7. Anti-consumption

Definition of the Term

The initial definition of anti-consumption
“resistance to, distaste of, or even resent-
ment or rejection of consumption more gen-
erally” (Zavestoski, 2002, p. 121) goes back
to Zavestoski and is still being used. Put
very simply, the term means against con-
sumption (Lee, 2022). However, the concept
includes a variety of different phenomena,
ranging from simply preferring one brand
over another and therefore choosing products
and services of that brand and intention-
ally not from the other to a more radical
rejection of consumption in general (Lee,
2022). More specifically, anti-consumption
can be directed toward a specific brand (e.g.,
anti-consumption; Thompson & Arsel, 2004),
behavior and product categories (e.g., antial-
cohol; Piacentini & Banister, 2009), and/or
consumer culture altogether (e.g., minimal-
ism; Wilson & Bellezza, 2022). Importantly,
the concept of anti-consumption does not
only cover behavior such as boycotting
a specific brand, but it also includes atti-
tudes (e.g., not even considering a certain
brand for a consumption choice; Lee, 2022).
Furthermore, anti-consumption doesn’t only
apply to the level of consumer behavior, it can
rather occur on all the different market levels
(micro, meso, and macro level), meaning that
businesses or even governments can follow
an anti-consumption ideology (Lee, 2022).

While in many cases the underlying driver
of anti-consumption is environmental con-
sciousness or conscientiousness in general,
the concept is not limited to pro-social move-
ments (Black, 2010). Rather, the research
around anti-consumption focuses on reasons
against consumption, such as consumers’
reasons for avoiding a product or brand (e.g.,
Thompson & Arsel, 2004).

Because of the increased importance of the
concept of anti-consumption and the likewise
increased interest of scholars around the world
in this phenomenon, the International Center
for Anti-consumption Research (ICAR) was
established in 2005 and is hosted by The
University of Auckland Business School in
New Zealand. The ICAR aims to provide
a network for academics and practitioners
interested in the topic of anti-consumption.
The ICAR consists of more than 50 affiliates,

with diverse yet complementary backgrounds
which are spread across 14 countries. In
June 2006, the ICAR held its first sympo-
sium at The University of Auckland Business
School in New Zealand and is continuing and
growing since.

Key Findings and Insights

There is a large number of studies on
anti-consumption and the variety of con-
texts in which the phenomenon occurs, and
the concept has been studied. While early
studies had mainly focused on studying the
reasons against consumption, the question
arose of whether anti-consumption is dis-
tinctive enough from similarly used terms
such as ethical consumption, environmen-
tal consumption, or consumer resistance
(Chatzidakis & Lee, 2013).

Therefore, Chatzidakis and Lee (2013) out-
lined that most studies investigating ethical
and environmental consumption focus on
buying eco-friendly products (green con-
sumption) rather than not buying products
that are environmentally polluting. Studies
looking at the more radical way of reducing
consumption altogether (anti-consumption)
for environmental reasons (green activism)
therefore add additional insights to ethical and
environmental research.

Lee et al. (2009a) on the other hand
argue that the distinctive characteristic of
anti-consumption compared with consumer
resistance is that resistance can sometimes
be expressed through consumption rather
than against. This would be the case for
open-source software communities for
example, where the movement is expressed
through more consumption of the good.

Apart from research  distinguishing
anti-consumption from other similar con-
cepts, literature to date distinguishes differ-
ent types of anti-consumers (Iyer & Muncy,
2009), which differ in two dimensions: (1)
the object of anti-consumption which can
either be general (all consumption) or spe-
cific (individual brands or products), and
(2) the purpose of anti-consumption which
is either societal or personal concerns. This
differentiation by two dimensions leads to
a two-by-two matrix with four distinguishable
types of anti-consumers:

1. General-Societal: Global impact con-
sumers: These consumers are interested
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in reducing the level of consumption in
general to benefit society or the planet.
The most common drivers are environ-
mental concerns and material inequity.

2. General-Personal: Simplifiers: By buying
only what is really needed, this group of
anti-consumers aims to live a happier life.
They are convinced that the consump-
tion culture of today resulting in always
wanting more, leads to negative outcomes
such as stress and distinction of higher
meaning.

3. Brand-Societal: Market activists: This
type of anti-consumer tries to impact soci-
etal issues with their behavior. They might
avoid using a product or brand because
they are convinced that it causes a specific
societal problem (e.g., Nike because it
uses child labor). The activism of this type
of anti-consumer can be directed toward
products from certain conglomerates (e.g.,
Phillip Morris) or urging consumers to
refrain from potentially harmful activities
(e.g., smoking cigarettes).

4. Brand—Personal: Anti-loyal consumers:
These consumers follow the opposite
approach to brand loyalty where they
commit to avoid purchasing a product
because of sensing inferiority or a nega-
tive experience with it.

Outlook

So far, research about anti-consumption has
mainly focused on the drivers and motivation
as well as antecedents and consequences of
anti-consumption (e.g., Hoffmann et al., 2018;
Lee et al., 2009b). However, research lacks
insights into how these anti-consumption
practices develop over time. Since
anti-consumption practices are not constant
it would be insightful to know more about
their peaks and valleys over time (Lee, 2022).
Furthermore, especially in the early stages,
the focus was on qualitative approaches and
most researchers were interested in the “why”
and the “how” of anti-consumption. Research
to date, however, lacks objectively meas-
ured outcomes of anti-consumption. Future
research directions could for example look at
actual sales data or stock market valuation of
brands affected by anti-consumption.
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