occurring 

horizontal life transitions, involuntary status transitions (vertical transitions; Ulver and 

Ostberg, 2014) due to forced life events (Barrios et al., 2012) may lead to protecting, 

re-storing, or changing one’s threatened pre-crisis identity in the service of coping with 

an unpleasant and traumatic life event, such as downward mobility (Newman, 1998; 

Wendt, 2011; Ulver-Sneistrup and Ostberg, 2011; Caldwell and Henry, 2017; 

Thompson et al., 2018). 

Looking at the literature on horizontal identity transitions, it has been acknowledged 

that (narrative) identity work of consumers is long-termed, continuous, and processual 

following mundane and ordinary life events (Schau et al., 2009; Cherrier and Murray, 
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2007; Ourahmoune, 2016; Castilhos and Fonseca, 2016). However, when taking a 

closer look upon vertical transitions and related identity issues, longer-termed 

processual theories of identity construction are conspicuously absent from consumer 

research. Emphasis has only been put on snap-shot portrayals of consumers’ coping 

strategies. This theoretical void identified is grounded in an equally important 

contextual oversight in terms of having considered only one (critical) life event at a 

time in regards to status transitions (e.g. downward mobility). Hence, it is not well 

understood how certain adaptive strategies used following a personal crisis event, 

impact upon long-term identity (re)-construction (Baker et al., 2015; Stephan et al., 

2018). Are (emotional) coping strategies associated with having achieved self-growth 

(Hamilton and Catterall, 2006a; Caldwell and Henry, 2017), or grieving the former 

good life and adopting self-restoring coping strategies (Thompson et al., 2018), only 

situational? Or do they form part of a longer-termed and enduring self-transformation 

process? 

One way to approach this latter mentioned theoretical oversight is to consider the long-

term effects of traumatic life transitions (e.g. downward mobility) after having 

overcome such a difficult phase in one’s life (e.g. considering a subsequent upward 

life trajectory). The cumulative impact of multiple transitions over time (such as a 

crisis event and successfully mastering it) shedding light upon disrupted identity re- 

construction may be achieved through narrative sense-making (Shankar et al., 2001; 

McAdams, 2006). Here, the role of past selves, which is an equally understudied topic 

within consumer research on threatened identities (Schau et al., 2009), may play a 

crucial part in understanding longer-termed identity construction. How do post-
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traumatised consumers draw upon past identities, and or reject others in their attempt 

to make narrative sense of a (former) forced, and unpleasant life event? 

Especially, the culturally-informed personal storylines of redemption (from bad to 

positive life scene) and contamination (from good to bad life scene) structuring 

people’s identity narratives may assist in illuminating these long-term identity change 

processes, and the role of past selves in the aftermath of a difficult live event. To my 

best knowledge, so far only one study (Ourahmoune, 2016) has considered these 

person-culture co-constituted plots of redemption and contamination within 

consumers’ narrative identities in the context of a mundane life event (repeat travel to 

a tourist destination). This restriction presents another theoretical gap that this research 

intends to redress. Hence, narratives of redemption and contamination may equally be 

used as an enabling theoretical template (Arnould et al., 2006) to trace disrupted 

identity narratives following traumatic (consumer) experiences. 
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Chapter Three: Dynamic Poverty in Germany 

In this section, the empirical context of the study will be presented, that is dynamic 

poverty in a German context. As outlined in the previous chapter, there is a contextual 

oversight when studying consumers’ vertical (status) transformations and concomitant 

identity issues. As such, only downward movements in social status have been 

considered thus far in consumer research undermining a complete and longer-termed 

picture of consumers’ self-change processes. The German dynamic poverty context 

where people slip into poverty (downward social mobility; Betzelt and Bode, 2018), 

yet manage to come out of it after some time supports this overlooked topic in 

consumer research by equally viewing a forced life transition (into poverty) not as a 

“still”, yet as a dynamic and temporary life scene forming part of the whole life course 

movie (Leisering and Buhr, 2012). 

Undoubtedly, Germany is one of the most economically successful countries and 

affluent societies in the European Union. According to the “OECD Better Life Index”, 

Germany ranks amongst the top-tier group of nations in regards to wellbeing 

determinants such as housing, income, education, environment or health (OECD, 

2019). Today’s high standard of living could not have been achieved without West 

Germany´s post-World War II “economic miracle” (“Wirtschaftswunder”) of the 

1950s and subsequent decades of growth, which resulted in augmentations of 

disposable income levels and capital (Groh-Samberg, 2010). The simultaneous 

expansion of the social welfare system comprising generous income transfers (Esping-

Andersen, 1990) further contributed to a social trickle-down effect (Beck, 1992). As a 

result, ever broader segments of society have been able to partake in both mass 

prosperity and consumerism (Beck, 1992; Zapf, 1994; Pintelon, Cantillon, Van den 
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Bosch and Whelan, 2013). Amenities, such as owning a car, TV, mobile phone or 

going on holiday, can nowadays be afforded by a vast majority of the population and 

are claimed as an expected right by many people (Butterwege, 2009). This “explosion 

of prosperity” (Geißler, 1992:38) and its inherent achievements regarding quality of 

life of society as a whole, however, has been considered to be particularly problematic 

for those facing difficulties to make ends meet. An exclusion from the ubiquitous 

material abundance and normal customs of society due to an enforced lack of 

economic resources may have severe consequences for the wellbeing of those affected 

by it (Townsend, 1979; Hamilton, 2009a). Following this reasoning, at least with the 

advent of rising Western German unemployment rates in the 1970s, and again after 

German reunification in 1990, a reawakened interest in “social inequality”, 

“stigmatisation”, “social polarisation”, “exclusion”, (relative) “poverty” and 

“deprivation” in re-unified Germany has been recorded (Leisering and Leibfried, 

1999; Butterwege, 2009). Social scientists and media commentators began to caution 

the emergence of a “two-thirds society” (“Zweidrittelgesellschaft”) in which the 

majority of the population enjoyed the benefits of affluence, while one third were 

permanently locked into states of poverty (Natter and Riedelsperger, 1988). Mass 

unemployment, predominantly seen to be suffered by working class, immigrant and 

single-parent families, in conjunction with a social security system that had been 

stretched to its limits in the course of the social and political transformation of the 

1990s further substantiated perceptions of the formation of a new social underclass” 

that were not able to enjoy the benefits of their better-off counterparts (Dahrendorf, 

1984; Butterwege, 2009). The dominating assumption in both public discourse and 

social science research by the mid-nineties was that “(…) most poor people are sunk 
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in a vicious circle of hopeless poverty for very long periods” (Leisering and Leibfried, 

1999:8). 

In opposition to this static/structural perspective on social mobility and poverty stands 

the “less dramatic” dynamic/biographical school of thought (Duncan, 1984; Bane and 

Elwood, 1986; Leisering and Leibfried, 1999; DiPrete and McManus, 2000), which 

has evolved in united Germany over the last 25 years. This approach has illustrated 

that poverty is, in many cases, not more than an episode in the course of life and can 

be actively overcome by most of those afflicted by it (Fehr and Vobruba, 2011; 

Leisering and Buhr, 2012). Individual life trajectories and lifestyle are considered as 

equally important as stratification determinants, such as social class, occupation, 

gender, ethnicity or education in predicting poverty entries and exits (Vandecasteele, 

2011). 

To make further sense of the multitudinous and contested viewpoints on poverty in a 

wealthy nation, such as Germany, in the following section of this chapter, 

conceptualisations of the poverty construct will be briefly reviewed. In addition, 

causes of poverty entries as well as exits are presented by adopting both a macro and 

micro-social perspective on the latter mentioned phenomenon of transitory income 

poverty. The chapter will conclude with a brief outline of my understanding of the 

poverty construct within the scope of this research. Further, specific research questions 

relating to the literature review, and gaps in the research on transitional consumers are 

formulated. 
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Concepts of Poverty 

From a contemporary perspective, it has been argued that poverty in developed nations 

can only be defined relatively in relation to a historically determined, socio-culturally 

conditioned standard of living and in consideration of the general wealth of a nation´s 

society (Townsend, 1979; Böhnke and Delhey, 1999; Schlichting and Reinbach, 

2007). Compared with the absolute approach to poverty, proponents of the “relativist 

deprivation view” (Sen, 1983:155) focus on a socio-culturally subsistence minimum 

going beyond starvation and malnutrition (Groh-Samberg, 2010). The most 

influencing and well-known proponent of the relative approach to poverty is 

Townsend (1979) who recognises that: 

Individuals, families and groups in the population can be said to be in poverty 

when they lack the resources to obtain the type of diet, participate in the 

activities and have the living conditions and amenities which are customary, or 

are at least widely encouraged or approved, in the societies to which they 

belong. Their resources are so seriously below those commanded by the 

average individual or family that they are, in effect, excluded from ordinary 

living patterns, customs and activities (Townsend, 1979:31) 

Summarised as an imbalance in standards of living and exclusion from the normal 

social fabric of contemporary life due to a lack of resources, Townsend`s definition 

lies at the heart of poverty discourses in the European Union (OECD, International 

Labour Organisation, European Union Statistics on Income and Living Conditions – 

EU-SILC).2 Similarly the German government adopts a relative approach in their 

 
2 According to a definition by the Commission of the European Communities (henceforth European 

Union) from 1984 “The poor shall be taken to mean persons, families and groups of persons where 

resources (material, cultural and social) are so limited as to exclude them from a minimum 

acceptable way of life in the Member States in which they live.” (EEC, 1985) 
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national report on wealth and poverty in federal Germany (Bundesregierung, 

2012:IV). Generally, 60-, 50- or 40 per cent of the median national household income, 

oftentimes adjusted for household size,3 is chosen as an indicator of the income at 

which those below are unlikely to be able to fully participate in society. In this context 

money is assumed to be a “universal medium of inclusion” granting access to various 

settings of social life (Deutschmann, 2009). 

The 2014 “at-risk-of poverty threshold” in Euro/month accounted for €979,75 for a 

single household and €2057,50 for a four-person household including two adults with 

two children under the age of 14 (Destatis, 2019a). Currently, approximately 13 

million people in Germany are considered being exposed to precarious income 

conditions (Destatis, 2019b). In addition to these objective relative income poverty 

measures, a subjective approach to measuring poverty (Mack and Lansley, 1985; 

Ringen, 1988; Halleröd, 1995; Halleröd, Bradshaw and Holmes, 1997) has surfaced 

over the last decades. Subjective relative poverty is ultimately grounded in people´s 

own perception of disadvantage and dissatisfaction, often in relation to a reference 

group (Runciman, 1966; Muffels and Fouarge, 2004). Here, taking into account that 

the notion of (non-) wellbeing is intrinsically linked to sentiments of being poor 

(Kingdon and Knight, 2006) people use a variety of comparisons to subjectively 

relevant standards, that is their desired state of well-being, the level of well-being they 

experienced earlier in their lives, and the well-being of relevant peers (Diener 1984). 

Relative subjective poverty is, hence, a socio-psychological concept, which shapes 

 
3 The Organisation for Economic Development (OECD) modified equivalence scale gives a weight of 

one to the first adult (aged 14), then 0.5 to any other adults and a weight of 0.3 for each child in order 

to reflect differences in household size and composition (Groh-Samberg, 2010). The equivalent size 

of a household that consists of 2 adults and 2 children below the age of 14 is therefore: 1.0 + 0.5 + 

(2*0.3) = 2.1. The total household income is then divided by its equivalent size. 
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emotions, cognitions and behaviours of individuals or groups by linking them with 

interpersonal and intergroup levels of analysis (Sablonniere, Taylor and Perozzo, 

2009). 

In this context, a study by Gurr and Jungbauer-Gans (2013) in a German context puts 

further emphasis on employment status and paid work as a key mode of satisfaction 

and social integration. According to these authors’ view in a society that is 

characterised by a “deeply meritocratic social structure”, like Germany, people who 

lose their employment status or even fear to lose it may feel relatively poor (Gurr and 

Jungbauer-Gans, 2013:339). Although from an objective point of view poverty may 

not be indicated, however, social stigma associated characteristics, such as 

(anticipated) unemployment and phases of social assistance/unemployment benefit 

receipt (Anhorn, Bettinger and Stehr, 2007) may lead to feelings of relative poverty, 

fear, and associated identity strains due to perceptions of being treated with rejection, 

harshness and dislike by relevant others (Gurr and Jungbauer-Gans, 2013). 

Relative Poverty Dynamics – Structure vs. Individualisation 

As briefly reviewed above, measuring (subjective) relative income poverty has been 

restricted to a static, cross-sectional (one point-in-time) view (Butterwege, 2009). The 

question of duration of poverty, however, constitutes an important contribution to 

contemporary research on relative income poverty (Groh-Samberg, 2010). This is 

especially so if resource availabilities and allocation as well as associated living 

standards in a wider sense may change over time (Bane and Elwood, 1986; Heady, 

Krause and Habich, 1994; Groh-Samberg, 2010; Vandecasteele, 2010, 2011; Leisering 

and Buhr, 2012). 
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Studies on dynamics of poverty have originated from a proliferation of assumptions 

about the long-term nature of poverty and social inequality. Here, debates about a 

“culture of poverty” and the existence or non-existence of an “underclass” 

(Dahrendorf, 1984) have revolved around particular fixed groups with perceived long-

lasting “poverty careers” (Leisering and Leibfried, 1999). Following this logic, 

Leisering and Buhr (2012:147) acknowledge that: “when people talk about poverty, 

they generally have in mind (…) the homeless, welfare mothers, the unemployed or 

pensioners, or they think of deprived areas or even a whole underclass in society”. 

According to Layte and Whelan (2002), these views are often grounded in perspectives 

of the structuring effects of social stratification on social inequality and exclusion. 

Social stratification determinants such as age, gender, ethnicity, occupational status or 

social class are regarded as the cardinal structuring principles of society in this research 

stream. In this sense, the structural approach to poverty entails a connotation of 

persistency in the form of hierarchical inequality structures, in which poverty is 

equally distributed amongst specific social classes (Layte and Whelan, 2002). 

Several researchers have critiqued this homogenous, structural view of poverty, which 

is based on a static and “dramatised” way of looking at things (Leisering and Leibfried, 

1999). Rather than focusing on “downward spirals of precariousness” or “vicious 

circles” leading groups into long-term dependency and social exclusion from the 

mainstream (Paugam 1996), empirical research has tried to show that poverty spells 

are more short-term and can be actively overcome by most of the people experiencing 

them. As a consequence, relative income poverty is oftentimes seen to be a phase in 

one’s life rather than a persistent state (Leisering and Leibfried, 1999). In the same 

vein, Vandecasteele (2010) drawing on some of the earlier, pioneering dynamic 
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poverty studies from the United States (Bane and Elwood, 1986), the United Kingdom 

(Walker, 1994), Germany (Leisering and Leibfried, 1999) and a transnational 

European context (Di Prete, 2002; Fouarge and Layte, 2005) concludes that poverty 

1) has an important temporal dimension occurring in different temporal profiles, i.e. 

short, medium and long, and in single or repeated spells, 2) is embedded in the life 

course of a person as a result of “risky life events”, and 3) can affect a larger proportion 

of the population than previously assumed. 

To further exemplify the time-relatedness and embeddedness of poverty in a person’s 

life trajectory (Leisering and Leibfried, 1999), already Seebohm Rowntree (1902), 

more than a century ago discovered that working-class people typically were not poor 

throughout their whole lives but only during certain stages. Rowntree observed in his 

empirical longitudinal study five alternating life stages of financial deprivation and 

relative wealth during a labourer’s life in Northern England. As illustrated in Figure 

1., workers, thus, experienced periods of economic deprivation in childhood, in early 

middle life with child rearing responsibilities, and in old age (Rowntree, 1902). 

 

Figure 1. Lifecycle of poverty. Source: Own illustration adapted from Rowntree 

(1902) 
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Rowntree (1902) illustrated, that when taking a longitudinal perspective, poverty tends 

to arise only at certain points/events of the life cycle, thereby confuting misleading 

static assumptions about the manual working class being viewed as doomed to poverty 

over their entire lifespan. 

With the availability of mature longitudinal panel data, studies on the effects of time 

on poverty and deprivation have found their way into contemporary poverty research 

(Duncan, 1984; Bane and Ellwood, 1986). In this regard Seebohm Rowntree’s (1902) 

approach of lifecycle events triggering poverty transitions has been reshaped taking 

into account contemporary alterations in the social order of Western Europe’s societies 

(Bonoli, 2007). Social change of the last 40 years, as recognised by Layte and Whelan 

(2002) and more recently Pintelon et al. (2013) is primarily composed of processes of 

economic restructuring and social policy changes in Western industrialised nations 

undermining the stability of employment conditions in these societies. Unstable 

employment careers in terms of an upsurge of flexible employment contracts, job 

mobility and unemployment experiences (Blossfeld, Mills and Bernardi, 2006) 

constitute new social risk factors (Leisering and Leibfried, 1999; Pintelon et al., 2013). 

These new risks often result in reduced economic resources and poverty on an 

individual level (Bonoli, 2007). Moreover, less stable family lives constitute a further 

crucial risk. Increased divorce rates and single parenthood (Lewis and Sarre, 2006) 

have diminished the role of the family as an agent of social integration and 

socialisation (Layte and Whelan, 2002). 

In this sense, De Wilde (2003) points towards the aforementioned transformations in 

society and recognises that pathways through life have become less predictable and 

more fluid. This fits well with individualisation theorists, such as Beck and Beck-
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Gernsheim (2002), arguing that people increasingly deviate from the standard 

biography. Moreover, traditional deterministic structural determinants of poverty are 

losing their impact as life becomes less standardised and more individualised. 

Concurring with reflexive modernisation theories (Giddens, 1991; Beck, 1992), 

similarly Leisering and Leibfried (1999) state that in modern advanced societies 

increasingly larger sections of the population share in such new risks of society, 

making them more vulnerable to relative poverty. In line with Berger (1994) both 

researchers further remark that this “democratisation of risk” (Beck, 1992) has given 

rise to the “transcending” force of the poverty phenomenon, in which social boundaries 

are crossed, thereby extending to higher social strata and the middle-class (Leisering 

and Leibfried, 1999). 

Taking the latter mentioned notions of “biographisation”, “temporalisation” and 

“transcendence” of poverty into account (Leisering and Buhr, 2012), longitudinal 

empirical studies have shown that poverty is oftentimes only transient in nature. 

Especially “risky live events” (Vandecsteele, 2010), such as becoming unemployed, 

entering retirement or young adulthood, periods of sickness and household 

composition changes in the form of marital dissolution constitute temporary poverty-

inducing events, which can be actively overcome by many of those inflicted (Bane and 

Ellwood, 1986; Jenkins, 1999). Following this reasoning, an empirical study by the 

International Labor Organisation (Andriopoulou and Tsakloglou, 2011:25), examining 

entry and exit rates into and out of relative income poverty in Europe, highlights that 

the probability of exiting spells of poverty in Germany is seen to be relatively high.4 

 
4 In total 14 European countries for the period 1994-2001 were examined, using the European 

Community Household Panel (henceforth EU-SILC); The relative poverty threshold was set at 60% 

of the median household net income in the respective nation 
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As illustrated in Table III. on the following page, 18.3 per cent of the total population 

in Germany (D) fell below the relative income poverty threshold only once for at least 

a year during the period 1994-20015. A different, non-related study by the German 

Institute for Economic Research (DIW et al., 2007:102) mainly confirms these results. 

Using data from the German Socioeconomic panel (GSOEP) the researchers show that 

19.8% of the total population in Germany had to live with an income below the relative 

income threshold for at least one year during the period 2003-2006. However, quite 

often discontinuous/recurrent poverty profiles emerge, taking shapes of fluctuation 

between stages of poverty and non-poverty. Between 2000 and 2005 almost half of the 

total relative income poor population (between 16-18% of total population) managed 

to permanently move above the income poverty line after three years latest, yet the 

other half escaped only temporarily (DIW et al., 2007:103). The use of longitudinal 

data shows that movements into and out of poverty are more frequent than had been 

presumed in static, cross-sectional conceptualisations of poverty, in which the poor are 

contrasted with the non-poor as if they never change places. Consequently, a far 

greater proportion of the population experience relative poverty than revealed by one-

point-in-time data (Leisering and Buhr, 2012). This shift from “stills” to “life course 

movies” is further supported by Di Prete (2002) and Fouarge and Layte (2005) 

summarising that the majority of poverty spells in Europe is short-term with a minority 

suffering from persistent states of relative poverty. 

 
5 The typology of poverty profiles in this study is adapted from Muffels, Fouarge and Dekker (2000). 

The first profile consists of the “transient poor”, including all people experiencing poverty only once 

and for only one year during the accounting period. The second profile “mid-term poor” includes 

those individuals that experience poverty only once but for a period of two years. The “recurrent 

poor” are defined as those who have been poor more than once but never longer than two consecutive 

years and finally the “long-term poor” are those who are continuously poor for a period of at least 

three years (Andriopoulou and Tsakloglou, 2011) 
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Table III.  

Poverty occurrence and persistence (as a percentage of the total population of each 

country under investigation). Source: Andriopoulou and Tsakloglou (2011:25) 

 

As outlined above, a conceptualisation of poverty based on fundamental breaks in life 

trajectories and individual life style may imply that hierarchical stratification 

structures in terms of social classes have lost their relevance ( Pintelon et al., 2013). In 

this context, Layte and Whelan (2002) and Groh-Samberg (2010) have tried to confute 

the individualisation (biographisation) approach to poverty (Beck, 1992; Leisering and 

Leibfried, 1999) and its basic premise that poverty spells are less equally distributed 

amongst social classes6. The researchers point out in their studies that class origins and 

social stratification determinants, such as age, gender, occupational status, educational 

level or social class may have substantial and persisting effects of poverty. 

Nevertheless, an over-determined assumption of the existence of an excluded 

 
6 For the definition and analysis of social classes and their mobility oftentimes job characteristics are 

used to determine a person’s social position by grouping people in different hierarchical-structured 

classes (Goldthorpe, 2010). Alternatively, other resources, such as income on an individual or 

household level are consulted to determine social groups (Sorensen, 2000). 
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homogenous group of the permanently underprivileged being at risk of transmitting 

their fate across generations (Kleinman 1998) is a rare occurence: “(...) long before we 

identify groups doomed to poverty we run out of cases” (Layte and Whelan, 2002:230). 

In light of the seemingly two opposing views, several researchers have tried to unite 

both frames of reference for analysing poverty prevalence and duration by studying 

interactions between life course events and social stratification determinants. 

Following this reasoning, DiPrete and McManus (2000) as well as Andreß, Borgloh, 

Bröckel, Giesselmann and Hummelsheim (2006) found that women and children in 

the US and Germany are more vulnerable to poverty entries than men in the aftermath 

of a divorce. In a more recent contribution, Vandecasteele (2011) examines 

empirically whether risky life events have the same poverty-triggering effect for all 

social stratification groups across thirteen Western European countries. Concurring 

with the above-mentioned authors, she shows that partnership dissolutions and 

childbirth affect poverty entry risks of women more strongly. Contrary to this, other 

studies show that a substantial number of men also experience economic problems 

after separation due to alimony and child support payments and the costs of acquiring 

and equipping separate housing (McManus and DiPrete, 2001; Aasve, Betti, Mazzuco 

and Mencarini, 2007). 

A “true life course risk” for all social strata, on the other hand, is an involuntary phase 

of unemployment, which has a poverty-inducing effect on large segments of society 

(Vandecasteele, 2011). Consequently, unemployment in Germany is argued to be an 

individualised life course risk, which does not necessarily hit lower social strata 

harder, thereby leading to states of permanent exclusion (Vandecasteele, 2011). 

Regarding the duration of poverty spells an earlier study of the same author 
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(Vandecasteele, 2010) investigates partnership dissolution and leaving the parental 

home in Germany, Denmark, Spain and the UK, equally controlling for social 

stratification determinants (gender, educational level and social class). Overall results 

indicate that the risk of temporary income deprivation is less structured by 

stratification determinants than the longer-term poverty risk. The individualisation of 

short-term poverty spells (Leisering and Leibfried, 1999) is hence regarded as further 

substantiated (Vandecasteele, 2010). 

Findings of the aforementioned studies intent to bridge the gap between hierarchical 

stratification determinants (social classes/occupational status) and horizontal life 

course events (Vandeecasteele, 2010, 2011). Although not disagreeing with this joint 

approach, Leisering and Buhr (2012), yet, point out that the previously outlined 

approaches reflect two different dimensions of analysing living conditions over time. 

More precise, an investigation of individual lifestyle and (risky) biographical events 

triggering poverty entries and exits still provide researchers with a higher “micro-

social resolution lens”. Hence, the detection of living conditions and subjectively felt 

poverty is facilitated. Following this logic, deterministic class-based studies focusing 

on income or occupational status tend to overlook that even small changes in people’s 

living conditions may have a great impact on individual wellbeing despite the absence 

of an ascension in social status or a next higher income class. For example, overcoming 

temporary spells of unemployment and escaping from a stigmatised social assistance 

system in Germany may be of great importance to many people (Gurr and Jungbauer-

Gans, 2013). Rebuilding one’s identity and self-esteem in light of social acceptance, 

participating again in normal customs of society and re-gaining self-responsibility for 

shaping one’s own life (Townsend, 1979; Leisering and Buhr, 2012) may play an 
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essential role in regards to mastering feelings of deprivation and exclusion. By 

contrast, within the boundaries of a structural class-based perspective, moving from a 

40% or 50% median equivalised net income up to a 70% income only marginally 

heralds in upward social mobility from an objective point of view (Leisering and Buhr, 

2012). 

Causes of Poverty Transitions and At-Risk Groups 

Having outlined the transient nature of relative income poverty as a phenomenon that 

is oftentimes equally shared amongst social groups, the following last section of this 

chapter further delves into the causes of poverty transitions. At the same time reference 

is made to the most predominant at-risk-groups. Considering that individuals’ and 

families’ lifecourses are shaped by the welfare state and its social policies (Leisering 

and Leibfried, 1999), micro-level perspectives of experiences of poverty transitions 

are presented in light of macro-policies. 

Micro-Level Perspectives 

In order to provide a general overview, O’Boyle (1998) differentiates between 

personal and familial reasons with 10 triggering events in the life course contributing 

to poverty transition processes. Personal reasons are separated from familial reasons, 

however, oftentimes it is overlooked that the two categories are intertwined and can 

influence each other negatively. 
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Table IV.  

Factors contributing to the transition into and out of poverty. Source: own 

illustration adapted from O’Boyle (1998) 

Routes Into Poverty Routes out of Poverty 

Personal 

Lower Wages 

Unemployment 

On-the-job injury or illness 

Rejection 

Exploitation 

Old age, frailty and dependency 

 

Higher wages 

employment 

Restoration of physical wellbeing 

Acceptance 

Fairness 

Youth, strength and independence 

Familial 

Death of breadwinner 

Family dissolution 

Increase in family size 

Drop in net worth 

 

Replacement of Breadwinner 

Family (re-) formation 

Decrease in family size 

Rise in net worth 

With regard to Germany, in particular involuntary phases of unemployment contribute 

to an increase in relative income deprivation (Ehlert, 2013). Notwithstanding that the 

lower-educated social groups consistently experience the highest poverty entry risk 

both before and after job loss (Leisering and Leibfried, 1999, Vandecasteele, 2010, 

2011), generally speaking all social strata in Germany are at-risk of entering phases of 

relative income deprivation as a consequence of unemployment (Vandecasteele, 

2011). In line with individualisation theories, highlighting the transient nature of 
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poverty (Beck, 1992), Fehr and Vobruba (2011) and Leisering and Leibfried (1999) 

before them demonstrate in their empirical studies on social assistance/unemployment 

benefit claims that the majority of spells of German benefit claimancy are rather short. 

By using this alternative methodology to examine duration, periodicity and prevalence 

of poverty, they conclude that more than 50% of “first time claimants” have 

permanently left a phase of social assistance after at least one year during the 

accounting period 2005-2007, which is ascribable to finding new employment (Fehr 

and Vobruba, 2011). 

Nevertheless, being employed does not always constitute a safeguard to precarious 

income conditions and (re-) entries into povery (Buhr, 2004; Groh-Samberg, 2010). 

Particularly the proliferation of temporary work contracts and low-wage employment 

has led to a “revolving door process” of poverty (Fouarge and Layte, 2005) in which 

the same people experience recurrent spells of income deprivation in different periods 

(Buhr, 2004). In the same vein, it has been argued that new, atypical career profiles, 

such as the “working poor” being trapped in a “low-pay, no-pay cycle”, have also 

found their way into the German labour market (Hellmuth and Urban, 2010). Analyses 

from the German SOEP affirm this development. Results demonstrate that between 

the years 2000-2006 the rate of income poor people being in employment has doubled 

(DIW et al., 2007). By tendency, young adults less than 25 years, lower-educated 

people as well as female lone-parent households are affected disproportionally high 

by recurrent spells of income deprivation due to being exposed to low wage jobs and 

part-time employment (Buhr, 2004; Andreß and Lohmann, 2008). 

Interrelated with the “working-poor” phenomenon is the risk of entering recurrent 

spells of poverty for the group of self-employed people in Germany. Especially small-
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sized businesses owners without any further employees (“Solo-Selbständige”), often 

face the risk of volatile income positions over time (Hellmuth and Urban, 2010). 

Moreover, entering retirement may often constitute an important trigger preceding 

entries into phases of economic restraint. In particular former low-skilled and low-

educated workforces as well as self-employed people are at great risk of entering a 

temporary phase of financial deprivation in old age (DIW et al., 2007). 

Apart from the destandardisation of employment biographies and its associated risks, 

also household composition volatilities in terms of marital and partnership dissolution 

may have a substantial negative impact on economic resources and standard of living 

in Germany (Andreß et al., 2006). Based on the current pattern of divorce in Germany, 

one third of all marriages registered in a year will end within the next 25 years 

(Destatis, 2016). Against this background of increased familial instability (DeWilde, 

2003) it has been argued that women and children are more susceptible to the negative 

income effects of partnership disruption than men (Andreß, 2004). This is related to 

men’s stronger labour market attachment and the tendency for children to stay with 

their mothers after divorce (DeWilde and Uunk, 2008). Following this logic, economic 

needs are generally higher for female lone-parent households after the marital union 

dissolves. At the same time employment opportunities are temporarily restricted due 

to indispensable childcare (Andreß et al., 2006). Hence, several studies show that 

women and their (dependent) children are most often worse off, while men experience 

only a moderate loss of income or even improve their economic status after a several 

years. Women’s post-divorce income changes may range between -25% (Uunk, 2004) 

up to -80% (Sörensen, 1994). However, DiPrete and McManus (2000), observing 

panel data from the GSOEP for the accounting period 1984-1996, showed that also 
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German men were negatively affected by a decline of economic resources in terms of 

a temporary drop in disposable income of -23% after partnership dissolution. An 

explanation for men’s post-divorce economic distress is offered by DeWilde and Uunk 

(2008) arguing that men have to pay substantial amounts of alimony and child support, 

and often have to find new accommodation, which raises their costs of living. 

Considering routes out of poverty, Andreß et al. (2006), in their comparative study on 

economic consequences of partnership dissolution in Europe, demonstrate that 

German women in the years following separation recover better from an experienced 

income drop than their European counterparts. As depicted in Figure 2., after five years 

latest, they almost reach the same adjusted household income level as during their 

dissolved partnerships. It is assumed that repartnering and remarriage serve as 

important strategies in order to compensate income and status loss after separation 

(Andreß et al., 2006). 
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Figure 2. Median adjusted household incomes for men and women in Belgium, 

Germany, Sweden and the UK from five years before to five years after 

separation. Source: Andreß et al. (2006:545) 

Macro-Level Perspectives 

As outlined above, “new social risks” have emerged out of a wave of social changes 

over the last 40 years in industrialised Western European nations. Amongst these is 

the destandardisation of employment and growing familial instabilities (Beck, 1992; 

Andreß et al., 2006; Bonoli, 2007). In line with individualisation theories, these risks 

are regarded as being embedded in an individual’s life course and affect broad 

segments of society. As a consequence, from a micro level perspective, ever more 

individuals have beomce vulnerable to temporary or recurrent phases of financial 

constraint and deprivation (Leisering and Leibfried, 1999; Vandecasteele, 2011). 

Besides individual factors, however, the institutional context is seen to play an 
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important role in determining economic consequences of risky life events in multiple 

ways (Leisering and Leibfried, 1999; Andreß et al., 2006). Thus, in a wide-ranging 

sense, macro-level decisions also have an impact on the distribution of poverty as well 

as its duration and severity by means of social transfer systems or the the structure of 

taxation (DiPrete and McManus, 2000). 

Considering the aforementioned universal risk of job loss as a life event preceding 

potential poverty transitions, the German welfare state’s shift from a traditional 

Bismarckian “social protection” (Esping-Andersen, 1990) to a “social investment” 

model (Bonoli, 2007) has further exarcebated the risk of poverty transitions within an 

individual’s lifetime (Fehr and Vobruba, 2011). Originally designed to preserve social 

status and the achieved standard of living with the aid of a generous, wage-centred 

benefit system (Esping-Andersen, 1990), the “new”, “active” or “social investment” 

welfare state (Pintelon et al., 2013) puts more emphasis on individual responsibility 

and investment in human capital. With its basic principle of “assist and demand” 

(“Fördern und Fordern”; Jacobi and Kluve, 2006), the main objective of the new 

activation strategy is to achieve full labour market participation (Fleckenstein, 2008). 

Amongst other things, so-called “job centres” were implemented in 2002, functioning 

as overall agencies to improve the matching between the unemployed and firms with 

vacancies as well as occupational trainings (Jacobi and Kluve, 2006). Empirical 

studies on the success of these measures demonstrate increased outflows from 

unemployment to employment compared to pre-reform periods (Fahr and Sunde, 

2009). Fehr and Vobruba (2011) are less optimistic, yet concede that at least the new 

reforms have not had any negative effects on the already existing high numbers of 

individuals exiting periods of social assistance claimancy (Vehr and Vobruba, 2011). 
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Besides positive effects of the highlighted “assisting” element on upward mobility, the 

re-organisation of the benefit system (“Hartz IV legislation”)7, which takes account of 

the “demand” component in Germany’s activation policy, has been highly contested. 

Critics have argued that Germany further shifts from a conservative welfare state 

(Esping-Andersen, 1990) towards an Anlgo-American liberal model of lump-sum 

jobless benefits (Ehlert, 2013). Against this background, the previous unemployment 

benefit (“Arbeitslosengeld”), which refers to recipients’ last earned income, was 

reduced from previously 32 months to 6-12 months for people under the age 50 

(BMAS, 2019). The former equally generous “unemployment assistance” 

(“Arbeitslosenhilfe”) amounting up to 53% of final net wage, which could be drawn 

by jobseekers whose unemployment benefit expired, was superseded by a means-

tested lump-sum “unemployment benefit type II” (“Arbeitslosengeld II”) in 2005. 

Unemployment benefit type II entails a universal minimum income per month and is 

often referred to as “Hartz IV” in common parlance, making referene to the fourth 

package of the Hartz Activation Reforms introduced in 2005 (Fleckenstein, 2008). As 

a consequence, those with higher pre-unemployment incomes have become vulnerable 

to a more radical drop in disposable income and social status in light of the “Hartz IV” 

agenda (Ehlert, 2013). 

 
7 The Hartz reforms are named after the chairman heading the commission that worked out the reform 

package. It consists of a comprehensive modification of active and passive labour market policies 

and is considered to be the most-far reaching endeavour in the history of the German welfare state. 

Four laws (Hartz I-IV) were gradually implemented in 2003, 2004 and 2005. The laws contain a 

comprehensive set of specific policy measures that came into force at various points in time during 

the years 2003-2005 and that merge to a three-part strategy: (a) improving employment services and 

policy measures, (b) activating the unemployed and (c) fostering employment demand by 

deregulating the labour market. To this end, the reform radically modernised the organisational 

structure of public employment services, modified many of the already existing measures of Active 

Labour Market Policy and introduced a set of new ones. The reform fundamentally changed the 

institutional and legal framework that determines the rights and duties of unemployed in terms of the 

benefit system (Jacobi and Kluve, 2006). 
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An additional issue of active labour market and unemployment benefit policy is related 

to the rigidity of duties to fulfil on behalf of jobseekers (Fehr and Vobruba, 2011). 

Employable recipients of unemployment benefit type II (Hartz IV) are usually required 

to accept every job that is offered to them, in order to stimulate a rapid re-integration 

into the labour market. If jobseekers do not fully co-operate, they are sanctioned, 

which is most notably reflected in severe benefit cuts (Doerre et al., 2013). In extreme 

cases of refusal, payments are suspended and food stamps are distributed to reluctant 

‘”jobcentre customers’”(Jacobi and Kluve, 2006). Hence, ever more people have to 

accept job offers, that may pay lower wages and/or are based on part-time agreements, 

further triggering recurrent types of income deprivation (Vehr and Vobruba, 2011). In 

this sense, persons who are fit for employment, yet do not earn an income covering 

their needs with their gainful employment, are entitled to payments to secure 

subsistence in the form of “unemployment benefit II” (Hartz IV), which can be also 

granted as a supplemental (top-up) benefit in addition to their income (Doerre et al.. 

2013). 

The transition towards an “active” welfare state and the intent of higher labour market 

participation has led to increasing criticism in regards to the preservation of social 

rights (Pintelon et al., 2013). With regard to Germany, especially the “Hartz IV” 

legislation is associated with a high pressure to take action by those who have recently 

become unemployed or face the risk of losing their job (Fehr and Vobruba, 2011). This 

circumstance is further propelled by the awareness that one may be succeptible to 

prejudices and social discrimination in regards to their occupational status (Gurr and 

Jungbauer-Gans, 2013). From a macro-social perspective, according to Barlösius 

(2002), the categorisation of unemployed/employed is a popular line of demarcation 
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that is collectively shared in the German performance-oriented culture. In this context, 

especially the “Hartz IV” unemployment benefits scheme has become a highly 

stigmatised cultural entity (Gurr and Jungbauer-Gans, 2013). Being or becoming 

“Hartz IV”, a “Hartzer” or “Hartz-Family”, that is individuals or families who receive 

unemployment benefit II or are on the brink of claiming, is a customary term in the 

German language and is often used as a synonym for personal failure, unemployment, 

precarious income conditions and social exclusion (Doerre et al., 2013). 

Apart from job loss, another social risk triggering poverty transitions is that of the 

aforementioned partnership dissolution (Andreß, 2004). Especially women with child 

rearing responsibilites are more at risk of suffering from temporary phases of 

economic constraint after a marital disruption in Germany (Andreß et al., 2006). 

Although the German state has put more emphasis on gender equality and the support 

of dual earner models in recent years in terms of an upsurge of child care facilities 

(Betzelt and Bode, 2018) family policies, taxation and the social security system still 

favour the traditional two-parent family model. Here, a (male) breadwinner model, 

with the second parental unit, mostly the mother, working part-time and/or taking care 

of the children, is still prevalent (Andreß et al., 2006). This emphasis on a single-earner 

model is reflected in a joint taxation system (“Ehegattensplitting”) providing strong 

incentives for the (male) breadwinner’s income and a generous parental leave system 

of which predominately women make use by retreating from the labour market for 

several years to care for their children. In the event of a separation, yet, mothers are 

often disadvantaged due to a lacking attachment to the labour market, no coverage in 

the pension and social security system and insufficient access to external (early) 

childcare (Andreß, 2004; Bonoli, 2007; Bothfeld and Rouault, 2014). The bulk of 
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welfare effort still relies on income replacement programs designed for core (male) 

workers in Germany (Bonoli, 2007), which may serve as an explanation as to why 

mothers are often worse-off than their male counterparts after the union dissolves 

(Andreß et al., 2006). To date there are 8.5 million families with children less than 14 

years, out of which 20% are single-parent households. Over 90% of these single-parent 

households are estimated to be headed by females (Destatis, 2018). 

Chapter Summary & Research Questions 

Dynamic approaches emphasise relative poverty’s heterogeneity in terms of its 

occurrence in different temporal profiles and an unequal distribution amongst social 

groups and gender. Without neglecting the existence of persistent poverty (Snel, 

Reelick and Groenenboom, 2013) temporary and/or recurrent spells of relative poverty 

are the most predominant manifestations of poverty in industrialised nations (Bane and 

Ellwood, 1986), such as Germany (Leisering and Buhr, 2012) and are seen to be the 

result of risky events occurring at different junctures in people’s lifes (Vandecasteele, 

2011). My definition of poverty in the context of this research is, therefore, grounded 

in temporary or recurrent deteriorations of income in light of new universal social 

risks, such as involuntary job loss, atypical work forms or familial instabilities (Bonoli, 

2007), which are embedded in individual life courses across gender. 

However, focusing on temporary or recurrent reductions of disposable income alone 

may not readily imply that states of poverty from an objective point of view can be 

encountered. In fact, subjective perceptions of poverty relative to one’s own pre-

poverty living standard and the lives of relevant others are regarded as being more 

important within the scope of this research. The relative subjective poverty view 
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adopted, hence, puts emphasis on subjectively felt discontinuities in living standards 

and consumption levels due to an enforced lack of economic resources, yet 

concentrates less on objectively defined income thresholds. Drawing on theories of 

indvidualisation of lifestyles, which emphasise the importance of individual agency in 

response to risky life events the underlying research assumes that phases of financial 

constraint can be actively mastered by those affected by it (Leisering and Buhr, 2012). 

However, people’s ability to have overcome a spell of poverty is not measured against 

objectively defined income thresholds in this research. Rather, it follows Leisering and 

Buhr’s (2012) conception of moving out of poverty in Germany by considering those 

changes to one’s living conditions that re-build self-esteem, social acceptance, and re-

gaining self-responsibility for shaping one’s own life. Especially, being able to leave 

behind social benefit payments is such an out-of-poverty measure. 

This latter point is important as the literature on consumer poverty research is replete 

with consumption experiences of static and long-term financially deprived groups of 

people (Hill, 1991; Hutton, 2016) as well as those that have taken a “rocky downhill 

journey” in socio-economic status (Hamilton and Catterall, 2006a; Caldwell and 

Henry, 2017; Thompson et al., 2018). However, subsequent routes of financial strain 

have not been considered thus far. As highlighted in this chapter dynamic poverty in 

Germany is a common phenomenon. It, therefore, serves as a particularly useful 

context for exploring disrupted identity narratives. As such, it may reveal that 

consumers (re-) construct their identities and lifestyles quite differently after having 

moved into and out poverty. Through the use of a narrative theoretical lens (Shankar 

et al., 2001; McAdams, 2006; Schau et al., 2009) consumers’ long-termed self-change 
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processes may be traced, and how they draw on, reject, and integrate different past 

selves from pre-poverty, and poverty lives into their post-poverty selves. 

In light of the earlier highlighted literature on transitional consumers, the core gaps 

identified, and the empirical context presented in this chapter (dynamic poverty in 

Germany), the following Research Questions are stated: 

1) What are consumers’ adaptive strategies when they transition into and out of 

poverty 

2) Do they experience any identity shifts in both situations? 

3) In what way, if at all, do consumption practices to manage their lifestyles and 

relations to consumption objects change? 
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Chapter Four: Methodology 

This chapter discusses the methodology employed in this study. It starts with a 

discussion on the philosophical positioning informing this research, and a detailed 

description of the selected research design in terms of a narrative research approach 

adopted. After that, sampling procedures and data collection methods deployed, such 

as autobiographies and long interviews will be presented. This section is, then, 

followed by an overview of the systematic data analysis procedures. Finally, 

trustworthiness issues are addressed.  

Underpinning Philosophical Paradigm 

“There is no such thing as philosophy-free science; there is 

only science whose philosophical baggage is taken on board 

without examination.” (Dennet, 1995:21) 

 

Determining the underlying worldview (“Weltanschauung”) in a researcher’s field of 

study may be helpful in shaping an understanding of the whole research process 

regarding design and methodologies, types of data and how they are read, interpreted 

and presented in the final report (Hopkinson and Hogg, 2006).  

This research seeks to focus on consumers having survived a spell of poverty and their 

identity development. As such, long-term developments and potential fluidities 

regarding the construction of disrupted identities and related consumption implications 

are explored. It addresses a gap in the literature on strained consumer identity due to 

forced life transitions and its impact upon processes of longer-termed self-change and 

identity re-construction considering multiple, interwoven transitions over time. 
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Therefore, the study is positioned within CCTs identity projects stream of research and 

follows the dominant interpretivist tradition of this academic brand.  

The interpretivist epistemology in CCT is based upon the notion of immersion into 

informants’ lifeworlds, seeking “thick descriptions” (Fournier, 1998; Hopkinson and 

Hogg, 2006) at the micro-social level. Understanding what is going on in a specific 

setting becomes more important than creating nomothetic statements with causal 

relationships as in the positivist research paradigm (Ackroyd, 2004). This idiographic 

description of knowledge across a gamut of social spaces (Arnould and Thompson, 

2005) is further emphasised by Belk (2006:158) who argues that “the interpretivist 

concern is to understand a situation from the perspective of participants within that 

situation, and to explore the meanings through which they construct their reality”. 

Hence, the researcher-informant relationship is viewed as mostly interactive and 

cooperative (Shankar et al., 2001), which stands in stark contrast to a positivist 

epistemology that is based on the belief that the researcher acts as a detached and 

independent observer who should remain distanced from the material being researched 

(Carson, Gilmore, Perry and Gronhaug, 2001). Following this line of reasoning, from 

an epistemological viewpoint, the knowledge acquired in interpretivist research is 

socially constructed, rather than objectively determined (Carson et al., 2001). 

Consequently, such a social constructionist perspective is based upon the assumption 

that the only way to access reality is via social constructions in terms of, for instance, 

language and shared meanings (Shankar et al., 2001).   

As such, qualitative data and an array of related data collection and analysis techniques 

(focusing on language) have been favoured over quantitative methods (focusing on 

numbers) within the interpretivist owned area of CCT. However, it is a common 
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misconception that certain methodological tools in terms of quantitative or qualitative 

research techniques are automatically derivable from a specific philosophical 

paradigm (Ackroyd, 2004). In this sense, CCT related studies have also successfully 

embraced methodological pluralism for studying consumption phenomena in the field 

by combining both quantitative and qualitative methods “whenever quantitative 

measures and analytic techniques can advance the operative theoretical agenda” 

(Arnould and Thompson, 2005:870). Some classical and more recent examples of 

using quantitative data in CCT research include Arnould and Price (1993) and their 

analysis of satisfaction in extended service studying in an extreme sports context, or 

Arsel and Bean’s (2013) theory development of taste regimes in a home design blog 

context (using quantitative textual analysis in combination with a qualitative analysis 

of content on the website).  

Apart from these examples, most commonly, yet, purely qualitative approaches to data 

collection have been deployed in CCT research. Applied research tools usually consist 

of (n)ethnographic approaches (Hill, 1991; Kozinets, 2002; Higgins and Hamilton, 

2018), in-depth interviewing (Schouten, 1991; Schau et al., 2009; Saatcioglu and 

Ozanne, 2013); phenomenological inquiry (Thompson and Haytko, 1997; Fournier, 

1998; Voice Group, 2010; Ulver-Sneistrup and Ostberg, 2011), and innovative 

methods, such as Subjective Personal Introspection (Shankar, 2000; Rojas-Gaviria and 

Bluemelhuber, 2010), autobiographical popular literature (Hirschman, 1990; Turley 

and O’Donohoe, 2012; O’Donohoe, 2015), poetry (Tonner, 2019), or videography 

(Rokka and Hietanen, 2018). This is mainly due to the aims driving the CCT research 

tradition in the form of focusing on experiential, emotional, symbolic and sociocultural 

dimensions of consumption that are relevant to one’s (social) identity construction 
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(Arnould and Thompson, 2005). As such, main emphasis is put on understanding and 

interpretation of social action in a cultural context rather than explaining (“erklären”) 

and describing, thereby embracing the key term “subjectivity” that is prevalent in the 

broader interpretivist paradigm of research (Belk, 1995). 

Narrative Research Approach 

In light of the above listed methodological considerations within interpretivist CCT 

research, the data generated have often been referred to as consumer narratives 

(Escalas and Bettman, 2000). Here, the relationship between consumption and identity 

issues emerges usually through the narratives presented by informants (who may, at 

times, be the researchers themselves as demonstrated in studies using Subjective 

Personal Introspection), primarily because these individuals share their personal life 

stories (Schouten, 1991; Thompson and Haytko, 1997; Fournier, 1998; Shankar, 2000; 

Ahuvia, 2005; Ourahmoune, 2016).  

For example, Fournier (1998) investigates and contributes theoretically to consumers’ 

relationships with brands. This author explores key life themes of three informants in 

the US by using in-depth interviewing. These life themes reveal informants’ identities 

and are reflected in the meanings and personal bonds that are assigned to the brands 

that these individuals use or avoid (see e.g. one informant’s deep commitment to her 

Reebok running shoes as a symbol of a revived post-divorce youthful self, or her 

rejection of other brands inherited from her ex-husband for asserting a new sense of 

identity and independence; Fournier, 1998). In a similar vein, Cherrier and Murray 

(2007) looked at voluntary simplifiers and the internal and social processes leading to 

these consumers’ decisions to dispose of their consumption objects and practices, 
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resulting in a “being mode of existence” (Fromm, 1976). Informants’ life stories 

revealed that mundane events from the past, such as being dissatisfied with one’s job, 

triggered a decision to voluntarily live with less (e.g. building a house in the woods). 

These sensitisation and separation stages were followed by a socialisation stage into 

one’s new simplified lifestyle (e.g. through joining a community of wildlife 

biologists), eventually leading to a present and future state of striving for a 

downshifting mode that is, yet, infused with identity struggles to resist temptations of 

returning to one’s previous lifestyle (e.g. due to feeling lonely in the woods).   

Building upon these consumer examples, from an interpretivist ontological standpoint, 

narratives (stories) are positioned as central to human meaning making and identity 

construction (Sarbin, 2003). The story represents experiences as understood by the 

storyteller and relate predominately to the ideographic, that is seeking to understand 

people’s behaviours in their natural settings, and socio-cultural contexts (Thompson 

and Haytko, 1997; Hopkinson and Hogg, 2006; Cherrier and Murray, 2007). In the 

same vein, Atkinson (2002) drawing upon Bruner (1986) notes that (life) narratives as 

a research tool acknowledge that personal truth is achieved from the subjective point 

of view, since people tell their own stories in their own words. People’s very identities 

are inextricably linked to the stories they tell themselves and share with one another 

detailing important influences, circumstances, issues, themes, and lessons learned 

throughout life (Gergen and Gergen, 1988; Atkinson, 2002; McAdams, 2006). As 

such, capturing stories from study participants may be a valuable experience for the 

person telling the story and a successful research endeavour for the one gathering the 

data (Atkinson, 2002), via collecting and presenting narrative data and telling them as 

theory (Hopkinson and Hogg, 2006).  



92 

From an interpretive epistemological viewpoint, hence, narratives become a way of 

telling about one’s life and a method of knowing what is real where the researcher 

usually interacts with that, which is being researched (Shankar, 2000; Shankar et al., 

2001). Such a relationship between researcher and researched in terms of co-

constructing knowledge in the research process will be further drawn upon at a later 

stage in this chapter in the context of data collection procedures.  

As highlighted, through the stories consumers tell about their lives an emic insight can 

be gained into related consumption patterns and how consumption plays a role in 

identity construction (Escalas and Bettman, 2000). Therefore, this study adopts a 

narrative approach to data collection and analysis. The research mainly seeks to 

investigate and trace potential changes of disrupted consumer identities over time. 

Hence, identity development is examined through a narrative research lens (Saldaña, 

2013). In this sense, the structuring effects of personal narratives are taken into account 

in terms of tapping into narrative data’s temporal and causal dimensions (Shankar et 

al., 2001; Escalas and Bettman, 2000; Giesler and Thompson, 2016).  

As already discussed in the literature review of this study (see Chapter Two), the 

temporal aspect of identity narratives is associated with the notion of time being 

configured in episodes (Gergen and Gergen, 1988), life scenes (McAdams, 2006), or 

(turning point) moments and events (Shankar et al., 2001; Atkinson, 2002; McAdams 

and Bowman, 2013; Giesler and Thompson, 2016) whereas time in reality is an 

undifferentiated continuous flow (Escalas and Bettman, 2000). This contrasting 

episodic conception of time embedded in narrative identity research, hence, assumes 

that one’s view of self in a given moment is reliant upon the linkages made to 

someone’s past (Gergen and Gergen, 1988). An individual’s present identity is, thus, 
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not something mysterious or a sudden event. In fact, it is a sensible result of one’s life 

story (Gergen and Gergen, 1988) where self-relevant events across time are creatively 

cobbled together to form a meaningful present self, at the same time shaping future 

anticipated goals (Thompson, 1996; McAdams, 2006; Schau et al., 2009). Put simply, 

individuals’ sense of self is guided by the story about who they are, influenced by what 

has happened in the past, what they have done, and what one wishes to accomplish in 

the future (Escalas and Bettman, 2000; Schau et al., 2009).  

The concept of causality is interlinked with these coherent self-constructions through 

(selected) events embedded in one’s life history (Gergen and Gergen, 1988; Habermas 

and Bluck, 2000, McAdams, 2006). More precise, Gergen and Gergen (1988:22) note 

that “when events in a narrative are related in an interdependent fashion the outcome 

approximates more closely the well-formed story”. This is in line with Habermas and 

Bluck (2000) stating that a person is able to derive a coherent general theme or 

principle about their identity based on a narrated sequence of selected events (e.g. 

when a person may explain the origins of their politically conservative self by 

appealing to a series of selected events and realisations that transpired during 

adolescence and adulthood, McAdams, 2006). 

Complementing the above outlined temporal and causal dimensions inherent in 

narrative identity research, a further element forming coherent stories of the self is that 

of emplotment (Ricoeur, 1985; Mishler, 1995), storyline (Saldaña, 2013), narrative 

form (Shankar et al., 2001), or personal myth (McAdams, 1993). Polkinghorne 

(1991:141) describes the process of emplotment within narratives as “a procedure that 

configures temporal elements into a whole by grasping them together and directing 

them towards a conclusion or end”. In a similar manner, McAdams (1993) states that 
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a personal myth is the central story behind various episodes in life that are selected to 

form one’s identity through storytelling.  

Following this train of thought, theorists from different disciplines have identified 

basic narrative configurations, or taxonomies, which are based upon culturally-

grounded genres, such as comedy, romance, tragedy, irony (Frye, 1957). Drawing 

upon Frye (1957), Gergen and Gergen (1988) highlighted the evaluative dimension of 

a narrative over time in terms of stability (positively or negatively evaluated narratives 

remaining unchanged over time), progression (self-relevant events improve over 

time), or regression (events decline over time). In a similar vein, McAdams (2006) 

identified redemption (progressing from bad to good life scenes) and contamination 

plots (progressing from good to bad life scenes) as person-culture co-constituted 

structural plotlines (Hammack, 2009). Hence, the plot, ultimately, gives coherence and 

meaning to one’s narrative. Likewise, it provides the context to understand each of the 

events, descriptions, goals, morals, and social relationships that usually form part of a 

storied self (Jovchelowitsch and Bauer, 2000).  

When referring back to the consumer research perspective, Shankar et al. (2001) 

acknowledge the importance of studying consumers’ identity developments and 

change processes over time through narrative’s temporal, causal and emplotment 

dimensions. More recently, Giesler and Thompson (2016) have reinforced the 

usefulness of tracing consumers’ identity developments over time by taking into 

account a longitudinal set of events, which can range over years, but are narratively 

linked together. As such, these authors claim that a narrative perspective would ideally 

be suited to replace a longitudinal study of consumption behaviour, especially 
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considering important turning points in consumers’ lives (Shankar et al., 2001; Giesler 

and Thompson, 2016).  

This latter point is important in the context of the present research. Due to this study’s 

core aim to trace long-term developments of disrupted identities, taking into account 

the cumulative impact of multiple transitions over time (transitions into and out of 

poverty), a longitudinal study would not have been feasible. For example, if 

consuming identities and related lifestyles are investigated as events are unfolding (e.g. 

interviewing consumers before a foreseeable forced life transition into poverty, while 

being in poverty, and after having overcome a poverty spell), constraints on time and 

sensitivity issues will usually present a barrier to such longitudinal research 

approaches (Otnes, Ruth, Lowrey and Commuri, 2006). By contrast, the narrative 

research perspective outlined above permitting informants to go “back in time” (Otnes 

et al., 2006) may be promising in getting information on both (re) constructions and 

change processes of identity after both transitions into and out of poverty and their 

implications on present post-event and envisioned future consuming identities. In 

order to assist informants in recalling specific events and experiences related to 

important turning points in life, and to glean some information on whether there have 

been qualitative changes in consumers’ experiences in light of these events, narrative 

research usually relies on longitudinal surrogate data (Giesler and Thompson, 2016) 

or narrative artefacts (Tonner, 2019). In this sense, data generation methods, such as 

reflective in-depth interviews or long interviews, emails, diary records, letters, 

autobiographical writing, message board postings, or archived netnography data, may 

be used to trace consumers’ perceptions and identity-level consumption at different 
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points of time (McCracken, 1988; Parmentier and Fisher, 2015; Giesler and 

Thompson, 2016).  

For this research study, both long interviews (McCracken, 1988) and published 

autobiographical work have been chosen to trace long-termed processes of identity 

formation and potential change. As stressed by Bamberg (2007), deploying such 

narrative research methods generates “big stories”, accounting for the temporal, causal 

and emplotment dimensions of coherent narrative identity formation (McAdams, 

2006). Following this line of reasoning, it has been acknowledged in (consumer) 

narrative and life story research, that long-interviews with their unstructured and lose 

format encourage informants to tell stories about their life experiences and 

concomitant identity-relevant developments reflected in consumption (Riessman, 

1993; Jovchelowitsch and Bauer, 2000; Atkinson, 2002; Shankar et al., 2001; 

Wattanasuwan, Buber and Meyer, 2009). Equally, concerning autobiographical work, 

the value of obtaining rich narratives that assemble life events and important turning 

points into socio-culturally grounded coherent identity plots has been emphasised 

(McAdams and Jones, 2017). In a consumption context autobiographies equally serve 

as archives of insight into the personal histories and meanings that underpin patterns 

of consumption (Hirschman, 1990), in particular during crucial turning points in life, 

such as in the aftermath of bereavement (Turley and O’Donohoe, 2012; O’Donohoe, 

2015), or identity loss due to being imprisoned (Klein et al., 2015).  

In the following section, there will be a detailed outline of how the selected data 

collection methods have been deployed, which is followed by an overview of the 

systematic data analysis procedures.  
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Conducting the Study 

Pre-Understanding of Temporary Poverty 

As highlighted above, this research study is dictated by an interpretivist epistemology 

where the researcher interacts with that which is being researched (Shankar, 2000) and 

becomes part of the research instrument (Carson et al., 2001). Hence, becoming 

actively involved in the research process as a subject, demands that both background 

and previous experiences of the researcher need to be taken into consideration before 

entering the field (Carson et al., 2001). This is further supported by Arnould et al. 

(2006) in a consumer research setting stating that there should always be a match 

between empirical contexts that are studied and the researchers themselves, although 

the literature also shows effective counterexamples when entering the field as a 

complete stranger (e.g. Luedicke, Thompson and Giesler, 2010). This researcher-

researched match where knowledge is often co-created during the research process 

may help to facilitate absorption of experiences from this context that is, in turn, 

translated into insights contributing to knowledge creation. For example, when 

Hirschman (1992) studied compulsive consumption (e.g. by interviewing drug 

addicts) she drew upon her own personal experiences of substance abuse in the past 

when interacting with informants and analysing data. Likewise, Peñaloza (1994) in her 

consumer acculturation study on Mexican immigrants in the US had to overcome 

linguistic and class barriers to establish rapport with her informants (e.g. by initially 

only observing and learning behaviours from the outside), although she shared some 

ethnic affiliation with the immigrant consumers studied.  
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Consequently, having a pre-understanding on the phenomenon studied that is guided 

by the researcher’s own personal and socio-culturally grounded experiences (Shankar 

et al., 2001) may be conducive to the research process in terms of collecting and 

interpretation of (narrative) data (McCracken, 1988; Shankar et al., 2001). Especially, 

in consideration of the sensitive research context that this study has chosen, drawing 

upon consumers’ narratives on temporary poverty experienced throughout their lives, 

an understanding of the research phenomenon has been argued to be pivotal (Jafari, 

Dunnett, Hamilton and Downey, 2013). Following this train of thought, as Jafari et al. 

(2013) contend, interpretive researchers investigating sensitive topics are exposed to 

emotive situations and, at times, even life-threatening conditions of their informants, 

which does not only have an emotional impact upon the researched, yet, equally on 

the researcher. For example, from the perspective of vulnerable consumer populations 

studied within these sensitive research contexts (e.g. facing poverty, death, illness, 

migration, illness, etc.), those who encounter researchers who are empathetic towards 

their disconcerting life situations and life narratives may increase trust among 

informants (Dwyer and emerald, 2017). Thus, better understanding of their lived 

experiences is facilitated (Jafari et al., 2013). Alternatively, informants’ potential re-

traumatisation in narrative research drawing upon past life adversities may be avoided 

(Sayre, 2006; Flynn, 2014). However, such researcher-informant alignments (Sayre, 

2006) within consumer vulnerability research may equally lead to emotional distress 

on behalf of the researcher due to, for instance, becoming overwhelmed by informants’ 

stories of vulnerability, triggering an exploration of own fears, and insecurities, or 

potential isolation (e.g. feeling alone in the research process, which may potentially 

jeopardise the successful outcome of a doctoral research project; Jafari et al., 2013).  
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Considering such challenges based upon immersion into sensitive research contexts, 

the adoption of a self-reflexive position (actively reflecting upon own being in the 

world, and the world around oneself) allows researchers to monitor their own roles 

and ways of thinking critically at pre-, during, and post-inquiry stages (Shankar et al., 

2001; Jafari et al., 2013).  

With regard to the underlying study and its initial stages, my pre-understanding was 

not entirely limited to an outsider-position concerning economic strains and downward 

mobility. Although not having been subject to a transition into objectively defined 

relative income poverty (e.g. having been a social assistance claimant), I am a child of 

divorce and have been directly confronted with a phase of downward mobility at the 

age of 11. The pre-stages of the research process triggered a deep reflection on past 

events associated with the divorce of my parents, including the recollection of our 

move from an upper-middle class suburban locale to a less affluent neighbourhood 

and small flat with my mother and younger brother.  

Through such self-explorations a further sensitivity was developed towards literature 

on poverty transitions and downwardly mobile consumers. Additionally, attending the 

ESCR Vulnerable Consumer Seminar series in 2014 was perceived as a useful pre-

training for studying sensitive contexts. Within this process of sighting relevant 

studies, and attending academic seminars to further shape pre-understanding (Shankar 

et al., 2001), it became apparent that the literature has been replete with identity strains 

and consumption constraints of those that become downwardly mobile, suffer from 

persistent states of poverty, or in general linger in difficult life situations. However, I 

was puzzled about the neglect of a potential temporary nature surrounding personal 

crises and income restraints in the narrower sense. Having gained cross-sectional 
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insights into the coping strategies of those facing forced life transitions, I became eager 

to find out more about how these varied theoretical stories surrounding disrupted 

consuming identities further evolve after overcoming a crisis situation.  

This was also the time when I engaged more closely with literature outside of my field 

dealing with life stories, and narrative identity work (e.g. from sociology, 

anthropology, and culturally-informed social psychology). Hence, an appreciation of 

different narrative features (e.g. how stories may be framed through plots), and a 

related sensitivity towards the broader social and cultural dimensions that shape 

people’s stories was gained. Through cutting across the different literature streams 

surrounding CCTs consumer identity projects, consumer vulnerability research, 

sociological poverty dynamics, as well as narrative identity perspectives I gained a 

good pre-understanding of how to approach and interact with the field adopting a 

narrative theoretical research lens. The fieldwork will be outlined in the following 

sections. 

Sampling Procedures 

In order to both select suitable autobiographical work as well as recruiting informants 

for long interviews, I have used purposive sampling. Sampling within the interpretivist 

paradigm is mostly purposive (Lincoln and Guba, 1985; Miles and Huberman, 1994) 

as it involves the selection of information-rich cases to permit inquiry into and 

understanding of the phenomenon in depth (Patton, 2001). Guided by both research 

questions and aims the sample may be pre-specified or emergent (Miles and 

Huberman, 1994). Consistent with the research aim of understanding long-term 

developments of disrupted identities within a dynamic relative income poverty 
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context, I pre-specified a sample in the beginning of the research process. Here, in line 

with the literature on dynamic poverty embedded in people’s biographies, I sought to 

define a sample that represented formerly income poor people across different age 

groups in both genders, and various poverty transition triggers (e.g. divorce, 

unemployment, illness) in order to get multiple perspectives and a rich understanding 

of the phenomenon.  

A further pre-specification criterion included an objective measure of relative 

transitory income poverty in terms of having experienced social assistance claimancy 

at some stage in one’s life, and managing to escape from it subsequently. 

Complementing objective pre-specification measures, a subjective socio-

psychological perspective on transitory poverty has been adopted in order to account 

for potential identity disruptions. These subjective measures are grounded in people’s 

own perceptions of falling into and moving out of poverty. As such, decreased 

wellbeing due to stress and felt discontinuities relative to one’s life history (transition 

into poverty) and subsequent improved wellbeing in light of re-gaining self-esteem 

and self-responsibility for actively shaping one’s own life (transition out of poverty) 

were considered - irrespective of having re-gained one’s objectively defined pre-

transition socio-economic status (Leisering and Buhr, 2012).  

Against this backdrop, I initially intended to identify a set of published 

autobiographical work as I felt that these may reflect a vital mix of objective and 

subjective measures of transient relative income poverty. More precise, I sought to 

obtain first-hand written accounts that incorporate subjective and lived experiences of 

surviving poverty, and repairing a shattered self through storytelling (Frank, 2000), 

yet take place in an objectively measurable setting of transient poverty (living on 



102 

benefits temporarily). In line with Klein et al. (2015) the search was facilitated by 

Google Books and amazon.com as a sampling frame. Selected key search words used 

were “overcoming adversity”, “surviving poverty”, “overcoming poverty”, “out of 

poverty”, “social re-ascension”, or “How I survived poverty/Hartz IV” (Hartz IV being 

the publicly used term for the German benefit system; Gurr and Jungbauer-Gans, 

2013). The search resulted in a total of five autobiographies that were analysed for the 

purpose of this study. These included two bestselling books, authored by German 

consumers, who tell their life stories and recent experiences of routes into and out of 

precarious income conditions. Table V. provides an overview of the autobiographical 

sample selected for this study.  

Table V.  

Overview of autobiography sample selected for narrative analysis 

Book Title/ 

Year of Publication 

Author Publishing 

House 

Pages 

xxxx 

xxxx 

xxxx 

xxxxx xxxx xxx 

xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx 

xxxxxxx 

xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx

xxxxx 

xxx 

 

 

xxxxxxxx xxxxxx xxx 

 

 

 

 

The table has been removed from the digital version of the thesis by the author due 

to copyright reasons 
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Book Title/ 

Year of Publication 

Author Publishing 

House 

Pages 

xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx 

xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx 

xxxxxxxxxxxxxxx  

xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx

xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx

xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx

x 

xxxxxxxx xxxxx xxx 

xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx

xxxxxxxxxx 

(xxxxxxxxxxxx) 

xxxx 

xxxxxxxxx xxxxxxxxxx xxx 

xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx

xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx

xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx

xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx

xxx 

xxxxxxxxxx xxxxx xxx 

 

Besides autobiographical work, as for the initial recruitment of informants for the 

interview stage of this study, I followed Shankar et al.’s (2001) pragmatic solution 

doing narrative research to purposively sample people that one already has a 

relationship with in order to obtain rich insights into their personal life stories and 

turning point moments. From that purposively selected sample it may be possible to 

further snowball. Although I was able to successfully recruit two informants forming 

part of my wider social network that matched pre-specified criteria, the snowball 

sampling technique was not successful in this context. Therefore, I became inspired 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The table has been removed from the digital version of the thesis by the author due 

to copyright reasons 
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by other interpretive consumer research studies to use the public space for posting 

recruitment signs (e.g. Schouten, 1991; Cherrier and Murray, 2007).  

I posted flyers at restaurants and bars in the city of xxxxxxx and listed advertisements 

in both local and regional newspapers covering the areas of xxxxx and xxxxxxx. Both 

recruitment signs asked for individuals who had been subject to social downward 

mobility (due to job loss, divorce, illness, etc.) and subsequent upward mobility (e.g. 

having overcome social welfare assistance) in their recent past. In exchange for their 

co-operation 35 Euros per interview were offered as a compensation. Illustration 1. on 

the next page illustrates both the flyer and newspaper advertisements that were used. 

The English translation for the newspaper advertisement is as follows:  

 

“LOOKING FOR INTERVIEW PARTICIPANTS” – FOR A DOCTORAL THESIS 

ON SOCIAL MOBILITY IN GERMANY’S CONSUMER SOCIETY, WE ARE 

LOOKING FOR INDIVIDUALS, WHO HAVE EXPERIENCED A NOTICEABLE 

INCOME DROP IN THE PAST (E.G. DUE TO JOB LOSS, DIVORCE, ETC.) AND 

HAVE SUCCESSFULLY MASTERED TO OVERCOME THIS PHASE OR ARE 

CURRENTLY ON THEIR WAY OUT (E.G. HAVING OVERCOME HARTZ IV). 

35 EUROS WILL BE PAID AS A COMPENSATION FOR EACH INTERVIEW 

(60-90 MINS) 
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Illustration 1. Recruitment signs posted in newspapers and public spaces (in 

German) 

In addition to recruiting informants from both the private and public sphere, I equally 

contacted the authors from my autobiographical sample during the analysis stage (via 

personal email or their publishing houses) with four of them agreeing to participate. 

On the one hand, this was seen as a further pragmatic solution to recruiting informants 

where the topic under investigation is very specific and sensitive including issues 

associated with accessibility and a willingness to take part (Schouten, 1991; Cope, 

2011). On the other hand, interviewing these authors had analytical and data 

trustworthiness reasons (Riessman, 2008), which will be further drawn upon in the 

following sections.  

After brief telephone conversations and email exchanges with individuals who 

responded to publicly posted signs and with authors from autobiographies, in total 

sixteen informants could be recruited to participate in interviews. Each of these 
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individuals, apart from two informants who still found themselves in (subjectively 

perceived and objective) economically strained situations, have dealt with both 

temporary (between a few months and a few years) and recurrent phases of substantial 

drops in income in their past. Table VI. on the next page lists all informants, excluding 

those two participants who have not entirely fulfilled pre-specified criteria, yet still 

took part in the interview process. All informants, including the autobiography 

authors, have been pseudonamed to ensure anonymity and confidentiality.  

The following section of this chapter will further elaborate on how both 

autobiographies and long interviews have been deployed in this study.  

Table VI.  

Overview of informants 

Name Age Poverty 

Trigger 

Current 

Occupation/ 

Pre-Poverty 

Occupation(s) 

Current Family/ 

Housing Status 

Duration of 

Poverty 

Spell 

Christian 60s Job loss, 

divorce 

At-home father/ 

CEO of different 

companies 

xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx

xxx 

xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx

xx 

4-5 years 

Ulla 40s Divorce Company 

Owner/Housewife 

xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx

xxxxxxxxxxx 

4 years 

Wiebke 30s Divorce, 

indebted 

Politician, self-

employed/ 

public servant 

xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx

xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx

xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx

xxxxxxxxxx 

3 years  

(re-current) 
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Name Age Poverty 

Trigger 

Current 

Occupation/ 

Pre-Poverty 

Occupation(s) 

Current Family/ 

Housing Status 

Duration of 

Poverty 

Spell 

xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx

xxxxxxx 

Dorothea 40s Divorce Instructor job 

centre/ 

xxxxxxxxxxxx 

house wife 

xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx

xxxxxxxx 

4 years 

Layla 20s Illness Student/Student xxxxxxxxxxxxxxx 2-3 years 

Irene 40s Job loss(es) Teacher/ 

xxxxxxxxxxxx 

Marketing & Sales 

Manager 

xxxxxxxxxxxxxxx 2 years 

Johanna 40s Job loss, 

divorce 

Secretary/ Secretary xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx

xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx

xxxxxxxxx 

3 years 

Gerda 50s Divorce, 

job loss 

xxxxxxx nurse/ 

xxxxxxxxxxxx, 

housewife 

xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx

xxxxxxxxxx 

5 years 

Ulrike 60s Eviction, 

Loss of 

Home 

Music 

Teacher/Music 

Teacher 

xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx

xxxxxxxxx 

10 months 

Sophie 40s Job Loss Journalist/ 

Journalist 

xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx

xxxxxxxx 

14 months 
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Name Age Poverty 

Trigger 

Current 

Occupation/ 

Pre-Poverty 

Occupation(s) 

Current Family/ 

Housing Status 

Duration of 

Poverty 

Spell 

Robert 60s Drug 

Abuse 

Social 

Worker/military 

man & drug dealer 

xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx

xxxxxxxxxxxxx 

3 years 

Tim 60s Drug 

Abuse/ 

Illness 

Pensioner & 

landlord/ 

Stock Broker 

xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx

xxxxxxxxxxxx 

4-5 years 

(re-current) 

Estefania 30s Insolvency/

Divorce 

Restaurant Owner/ 

Restaurant Owner 

xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx

xxxxxxxx 

2 years 

Lissie 50s Divorce xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx

Nurse/Housewife 

xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx

xxxxxxxxx 

3 years 

 

Autobiographies 

As stressed by Frank (2000) in an illness narrative genre, a self that has become what 

it never expected to be due to adverse life events requires repair. As such, telling or 

writing autobiographical stories is a privileged means of such repair. When writing 

one’s autobiography in the wake of turning points in life, often involving traumatic 

life experiences, authors engage in re-storying their lives to bring back coherency and 

order to their (narrative) identity. In this sense, autobiographical writing involves 

helping oneself (Woodstock, 2006) through meaning-making of past events associated 

with adversity in an attempt to re-build a shattered sense of self (McAdams and Jones, 

2017). Notable autobiographical examples, amongst many others, that construct 

meaning out of adversity and also form a staple of contemporary popular literature are 
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Victor Frankl’s (1959) autobiographical telling of how he survived the Holocaust and 

life in concentration camps, the grief account written by American author Joan Didion 

in which she makes sense of the death of her husband (Didion, 2006, cited in Turley 

and O’Donohoe, 2012), or Elizabeth Smart’s (2014) memoirs in which she reveals 

how she survived abduction and details her transformation from victim to an advocate 

that works to prevent similar crimes in the future.  

Amongst consumer researchers exploring the role of consumption when facing 

difficulties and trauma in life, the use of such autobiographical work has gained some 

interest in recent years. This is so as these reflective written accounts provide thick 

descriptions of people’s experiences when making sense of adversities, including the 

symbolic use value of possessions during grief (Turley and O’Donohoe, 2012; 

O’Donohoe, 2015) or consumption practices, such as gift-giving in an identity 

stripping imprisonment context (Klein et al., 2015).  

Hence, this study argues for the inclusion of autobiographical work from transitory 

poor consumers in the systematic research on traumatised consumers. In fact, the 

autobiographical accounts I have chosen for this study are replete with examples of 

material loss, lifestyle displacement (e.g. losing one’s home and being forced to 

abandon pre-transition social circles), consumer coping (e.g. hiding their welfare 

recipient status) and how these authors re-story such unpleasant and disconcerting 

experiences built into their biography into a meaningful whole retrospectively from 

the perspective of a poverty survivor.  

Due to data confidentiality reasons, no summary of these autobiographies linked to 

each author’s name and publication can be revealed as their accounts have not only 

served as case studies for this research, but the majority of authors also took part in 
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the subsequent interview stage.  However, in more general terms, all of these authors 

positioned their written accounts of overcoming poverty as a story of personal 

development and change. Their stories detailed consequences of becoming 

downwardly mobile from an individual’s or a familial perspective and thematised 

different routes into and out of poverty concerning shifting social roles and standings 

over time (e.g. from pre-poverty company owner to post-poverty at-home father vs. 

pre-poverty middle-class housewife to post-poverty entrepreneur), at the same time 

making use of differing literary forms (e.g. self-help genre, religious biography, 

sociological essay). This dynamic view of identity construction is best expressed by 

one of the author’s opening passage, noting that “this is a story about the kind of person 

I have become”.  

In this sense, the autobiographical accounts have provided me with an initial window 

into the long-termed processes of identity construction (Riessman, 2008) and related 

consumption implications, thereby adhering to the key aim of this study. The use of 

autobiographies has equally resulted in a modification of the initial research aim of my 

study considering its consumption scope. More precise, at the very outset, the study 

sought to investigate the impact of identity disruption on consumer-brand relationships 

(Fournier, 1998). However, this narrow scope was broadened in the wake of extracting 

consumption content from the autobiographies in relation to authors’ identity stories 

in terms of focusing more on general lifestyle and consumption practices (Holt, 1998; 

Thompson et al., 2018), such as hobbies, art, home décor, food, clothing, reading, 

movies, travelling, budgeting strategies, or just “stuff” (Miller, 2010).  

One major shortcoming, however, that I have experienced in the initial stages of 

reading through the texts was that these “written accounts are inevitably restricted to 
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the material presented by the author” where I have not been able “to seek elaboration 

or reflection on particular aspects of an experience but must rely on analysis of the 

text” (Turley and O’Donohoe, 2012:1338). Indeed, my occasional impression when 

reading specific parts from these autobiographies was that authors’ sense-making 

efforts feel forced and are, borrowing the words from McAdams (2006:261), “too 

upbeat to be true”, which resulted in unanswered questions. Certainly, one reason for 

partially interpreting these autobiographical accounts as deceiving may be grounded 

in their moral and persuading functioning. As such, their published work does not only 

intent to help the authors themselves coming to grips with their poverty spell, yet also 

others (their readers) facing similar adversities by melding their personal healing 

narratives into meta-narratives of positive thinking, which, in turn, form the basis of 

self-help literature (Woodstock, 2006). Hence, writing stories is invariably situated 

and strategic, always crafted with audience in mind (Riessman, 2008). This potential 

issue echoes Bamberg’s (2007) concern, who, although acknowledging the value of 

autobiographies for making sense of one’s self, equally critiques them for being 

stylised. In order to enrich narrative identity research methodologically, he calls for a 

combination of “big stories” (such as autobiographies) and “small stories”, with the 

latter taking place in social interactions and dialogues with the researcher.  

Following this advice, this study has sought to use triangulation in terms of 

aggregating data from different methods (Wallendorf and Belk, 1989), which will be 

further discussed in the analysis section of this chapter. Wallendorf and Belk (1989) 

encourage data triangulation in interpretive consumer research due to providing richer 

and deeper interpretations of behaviours and the phenomena being studied in a broader 

sense. Hence, in this study I have also stepped into the lifeworlds and normal everyday 
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existences of autobiography authors by interviewing them on a face-to-face basis, 

thereby following Bamberg’s (2007; see also Bamberg and Demuth, 2016) 

aforementioned suggestion to co-operatively study narrative identity construction in 

front of one’s eyes through engagement and dialogue with informants besides relying 

on autobiographical accounts produced in hermetically sealed environments. 

Furthermore, other informants who have been recruited via newspaper advertisements 

and publicly posted flyers were interviewed in a face-to-face setting.  

In the following section, the interview phase of the research will be further highlighted.  

Long (Narrative) Interviews 

As an interview technique, McCracken’s (1988) long interview has been deployed. 

Long-interviews have been regarded as a useful tool to facilitate the documentation of 

informants’ stories pertaining to a specific life event or a series of events in narrative 

consumer research (Shankar et al., 2001; Wattanasuwan et al., 2009). As such, the core 

premise of long interviews is that they are loosely structured permitting informants to 

reflect upon a particular issue in an unbiased and free-flowing manner (McCracken, 

1988). Additionally, they permit and encourage the researcher to include prompting 

questions in the interview in order to pursue a thread of discussion in more detail (e.g. 

by asking informants to compare highlighted life scene x with life scene y, or further 

draw upon specific incidents discussed), and/or address issues gleaned from previous 

interviews using a priori questions (McCracken, 1988).  

Considering such a co-operative reflection exercise involving both researcher and 

researched (Shankar et al., 2001), in my interviews with the four autobiography 

informants I intended to ask specific questions relating to issues identified in their 
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books. These questions were preceded by a general introduction talk about the research 

topic (temporary phase of social assistance and associated consumption (practices)) 

and clarification of ethical issues (the same approach was undertaken with non-

autobiography informants). Regarding the latter mentioned informed consent (Flick, 

2014), I emphasised 1) data confidentiality, 2) that informants get pseudo-named, 3) 

the expected length of interviews, including the potential for multiple interviews, as 

well as 4) the use of audio-recording of interviews with the opportunity to withdraw 

from the interview at any stage. After that, in order to glean a deeper insight into long-

termed identity construction processes and consumption implications, I used a list of 

prepared, yet broad, probing questions during interviews to create a dialogue with 

informants. Some examples of questions relating to either key terms emerging from 

informants’ autobiographical testimonies that needed clarification, or concerning the 

recall of exceptional incidents in which the research topic was implicated (McCracken, 

1988) are shown below:  

–  “In your book, you have briefly mentioned “Aldi instead of Kaiser’s” (German 

discount/premium retail brand) when you joined the breadline. What exactly did 

you mean here? 

– It is interesting what you said in your book about rituals and the importance of your 

kitchen table. What else can you say about this table? 

– You have said in your book that the experience of living on benefits has changed 

you? How would you describe your lifestyle now compared to the time before Hartz 

IV (German Benefit System)? 

– In your book, you describe your first encounter with the job centre. You said, that 

you have felt incredibly “rich” in this scene. Could you talk more about this? 
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Interviews with autobiography authors were highly satisfying for me due to their 

coherent narrations following a chronological order and adopting a general plotline 

that configured these temporal elements into a whole (Mishler, 1995). More precise, 

informants added to and clarified consumption content regarding important scenes and 

events detailed in their written accounts without deviating from the topic, and 

connecting the missing links between core episodes from the past outlined in their 

books and their impact upon the now and future. They opened up to me and enjoyed 

getting prompted about specific chapters and life scenes described in their books. This 

was due to the existence of a good deal of trust and rapport between me and my 

informants (Shankar et al., 2001; Van Mannen, 2011) considering my appreciation for 

and great interest in their life stories. As such, informants acknowledged that I 

intensively engaged with their autobiographical accounts. Metaphorically speaking, I 

was “breathing their life stories”, also reflected in the used condition of physical copies 

of informants’ autobiographies (filled with post-it notes and annotations) that I brought 

to each of the interviews. All of these interviews with authors took place between 

between December 2014 and September 2015, running parallel with the other 12 non-

autobiographical informants’ interviews. 

With regard to informants who have not written an autobiographical account, and, 

hence, where I had no prior (indirect) connection to them, I reinforced my position as 

a doctoral student whose aim was to learn more about temporary poverty and lifestyle 

implications (e.g. daily activities, shopping, hobbies, belongings, sport, home décor, 

art, vacations, budgeting strategies). Transmitting such an “outsider” status was seen 

as an advantage (McCracken, 1988; Jafari et al., 2013). Informants found it highly 

stimulating and were even enthusiastic about the opportunity to have an active voice 
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(Atkinson, 2002) when sharing their temporarily disrupted life stories and identities 

with me from an insider’s perspective. Against this backdrop one informant stated 

after the end of an interview being “happy” about the fact that their story “finally finds 

its way to the outside world”.   

Interviews (with both autobiography and non-autobiography informants) were mostly 

conducted in people’s homes and, occasionally, in a preferred location in their lived 

environments, such as cafes, restaurants, or on the terrace of a sports club in order to 

provide a secure space for them to talk about their life passages and identity, but also 

to elicit associated consumption phenomena. Following McCracken’s (1988) routine 

to start long interviews with “grand tour questions”, I usually began each interview 

with some of the following questions referring to their past experience of a poverty 

transition: 

– “How did it come to this rupture in your life?” 

– “What exactly happened at that time?” 

– “Could you please describe the event(s) having led to a phase of reduced disposable 

income?” 

– “Could you please describe your lifestyle after having slipped into a phase of 

reduced disposable income?” 

– “How would you describe your current lifestyle after having overcome a period of 

financial hardship?” 

– “Does your current lifestyle differ from the one you had during a period of low-

income and before?” 

In using these broad questions to initiate the interview and capturing important aspects 

of their life histories, I followed others’ suggestions to focus on turning point moments 
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in people’s life stories (Denzin, 1989; Shankar et al., 2001; Frank, 2013; McAdams 

and Bowman, 2013) in order to maximise their capacity of self-reflection and stay 

within the boundaries of the research topic. From there, the core aim was to develop a 

conversation, which usually results in an in-depth understanding of subjective 

meanings of informants’ lived experiences (Hopkinson and Hogg, 2006). However, 

contrary to autobiography author informants, interviews with these informants posed 

a few challenges and difficulties in the early stages to generate adequate knowledge.   

One of these challenges consisted of the requirement to listen with great care to 

informants’ detailed and often complex descriptions of life episodes across time, and 

how they were linked to each other within a coherent plot. This was not an easy task 

as some informants frequently jumped topics and did not follow a chronological order 

of their lives where they should have ideally begun at the time of the poverty transition 

and then worked their way up to the present time. Hence, they resisted my attempt to 

partially control meaning in terms of fragmenting their lives into thematic categories 

(Riessman, 2008). I soon realised informants’ stories were more complex shifting back 

and forth between different episodes of their lives, which also meant that identifying 

relevant consumption phenomena within these stories as well as developing probing 

questions at the same time proved to be difficult. The reason for this was that 

informants, in general, were allowed to go wherever they wanted in their telling of 

events without being verbally interrupted (McCracken, 1988; Hirschman, 1992; 

Atkinson, 2002). Further, I decided in my first interview to refrain from using field 

notes, so that informants did not get irritated in telling their stories by my writing.  

I initially found this a draining exercise (“listening-interpreting-remembering-

probing”). After the interview had ended, I was full of regret to have missed out on 
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clarifying important terms used, life sequences described that were relevant to the 

research topic, or consumption examples mentioned. As a resolution, I decided to use 

a sheet of paper in the following interviews to jot down notes, prompting questions, 

and important life sequences mentioned in order to revisit them where appropriate and 

understand informants’ comments more specifically (see Illustration 2.). Furthermore, 

the field notes were used to capture the general atmosphere of the interview and 

narrative tone adopted (e.g. optimistic, pessimistic, progressive, regressive) by 

informants when telling their temporary experience of poverty as a story.  

  

Illustration 2. Exemplary field notes from August 2015 

Another useful prompting strategy used throughout interviews was “auto-driving” 

(McCracken, 1988), encouraging informants to comment on and use artefacts relevant 

to recalling their experience of temporary poverty and to keep them on track. The 

material used consisted of old photo albums with pictures of informants taken during 

poverty spells, or documentation relating to social benefits and job centre interactions. 

Another informant shared a published women’s magazine article about her divorce 

and resultant downward life trajectory, which served as an additional source of income 

during a phase of income restraint (see Illustration 3.). Such external stimuli were used 
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to foreground and objectify informants’ past experiences (McCracken, 1988), thereby 

creating further discussions between informants and myself.  

 

Illustration 3. Old women’s magazine article (in German) used for auto-driving 

Considering these many-faceted aspects of interviews conducted in this study, they 

used to be invariably long, usually lasting between 90 minutes up to three hours. 

Furthermore, often more than one interview was necessary to fully capture relevant 

consumption phenomena linked to the different life scenes discussed and, more 

importantly, to understand how they framed their stories with a plot (Mishler, 1995; 

McAdams, 2006) in order to make sense of past identity disruption. All interviews 

ended only when new and relevant information was no longer forthcoming. The 

following section presents data analysis procedures.  

 

 

 

 

The illustration has been removed from the digital version of the thesis by the 

author due to copyright reasons 
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Data Analysis 

The 14 long interviews and four autobiographies, including field notes of interviews, 

containing stories of temporary poor consumers served as the primary data sources for 

this study. As indicated above, while reading through autobiographies, I already 

started interpreting the data. This interpretation-on-the-go approach served as a 

guidance for subsequent interviews with autobiography author informants, and helped 

to clarify any inconsistencies in their written stories, and to generate further 

understanding on their evolving selves after disruption. Equally, as interviews with 

non-autobiography informants accumulated, detecting important events, life scenes, 

overall storylines and implicated consumption phenomena during interviews helped 

me and informants to co-operatively reach consensus and “mutually engage on a 

voyage of discovery” (Shankar et al., 2001:444). Hence, in line with my 

epistemological approach, interpretation in this study has been an ongoing, 

collaborative event, not necessarily restricted to the time after an interview has ended 

(Spiggle, 1994; Shankar et al., 2001).  

Nevertheless, since narrative researchers need to construct texts for further analysis 

(Riessman, 2008), I also transcribed all audio-recorded interviews verbatim into 450 

single-spaced A4 pages and saved as Microsoft Word Documents after each interview. 

As transcribing has been considered to be not only a technical activity, but also a form 

interpretation and analysis (Riessman, 2008), I transcribed all data myself as I wanted 

to relive the interview focusing again upon the narrative tone (e.g. optimistic vs. 

pessimistic), storyline, including turning points, the atmosphere, and general emotions 

when informants told their tales of living through and overcoming poverty. All 

transcriptions included pauses, silences, and other vocalisations, such as laughter, 
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frustration, or anger. After that, for accuracy reasons, each transcript was reviewed 

against respective audio recordings and compared with field notes. Such an 

exploratory analysis gave a general sense of the data with initial ideas being jotted 

down forming the basis for preliminary, or “pre-coding coding practices, and also 

organising questions for follow-up interviews (Saldańa, 2013).  

Building upon this exploratory analysis of data, it has to be stressed that the interviews 

were carried out in German language with German consumers. As such, at the 

beginning of the data analysis process I started to translate selected transcripts from 

German into English, yet soon thereafter decided to refrain from doing so. I realised 

that parts of the lived experiences of informants expressed through language and 

meanings attached to their narratives (Riessman, 2008) became “lost in translation” 

(Flick, 2014:208) at times. Furthermore, informants almost seemed to turn into a 

different kind of person during translation of their textual stories, creating a felt 

distance between me and informants. As highlighted by Connelly and Clandinin 

(2006:480) narrative researchers are “always in an inquiry relationship with 

participants’ lives”, hence, they cannot subtract themselves from relationship (Shankar 

et al., 2001). In order redress such a relational issue, no translation of the interview 

transcripts from German into English took place. However, I selected quotations and 

ideographic case studies of informants and translated them into English for 

presentation and reporting of the findings.8 

In a similar vein, in the initial stages of the data analysis, I started to store, organise 

and also analyse textual data using a computer assisted qualitative analysis software 

 
8 Please see the Appendix for an exemplary interview transcript in German language   
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(CAQDAS), such as NVIVO, which has become “de rigueur in qualitative research, 

as it sometimes seems” (Elliot, 2018:2857). However, my impression was that it would 

further detach myself from informants and their broad identity stories. Therefore, I 

relied upon manual textual analysis using paper and pencil on hard copies of the 

transcripts and autobiographies (Saldaña, 2013). Since the number of individual codes 

accumulated extensively over time, I started to manage them in a code list, or “code 

book” (Saldaña, 2013:24) in Microsoft Excel with codes being monitored, re-fined and 

re-organised periodically and clustered into higher-order categories and/or themes at 

later stages as data analysis progressed. This thematic analysis will be outlined in the 

following section.  

Developing Sub-themes, Themes and Typologies 

This study has followed the advice of Saldaña (2013) considering that coding is a pre-

requisite for qualitative researchers to make sense of the data. Coding data may give 

shape to the empirical and categorise it in order to progress towards the more general, 

higher-level, and abstract (themes) within individual units of and across data (sets), 

eventually leading to theory generation (Spiggle, 1994; Saldaña, 2013). In the earlier 

stages of analysis approximately 500 different codes accumulated across this study’s 

data set comprising interview, autobiographical and field note data. Due to the iterative 

approach adopted (Spiggle, 1994) with an ongoing analysis shaping the back-and-forth 

movement (reading) between parts of each autobiography/interview transcript and its 

entirety as well as noting similarities across autobiography and interview data, this 

large number of codes was eventually reduced to 200. Furthermore, code reduction 

and modification was facilitated by tacking back and forth primary data 

(autobiographies, interviews, field notes) and previous literature on identity disruption, 
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consumer coping and narrative identity (re-) construction following difficult life 

transitions. As such, prior theory served as a guidance and inspiration, similar to other 

interpretive consumer research studies before (e.g. Schouten, 1991; Saatcioglu and 

Ozanne, 2013), to interpret spoken and written narratives in relation to processes of 

long-term identity development after disruption. At the same time, I sought to search 

(inductively) for novel insights from the data (Fournier, 1998; Riessman, 2008).  

Such a combination of deduction (theoretical frame) and induction (coding from the 

data on the basis of informants’ lived experiences) is not uncommon when coding for 

categories and/or themes in narrative research (Riessman, 2008), and trying to detect 

and explain processes underlying change in consumer identities due to disruptive 

events (Giesler and Thompson, 2016). On the one hand, this procedure provided me 

with an interpretive lens through which the complexity in transitory poor consumers’ 

identity re-construction over time could be more meaningfully understood (Giesler and 

Thompson, 2016). As such, McAdams’ (2006) contamination and redemption 

plotlines have served as an enabling theory to explain change in the longitudinal data 

set (autobiographies and interviews). On the other hand, I intended to avoid that my 

analytical lens overrides informants’ lived stories and subjective meanings (Fournier, 

1998) assigned to overcoming poverty and their implications on consuming identities. 

Consequently, I constructed a mix of different inductive and deductive codes. Here, 

interpretive codes (Braun and Clarke, 2012) were deployed, which invoked my 

theoretical framing to make sense of what informants said (e.g. “self-change through 

coping tactic”). Concerning the former inductive coding approach, descriptive and 

emic, or in vivo codes relevant to the research questions (Saldaña, 2013) were 

developed. These codes stayed close to the content of the data and informants’ 
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language and meaning (e.g. “eating good food created moments of happiness” (during 

poverty)). 

 

However, apart from solely looking at the content of data (i.e. what was said about 

transitioning into and out of poverty and associated consumption phenomena), I also 

adopted a structural approach to coding accounting for how informants used their 

language to convey content and incorporate it into a holistic identity plot that relives 

past events in relation to present concerns and an envisioned future (Thompson, 1996). 

Hence, the structural approach to analysing data in this research intended to emphasise 

how informants weaved their stories of overcoming temporary poverty together in a 

sequential and coherent manner. Although Riessman (1993) has argued that a thematic 

analysis focusing upon the content of data should not precede a structural analysis, 

other commentators have equally acknowledged that the distinction between these two 

types of analysis is often blurred and, therefore, cannot be entirely separated from each 

other (Escalas and Bettman, 2000; Riessman, 2008; Saldaña, 2013). Similar to 

thematic analysis, a structural analysis is concerned with content, yet “attention to 

narrative form adds insights beyond what can be learned from referential meanings 

alone” (Riessman, 2008:77). Hence, in this study I have sought to enrich content-based 

codes with a structural analysis of narratives (Escalas and Bettman, 2000) by adopting 

narrative coding techniques (Saldaña, 2013). Here, I analysed the coded content 

according to the movement between lives before transitioning into poverty, while 

living in it and thereafter using McAdams’ (2006) redemption and contamination 

sequences (from bad to good/good to bad) in order to reflect informants’ long-termed 

identity (re-) constructions after disruption. As such, for redemption sequences, I used 
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a selection of McAdams’ (2006) six linguistic genres outlined in the literature review 

(recovery, enlightenment, development, emancipation). As for contamination 

structural trajectories, language types of tragedy, stagnation (stasis), and regression 

were considered (Frye, 1957; Gergen and Gergen, 1988; McAdams, 2006; 

Ourahmoune, 2016). Additionally, structural codes looked at the narrative tone 

(positive, negative, optimistic, pessimistic; Saldaña, 2013) in regards to content 

identified. Table VII. provides an exemplary illustration of how both content and 

structure of informants’ narratives were combined through different coding 

techniques. 

Table VII.  

Combination of content-based and narrative (structural) coding 

Coding Technique Content 

(Exemplary)  

(What is said?) 

Linguistic Genre 

(How is it said?) 

Narrative Tone 

 (How is it said?) 

Descriptive learned how to 

structure life (during 

poverty) 

Development Optimistic  

In Vivo “experiencing true 

happiness affords 

suffering” (post-

poverty) 

Enlightenment Positive 

Interpretive  coping with 

downward mobility 

through resembling 

pre-poverty life 

Stagnation Negative 
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The combination of content-based and narrative (structural) codes were clustered into 

major sequential categories/sub-themes and/or broader themes. These higher-order 

themes display the linkage among elements of the data “as parts of an unfolding 

temporal development culminating in the denouement” (Polkinghorne, 1995:5), that 

is its distillation into two different meta-themes (Saldaña, 2013) or socio-culturally-

constituted narrative typologies (Riessman, 2008; Giesler and Thompson, 2016) 

termed the “Redemptive Consumers” and the “Resilient Survivors”. The core themes 

identified link back to the research questions and main aim of this study, which relate 

to the tracing of identity development and change considering multiple, interconnected 

events over time (transitions into and out of poverty). Figures 3. and 4. on the following 

pages provide an overview of the thematic development from codes (exemplary) to 

subthemes and/or themes informing the two cultural typologies. These typologies 

narratively link together pre-poverty, poverty and post-poverty experiences in a 

different fashion to generate contrasting post-poverty consuming identities. 
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Figure 3. Redemptive consumer typology 
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Figure 4. Resilient survivor typology 

As a next step in the data analysis procedure, I constructed archetypal case studies, 

which is a recommended way in thematic narrative analysis to illustrate themes 

identified and reduce the large amount of data into a coherent story (Riessman, 2008). 

These cases highlight the unfolding temporal development of making sense of 

temporary poverty by incorporating the subthemes, themes and associated meanings 

identified into one coherent story that focuses on consumption phenomena (adhering 

to both content and structure of informants’ narratives). Two of these cases have also 

been used in the presentation of the findings (see next chapter). They illustrate marked 

variations in informants’ interpretation of finding meaning in the same experience, that 

is overcoming a temporary poverty spell from a redemptive consumer and resilient 
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survivor narrative perspective. Since the majority of informants have formed part of 

the Redemptive Consumer Typology, main emphasis has been put on analytic story 

development from data regarding these consumers’ identity evolutions (see findings 

section). The following table depicts each informant’s affiliation to either of the two 

contrasting typologies.  

Table VIII.  

Overview of informants’ affiliation to cultural typologies 

Informant (Age) Narrative Typology 

Christian (60s) Redemptive Consumer 

Ulla (40s) Redemptive Consumer 

Wiebke (30s) Redemptive Consumer 

Dorothea (40s) Redemptive Consumer 

Lissie (50s) Redemptive Consumer 

Tim (60s) Redemptive Consumer 

Johanna (40s) Redemptive Consumer 

Sophie (40s) Redemptive Consumer 

Robert (60s) Redemptive Consumer 

Estefania (30s) Redemptive Consumer 

Layla (20s) Redemptive Consumer 

Irene (40s) Redemptive Consumer 

Ulrike (60s) Resilient Survivor 

Gerda (50s) Resilient Survivor 
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Trustworthiness of the Research 

In interpretive qualitative research the value of the terms rigor and validity, that is 

posing the question why should one believe the field-work done by a single-researcher 

(Bosk, 1979) has been commonly argued (Hopkinson and Hogg, 2006). Due to its 

positivistic connotations, interpretive researchers (including those studying 

consumers) have increasingly shifted towards using the term “trustworthiness” instead 

of using “validity” as an important “test” of truth for their research (Wallendorf and 

Belk, 1989; Fournier, 1998; Hopkinson and Hogg, 2006; Thompson, Arnould and 

Giesler, 2013). With regard to narrative research, Riessman (2008) refers to two levels 

of trustworthiness, that is evaluating the truthfulness of the story told by a research 

participant and the trust in the analysis and interpretation, or the story told by the 

researcher (Hopkinson and Hogg, 2006).  

Concerning the former evaluation of informant-implicated truthfulness in this study, 

several indications have been given throughout this methodology chapter in terms of 

having deployed triangulation (Wallendorf and Belk, 1989) across data sources from 

different methods (e.g. autobiographies followed by long interviews), or across 

interviews and varied stories (e.g. undertaking follow-up interviews with the same 

informants collecting multiple stories about transitory poorness and consumption 

phenomena). Here, initially, I sought to verify some degree of correctness in the way 

how certain sequences reported by informants “really” unfolded in their stories. 

However, I came to a realisation during this process that it was not so much about 

checking if every detail was correct. In line with my ontological and epistemological 

stance, rather evaluating subjective meaning-making processes of poverty survivor 

narrators regarding the way how they (re-)interpreted past events and re-storied their 
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lives into a coherent whole (Riessman, 1993; Mishler, 1995) were given priority. This 

is in line with other narrative identity researchers (e.g. Atkinson, 2002; McAdams, 

2006; Riessman, 2008) reinforcing that people’s stories about themselves are not 

entirely accurate re-collections about the past in terms of facts, yet rather 

interpretations of it to create meaning. Investigators, in turn, interpret these 

interpretations. Here, they tend to favour evaluations of informants’ “coherency 

systems” in which their life stories, including turning points, are embedded over 

“factuality” of events (Riessman, 2008:187).  

When referring to these researcher interpretations of informants’ meaning-making 

interpretations surrounding temporary poverty and identity development, a common 

way to evaluate trustworthiness is “member-checking” to gauge the credibility of both 

researchers’ and researched “interpretative claims” (Fournier, 1998:348). Thus, in this 

study, an initial step to obtain corroboration, or “test” the accuracy of researcher-

researched interpretations was to return my interview transcripts to informants via 

email. The majority of the informants agreed with their (written) stories outlined in 

individual transcripts. A few of them replied to me that they were not interested in 

reading the transcripts reinforcing that they “trusted” me. And a minor proportion 

asked for amendments (e.g. to further clarify certain statements made in their 

interviews). This latter strategy of sharing transcripts with informants and inviting 

them for revision also links back to the importance of the collaborative, social 

constructionist (Shankar et al., 2001) perspective of doing narrative research in this 

study. As such, a selection of informants who have raised their further interest in 

getting updated about the progress of the study, were provided with both individual 

vignettes (in German) summarising their life stories of overcoming poverty as well as 
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copies of two conference publications (in English). This strategy of further involving 

informants in the analysis and interpretation process to increase trustworthiness is in 

line with Lincoln and Guba (1985:314) arguing that data, analytic categories, 

interpretations, and conclusions are tested with those groups from whom the data were 

originally collected. For ethical reasons alone (Riessman, 2008) I found it important 

to find out what informants think of my interpretations of their lives. Given the 

sensitivity of the conversations I had with all informants, I felt a responsibility to give 

them a chance to comment on my (analytical) representations of their (formerly 

disrupted) identities in order to avoid misunderstandings, unmasking, and feelings of 

being exploited or wounded (Estroff, 1995) by my interpretation. As such, the sharing 

of selected interpretations of informants’ narratives resulted in mixed reactions. One 

of them found the conclusions “too theoretical” preventing them from further reading 

(“those are just hollow words”). Another informant said it was “inspiring” and the 

majority responded with corroboration, occasionally coupled with some degree of 

“epiphany” (“I have not thought about it from that perspective, but this could actually 

be true”). In line with Schouten (1991) complete agreement, yet, was less important 

than maintaining dialogue and co-analysis (Riessman, 2008) between me and 

informants so that the theoretical frame did not override their subjective meanings 

assigned to lived temporary poverty experience. This collaborative strategy has led to 

revision and, occasionally, even complete deletion of some categories, or themes and 

the merging of typologies over time.  

Apart from the highlighted researcher-researched steady co-analysis to “test” my 

theoretical interpretations, also colleagues from the interpretive consumer research 

community commented on my analytical summaries and interview transcripts. 
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Although, I coded my data alone, informants’ case studies, including subthemes and 

themes were shared and discussed with my supervisors and equally presented at 

academic conferences (e.g. Macromarketing, EACR) and doctoral workshops (e.g. 

Consumption, Markets, and Culture in Bilkent, Turkey) in order to ensure that my 

interpretations made sense.  

Finally, building upon the latter continuous co-analytical functioning between 

researched, researcher, and academic peers, it was sought to increase trustworthiness 

also via presenting my analytical story of informants’ narratives in an informative, 

detailed and plausible, yet also critical manner. Hence, I have always supported 

theoretical claims made with rich accounts from informants, added historical context, 

attended to language, illuminated the dialogical nature of the narratives, and also 

considered alternative interpretations (Riessman, 2008) to account for those readers 

who have not been taking part in the storytelling event of informants. Furthermore, the 

two different typologies identified (Redemptive Consumers and Resilient Survivors) 

may converge thematically occasionally, yet also widely split apart, thereby offering 

contrasting views upon identity (re)-construction after a disruptive event. This is in 

line with Riessman (2008), who affirms that making sense analytically of both 

convergence and divergence increases trustworthiness.  

Chapter Summary 

This chapter’s main function was to give a detailed overview of the methodological 

considerations that have led to inferences made during the course of this study. It was 

highlighted how the core philosophical underpinnings and assumptions surrounding 

interpretivism inform the narrative research approach adopted in this study, how 
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narrative research techniques were deployed to answer research questions, how 

collected data were analysed, and the way trustworthiness issues have been addressed. 

Throughout the course of highlighting this process, it was hoped to transmit to the 

reader that conducting this study has been an ongoing task of critical self-awareness 

of how the research was done in terms of challenges encountered and tackled, and the 

impact of critical decisions made along the way.  

The following findings chapter will present this analytical story of informants’ 

narratives offering two contrasting perspectives on identity re-construction after 

overcoming poverty, that is the tales of Redemptive Consumers and Resilient 

Survivors.  



134 

Chapter Five: Findings 

This chapter presents the core findings of this study. Specifically, it will highlight the 

two contrasting narratives identified that make sense of past disrupted identities in a 

different way, that is the Redemptive Consumer narrative and the Resilient Survivor 

narrative. 

In the following first section of this chapter, an idiographic case study will be presented 

highlighting the life narrative of one of the study’s research informants (Ulla) forming 

part of the redemptive self-narrative. Here, particularly, major turning points in life in 

terms of coping with adversities the temporary poverty experience brought about and 

how the (consuming) identity is re-constructed and legitimised after overcoming this 

phase of relative income poverty is taken into consideration. Considering this case as 

a point of departure, subsequently, key supporting themes and sub-themes considered 

within and across informants, and across both interview and autobiographic data 

(Spiggle, 1994) will be presented and discussed. 

The Redemptive Consumers 

Ulla is in her late forties, re-married and a mother of four. Currently, she works as a 

xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx

xx xxxxx where she employs other xxxxxxx professionals. Besides, she offers 

executive writing seminars and lectures, passing on her knowledge as a bestselling 

author of several books and articles that mainly deal with her own experiences of 

having become a successful entrepreneur. Over the last 5 years, she has been awarded 

with prestigious prices acknowledging her accomplishments as a female entrepreneur 

in Germany. 
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Despite her successful career and a “totally comfortable” financial situation where she 

currently does “not have to be worried about money”, Ulla, yet, pursues a lifestyle that 

is marked by inconspicuousness, self-restriction and a deliberate “simplify your life” 

attitude. In the same vein, she propagates a critical stance towards consumption. For 

example, she does not own a car and prefers to use “cheaper” options such as her 

bicycle or xxxxxxx public transport system. Recently Ulla’s eldest son, who is a 

“Greenpeace activist”, has introduced her to the commercial short-term rental concept 

of “carsharing”, such as BMW’s “DriveNow” who operate in large German cities. 

Consequently, she has started to “occasionally” make use of this mode of 

transportation due to being fascinated with current trends relating to the sharing 

economy and collaborative consumption, considering forms of possessions and uses, 

which do not involve ownership (Belk, 2014). Ulla refers to this phenomenon as a 

“new we-culture” facilitated through Internet technology. Against this background, 

she speaks enthusiastically about her adolescent children’s encounters made with 

nonmonetary travel exchanges, such as “Couchsurfing”, helping travellers by creating 

a network of private couches worldwide to sleep on for free while on vacation 

(Botsman and Rogers, 2010). 

Moreover, having been in transition to becoming an empty nester with only her 

youngest daughter still living in the same household, Ulla recently swapped her rented 

four-bedroom flat for a smaller, two-bedroom flat. Within this context, the following 

quote from the interview reinforces her emphasis on not being overly attached to 

material objects and an appreciation of the liberating effect of disposing of stuff: 

(…) same thing when my youngest daughter and I moved to the smaller flat 

here in xxxxx about two months ago. We radically disposed of so many different 
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things. And only a few things remained. Very refreshing…and we kept only the 

really great stuff, no clutter at all, everything really high-quality and nice-

looking and we took a lot of the old stuff to refugee camps, which made us feel 

very good. And we have kept just a few things and that’s really liberating. I 

mean you can see it everywhere these days, right? “Simplify your life” or 

whatever, but those things that you are really attached to…I always question 

myself critically, am I really attached to it? Am I really feeling worse, if I don’t 

have this or that anymore?  

The above quote equally indicates Ulla’s empathy for those who are less well-off in 

society when mentioning donations made to refugees who have recently come to 

xxxxx. This social commitment is further reflected in personal consumption rituals, 

such as eating a “fairtrade dark chocolate bar everyday”, which makes her “feel good 

and hopefully the cocoa farmers as well”. Also, Ulla’s children’s consumption 

practices are in tune with her own values focusing upon socially responsible 

behaviours and a tendency towards object detachment and non-ownership. Despite 

pursuing a lifestyle that values simple things in life as well as empathising with others 

who may find themselves in more precarious circumstances, Ulla, however, has not 

always acted this way.  

Going back in time 14 years from now, she and her family lived a middle-class life 

that stood in stark contrast to their current one. They were staying in “a villa by the 

lake” in one of xxxxxxx upscale neighbourhoods and owned a motorcycle as well as 

three cars, including a VW Bus that Ulla’s then-husband, xxxxxxxxxxxxxxx, bought 

for her and their joint children. When talking about this period of time, Ulla repeatedly 

refers to their “huge household”, including such middle-class “insignia” as a “library 

in the living room”, “walls decorated with contemporary art”, “music school”, “ballet” 

or “sports club” for the children and “weekly food deliveries with fresh milk and 
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organic vegetables”. Contrary to her current role as a working mother, Ulla stayed at 

home at that time and fulfilled her duties as a housewife and mother. However, 

although objectively leading a privileged and happy middle-class lifestyle, when 

reflecting upon this episode of her life from today’s perspective, Ulla adopts a 

pejorative narrative undertone, emphasising her unhappiness due to lacking sense of 

self-actualisation. Retrospectively, Ulla considers her time in the villa as a phase in 

which she “wasn’t herself. “[I]t was just one aspect of [her] self” considering her role 

as a mother who became trapped in a “golden cage”. Eventually, Ulla followed a 

different life path as already indicated in the earlier brief depiction of her current 

lifestyle. 

Paradoxically, only through a rocky detour through downward mobility and a four-

year long phase of financial hardship as a lone mother, Ulla has become the person she 

claims to be today. When Ulla was in her mid-thirties, back in xxxx, her then husband’s 

businesses went sour. Despite Ulla’s efforts to maintain the façade of a functioning 

middle-class family as long as possible by, for instance, reducing fixed costs, such as 

changing from private health insurance to the less expensive statutory insurance, 

applying for payment extensions for her children’s private kindergarten, school fees, 

telephone and energy bills or “trawling in cupboards for old currencies from past 

holidays to exchange them at a bad rate” in order to cover for day-to-day expenses, 

the family’s financial crash was unavoidable. Eventually, they lost both their house 

and cars due to public auction by court order. Due to lacking cooperation of her then-

husband who was reluctant to accept his business failure and social descent at the same 

time becoming involved in ever more dubious business practices, Ulla felt “high and 

dry”. Consequently, she left her then-husband and moved with her four children to a 
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small council flat in the suburbs of xxxxx considering that “the rent was much cheaper 

there”. These four years on a low-income were accompanied by a sheer endless job 

odyssey with short stints in underpaid and “dubious” part-time jobs such as 

telemarketing or as a private household help for an elderly woman, which, in Ulla, 

exacerbated feelings of uncertainty, self-doubts and lack of perspective. Within this 

context, she emphasises the many negative effects of her temporary “breakdown of a 

middle-class existence”. Nevertheless, Ulla views her “newly acquired critical stance 

towards consumption” and the concomitant rejection of her pre-poverty lifestyle as a 

positive outcome. More precise, she and her children had to adapt to a reduced 

household income of 182 Euros per week for five persons provided by the social 

welfare office. In order to cope with their new situation as a low-income family, she 

tried to maintain an intact family and carefree life for the children despite less money 

available by becoming more prone to valuing simple things and self-created 

experiences, such as having meals together with the whole family. 

In light of this newfound appreciation for self-produced experiences and simplicity 

bringing about happiness, Ulla reports on further adaptive strategies while they were 

struggling financially, such as lending books from the public library for free, 

furnishing their home with bulk trash, camping in their small and ragged garden of 

their three-bedroom council flat where the family also started growing their own 

vegetables. Along with such a forced behavioural change in terms of the family’s 

consumption practices came a gradual change in perspective regarding Ulla’s own pre-

poverty consumer lifestyle in her narrative, which she describes disdainfully as 

“unreflective” concerning her past purchasing behaviour. Retrospectively, Ulla even 

goes so far as to suggesting that her temporary descent in social status has had a 
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liberating and cleansing effect in the long run referring to it as a “catharsis”. Hence, 

she has embraced her temporary experience of downward mobility and forced loss 

with the benefit of hindsight, further buttressing that it has brought about something 

positive in terms of a “truly personal development”. This self-change has become 

reflected in her earlier mentioned current humble lifestyle that rejects exaggerating the 

meaning of possessions and instead puts more emphasis on self-restriction and pro-

social civic engagement (e.g. making donations to refugees or people who struggle 

financially). In this sense, after having managed to move out of her four-year long 

spell of relative income poverty by starting her own business and becoming a 

successful entrepreneur, Ulla reinforces her “changed perception of others around her 

who may find themselves in less privileged living and working conditions.”: 

Ulla’s whole development from an (upper) middle-class housewife to an independent 

working mother via a temporary phase of relative income poverty shows many 

resemblances to the themes of the redemptive language depicted by McAdams (2006) 

in the literature review (e.g. personal growth via adversity, or the social commitment 

towards those who are less well-off). As a consequence, Ulla’s story indicates the 

lengths that people may go to construct a redemptive narrative out of difficult, and 

unforeseen, life events (McAdams, 2006), such as transitioning into poverty and, 

eventually, overcoming it. She presents an identity story in which she is highly 

committed to making sense of the adversarial circumstances associated with social 

downward mobility in hindsight (e.g. losing her villa, moving to a council flat or 

adapting to a low-income with all its negative consequences for her and the children). 

This suggests that growth-inducing meanings have been made in the wake of many 
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difficulties and sufferings experienced while being in poverty, largely through 

narrative (McAdams and Jones, 2017). 

This retrospective meaning-making informs a demonstrable positive transformation 

concerning her sense of self and concomitant behaviour as a consumer having 

successfully overcome a critical phase in her life. Within this context, Ulla clearly 

emphasises and legitimises, for instance, her improved performance of social roles 

(e.g. donating money due to a heightened awareness for those in need) and a more 

critical stance towards consumer society and its pitfalls in terms of spending money 

for things one may not actually need to find happiness and fulfillment in life (Shankar 

and Fitchett, 2002; Hyman, 2015). Regarding the latter Ulla highlights her newfound 

commitment to the non-material aspects of life, and her desire to spend time with 

family and nature, which are features commonly informing conceptions of an enacted 

voluntary simplicity lifestyle (Zavestoski, 2002; McGouran and Prothero, 2016). 

Against this background, Ulla expresses a deep disdain for her pre-poverty consuming 

self that exhibited a largely unreflective and “materialistic” consuming lifestyle. 

Hence, as illustrated in Ulla’s case, past, pre-poverty, identity-laden consumption 

practices may be disposed of, revised or entirely renewed in light of experiences made 

while living in poverty and the resultant critical reflection upon the own pre-poverty 

existence in order to make sense of her present and envisioned future self. 

Simultaneously, it can be argued that this weaving of the narrative across time 

considering many setbacks and critical life scenes, may give a person’s life a moral 

justification, legitimacy and value of who s/he was, is and will be - a life narrative 

function that is claimed to be central to the making of a contemporary identity in terms 

of seeking to affirm a moral goodness in one’s life (MacIntyre, 1981; Taylor, 1989). 
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This orientation to the good in one’s life, is, for example, expressed in Ulla’s full 

embracement of a non-materialistic discourse regarding her present and envisioned 

future self, which usually implies that materialism is of little moral value (Shankar and 

Fitchett, 2002; Hyman, 2015). 

Ulla’s narrative identity pathway of redemption (McAdams, 2006) in regards to 

dealing with an unpleasant life experience such as downward mobility and overcoming 

it, serves as a point of departure for the next subchapters. Hence, in the following it 

will be initially highlighted how an experience of downward mobility may be 

primarily perceived as negative in terms of the emotional stress associated with 

“keeping up appearances” and the reaching of emotional low points in the aftermath 

of becoming downwardly mobile (“hitting rock bottom”). Subsequently, the 

progressive shift from negative life scenes to more optimistic ones will be depicted. 

Here, informants engage in a shift in perspective challenging their before poverty 

assumptive worlds and normative backgrounds. Such shifting perspectives assist 

informants in regards to fully embracing their coping, which, in turn, enables them to 

regulate their stressful emotional situations in an effective way. At the same time, it 

lays the foundation for an enduring identity re-cultivation that persists even after 

having overcome a spell of relative income poverty as shown in the final sections of 

this chapter. 

Downward Mobility as a Negative Experience 

As seen in the above case study, such a way of confronting a severe crisis in 

retrospective meaning with the goal to rebuild one’s assumptive world in a positive 

way is a common thread in narratives of redemption (McAdams and Jones, 2017). 
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Although it may be compelling to experience and understand life difficulties in such 

redemptive terms, nevertheless, it may be argued that these life stories do not do full 

justice to the emotional dynamics of a traumatic event (McAdams, 2006), such as 

slipping into poverty. Following this logic, as suggested by Bauman (2005), poverty 

is a social and psychological condition that can lead to feelings of distress, agony and 

self-mortification. Especially, the interaction with the marketplace and being able to 

consume exhibit a strong ideological hold on consumers in terms of offering resources 

for both constructing one’s identity (Belk, 1988; Arnould and Thompson, 2005; Baker, 

2006) and processes of classification and social differentiation taking into account the 

sign value of goods (Baudrillard, 1998). Therefore, consumers are likely subject to 

experiencing a reduction of consumption opportunities caused by social downward 

mobility and decreased economic capital as something negative leading to discontent 

and psychological stress (Wendt, 2011). This corresponds to Hamilton and Catterall 

(2006a) suggesting that newly experienced exchange restrictions and negative 

consequences associated with transitions into poverty may be particularly extreme to 

those who have become accustomed to a higher level of consumption from their pre-

transition lifestyles. Hence, the transitory poor may make comparisons between their 

pre-transition and post-transition lifestyles. Against this background, feelings of 

estrangement and identity disruptions in light of potential lifestyle displacements may 

arise (e.g. when being forced to moving to a less affluent neighbourhood and/or giving 

up valued possessions, Ulver-Sneistrup and Ostberg, 2011; Saatcioglu and Ozanne, 

2013; Thompson et al., 2018). Further, downward mobility and the result of living on 

a low-income may exacerbate social disadvantages associated with social 

stigmatisation and reduced self-worth (Hamilton and Catterall, 2006b; Hamilton, 
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2012), or shame due to not being able to meet societal norms and patterns of 

consumption as a normal or viable consumer anymore (Chase and Walker, 2015). 

In light of these psychosocial difficulties associated with an economic downhill life 

trajectory, McAdams (2006) stresses that finding redemption in every negative life 

scene would be too simplistic, deceiving and overly naïve. Not all suffering can and 

should be redeemed within people’s (redemptive) life narratives. By contrast, he writes 

that: “[a]uthentic life narratives encompass the full panoply of emotional life. The best 

narrative identities draw upon many images, themes, and plots to provide a rich and 

differentiated sense of self” (262). In this sense, an unplanned life event, such as 

slipping into relative income poverty with all its negative consequences and sufferings 

may sometimes be just endured, at least partially, and adapted to, yet not necessarily 

fully redeemed in retrospect. This first theme of the redemptive narrative archetype 

deals with such negative experiences of downward mobility and reinforces the 

vulnerabilities, flaws and imperfections of informants’ narratives in this study in light 

of their newfound experience of transitioning into relative income poverty. At the same 

time, this section charts that informants do neither trivialise nor deny the negative 

experiences that come with social downward mobility as they form an important part 

of their narrative identities in both autobiographies and interviews. 

“Keeping up Appearances” 

During the analysis of both autobiographical data and interviews, it became apparent 

that all of the informants’ experiences of downward social mobility and newly 

experienced budget constraints had some severe negative affects upon retrospective 

assessments of emotional well-being during that time. As highlighted in previous 
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studies on consumers’ experiences of grappling with downward economic mobility in 

the aftermath of unforeseen life events, such as job loss, divorce or illness (Hamilton 

and Catterall, 2006a; Ulver-Sneistrup and Ostberg, 2011; Schreurs et al., 2012; 

Saatcioglu and Ozanne, 2013; Thompson et al., 2018) informants expressed their 

desire to maintain a façade of consumption in order to protect their self-image or the 

image projected to others in terms of (still) leading an intact middle-class existence. 

Yet, both a felt pressure to hide the economic descent and the associated fear of getting 

caught by members of their social circles created a great source of distress and feelings 

of uncertainty about the future amongst a majority of informants forming part of the 

redemptive self narrative. For example, Sophie (42), a former 

xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx who had been a welfare recipient for 14 months back in 

2009 due to a slumping economy, which led to a “newspaper crisis” and the insolvency 

of the publishing house she worked with, discusses in her autobiographical account of 

being a first-time social assistance claimant: 

“13 Euros a day. In the context of my little story, am not entirely sure if it is 

disappointing to admit that did not have to sleep outside in front of the xxxxxx, 

in a sleeping bag. Or that I did not start a romantic relationship with a long-

term unemployed from xxxxxx (a former working-class area of xxxxx that is 

now characterised by high rates of poverty and crime), did not have a regular 

seat at a kiosk selling alcoholic drinks and cheap food and did not become a 

street juggler wearing a hat (…) Instead, I was busy performing a mimicry. I 

was terrified, deeply scared, that someone would actually notice the state of 

fear I was in. So, I decided to pretend that I still lived a normal life, both to 

myself and others (…). Millions of other people engage in mimicry day in and 

day out. They buy high-tech technological gadgets for themselves, catamarans, 

waterbeds, or long-distance travels on credit. There are those who pretend to 

be stressed all the time in their jobs, get extensions for their hair or buy titles 
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of nobility. Marriage impostors at registry offices, investment swindlers on the 

telephone, and wrong doctors at hospitals. I just did the same that many 

members of a middle-class society usually do.” 

Adopting an emotion-oriented coping perspective (Lazarus and Folkman, 1984) to 

interpret this quote, Sophie seeks to reinterpret her situation of facing a loss of status 

and the associated fear of getting caught, by drawing upon what Pearlin and Schooler 

(1978:6) have referred to as making positive social comparisons. Against this 

background, Sophie stresses that members of a middle-class (consumer) society often 

engage in different types of (simulated) conspicuous consumption (e.g. in regards to 

both leisure and busyness; Veblen, 1899; Bellezza, Paharia and Kainan., 2016) to infer 

a positive social status. Hence, by emphasising such a “we are all in the same boat” 

mentality (Karanika and Hogg, 2016), she intends to preserve her self-worth and 

cognitively neutralises the stress-inducing situation of hiding her downward mobility 

by judging her own situation as less severe or no more severe than faced by significant 

others in terms of their behaviours. 

Besides drawing such positive social comparisons, informants also expressed various 

other emotional coping strategies to regulate or reduce negative feelings that arise in 

response to the threat of downward mobility. Here, a variety of related sentiments such 

as “grin and bear it”, “staying strong (for the children)”, “hoping for the best”, making 

social downward comparisons (“Others are in far less well-off situations”), or 

“positive thinking” were revealed throughout both narrative interviews and 

autobiographies. Especially regarding the latter, in an attempt to shift one’s attention 

to some positive aspects of downward mobility, informants often exhibited some 

degree of selectively ignoring negative consequences brought about by downward 
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mobility or tried to attribute less weight to them (Pearlin and Schooler, 1978) as 

illustrated by the following quote from Estefania (38): 

“The consequences were really serious. I was that close to giving up our flat. 

Insurances needed to be cancelled. Did I have more at that time? I am not 

entirely sure. It was really dramatic. But then I always had a relatively large 

cupboard filled with stuff. And I can cook, this means that I could always make 

a lot out of relatively modest means. And I always sold this in a good way to 

my children. “For the next week there will only be rice pudding” – I don’t 

know. Doesn’t cost anything. I think sometimes they were also happy that they 

didn’t have to eat vegetables all the time.” 

Such an indicative example of putting emphasis on the positive outcomes (cooking 

cheaper, yet more tasty food alternatives that make children content) while being 

confronted with life strains associated with downward mobility (e.g. being threatened 

to give up one’s home) is echoed by Ulla (47), whose life story has been introduced in 

the opening vignette of this chapter. Here, she reports that she started to regularly cook 

a “comfort chicken soup after traditional recipe from her East Prussian grandmother” 

for herself and the children in order to cope, for instance, with the imminent threat of 

attachment of property, or aggressive creditors of her husband’s struggling firm 

coming by the family’s home to claim their money: 

Ulla: “After these events, the children always told me that it was great to get 

another comfort soup (…). Bingo, I thought! This is another way of viewing 

things, so when something bad was on the rise, I felt better as I was looking 

forward to making the soup for all of us” 

It may be argued that these emotional coping strategies presented also serve problem-

oriented ends at the same time. More precise, unlike emotional coping strategies, 

problem-oriented or behavioural coping often helps to improve the objective situation 
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via rational actions (Folkman, Lazarus, Dunkel-Schetter, DeLongis and Gruen, 1986). 

Hence, the above highlighted preparation of relatively cheap food, such as soup, may 

also be interpreted as a way of saving money (behavioural) besides being a means 

towards psychologically downplaying and reducing existential angst (emotional) 

associated with, for instance, the threat of losing one’s home. In fact, strategies acting 

as both problem and emotional ways of coping can be sometimes found in prior 

research on low-income consumers’ coping (Hibbert and Piacentini, 2003; Karanika 

and Hogg, 2016). Informants, however, also showed purely behavioural attempts to 

remove or at least diminish the impact of downward mobility as a threatening event to 

their (lower-) middle-class social standing. For example, Ulla (47), broadly 

summarises the initial phase of her family’s imminent experience surrounding the 

stressful and chaotic economic displacement from their former materially privileged 

lifestyle as follows: 

“We tried everything to hide the fragile and crazy world we were trashing 

around like a fish from all others from the outside” 

Within this context, she reports how she was actively working against her family’s 

downward mobility and the loss of their house by adopting behavioural coping 

strategies related to some belt tightening, which is reflected in the following quote 

from her autobiographical account: 

“Although I was so stressed out, I tried to keep a cool head. I initiated all the 

necessary steps immediately: change of health insurance, applying for 

reduction of kindergarten and school fees, asking for extension for paying 

phone, gas, water, and electricity bills. Cancelling all unnecessary 

subscriptions, even cancelling our paper collection bin. Music School, sports 
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club, ballet for the youngest, painting course – we needed to unsubscribe from 

all of that. The weekly delivery of organic vegetables and fresh milk? Gone.” 

Likewise, Sandra (42), a former swimming professional and Olympic gold medalist, 

who was forced to join the breadline for 24 months due to malinvestment on the real 

estate market remarked in her autobiography that: 

“At that time my mailbox started to overflow with dunning letters and collection 

letters threatening me. I borrowed some money from friends, and my account 

was overdrawn. My expenses had been reduced to a bare minimum only paying 

for the most basic fixed costs.” 

Such rational and rigidly planned problem-solving efforts (Folkman et al., 1986) to, at 

least momentarily, resist a further lifestyle displacement due to downward mobility 

was echoed by the majority of the informants interviewed in this study. Thus, 

coinciding with previous coping research taking place in contexts of persistent types 

of consumer poverty (Hamilton, 2012), also those who are in a transition from middle-

class existences to a phase of financial deprivation facing the loss of their social status 

engage in a rigid management of their (family) budget. Informants’ budgeting 

strategies consisted of making price comparisons, shopping in thrift stores, buying 

second-hand, and searching for bargains, asking for financial help from others, 

maximising income by taking on a second job, liquidating assets, or making use of 

consumer credit. However, not all strategies outlined were used by all informants. By 

contrast, they acted in ways that they perceived to be most fitting concerning their 

circumstances, which is in consonance with views surrounding the diversity of low-

income consumers and their coping strategies adopted (Hamilton, 2012). In general 

support of existing research reinforcing such varied active coping resources and 

strategies used by, especially, women living in persistent states of vulnerability 
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(Banyard, 1995; Hamilton, 2012; Shildrick and MacDonald, 2013; Hutton, 2016), the 

informants in this study, thus, equally demonstrated great skills of quick behavioural 

adaptations to adversity in terms of actively trying to resist downward mobility. Yet, 

contrary to the believe that such an active personal and familial mastery may equally 

mediate the stress associated with newly experienced economic vulnerabilities leading 

to enhancements of well-being (Wendt, 2011) or empowerment and enhancement of 

self-esteem (Hamilton, 2012), informants’ narratives revealed that while keeping up 

appearances, a large proportion expressed negative feelings. Following this train of 

thought, often an inner resistance towards the above-mentioned budgeting strategies 

and the sacrifices associated with them was highlighted. Here, for example, 

concessions made to quality nutrition (Ulla), lacking consumer freedom and choice 

(Wiebke), or transgressing one’s own middle-class homemaker values (Dorothea) 

were common negative aspects mentioned: 

Ulla (47): “When money was really tight, I did not have a problem to purchase 

less, but I had to get over the fact to buy groceries of lower quality. It was just 

not possible any other way, anything else would have been too expensive.” 

Wiebke (39): (…) Well, I kind of felt isolated, all the things that meant to be 

fun, I couldn’t do anymore. 

Interviewerr: For example? 

Wiebke: Yes, for example, I couldn’t go to the gym anymore, just doing sports. 

Or buying nice clothes for myself in order to feel good. If I bought anything, 

then it was really cheap stuff. I really started to become a bargain hunter during 

that time…well, I guess it never looked cheap, but I for myself knew that it was 

cheap stuff and this makes you feel bad. And if you need a new pair of jeans, 

you are just not able to buy them for yourself with the same kind of quality. 

Instead you have to wait for some time and see when you are able to replace it. 
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Dorothea (48): (…) at that time I was forced to buy cheap food and I had 

already been sick due all the stress anyways. And then, I bought all this bad 

stuff full of chemicals, where I only tried to ensure that the food I buy has 

sufficient nutritional value. Like I was trying to buy stuff that made me feel full 

for a long-time, something long-lasting. And doing that, I did not take care of 

my health anymore…well, I did not feel very vital anyways and the kind of food 

I ate made it even worse. And when I look at old pictures taken at that time, 

well when I was out with my girls, having some fun, then I still looked quite 

good, but there are those other pictures of me with dark rings under my eyes, 

really pale, and one easily recognises that I am not a happy and healthy person. 

Interviewer: Were you also aware of this during that time? For example, 

regarding the food you had to buy, that it was not the best maybe? 

Dorothea: Not really I guess – I am aware of this now. Well, to be honest, 

during that time, I really didn’t live according to my own values, I knew it for 

sure, but I blocked it out. I only thought: “Doesn’t matter, doesn’t matter – it 

is just not possible right now!” I mean, just not possible to take really care of 

my health and eating, although I come from a family that has taken great care 

of a healthy diet, where everything is made fresh from scratch and they always 

say: eat a lot of veg and fruit and bla.” 

Christian (60), a former CEO and partner of a German Small and Medium Sized firm 

who lost his company and private savings in the early 2000s due to a case of fraud 

concurs with such highlighted perspectives of not fully coming to grips with adapting 

to downward mobility. Having earned above-average salaries (over £100,000 per year) 

throughout most of his professional career, he and his family were now confronted 

with a drastic descent in socio-economic status, being forced to claim social assistance 

for the first time in their life. Christian’s initial experiences of problem-oriented 

adaptation are, yet, filled with retrospective anecdotes reinforcing the negative side of 

counteracting his fall from grace as shown in the following interview excerpt: 
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Christian : “(…) And at that time, I have started doing all this grocery 

shopping at Penny (German discounter brand)…horrifying, you had to see this 

yourself, the people in there. I mean those who shove away others (laughs) (…) 

I then said to myself, it just needs to be done…so what! You need this, you need 

that. You were just forced to buy this pasta for 29 Cent or so (chuckling).” 

Interviewer: “Did you buy at Penny (discounter brand) before your drop in 

income as well?” 

Christian: “Well, occasionally, maybe sometimes just Aldi, but only if they had 

something special, I mean like Champagne for 19 Euros or so (laughs). Only 

then we deliberately purchased there. But not the basics. So, now it was the 

other way round, now you would only go to Edeka or Galeria Kaufhof (German 

upmarket retailers) for giving oneself a real treat, getting something nice, you 

know.” 

The excerpt reflects Christian’s initial struggle to both fully disengage from his 

previous, more affluent lifestyle and fully adapt to his new consumer role of 

downshifting and saving that was required from him in light of his drastic socio-

economic decline. Additionally, by referring to the deviant shopping behaviour of 

others frequenting discounters Christian’s recollection may be interpreted as a 

reinforcement of his lack of acceptance of an immediate descent from a former 

privileged, into a lower, unfamiliar social space (Ulver-Sneistrup and Ostberg, 2011) 

in hindsight. This non-acceptance of the new socio-cultural space is, hence, 

symbolically embedded in the notion of being forced to do grocery shopping at the 

discounter retail brand. The consumption of this brand further involves negative 

feelings on behalf of the consumer and yet needs to be endured due to external 

circumstances of newly experienced income restriction. 
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“Hitting Rock Bottom” 

Building upon the previously highlighted negative feelings related to coping with 

downward mobility and keeping up appearances, informants stressed further aspects 

of adaptation that negatively impacted their emotional well-being. These consisted 

mainly of being worried about both one’s personal and children’s future. Furthermore, 

social isolation, guilt, feelings of being a failure, or the shame associated with 

accepting financial help from others were mentioned as key negative consequences of 

adjusting to a phase of newly experienced income reduction and concomitant social 

status downgrade. However, informants did not discuss these features in isolation, yet 

often in combination with other negative aspects linked to their experience of 

downward mobility. While doing this, they were frequently expressing emotional 

states of having reached a “low point” or “rock bottom” moment in their narratives, 

eventually letting them feel stymied and helpless about how to rectify their situation 

(Newman, 1998). This is best exemplified in the following quotes from two 

informants’ interviews: 

Dorothea (48): “(…) All of this “not having any money” is not only about not 

having money. It was an incredible pain that I felt, so terrible that it was almost 

not possible for me to bear anymore. Well, now that I have been out of this 

situation, it is hard to understand for you as an outsider, I mean that it was so 

bad for my self-conscience. Well, I even thought at that time, that it had 

something to do with me, that I am not worth a penny as a person. And that I 

am the only person that exists, who can’t join their friends for dinner or for a 

drink. I was always the one who said “No, I can’t come with you”. (…) There 

were so many things I couldn’t do and at one stage I was so deep down into the 

whole thing that I thought “I don’t see any light at the end of the tunnel”. I 

mean, there was no escape I thought. You can always get through a phase of 

say, 3 months without any money or so: “Grit your teeth and get to it”….but it 
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felt endless for me, a struggle over several years and I had this feeling that it 

never ends. It never ends: “I can’t do it, not possible” (…)” 

Wiebke (39, lone mother who became a working poor due to divorce and 

custody battle): “Well, financially it was really bad. Lawyer fees, fees for the 

court, so many expenses, which made me very often think : “How is it possible 

to move on? I am never ever able to make it out of this misery.” It was just too 

much I had to pay for. I was badly in debt during that time, roughly calculated 

15,000 Euro I would say. It was really insane, really bad. At the beginning of 

the month when my salary was paid out to me and the rent was deducted I was 

already in the red. So, I did not know then how to pay for the rest. And at that 

time my account was overdrawn all the time, like a vicious circle. You are 

paying such high interest on the overdrawn account, so you might lose track 

easily. It was really bad. During that time, I also had two jobs, I was a 

policewoman with much responsibility anyways, and at night I worked as a call 

centre agent part-time. To be honest with you, I didn’t have a real private life 

during that time. I could not relax whatsoever, or just going to the gym for a 

workout. None of that for me. And I endured that for a couple of years and at 

some stage also had a real burnout.” 

Such demonstrated negative emotional reactions of lowered self-esteem and 

resignation are consistent with other informants who expressed sentiments of “tilting 

against windmills”, “being in the wrong film”, “feeling small”, “traumatised”, “burned 

out” or even “suicidal” in the aftermath of being confronted with the consequences of 

their experiences with downward mobility and keeping up appearances. As illustrated 

in the previous quotes from Dorothea and Wiebke, these consequences were not only 

restricted to an economic displacement. Yet, they also encompassed a social 

determinant in terms of facing social marginalisation (see Dorothea’s comment on not 

partaking in any social life) and/or a general lifestyle disruption of not being able 

maintain a consumption level that had been consistent with one’s pre-poverty 
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transition self (see Wiebke’s remark on not “having a private life” anymore). In this 

respect, informants mentioned further feelings of dislike and unfamiliarity regarding 

several interwoven consequences of downward mobility, such as moving to smaller 

(council) flats in less affluent neighbourhoods, claiming social assistance, and/or being 

forced to give up valued or self-extending possessions and consumption practices 

(Belk, 1988) as reflected in the following quotes from autobiographies and interview 

excerpt: 

Ulla (47, autobiography account): (..) The bad thing about our new home was 

not that it was small, shabby and clammy. With this all of us, the children and 

myself, could live somehow although the contrast to our villa by the lake was 

really absurd and adventurous. What confused us more were the tenants in this 

house. They never greeted back and the front door of the main building was 

slammed several times per day, so that the jam jar on our kitchen table was 

jumping up and down. It was always us who brought back the dustbins to their 

original spots. And at night the front door was kept open, so that this couple’s 

overweight cat from the flat above us could enter and leave the building. Also, 

the cat food was all over the place, in the staircase, in front of our door. The 

smell was horrible and my daughter invented a word for it: “cat vomit”. And 

one day the cat even pissed in front of our door and the shoes of my children 

were swimming in a yellowish wet spot. Yes, right. Cat piss. This liquid is bad 

enough, but being in the shoes of my children meant – trashing them, 

immediately. I felt so sorry for my children and for myself, because buying four 

pairs of new shoes was something I couldn’t afford at that time. And buying 

them second-hand was more affordable, but cost a lot of time. When thinking 

about this scene, I remember often recalling a picture of my children blithely 

playing in our former garden in the villa (...). Both house and garden were a 

symbol for a functioning children’s world and they often asked when we could 

go back to the villa during this time (…)” 
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Christian (60, interview): “And then you have those 20-year old job advisers 

from the job centre basically telling you what kind of asshole you are as a 

former manager and what you need to do. This can be really depressing (…)” 

Interviewer (with Wiebke): Was there anything else that you had to give up 

during these bad days (referring to poverty experience)? 

Wiebke (39): Yes, I always had cats and during this time, it was not possible to 

keep them. So, we had two cats, yeah right, and one of them was given away to 

my mother-in-law and the other was taken by my ex-husband. And for me that 

was a really, really, really, bad separation. But I knew, that I couldn’t keep 

them, firstly because I couldn’t afford them...I mean this is hardly imaginable, 

but I couldn’t even afford cat litter or food…and secondly, if something is 

wrong with the animals, if I have to take them to the vet, I couldn’t have paid 

for that either. And that’s why I was also so stressed while still having them, 

but I had to take the final decision to give them away from which I really 

suffered. Really, really bad, because cats belong to me, they make me happy.” 

Building upon these insights gained from the above quotes, it was noted that such 

lifestyle discontinuities triggered by a loss of social status sparked experiences of 

estrangement and sense of loss. See, for instance, Ulla’s experience of reluctantly 

adapting to the new socio-cultural space of a new home in a less affluent 

neighbourhood. Here, she stresses the deviant and ignorant behaviour of other 

members of that new community, diminishing the quality of their family’s social life. 

At the same time, she actively reflects on the sense of loss of a functioning middle-

class family identity by grieving a former good life in their villa by the lake. Moreover, 

indications of identity strains due to facing an array of unfamiliar material constraints 

(e.g. giving up self-extending possessions, such as Wiebke’s cats), and institutional 

dependencies (e.g. claiming social welfare for the first time as reflected in Christian’s 

short comment) became apparent. 
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This is consistent with theories on identity strains in the wake of downward mobility. 

Here, people may go through acute personal crises (Shibutani, 1961; McAdams, 2006; 

Shepherd and Williams. 2018) characterised by a common feeling of failure, loss, and 

threat to both one’s self-esteem as well as former pre-descender (middle-class) identity 

(Newman, 1998; Saatcioglu and Ozanne, 2013; Thompson et al., 2018). These may be 

threatened to the point where, as highlighted earlier, even suicide is considered as the 

most drastic resolution (Shibutani, 1961; Newman, 1998). In this sense, according to 

Shepherd and Williams (2016), a perception of having “hit rock bottom” occurs when 

negativity linked to life transitions is brought to a climax and life situations are, thus, 

perceived as more negative than positive. In other words, with the formation of 

associative links among the negative features of one’s current life situation, there may 

be the belief that the future is likely to “contain much of the same” and that “bad days 

turn into bad years” (Bauer, McAdams and Sakaeda, 2005:1182). As a consequence, 

in order to cope, downwardly mobile consumers may seek to reactively preserve their 

threatened pre-crisis (middle-class) identities evincing a reactive and nostalgic ethos 

(Ulver-Sneistrup and Ostberg, 2011; Karanika and Hogg, 2016; Thompson et al., 

2018). This is most obviously indicated in Ulla’s comment on longing for a prior state 

of existence that is believed to be more ideal than their current situation in the face of 

drastic socio-cultural change associated with a loss of status. Furthermore, in order to 

be, at least temporarily, relieved from the imminent loss of a former pre-poverty 

middle-class identity, the informants in this study engaged in some dysfunctional 

behaviours, such as “comfort eating”, “chain smoking”, “apathetic behaviours” (e.g. 

sleeping the whole day or feeling guilty for having overspent in the past), “retail 

therapy” spending money that they don’t have, or excessively “hoarding possessions”. 
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Besides these latter indications of escapist attempts to counteract identity loss 

(Folkman et al., 1986; Shepherd and Williams, 2018), or aforementioned reactive 

reflexive modes (Thompson et al., 2018) in which consumers express a sense of being 

out of place in their post-descender lifestyle and, therefore, long for their displaced 

middle-class roles (Ulver-Sneistrup and Ostberg, 2011), informants forming part of 

the redemptive self-narrative theme, however, eventually proposed a divergent path in 

their response to an identity threat when “hitting rock bottom”. Against this backdrop, 

the narratives revealed that, in order to recover from such low-points and associated 

identity incoherencies (Newman, 1998), they started re-defining their current negative 

situations and adopted a unique, and different perspective to the problem faced. In the 

following two sub-sections of this chapter it will be highlighted how informants have 

adopted such varied changed perspectives in the aftermath of downward mobility to 

constructively cope with its consequences. Subsequently, it will be shown how such a 

shift in perspective has had an impact upon a long-lasting consumer identity re-

cultivation that may persist even after a spell of income instability has been overcome. 

Finding meaning in Downward Mobility 

As indicated at the end of the previous section, informants intended to construct a 

narrative of self that is progressive in terms of depicting a transformation from bad, 

emotionally negative life scenes associated with downward mobility (e.g. the stress 

and identity strains linked with “keeping up appearances” and “hitting rock bottom”), 

to a subsequent good, affectively positive life scene. These narrative types of 

redemption (McAdams, 2006; McAdams and Bowman, 2013) helped the protagonists 

to make sense and cope with the considerable pain and misfortune that their 
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experiences of transitioning into a phase of economic instability may have brought 

about. In other words, due to adopting a change in perspective they often concluded 

that something good came from the adversity they had faced during their poverty 

transition in terms of leading to positive adjustments to the consequences of downward 

mobility and a recovery from them in retrospect. 

This narrative pathway from “bad to good” is best exemplified in Sophie’s (42) 

personal “rock bottom” moment of reporting to the job centre for the first time. In 

having reached this low-point in her downward mobility experience she depicts an 

inner conflict of being in a limbo between two undesirable social worlds, that is the 

new life of a social assistance claimant and her pre-poverty world located in the 

affluent social area of xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx. At the same time, it triggered a change 

of perspective to alleviate the identity tension: 

“At the job centre I was observing the other people. I am not entirely sure, but 

it was as if they couldn’t see me. There was no reason to assume that we meet 

on equal terms. It didn’t feel as if we had much to talk about. Equally the job 

centre didn’t feel like home. Neither did I belong to my xxxxxxxxxxxxxx castle 

anymore nor here. My job centre colleagues and I, we both had to live on that 

universal lump-sum payment of 89 Euros per week. Yet, the main difference 

was that I, if not screwing it all up, could hide and even overcome this status. I 

would even laugh about it – especially about myself. And this exactly, during 

that particular moment and since then, has been what really counts: At the very 

moment when I had reached rock bottom, I perceived myself for the first time 

as being a really rich person.” 

With regard to such a shift in perspective, Sophie’s description of “feeling rich” during 

this ambiguous phase of her life triggered by downward mobility does not refer to a 

superior financial standing relative to her welfare recipient counterparts in the first 



159 

place. Similarly, Sophie did not mean to be “chauvinist”. Instead, as further reinforced 

during the interview, she hints at her own “vast cultural inventory” acquired 

throughout her lifetime in terms of formal education and her lower-middle class 

upbringing, which has helped her to effectively cope with status and existential angst 

during the “dark year on welfare” and impede on a subsequent upward movement out 

of economic instability again. Hence, by adopting this new perspective during a 

moment of crisis, she started to fully embrace and accept her situation of downward 

mobility in terms of “rolling up sleeves” and adapting her lifestyle to her new financial 

situation (Schreurs et al., 2012). 

Furthermore, it may be argued that her narrative structure starts to unfold from 

focusing solely upon negative life scenes to more positive ones (McAdams, 2006). 

Following this reasoning, Sophie stresses that she was appreciative of being able to 

“eloquently” deal with the stringency of imposed restrictions by the job centre and 

consequent feelings of being deprived of an autonomous self in terms of feeling 

“small” and “infantile”. Moreover, her new-gained self-awareness in terms of 

appreciating her cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1984) acquired throughout lifetime, made 

her fully embrace and accept her situation of downward mobility. As a consequence, 

she coped effectively with her lowered social standing and the threat of social 

exclusion by means of creative consumption tactics. For example, she adopted several 

saving tactics in terms of restricting herself to inexpensive food such as eating “bread 

with salted tomato”, “pasta”, “boiled potatoes” or “rice added with curry spice”. The 

money she saved through such a low-cost diet was used to go out with friends or take 

part in work-related social events where it was expected from peers and colleagues to 

invite each other for drinks or share a taxi when the night was over. To find adequate 
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new clothing for such social events, she frequently visited thrift shops to assemble her 

own “ironic retro-style look” for “just 20 Euros” – something she would and could not 

have adequately done without being aware of her “cultural inventory” in terms of 

being educated and informed about “contemporary fashion trends” through “reading 

blogs” or “fashion magazines”. 

Besides having become open to restyling one’s life in the aftermath of downward 

mobility, Sophie’s rock bottom moment also laid the foundation for a (consumer) 

identity reformulation as it further opened up a re-examination and re-definition of her 

taken for granted pre-poverty assumptive world. This is further exemplified in her 

epiphanic encounter with a premium retail brand (Manufactum) after coming from the 

job centre: 

After coming from the job centre for the first time in my life and being in a 

desolate mood, I saw in that Manufactum shop window that they’re now 

offering organic bread and it was like €5,20 for a loaf and I was thinking “Fuck 

[sic]”! I mean, I don’t want to condemn those people who go there and I am 

not saying everyone visiting the store is terrible, but I began to really 

understand how it all works. You begin to understand when you don’t have 

access to this kind of store anymore...even if I had wanted to buy something 

from the store that day, I just couldn’t do it…and then you realise that it is not 

about buying, lets say a felt blanket that you can’t afford, but also about not 

being able to plunge into a world that is totally different from your current one 

(...) it was really hard to deal with the superficiality of such a world in which I 

had lived for so long and that I wanted to sort of stay in.“ 

The above quote reinforces both the identity strain Sophie was facing and a gradual 

change in perspective. Although Sophie had never been a loyal Manufactum customer, 

she always felt “at home in the Manufactum linguistic system” considering it a signet 
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of the “urban bourgeoisie lifestyle” that her social ascender self-image associated 

with. Sophie comes from a modest lower-middle class social background, yet has 

embarked since her adolescence on a steep upward life trajectory. Here, she has 

learned the necessary skills and codes to freely move in the higher social spaces of the 

German “Bildungsbürgertum”9 on her way to becoming a journalist. Hence, her pre-

social assistance claimant lifestyle, taste and cultural preferences partially reflected 

this social ascendance and corresponding insignia of the “Bildungsbürgertum”: there 

are repeat references in the interview to the importance Sophie ascribed to her six 

metres wide book library in her living room in that it constituted both the foundation 

of her profession as a writer and journalist as well as “status symbol”. Her former 

apartment in the noble area of xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx was not far from the 

“xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx”, a vivid hotspot for xxxxxxx art scene, the “Kempinski hotel” and 

“celebrity hair stylists”. Furthermore, as vividly described in her autobiography, the 

flat she had to move out of after transitioning into poverty was elegantly equipped with 

a “1950s retro-style couch”, “herringbone parquet flooring, “high wing doors and turn 

of the century brass window handles”. Further, she received regular invitations to 

events such as “classic concerts, wine tastings, art exhibitions or red carpet nights at 

new publishers’ openings”. Yet, after having reached a low-point in her experiences 

of becoming downwardly mobile, as highlighted in the above quote, she was not 

willing to fully accept the “superficiality” and “absurdity” of this pre-poverty lifestyle 

anymore. This is further evidenced by her adoption of a self-critical view upon the 

ideologies of consumer society in terms of frequently questioning the distinctive, self-

 
9 “Bildungsbürgertum“ has been referred to as the educated middle classes with a strong focus on high 

culture, working in high-prestige professions, such as doctors, lawyers, university professors or 

journalists (Schneider and Lang, 2014) 
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expressive consumptive behaviours and downward comparisons of the more 

sophisticated social circles she had been forming a part of before joining the breadline. 

Consequently, her transitory poor self displays an “understanding” for those left 

behind in society or coming from lower social strata and their consumption and taste 

regimes. At the same time, she condemns her educated middle-class peers’ 

unreflective attempts to display a superior social standing through distinctive 

consumer tastes, (“hipster”) lifestyles and educational attainment: 

“[w]hat some of my friends just don’t understand is that hardly anyone living 

on an income of 13 Euros per day is really interested in pollution-free potatoes, 

organic sweets or sustainably manufactured shoes” (…) let’s show some 

respect for those people (…) who maybe don’t read intelligent things and buy 

stuff that is not in line with our own highly-tuned codes, but works for them. Let 

them keep their colourful mobile phone cases made of real plastic as they might 

be as important for these people as for others their real-wood fittings are” 

Sophie’s gradual disentangling from the sign domination of consumer society 

ideologies that creates social boundaries and reflects social stratification (Bourdieu, 

1984; Baudrillard, 1998), and in which she was deeply embedded before embarking 

on a downhill life trajectory, is echoed by Ulla (47). In hindsight, Ulla comments on a 

related change in perspective adopted when she became a transitory poor consumer. 

Here, in comparing and contrasting her pre-poverty and transitory poor self in regards 

to the importance ascribed to material possessions, she highlights the following: 

“What does this term actually mean – stuff? In the end, not much. It is 

astonishing how fast stuff loses its importance when facing a threat to your own 

existence. It was almost like a cathartic feel, after the breakdown of my 

marriage and the loss of our house, to end up with almost nothing on the 

streets” 
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In a different quote, Ulla further supports this indicated cleansing effect of the poverty 

experience, which she refers to as a “cathartic feel”, concerning the development of a 

new, consumption-critical self-image during her poverty spell. In order to emphasise 

her change of perspective adopted, she further hints at the misalignment between her 

former pre-poverty transition, unreflective, consumer identity and transitory poor self 

that has become more attentive to saving: 

 “Although, at that time, there were not too many positive things you could say 

about the break-down of our middle-class existence, the new critical attitude 

towards consumption was definitely a positive one. I realised that I had been 

such an unreflective person in my old life when going to the supermarket, my 

wallet filled with money, ignoring any special offers, or noticing extremely 

cheap package sizes. I was just a mother of four who went to the xxxxxx10 

wearing high-heels and paying with a golden customer card for a set of cocktail 

glasses” 

Hence, the critical event of becoming downwardly mobile and slipping into poverty 

triggered a severe interruption to Ulla’s life, at the same time causing her to take pause, 

think and reflect on her situation. Within this context, she describes her consumer life 

before the critical event in ways that can be interpreted as non-critical and unreflective 

by referring to her pre-poverty affluent “xxxxxx” shopper identity that does not have 

to worry about money. While emotionally disengaging from this formerly lived upper-

middle class reality, she equally reinforces her newfound appreciation and 

embracement of budgeting strategies (e.g. seeking good value for money) in order to 

behaviourally cope with the consequences of income reduction. By way of second 

illustration, Christian (60), further stresses such a reflection on his “before” values 

 
10 The xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx is one of the largest department stores in Europe located 

in xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx being renowned for selling luxury goods 
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and belief systems and how the experience of becoming downwardly mobile broke 

down his former pre-poverty self-definition in regards to the possession of things and 

consumption practices: 

(…) And then (after having transitioned into poverty) you start looking into 

your closet and you realise how much you actually have (laughs). Those are all 

aspects, where you think: “I basically have everything that I need to have”…I 

mean, there is still great wine from Chile that you can get for less than 2 Euros 

from the Penny markt (discounter brand) (laughs). And that was the time when 

I started to think more critically about my life and how I my life was before. 

And that happened together with me becoming involved in Buddhism. And 

within Buddhism, there is this question of not having any more things than you 

are supposed to have and all of those aspects. And this is what I have really 

started to understand quite rapidly at that time. Almost, like a new happiness 

that I have found: “Ok, you are alive”, “You are totally happy”, “You are 

relaxed”, “You have distanced yourself from all of those negative moments 

that were part of this experience”, all of the things that happened before. For 

example, my circle of friends became smaller and smaller, but then you have 

this new social circle, people you can also communicate with and where you 

can exchange your thoughts. I think that was a really important aspect and a 

true change in my perspective on life, how I started to view things and how I 

was in the past” 

In corroborating with aforementioned informants’ statements, Christian highlights 

how a change in perspective in the aftermath of becoming downwardly mobile with 

all its drastic negative consequences (e.g. diminishing pre-poverty social circles, 

divorce, or forced dispossessions) has led to a gradual re-formulation of his consumer 

identity. Recall that Christian initially indicated that he had been reluctant to accept 

his new, economically strained, consumer identity that was forced to frequent 

discounters and engage in thrift consumption during a stage of “keeping up 
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appearances”. Having switched to a more positive narrative tone, he, however, changes 

his perspective and progresses in his narrative to a stage of acceptance and 

embracement of his economically strained situation reinforcing that he is still able to 

obtain quality wine from discounters at a cheap price. Furthermore, similar to Sophie 

and Ulla, Christian equally stresses his adoption of a critical undertone towards 

consumerism in terms of putting less emphasis on attachment to material goods and 

consumption, which is informed by a growing consumer self-awareness (“I basically 

have everything that I need to have”). This increased self-knowledge has been further 

underpinned by Christian’s involvement in the Buddhist community while being on a 

downhill life trajectory. Here, he gained access to “spirituality” and the tenets of “Zen-

Buddhism”. Especially, Christian’s internalisation of the Buddhist axiom that one 

should not be overly dependent upon material possessions and materialism to achieve 

a sense of consumer wellbeing (Mick, 2017) has evoked in him coming to grips with 

and assign positive meaning to his situation of slipping into a phase of relative income 

poverty as in “having found a new happiness” within adversarial circumstances. 

Theoretically, from a situational coping perspective, it may be argued that Christian’s 

case echoes other studies of downward mobility and persistent types of income 

destabilisations. Here, it has been demonstrated how consumers may place increased 

value upon immaterial assets (e.g. relationships, health, or religious beliefs) and put 

less emphasis on the importance ascribed to material attachment (Hill, 1991; Hamilton 

and Catterall, 2006a; Hutton, 2016; Karanika and Hogg, 2016). Further, the aspect of 

being able to openly discuss issues associated with his downward mobility within the 

Buddhist community may work as a type of therapy increasing subjective wellbeing 

(Hamilton et al., 2014). However, similar to the aforementioned cases of Ulla and 
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Sophie, Christian’s attempt to find positive meaning during downward mobility does 

not end in adopting effective coping mechanisms. It also sets in motion a re-cultivation 

of his consumer identity in terms of actively challenging his pre-poverty middle-class 

existence. Within this context, Christian repeatedly engages in further critical 

appraisals of his past pre-poverty self, emphasising a highly consumptive and 

materialistic past attitude (“I wanted to earn more money, be more successful, get more 

social approval and material pleasures. I was so attached to all the stuff I possessed 

and didn’t possess”). 

Generally speaking, these indicated processes of developing new, critical perspectives 

in response to a shattered (consumer) identity project brought about by a traumatic 

event such as downward mobility is in consonance with what others have referred to 

as people’s epiphany moments during an acute crisis (Shibutani, 1961; Denzin 1989; 

Frank, 1993; Athens, 1995; McAdams, 2006). In an epiphany experience, a person’s 

life existence and previous paradigm is questioned and his/her life is never the same 

again. Hence, it assists subjects to actively confront and experience a crisis (Denzin, 

1989), such as downward mobility. Simultaneously, it lays the foundation for a long-

standing “dramatic self-change” (Frank, 1993; Athens, 1995). This partially mirrors 

other previous conceptualisations of consumer identity transitions where, for instance, 

turning points in life provoke an “awakening” to previously held believes and 

normative backgrounds of life, including consumer culture and materialism (Cherrier 

and Murray, 2007; Barrios et al., 2012). Along with the adoption of such new 

perspectives, “there is (…) rejection, even contempt to all old beliefs” (Shibutani, 

1961:527). For example, in Cherrier and Murray’s (2007) study on proposing a 

processual theory of becoming a voluntary simplifier, these authors chart that 
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consumers who have the economic resources allowing them to participate in 

consumerist culture without reflecting on it, often become subject to a “wake-up call” 

triggered by, predominately, natural life passages and mundane events, such as going 

to college or making a wrong career choice. Such life events may awake consumers to 

a new reality in which they call into question their previous ways of living a “having 

mode of existence” characterised by the importance ascribed to money and material 

things in order to convey social status. In turn, they become more open to a “being 

mode of existence” (Fromm, 1976) that has been associated with scaling down 

consumption and dispossession in order to focus upon wellbeing that comes from 

within instead of the material world (Cherrier and Murray, 2007). 

Taking these findings from previous consumer research into consideration, the 

findings from the current study are novel in that informants also considered a forced 

life transition, such as slipping into poverty, as a crucial event that interrupted their 

lives and marked the end of a “before” identity and the beginning of the “after”. At the 

same time, this awakening to a new reality led to a critical reflection on previous 

lifestyles and active engagement with changed consumption lifestyles, that is, for 

instance, accepting the lowering levels of their consumption practices as well disposal 

of material objects as indicated in the cases of Ulla and Christian. As further 

exemplified in Christian’s case such efforts of actively adapting one’s lifestyle to the 

new financial situation in the light of re-shaping his consumer identity was further 

informed by several social influences (see his involvement in the Buddhist community 

for seeking support and garnering compassion). Other informants reported differing 

social influences coaxing and coaching their revised identities, at the same time 

assisting them in accepting their new situations of economic deprivation. This social 
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sphere consisted of making use of therapies and coaching offerings (e.g. 

psychotherapies, Mindfulness-based stress reduction programmes, rehabilitation 

centres), or approaching inspirational friends and counselling services for institutional 

advice and support (e.g. persuading informants to make use of social welfare services, 

visiting foodbanks, or learning effective and creative saving strategies from them). 

Positive Adjustments to Downward Mobility 

Building upon the previously highlighted changes in perspective and revised self-

images, the informants of this study highlighted several positive adaptive strategies to 

effectively respond to downward mobility. Hence, by progressing from a narrative 

identity development that initially focuses upon anguishing aspects associated with the 

unpleasant experience of slipping into relative income poverty and the loss of social 

status (e.g. while keeping up appearances), a more positive narrative tone prevailed 

after having become more self-aware in the aftermath of hitting rock bottom (see e.g. 

Ulla’s, Sophie’s and Christian’s newfound criticality towards materialism and 

unreflective consumer behaviours linked to their before poverty lifeworlds). Along 

with this came an acceptance and embracement of coping strategies that enabled them 

to further transform negative moods and thoughts associated with descending in social 

status into positive ones. As indicated in the previous section, these stress-releasing 

consumption practices often formed part of a downshifting (Cherrier and Murray, 

2007) or broader simplified lifestyle (Elliott, 1995; McDonald, Oates, Young and 

Hwang, 2006; McGouran and Prothero, 2016) avoiding the excess of materialism and 

resisting consumer culture in a broad sense. 
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As an example, Ulla (47) highlights several interwoven coping strategies that resemble 

values associated with leading a simpler lifestyle, such as keeping close contact with 

family members (children), producing food at home, or valuing self-created 

experiences (McDonald et al., 2006; Karanika and Hogg, 2016) as highlighted in the 

following interview excerpt: 

Interviewer: “In your autobiography you have said that during the time while 

you had to live on a low-income being thrown back to “simple things has 

always created feelings of happiness”. Do you have an example for this?” 

Ulla: Exactly! Well, oddly enough, one thing that always created moments of 

happiness was eating food. Everything that had to do with eating, because you 

can produce it for a relatively small amount of money. So, you can make a great 

cake for example. Doesn’t cost much. Just 3 Euro. And it has a tremendous 

effect. This is something that my children also learned during that time. Eating 

good food has started to play a central role in our lives suddenly, giving 

yourself a treat by putting something good into your body (…) because other 

things are so far away. And then this sitting-together and being together with 

our meals, you have a great cake or pancakes or rice pudding, really cheap 

with a bit of cinnamon and sugar on top of it. That was one thing, which was 

entirely new to me as well…that such a thing became so important suddenly. 

And then such things as, well this wouldn’t have worked with older kids, but we 

also did these walks at night, right? It’s all about creating really simple 

experiences that don’t afford much effort, but which do support feelings of 

belonging together in such an incredible way....like adventures and these sorts 

of things.” 

At a superficial level of analysis, it may be argued that Ulla and her children due to a 

severe income restriction were coerced to limit their expenditures on food. Therefore, 

they engaged in a simpler lifestyle that translated into preparing self-made meals, such 

as pancakes, or rice pudding to make them content, yet were not underpinned by an 
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explicit philosophy of simple living. Such a line of reasoning would corroborate with 

McDonald et al. (2006) proposing that lower income consumers who undertake 

aspects of a simplified lifestyle for purely financial reasons, should rather be classified 

as accidental simplifiers due to not sharing the same ethical, environmental, or 

personal-meaning making motivations that drive the more affluent consumer 

populations to lead simpler lives (Mitchell, 1983; McDonald et al., 2006, Cherrier and 

Murray, 2007; McGouran and Prothero, 2016). 

Yet, upon taking a closer look at Ulla’s experience surrounding a new simplicity in 

her life, it may equally be argued that her narrative reasoning of consuming home-

made food also cultivated other characteristics associated with voluntary simplicity 

lifestyles. For instance, the emphasis put on being self-sufficient (Elgin and Mitchell, 

1977) as in “doing without” great expenditures on food or material things to foster 

wellbeing and relationship strength with her children is one of those “simplify your 

life” prerequisites also highlighted in the literature. In a different quote from Ulla’s 

autobiography she further stresses acting in such a self-determined way during a phase 

of income restriction in relation to her children: 

 “You have to provide something special for your children. This is a sentence 

that I have often heard from other parents around me. With this I mean 

entertainment, experiences, amusement, holidays, branded clothing, the latest 

gadgets, etc… No! you don’t have to provide such things to your children. 

Being close emotionally and providing the assurance, that you are always there 

for them, this is what you need to provide to your children (“this is definitely 

more difficult than always getting out the material jamboree bag”). For 

example, going on holiday with five people (means herself and the four 

children) is just not possible, if you have to watch every penny. Even when 

considering the German youth hostels as an alternative, I would have paid 79 
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Euros for all of us per night. This price was shocking to me. So, I announced a 

rather unusual holiday experience to my children. We did a camping holiday 

in our little garden (referring to council flat after having moved out of their 

villa). We didn’t own a tent, but we had three large sun brollies collected from 

the bulk trash and a very large blanket, which we neatly put over the brollies, 

so that an almost mystical atmosphere was created inside our own-built tent. I 

added a few rag rugs, a small table, five pillows, a round-shaped tray with juice 

and cookies. Any North-African Bedouin king would have gone green with envy 

had they seen it. We even slept in it (…) and even though it wasn’t the best for 

my back, we had a great pleasure with our summer-camping experience, which 

did not cost us a single penny (…)” 

In line with others (Wendt, 2011; Hamilton, 2012; Hutton, 2016), Ulla underlines the 

importance of maintaining a good level of parenthood in terms of still providing 

adequately for children despite having financial difficulties. Here, the creation of an 

emotional atmosphere of safety and comfort for both herself and the children by means 

of coming up with a creative and simplified holiday alternative that matches the 

family’s reduced income is of pivotal importance in Ulla’s narrative. In turn, she 

refuses being governed by others’ expectations within consumer society suggesting 

that high levels of consumption standards are required to meet the demands of children 

(e.g. having the latest technologies, going on holiday, or buying branded clothing). 

This is in further consonance with Elgin and Mitchell (1977) noting that self-

determination as a quality informing voluntary simplifiers includes notions, such as 

looking to one’s own values for guidance rather than being driven by wider societal 

expectations or the media. Further building upon such an agentic, self-determined way 

of coping through simplified experiences, it becomes apparent that this may stand in 

contrast to other theorisations on low-income consumers’ adaptive strategies. These 

have sometimes been portrayed as engaging in compensatory consumption in terms of 
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purchasing expensive status symbols or new things as a means of compensating for 

their poverty and lowered social standing (Pellerin and Stearns, 2001) or to protect 

their children from stigmatisation (Hamilton and Catterall, 2006b; Hamilton, 2012). 

For example, in Hamilton (2012) it is illustrated how poor families work hard to give 

their children access to the right brands due to social pressures of counteracting social 

exclusion and to seek “consumer normalcy” (Baker, 2006). By contrast, in light of the 

transitory poor consumers from this study buttressing the value of a simple way of life, 

which they, retrospectively, maintain to be a voluntary action informed by self-

determination, it may be argued that a reliance on consumer culture ideologies and 

associated pressures to keep up high consumption levels may be further reduced. 

Moreover, already highlighted processes of personal growth and increased self-

knowledge in terms of rejecting previously led before-poverty lifestyles, may equally 

contribute to stepping outside the normative backgrounds of consumer culture in terms 

of foregoing conspicuous consumption, or reducing an overreliance on material 

objects. Likewise, personal growth has been considered to be an interlinked value 

informing voluntary simplicity lifestyles (Elgin and Mitchell, 1977). With this in mind, 

the basic premise that low-income consumers and their coping should be excluded 

from traditional voluntary simplifier theorisations due to their perceived incapability 

to surpass oneself in light of their struggles to maintain (former) standards of living 

(Elgin and Mitchell, 1977; McDonald et al., 2006; Ulver-Sneistrup and Ostberg, 2011; 

Saatcioglu and Ozanne, 2013; Thompson et al., 2018) may be further refuted (Rudmin 

and Kilbourne, 1996). Hence, the redemptive narrative tone adopted by informants to 

retrospectively make positive meaning of and find benefit in the adversarial 

circumstances (McAdams and Jones, 2017) faced during a spell of poverty, are often 
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conceptually related to voluntary simplifier values and motivations, such as self-

determination and personal growth. For example, Christian’s (60) newfound sense of 

spirituality arising out of his temporary phase of economic deprivation and loss of 

social status, suggests such growth-inducing meanings. These are translated into a 

volitional detachment from valued material objects during downward mobility: 

“If you asked me about things I was attached to (after having become 

transitory poor), I could say that there were such things as heirloom - stuff that 

belonged to the family, like a really great, expensive carpet and what not. But 

even with these things, I had gone so far that…I mean we still had a lot of these 

things stored in the basement and when we didn’t have any money left, I just 

went to the xxxxxxxxxxxxx (warehouse district in the city of xxxxxxx handling 

and selling carpets), where you can find those carpet dealers, and I began to 

sell our carpets there. Also, all of my wife’s jewelry was more or less sold at 

this time (refers to his second-wife, whom Christian met while being 

downwardly mobile). And that wasn’t an issue whatsoever suddenly, because 

it didn’t have any meaning anymore at this stage. And this selling of stuff was 

also influenced by the Buddhism aspect: “you don’t need much”, “you need a 

futon to sleep on” or “just sleep on the floor next to your Buddha statue”. This 

is, then, almost like a luxury. Just look at some ancient Buddhist stories, there 

are such nice stories of those who were less well-off using their Buddha statues 

as fuel to heat their homes. And that’s like a confirmation for, aehm, I mean if 

there is really something spiritual or holy within all that, then it is certainly not 

found in those material figures. But it is above that, spiritually founded and so 

on. And when you are aware of that, it is much, much easier to get rid of stuff 

(…)” 

On the one hand, Christian’s spiritual coping with selling valued possessions during a 

time of economic strain resembles findings from other consumer studies highlighting 

that spiritual resources are a possible site for producing feelings of empowerment and 

reducing distress in the face of adversity (Hirschman and Hill, 2000; Hamilton and 
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Catterall, 2006a; Hutton, 2016). However, the above quote equally connotes a deeper 

process of inner learning and surpassing his former materially-oriented before-poverty 

manager self in terms of referring to Buddhist inspirational stories that inform his 

detachment of material possessions and direct him towards inner/nonmaterial aspects 

of life. Thus, the more Christian engaged in his spiritual learning by reading Buddhist 

literature and being involved in the Buddhist community, the more his “striving for 

financial and material wealth was diminished”. He voluntarily disposed of decorative 

items and furniture in his small “cell-like” transitory poor flat that he had to move to 

after losing his house located in an affluent neighbourhood. And the few furniture 

items that he decided to keep “were arranged in harmony”, so that he could enjoy 

“looking at them for hours”. 

Other informants echoed Christian’s strategy of addressing life issues with simplicity 

and mindfulness (Mick, 2017) via inspirations gained from external sources (e.g. 

attending an MBSR self-help programme or meditation courses) and consuming 

stories of how to succeed in difficult situations (e.g. Ulla’s children reading illustrated 

books depicting how an extended mice family values community and division of 

labour while facing spatial constraint in their home). 

Consequently, such an expansion of inner learning may also constitute a key 

motivation for adopting voluntarily a (new) way of life characterised by material 

simplicity during phases of economic strain. In light of these findings, other coping 

strategies were mentioned in relation to leading a simplified life and associated values 

of self-determination and growth. These consisted of adopting volitional saving tactics 

(e.g. visiting the public library to get movies and books for free; buying second-hand 

furniture on Ebay; switching to private brands), enjoying nature (e.g. going by bike to 
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a nearby river), trying to consume sustainably (e.g. saving money to buy organic 

produce), or furnishing homes with bulk trash. Furthermore, informants engaged in 

related “upcycling” activities, that is bringing used objects back to life and create value 

out of trash (Cherrier, 2009) (e.g. fixing one’s worn out clothes, or building a raft out 

of 200 used milk cartons to be used by children at a bathing pond during their summer 

vacation). 

Retrieval of Past Self 

In addition to the previously outlined findings surrounding the positive aspects of 

valuing simplicity during downward mobility, six of the informants from this study 

(Ulla, Christian, Tim, Robert, Peter, Sophie) referred to making temporal comparisons 

in regards to their coping. That is, they began to value and revisit consumption 

practices and possessions that were linked to a positively perceived past self and which 

helped them in further coping with the negative consequences of downward mobility 

and associated identity disruption in terms of enabling informants to move forward 

with their lives. For example, Christian (60) mentions in his autobiography that: 

 “As a contrast to my, sometimes, bald existence of joblessness, I loved reading 

my Rosamunde Pilcher books. I know almost all of them. Kitsch? In fact, they 

helped me as they reminded me of family holidays when I was a child going to 

England or Scotland, which I liked so much and reminded me of an intact family 

life (…)” 

Christian’s experience of downward mobility was marked by severe disruptions to his 

private life. As he was forced to sacrifice a large proportion of his private savings in 

an attempt to rescue his failing business, his first wife and him split up and shortly 

thereafter she filed for divorce. Against this background, he had been forced to leave 
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their family home and move to a working-class neighbourhood in a different city. As 

a consequence, “distances to his children” who stayed with Christian’s first wife and 

extended family including his brother and father became longer. Being “attracted to 

these books” triggered reminiscent feelings surrounding an intact family life in his 

childhood and served as a means for him to cope with a dissolving pre-poverty family 

life in the wake of becoming downwardly mobile. 

Such nostalgic feelings linked to a positively perceived past self, mostly focusing upon 

early childhood or adolescence, through the consumption of related objects or 

practices was supported by others. For example, Ulla (47) mentions how she retrieved 

a book by British farmer John Seymour with the title “The self-sufficient gardener”. 

This book helped her to cope with foregoing the purchase of quality, organic food for 

her children during downward mobility: 

 “I digged out this book, that was read by all of us sharing ecological 

consciousness during student days in the 1980s and through which we 

internalised this idea of living independently as a community in our student 

flats” 

Taking this retrieved consumption object as a nostalgic inspiration of leading an 

autonomous community life through self-production of food, Ulla and her children 

started to grow their “own potatoes, cucumbers, carrots and beans” in the garden of 

their small council flat. Within this context, Ulla reinforces that: 

 “(…) Seymours’ instructions on growing potatoes correctly, and the right 

handling of the soil and tomatoe or bean plants made now real sense. What 

used to be some romantic ecological dream in the past, transformed into the 

art of survival for a lone mother with four children” 
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At first blush, it may be argued that such efforts of revisiting psychologically past 

periods through possessions precipitating nostalgic feelings for a better-off past may 

be associated with escapist or reactive attempts to bridge displaced lifestyle ideals 

brought about by downward mobility (Webster, 2003; Karanika and Hogg, 2016). This 

may be reflected in Christian’s way of coping with a disrupted family life through 

reading Rosamunde Pilcher literature connoting happier times as a family. In the same 

vein, Ulla attempts to actively resist the loss of a desired health conscious pre-poverty 

buyer self (“in the past I went to Kaiser’s (premium organic food retailer), now we 

had to go to Aldi”) through reviving a past environmentally friendly student self, 

which translated into growing their own vegetables while being on a low-income. 

However, upon further prompting informants during interviews in regards to the 

importance assigned to drawing upon these consumption objects and practices linked 

to a past self, it became apparent that they were, in fact, used as a type of movement 

towards growth and development of the self during adversity (Webster, 2003; 

McAdams, 2006). I noticed this in an early stage of of the research process when 

conducting interviews with informants who have not managed to fully escape poverty 

yet. Here, Peter (53) reported that he was still struggling financially, yet worked hard 

for embarking on an uphill life trajectory out of poverty again. Peter used to be a 

former child care worker, who lost his job due to city counsels’ closure of the day care 

centre he used to work for. At the time of the interview, Peter stressed that he had 

managed to successfully overcome some severe negative consequences of his 

downward mobility experience, such as homelessness and being forced “to sleep in 

his car” for a while before moving to his council flat where the interview took place. 

However, still being reliant on benefit payments meant that money was also tight 
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reporting that he only had “25 Euros left for the last 7 days of the month”. During the 

interview, Peter proudly presented an old leather schoolbag that he used as a child and 

young teen until the age of 18. When he opened the bag, a past drawing from him 

became visible on the inside depicting a bomb that was about to explode (similar to 

Illustration 4. shown below). 

 

Illustration 4. Adaptation of the drawing inside of Peter’s old schoolbag 

Peter reported the following when referring to the schoolbag and the drawing inside 

of it: 

Peter: “Now this bag has become really important to me these days. You see 

this? (showing the interviewer the drawing inside the bag). This is me. The real 

me, funny right… 

Interviewer: Why is this the real you? 

Peter: Well, I have always been a ‘revoluzzer’ (“rebel”) I guess,

 independent in a way not listening to others. Especially in school, I always had 

my own mind, doing stuff maybe that other classmates don’t do. Critiquing your 

teachers and the way they teach and things like that. Also using swear words, 

which caused me a lot of trouble back then. And the bag reminds me of that 

time, that I am not a conformist. I guess, you somehow forget who you 

really are. Also, when you are trapped in work life, you do things maybe that 

are not in line with your own values. During my last job in the care facility, I 

always had to be careful with what to say when talking to the parents of the 

The illustration has been removed from the digital version of the thesis by the  

author due to copyright reasons 
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children for example. I mean, I loved working with the children, but it was like 

a straightjacket that I was put in.You have to follow certain rules on child-

rearing forbidding them things that are maybe not in line with your own values. 

Again, like using swear words for example. I don’t have a problem with that 

when children use these bad words sometimes. But it always created a massive 

turmoil when these things happen. And then you have to play this role of the 

good educator to the parents after such incidents. 

 Interviewer: And why has the bag become so important then? 

 Peter: “It is like a deep recollection of who you are as a person. I mean the 

bag just helps me to understand this. And you only begin to realise it when the 

whole house of cards breaks down (…) (refers to his poverty experience). 

Peter’s “deep recollection” of a long-time “forgotten” authentic and desired non-

conformist and independent young adolescent self, inspired him, eventually, to shed 

his former pre-poverty professional identity as a child care worker that he considered 

mainly as inauthentic. As a consequence, he stopped looking for jobs in the field of 

child-rearing in order to move out of his strained income situation. Instead, in order to 

embark on an uphill life trajectory, he has decided on becoming an entrepreneur being 

in the initial stages of creating “a city guide for children” helping them to “explore the 

city of xxxxxxx in a fun way”. The idea for such a city guide has been further inspired 

by another past consumption object that he presented to the interviewer as charted in 

Illustration 5. on the next page. Here, he referred to an old “xxxxxxx xxxxxxxxx” 

(“xxxxxxx guide”), which he used a teen in the late 1970s to explore the city with 

friends. He “even received a gold medal” for successfully having “visited all the spots” 

that formed part of the guide. 
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Illustration 5. Picture of Peter’s old xxxxxxx Explorer from the 1970s 

Simultaneously, Peter started to candidate without party affiliation for mayor in the 

small city he lived in, which may be interpreted to be in alignment with his revival of 

a “revoluzzer” (rebel) past self. 

Such a way of revisiting past, stalled selves through consumption objects or practices 

in the wake of downward mobility was echoed by other informants. For example, Tim 

(67), the son of “very rich parents”, used some of their capital to become a speculator 

on the stock exchange and small investor in the late 1970s, coming into money at an 

early age. Yet, due to his lavish lifestyle, which he sums up, in hindsight, as a life filled 

with drug abuse, expensive cars, a self-owned holiday cottage by the Baltic Sea, 

golden Cartier watches, shopping tours to Milan and exploitative behaviours by 

“people who claimed to be his friends and lovers”, he “blew all of the money” several 

times. Every time he fell from grace the consequences had been severe for Tim. Apart 

 

 

 

 

The illustration has been removed from the digital version of the thesis by the 

author due to copyright reasons 
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from the loss of almost all of his money he sunk into deep depressions ending up in a 

few stays at psychosomatic clinics. Several times he managed to regain his lost 

financial and social standing only to then re-descend in status due to resuming a life 

marked by overconsumption, extravagancy and prestige. However, during his last and 

final stint on a low-income he remembered how he retrieved one of his “Bread for the 

World charity tins”, a charitable body he had already been linked with during his 

young adolescent years. 

 

Illustration 6. Example of a bread for the world charity tin. Source: Brot fuer die 

Welt Online (2019) 

However, due to being constantly mocked by friends and his rich family for carrying 

around the charity tin, Tim decided to get rid of it when he was younger and had 

forgotten about this aspect of his socially responsible self until retrieving it again a few 

years ago in the wake of his final downward mobility experience. The revival of such 

a caring aspect forming part of long-time supressed past self, in turn, encouraged him 

to further critically reflect on his self-centred and flamboyant pre-poverty consumer 

self: 
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 “(…). With getting out my old Bread for the World tin (…) I actually realised 

how much money I spent in the past, without ever thinking about giving 

anything back to others. But naturally, I have always been someone who likes 

to give. But I must have thought all of this time, that this was expected from me, 

wearing a Cartier watch and my wife had this Rolex. “That was expected” – 

maybe that’s a stupid sentence, because I could have also resisted that. Yes, I 

thought that this was just a part of the kind of person I used to be. Yes, that’s 

embarrassing to me. You see how I pause, trying to find the right words for it. 

Because there is no justification for having these things, neither having a 

Porsche nor a Rolex. During the time we have spent on talking with each

 other, probably 100 children, or 50 children, I don’t know, x children have 

died due to starvation. So, there is no entitlement for having these cars…ok, 

you support the economy with consuming or create employment or whatever, 

but the money spent often just goes to those on top of the ladder, those 1% of 

the population who already have enough of it.” 

Similar to Peter, also Tim uses a past consumption object, such as a charity tin, to get 

rid of a former, inauthentic pre-poverty self. In Tim’s case his discarded before-

poverty identity was mainly focused upon outer appearances in terms of conspicuous 

consumption. By reinforcing that the charity tin helped him to retrieve a past authentic 

self that values giving instead of taking, it may be further argued that a traumatic event, 

such as downward mobility, is placed into a narrative of meaning and purpose 

(McAdams, 2006; Marcoux, 2017) as he strives to avoid falling back into his pre-

poverty extravagant lifestyle by rejecting a neoliberal subjectivity of consuming 

(“there is not justification for having (…) neither (…) a Porsche nor a Rolex”). Such 

a finding would equally extend current knowledge on consumers’ revival of past selves 

during life transitions other than retirement (Schau et al., 2009) or going to college 

(Noble and Walker, 1997). Hence, this research suggests that when a narrative identity 

is being significantly revised due to a traumatic event, such as slipping into poverty 
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and the associated threats of losing one’s pre-poverty identity, certain past selves 

(sometimes retrieved or reinforced through linked consumption objects or practices) 

may be an inspiration upon which to build to move forward with one’s life – almost 

akin to “cleaning the slate” or “making a fresh start” (Price et al., 2017). 

In a related theoretical vein, it may be argued that consumers do not necessarily engage 

in nostalgic feelings solely oriented towards a displaced pre-poverty middle-class 

existence during downward mobility all the time throughout the process of becoming 

downwardly mobile as highlighted in reactive reflexive modes of responding to 

downward mobility (Thompson et al., 2018). By contrast, past selves retrieved from 

childhood or adolescence often seemed to prevail amongst informants forming part of 

the redemptive self narrative archetypal theme, thereby favouring a (postmodern) 

existential reflexivity (Thompson et al., 2018). Here, consumers “can make and 

remake their identities over the courses of their lifetime and choose to what degree the 

new identities are consistent with the old” (Schau et al., 2009:256). This research 

shows that such an agentic (re-) cultivation of consumers’ identities during times when 

a sense of ontological security is threatened (Giddens, 1991) by a crisis event such as 

downward mobility may also be deployed through revisiting past selves and associated 

consumption objects and practices. Table IX. illustrates further examples from other 

informants’ acts of past-self retrievals and associated consumption enactments in 

terms of either the revival or picking up new forms of certain consumption practices 

and objects that are linked to one’s past. 
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Table IX.  

Examples of consumers’ retrieval of past selves during poverty 

Informant Past Self Retrieval 

(Example) 

Consumption Enactment  

(during poverty) 

Robert Re-activation of a past adolescent athletic 

self (swimming and waterball) helping 

Robert to get through drug withdrawal and 

move out of poverty by staying strong to not 

relapse into drug abuse: “If I had not done 

swimming as a competitive sport when I was 

young, I would have passed over the 

Jordan.” 

Swimming in local lakes, or natural 

waterways “in any wind or weather” 

Christian In searching for “own childhood, youth, the 

family, and identity, where one has grown 

up, parents, grandparents, and friends” 

Christian engages in a re-collection and 

retrieval of a past childhood and adolescent 

self and states that “already as a child I have 

been a Buddhist”, but “over time I forgot 

who I really am”.  

Digging out an old painting of his 

hometown inherited from his father, 

which was drawn in the 1960s by a 

regional artist and watching it for 

hours from different angles in his 

living room. 

Becoming interested in collecting 

and curating similar paintings of his 

hometown from the same artist as a 

hobby; creating Wikipedia entries 

about the painter; developing a 

webpage containing pictures and rich 

stories about different paintings 

collected. 
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Informant Past Self Retrieval 

(Example) 

Consumption Enactment  

(during poverty) 

Sophie Re-collection of Sophie’s “ordinary people” 

upbringing in terms of a non-descript lower-

middle class socialisation, which triggers 

self-authenticity and sufficiency 

Reflected in her symbolic and self-

extending (Belk, 1988) consumption 

behaviours, such as retrieving a 

collection of old records where she 

starts listening again to these records 

after years (“early Motown sound”, 

“blues”, “New Wave”, “Punk) 

 

Downward Mobility as Driver for Enduring Identity 

Transformation 

As highlighted in the previous findings sections, the personal narratives of informants 

displayed strong degrees of meaning-making in the wake of an unpleasant and 

traumatic experience, such as social downward mobility. Here, some evidence has 

been provided that these changed meanings have come with a gradual acceptance of 

their situations during a transitory phase of economic strain (e.g. when “rolling up 

sleeves” to effectively cope with downward mobility), altering identities, and changed 

global beliefs (see e.g. highlighted efforts of disentangling from more ego-centred, 

neoliberal subjectivities associated with before-poverty lifeworlds and consumer 

society in general through one’s coping with downward mobility), resulting in 

perceptions of growth and positive life changes. To further illustrate such a path 

towards an enriched life perspective placing one’s poverty spell(s) into a narrative of 

meaning and purpose after having successfully overcome it, Tim (67), discussed the 

following during the interview: 
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 You can’t find happiness when only focusing upon appearances. That’s what 

all philosophers say, but you don’t have to study them to understand this. I think 

you have to go through a lot of pain and negative experiences to really 

understand this. Happiness comes from within. And you have to free yourself 

from this thinking of owning things and so on. But this is really hard I guess. 

But, like I said, you have to really, really hit rock bottom. I mean like financially 

obviously, but also psychologically and physically. If you survive this, then you 

are indestructible. And that’s what I would like to recommend to every human 

being out there. I mean to get rid of all of this having-shit and just say goodbye. 

But you know, Julius (interviewer’s forename), this is only possible when you 

suffer first. Otherwise, you just don’t get it. A person that has never suffered, 

who is born into a world of clay pigeon shooting or playing golf and tennis, 

one who only knows Golfino (premium golfing brand), Lacoste and all of 

this…this person is always floating above the clouds, justified or not, 

sometimes this happens even without any justification through heritage, the 

person is also totally stupid, maybe also immoral and so on. Yeah, how is such 

a person supposed to understand it then? That person would always say: “Tim, 

you’re a total lunatic, you belong in the cuckoo’s nest!, ”I am doing well!”, “I 

have everything”, “I have the big cars, great women”…but when they turn 50 

or 60 and look into the mirror and are truly honest to themselves, I think that’s 

a catastrophe for them. (…) And then they fear this inner travel to question 

their own self, and get instead on the next plane to Dubai for holidays and so 

on and so on. Because they don’t have the courage to start this inner travel. 

And that, I think, is even more painful than all of what I have been through.” 

With reference to having become” indestructible" Tim connotes a triumphant positive 

development of the self as an outcome of trauma and suffering associated with the 

psychological and physical consequences of his experiences with previous phases of 

economic destabilisation (see e.g. his previously reported deep depressions after 

having slipped into poverty). Recall that Tim’s immersion in materialism and 

extravagant consumer behaviour was so deep before his financial fiascos occurred that 
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he rarely cared about any other things than his outer appearances in his before-poverty 

life. At the same time, he labeled his former conspicuous lifestyle as the culprit for his 

repeated slips into destabilised economic circumstances. Yet, his poverty experiences 

have provided him with an opportunity to “understand” that happiness does not come 

from such formerly valued “outer riches”, but rather “from within”. Accordingly, he 

constructs a positive resolution (Pals, 2006) to his past crises surrounding downward 

mobility and conspicuous consumer behaviours as the catalyst for his multiple falls 

from grace. In this sense, he creates a redemptive narrative of the self (McAdams, 

2006) that moves from suffering to feeling liberated by the opportunity to having re-

defined his identity outside of the prescribed background of his before-poverty upper-

middle class affluent and unreflective lifestyle as a stockbroker and son of rich parents. 

This identity re-cultivation comes to surface via his non-materialistic post-poverty 

self-image that is free of any interference from external or material factors in order to 

find “happiness”. Further, he explicitly places himself in a discourse around the 

difference of a hypothetical materialistic and “immoral” other who has “never 

suffered” in their life and may suppress an “inner travel” to “question” the own 

materialistic self through consuming more (“travelling to Dubai” instead). In doing so, 

it may be argued that he gives further substance and validity to personal growth in 

terms of a moral development, and concomitant identity transformation attained. Such 

an attempt of constantly (re-) cultivating a redemptive self-narrative that seeks to 

affirm positive developments towards a moral goodness in life (Taylor, 1989) will be 

further elaborated on at a later stage in this chapter (see section on non-materialistic 

consumption across the consumption cycle). Here, it will be shown how informants 

have equally tried to place themselves into discourses of non-materialism being 
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considered of higher value compared to more materialistic others in society (Hyman, 

2015). Their inscription to such a discourse is used as a vehicle to both affirm and 

express their moral developments inherent in the idea of moving from suffering to 

positive life outcomes in the aftermath of having survived a poverty spell. 

Referring back to Tim, in summary, hence, having become the non-materialistic 

person he claims to be today, which rather looks inward than outward for attaining 

happiness, could only be achieved via rocky downhill life trajectories and associated 

sufferings experienced in the past. 

By way of second illustration, Ulla (47), the pre-poverty upper-middle class housewife 

and current post-poverty self-employed copywriter and empty nester, describes how 

she has changed her life to the better through downward mobility. Here, she suggests 

that her temporary descent in social status has had an equally liberating and cleansing 

effect in the long run: 

Interviewer: “You have mentioned that you really hit rock bottom. But you have 

also said in your autobiography that you have developed a lot of strength, 

optimism and courage during this time. What do you mean by this?” 

Ulla: “I suddenly had this inner freedom, some kind of inner independence… 

in my past life I was in a much more dependent situation, a role that really 

didn’t correspond with who I really am. Basically, this breaking down of my 

middle-class existence was a catharsis. It was a chance to get rid of certain 

aspects of my former self and maybe also to come out of it in a cleaned way. 

Although it was really tough at that time. Now reflecting upon this time 

(referring to poverty experience) is much easier I guess. During that particular 

moment, if there had been a wise person sitting at my table and telling me: 

Ulla, look! It’s a catharsis!” I am pretty sure I would have thrown this person 

out of my home. When you find yourself in in such a situation it’s just like, you 

just want to survive somehow.” 
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Adding to Tim’s account of personal growth, Ulla seems to inject a critique of an 

overly romanticised view of her poverty experience now that her income level as an 

entrepreneur owning a copywriting agency has increased again. By hinting at the 

unpleasant experiences associated with downward mobility, she claims that during 

times when one’s own social existence is threatened, needs for “surviving” such a 

phase may be prioritised over consciously reflecting upon coming out on the other side 

as a better and happier person. This is in line with McAdams (2006) cautioning that it 

would be insensitive and naïve to believe that all suffering can be redeemed within 

people’s narrative identities. Such a critique of the redemptive-self links back to the 

first theme of this findings chapter (“downward mobility as a negative experience”), 

reinforcing the various vulnerabilities, flaws and imperfections found in informants’ 

narratives of having experienced temporary spells of relative income poverty. In this 

sense, redemptive narratives of the self are akin to a double-edged sword cutting both 

ways in that there is no good and authentic story that is free of struggle and tension. 

Put differently, as further postulated by McAdams (2006:269), “(k)nowing the 

limitations and the shortcomings of the stories we live by may help us cope with our 

failings in constructive ways, and even help us to transcend them” (McAdams, 

2006:269). 

Thus, by way of acknowledging and doing justice to experienced hardships of a lone 

mother on a low-income, Ulla intends to not extol her story of personal growth too 

much. Consequently, when referring to a “catharsis”, she tries to give further credit to 

embracing her temporary experience of downward mobility and forced loss of a past 

middle-class affluent (homemaker) role with the benefit of hindsight. Here, similar to 

Tim, Ulla buttresses that her poverty spell has brought about something positive in 
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terms of a “truly personal development” and self-actualisation. When reflecting upon 

her pre-poverty middle-class existence, and explicitly referring to the “much more 

dependent situation” she found herself in, Ulla considers herself retrospectively as a 

“young mother who was reduced to children, cooking and going to the church” by her 

“former husband” and “also herself”. Against this background she claims to have been 

“assigned a fixed role” in which she could not realise an “authentic” and “well-

educated, practice-oriented social scientist” self anymore, which resulted in feelings 

of her core skills of writing and being creative “lying idle” for a long time. During the 

interview, Ulla substantiates her undesired before-poverty life by calling it a “golden 

cage”, representing a phase of her life throughout she “wasn’t herself”. She even goes 

so far as to painting a bleak picture of a hypothetical, alternative current self, assuming 

a scenario where she still lived in their villa by the lake as an empty nester resuming 

her pre-poverty middle-class existence: 

“(…) I would have been the right candidate for the typical frustrated 

housewife…children have left the house, I would have started with drinking 

alcohol, nice clothing, putting my make-up on, a little bit of representative 

work, husband already having affairs with thousands of other women…maybe 

I would have become such a person”. 

Both Ulla’s and Tim’s accounts of having achieved growth and identity 

transformations through re-configuring their bad experiences of slipping into poverty 

into something positive in hindsight build further upon the aforementioned critique set 

out in this research of other studies surrounding consumers’ downward mobility. 

Especially, snap-shot depictions of deploying reactive reflexive modes when coping 

with unpleasant experiences surrounding lifestyle displacements and the loss of social 

status (Ulver-Sneistrup and Ostberg, 2011; Saatcioglu and Ozanne, 2013; Thompson 
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et al., 2018) may be further challenged. This is so as the informants from this study 

did not demonstrate a hope to regain their misplaced pre-poverty social positions and 

lifestyle structures as propounded in the reactive reflexive model (Thompson et al., 

2018). By contrast, as per existential reflexivity (Thompson et al., 2018), they 

perceived the poverty experience as a revitalising change retrospectively in terms of 

feeling liberated by the opportunity to re-define their identities outside of their 

normative backgrounds of formerly lived pre-poverty middle-class existences (see e.g. 

Ulla’s undesired role of an upper middle-class housewife or Tim’s disdain for a 

materialistic oriented self, coming from an affluent familial origin). Against this 

backdrop, on a related conceptual level, they intended to make peace with their past 

sufferings associated with downward mobility by placing them into a narrative of 

personal growth and an enriched life perspective. 

Such a way of finding meaning and positive change in past sufferings associated with 

downward mobility, goes to the heart of what McAdams (2006) has described as 

redemptive self-narratives. Equally, this relationship between suffering and benefit, 

stasis and progression, ignorance (not knowing) and consequent enlightenment, self-

actualisation, growing and flourishing in a dangerous and complicated world 

(McAdams, 2006) has been highlighted in other empirical and theoretical 

psychological studies on trauma in terms of Posttraumatic Growth (Tedeschi and 

Calhoun, 1995), transformational coping (Aldwin, 2007), or thriving in response to 

challenge (O’Leary and Ickovics, 1995). Similarly, within discourses surrounding the 

“therapeutic turn” in Western societies in which Western people position themselves 

within a cultural narrative in which they are able to work on their identities and 

embrace own sufferings in order to reach self-actualisation and further their well-being 
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and happiness (Cushman, 1995; Illouz, 2007; Hyman, 2015; Gopaldas, 2016; 

Marcoux, 2017) sequences of redemption, as postulated by McAdams (2006), and 

illustrated in this study, are featured. Especially, in regards to the latter sociocultural 

backdrop of inscribing oneself into a therapeutic discourse, enacting a cultural belief 

that one’s well-being and happiness is best served if the person is able to place a 

traumatic event into a narrative of personal growth (Marcoux, 2017), informants’ 

outlined redemptive quests of psychological healing and moving forward become 

reflected. 

To reinforce this aspect of downward mobility and the struggles associated with it 

serving as an impetus for psycho-social development, which is strongly shaped by 

placing oneself into a socio-cultural field of therapeutic discourse, other informants 

from this study echoed Ulla’s and Tim’s illustrated accounts of personal growth. While 

further reflecting upon their downward mobility experience in hindsight, they 

frequently used such summarising expressions as: “rising like a Phoenix from the 

ashes” (Robert), being “newborn” (Dorothea), having achieved a “deep 

understanding” (Sophie), newfound “authenticity”, or a “set[ting] free [of their] inner 

core” (Christian). They also referred to such expressions as a “cleansing process” 

(Tim/Ulla) considering a spell of poverty as something “healthy” (Sophie) in regards 

to their personal developments and altered consuming selves. This practise of the 

actualisation of the self via an adverse life event, such as slipping into poverty, is in 

further line with the notion of redemption and therapy culture in the wider sense in 

that growth and development are both functions of rediscovering a good and inner true 

self that may have been buried for some time (McAdams, 2006). However, as 

cautioned by McAdams and Jones (2017), and others more recently (Infurna and 
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Jayawickreme, 2019), determining whether or not one has achieved growth and a 

transformation of one’s self in the wake of a life changing event should go beyond just 

taking one’s word for it. Hence, to avoid the threat of “pseudo growth” (Lechner and 

Antoni, 2004), it should equally involve demonstrable change in a person’s (social) 

behaviour in the service of positive goals and enhanced commitments. 

Against this background, in the following two sub-sections, it will be highlighted how 

informants from this study have incorporated new consumption routines and pro-social 

behaviours in their post-poverty lifestyles that are in line with their alleged enriched 

life perspectives. In doing so, a fresh and “envisioning” (MacInnis, 2011:136) psycho-

socio-cultural perspective to existing studies on socially mobile consumers may be 

offered and how they re-construct their consuming identities after having overcome a 

spell of poverty. 

Self-Controlled Consumption 

Considering the growing set of studies that have depicted pathways of the downwardly 

mobile and their adaptive consumption strategies, these sometimes indicate that 

(some) coping strategies adopted during poverty seem to (partially) persist after having 

embarked on a subsequent upward life trajectory (Hamilton and Catterall, 2006a; 

Wendt, 2011, Saatcioglu and Ozanne, 2013). Such a maintenance of changed 

consumption behaviours induced by a poverty experience has been equally observable 

in informants’ comments from this study. These enduring shifts were reported to take 

place in various consumption areas such as homemaking (e.g. budgeting, or energy 

consumption), the purchase of FMCG goods, and consumer durables, furniture, 

housing, hobbies or going on holidays. For example, Sophie (42) said the following 
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when being questioned about her current money management after having moved out 

of her one-year long phase of social welfare claimancy: 

Interviewer: You have said that you needed to adopt several saving strategies 

while being on welfare. How do you handle money questions today? Is there 

anything that has changed due to your experiences? 

Sophie: “Yes, absolutely…the way I deal with money today has totally 

changed. I really had a difficult time, that’s why it’s so ingrained. I am super-

correct with money now, I still lend money, but I always ask when they will pay 

it back to me. A more concrete example is… when we take my wallet, I can 

show it to you…here it is…I mean I am really doing Ok again financially, but 

I always go to the cash machine at the beginning of the week in order to get 

€150 or so. I really hate transferring money from my account or using a credit 

card. I also rarely use my debit card at the supermarket. I need to see what I 

have…and when I go to my bank each Monday to get the cash, I always ask for 

small bank notes, fivers, tens and twenties, and just a single or two fifty-Euro 

notes, which I put here into a secret pocket in my wallet…the smaller notes go 

here where I can easily reach them, so that I can always see how much I still 

have and how much is spent. To be honest with you, my budget is higher than 

150 Euros per week, I can spend more than that, but each time I am really 

happy, even after going out, eating a pizza or going to the movies or so, that I 

still have 10 Euros left and it is only Friday. Sometimes it’s already gone on 

Thursday and sometimes it lasts until Sunday. Well, I think this has not really 

led to saving money, but what I want to say is that I really need this haptic 

control: how much do I still have? I knew how to manage and control the same 

money with an app, but I have to see it and also need to personally endure that 

it is going away” 

Sophie’s reflection on having become both cautious (e.g. when lending money or 

deliberately refuting to use “plastic money” and electronic payment solutions) and to 

an extent more conscious concerning her spending behaviour via self-allocating a 
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weekly budget of no more than 150 Euros bears some resemblances to what Quelch 

and Jocz (2009) in their study on (post-)recession consumers have referred to as “slam 

on the brakes” and “pained but patient” consumers. These consumer segments after 

making it through a severe economic downturn (e.g. after the Great Recession from 

2007-2009) seem to develop a heightened sense of economic vulnerability that may 

persist long beyond its end. Consequently, consumers tend to cut back on spending 

due to retaining certain consumption habits they have acquired throughout the 

recession in terms of economising in major consumption areas (e.g. remaining 

considered in purchases of treats). This observation is in line with others (Wendt, 2011; 

Karanika and Hogg, 2016) claiming that from a theoretical coping perspective 

downwardly mobile consumers tend to shift towards becoming more self-controlled 

(Folkman et al., 1986) in terms of, for instance, regulating impulses (such as resisting 

temptations when making purchase decisions, Baumeister, 2002) or planning their 

budgets in more detail (see also pp.148-149 and pp. 163-164 in this findings chapter). 

Such an increased self-control eventually leads to a heightened degree of self-

reflexivity in regards to their purchasing decision-making (e.g. becoming more price 

sensitive, choosing utilitarian products over hedonic goods, or delaying the purchase 

of durables), which may linger beyond the end of a poverty spell due to becoming 

habitually ingrained. The following interview extracts from four informants (Layla, 

Irene, Tim and Christian) forming part of this study’s redemptive self narrative theme 

partially confirm such a continuation of self-controlled and reflexive behaviours 

adopted during a phase of economic strain that informs their post-poverty purchasing 

routines. 
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For example, Layla (23) reports that she still engages in a type of personal cognitive 

accounting (Thaler, 1999) after moving out of poverty, which she has “learned” 

throughout her phase of being transitory poor living in a foster child care facility. Here, 

she allocates her available financial budget to different mental accounts (e.g. groceries, 

clothing, hobbies, etc.). Consequently, the awareness of having these mental accounts 

influence Layla’s spending behaviour in terms of acting self-regulated and conscious 

of her economic resources available. This is so as different expenses incurred in one 

category (e.g. clothing) might have a direct influence upon another category (e.g. 

hobbies) in terms of the actual budget available, thereby helping the consumer to keep 

within budget and potentially refrain from overspending. 

Interviewer: How would you say has this time while you were forced to live

 with less (referring to phase of income reduction) influenced you? Has it 

influenced you in any way? 

Layla: Yes, it definitely influenced me. It (referring to phase of income 

reduction) has shown me to really think in different categories when allocating 

money. What you really need your money for. I need the money to eat, I need 

my money for sanitary products, I need money for clothing, or I need money for 

hobbies. And this thinking in categories…I believe that a normal person is not 

able to think in such a structured way, someone who has never experienced 

such things (referring to phase of income reduction), that she says: “Ok, I 

need it for clothing, for hygiene.”…and through this I have been influenced 

sort of, because I know now exactly what I am spending and for what… 

Interviewer: You mean you have kept these spending strategies? 

Layla: Yes, at least in my head when I purchase something I always know how 

this might influence other categories of my spending, maybe that some money 

would miss at some stage in a different category. What I want to say is that 

I have all the categories in my head still. And I think other people who have not 
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gone through this (referring to phase of income reduction) would easily 

forget about such things, not looking that painstakingly at their spending I 

believe (…) 

Another passage from an Interview with Irene (45) echoes this tendency towards 

making self-reflexive purchasing decisions after having moved out of poverty. Here, 

she refers to her recent acquisition of a pair of sunglasses emphatically refusing to buy 

a premium branded version (“these stupid Ray Ban glasses”). Instead, due to her 

heightened price sensitivity resulting in less impulsive purchase behaviour, which 

Irene repeatedly refers to as an “inner break/barrier” or “leftover” from her poverty 

experience, she opts for a much cheaper unbranded version from a German eyeware 

company (“Fielmann”): 

Irene: (…) for example I have bought this new pair of sunglasses two weeks 

ago. And then I had a look in the stores and nowadays everyone wears Ray 

Ban. I have also tried on one of those and found glasses that I like for 139 

Euros. But there are also those copy cat spectacle frames from Fielmann 

(German eye ware company), and to be honest with you they look exactly like 

the Ray Ban stuff and they cost just 17.50 Euros. Ok, and then it is also with 

the Ray Bans..those with the very thin frames that I was looking for, that you 

only see the name on the glass itself. But I wanted to put in there other spectacle 

glasses anyway to correct my visual impairment. So, the writing is gone 

anyways. And then I have thought at the same time: “Whatever! It really 

doesn’t matter.”…Sure, I could afford again these stupid Ray Ban glasses, 

wouldn’t be an issue whatsoever today. But no…I have this inner break inside 

of me, where I am preferring the Fielmann glasses for 17,50 Euro instead… 

Interviewer: And those were the glasses you ended up buying? 

Irene: Correct, I bought them. Those are the ones I am wearing right now, yes. 

Well, I must say that I still have this reservation when it comes to buying those 

things, I mean bigger things or designer clothing, expensive jeans and whatnot. 
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Yes, sure, I could absolutely buy such a stupid design jeans for 140 Euros. Not 

a problem. But I don’t do it anymore, because it would be a shame to spend 

that much on such things. I don’t know, I think there is still this inner

 barrier. I think this is just too much when buying it completely new and I would 

wait until it has been reduced after a while. Maybe for 59 or 69 Euros I would 

consider buying these jeans. Then I always say: “Ok, you could buy this, but 

paying over 100 Euros for trousers?” Naaaahh…well, there is still this inner 

break inside of me, still a leftover from my experiences (referring to poverty 

phase). I mean, on the other hand, this is quite good I think. It does not hurt me 

in any way that I still think that way. 

Similar to Irene to whom purchasing the generic sunglasses brand, or thinking about 

delaying the acquisition of new branded designer clothing until prices have been 

reduced, is insofar acceptable as no loss of quality or aesthetic value subjectively 

incurs when making these rational decisions about cheaper alternatives, also both Tim 

(67) and Christian (60) emphasise the growing importance of (lower) prices and 

value seeking as key criteria to make purchase decisions after having overcome their 

poverty spells. To them, the heightened price sensitivity brought about by their past 

experiences of living with less financial resources is almost akin to a newly acquired 

“fundamental believe” about saving money. Here, Tim (67) goes so far as to declaring 

other consumers who are willing to pay more for the same brand as downright “idiotic” 

due to not engaging in the same conscious and rigid information search about, for 

example, current sales promotions or their willingness to switch to a cheaper 

discounter brand as he usually exhibits: 

Tim: (…) but now (after having moved out of poverty) I always look at 

these…what I have in my mailbox (refers to promotional brochures from 

supermarkets), and I try to find things that are cheaper. And then I also buy 

these things. Schogetten (German chocolate brand) cost now, here I have them 
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with me, they cost now 59 cents at Edeka (German upmarket supermarket 

cooperation). I have bought again four packs of those. Or with Ritter Sport 

(different chocolate brand)…I really don’t understand it…the other day I was 

asking the salesperson: “Are there actually people buying Ritter Sport for 89 

cents or 99 cents if they can be bought for 20 cents less?” This is literally 

idiotic. Well, it’s just 20 cents, might be ridiculous that I argue that way. But I 

am taking the time to search for lower prices and would never buy anything 

that is available at a cheaper price. Also with Vitell (French premium brand 

of bottled water), I would never buy a bottle of Vitell for 1 Euro or whatever. I 

would rather die before ending up buying this. Instead, I go to Penny (German 

discounter brand) and buy a litre bottle for 19 cents. You know, I have done 

all of this in the past, buying these expensive things, I had my Cartier and my 

wife had her Rolex and whatnot (…) 

Likewise, Christian’s (60) current post-poverty purchase routines are in consonance 

with the aforementioned informants’ narrative accounts in regards to both increased 

time and associated cognitive resources used (e.g. continuous engagement with sales 

promotions, making price comparisons, looking for offers on the internet, or finding 

opportunities to buy used goods) that go into a rational search for his need satisfaction 

as a consumer. 

 Christian: I have realised that the people throw away so much stuff, you could 

if you wanted…I mean every Saturday there is all kinds of furniture standing 

around in our neighbourhood outside of their homes, so that you could furnish 

your home bit by bit from outside with these things that are still of reasonable 

quality. And often you read in the local newspapers…or in the supermarket 

there is a noticeboard or so… that they want to sell really good stuff for very 

little money or even give these things away for free. I mean, now we have this 

pram, right? Almost like new. A really great thing with 10 gears and stuff. Costs 

new around 250 Euros and we bought it for just 80, I mean without  

any scratches. And we bought this from a small second-hand bicycle shop in 
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our area. This is just unbelievable what things you are able find, stuff that is 

not that expensive, but equally effective and it absolutely looks the same, but 

does not cost as much as new things. I mean, you see things now that you did 

not see in the past (referring to pre-poverty life). Also Arzu (Christian’s wife) 

has started browsing through these leaflets from Aldi or Penny (discounter 

brand) when money was tight. And she still does that..always on the weekend… 

and I see a lot of things online, for example books. I only buy books second-

hand, because you get a few weeks after the book has been published, you get 

it then second-hand already. Like in an entirely new condition. I don’t know, 

but I am always buying my books online, at least 2-3 times a month. 

The above presented informants’ interview quotes depicting an increased reflexivity 

of their purchasing decision-making processes after they have re-ascended financially 

is in line with others (Wendt, 2011; Schreurs et al., 2012; Saatcioglu and Ozanne, 

2013) stating that downwardly mobile consumers may become proud of their more 

reflective, efficient and disciplined consumption behaviours adopted during poverty. 

At the same time, these socially mobile consumers (downward and upward) tend to 

question past unreflective pre-poverty consumption routines, which may provoke an 

enduring behavioural shift that extends beyond the time after one has embarked on an 

upward life trajectory from economic deprivation. 

Some prior work has acknowledged these permanent changes in behaviours and 

attitudes of consumers having overcome a poverty spell. For example, studies have 

referred to them as “change in perspective” (Hamilton and Catterall, 2006a), “changes 

for the better” (Schreurs et al., 2012:200), or a long-lasting “gain of knowledge” 

(Wendt, 2010:132) brought about by one’s past experiences of being transitory poor. 

However, these claims made by researchers are usually devoid of theoretical 

substantiation due to not being the focal point of analysis.  
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As such, this study is novel with its theoretical lens of narrative self-development 

being used to explain such changes - especially, when examining more closely the 

above illustrated informants’ quotes using a redemptive reading of meaning-making 

and enlightenment brought about by a negative life event (Tedeschi and Calhoun, 

1995; McAdams, 2006), such as becoming poor. Here, the positive narrative tone 

adopted by all of these poverty survivors is a further reflection of the negativity 

generally associated with slipping into poverty that is turned into something positive 

and fulfilling in the end and, hence, informs their post-poverty consumer behaviours. 

See, for instance, Irene who indicates that her continued cautiousness regarding the 

purchase of more expensive goods is a positive remnant of her poverty experience in 

that it “does not hurt [her] in any way that [she] still think[s] that way” after having 

managed to get out of poverty. Or Christian and Tim who both enthusiastically reject 

their unreflective and more conspicuous past pre-poverty consuming identities (“I 

have done all of this in the past, buying these expensive things”). Simultaneously, these 

informants in a redemptive quest to make meaning and infer personal growth from 

their spell of poverty further refer to a change in perspective (“You see things now, 

that you did not see in the past”), which they obtained throughout being forced to live 

with less (see also pp.156-174 in this findngs chapter). Such an enduring change in 

perspective has shaped their current post-poverty consumer “belief systems” in that 

they both (still) keep their eyes open when it comes to purchasing cheaper alternatives 

of consumer goods within the market (e.g. buying second-hand or keep watching for 

rebates) that endures despite their personal financial circumstances having improved 

again. 
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Non-Materialistic Consumption 

Apart from the above highlighted (enduring) changes in purchasing behaviours the 

informants from this study have demonstrated further redemptive imagery (e.g. by 

adopting languages of enlightenment or moral development of the self, McAdams, 

2006) in their accounts of slipping into poverty and how this has informed their current 

post-poverty consumption practices. These redemptive linguistic frameworks span the 

whole post-poverty consumption cycle, thereby going beyond solely focusing on 

acquisition. Hence, they also include the use of goods and services as well as their 

disposal (Arnould and Thompson, 2005). Here, again Tim (67) comments on how his 

volatile life trajectory having experienced various financial and associated emotional 

turbulences has had a longstanding effect upon his current post-poverty consumptive 

behaviours, such as going to gym or eating food. He further adds how these 

experiences shaping his current consumption rituals affect his wellbeing in a positive 

way: 

Tim: “Through my experiences (referring to repeat poverty spells throughout 

his life), I have gone through a lot of pain. Emotional suffering, which even 

translates into physical pain of the body sometimes. But I still need that, as I 

want to feel myself. I do that now through physical exercise, not because I have 

done something wrong, or thought the wrong way like in the past (refers to past 

pre-poverty lavish lifestyle that triggered various falls into poverty). I go for a 

swim every morning between 6am, half past 6, or so and then I go the gym at 

around 8am to do my pain therapy. This means, I inflict some physical pain 

upon myself through working out really hard. But this knowledge that I have 

gained in my life, that this pain that I feel, at the gym or in any situation, will 

ease after a while…it has always been like that thankfully…this is what I can 

recommend to any living person out there. Overcoming pain means real 

happiness to me. Or take a very stale piece of bread for example…you start to 
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enjoy it only when you have endured week-long periods of hunger beforehand 

maybe. Yeah, that’s another thing…I often buy things and then put them away 

for a few days, so that the desire and my own taste for these things can ripe. I 

never eat anything right away. Because everything is available these days, it is 

all inflationary. And it doesn’t taste any good if you eat it every single day. You 

don’t know how it actually tastes. But if you buy stuff purposefully, maybe only 

every 3 months…it is with all the stuff you buy…and then you put it away and 

start looking at it after a while again in order to make these things more 

desirable. And that’s where the real pleasure and taste comes from…” 

Interviewer: “Do you have specific examples?” 

Tim: “Yeah, I do that with anything I buy. Any fruit. Chocolates. In the past 

(refers to pre-poverty life) I would have eaten a box of chocolate right away. 

But I don’t do anything anymore right away. And sometimes, I do the same 

when being hungry…I am trying to get real hungry with rumbling tummies and 

so on. And then, I try not to guzzle afterwards. Instead, I really try to enjoy it 

with a different awareness. It’s a different kind of enjoyment that is long-

lasting. You know, being happy in life is so simple. But you need some sort of 

loss and suffering beforehand. Well that is my own opinion, but I think there is 

no other way…” 

When Tim talks about the way how his multiple falls from grace have taught him that 

overcoming pain, loss, and suffering in life brings about happiness, another explicit 

example of a move on the part of his character from suffering to enhancement, which 

is so central to the theme of redemption (McAdams, 2006), may be detected. This 

finding is also in line with studies on psychological health and wellbeing linked to 

themes of redemption (McAdams, Reynolds, Lewis, Patten and Bowman, 2001) or 

personal growth (Tedeschi and Calhoun, 2004). These mainly show that people who 

juxtapose clearly negative past events with positive outcomes tend to score high on 

emotional wellbeing (e.g. being more satisfied in life, enjoying higher self-esteem or 
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claiming to lead a meaningful life). In light of such prior research, interestingly, Tim’s 

full subscription to his narrative account of redemption has translated into post-poverty 

consumer behaviours, which prompt him to replay sequences of overcoming pain and 

deprivation leading to emotional wellbeing via certain consumption acts. See, for 

instance, his take on going to the gym referring to it as his “own pain therapy”. Here, 

he inflicts (physical) pain upon himself in order to feel happy afterwards when the pain 

eases again. Or consider his deliberate practise of self-denial and deferred gratification 

regarding food consumption in order to produce long-term rewards of “desire”, 

“pleasure”, and “real taste”. In doing so, he further reinforces his changed self-

definition as a consumer towards having become more self-controlled and conscious 

(“In the past, I would have eaten a box of chocolate right away” vs. [Now] I really try 

to enjoy it with a different awareness”), putting emphasis on a deeper experiential 

benefit gained (“It is a different kind of enjoyment that is long-lasting”). Taking a 

wider socio-cultural perspective concerning mainstream Western consumption, Tim 

seems to critique the “inflation” of the endless consumer choices these days. Thus, his 

post-poverty consumption routine surrounding the deliberate delay of need satisfaction 

may equally be interpreted as a way of distancing himself from consumerism and 

capitalist society that have been accused of failing to deliver consumers with 

sustainable states of being as opposed to short term gratifications of having (Shankar 

and Fitchett, 2002). 

Such a way of expressing identity re-formulation and associated change of life 

philosophy through integration of less consumptive attitudes in the post-poverty life 

pattern have been reported by other informants as well. Like Tim, these informants 

also stressed that their less materialistic outlook upon life as a key learning gained 
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from their poverty experience has become a vital source of long-lasting pleasure, 

satisfaction and wellbeing in their current post-poverty life worlds. By frequently 

comparing themselves to materialistic and less reflective others in society, they make 

further sense of, and (re-)produce their redemptive selves as “enlightened” poverty 

survivors. Christian’s (60) account of comparing his past pre-poverty holidays with 

current post-poverty travel experiences is equally illustrative of this: 

Christian: (…) in the past (referring to pre-poverty life) I always booked the 

best hotel…or we said sometimes: “Ok, let’s book another flight to a different 

country!”… like really spontaneous when I did this South America tour with 

my eldest son, we had blown almost 25.000 Euros in 4 weeks. I mean, I would 

never do something like this anymore today. Like, being really thoughtless and 

just booking stuff…for example, we arrived in this city, took a taxi and just 

asked the driver where the next 5 stars hotel is. Preferably with a rooftop 

swimming-pool, so that we can have the best view over the city (laughs), with 

a cocktail bar and so on… 

Interviewer: So, you wouldn’t do it the same way today? 

Christian: Absolutely not! Having money again, I won’t spend my vacation in 

luxury hotels anymore, and especially not on a cruise. People can fly to Mars 

if they like, but without me. They can stay as long as they want there. I mean, 

when we were in Sri Lanka this year, we did not go to the hotel bar or so. We 

just bought this Arrack (alcoholic drink) and took it to the beach…and this is 

much better, you can see the sunset, and all the locals come out and you start 

talking to them. And then they tell you stories about the Tsunami a few years 

ago. And they take you with them to show you their house and a Buddha statue 

with no feed anymore because the Tsunami destroyed it, but the locals fished it 

out of the water and re-installed it. I think that’s just fantastic, really getting in 

touch with these things. I have the feeling that I enjoy this much more, and this 

has something to do with what I have gone through (refers to poverty 

experience)… and then you are really looking forward to these holidays and it 
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is much more sustainable compared to my past life. Memories and the joy you 

get from this, I think it continues much longer. 

In this passage Christian charts his personal redemptive quest by expressing a disdain 

for his past pre-poverty consuming identity using his lavish tour through South 

America as an example. This may be summarised as largely unreflective, overly 

materialistic, and detached from local culture. By contrast, his emphasis on trying to 

gain more authentic travel experiences these days (e.g. by being more connected to 

local community and culture) serves as another purposeful linkage to such a narrative 

of growth and development of the self in terms of leading to more “sustainable” states 

of “joy” compared to his past inauthentic traveller self before slipping into poverty. 

According to Hyman (2015) Western consumers tend to increasingly situate 

themselves within socio-cultural therapeutic discourses of happiness, which, amongst 

other things, promote the idea of having a non-materialistic identity. The above 

(redemptive) quote from Christian and others before him reveal that especially those 

having overcome adverse life circumstances, such as moving into poverty, forcefully 

subscribe to such a culturally-informed non-materialistic outlook upon life being 

conducive to their post-poverty wellbeing. It may be argued that they do this to 

reinforce, justify, sustain and also extend their stories of successful recovery, growth 

and self-authentication attained from assigning positive meanings to their poverty 

experiences. This corroborates with McAdams (2006) who states that narratives of 

redemption are stories of people who see themselves as heroic and uniquely gifted 

individual protagonists. Hence, they are often the most ardent narrators of their stories 

of growth, enlightenment and successful recovery in the wake of negative life 

sequences. 
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In light of such a self-expressive functioning of redemptive tales becoming vehicles 

for articulating the uniqueness of having experienced successful recovery and personal 

development towards becoming non-materialistic, also informants’ attempts to further 

differentiate themselves from others in society may be better understood. See, for 

instance, Christian’s interjection in the above quote where he, in a subtle and sarcastic 

manner, downgrades those who engage in more mass-market oriented and excessive 

leisure consumption (“I won’t spend my vacation in luxury hotels anymore, and 

especially not on a cruise. People can fly to Mars if they like, but without me”). He, 

thus, further reveals and substantiates his redemptive narrative process of inner 

learning in that he now seeks out more authentic travel experiences compared to his 

past life before becoming downwardly mobile. 

The majority of informants from this study equally positioned themselves as distinct 

or separate from these more materialistic others to further reinforce their pathways of 

redemption. For example, Wiebke (39) gave further weight to this aspect in the below 

interview extract. Here, similar to other informants, she stressed how her current post-

poverty consumption routines are informed by a philosophy of deliberately living a 

simpler and more conscious lifestyle as a positive result of the simplification forced 

upon her while being poor. Simultaneously, this learned enactment of a post-poverty 

simplifier lifestyle (e.g. being less reliant on clutter and eliminating unnecessary 

possessions and excessive, unreflective consumption activities from one’s life brought 

about by her poverty experience serves as a further way of distancing and 

distinguishing herself from others who are, as she claims with some degree of 

contempt, deeply immersed into a consumerist and capitalist market logic: 
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Interviewer: You said that your personal crisis (referring to poverty phase) 

brought about positive things…What do you mean exactly? 

Wiebke: Yes, well, I would clearly say that I would have never thought about 

structuring my life with the same intensity like today (after having moved out 

of poverty) I would have never learned how to save properly. Like I had to think 

about everything (referring to poverty phase), for example the toothpaste tube 

that needed to be cut open with scissors, or the charger for the phone that 

needed to be unplugged due to not wasting energy, or in general all technical 

appliances that are switched off if you don’t need them, it is about the lights, 

that are switched off if and you would switch them on only if you really have 

to, I mean it’s like everything…even the water from the hot water bottle that 

goes into your flowers afterwards, so that they can get some fresh water…yeah, 

like those things where others would maybe say” that’s a bit exaggerated, 

right?”…but this has become really ingrained. And I do this now (referring to 

post-poverty life), because I am convinced of it really. I mean, I don’t have to 

do it anymore, but I really want to do continue with it. Because I think we really 

live in a consumer society, we live in excess, no one really thinks about these 

things today, what it really means to buy new stuff, like clothing if there is just 

a hole in it or so, and they just throw away the damaged trousers. I don’t do 

these things anymore. I personally go to the tailor and get it fixed if something 

is wrong. Or I go to the shoemaker if something is wrong with the shoes or so 

(…). Having learned these capabilities and having learned to critically reflect 

on things, this is something that is really positive. I mean when I go through 

the city I always think: Good god, look at yourselves. How can you clutter up 

yourselves with all this consumption?”…and I rather took this direction in life 

that I want more natural things in my life, not being weight down by too much 

stuff that I have. I really only want the stuff that I really need in my life (…).” 

Like Wiebke, also Ulla (47) has positioned herself in a discourse of non-materialism 

via a post-poverty enacted voluntary simplified lifestyle (see also the opening vignette 

at the beginning of this chapter introducing her life story). 
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This actualisation of a non-materialistic identity brought about by her spell of poverty 

has had a positive effect upon her general wellbeing and is likewise reinforced by 

Ulla’s expression of the difference to her counterparts. Within this context of 

consumption simplification, she stresses the newfound triviality of middle-class 

aesthetics (Bourdieu, 1984) in her life after having moved out of poverty (e.g. not 

having a home library anymore). This is a view, yet, that Ulla feels is at odds with 

conventional middle-class social self-concepts. Following this reasoning, she further 

refers to it as a “cultural shock” to many people if they had to give up their middle-

class insignia expressing their social status: 

Ulla: Well, I don’t have that many books anymore. It just stayed like that, this 

attitude towards not having to have that much stuff anymore. I don’t need a 

library behind me anymore, it works differently now for me. 

Interviewer: How does it work differently for you with the books now? 

Ulla: Ahm, well, I just have a few books now and they stand in a small glass 

cabinet in my hallway, but I don’t have these quality seals communicating my 

middle-class status anymore, like a huge library behind me, I don’t. I also know 

that some of my friends find that highly irritating, right? Because this is like a 

cultural shock somehow for many, when you don’t have these books anymore 

behind you. But I see it all differently now. This is really funny! I don’t have 

any of those insignia anymore that I used to have (refers to pre-poverty life). 

Big house, big car, big household…all non-existent. But that’s really super, 

that it’s not there anymore. I feel much better without it. 

Upon further analysis of the above illustrated interview extracts it becomes apparent 

that when comparing their non-materialistic and less conspicuous post-poverty selves 

to more materialistic and status driven others in society informants generally seem to 

accord more moral value to these non-materialistic than materialistic selves (Hyman, 
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2015). According to Beetz (2009) morality is a construction of meaning that is used to 

differentiate between behaviour which is deemed as good or bad and between subjects 

that deserve esteem or contempt. Taking this latter definition into consideration, 

informants have further tried to capture and celebrate their psychological and moral 

developments towards becoming someone better in life that is good and does good 

things (e.g. via the recovery of wellbeing, enlightenment and insight gained) inherent 

in their redemptive quest of moving from suffering to a positive life outcome using 

several non-consumptive and less materialistic attitudes. In other words, they 

frequently seem to demonstrate the moral goodness of their redemptive identity quests 

(Taylor, 1989; McAdams, 2006) by borrowing from such discourses as the voluntary 

simplicity movement (Cherrier, 2007; McGouran and Prothero, 2016) that equally 

carries a strong moral cachet (e.g. through being linked to ethical, authentic, 

sustainable, or ecologically responsible lifestyles, Shama and Wisenblit, 1984; 

Rudmin and Kilbourne, 1996; Moisander and Pesonen, 2002; Shaw and Newholm, 

2002; Cherrier and Murray, 2007). This morality grounded in living with less lets 

simplifiers often view their own behaviours as going against the mainstream of 

conspicuous, wasteful and inauthentic consumerism (Rudmin and Kilbourne, 1996; 

McDonald et al., 2006). Such a distinctive behaviour is quite similar to the way 

informants expressed their way of having integrated this simplified lifestyle into their 

post-poverty personal and social environments. 

So far in the above sub-sections informants’ post-poverty simplified lifestyles have 

mainly focused on the removal of clutter (Wiebke/Ulla), getting rid of consumption 

objects expressing one’s social status (Ulla), or being used for ostentation 

(Tim/Christian), and to some extent the refusal of ecological thoughtlessness 
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(Wiebke). Especially, concerning the latter commitment to the environment or a fairer 

world - and related care for others in society - informants have further reported that 

these voluntary simplifier criteria (McDonald et al., 2006; Alexander and Ussher, 

2012) equally make up their post-poverty lifestyles. They will be highlighted in the 

following last sub-section dealing with informants’ increased commitment towards 

pro-social civic engagement as an outcome of their redemptive stories of having 

overcome a spell of poverty. 

Generative Consumption 

As highlighted by McAdams (2006) people who tell their stories in redemptive terms, 

that is benefiting from critical life events in which bad things eventually turn into 

something positive, they tend to end up wanting to make good things happen for others 

as well. Following this line of reasoning, he (McAdams, 2006) borrows from 

psychologist Erik H. Erikson the psycho-social concept of generativity, suggesting a 

strong commitment of individuals to promote the well-being of future generations and 

generally trying to improve the world in which they live (Erikson, 1963). As further 

concluded by Kotre (2000) generativity is the desire to make people’s own life count. 

This may be seen to be the leading thought inspiring the generativity notion to be built 

into redemptive life stories as they give narrators further credence in regards to 

meaning-making, personal growth attained (e.g. from ignorance to enlightenment) and 

associated moral development following a seismic crisis or life event (Tedeschi and 

Calhoun, 1995), such as becoming downwardly mobile. Individuals may be generative 

in a wide variety of life pursuits, such as their work life and volunteering activities 

(e.g. volunteer work, giving time and money, Rossi, 2001), religious and political 

engagement (Jones and McAdams, 2013), neighbourhood and friendship activities 



212 

(Hart, McAdams, Hirsch and Bauer, 2001), or passing on wisdom to children (Pratt, 

Norris, Arnold and Filver, 1999) as well as grandchildren (Kastarinen, 2017). 

With respect to the underlying research, informants have equally expressed their 

generative efforts after having overcome poverty in many areas of their lives that often 

corresponded to these activities. For example, in regards to their professional work 

identities, almost all of the informants had undergone career shifts emphasising their 

post-poverty pro-social involvements as a positive outcome of their poverty 

experiences. See, for instance, Robert who worked for the German navy (“Marine der 

Bundeswehr”), and then became a drug dealer before slipping into poverty. Currently, 

in his post-poverty life he is a social worker assisting disrupted families living on a 

low-income in deprived areas of xxxxx. Or, consider Irene who was made redundant 

as a well-paid Marketing and Sales Manager, which triggered her move into relative 

income poverty. Nowadays, after having moved out of poverty, she is employed as a 

primary school teacher. Other examples, include the moves from being a policewoman 

to politician (Wiebke), from dress-maker and housewife (pre-poverty) to an instructor 

in the job centre (Dorothea), or in a more drastic sense, from pre-poverty CEO and 

owner of an SME to Buddhist monk and stay-at-home dad (Christian), foregrounding 

the importance of religious and communal (familial) activities. Even Sophie, who is 

an informant who did not change their professional identity and continued working in 

her pre-poverty role as a journalist and author, reported how her poverty experience 

has triggered a change as to how she approaches work life in terms of being more 

“socially responsible” after having embarked on an upward life trajectory again: 

Sophie: (…) I actually, truly believe that some sort of social responsibility 

arises out of such experiences (refers to experience of downward mobility) (…) 
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I really try to act responsible as a citizen and a grown-up person having gained 

these insights. I mean this might sound a bit presumptuous maybe, I don’t save 

the world after all with my texts. But having the knowledge and skills of 

correctly handling maybe a Facebook or Twitter account in order to be heard 

by as many people as possible on the Internet…it is now up to me to turn this 

into something good and to further pass on my knowledge. And not just because 

I want to celebrate myself or for distinction, like being a sparkling author or 

actor, but my engagement is borne out of a certain social responsibility, I mean 

working together with others (…)” 

Sophie expresses her personal development in her redemptive narrative of turning the 

poverty experience into something positive through the use of a certain generativity 

script that largely entails the notion of “giving back to society”. With regard to her 

professional career, she does this mainly through writing about the topic of poverty 

and being left behind in society (e.g. considering her most recent book at the time 

when the interview took place about the working-classes in Detroit). In order to make 

further aware of general poverty issues and those in need she is a regular guest in 

political talkshows on German television where she has discussed issues surrounding 

structural poverty in the German context. 

Referring back to the consumption focus of this study, informants’ efforts to equally 

express and enact their commitments to “give something back” to society as 

highlighted by Sophie was reflected in several consumption practices. These may be 

matched against the aforementioned generative activities highlighted in the literature. 

For example, the poverty survivors in this study stressed that they make regular 

donations (e.g. financially, giving away clothing or furniture) to those in need and 

less well off in society. The following quotes and extracts from interviews with both 

Ulla (47) and Wiebke (39) are indicative of these pro-social engagements brought 
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about by their poverty experience:  

Ulla: “(..) well, in the past [referring to pre-poverty lifestyle], I have never 

even thought about if, for example, when we had parent’s evening and then I 

remember we had been asked to pay 10 Euros extra per child for this schooltrip 

and then there were parents complaining: “Nah, this is a bit too much for us at 

the moment” where I thought: “Oh my god, why are they making such a fuss 

about it”. Today my thinking in this regard has been changed completely. So, 

nowadays I would say and do something that had never crossed my mind 

before, that I would chip in 20 Euros instead of 10. And this heightened 

awareness, for instance by spending an extra amount of money for someone 

else to help was not there (…) It wasn’t clear to me that 10 Euros may help and 

make a real difference.” 

In this quote Ulla refers to her pre-poverty life as being ignorant in terms of not 

knowing that spending relatively small amounts of money, such as the requested 

additional 10 Euros for the children’s schooltrip, might be an extreme burden for 

people who find themselves in more strained economic situations than herself at that 

time. However, her poverty experience and associated difficulties to make ends meet 

as a lone mother of four children, has entirely “changed her thinking” in this regard. 

Having learned “the hard way” throughout her spell of poverty that also small 

(financial) gestures may be of tremendous help for the financially deprived, she would 

now, after having moved out of poverty, always consider donating an extra amount of 

money to assist those who are not able to afford it. Referring back to her self-

experiential account of living in poverty, in her autobiography she further reinforces 

this latter aspect of the importance ascribed to what Cutrona and Russell (1990) and 

Duhacheck (2005) have described as receiving tangible aids or instrumental help from 

others respectively to effectively cope with a stressful life event, such as poverty. For 
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instance, while being in poverty Ulla also reported to have received financial aid from 

family members, or was donated groceries from a sister of an order within Ulla’s local 

community: 

“So during this very difficult time (refers to poverty phase) I had surely been 

embedded in and rescued by the helpfulness of other people who I did not know 

(or those who were close to me) without fully realising this maybe. Today 

(refers to life after poverty) I try everything in my power to pass on this support 

that I had received – especially to those who are really in need. In this way, 

maybe the giving and taking on this earth may be a bit more balanced again 

(…)” 

This learning and social empathy gained through self-experienced adversities 

associated with living in poverty and the social support received from others 

(Hamilton, 2009b) has shaped both a sensitivity as to what the financially deprived 

might actually require and a post-poverty desire to return the help received by helping 

others in need. In the following passage, Wiebke equally uses her current voluntary 

community involvement (e.g. organising donation campaigns for women having 

become involved in prostitution) as a medium to denote a real concern for the needs 

of those who are less well-off in society. She further intends to pro-actively leave a 

positive and sustained mark on their lives by simultaneously liaising with a charity 

organisation (“xxxx”) that works towards getting young women off streetwalker 

districts of xxxxx and encouraging them to pursue alternative careers away from 

prostitution. Within this context, she, similar to Ulla, stresses that the social support 

she has received while being poor serves as a further inspiration and encouragement 

to act in such a socially responsible manner now that her life is marked by renewed 

financial stability: 
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Wiebke: “(…) I regularly try to get rid of stuff that I don’t really need and then 

I always donate them…” 

Interviewer: “You donate your stuff?” 

Wiebke: “Yes, to the xxxxx for example. That’s a welfare provider for women 

who have become involved in prostitution. And this place is sort of a hangout 

place for those who stand in the Kurfuerstenstrasse (street in xxxxx known for 

its red-light district) in order to get medical treatment for example, or they get 

food there. Like these things, and they also work with those women so that they 

can escape from prostituting themselves at some stage, which is really 

important to me, because I personally find prostitution really bad. It is a shame 

that women have to sell their bodies and generally I don’t want to support 

prostitution, but this institution actively supports these women, so that they can 

develop new ideas about what else they could do with their lives in our country. 

And they chart alternative ways to make a living. And that’s where I donate my 

stuff to, because it totally matches those women’s needs. I mean, they need 

women’s clothing, like I am wearing it. And I also do a big donation campaign 

once a year where I ask all the women in my district to donate clothing they 

don’t wear anymore, which they are really grateful for (refers to women 

visiting the xxxx institution). Well, this has really grown within me, to think 

about people who don’t have anything, and to give them something back. I know 

I might not be able to entirely change their current situations, but I exactly 

know how much it means when someone comes along and says: ”Hey, look! 

Here – I have those pair of shoes that I don’t need anymore”…like, for me 

today or you this is not imaginable maybe that such donations could mean the 

world to someone in need, because you and I have everything that we need. But 

at that time (refers to poverty experience) I didn’t have anything at all. And it 

really meant a lot to me when someone came along and said: ”Hey, I have 

cleared out, don’t want all of this”…and I was happy and thought: “How can 

you get rid of this actually?...this is such a nice pyjama”…like, this has really 

changed my perspective upon poverty, and people who live under more severe 

circumstances than we usually do. And I think people who have never been in 
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such a situation (refers to own phase of poverty), they actually don’t know what 

this all means, being in need and so on (…)” 

The fact that the above accounts from Ulla and Wiebke demonstrate a post-poverty 

generativity (Erikson, 1963) that may also be interpreted as a powerful way of 

reciprocating the past social support received while being in poverty may further 

underscore the importance of social support as a coping strategy for the income poor 

(Hamilton, 2005, 2009b; Hutton, 2016) in terms of its wider societal implications. 

More precise, considering the longitudinal (narrative) theoretical lens of social status 

transitioners’ consumption (downward and subsequent upward mobility) adopted in 

this research, such a finding of extended care for others enacted through informants’ 

communal and socially responsible post-poverty consumption practices reveals that 

relational coping may not only be situational helping those who are currently in 

poverty. On the contrary, it may have more far-reaching consequences at the macro-

level of consumption, albeit driven from the grassroots, in regards to changing 

structures of society towards promoting the idea of social responsibility and 

community spirit by those passing on the help received throughout times of economic 

hardship to other vulnerable consumer populations and so forth. This finding would, 

then, further refute existing theoretical claims that mainstream consumerist society 

may not be ready for taking up less sustainable, individualised and ego-centred 

consumption practices (Kilbourne, McDonagh and Prothero, 1997; Shankar and 

Fitchett, 2002; McGouran and Prothero, 2016) that have been accused of eroding 

community spirit and focusing upon interpersonal social bonds (Muniz and O’Guinn, 

2001; Hamilton, 2009b). 

This latter argument corresponds with McAdams (2006:7) claiming that generative 
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people in their quest to infer meaning from their past life crises and find purpose in 

life through redemptive self-narratives often try to make over the world: “In the most 

general sense, redemption is a deliverance from suffering to a better world”. 

Building upon McAdams’ (2006) line of argumentation, thus, other informants’ 

redemptive narrative accounts from this study echoed such community engagements 

within their generative post-poverty lifeworlds promoting the wellbeing of others in 

society. For example, they reported to have become involved in supporting religious 

organisations (e.g. by acting as host families for international youth meetings held in 

their city), regularly donate money, decorative items, and furniture to refugee hostels, 

have been offering social support in their neighbourhood communities, or have said to 

actively approach homeless people in the streets or public transport. 

Additionally, they expressed a desire to spend their money after having overcome 

poverty in more ecologically, conscientious ways to both express and signify 

generative values of social justice, and improving the world for future generations 

(Erikson, 1963). These values are in line with the aforementioned findings relating to 

informants’ inscriptions to Voluntary Simplicity discourses while being in poverty and 

thereafter. Previous empirical research has shown that such an environmental concern 

or the emphasis on workers’ rights within the global economy of producing consumer 

goods, are equally considered essential motivations among participants in the 

Voluntary Simplicity movement (Alexander and Ussher, 2012). Informants have, 

consequently, reported to enact their generative efforts of showing empathy for others 

in society that are, in turn, interwoven with voluntary simplifier discourses, by 

directing their expenditures toward local, organic or fair trade products, avoiding 

“unethical” global brands, such as Primark or taking strict steps to keep down 
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household energy consumption. Regarding the latter, the following passage from 

Wiebke’s (39) interview is indicative of this when talking about her current post-

poverty saving routines: 

Interviewer: It is interesting when you mention that certain things you have 

done during your crisis (referring to poverty experience) have been continued 

until this day where you feel more stable again (referring to more stable 

financial situation). Like the hot water bottle example where the water still 

goes into your plants… 

Wiebke: Yes, absolutely, but for me this is not an emergency situation anymore. 

It is rather about caring for the environment, so that I say, I am doing it out of 

free will. Because I have seen myself and learned, that it doesn’t really hurt. 

And when looking further down the line, I can actually make a real difference, 

if you add this all up what you are actually saving energywise. I mean 

especially from a societal or global perspective. These thoughts are new to me, 

but I am extremely grateful actually for having them (…) 

Although not being fully explicit, Wiebke’s comment may be further interpreted as 

another way of expressing post-poverty generativity embedded in her morally 

flavoured redemptive narrative of assigning meaning to her poverty experience. Here, 

she indicates both her care for others and an attempt to improve, or at least not worsen, 

the life of future generations through her cost-saving energy consumption routines 

adopted during poverty. As stated by her these have been largely continued, yet turned 

into pro-civic consumption actions that aim to reduce her own environmental impact 

(from “emergency situation” to “caring for the environment”). Similarly, Dorothea 

(48) commented during the interview on her heightened awareness of certain 

consumption acts having a detrimental effect upon other people in society. Here, she 

further reinforces how her poverty experience has further shaped her enacted 
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generativity towards having become socially responsible (“you are a totally changed 

person”), which is translated into buying predominately organic produce: 

Interviewer: This is an interesting insight you have given me. Especially in 

regards to eating nowadays. I mean purchasing organic and healthy food… 

Dorothea: Yes, but I have to say it is not so much about the health aspect to be 

honest with you. It is more about, I really don’t want the environment to be 

harmed anymore. This is the actual reason for buying these things. Not my own 

health (…). This is all because of this mindfulness and reflection upon things 

and other people that I have gained through my experience (refers to poverty 

phase). You can’t get rid in your head of these animals that are tortured. Or 

knowing that these pesticides really harm those people who grow the fruit or 

vegetables. It is rather because of this…that I don’t want to harm them, so I am 

buying organic (…). I mean you sort of lose anything one day (refers to poverty 

experience), and then, all of a sudden, you are a totally changed person three 

years after (refers to post-poverty life). 

Dorothea’s comment not only serves as another example of charting the importance 

for this study’s poverty survivors to improve the wellbeing of others (through fair and 

organic consumption) as per the generativity concept outlined earlier in this sub-

section. Although being relatively short, the quote also summarises key features of the 

redemptive narrative pathway informants have taken, and which have been 

painstakingly outlined throughout this findings chapter, to find meaning in the 

adversity (poverty experience) itself. In doing so, they have assigned a (moral) purpose 

and coherence to their storied self. By referring to an increased state of mindfulness 

attained through Dorothea’s poverty experience, which, in turn, makes her aware of 

human beings potentially being negatively affected by unsustainable consumption 

practices, she reinforces that her poverty experience has brought about something 

positive that lingers beyond the end of her poverty spell. This positivity largely entails 
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the notion of surpassing one’s past pre-poverty self, thereby assigning the poverty 

experience some kind of transcendental or enlightenment process (“you lose anything 

one day, and […] all of a sudden you are a totally changed person three years after”). 

Consequently, Dorothea, like all other informants introduced in this findings chapter, 

thinks about her past poverty self in redemptive terms, that is transforming the bad into 

something good eventually. 

In the following section of this findings chapter, a contrasting view to this largely 

positive and progressive life story script of redemption in the context of overcoming 

poverty will be provided. Here, it will be demonstrated that a small proportion of the 

sample interviewed for this study (“The Resilient Survivors”) has constructed their life 

stories progressing from good (pre-poverty life) to bad (poverty experience) and how 

such a less progressive narrative pathway overshadows their post-poverty identity re-

constructions and consumptive attitudes. These, as a consequence, stand in stark 

contrast to less consumptive selves of redemptive consumers’ narratives outlined 

earlier in this findings section. 

The Resilient Survivors 

Similar to the above outlined informants having adopted a redemptive narrative tone 

to make sense of their poverty experience, the Resilient Survivors have been subject 

to volatile life trajectories. They had experienced a sharp decline in their incomes 

leading to downward mobility, yet managed to re-climb the socio-economic ladder 

after some time. 

Given that this sample only had two people (Gerda and Ulrike), no clear patterns 

emerged regarding the processual development of their identity stories used to making 
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sense of the adversarial circumstances experienced while being transitory poor. 

However, they shared a common narrative script of trying to put behind their traumatic 

experiences associated with past economic hardship by firmly moving forward with 

their pre-poverty lifestyles after they have managed to come out of poverty. Hence, 

these informants, unlike the redemptive selves outlined earlier, have not tried to assign 

new and positive meanings to their poverty experiences that may inform an enduring 

identity and concomitant lifestyle shift lingering beyond the time after becoming 

upwardly mobile again. 

On the contrary, they demonstrated in their retrospective accounts of both going 

through and coming out of poverty a strong sense of perseverance and attempts of 

repressive coping, that is avoiding unpleasant thoughts, emotions or memories linked 

to loss and trauma (Weinberger, 1990). This nonidentification with their poverty 

experiences was expressed through maintaining important aspects of their pre-poverty 

consumption lifestyles despite less economic resources at their disposal while being in 

transient poverty. Further, they tried to resume these pre-poverty lifestyles after re-

ascending in social status without being disrupted by negative memories linked to their 

poverty experiences. Such an emotional disassociation from a negative life event is 

usually a cardinal feature informing the psychological and health construct of 

“resilience” (Bonanno, 2004). The core meaning of resilience is to bounce back from 

adversity and stress during critical life events (Baker, 2009; McAdams and Jones, 

2017). 

As the resilience concept carries a multitude of different meanings, it has also been 

used in conjunction with positive psychology and therapeutic cultural discourses 

surrounding positive emotions in the wake of critical episodes in life (Bonanno, 2004), 
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favourable adjustments to adversity (Orthner, Jones-Sanpei and Williamson, 2004), or 

even the redemptive self, “celebrating the power of human resilience” in regards to 

personal growth and self-enhancement in the aftermath of traumatic experiences 

(Bonanno, 2004; McAdams, 2006:269). However, the Resilient Survivors from this 

study rather followed Silver and Updegraff’s (2013) description of the resilience 

concept. According to these theorists’ view resilient people’s traumatic events do not 

shatter previously held believes and assumptions about one’s past pre-crisis life 

(contrary to the redemptive self-narrative). They rather show efforts to put the trauma 

behind them and move forward with their (old) lives. However, McAdams and Jones 

(2017) in drawing upon these researchers carefully emphasise that this latter type of 

moving forward with one’s past life in the aftermath of trauma and loss does not 

safeguard a survivor from pain and suffering. Following this train of thought, the 

traumatic assault associated with slipping into poverty was equally reflected in the 

Resilient Survivors’ accounts of sharing a common comprehensive negative and bleak 

narrative tone when retrospectively elaborating on their times of economic hardship. 

In this sense, these informants constructed the poverty experience as a contamination 

sequence in their narratives of surviving poverty reinforcing the belief that the former 

good life (pre-poverty) has been disrupted and negatively sullied by their experiences 

associated with slipping into poverty (Tomkins, 1987; McAdams, 2006). 

Consequently, the poverty experience seemed to recycle through their narratives time 

and again, so that they often became a signature of their plots of having overcome 

poverty and partially overshadowed post-poverty consuming identity re-constructions 

and lifestyles. 

In the following last two subsections of this findings chapter it will be shown how the 
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Resilient Survivors in their retrospective accounts of surviving poverty have sought to 

distance themselves both emotionally and behaviourally from their experience while 

being in poverty. Secondly, it will be demonstrated how they attempted to resume their 

pre-poverty lifestyles and consuming identities despite imposing a contamination 

frame (informed by the poverty experience) on their, generally speaking, successful 

stories of financial and social re-ascension. 

Seeking Distance from Poverty Experience 

One of the informants forming part of the “Resilient Survivor” narrative is Ulrike (61). 

Ulrike’s story of becoming downwardly mobile is insofar dramatic as she lost her job 

as a piano teacher in a private music school and became a welfare recipient shortly 

thereafter. She failed to pay the rent for her single-person terraced house in the suburbs 

of xxxxxxx over several months, which, ultimately, led to Ulrike becoming evicted 

from her home. Consequently, she had to abandon her house and most of the 

possessions that were left inside of it. After the eviction, she moved to a friend’s place 

for a few days only keeping a handful of basic necessities, such as her ”wallet”, “some 

clothing”, “a toothbrush”, and her “smartphone”. As her friends refused to let her stay 

any longer in their home, and she did not have any further places to go considering 

that most of her extended family live abroad or were not willing to help, Ulrike was 

forced to find shelter in different homeless accommodations and women’s refuges 

(“Frauenhaeuser”) across the city of xxxxxxx. During a one-year long period of living 

in (women’s) shelters she had been able to safe-keep some of her valued belongings 

in an interim storage facility by a local garage (e.g. her piano, jewellery, a washing 

machine, heirloom). However, while being without self-sufficient dwelling she also 

lost many of her former belongings that were still inside of her former house due to 
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foreclosure on her property with many of these possessions being either auctioned or 

destroyed (e.g. a “bookshelf” with “books about musicians”, “musical scores”, and 

“over 300 CDs in it”). 

Six months before the interview with Ulrike took place, she had managed to escape 

from her temporary spiral down the housing chain by finding a new permanent council 

flat for herself. Simultaneously, she has started working again part-time in her role as 

private music teacher for a different school near her new flat topping up her benefit 

payments which she is still dependent upon after having re-embarked on an uphill life 

trajectory away from living under the roofs of homeless shelters. 

When reflecting upon her pathway of losing her home and the period of time when she 

had to stay in various shelter institutions, she adopts a negative and pejorative narrative 

tone largely distancing herself from this unpleasant episode in her life. Here, Ulrike 

frequently devalues her experiences of downward mobility by referring to poor living 

standards in shelter homes and the disconcerting and passive behaviours of other 

shelter residents. She further expresses feelings of social exclusion, inferiority and 

stigmatisation due lacking permanent housing as highlighted in the following 

interview quote: 

Ulrike: (…) I never sat down there (refers to shelter residence) like others 

(refers to other shelter residents) have done, maybe in front of the doors to 

their rooms waiting for others to talk to them. I actually never talked to any 

other people there. I just went in and out. And I felt so embarrassed when other 

people outside were staring at me leaving the shelter residence: “Where does 

she come from?” I mean they exactly knew what kind of place this was I was 

leaving there. And I always noticed it and I had just tried to ignore that when 

they were looking at me and then drove away with my bike (…) And then when 

I moved to a different shelter in xxxxxxxxx (local district in the city of xxxxxxx) 
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I received this new room…and that was shared with a Russian woman. Ethnic 

German immigrant from Russia. Baahhhh! Noooo! And the way it smelled in 

there on our floor. And in our room, there was just rubbish. The whole room 

piled with plastic…everywhere. Under the bed, only plastic bags. Every corner 

of the room overstuffed with plastic bags filled with even more stuff. And then 

there were also boxes everywhere with old pots and jars from her. And when I 

entered the room, I just put down my stuff, and walked away again and came 

back at night when everyone was sleeping and thank god, she wasn’t even there 

quite often. And this mattress I had to sleep on, really small and made out of 

foam. And underneath it only hair. Disgusting. And I have felt that really badly 

in my back after three or four weeks. And I think this woman didn’t see all of 

the dirt in our room because she was shortsighted (laughs). She had several 

glasses laying around all the time, but never wore any of those (…) And on the 

same floor there was also an elderly woman from Afghanistan right across my 

room. And right next to her room there were Africans. A woman with a child, 

three years old, and another African with two children. And that was really 

loud I have to tell you. The African children were screaming all the time, all 

morning long when they were waking up. And when I entered our shared 

kitchen it was full of dirt, eeww. They even washed their clothes in there. In the 

kitchen, every morning and evening (…) And they were using too much 

detergent sometimes so that the sewer got blocked and the whole kitchen was 

underwater. And one day I also complained to the janitor, but nothing really 

changed. And I continued to just go back to this place to get some sleep - doors 

shut and then left again really early. In and out. 

Hill and Stamey (1990) in their study on homeless people in a Northern American 

context have argued that the permanent homeless often try to emotionally distance 

themselves from both more dependent and uneducated peers as well as shelter 

institutions in general to maintain some degree of self-esteem and avoid social stigma. 

This finding is largely consistent with Ulrike’s retrospective narrative account of her 

temporary experience concerning the lack of stable housing. Here, she tries to 
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disassociate herself from other “primitive” shelter residents’ deviant behaviours 

surrounding a lack of cleanliness, orderliness, or respect for others’ private spaces. 

However, contrary to previous research (Hill and Stamey, 1990; Barrios et al., 2012), 

Ulrike does not engage in any community or solidary activities with other like-minded 

homeless people to, for example, share material possessions or generate additional 

sources of income (e.g. recycling) with the aim to bolster her identity. By contrast, 

charting the shelter residence as an all-too-fleeting place to just find some sleep (“I 

just went in and out”) is used by her as a synonym to highlight the importance assigned 

to escaping from the adverse conditions associated with not having a permanent 

residence. These escapist efforts became further reflected in maintaining many of the 

consumptive characteristics associated with her more stable and affluent pre-poverty 

lifestyle in terms of identity construction. The following passage from the interview is 

illustrative of such efforts to resume important aspects of her pre-poverty consuming 

identity despite living under the adverse conditions of having lost her home and many 

of her possessions: 

Ulrike: “(…) I just continued with my life (referring to pre-poverty life) as if 

nothing had happened. I went swimming in xxxxxxxxxx (upscale area in the 

North-West of xxxxxxx) and I also attended cultural events, went to the opera. 

I also subscribed to a cultural project (…) I don’t know if you are familiar with 

art and theatres, but there was this project, an oratory for two months in which 

I participated and was singing in their choir. Yes, that’s how I continued my 

life…” 

Interviewer: These are all things that you have done before (referring to pre-

poverty life)? 

Ulrike: Yes, those things, things that I have always done. Practically, I was 

always on the move, 8-10 hours per day. I always went to my places that I 
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usually visit, like the library, cultural institutions, and then I also went to some 

concerts, some of them were also for free and so forth (…). And when there 

wasn’t anything to do I went to the park and was laying down there, but I was 

always doing something. Sometimes 10 hours a day. I just couldn’t take these 

shelters, being there and so on. That’s incredible. People scream and the way 

it smells. Eeww. 

Ulrike’s adaptive strategies to escape from the reality of life in the shelters partially 

corroborates with Barrios et al. (2012) who claim that people having recently become 

homeless tend to perform daily routines and rituals, such as going to a local park, 

helping them to distance from their drastic lifestyle displacements in terms of changing 

from one’s home to the streets. However, these researchers (Barrios et al., 2012) also 

highlight that homeless individuals tend to re-invent their self-concepts the longer they 

live without a permanent home. Here, they may use their experiences gained on the 

streets, the consumption practices they are forced to perform (Hill and Stamey, 1990) 

as well as the reduced attachment to (their former) possessions (Hill, 1991) as vehicles 

to develop a new, more positively perceived self-concept (e.g. from pre-homelessness 

“couch potato” to becoming a “strong-minded person”). Such a re-cultivation of 

(consuming) identities in terms of actively challenging before homelessness (poverty) 

existences and trying to assign meaning to the experience of being homeless (poor) is 

akin to the redemptive narrative (McAdams, 2006) outlined earlier in this findings 

chapter. However, no redemptive language in terms of benefit-finding, personal 

growth, or meaning-making was deployed by the Resilient Survivors from this study 

in regards to their narrative pathway of becoming downwardly mobile. On the 

contrary, in showing a great deal of resiliency and a repressive coping style (Bonnano, 

2004) Ulrike draws upon her pre-poverty lifestyle trying to continue her old life, 
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thereby staving off the traumatic assault associated with having become downwardly 

mobile. Such attempts to preserve a familiar (pre-poverty) identity in light of an 

identity-threatening event, such as social downward mobility has been scantly reported 

in the consumer literature on individuals having recently experienced a life transition 

from higher to lower socio-cultural status (Ulver-Sneistrup and Ostberg, 2011; Ulver 

and Ostberg, 2014; Thompson et al., 2018). Against this backdrop, Ulrike’s refusal to 

let experiences associated with her downward life trajectory become part of her 

transitory poor self may further add to this literature. 

Following this train of thought, in her narrative of living in various shelters, she made 

further reference to keeping important possessions from her pre-poverty life, such as 

a coffee mug and a self-created calendar with pictures of past holidays, family, and 

her former neighbourhood, which she retrieved from her abandoned home. During the 

interview Ulrike was showing pictures to the interviewer she took on her smartphone 

to document the poor conditions of the shelters she had stayed in. Along with showing 

these pictures, she commented on the aforementioned importance ascribed to her kept 

possessions placed in the shelter residence as illustrated in the below conversation: 

Ulrike: Here, you can see all of this this garbage, they just leave their dirt all 

over the ground (refers to other shelter residents). And here, this is the kitchen. 

Not possible to cook anything because it is all cluttered. And this is the room I 

stayed in with my desk in it. And here you can see my calendar (standing on 

her desk). This calendar means home to me…like I had my home here with me 

(…) 

Interviewer: So, you took this calendar with you from your old place? Any 

other things you took with you? 
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Ulrike: Yes, I took it with me. Yes, my coffee mug. Here it is (showing the coffee 

mug on standing on her desk). 

Interviewer: Why was it so important for you keeping this mug (refers to shelter 

experience)? 

Ulrike: Mmmhh, that’s my life I always say. I have always attended theatre 

nights and went to several operas, or other theatres. And that is one of the mugs 

that I kept from one of those nights. That’s the mug. 

Interviewer: What would you have done without the mug? 

Ulrike: Well, I don’t know, maybe I would have bought a new one, but this was 

my place there, my own space with my own stuff, and the others they had their 

stuff…mostly garbage wrapped in plastic bags (…) 

Ulrike used her valued possessions to re-affirm her pre-poverty identity of being a 

“culturally interested person” (see “theatre mug”) and to further demonstrate a strong 

attachment to her former stable life situation referring to her self-made calendar as 

“home”. Thus, contrary to the redemptive consumer selves outlined earlier in this 

chapter she did not show efforts to detach herself from (formerly) valued possessions 

in the process of meaning-making, questioning one’s pre-poverty lifeworld and 

construct an enduring new self out of her poverty experience. Rather, for Ulrike, these 

kept possessions served as a symbolic marker of distinction (Bourdieu, 1984) in terms 

of further reactively distancing herself from the negative experience of downward 

mobility (Thompson et al., 2018) and life in the shelter in the narrower sense. 

In line with Ulrike, equally Gerda (52), the second informants forming part of the 

Resilient Survivor narrative, stressed that she mainly attempted to maintain several 

possessions and consumption practices emblematic of her pre-poverty middle-class 

consumer self. This informants’s slip into poverty was triggered by her divorce to her 
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former husband (an entrepreneur). As a consequence of the marital separation a 

downward socio-economic spiral was set in motion coming to a stop in a one-bedroom 

council flat that Gerda had lived in for about two years before re-ascending in social 

status through re-marriage to a new “well off” partner. Before her divorce and resultant 

move into economic hardship Gerda’s life was financially “carefree”. Besides her 

housewife duties she used to work in one of her former husband’s health stores. The 

following interview quote refers to her experience of downward mobility and the 

importance ascribed to a continuation of purchasing and eating organically produced 

food despite reduced disposal income: 

Gerda: “I would have spent my last penny on organic products. Also my 

savings. I still had a bit left (refers to poverty phase). I would have never 

imagined to go to Aldi. Nah, No! That would have been a real bummer. It would 

have reduced quality of life drastically. These artificially flavoured yogurts, 

you can’t eat this anymore when you have done it differently all those years 

(refers to pre-poverty phase). That is something I could have never given up” 

When Gerda stresses the importance assigned to maintaining the purchase of organic 

food and avoiding discounters at any cost (even considering to tap into her savings to 

satisfy her need of buying organic), she makes an economically counterproductive 

decision to spend her limited financial resources on more expensive goods. Such an 

unwillingness to alter her life standards to endured conditions of financial necessity 

while being transitory poor, however, is a further expression of distancing herself from 

the experience of downward mobility in her narrative. Accordingly, she implicitly 

makes reference to her more privileged pre-poverty personal circumstances, which 

were marked by affluence and a perceived high quality of life. In this sense, the 
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purchase and consumption of organic food is used a symbolic marker of such a former 

“good life”. 

At this stage, it has to be noted that Gerda’s life story is unique compared to all of the 

other informants from this study in that she was the only person growing up in the 

socialist East of formerly divided Germany. This aspect adds another layer of 

complexity to understanding her resilient efforts of distancing herself from the poverty 

experience as reflected in the continuation of consumptive characteristics linked to her 

pre-poverty lifestyle. After re-unification in the early 1990s, she embarked on a steep 

uphill life trajectory with her former spouse opening up a pharmacy with an integrated 

health store selling organic produce. As a consequence, she experienced material 

amenities that been unknown heretofore (e.g. going on skiing trips to Switzerland, or 

moving from a socialist apartment block to a more spacious detached house with “new 

luxury kitchen” and “antique furniture” in it). In this context, she reported in the 

interview how the consumption of organic food was equally symbolic of her social 

ascendance into a Western German marketplace that offered an abundance of 

consumer choice and freedom to her: 

Interviewer: Have you always done this in your life? Buying Organic? 

Gerda: I have started doing this in 1990 when it became available to me…after 

they teared down the wall. That’s when I started to cook more with these 

organic ingredients. That was the time when it started right away. I was looking 

on the markets and all of those new stores, having a look at what was available 

there, also organic and vegetarian stuff. Because nutrition in the East was 

much less diverse. Always meat…meat, meat, meat. Really low veggie choices. 

Maybe just 25% of what was available in the West at that time and today. You 

can’t compare it whatsoever with Eastern standards. Yes, that was really 

important to me to keep this (refers to poverty phase). All of those years eating 
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organic food, also taking stuff home from the store I had. That was really 

formative (…) 

Taking Gerda’s upbringing in an autocratic socialist regime with a restricted 

marketplace and less consumer choices into account, she depicts a narrative pathway 

of transitioning into poverty that corroborates with what Ulver-Sneistrup and Ostberg 

(2011) have referred to as moving from unfamiliar to familiar social spaces. This 

means that Gerda has experienced ascendance in status at an earlier stage of her life 

into an unfamiliar social space relative to her past life (see her move from former 

socialist to a capitalist sociocultural space). Yet later, after her divorce, she re-

descended into the familiar, lower social sphere (relative income poverty marked by 

material constraint) where she tends to strongly regret the loss of her former higher 

social standing characterised by consumer freedom of choice and material abundance. 

More precise, Gerda had fully internalised a consuming identity associated with the 

higher spaces she ascended in her past, and which she was not willing to give up. This, 

in turn, rendered the navigation in the lower social sphere she re-descended into (being 

forced to limit her consumption standards again) largely undesirable. Such an 

interpretation may provide a further understanding as to why several consumption 

habits and possessions kept during Gerda’s spell of poverty served as a symbolic 

marker of her unwillingness to associate with aspects of constrain and necessity 

characteristic of her transitory poor self (e.g. cluttering up her small council flat with 

oversized furniture, or skiing equipment bought in her pre-poverty life). 

In summary, both informants forming part of the Resilient Survivor narrative did not 

assign any positive meanings to their poverty experience. This aspect was further 

supported by Ulrike (61): 
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Interviewer: Were there any moments of happiness during your crisis (refers 

to experience of downward mobility and homelessness)? Anything that was 

positive maybe? 

Ulrike: What? Happiness? Are you kidding me? Well, I always said that I used 

to have a very good life and that I was satisfied with it – in my old house, I was 

very satisfied with everything. This is something I had also told my daughter a 

few years ago when she visited me over summer. I can do whatever I want, and 

am free. And I am satisfied. But then moving out and losing all of this. Naah, 

no. You can’t be satisfied with that. Because you need to rebuild your whole 

life, like it used to be before that (…) 

Ulrike’s remark of devaluing her poverty experience by charting a narrative a pathway 

of contamination (McAdams et al., 2001) throughout which she progresses from a 

former good life scene in her house to a bad life situation (loss of her home), thus, 

largely differs from the redemptive selves’ plots outlined earlier. Within redemptive 

story-telling informants adopted new and positive perspectives in the wake of a 

negative life scene, such as moving down the social scale (e.g. by disengaging from 

their former pre-poverty middle-class realities). This helped them to accept and fully 

embrace their unpleasant experiences of being forced to live with less economic 

resources and its consequences (e.g. by appreciating the new simplicity forced upon 

them). On the contrary, the whole setting for the Resilient Survivors’ stories on 

downward mobility seemed neglectful and hostile. This is echoed by Gerda, 

remembering a crucial moment from her phase of downward mobility when she had 

to move to a council flat. This negative life scene impacted the way how she perceived 

her social descent as a whole relative to her former more privileged life. Like Ulrike, 

she was progressing from a former good life scene to a bad one: 
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“I can tell you about a scene, which has haunted me all those years (refers to 

phase in poverty). When I moved on xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx to this small flat 

(refers to council flat) there was this guy helping me who also already helped 

us a lot with the old house and my move to my former big flat in an old building 

(refers to first post-divorce flat that Gerda moved to when still receiving 

alimony payments). And this guy brought me from xxxxxxx (city where Gerda’s 

former home and subsequent flat was before alimony payments ended) to 

xxxxx. And that was a building from the 1950s, really simple and much smaller, 

maybe 46 square metres in total (…). And this guy noticed the difference, too. 

And can you imagine what the guy told me when he carried all of my stuff to 

the flat? He said: “Well, Mrs xxxxxxxxx (surname of Gerda), I guess that’s a 

massive downgrade from your old home!”And I was really devastated hearing 

such a thing from this person. And I thought when he left after a while and was 

sitting there by myself in this tiny flat: “Ok, let him talk. I don’t care. But then 

he’s also right. I don’t have a job. And yes, it was a real difference to my old 

life. And this is really formative, having these really high standards all those 

years. All this money, big house and not caring about anything. I think it is not 

possible to get rid of this thinking…like not at all. No. I mean when you had it 

all once and then plunging into a whole new world (refers to poverty 

experience) (…)” 

Similar to Ulrike, also Gerda emphasises the importance ascribed to her pre-poverty 

life and that “plunging into a whole new world” of economic and material deprivation 

did not provide her with an opportunity to generate positive meaning. If any meaning 

was given to a spell of poverty by Resilient Survivors like Ulrike and Gerda, then it 

was negative as further evidenced by Gerda’s statement above where she, eventually, 

agreed and identified with others’ derogative comments on her social descent. This 

negativity translated into maintaining many consumptive habits emblematic of their 

former pre-poverty “good life”. In doing so, they distanced themselves both 

emotionally and behaviourally from their move into an economically strained 
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situation. As a consequence, after having re-embarked on an uphill life trajectory, both 

informants attempted to fully rebuild their pre-poverty identities by resuming their 

lifestyles before slipping into poverty as also indicated in both Gerda’s and Ulrike’s 

final comments above (“it is not possible to get rid of this thinking when you had it all 

once” – Gerda; “you need to rebuild your whole life, like it used to be before” - Ulrike). 

However, their efforts of identity re-construction were partially aggravated by their 

indicated narratives of contamination (move from positive pre-poverty life to negative 

transitory poor life scene), which lingered beyond the end of their poverty spells as 

highlighted in the final section below. 

Resuming Pre-Poverty lifestyle 

After having overcome their temporary phase of financial strain and status descent, the 

Resilient Survivors commonly reported that the retrieval of their former social 

standing (e.g. having returned to stable housing – Ulrike; moving to a more spacious 

home in an upscale neighbourhood in xxxxx – Gerda) and their general ability to 

consume normally again away from material constraint increased their overall 

wellbeing. In this sense, they revived several pre-poverty transition consumption 

routines and possessions. Consequently, these informants felt relieved to forego 

budgeting strategies that they were forced to adopt during their poverty spell as 

reflected in the following quote from Gerda (52): 

Gerda: “(…) Well, how does this actually affect you (refers to poverty 

experience as a whole)? I have usually collected all receipts for all purchases 

to keep within my weekly budget of 100 Euros. 

Interviewer: Did you collect your receipts in the past (refers to pre-poverty 

phase)? 
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Gerda: I was lightyears away from doing that. I had 2000 Euros income per 

month…without paying rent or anything. And I could buy whatever I wanted. 

Like that… 

Interviewer: Have you kept any of those budgeting strategies (adopted during 

poverty)? 

Gerda: To be honest with you, no (laughs). Not so much anymore. That’s so 

fantastic. I am financially much more relaxed I suppose. I think that’s great. 

For example, right after Christmas I was yelling at my husband (refers to new 

husband): “Hey, let’s go to xxxxxxxxxxx (upscale district of xxxxx) and have 

some Thai food. That place we go there is really great, vegetarian and all fresh. 

Really good food there. We often have to book several weeks in advance 

because it has become really popular these days. So, I don’t have to make any 

compromises anymore. Before that I might have said: “Ok, money is tight..I 

just go the restaurant only once a month.” Or the other day we (Gerda and 

new husband) bought this Thermomix (premium kitchen appliance)… 1,200 

Euros...Gosh! Isn’t that great!? Now I can also cook proper vegetarian food at 

home for my husband and myself (…) 

Gerda celebrates her re-gained financial freedom and social re-ascendance through 

being both spontaneous and not too concerned anymore about spending money on 

more expensive consumption practices and possessions using such examples as going 

to the restaurant or purchasing a premium kitchen appliance for her home. 

Consequently, she feels positive about having retrieved a degree of carefreeness 

regarding her spending, which had been a key feature of her pre-poverty lifestyle as a 

middle-class homemaker, yet was temporarily disrupted by her financially strained 

situation throughout which Gerda was forced to economise in her spending. Although 

she does not explicitly refer to the linkage between the purchase of a Thermomix and 

her re-gained social standing as a middle-class homemaker, it may be interpreted as a 
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crucial purchase in regards to further resuming this pre-poverty lifestyle. Having a 

Thermomix, especially in a German context, has been argued to be a status symbol for 

the contemporary middle-classes (Mueller, Pfeil, Dengel and Donath, 2018) as it is 

used a signet to display domesticity, technological prosperity, and a healthy lifestyle 

to significant others (Zacharakis, 2014) that go beyond its functional benefits. This 

finding, then, would contrast with the redemptive stories of other informants from this 

study. These rather positioned themselves in discourses of non-materialism distancing 

themselves from the(ir former) idea that engaging in material culture supports efforts 

to create (their) social identities. Hence, they seemed to appreciate post-poverty 

lifestyles associated with a high degree of consciousness regarding budgeting, or 

discarding conspicuous consumption, which they derived as a key learning from their 

poverty experiences. Simultaneously, these voluntary simplified lifestyles brought 

about by their poverty experiences were used as a therapeutic medium for achieving 

wellbeing. 

By contrast, for the Resilient Survivors like Gerda, their story of overcoming poverty 

is rather reflective of the dominance of a neo-liberal subjectivity in that their re-gained 

consumer freedom is used as a core therapeutic function to attain a happy life (Gabriel, 

2015). Therefore, these informants further reject the simplicity forced upon them while 

being poor (e.g. trying to get rid of budgeting strategies adopted). In more general 

terms, they moreover counteract their transitory poor conception of being a failed 

consumer by trying to re-assign the status of a full-fledged consumer (Bauman, 2005) 

to them after having escaped poverty (“when I go into stores these days, you feel like 

you’re a real human being again, well, like a potential customer again, and not like 

someone who just gawps and doesn’t buy” – Ulrike, 61). 
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Nevertheless, although largely feeling positive about the continuation of pre-low-

income lifestyles, a few negative experiences associated with their poverty experiences 

partially hindered Resilient Survivors in their efforts to fully re-construct their 

consuming identities post-poverty. See for instance Gerda’s statement below when 

further elaborating on her uphill life trajectory. In this quote, she contradicts her own 

previous statement regarding newfound consumer freedom, carefree spending and 

concomitant wellbeing. This is so as Gerda likewise problematises her post-poverty 

strained relationship with money considering it as a negative debris of her temporary 

life on low income and enforced thriftiness: 

Gerda: (…) the other day I said to my husband (refers to new husband post-

poverty): “Actually, we have money again, right? But I have to still learn to 

fully feel it again.” Because I felt this thriftiness (adopted during poverty) was 

maybe a bit exaggerated sometimes. But before you’re able to get back this 

feeling where you’re like: “Hey, look, you’re really doing well again.”…that 

takes some time I guess. I remember that I was so tense, so stressed. You can 

either go to dancing class for 6 Euros or you can go to an Indian restaurant 

for 6 Euros (refers to poverty experience). And then I realised that I need to 

relax a little bit with my finances (refers to post-poverty phase). So I went to 

the bookstore and started studying a book from a woman who wrote something 

about money. For one hour I was reading this book and making notes, without 

even buying it for 20 Euros…that says it all I guess that I have not even bought 

it. That your attitude towards life has been affected by this in such a way…that 

it really had to come to this thinking. I think that’s a real shame. 

Similar to Gerda whose thrifty coping strategies adopted during poverty have brought 

about an unpleasant feeling towards getting used to spending money in a carefree 

manner again after moving out of poverty, also Ulrike (61) reported that she took issue 

with re-using certain formerly valued possessions, such as her piano. Although she 
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successfully safeguarded this possession from being auctioned and placed it in a spot 

of her new flat similar to her old home, she has refused to play it since moving into 

the new home due to the trauma associated with having lost many of her musical scores 

during her spell of poverty: 

Ulrike: “I have managed to get some of my CDs back, and a lot of the musical 

scores (that were destroyed during foreclosure), too from second-hand shops 

and also the library. But how is it possible to throw all of this away, right? This 

is still really traumatic for me when I just think about it. And because of that I 

have not started to strike the keys of my piano again in all those months. It’s 

just standing there now and also needs to be tuned I guess.” 

While, unsurprisingly, the behaviour of resuming pre-poverty lifestyles after having 

re-embarked on an uphill life trajectory has been briefly indicated in the literature on 

socially mobile consumers’ identity projects (Wendt, 2011; Saatcioglu and Ozanne, 

2013), its wider effect on how an unpleasant and traumatic experience of becoming 

downwardly mobile might also complicate successful post-poverty identity re-

construction has not received any attention thus far. Consequently, the above finding 

from this study suggesting that certain negatively perceived experiences associated 

with becoming downwardly mobile and coping with a life on a low income (e.g. the 

stress associated with forced thriftiness) may linger beyond the time after having 

overcome poverty and contaminate (McAdams, 2006) post-poverty consumer identity 

work further underscores the uniqueness of this study. By adopting a narrative 

approach to making sense of an adverse life event, such as becoming poor, it provides 

a novel insight into how consumers not only form happy and meaningful stories in the 

aftermath of overcoming a spell of poverty (as mainly evidenced in the redemptive 

self narratives). By contrast, this study also stresses a potential dark side in regards to 
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poverty’s long-term negative traumatic consequences on consumer wellbeing and self-

formation despite having resiliently mastered to escape from a poverty spell. 

Chapter Summary 

As shown in this findings chapter, consumers who have managed to overcome a 

poverty spell diverge in their ways of coming to grips with this unpleasant experience 

in their lives. This difference is largely grounded in the contrasting narrative scripts 

(Tomkins, 1987) adopted by the poverty survivors from this study as well as the 

opposing cultural discourses they have inscribed to. Those consumers progressing in 

their narratives from a good life scene (pre-poverty existence) to a bad one (temporary 

poverty experience), as reflected in the stories told by Resilient Survivors, are largely 

entrenched in consumer culture’s marketplace ideology. Here, they have subscribed to 

a neoliberal subjectivity of viewing the marketplace as a core therapeutic function to 

attain a happy life. This is so, as it delivers consumer freedom through choice and an 

associated normality to define and understand oneself through material possessions 

(Belk, 1988; Baker, 2006; Gabriel, 2015). As a consequence, they reject past transitory 

poor selves that used to be marked by financial and material constraint and, hence, 

restrict consumers’ market choices. In turn, past pre-transition middle-class selves are 

restored in their retrospective accounts of having survived poverty. 

By contrast, post-poverty narratives of the Redemptive Selves are, as uncovered, 

accompanied by a greater critical reflexivity towards such “having modes of 

existence” (Fromm, 1976). Redemptive consumers’ experiences of economic 

uncertainty have brought about reflection on happiness as something that does not 

come from “external” material goods due to an embracement of their past sufferings 
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associated with an enforced simplicity (e.g. regarding budgeting, or the forced loss of 

possessions and pre-poverty housing). In this sense, their narrative accounts are 

reflective of therapeutic socio-cultural discourses surrounding the promotion of self-

knowledge, self-actualisation, growth and moral development through finding positive 

meaning in adverse life circumstances (Cushman, 1995; McAdams, 2006; Illouz, 

2007; Hyman, 2015; Gopaldas, 2016; Marcoux, 2017). The inscription to such a 

therapeutic discourse is used as a vehicle to keep up with their stories of having 

changed to the better as an outcome of a seismic crisis or traumatic life event (Tedeschi 

and Calhoun, 1995), such as a tip into relative income poverty. 

Several theoretical implications on consumers’ identity construction after traumatic 

life events emerging from these findings will be discussed in the next chapter. 
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Chapter Six: Conclusion 

This chapter concludes the thesis. It starts with explaining the contributions of the 

findings to consumer research and the broader humanistic socio-psychological 

literature on identity development and change. Next, practical implications for both 

Marketing practitioners and policy-makers are highlighted. The subsequent section 

discusses some methodological limitations of the research from which potential areas 

for future research are derived. Finally, there is a critical reflection on the research 

journey’s impact upon my own researcher identity, which is followed by an overall 

conclusion.  

Theoretical Implications 

In the following section, theoretical implications that have emerged from the findings 

will be further discussed. The study’s originality stems from offering a focus on the 

temporary nature of relative income poverty and its implications on consumers’ 

identity (re)-construction. So far, only consumers’ first-time encounters of 

marketplace restrictions and concomitant identity strains due to forced life transitions 

triggering a downward life trajectory have been brought to the fore (Elliott, 1995; 

Hamilton and Catterall, 2006a; Wendt, 2011; Ulver-Sneistrup and Ostberg, 2011; 

Barrios et al., 2012; Saatcioglu and Ozanne, 2013; Chen and Nelson, 2017; Thompson 

et al., 2018). However, studies on subsequent upward social mobility where 

consumers move out of a spell of poverty and re-construct their identities are 

conspicuously absent from consumer research. In consideration of liquid modernity’s 

lose social structures forcing Euro-American middle-classes to become increasingly 

socially mobile (Bauman, 2001; Bhardi and Eckhardt, 2019), this oversight is 
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particularly important for consumer research. Hence, the current lopsided account of 

the social mobility equation solely stressing consumers’ experiences associated with 

downward mobility, undermines a more dynamic understanding of identity (re-

)construction in the light of forced and traumatic consumer life transitions. By also 

considering intragenerational upward mobility (Sorokin, 1959) and exploring the 

cumulative impact of such multiple transitions over time (downward and upward) in 

the context of German transient relative income poverty this research makes three 

broad contributions to consumer research: (1) it reveals that consumers having 

undergone major disruptions in their assumptive worlds, make use of different past 

selves by, for example, rejecting or revisiting them, in order to construct their present 

and future identities, (2) it shifts the perspective on traumatised consumers from 

restorative to transformative identity construction, and (3) it demonstrates that 

(transient) low-income consumers form an important part of voluntary simplicity 

theorisations. 

The following subsections discuss these broad theoretical contributions in more detail, 

beginning with the importance of retrieving/rejecting past selves in regards to identity 

(re-)reconstruction during and in the aftermath of a poverty spell. 

Role of Past Selves in the Re-Construction of Consumer Identity after 

Disruption 

This research builds on CCT’s claim that identity projects are integral to understanding 

consumer behaviours (Arnould and Thompson, 2005). In particular, it acknowledges 

the increasing importance of theorising processes of identity change over time due to 

major shifts in consumers’ assumptive worlds following life transitions (McCracken, 



245 

2008; Giesler and Thompson, 2016). In this sense, Schau et al. (2009:273) suggest that 

mature consumers post-retirement create: “identity tapestries” by moving between 

“the past, the present, and the future in a nonlinear, iterative way”. This means that 

identity projects do not occupy one temporal sphere, yet rather take inspirational 

threads from the past to inform present and future selves in the wake of critical life 

events. However, these authors acknowledge that for triggering events other than 

retirement, such as when coping with identity loss due to unforeseen and forced life 

transitions, explications of how consumers draw on the past, the present, and the future 

to rebuild their identities are largely amiss (Schau et al., 2009). 

Findings from the current study redress this theoretical gap. It has been demonstrated 

that those consumers coping with identity threat and loss following a major life crisis, 

also draw on the past to re-construct their identities. Here, for some consumers, pre-

transition identities are heavily drawn on in order to move forward in life, whereas the 

crisis experience is largely denied access into post-transition selves (see Resilient 

Survivors’ contamination narratives). For others, past selves are both retrieved (e.g. 

from adolescence, or childhood) and left behind permanently (e.g. their pre transition 

selves) and consequent identities emerging during a crisis situation seem more 

dominant and enduring (see Redemptive Self narratives). 

Especially, the latter indicated therapeutic redemptive narrative pathway of self-

growth and moral development (Tedeschi and Calhoun, 2004; McAdams, 2006) 

contributes to an understanding as to how past crises-shaken selves inspire current and 

future post-crises lives using consumption. Following this train of thought, for 

redemptive poverty survivors, the role of their past transitory poor selves is so 

compelling that adaptive consumption routines adopted during poverty linger beyond 
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the end of the poverty spell, yet are imbued with altered meanings. More precise, 

consumers both value and celebrate their post-poverty consumption consciousness 

(e.g. budgeting, buying second-hand), simplicity (e.g. removal of clutter, conspicuous 

lack of pre-poverty middle-class insignia), and generativity (e.g. improving the life of 

future generations through poverty-induced saving strategies) accounting for the life-

enriching perspective of transitory poorness and the simplicity forced upon them. 

Hence, with its narrative perspective crossing time orientations, this research contrasts 

with previous studies exploring how consumers bounce back from adversity in their 

lives and how they change their consumption behaviours. It shows that consumers do 

not only re-invent their identities after critical life events by building new identities 

from scratch, and adopting a future temporal focus as reflected in a fresh start mindset 

(Price et al., 2017). They neither strive to abandon the past in order to become a new 

self after a life transition (Schouten, 1991) as suggested in rites of passage (Van 

Gennep, 1960; Turner, 1974) enabled research on consumer self-transformations. By 

contrast, redemptive (post-poverty) consumers are forward-looking, that is they 

consume less and are generative. Yet, they are influenced by past experiences in terms 

of finding benefit in transitory poor selves and rejecting pre-poverty non-reflexive 

lifestyles. Equally, current circumstances influence them where they distance 

themselves from dominant neoliberal marketplace ideologies that are misaligned with 

the social-cultural field of therapy they have subscribed to. 

In light of the above discussion, this study generally follows CCT’s goal of addressing 

the sociocultural dimensions of identity-laden consumption, and where consumers 

shape coherent self-narratives that connect the past, present, and future (Arnould and 

Thompson, 2005; Ahuvia, 2005; Gabriel and Lang, 2006; Schau et al., 2009; Larsen 
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and Patterson, 2018). It therefore further extends scantly existing theoretical work on 

exploring socially mobile consumers’ (both downward and upward) motivations to 

maintain large parts of their transitory poor consumption routines after financial 

circumstances have improved again (Quelch and Jocz, 2009; Wendt, 2010; Wendt, 

2011; Schreurs et al., 2012). These studies either lack theoretical substantiation 

considering that upward mobility has not been the main focus (Schreurs et al., 2012), 

or they briefly (Quelch and Jocz, 2009; Wendt, 2010; Wendt, 2011) draw upon 

psychological theories surrounding cognitive dissonance (Festinger, 1957) and 

adaptation levels (Hellson, 1964). These latter psychological theories are used to 

suggest why some consumers may start assigning positive meaning to negative 

consequences associated with transitioning into relative income poverty (cognitive 

dissonance) and/or how poverty-induced coping strategies become habitually 

ingrained and persist beyond social re-ascension (adaptation-level) (Wendt, 2010, 

2011). The current study, by contrast, with its psycho-socio-cultural narrative 

approach to understanding longer-termed identity construction over time provides a 

more full-fledged understanding as to what drives consumers to maintain large parts 

of their transitory poor consumption routines. In this sense, the findings are novel in 

that they go beyond focusing on psychologically implanted transitory poor habits of 

forced simplicity in consumers’ post-poverty lives. 

From Restorative to Transformative Consumer Identity Re-Construction 

As discussed in the previous section, identity work for (formerly) poor consumers 

adopting a redemptive narrative of the self (McAdams, 2006) is reflexive and 

continuous in the sense that past selves are subject to revision (e.g. rejecting pre-

poverty middle-class selves, and drawing upon transitory poor selves), which triggers 
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both an enduring identity and associated lifestyle change. This theoretical insight 

informs and is likewise interwoven with the second broad contribution to consumer 

research. That is the shift from viewing traumatised consumers’ identity re-

construction as reactively reflexive (maintaining pre-crisis event lifestyles, Thompson 

et al., 2018), or restorative (recovering what was lost during a traumatic life event, 

Caldwell and Henry, 2017) to transformative (expanding beyond what was before the 

traumatic event due to enduringly surmounting pre-crisis selves). 

As revealed in the findings, informants forming part of the Redemptive Self narrative 

have depicted in their narrative accounts signs of reactively preserving their threatened 

pre-crisis middle-class identities (Thompson et al., 2018) during stages associated with 

“keeping up appearances” and “hitting rock bottom”. However, their narratives, 

eventually, shifted from evincing a reactive and nostalgic ethos to portraying their 

poverty experience as a revitalising change retrospectively. As a consequence, 

informants placed their traumatic experiences of social status descent and economic 

hardship into a redemptive narrative of personal growth and life enriching perspective 

(Tedeschi and Calhoun, 2004; McAdams, 2006; Marcoux, 2017). These growth 

narratives were not only used to cope with the unpleasant experience of loss while 

being poor in terms of re-establishing a sense of normalcy and continuity as 

highlighted in previous studies (Hamilton and Catterall, 2006a; Karanika and Hogg, 

2016; Hutton, 2016; Caldwell and Henry, 2017). They were equally deployed to 

demonstrate how such an identity re-formulation endures long beyond the end of their 

traumatic experiences. Accordingly, the following working definition of the 

‘Redemptive Consumer’ is offered: 
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“Redemptive consumers do not only situationally, yet sustainably remake their 

disrupted identity following difficult and traumatic life events by actively 

building a revised self into present post-trauma lives, which considerably 

diverge from pre-trauma lifestyles, giving them long-term directions for the 

future” 

Consumer redemption arguably extends current theorisations surrounding identity re-

construction following traumatic life events. This is so, as previous studies tend to 

focus on snap-shot portrayals of consumers trying to get back their “former good lives” 

in the aftermath of a crisis event, such as job loss, social status descent, or divorce 

(Roberts, 1991; Ulver-Sneistrup and Ostberg, 2011; Black, 2011; Thompson et al., 

2018). Moreover, it has been shown in prior research how traumatised consumers 

restore their pre-crisis lives after overcoming disconcerting life events, such as illness 

(Pavia and Mason, 2004; Mason and Pavia, 2015), or natural disasters taking the form 

of wildfires and earthquakes (Sayre, 1994; Delorme, Zinkhan and Hagen, 2004), which 

usually entails a revival of many of their pre-event consumer behaviours. By contrast, 

this research offers a different perspective on identity re-construction after a traumatic 

life event. Redemptive consumers enduringly surmount their pre-crisis selves. This 

leads to suspensions of reactive identity goals to both maintain and re-inscribe 

themselves in displaced pre-event social positions. Further, their less consumptive and 

non-materialistic post-trauma consumer behaviours show little resemblances to past 

pre-event lifestyles. Baker et al. (2015) acknowledge that when individuals seek 

personal transformation, a temporary phase of vulnerability might provoke lasting 

change. However, for these theorists the question of how and when the experience of 

vulnerability creates uplifting changes for consumers remains largely unanswered. By 

introducing consumer redemption as a theoretical concept, this study fills such a 
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theoretical void. The redemptive narrative process of permanent self-change charted 

in this research may provide a useful theoretical lens to understand other kinds of 

traumatic events leading to vulnerability and their impact upon identity re-construction 

(e.g. when returning to one’s home country after having lived in a foreign country as 

a refugee for some time). 

Seen in this theoretical light of the sustainable transformative power of a traumatic 

experience, the current study makes another explicit addition to theories of habituated 

tastes (Bourdieu, 1984) and their changes throughout life (Ustuner and Holt, 2007; 

2010; Saatcioglu and Ozanne, 2013; McAlexander et al., 2014). These previous 

studies on consumer habitus transformations have focused on either elite (Ustuner and 

Holt, 2010) or dominated consumers (e.g. peasant migrant women living in an urban 

Turkish squatter trying to consume according to a Western lifestyle; Ustuner and Holt, 

2007), working-class individuals moving to a marginalised location (Saatcioglu and 

Ozanne, 2013), or religious consumers trying to detach from increasingly marketised 

and detraditionalised religious institutions that have been former pillars for their 

identities and related lifestyles (McAlexander et al., 2014). The current study 

complements these studies by including the middle-classes and showing how they 

incorporate their past experiences of status descent into post-poverty identity re-

construction and concomitant changes of habituated tastes. These middle-class habitus 

dynamics, which this study illustrates, have an impact on refashioned markers for 

social distinction through consumption.  

As highlighted above, redemptive consumers have created enduring uplifting changes 

through their traumatic experience associated with economic constraint. While being 

transitory poor, they have adapted to and embraced taste standards that are traditionally 
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misaligned with their more middle-class higher pre-poverty sociocultural standing 

(e.g. appreciating discounters’ offerings and self-produced low-cost meals and 

experiences vs. purchasing in upscale retail outlets or taking expensive holiday trips) 

to make sense of their poverty experience. The fulfilment found during this phase is 

expressed through a consumption-critical attitude that is incongruent with their pre-

poverty non-reflexive taste standards (e.g. lacking self-reflection when purchasing at 

premium retailers). This story of personal growth through adversity is, eventually, 

reflected in enacted non-materialistic post-poverty selves that trivialise traditional 

middle-class aesthetics (e.g. foregoing ownership of former comprehensive book 

libraries). By contrast, more simple, mindful and authentic lifestyles (e.g. only having 

a few books at a time before re-selling or giving them away) are favoured. In situating 

themselves in such non-materialistic discourses post-poverty and adopting less 

conspicuous, yet more conscientious consumption practices, these informants express 

perceived tasteful selves of growth and moral development. Thus, their stories of 

successfully mastering and personally growing from their poverty experience serve as 

cultural capital repositories. These are converted into symbolic displays of distinction 

from more non-reflexive and morally inferior materialistic others within consumer-

oriented society. This new symbolic capital attained via stories of growth and benefit 

associated with a rocky downhill life trajectory is further substantiated with generative 

consumption efforts to improve lives of future generations and those that are in need 

(e.g. by donating money, or purchasing ethical and sustainable brands). 

Such a view of sustainably changing tastes and altering types of social distinction 

contrasts with theories surrounding the refusal to identify with a lower social status via 

discordant performances of taste (e.g. tapping into savings to maintain consumption 
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tastes emblematic of one’s lost social standing; Thompson et al., 2018) as illustrated 

in the Resilient Survivor narratives of this study. It also contrasts with studies detailing 

conflict-ridden identity re-constructions due to leaving a consumption community, or 

primary field of socialisation (McAlexander et al., 2014).  The findings rather add to 

perspectives on succesfully transforming the habitus following life transitions, which 

is reflected in changes of tastes and social differentiation through altered forms of 

consumption (Saatcioglu and Ozanne, 2013). Contrary to Saatcioglu and Ozanne’s 

(2013) study on working-class consumers shifting towards consumerist middle-class 

ideals to signify their upward life trajectories, the changed consumption practices from 

this study, however, are built upon a simplified lifestyle and non-materialistic stance, 

which will be discussed further in the following section. 

From Accidental to Voluntary Simplification 

As highlighted above, finding positive meaning in critical life events leads to the 

construction of an enduring lifestyle change reflected in altered taste standards in terms 

of consuming less. This insight gained from the findings has some further implications 

for the literature on Voluntary Simplification (Zavestoski, 2002; McDonald et al., 

2006; McGouran and Prothero, 2016). Here, it has been shown that those who try to 

adopt voluntary simplification of their consumption for the first time in their life and 

avoid purchasing items and experiences that are irrelevant to the “chief purpose of 

life” (Elgin, 1993:23) often tend to go “back to normal” after some time has passed 

(McGouran and Prothero, 2016:204). It has been argued that one reverts to pre-

simplification living standards due to being heavily influenced by society’s 

expectations on outer appearances (e.g. looking the right way). Following this train of 

thought, the associated pressures of ingrained pre-simplification values, beliefs, and 
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daily routines relevant to the self-concept may cause anxiety, dissatisfaction and loss 

of self-control when voluntarily resisting to meet those lifestyle patterns via 

mainstream market offerings (e.g. giving up going to a premium hairdresser and 

cutting one’s own hair instead, McGouran and Prothero, 2016). Consequently, trying 

to voluntarily live one’s life in a reduced, simpler and more sustainable way may be a 

difficult endeavour for regular people (McGouran and Prothero, 2016) due to the wider 

dominant social paradigm drawing people towards consumerist lifestyles (Kilbourne 

et al., 1997; Kilbourne and Carlson, 2008). 

Paradoxically, the findings from this research reveal that that those who had been 

forced to live simply during their poverty spells and have traditionally been excluded 

from Voluntary Simplification conceptualisations due to being accused of just 

outwardly sharing Voluntary Simplifier criteria for financial reasons (Oates and 

McDonald, 2002; McDonald et al., 2006; Alexander and Ussher, 2012) are, in fact, 

those who have successfully adjusted many areas of their lives to the ethos of living 

simply. As shown in the findings and further discussed in previous sections informants 

have, in retrospect, constructed redemptive narratives of meaning-making and benefit-

finding in response to adversarial circumstances. In doing so, they have charted how a 

process of stepping out of the normative background of consumer culture and 

associated pressures to keep up high consumption levels while being in poverty was 

set in motion. Consequently, their consumption during poverty was also informed by 

traditional voluntary simplifier values and motivations (McDonald et al., 2006), such 

as self-determination (e.g. family camping experience in own garden) and personal 

growth (e.g. newfound spirituality diminishing a striving for financial and material 

wealth from pre-poverty life). 
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More importantly, they have maintained their simplified lifestyles adopted during 

poverty also after having managed to move out of poverty again. As highlighted 

earlier, this is so as consumers’ moral and personal development constructed in their 

redemptive narratives of surviving poverty is largely expressed and enacted through 

situating themselves in non-materialistic cultural discourses of wellbeing (Hyman, 

2015). The common thread here is that personal meaning and happiness cannot be 

found in excessive consumption or material objects, which is in itself the key 

ingredient of the voluntary simplifier recipe (Etzioni, 1998). That is why a majority of 

informants forming part of the redemptive self-narrative, have adopted a post-poverty 

lifestyle, which is characterised by intentional non-consumption that refuses to draw 

upon the dominant social paradigm of consumerism. As highlighted in the previous 

sections, they do this in order to further re-affirm and signify their pathways of 

personal growth, enlightenment, associated identity re-formulation (e.g. from pre-

poverty conspicuousness to post-poverty consciousness) and moral certitude. 

Moreover, the findings show that consumers try to further uphold and extend their 

stories of positive change following adversity by expressing and signifying generative 

values of social justice, and improving the world for future generations (Erikson, 1963; 

McAdams, 2006). They further enact these pro-social behaviours through inscribing 

themselves to discourses surrounding the emphasis on workers’ rights within global 

capitalist economies and a broad environmental concern (e.g. through directing their 

expenditures towards local, organic, or fair-trade products). These pro-civic qualities 

have equally been considered essential motivations among participants forming part 

of Voluntary Simplicity movements (Alexander and Ussher, 2012). 
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In light of the above discussion, this study, firstly, contradicts current theorisations of 

low-income consumers’ coping being excluded from traditional voluntary simplifier 

theorisations (Rudmin and Kilbourne, 1996) due to their perceived incapability to 

surpass oneself in light of the struggles to maintain (former) standards of living (Elgin 

and Mitchell, 1977; McDonald et al., 2006; Ulver-Sneistrup and Ostberg, 2011; 

Saatcioglu and Ozanne, 2013; Thompson et al., 2018). Secondly, it adds to theories 

surrounding consumers’ self-change processes resulting in permanent lifestyle 

changes towards leading simpler lifestyles (Cherrier and Murray, 2007). Hence, apart 

from considering mundane life events (e.g. making a wrong career choice) as triggers 

for leading simpler lives, this study demonstrates that equally involuntary 

dispossession narratives brought about by forced and traumatic life transitions trigger 

a process of self-change towards a being mode of existence (Fromm, 1976). Such a 

process of self-change, which is initiated through experienced adversities, improves 

self-actualisation and true self, which become reflected in leading less consumptive 

post-crisis lifestyles that largely resonate with Voluntary Simplification principles. 

Building upon this latter contribution, the study also extends the humanistic socio-

psychological literature on redemptive self-narratives (McAdams, 1993; McAdams, 

2006; McAdams and Jones, 2017) and concomitant constructs, such as Post-Traumatic 

Growth (Tedeschi and Calhoun, 2004), transformational coping (Aldwin, 2007), or 

flourishing (Ryff and Singer, 1998) in the wake of trauma to name but a few. These 

theoretical terms and its semantic variations have been used to capture the 

transformational role that adverse life events can play in fostering growth in terms of 

not simply returning to baseline after a crisis event, yet charting an experience of 

improvement from pre-event lives that for some people is deeply profound (Tedeschi 
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and Calhoun, 2004; McAdams, 2006). Despite the fact that the phenomenon of finding 

meaning and personal growth in the aftermath of various traumatic experiences (e.g. 

illness, heart attacks, HIV infection, sexual assault and sexual abuse, being taken 

hostage, bereavement, genocide; Tedeschi and Calhoun, 2004; Frank, 2013; 

McAdams and Jones, 2017) has been extensively shown in the literature, little is in 

fact known about the actual nature of positive changes following these adversities or 

behavioural consequences (Tedeschi and Calhoun, 2004; Jayawickreme and Blackie, 

2014; McAdams and Jones, 2017; Infurna and Jayawickreme, 2019). For example, 

attempts to measure different domains of growth and generativity, thereby allowing 

for quantification of growth experiences, may lead to oversimplifications of matters 

(McAdams, 2006). 

This interpretative qualitative research study advances such an understanding 

regarding more nuanced manifestations of gaining something positive out of loss and 

sustainably improving one’s wellbeing after traumatic experiences. This is so as the 

study explicitly considers the inevitable impact of consumption practices on disrupted 

identity narratives. To my knowledge, using a consumption context to trace personal 

growth after trauma and further capturing the significant revision one’s life story has 

not been considered in the socio-psychological thus far. Following this train of 

thought, in this study it has been revealed that the possibility of taking new paths in 

life brought about by a traumatic experience, such as slipping into poverty, is reflected 

in an enduring change of one’s lifestyle towards more simplicity and less materialistic, 

less conspicuous consumptive attitudes (as reflected in the narratives of Redemptive 

Selves). 
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Against this backdrop, findings from the study equally offer a counter perspective on 

critiques of growth narratives. These have often been to be associated with adaptive 

coping strategies following a traumatic life event and not leading to actual change of 

a person’s identity and concomitant behaviours (Tennen and Affleck, 2002; McAdams 

and Jones, 2017). Within this context, Tennen and Affleck (2002) assert that the 

process of searching (retrospectively) for benefits and actively reminding oneself of 

these benefits is effectively a coping strategy to come to terms with past critical life 

events. Hence, there are conceptual similarities between some of the emotional and 

behavioural coping strategies proposed by Folkman et al. (1986) and the outcomes that 

are said to manifest in personal growth (Jayawickreme and Blackie, 2014). In fact, 

taking the example of certain creative adaptive consumption strategies adopted by 

transitory poor consumers from this study (e.g. watering plants with hot water bottle 

to save energy costs, or furnishing homes with bulk trash) may be interpreted as coping 

strategies that reinforce the empowerment and agency practised during times of 

emotional difficulty. Such a perspective would be in line with previous research on 

subsistence consumers and how they engage in innovative and empowering adaptive 

consumption behaviours with great frequency and intensity (Hill, 2001; Hamilton and 

Catterall, 2006a; Hamilton, 2009b; Wendt, 2011). Further, from an emotional coping 

perspective, it may be argued that some of these strategies have been used to derogate 

past non-reflexive pre-poverty selves to be able to be able make sense of the traumatic 

experience associated with slipping into poverty. However, apart from coping, this 

study has shown that examples of creative consumption strategies are used in 

retrospect to showcase paths of enlightenment, moral development and inner learning, 

leading to more conscious and socially responsible post-poverty consumption 
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behaviours (e.g. continuing to water plants with hot water bottle with the goal to save 

the planet). As a consequence, this study does not only refute claims that perceptions 

of growth are just a coping strategy to better understand what one has experienced in 

the past (Tennen and Affleck, 2002). By contrast, it adds to an understanding of how 

personal growth is manifested in past-crisis simplified and conscientious consumption. 

Adopting this lifestyle, thus, may be seen as the elixir or magical treasure (Campbell, 

1993) that has been brought back from a transformative life journey (through poverty) 

of enlightenment and moral development. Following this line of reasoning, the current 

research study also contributes to the literature on the importance of creative 

consumption adaptive strategies during and in the aftermath of difficult life events. 

Thus, it has shown that creativity used in consumption does not make a halt in 

empowering vulnerable consumer populations (Hamilton et al., 2014). Creative 

consumption tactics deployed also have the potential to foster personal growth in that 

they are translated into post-poverty voluntary simplifier lifestyles (including 

ecological conscientiousness). 

Finally, building upon the latter contribution, this study further extends knowledge on 

adversity-exposed individuals’ tendencies for compassion and empathy as a signature 

of personal growth and how it becomes materialised after overcoming a crisis event 

(Tedeschi and Calhoun, 2004; McAdams, 2006; Staub and Vollhardt, 2008). As 

revealed in the findings, informants have adopted post-poverty consumption practices 

of generativity (e.g. giving money to financially struggling others in society). These 

practices are used as altruistic disposition acts in support of one’s stories surrounding 

self-change and concomitant moral development. The use of such a consumptive 

generativity script (e.g. making donations as an expression of feeling compassionate 
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for others suffering from economic deprivation) highlights both potential drivers 

leading to compassionate and empathetic behaviours following traumatic experiences 

as well as its consequences, which have not been well understood thus far (Infurna and 

Jayawickreme, 2019). The few qualitative interview studies that exist (Woodward and 

Joseph, 2003; Calhoun and Tedeschi, 2014) have only considered general emotional 

expressions of empathy towards others sharing the same difficult fate (e.g. “I’ve 

become more compassionate towards anybody in pain and anybody in any kind of 

grief”). Also, the reciprocation of past social support received (Tedeschi and Calhoun, 

2004; Staub and Vollhardt, 2008) while being poor serves as a key motivator to engage 

in generative consumption practices. This insight further extends knowledge regarding 

the importance of social support as a coping strategy for the income poor (Hamilton, 

2005, 2009b; Hutton, 2016) and traumatised consumers in more general. Hence, the 

extended care for others enacted through communal and socially responsible post-

crisis consumption practices showcases that relational coping may not only be 

situational helping those who struggle with adverse life circumstances (Caldwell and 

Henry, 2017). It may equally foster a pro-civic chain-reaction of passing on help 

received throughout times of hardship to other vulnerable consumer populations and 

so forth. Taking a macro-social level perspective, changes towards less individualised 

and ego-centred consumption practices (Kilbourne et al., 1997; Shankar and Fitchett, 

2002; McGouran and Prothero, 2016) could be further boosted. 
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Practical Implications for Strategic Marketing and Social Policy 

Makers 

Despite CCT research having an academic origin (Arnould and Thompson, 2005), “its 

approach is valuable and applicable in the managerial sphere, as brand managers 

realise that cultural meanings (…), and consumer identity projects are integral to the 

market success of brands” (Arnould et al., 2019: 135). As such, a key practical 

implication that flows from this study is that it underscores the importance and 

relevance of overarching cultural narrative scripts, or myths used for both consumers’ 

identity construction and contemporary branding activities. It is certainly not ground-

breaking when stating that portrayals of life adversities as heroic adventures of 

perseverance, or transformative narrative journeys (Campbell, 1993; McAdams, 2006; 

Frank, 2013), as charted in identity stories of redemptive consumers in this study, are 

important pillars of commercial brand storytelling. See for instance a recent 

communications campaign by Samsung (2018) in Germany. In this commercial the 

struggling and injured football star Mario Goetze is shown in a state of depression and 

loneliness while watching on his Television the German national team playing the 

World Cup without him. In another scene of the same commercial, the audience sees 

a hard-working Goetze on the pitch fighting for a comeback in the forthcoming 2020 

European Championships. The advertisement ends showing the fallen hero’s 

prospective return back to the team stronger and more celebrated than ever. Similarly, 

Dr Martens’ (2019) current “tough as you” global campaign uses different spots with 

creatives telling their personal stories of overcoming adversity in life and how they 

became who they are today. The shoe brand also engages with consumers by inviting 

them to tell their own stories of “kicking back” (using the Hashtag #ToughAsYou on 
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Social Media). How have they dealt with difficult life experiences? Were these 

experiences transformative? And in what ways can personal stories of successfully 

managing challenges in life, be turned into social weapons for change? 

Undoubtedly, redemptive identity stories of bad things turning into something good 

highlighted in this study find great resonance within commercial marketplaces. 

However, this poses the question as to why non-profit organisations (e.g. Oxfam, 

PETA, Plan International, Greenpeace) are not adopting similar kinds of storytelling 

more effectively. In their attempts to promote such ideas as alleviating poverty, or 

changing behaviours towards leading more ethical and simpler lifestyles, often shock 

tactics are used to create a maximum degree of attention amongst the public (Cherrier 

and Murray, 2007). However, these tactics may run risk of causing feelings of us and 

them (Chouliaraki, 2012). It may separate benefactors from feeling connected to those 

who might be in need of charity assistance. Instead, personal stories of positive change 

from previous adversities may be a more effective tool for promoting social causes 

due to people generally being able to identify strongly with this cultural master 

narrative (Hammack, 2009). Here, increased focus could be put upon respectful 

portrayals of (former) beneficiaries. They may be depicted in a state of emotional and 

physical stability where stories of positive personal change arising out of adversity are 

used to transform others’ lives facing similar circumstances (e.g. a formerly poor child 

from an underdeveloped country has become a school teacher, who is currently 

working with refugee children). Such stories of positive change, yet, would not have 

been possible without acknowledging past endurance (e.g. working way out of poverty 

through education), and the support received from charitable bodies (e.g. Oxfam), 

local partners (e.g. educational institutions), and their benefactors (charity consumers). 
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This importance assigned to consumer redemption (growing through adversity) and 

generativity (helping future generations) as both powerful personal and cultural 

narratives, also raises a number of policy issues. For example, in order to assist people 

who have become downwardly mobile, job centres and other social welfare providers 

may consider integrating therapeutic measures into their offerings, such as Mindful-

Based Stress Reduction (MBSR) programmes. Within these, or similar workshops, 

success stories of personal failure, and overcoming life difficulties, may be 

disseminated to the newly unemployed, and other vulnerable consumer populations. 

Here, it could be shown how redemptive consumers have embraced their situations of 

forced simplicity, and sustainably changed their perspectives on upholding high levels 

of consumption towards leading more mindful and authentic post-crisis lives. For 

example, first-time financially struggling and emotionally strained consumers may get 

inspired by others’ creative consumption acts brought about by their poverty 

experience. Thus, they may become empowered in their own ways of coping with 

economic constraint and develop more optimism and hope for their future. 

Encouraging a sensitivity towards certain consumption tactics highlighted in this 

research, such as delayed gratification, upcycling, or creative budgeting strategies 

could direct affected individuals’ attention to more non-material goals in life. This 

would, in turn, provide a basis for increased well-being, self-determination and may 

trigger enduring personal development through their adversarial circumstances. 

These suggested implementations at the institutional level enabling self-empowerment 

of poor consumers, may also alter perspectives on top-down threatening postures of 

activation policies in German and Anglo-Saxon societies. In fact, policy-makers have 

shown strong tendencies towards re-infantilising those who face aversive economic 
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situations and downward mobility. In this sense, widely standardised institutional 

pressures are exerted upon those claiming social assistance (e.g. full disclosure of 

financial circumstances, partnership status, travel activities, etc.), largely emphasising 

the duty to collaborate (Betzelt and Bode, 2018). Instead, social assistance policies 

may try to account more for people’s needs for self-determination when dealing with 

unpleasant experiences of economic hardship. Hence, suggested initiatives of 

encouraging creativity and mindful consumption, would take into account poor 

consumers’ striving for taking an active role in coping with consumption constraints, 

as stressed in this study. 

Suggested policy changes at the institutional level towards more solidarisation with 

the income poor may also have some wider macro-social and political implications. 

Especially, in performance-oriented cultures, such as Germany and the UK, people 

often fear a potential status loss and downward mobility in light of benefit systems that 

are considered to be highly stigmatised (Betzelt and Bode, 2018). Social assistance 

claimancy usually goes hand in hand with notions of personal failure, unemployment, 

underclass stereotypical representations, and social exclusion (Doerre et al., 2013; 

Shildrick and MacDonald, 2013). These middle-class anxieties have been suggested 

to result in more far-reaching societal symptoms such as xenophobic tendencies and 

sympathising with far-right movements across Europe (Betzelt and Bode, 2018). 

However, such prevailing discourses of fear may get changed when individual 

narratives of gaining something positive out of loss, as stressed in this research, are 

more shared and incorporated into social narratives. Mainstream political parties, 

social leaders, and the media could gain more inspirations from such grassroots global 

movements as the FUCKUP Night community (2019). This event series provides a 
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platform for the public sharing of professional and personal failures, and what kind of 

positive lessons people have learned from them. Apart from giving hope to people, 

these events may render negative consequences associated with failure, such as 

downward mobility, living on a reduced income, or claiming social welfare, as socially 

acceptable. In terms of implementation, for example, there may be some scope to 

include elements of such self-improvements arising from difficult life experiences in 

school curricula. Students could work on real-life cases (e.g. analysing the life story 

of Nelson Mandela), and/or present own examples of people they know who have 

mastered existential threats (e.g. due to job loss) and how they gained personal strength 

from them (e.g. due to external help received from job centre employees, significant 

others, or changed attitudes towards consumption in terms of embracing forced 

simplicity). Negative stereotypes of poor consumer populations and soulless welfare 

institutions could be reduced with these initiatives. Also, younger consumers could be 

further encouraged to critically reflect about the role of consumer culture and related 

issues, such as overconsumption and its detrimental effects upon the environment as 

well as overly materialistic lifestyles not being conducive to happiness (Hyman, 2015). 

Limitations of the Research and Potential Areas for Future 

Research 

Like all other empirical studies, this research has its own limitations. From these 

limitations, several avenues for future research can be derived, which will be 

highlighted in the following. 

The charted process of redemptive consumers’ self-change may help to frame how 

individuals evolve through critical turning points towards lasting lifestyle changes. 
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However, it has to be noted that this emergent theory is founded upon a small sample 

of German consumers. Further contextualisation would enrich understandings of 

culturally-grounded similarities and differences in regards to consumers’ self-

transformation following difficult life transitions. Although it has been argued, that 

therapeutic redemptive identity stories may not be culturally bounded (McAdams, 

2006; McAdams and Guo, 2017), even serving as universally applicable master 

cultural narratives, or culturally shared dominant discourses (McLean and Syed, 2015; 

Hyman, 2015), cross-cultural differences abound. For example, Hammack (2009, 

2010) has found that Israeli and Palestinian teenagers construct their life stories 

differently in light of shared historical events. He notes that young Israelis’ identity 

narratives usually match the upward, optimistic and largely redemptive trajectory of 

their culture’s master narrative. This shared dominant discourse celebrates the triumph 

of a democratic and enlightened nation state established in 1948, marking a redemptive 

conclusion to an unparalleled period of suffering during the Holocaust. By contrast, 

Palestinian youth’s life stories are infused with cultural discourses surrounding al-

Nakba, Arabic for the “catastrophe”, largely referring to these people’s violent and 

tragic displacements by the foundation of the state of Israel (Hammack, 2014). Their 

dominant shared discourse is about peace-loving people who were cruel-heartedly 

uprooted from their homeland. As a consequence, Palestinian youth’s identity 

narratives are overshadowed by their historical past in terms of imagining their lives 

as less optimistic, and downwardly mobile in the future (Hammack, 2010) – which is 

partially akin to the contamination infused stories told by Resilient Survivors from this 

study. Future consumer research dealing with self-changes in light of life threatening 

and difficult experiences should consider these varying person-culture co-
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constitutions. Are consumers from specific cultural backgrounds and histories more 

likely to engage in consumer redemption, and, thus, optimistically perceiving a 

difficult phase in their lives as vehicles to achieving growth and personal 

development? Or, are they more prone to adopting less optimistic and stagnant 

contamination narratives, pursuing transformations from former positive to negative 

post-crisis lives while holding to the desperate hope for a reversal? 

A further limitation of this study is the unit of analysis, that is the individual and 

particularly the individual’s identity re-construction after critical live events through 

narratives of growth. Given that traumatic experiences, such as slipping into poverty 

can affect the whole family unit (Hamilton and Catterall, 2006a; Hamilton, 2012), 

future research should expand the unit of analysis to include other family members 

within the household. For example, children’s experiences of redemption and 

generativity after overcoming traumatic experiences, such as slipping into poverty 

should be considered, thereby going beyond self-reports of growth. Some informants 

from this study (Ulla, Dorothea, Lissie, and Wiebke) indicated that their children have 

equally embraced a poverty experience as something positive. As a consequence, they 

have gained important lessons for life out of it (e.g. independently doing bulk 

purchasing at discounters for the whole family, or learning how to navigate through 

public libraries). Furthermore, informants’ children pro-actively engaged in frugal and 

creative consumption acts as well as budgeting strategies (e.g. building a river raft out 

of collected milk cartons, or digging for old metal containers in their garden to re-sell 

them at local metal trade shops). Interestingly, also signs of leading a post-crisis 

simplified lifestyle outside normative backgrounds of consumer culture (e.g. 

considering to get rid of one’s smartphone, or continuing to use public libraries), and 
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generativity (e.g. becoming eco-activists for Greenpeace, or studying public policy) 

were suggested by informants. Hence, although the data from this study do not include 

any first-person accounts of other household members’ redemptive tales, the findings 

imply that the whole family unit deserves further study. Here, the concept of consumer 

redemption may also be a collective and shared identity narrative that projects an 

aspect of dynamic family identity and concomitant practices of consumption (Epp and 

Price, 2008). 

Building upon the above limitation of this study concerning the unit of analysis, it is 

worthwhile to consider an inclusion of more informants forming part of redemptive 

consumers’ social network. This inclusion of third party accounts may assist in further 

illuminating the validity of informants’ redemptive self-growth reports after adversity 

(Infurna and Jayawickreme, 2019). For example, in informants’ narratives they 

derogated past pre-crisis selves and lifestyles in order to re-affirm their redemptive 

pathways of growth, inner learning and moral development attained. According to 

McFarland and Alvaro (2000), however, people may often falsely perceive personal 

growth through adversity by misremembering what they were like prior to a critical 

life event. Similarly, the notion that one is able to grow from suffering is a staple of 

many works in philosophy, popular literature on self-help and therapy, as well as 

theology. As such, experiences of growth may become a self-fulfilling prophecy where 

people simply report to believe they have grown out of adversity because they have 

expected it (Tennen and Affleck, 2002, 2009). Hence, an associated methodological 

issue is whether the sub-themes and themes actually emerged from the raw narratives 

of the participants, or if they were already part of the aforementioned folklore 

associated with recovery from traumatic experiences, known to the informants from 
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literature, or through their own experiences of getting therapeutic help. In fact, as 

highlighted in the findings, some of the informants reported having consulted 

counselling services or psychotherapy in the past, and such experiences undoubtedly 

influenced them in how they have come to make sense and communicated their self-

change processes. However, I have no doubt that informants were engaged seriously 

with me telling their redemptive stories of growth as they experienced them. Still, 

further examining whether one’s social network rated a redemptive consumer as 

exhibiting growth or not through comparing pre-crisis and post-crisis social identities 

and associated lifestyle changes could provide valuable additional information on 

whether they have truly changed as a result of a traumatic experiences. 

Finally, a related shortcoming of this research is the narrative methodological 

perspective deployed. Consumers’ identity narratives were used as surrogate data for 

the longitudinal study of self-change processes and altered consumer behaviours 

(Shankar et al., 2001; Shankar et al., 2009; Giesler and Thompson, 2016) following 

adversity. Here, post-poverty informants have recalled retrospectively how they were 

before the adversity, how they have changed since then, and elaborated on the extent 

to which they believe this change may be attributed to the adversity. However, such 

retrospective assessments of self-change may further lead to reality distortions and 

growth illusions (Tennen and Affleck, 2009), raising questions about the accuracy of 

the processual theory of consumer redemption outlined in this research study (from 

negative traumatic experience to lasting positive self-change). Instead of relying on 

these retrospective accounts requiring consumers to report on how they have changed 

their consuming identities since the critical life event, an assessment of their standing 

at regular intervals (e.g. pre-crisis, during crisis, and post-crisis) would be a more 
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suitable research strategy. This longitudinal approach would allow consumer 

researchers to further explore whether lasting changes in fact occur and really uphold. 

The narrative two-tier methodological approach deployed in this study has intended to 

partially tackle this issue of further validating statements made about meaning-making 

through adversity, positive self-changes and enduring lifestyle alterations by tracing 

them over time. This is so as a sample of informants were interviewed after having 

written their autobiographies about experiences associated with being transitory poor 

(with a time lapse of 1-10 years between publication of autobiography and interview). 

However, future research could consider other, more rigorous longitudinal research 

designs using alternative interconnected life events and their cumulative impact upon 

identity re-construction. For example, University students could be interviewed at 

different stages of their study experience, from beginning to end, using a redemptive 

theoretical lens. Insights could be gained about their consuming identities before 

embarking on a study experience, while they progress through their studies facing 

difficulties (e.g. being homesick) and how they master these adversities. Eventually, 

after having finished their degrees it should be assessed how overcoming difficulties 

has led to self-changes and altered consumption behaviours compared to pre-study 

selves. 
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The Research’s Impact on the Researcher’s Self and Learning 

Outcomes 

Du musst Dein Leben ändern. 

(You must change your life.) 

Rainer Maria Rilke “Archaic Torso of Apollo” (1907-08) 

 

Undertaking this study has had an impact upon shaping, and understanding my identity 

as a researcher in the social sciences. Consequently, it has provided me with several 

learning outcomes, which will be highlighted in the following. 

Analogous to Rilke’s: You must change your life, I naively embarked upon this 

research a few years ago with the aim to expand my intellectual horizon. I decided to 

leave my well-paid, yet intellectually somniferous job as a practitioner to receive a re-

training as an interpretive researcher in culturally informed consumer behaviour. My 

primary socialisation in a German socio-cultural context largely favouring positivist 

and hypothetico-deductive approaches to doing social science research (Holtbrugge 

and Mohr, 2010), however, made it challenging to adopt this new role in the beginning. 

Engaging with relevant literature, including Arnould and Thompson’s (2005) seminal 

article on CCT, often resulted in mixed feelings of despair, confusion, anger, and 

sarcasm. It was not easy for me to identify with these authors’ abstracted ways of 

writing. In this sense, their claim that the CCT framework could be particularly helpful 

for doctoral students who struggle with the diversity presented by this research 

tradition (Arnould et al., 2019), like I was doing at that time, seemed to be nothing else 

than contradictory to me. I must have read this article over a hundred times, and could 
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recite multiple passages word by word. Yet, if someone had asked me what CCT is, 

possibly I would not have been able to provide a satisfying answer. 

One key learning outcome derived from this struggle to make sense of relevant 

literature in the field I was hoping to become a member of (CCT), and how it could 

inform my own research, was to engage in conversations with others on a frequent 

basis (e.g. participating in reading groups organised by consumer culture colleagues 

from the department). Further, I tried to get as much critical feedback from 

participating in different conferences (e.g. EMAC, Macromarketing, EACR), seminars 

(e.g. ESRC Vulnerable Consumer Seminar series) and doctoral workshops (e.g. 

Consumption, Markets, and Culture (CMC) seminar in Bilkent, Turkey). Especially, 

the attendance at the CMC seminar was inspirational with Russell Belk being my 

mentor throughout the event. His statement, that one should view an interpretivist PhD 

project as a “piece of art” affording a great deal of creativity has resonated with me. I 

could further unglue myself from a positivist primary socialisation. Hence, attending 

these events, and talking to both supervisors and other colleagues from various social 

science disciplines, has undoubtedly improved my understanding of the CCT research 

stream. Especially, within its consuming identity bucket, acknowledging how difficult 

life events may threaten identity projects, and learning about consumers’ coping with 

these existential fears through consumption have provided me with fascinating 

theoretical insights and questions. It also opened me up to reading more outside theory 

that equally mattered in my area of inquiry (e.g. culturally informed socio-

psychological narrative identity research, McAdams, 2006). 

Moreover, I have been taught, and make a claim here to have also understood, that 

unique research contexts matter, yet should not entirely drive the research (Arnould 
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et al., 2006; Figueiredo, Gopaldas and Fisher, 2017). Hence, a key learning has been 

that constructing a theoretical gap in the research should go beyond making such 

claims as “no other research has considered consumers moving out of poverty before”. 

Instead, emphasis should be put on understanding the importance of what theoretical 

insight such a novel context affords (e.g. how a processual theory of consumer 

redemption following a difficult life experience makes a contribution to 

understandings on the dynamics of consumer identity projects within CCT). 

Apart from these learnings associated with some core scientific standards of 

approaching and constructing (qualitative) research, I have further appreciated the 

importance of perseverance in writing up this research. I have faced various extrinsic 

and intrinsic obstacles that hindered a smooth and timely progression through my PhD 

studies in terms of familial difficulties, self-doubts, perfectionism, resignation, or 

reading FOMO (fear of missing out on important readings), which led to writer’s 

blocks. As worn out as it may sound (potentially also after having read this thesis from 

beginning to end), however, embracing these difficulties and successfully mastering 

them (e.g. getting inspired by the “writing retreat method”, Murray and Newton, 

2009), helped me to continue and gain momentum time and again. To an extent, I can 

relate to the redemptive tales told by informants from this study. For example, I have 

received a lot of support from other people, including both of my supervisors (e.g. 

referring me to writing retreat methods), that encouraged me to get going. When I had 

my own personal PhD rock bottom moment not too long ago, hitting a crossroads, I 

changed my perspective and retrieved a former self from my time when being a 

competitive tennis player. This temporarily stalled part of my identity reminded me of 

an important credo when I was playing tournaments throughout teenage and adolescent 
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years: to not give up, no matter how many points, games, or sets you are behind in a 

match. Getting such an inspiration from a past self surely helped me to continue with 

my PhD write-up. I have become more disciplined when it comes to focusing upon 

finishing the thesis instead of striving for lofty ideals of perfectionism. Dissimilar to 

redemptive consumers’ self-change processes following difficult life events, I would 

not go as far as derogating, or entirely rejecting my pre-PhD self. Possibly, I would 

mildly critique its naivety in regards to approaching Postgraduate studies at PhD level. 

I can certainly say, however, that the PhD journey, including overcoming many 

difficulties, has been formative in a positive way. Hence, a key learning outcome is 

that I will potentially draw upon this experience in my future career as an academic in 

order to share these insights gained with others and help them progress through their 

studies. For example, for the next academic year, I am planning on integrating several 

sessions on how to “deal with adversity as a Postgraduate Student” into research 

methods modules, which I currently teach across the UK and Germany (Aston 

University & Hamburg School of Business Administration). Having said that, I would 

disagree with Giesler’s (2019) suggestion to symbolically burn one’s PhD thesis to 

close this chapter of an academic’s life. By contrast, referring back to Rilke’s opening 

quote: you must change your life was the impetus for starting my PhD research. Yet, 

in turn, the PhD equally changed my life. It has been eye-opening. I have become more 

self-disciplined. And it has sharpened my senses (e.g. developing a sensitivity towards 

others who struggle financially, emotionally, or educationally). I would, therefore, not 

consider burning my PhD thesis. 
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Conclusion 

This study showed different ways as to how consumers produce retrospective accounts 

of their experiences and come to grips with a temporary phase of poverty. They do so 

via inscription to two converging cultural narratives. One group of people subscribe to 

a neoliberal subjectivity of viewing the marketplace as a core therapeutic function to 

attain a happy life. In doing so, they do not find any meaning in their poverty 

experience and largely restore pre-poverty transition lifestyles in their attempts to re-

construct a disrupted identity. Another group of people’s narratives, constituting the 

majority in this study, are reflections of therapeutic socio-cultural discourses 

surrounding the promotion of self-knowledge, self-actualisation, personal growth and 

moral development found in adversity. Their altered post-poverty lifestyles are 

reflective of such culturally-constituted stories of benefit-finding and personal change. 

Findings surrounding the latter identified socio-cultural discourse make contributions 

to the theoretical body of knowledge in consumer research on disrupted identities due 

to traumatic events and their effects upon long-termed identity re-construction, which 

has been an understudied topic within consuming identity-focused research. Having 

said that, the study also identified additional knowledge gaps. Several potential areas 

for future research on further tracing the long-term effects of disruption on consuming 

identity re-constructions have been offered.  

The Hollywood-inspired opening vignette in the introduction chapter of this thesis has 

briefly charted a romantic perspective on adversity-induced self-change. This research 

has demonstrated that there is also empirical evidence that people in real life 

incorporate a similar romantic plot into their personal stories of having overcome life 

difficulties and how this has shaped their post-event consumption.  
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