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Contemporary consumer culture is characterized 
by unprecedented abundance and the constantly 
increasing accessibility of consumer goods. How-
ever, research suggests that the rationalization 
of consumption and production underlying these 
achievements may in some cases undermine 
consumers’ ability to form meaningful relationships 
with consumer objects. Although this has pro-
voked discussions on the character of meaningful 
consumer-object relations, the conceptualization of 
meaningfulness in marketing and consumer research 
remains surprisingly underdeveloped.

This thesis aims to refine our understanding of 
meaningful consumer-object relations. With the help 
of three qualitative studies focused on vinyl and 
craft beer consumption, it finds that the significance 
consumers ascribe to consumer objects is contingent 
on the degree to which their interactions within a 
context of consumption help them make sense of 
their environment and their role in it.

The first study identifies four engaging character-
istics generated by the material culture underlying 
vinyl consumption. These characteristics strengthen 
consumers’ sense of having a purpose and some-
thing to aim for by facilitating a high degree of 
consumer engagement. The second study introduces 
the concept of cultural profile to conceptualize the 
focal features of craft beer consumption that make it 
appear relatable to consumers. This relatability helps 
consumers make sense of their environment as it 
enables them to contextualize the consumer objects 

that to a large extent constitute it. The third study 
discusses the managerial implications of consumers’ 
desire for engaging and relatable consumption.

By exploring consumers’ interactions with 
consumer objects and the broader contexts in 
which they are embedded, this thesis reveals that 
the disposition of a context of consumption toward 
generating meaning that consumers regard as 
meaningful is contingent on the material culture and 
institutional logic underlying the context. This implies 
that contextual aspects, such as values, norms, 
social practices, and our material surroundings, 
mediate consumers’ relationships with their objects 
of consumption and the significance they ascribe to 
these objects.

This thesis provides the conceptual foundation for 
a more structured and coherent discussion on the 
character of meaningful consumer-object relations. It 
contributes to the marketing and consumer research 
literature by providing a refined conceptualization of 
such relations and a comprehensive understanding 
of how they take shape and how companies can 
support their formation. Such an understanding 
helps companies improve their relationships with 
their customers by enabling them to develop and 
contextualize their market offerings in ways that 
encourage consumers to commit to these offerings 
in the long term. 
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1 INTRODUCTION

It has been noted that meaningfulness is an awkward subject to bring 
up for discussion (de Mujinck, 2013). This awkwardness concerns 
the complexity and vastness of the subject. Everyone experiences 
meaningfulness, or the lack of it, as a part of their everyday lives, and 
it may at first glance seem an entirely subjective matter that is difficult 
to discuss in any systematic or generalised manner. However, recently, 
mainly in positive psychology and related fields, attempts to improve our 
conceptual grasp of the subject have generated a lively discourse around 
our understanding of meaningfulness (e.g., Baumeister and Vohs, 2002; 
Martela and Steger, 2016).

To avoid confusion, it is necessary to distinguish between meaning 
and meaningfulness. While meaning is about “the output of having 
made sense of something”, meaningfulness concerns “the amount of 
significance something holds for an individual” (Rosso et al., 2010, p. 94 
– 95). In market and consumer research, research on meaning, although 
broad and scattered, is generally concerned with semiotics, that is, the 
study of the use and interpretation of symbols and signs by different 
focal actors (e.g., Grayson and Martinec, 2004; Welte et al., 2021). Such 
research generally aims to address questions of how and why meaning 
emerges in markets and consumption contexts (Mick et al., 2004) and 
how different actors interpret this meaning (Grayson and Martinec, 
2004).  

While closely related to semiotics by virtue of how the sense-making 
associated with semiotics is integral for something to be experienced as 
meaningful, meaningfulness concerns the personal significance someone 
ascribes to something rather than his or her understanding of it on a 
purely semiotic level. Although a recurrent concept, meaningfulness 
remains undertheorized in marketing and consumer research. It is 
usually employed in discussions concerning consumer-object relations, 
that is, consumers’ relationships with different consumption-related 
phenomena, and, importantly, why consumers choose to bond with some 
consumer objects and not with others (e.g., Bardhi and Eckhardt, 2012; 
Epp and Price, 2010; Gruen, 2017; Kuruoglu and Ger, 2015).

Within the marketing and consumer research literature, the question 
of what makes consumers bond with consumer objects tends to fall 
under the so-called relationship metaphor. The relationship metaphor 
has yielded two related yet distinct streams of research. Whereas 
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relationship marketing focuses mainly on B2B and B2C contexts and 
has an explicitly managerial agenda (e.g., Berry, 1995; Garbarino and 
Johnson, 1999; Grönroos, 1994; Palmatier et al., 2006), research focusing 
on consumer-object relations often goes beyond company-specific aspects 
and is generally concerned with the role played by objects in consumers’ 
everyday lives (e.g., Ahuvia, 2005; Belk, 1988; Fournier, 1991; 1988; 
Gruen, 2017; Kunchamboo, 2017; Kuruoglu and Ger, 2017). It is assumed 
that the relationships consumers have with consumer objects will vary 
depending on the type of object and how the consumer perceives it and 
its uses (Fournier, 1991; Sherry et al., 1993). 

Consumer-object relations can thus be understood as a level of analysis 
that brings into sharper relief the interplay between the qualities 
associated with an object and the consumers’ interactions with the 
object as the basis of the formation of consumers’ relationships with it. 
According to Fournier (1991), the qualities associated with consumer 
objects are contingent on the roles and functions of those objects, and, 
essentially, the dynamics that generate these roles and functions. These 
roles and functions can be placed on a hedonic/utilitarian continuum 
(Fournier, 1991). The qualities associated with consumer objects will 
thus vary depending on whether the object has a utilitarian character or 
whether it meets hedonic needs (Fournier, 1991). However, according 
to Fournier (1991, p. 737), there is a “third role consistently uncovered 
for consumer products [that] concerns the function of identity. Products 
perform an identity function at the individual level by serving as 
expressions of self-concept and individuality”. This third role is as such 
fundamentally neither hedonic nor utilitarian as it pertains to neither 
the “experiential view of consumption” (Fournier, 1991, p. 736) nor to 
the “objective conceptualization of the product as a ‘bundle of attributes 
and benefits’” (Fournier, 1991, p. 736). Instead, it is concerned with the 
relationship between consumer objects and consumers’ self-concept and 
expressions of individuality.

In market and consumer research, this relationship has to a large extent 
been explored with the help of Belk’s (1988) notion of the extended 
self. According to Belk (1988), consumer objects are crucial in defining 
people’s sense of who they are and in allowing them to express this self-
concept. Although meaningful consumer-object relations have, in line 
with Belk’s (1988) notion of the extended self, implicitly been posited 
as contingent on the degree to which a consumer object strengthens 
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consumers’ sense of self (e.g., Ahuvia, 2005; Bardhi and Eckhardt, 
2012; Gruen, 2017), this connection remains underdeveloped and fails 
to conceptually substantiate what meaningfulness consists of.

However, within the field of positive psychology, it has recently been 
argued that a sense of coherence and purpose are preconditions for 
something to be experienced as significant, that is, as meaningful 
(Martela and Steger, 2016). Following this logic, the meaningfulness 
ascribed to a consumer object is considered in this thesis to be predicated 
on how consumers’ relationships with such objects provide them with 1) 
a sense of coherence, i.e., helps them make “sense of the world, rendering 
it comprehensible and coherent”, and 2) a sense of purpose, i.e., a feeling 
of playing a part in something and having something to aim for (Martela 
and Steger, 2016, p. 533). 

This implies a things-oriented approach (de Mujinck, 2013, p. 1293) to 
meaningfulness as it raises questions pertaining to “what our world must 
be like” for us to be able to respond to it in ways that are experienced 
as meaningful. In other words, this approach raises questions about 
whether the context of consumption with which consumers interact 
is disposed towards generating meaning that consumers regard as 
significant, i.e., meaningful, or not. From this vantage point, two recent 
market developments are of particular interest.

Firstly, the introduction of access-based consumption, that is, 
“transactions that can be market mediated but where no transfer of 
ownership takes place” (Bardhi and Eckhardt, 2012, p. 881), has been 
shown to undermine the significance consumers ascribe to consumer 
objects (e.g., Gruen 2017, Loussaief et al., 2019; Nokelainen and 
Dedehayir, 2015). In the context of music consumption, this development 
has generated a counter-reaction among a growing number of consumers 
who, by turning to vinyl, seek to rediscover meaningful aspects of music 
consumption that they feel have been undermined by the utilitarian 
nature of access-based music consumption (e.g., Goulding and Derbaix, 
2019; Nokelainen and Dedehayir, 2015;). 

Secondly, in the context of food and drink consumption, the lack of 
clear connections between products and their cultural origins have been 
shown to discourage consumers’ identification with the products they 
consume (Hede and Watne, 2013). The tendency of mass-production, 
standardization, and globalization to obscure how products have been 
made and from where they originate make them appear uniform and 
without distinctive cultural content (Ritzer, 2003; 2004), which in turn 
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stifles consumers’ ability to bond with them (Kneafsey et al., 2008). 
It is assumed that the recent success of artisanal and craft products is 
predicated on precisely their ability to reconnect the consumer with the 
origins of such products (Hede and Watne, 2013; Melewar and Skinner, 
2020). 

In line with the things-oriented approach to meaningfulness, these 
developments highlight the circumstances and dynamics that generate 
and sustain consumer-object relations. This implies that the significance 
consumers ascribe to consumer objects needs to be acknowledged as 
highly dependent on context. Crucially, questions concerning the 
contextual conditions that either enable or limit consumers’ ability and 
willingness to bond with consumer objects fall within purview. The next 
section aims to further elaborate on these issues, before discussing the 
purpose of the thesis, its positioning, delimitations, key concepts and 
definitions, and structure.

1.1 Problem area

As Fournier points out (1991, p. 738), a truly holistic understanding of 
consumer-object relations requires considering not only the roles and 
functions associated with consumer objects, but also “the dynamics that 
give rise to the overall structure of consumer-object relations”. In line 
with de Mujinck’s (2013) things-oriented approach to meaningfulness, 
this implies that the significance consumers ascribe to consumer 
objects needs to be understood as contingent on whether the context of 
consumption within which consumers interact is disposed to generate 
meaning that consumers regard as significant, that is, meaningful, or not.

Accordingly, this thesis identifies two limiting conditions to meaningful 
consumer-object relations typical of contemporary consumer culture:  
1) A consumer culture that, due to its preoccupation with convenience 
and cost-efficiency, tends to replace human action with technological 
processes and fixed procedures that increasingly disengage consumers 
from a contextual landscape of social practices and cultural objects 
that afford them with a sense of purpose; and 2) the disconnection 
of consumers from the geographical and broader cultural origins of 
consumer objects that help them contextualize these objects and thus 
make sense of their environment, that is, afford them with a sense 
of coherence.
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Although access-based consumption and food and drink consumption 
have seemingly little in common, the challenges they pose for the 
formation of consumer-object relations and the ways in which consumers 
have reacted to these challenges have been described as consequences of 
the increasingly rationalized character of consumption and production 
in contemporary society (Hartman and Ostberg, 2013; Nokelainen and 
Dedehayir, 2015; Thompson and Coskuner-Balli, 2007). This so-called 
process of rationalization (Weber, 1958 [1905]; 1968 [1922]; Ritzer, 
2004) has been identified as disruptive of consumer-object relations as 
it tends to undermine consumers’ ability to bond with consumer objects 
by replacing distinctive cultural content with standardized and uniform 
market offerings (Ritzer, 2003; 2004; Sjölander-Lindqvist et al., 2020) 
and by replacing consumers’ proactive interactions with such objects 
with technological processes and automated solutions (Nokelainen and 
Dedehayir, 2015). 

Weber’s (1958 [1905]; 1968 [1922]) theory of rationality, and especially 
Ritzer’s (2004) revision of it through the concept of McDonaldization, 
have been vastly influential in informing market and consumer research 
focused on the subtle downsides of the rationalization of consumption 
and production and consumers’ reactions to it in contemporary 
society. According to Weber (1958 [1905]; 1968 [1922]), the defining 
characteristic of modern society is the increasing predominance of 
formal rationality, that is, the proliferation of a mode of thought that is 
primarily concerned with the improvement of the means by which ends 
are met, discounting substantive concerns with regard to the ends such 
means are intended to serve in the first place. Whereas Weber (1958 
[1905]; 1968 [1922]) viewed the modern bureaucracy as emblematic of 
the rationalization process, Ritzer (2004; 2019) argues that fast-food 
restaurants such as McDonald’s attest to the proliferation of formal 
rationality to increasingly mundane aspects of contemporary society. 
Through a preoccupation with control, efficiency, predictability, and 
calculability, increasingly rationalized systems tend to replace human 
interaction with technological solutions and fixed procedures in order 
to ensure seamless functioning and cost-efficiency (Ritzer, 2004). While 
such rational systems often provide the consumer with convenience, low 
prices, and reliability, they also tend to eliminate cultural distinction 
and undermine spontaneous experiences unmediated by predetermined 
product and service encounters (Ritzer, 2004).
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Weber (1958 [1905]; 1968 [1922]) viewed the ‘disenchantment of the 
world’ as the predominant consequence of the rationalization process. 
As Ostergaard et al. (2013, p. 337) point out, “Critically orientated 
explanations of consumer culture have frequently utilized the concept 
of disenchantment to account for aspects of contemporary consumer 
society”. Disenchantment has been described as being manifest in 
the loss of “moments of wonder, magic, myth, surprise and romance” 
(Hartmann and Ostberg, 2013, p. 886) caused by the “rational, de-
mystified economic social relations of modernity” (Ostergaard et al., 
2013, p. 338). Thus, it is often argued that there is in contemporary 
consumer culture an insatiable demand for experiences of enchantment, 
that is, “a deeply felt yet fleeting set of emotional commitments involving 
wonderment, anticipation of joy, euphoria, and an expanded sense of 
human potential” (Belk et al., 2021, p. 29). 

It is moreover suggested that certain market developments need to 
be understood as predicated on consumers’ desire to counteract the 
disenchanting effects of rationalization, such as, mass-production, 
automation, and standardization (e.g., Hartman and Ostberg, 2013; 
Ritzer, 1999; Suddaby, et al., 2017; Thompson and Coskuner-Balli, 2007). 
Businesses are consequently incentivized to ‘re-enchant’ “product and 
service encounters, while continuing to achieve rational objectives of cost 
and production efficiency, standardisation, and mass-market appeal” 
(Ostergaard et al., 2013, p. 338). It is furthermore generally assumed 
that consumers are aware of the rationalized realities underlying the 
enchanted facades presented to them, but nonetheless choose to beguile 
themselves to achieve a momentary sense of enchantment in a thoroughly 
rationalized consumer culture (Belk et al., 2021).

While such interplay between artificially engendered enchantment and 
self-seduction certainly takes place in contemporary consumer culture, 
exemplified by leisure cruises, casinos, and theme parks (Belk et al., 
2021), the focus thus placed on disenchantment obscures other more 
inconspicuous and everyday consequences of rationalization.

This thesis posits consumers’ struggle to bond and form meaningful 
relationships with the consumer objects that largely make up their 
cultural environment as one such consequence. This struggle is 
understood as contingent on the two limiting conditions to meaningful 
consumer-object relations typical of contemporary consumer culture 
introduced above, that is, disengagement and disconnection.
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In line with recent discussions in positive psychology (Martela and 
Steger, 2016), this shift from disenchantment to disengagement and 
disconnection as the predominant consequences of rationalization 
implies that consumers’ ability and willingness to bond with consumer 
objects is contingent on the sense of purpose and coherence provided 
by the contexts of consumption in which these objects are embedded, 
rather than on a sense of “wonder, magic, myth, surprise and romance” 
(Hartmann and Ostberg, 2013, p. 886) as implied by the Weberian school 
of thought and its focus on enchantment.

1.2 Purpose and objectives

The purpose of this thesis is to conceptualize meaningful consumer-
object relations. By positing contexts of consumption rather than 
objects of consumption as the relevant domain for exploring meaningful 
consumer-object relations, individuals’ interactions with their 
environment and the meaning-generating effects of these interactions 
fall within purview. This implies that the significance consumers ascribe 
to consumer objects is contingent on whether the context of consumption 
within which consumers interact is disposed to generate meaning that 
consumers regard as meaningful.

The meaning-generating potential of two contexts of consumption, 
that is, vinyl and craft beer consumption, is examined as contingent on 
the sense of coherence and purpose they afford consumers with. This 
meaning-generating potential is explored with the help of two core 
perspectives of contemporary market and consumer research, that is, 
institutional logics and material culture.

To address the research purpose, three main research objectives are 
formulated as follows:

Objective I
The first objective focuses on the relationship between material culture 
and consumer-object relations. It aims to clarify how material culture 
impacts consumers’ engagement with consumer objects and the broader 
context in which such objects are embedded and how this engagement 
affects consumers’ sense of purpose.

Objective II
The second objective focuses on the relationship between the cultural 
profile of a context of consumption and consumer-object relations. It 
aims to clarify how the cultural profile of a context of consumption, 
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that is, the semiotic and practical qualities associated with it, impacts 
consumers’ ability and willingness to identify with the consumer objects 
embedded in that context, and how this affects consumers’ sense 
of coherence.

Objective III
The third objective focuses on the strategic advantages companies 
can utilize by recognizing consumers’ desire for engaged and relatable 
consumption. It aims to conceptually outline how companies can 
facilitate such consumption and thus better align their market offerings 
with the contemporary consumer’s desires.

Table 1 below provides the title, research question and purpose of the 
three essays that constitute this composite thesis as well as the overall 
purpose the thesis addresses. 
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Table 1  Summary and outline of thesis and essays

Overall Thesis Essay 1 
(Empirical)

Essay 2 
(Empirical)

Essay 3  
(Conceptual)

Title Meaningfulness
and the 
significance of 
things: An 
exploration of 
meaningful 
consumer-object 
relations

Material Culture 
and Consumer 
Engagement: 
An Exploration 
of the Engaging 
Characteristics 
of Vinyl 
Consumption

Consumer 
relatability: 
How Craft Beer 
Consumption 
Facilitates Identity 
Work

Crafting Customer 
Insight: What we 
can Learn from 
the Revival of the 
Vinyl Record

Publication 
outlet

N/A Under review 
in Journal of 
Marketing 
Management

Under review in 
Marketing Theory

Business Horizons, 
Vol. 64 No. 2, pp. 
261-271.

Authors and 
their work 

contribution

Sebastian 
Schauman

Sebastian 
Schauman

Sebastian 
Schauman 

Sebastian 
Schauman

Kristina Heinonen

Maria Holmlund
Associated 

thesis 
research 
questions

What 
characterizes 
meaningful 
consumer-object 
relations?

How does 
material 
culture impact 
consumers’ 
engagement with 
objects beyond 
the provider’s 
view, i.e., in 
the context of 
consumers’ 
everyday lives? 

What makes 
consumers identify 
with a consumer 
object?

How can 
companies utilize 
consumers’ desire 
for engaged 
and relatable 
consumption?

Objective (in 
relation to 

thesis)

To conceptualize 
meaningful 
consumer-object 
relations.

To clarify 
how material 
culture impacts 
consumers’ 
engagement with 
consumer objects 
and the broader 
context in which 
such objects 
are embedded 
and how this 
engagement 
affects 
consumers’ sense 
of purpose.

To clarify how the 
cultural profile 
of a context of 
consumption 
impacts 
consumers’ ability 
and willingness 
to identify with 
the consumer 
objects embedded 
in it, and how this 
affects consumers’ 
sense of coherence.

To conceptually 
outline how 
companies can 
better align 
their market 
offerings with the 
contemporary 
consumer’s desire 
for engaged 
and relatable 
consumption. 
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1.3 Positioning

This thesis builds on marketing and consumer research focused on 
the relationship between the cultural dimensions of consumption and 
the meanings and significance consumers ascribe to consumer objects 
and consumption in general. In line with its purpose, it is positioned 
in marketing and consumer research focused on consumer-object 
relations (e.g., Belk, 1988; Bardhi and Eckhardt, 2012; Fournier, 1991; 
1998; Shimp and Madden, 1988; Zanette & Scaraboto, 2019). Research 
in this area is scattered across a number of different streams, ranging 
from those focused on managerial issues to those focused on consumer 
behavior (figure 1.). At the managerial end of the spectrum, research on 
consumer-object relations tends to align with the more B2C oriented 
streams of relationship marketing (e.g., Gabarino and Johnson, 1999; 
Guerola-Navarro et al., 2021). Research on consumer-brand relationships 
bridges these more managerially oriented streams with research focused 
on consumer behavior (Forunier and Alvarez, 2012), especially with 
research exploring the relationship between identity and consumption 
(e.g., Ahuvia et al., 2022). At the consumer behavior end of the spectrum, 
consumer culture theory (CCT) and related schools of thought tend to 
leave aside company-specific aspects and is generally concerned with 
the role played by consumer objects in consumers’ everyday lives (e.g., 
Bardhi and Eckhardt, 2017; Sheehan and Dommer, 2020).

Consumer-brand 
relationships Consumer-object relations and identity

Consumer Culture TheoryPsychological 
ownership

Relationship 
marketing

Managerial Consumer 
behavior

Thesis

Figure 1 Positioning of thesis.

Following Belk’s (1988) notion of the extended self, a number of seminal 
studies within consumer-object relations research have demonstrated the 
centrality of consumer objects in facilitating consumers’ identity projects 
(e.g., Ahuvia, 2005; Bardhi and Eckhardt, 2012; Gruen, 2017). While 
the identity function of objects has been posited as crucial in market 
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and consumer research for the significance consumers ascribe to objects 
(e.g., Bardhi and Eckhardt, 2012; Fournier, 1991; Gruen, 2017), and 
while this function is addressed by Essay 2, overall, this thesis addresses 
the relationship between identity and meaningfulness only implicitly. 
Its explicit focus is rather on the role consumer objects play in helping 
consumers make sense of their environment and their role in it, that is, 
in providing them with a sense of coherence and purpose, as crucial for 
the significance they ascribed to such objects. The thesis makes as such 
a novel connection to the literature in the field of positive psychology 
by positing meaningful consumer-object relations as predicated on the 
sense of coherence and purpose they afford consumers with (Martela 
and Steger, 2016). This in turn has implications for the adaptation of 
psychological ownership theory to marketing contexts, especially for 
associated concepts, such as, perceived control and identity relevance 
(e.g., Atasoy and Morewedge, 2018; Fritze et al., 2020).

Through its focus on the embeddedness of consumer-object relations, 
this thesis is positioned in marketing and consumer research that 
builds on the Weberian (Weber, 1958 [1905]; 1968 [1922]) tradition 
which postulates the advance of formal rationality as the defining 
characteristic of modernity (e.g., Hartmann and Brunk, 2019; Ritzer, 
2004). The level of analysis this implies connects the thesis to consumer 
culture theory (CCT) with its explicit focus on the “cultural dimensions 
of the consumption cycle” (Arnould and Thompson, 2005, p. 868). 
This moreover aligns with broader discussions in the social sciences 
pertaining to the dynamics between structure and agency, that is, the role 
played by social structures in influencing the actions and development of 
individuals on the one hand, and the role of individuals and other social 
actors in influencing the formation and character of social structures 
on the other (e.g., Bourdieu, 1986; Giddens, 1984). While questions 
concerning the relationship between structure and agency fall beyond the 
scope of this thesis, Simmel’s (2004 [1900]) conceptualization of culture 
as a duality, that is, the understanding of the emergence of both objective 
and subjective culture as contingent on the culturally mediated actions of 
individuals, is well aligned with Gidden’s (1984) structuration theory and 
its positing of structure as both medium and outcome of human action 
and social practices.  

Crucially, this assumed ‘duality of structure’ raises questions of whether 
the context of consumption with which consumers interact is disposed 
to generate meaning that consumers regard as meaningful, or not. The 
things-oriented approach this implies (de Mujinck, 2013) relates to recent 
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discussions in the philosophy of technology pertaining to the mediating 
effects of artifacts (Borgmann, 1984; 2000; Verbeek, 2002; 2005) and, 
by extension, discussions in the social sciences of the co-agency of people 
and things (Latour, 1996) and material culture’s structuring influence 
on consumption patterns (Borgerson, 2005; Novak and Hoffman, 2019; 
Woodward, 2018). The so-called material turn in the social sciences has 
generated a broad variety of conceptualizations of the mediating effects 
of material culture on social interaction. The core idea of these streams 
of thought is to review certain assumptions concerning the emergence 
of social phenomena. Rather than focusing indiscriminately on human 
actors as exclusively capable of actively producing and reproducing social 
order, the focus is broadened to include material culture as well, and 
consequently the “sociality” of objects. The more radical of these tend 
to posit co-agency between material and human actors (e.g., Latour, 
2005). This thesis follows more moderate conceptualizations that tend 
to view the influence material culture has on social interactions in terms 
of mediation, affordance, and facilitation, rather than agency (Borgmann, 
1984; de Mujinck, 2013; Kuruoğlu and Ger, 2015; Verbeek, 2005) and 
thus avoid questions concerning the intentionality of objects that co-
agency would imply (Preda, 1999).

In addition to material culture, this thesis acknowledges the impact of 
social institutions on consumer-object relations. Building on Simmel’s 
(2004 [1900]) theory of culture, the context of consumption and the 
broader cultural environment in which consumers interact is viewed as 
providing the seedbed through which individuals are able to cultivate 
themselves and their understanding of their environment and their 
role in it (Simmel, 2004 [1900], p. 460). Values, norms, and shared 
understandings associated with a context of consumption are as such 
understood as influencing consumers’ ability and willingness to bond 
with the consumer objects embedded in that context. In addition to more 
culturally oriented streams of consumer research and marketing, this 
approach positions this thesis more particularly in consumer research 
focused on consumers’ desire and ambitions for self-improvement 
through consumption (e.g., Campbell, 2005, Stebbins, 1982, Watson 
and Shove, 2008).

To summarise, the positioning of the thesis is somewhat unconventional 
by virtue of how it makes some novel connections between streams of 
literature usually kept apart. The employment of Borgmann’s (1984; 
2000) philosophy of technology and Simmel’s (2004 [1900]) theory of 
culture to the study of consumer-object relations constitutes an all but 
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novel approach (see Sassatelli, 2000; Thompson and Coskuner-Balli, 
2007). With the inclusion of recent discussions in positive psychology 
pertaining to the nature of meaningfulness, this thesis slots into an 
intersection of social scientific research focused on the relationship 
between post-industrial culture and individuals’ aspiration for a sense 
of self-fulfilment through consumption. As such, it is relevant for not only 
marketing and consumer research, but also for adjacent fields focused 
on the relationship between technology, culture, consumption, identity, 
and well-being.

1.4 Delimitations

This thesis constitutes an attempt to pave the way for discussions 
in market and consumer research concerning the meaningfulness 
that consumers experience in relation to their consumer objects by 
introducing some recent conceptualizations from the field of positive 
psychology and related fields (Martela and Stegers, 2016; de Mujinck, 
2013). It represents as such a particular perspective on meaningfulness 
which, by definition, is neither exhaustive nor the most suitable in 
other contexts. It has repeatedly been noted that meaningfulness is a 
difficult subject to pin down, which partly explains why it tends to be only 
implicitly addressed in market and consumer research, if not entirely 
overlooked. There are, however, ongoing, lively discussions concerning 
this subject in fields that often inform market and consumer research, 
mainly psychology and philosophy. The literature on self-determination 
theory in psychology (Deci and Ryan, 2000; Ryan and Deci, 2000) and 
the eudaemonic tradition in philosophy (Aristotle, 2014 [335 BCE]; 
MacIntyre, 1985; Waterman, 1993) are recommended as good places 
to start for readers interested in further deepening their understanding 
of how meaningfulness tends to be discussed and conceptualized. 
Especially the eudaemonic tradition may prove valuable for making more 
substantial connections between meaningfulness and consumers’ self-
understanding (e.g., Belk, 1988).

While it certainly may seem odd to leave out any explicit discussion of the 
social dimension of meaningfulness, and how this impacts consumers’ 
relationships with consumer objects, this exclusion is justified in this 
thesis by the fact that it constitutes such a broad and complex subject that 
it would be difficult and unnecessarily complicating to include in a study 
predominantly focused on how other contextual aspects, such as material 
culture and institutional logics, impact consumer-object relations.
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Finally, the empirical focus of this thesis may at first glance suggest an 
inherent juxtaposition between meaningfulness and digitalization. Such 
a juxtaposition is however clearly problematic and oversimplifying. The 
choice of non-digital contexts, such as vinyl and craft beer consumption, 
as the main empirical focus of the thesis, is instead justified by the fact 
that they have been described as counterreactions to the rationalization 
of contemporary consumer culture (e.g., Nokelainen and Dedeayir, 2015; 
Sjölander-Lindqvist, 2020) and are as such of relevance for a study 
focused on the effects of rationalization on consumer-object relations 
and the significance consumers ascribe to their objects of consumption. 
The meaning-generating potential of digital contexts of consumption 
remains as such underexplored and warrants future research.

1.5	 Key	concepts	and	definitions

Table 2 Summary of key concepts

Concept Definition/description

Context of consumption The institutional and material circumstances in which 
a product, service, brand, or other consumable is 
embedded.

Consumer relatability The degree to which the cultural profile of a 
consumption context resonates with consumers’ 
sense of self and thus facilitates their self-extending 
ambitions.

Cultural environment Synonymous with ‘objective culture’ in this thesis. See 
below.

Cultural profile The cultural features of a consumption context 
determined by its underlying institutional logic and 
material culture.

Device paradigm “The distinctive conjunction of an easily available 
commodity and a sophisticated and impenetrable 
machinery” (Borgmann, 2000, p. 420).

Enchantment “a deeply felt yet fleeting set of emotional commitments 
involving wonderment, anticipation of joy, euphoria, 
and an expanded sense of human potential” (Belk et al., 
2021, p. 29).
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Engagement ”a focal individual’s psychologically based willingness 
to invest in the undertaking of focal interactions with 
particular engagement objects (e.g. a brand or firm), 
often beyond purchase” (Hollebeek et al., 2016, p. 393).

Engaging characteristic An abstraction of an aspect typical of a context of 
consumption that facilitate consumers’ engagement in it 
and its consumer objects.

Institutional logic The cultural elements underlying a social context, such 
as, values, shared understandings, rules, and norms, 
that structure and guide individuals’ interactions 
with one another as well as with their environment in 
general.

Material culture Context specific configurations of material objects and 
technologies that create a distinctive situational context 
and mediate individuals’ involvement in this context 
by shaping “associated behavioral norms” (Kay et al., 
2004, p. 83).

Meaningfulness (things-
oriented definition)

The significance an individual ascribes to something 
by virtue of how it helps her make sense of her 
environment and her role in it, i.e., the sense of 
coherence and purpose it affords.

Objective culture The aggregate of collectively shared human products, 
such as religion, art, literature, technology, language, 
commodities, markets, etc; that is, what conventionally 
would be termed ‘culture’.

Rationalization process The practical, economical, and cultural consequences 
of the prioritizing of cost-benefit calculation in product 
and service development.

Subjective culture The creative and intellectual capacities of the individual 
human being.

1.6 Structure of the thesis

Next, the theoretical framework of the thesis is outlined. First, the 
characterization of meaningful consumer-object relations as predicated 
on how they facilitate consumers’ sense of coherence and purpose 
is accounted for. Second, some examples of how the embeddedness 
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of such relations has recently been discussed is presented in order to 
underscore the contextual character of the meanings and significance 
associated with consumer objects. Third, the theoretical framing of the 
relationship between contexts of consumption and the characteristics of 
meaningful consumer-object relations utilized in this thesis is outlined 
with the help of Borgmann’s (1984; 2000) philosophy of technology and 
Simmel’s (2004 [1900]) theory of culture. 

After the theoretical framework has been outlined, the research 
approach is described. This lays the groundwork for an analysis of 
two recent consumer trends that appear antithetical to the principles 
of rationalization, that is, the comeback of the vinyl record and the 
craft beer revolution, and the insights concerning the characteristics of 
meaningful consumer-object relations this provides. Next, the findings 
of each essay are presented. Finally, the contributions and implications 
of the thesis as a whole are discussed.
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2 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

This section provides the theoretical background against which the 
findings of this thesis will be examined. Thus, the notion of meaningful 
consumer-object relations is examined which allows us to explore 
recent discussions pertaining to two market developments that have 
been described as informative with regard to the formation of such 
relationships: 1) the proliferation of access-based consumption and 
consumers’ counter-reactions to it, exemplified in this thesis by the 
revival of the vinyl record; and 2) the globalization and homogenization 
of food and drink markets and consumers’ counter-reactions to it, 
exemplified in this thesis by the craft beer revolution.

2.1	 Meaningfulness	and	the	significance	of	things

Recent attempts in mainly positive psychology and related fields to 
improve our conceptual understanding of meaningfulness have generated 
a lively discourse around the subject (e.g., Baumeister and Vohs, 2002; 
Martela and Steger, 2016). Two developments stemming from these 
discussions are of particular interest in this thesis.

Firstly, while meaningfulness is conventionally discussed in connection 
with meaningful living, or meaning in life, de Mujinck (2013) has 
proposed what he calls a things-oriented approach as an alternative to 
the more conventional living-oriented approach to meaningfulness. 

According to de Mujinck (2013, p. 1293), the living-oriented approach to 
meaningfulness pertains to “how we should think, feel and act in order to 
achieve meaning”. In contrast, the things-oriented approach pertains to 
“what our world must be like” in order for us to be able to respond to it 
in ways that are experienced as meaningful. This shifts the focus to how 
the environment in which we act either facilitates or impedes our desire 
for meaning in life:

The assumption underlying this approach is that we cannot 
create meaning ex nihilo, but must rely on the presence of 
things that have meaning for us. ‘Things’ should here be 
understood widely: apart from objects, they may be living 
beings, events or situations. […] Things have their meaning 
by virtue of the way in which we agents respond to them, but 
how we can respond must in turn depend on what our world 
affords us. (de Mujinck, 2013, p. 1293)
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Secondly, it has been argued that in order for something to be meaningful 
to someone it has to matter to that person (George and Park, 2014; 
Martela and Steger, 2016). This mattering is usually considered to 
concern the significance something holds for someone, which in turn 
has been posited as dependent on the sense of coherence and purpose 
with which it endows an individual with (George and Park, 2013; Martela 
and Steger, 2016). Following this logic, the meaningfulness consumers’ 
ascribe to consumer objects is considered in this thesis to be predicated 
on how consumers’ relationships with such objects affords them with 1) a 
sense of coherence, i.e., helps them “make sense of the world, rendering 
it comprehensible and coherent”, and 2) a sense of purpose, i.e., a feeling 
of playing a part in something and having something to aim for (Martela 
and Steger, 2016, p. 533).

In psychology, discussions of meaningfulness are closely related to 
discussions of identity by virtue of how meaningfulness tends to be 
associated with the concept of eudaemonia. Eudaemonism is an ethical 
theory focused on people’s effort to live in accordance with their ‘true 
selves’ (Aristotle, 2014 [335 BCE]; Norton, 1976; McMahan and Estes, 
2011; Waterman, 1993). As Waterman (1993, p. 678) states, “Such 
efforts can be said to be personally expressive of the individual”. He 
argues further that identity formation concerns, among other things, 
identifying a “range of potential identity elements […] around which a 
sense of identity is formed” and “making a personal commitment to one 
or more of those elements” (Waterman, 2021, p. 4). This understanding 
of identity as predicated on an individual’s personal commitment to 
things is in turn closely aligned with how identity tends to be viewed in 
marketing and consumer research as expressed through consumption:

Personal, social and cultural identity is embodied in our per-
sons and objectified in our things. Through the things we 
can understand ourselves and others, not because they are 
externalizations of ourselves or others, reflecting something 
prior and more basic in our consciousness or social relations 
but because these things are the very medium through which 
we make and know ourselves. (Tilley, 2006, p. 61)

Research that follows this line of thought tends to align with Belk’s 
(1988) notion of the extended self and view meaningful consumer-object 
relations as contingent on consumers’ ability to identify with the object 
and to reframe it as a crucial component of their self-understanding (e.g., 
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Ahuvia, 2005; Ferreira and Scaraboto, 2016; Lastovicka and Sirianni, 
2011). This approach is as such closely aligned with the eudaemonic 
tradition in philosophy and psychology.

Central to research that follows Belk’s (1988) notion of the extended 
self is the question of what facilitates consumers’ identification with 
objects of consumption and how this identification impacts consumers’ 
relationships with those objects. While Essay 2 explores this question 
in more detail, the overall focus of this thesis is on meaningfulness as a 
matter of coherence and purpose, leaving questions of how this relates 
to identification and self-understanding outside of its scope. Thus, 
meaningful consumer-object relations are conceptualized as contingent 
on how they help consumers make sense of their environment and their 
role in it. Moreover, following de Mujinck’s (2013) things-oriented 
approach to meaningfulness, meaningful consumer-object relations are 
understood as contextual, that is, as contingent on the degree to which 
contemporary consumer culture provides, or fails to provide, consumers 
with a meaning-rich environment that enables them to form meaningful 
relationships with the consumer objects embedded in it.

2.2 The embeddedness of consumer-object relations

The consumer-brand relationship literature has generated valuable 
insights concerning the embeddedness of consumer-object relations 
at least since Fournier’s (1998) seminal article on consumer-brand 
relationships. Fournier’s (1998) study has been central in bringing the 
contextual aspects that affect such relations into the foreground. As 
she states, “Relationships both affect, and are affected by, the contexts 
in which they are embedded” (Fournier, 1998, p. 345 – 346). As such, 
consumers’ willingness to bond with a brand or other consumer object 
needs to be understood as contingent on the semiotic and practical 
qualities associated with it by virtue of its situatedness in a specific 
socio-cultural context.

Within the context of access-based consumption, a similar broadening 
of the focus to better capture the impact of context on consumer-object 
relations can be observed in more recent studies (Bardhi and Eckhardt, 
2012; Gruen, 2017). For instance, Gruen (2017), who studies access-based 
car sharing, suggests that the lack of practices that allow consumers to 
transform use value into sign value, which characterizes access-based 
consumption, explains why such consumption poses a challenge for 
consumers’ relationships with access-based consumer objects. To remedy 
this, Gruen (2017) suggests the implementation of design thinking aimed 
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at altering the consumption practices structured around access-based 
consumption: “This change in practices leads to the development of new 
representations and meanings attached to the object” (Gruen, 2017, p. 
227). 

Bardhi and Eckhardt (2012, p. 895) also point to the prevalence of context 
in generating meaning and thus facilitating meaningful consumer-object 
relations. They identify some broader socio-cultural undercurrents as 
the cause for a more general change in how consumers relate to objects 
of consumption: “The consequence of [the] rise of the information and 
knowledge society is that value is increasingly reliant on cultural rather 
than tangible resources” (Bardhi and Eckhardt, 2012, p. 883). Referring 
to Baumann (2000; 2007), they describe this development as a process 
of liquification, that is, the shift away from solid “institutions, people, 
objects, information, and places” (Bardhi and Eckhardt, 2012, p. 883) 
towards a more transient social reality characterized by unstructured 
and under-defined relations that increasingly demand flexibility and 
adaptability from the consumer. 

Simultaneously, the anonymous and uniform character of mass-produced 
goods has spurred market and consumer researchers to investigate 
how consumers’ knowledge of, and familiarity with, the cultural and 
geographical origins of the products they consume influence their 
relationships with them (Kneafsey et al., 2008). Thus, the ability to 
emphasize and disclose the origin of products in the context of artisanal 
and craft markets is increasingly being acknowledged as central to the 
rapid growth of these markets (Kneafsey et al., 2008; Melewar and 
Skinner, 2020; Sjölander-Lindqvist et al., 2020). It is assumed that 
by disclosing contextual aspects of products, such as where they come 
from or how they have been made, consumers will find it easier to bond 
with those products. As Kneafsey et al. (2008) point out (ibid., pp. 6), 
the ‘disconnection’ consumers experience in relation to their food and 
its production does not solely pertain to “structures and relationships 
within the food system, but also to perceptions and feelings about the 
food system. ‘Disconnection’ evokes the perceived and actual separation 
of food from food consumption.” Bech-Larsen et al. (2007, pp. 7) make a 
similar point when they state that food and drink are “significant beyond 
their utility and conventional value” as they have the potential to carry 
cultural meaning. Much of this cultural meaning needs to be understood 
as predicated on the way in which producers are able to convey stories 



21

of their products place, locality and heritage to their customers (Melevar 
and Skinner, 2018), and consumers’ opportunities to transform these into 
something that has significance beyond pure utility.

The circumstances highlighted by studies exploring the impact of access-
based consumption and mass-production on consumer-object relations 
expose some crucial aspects pertaining to consumers’ relationship 
with objects of consumption and the significance they ascribe to them. 
The processes underlying both access-based consumption and mass-
production which disrupt and transform consumer-object relations, 
will be elaborated in the next sections with the help of the explanatory 
frameworks provided by Borgmann’s (1984; 2000) philosophy of 
technology and Simmel’s (2004 [1900]) theory of culture.

2.3 Consumption and sense of purpose

As mentioned in Chapter 1.1, Weber’s (1958 [1905]; 1968 [1922]) theory 
of rationality describes the changing relationships between, and the 
prevalence of, the different forms of rationality which he identifies as 
structuring patterns of action and thought in various social contexts. He 
was mainly concerned with the spread and increasing predominance of 
formal rationality and its influence on the social fabric of Western society. 
In market and consumer research, Weber’s (1958 [1905]; 1968 [1922]) 
theory and Ritzer’s (2004) revision of it have been widely used to analyze 
and explain the rationalized aspects of contemporary consumer culture.

Crucially, the focus placed by the Weberian school of thought on 
enchantment and disenchantment as the opposing poles of the 
rationalization of everyday life obscures other more mundane and 
inconspicuous, and more commonplace, strategies consumers 
use to counteract the disruptive effects of rationalization. To this 
end, Borgmann’s (1984; 2000) philosophy of technology offers an 
alternative perspective that shifts the focus from disenchantment and 
enchantment to disengagement and engagement as the opposing poles 
of the rationalization of everyday life. Such an approach is in line with 
streams of research in the marketing and consumer research literature 
that explores project-oriented forms of consumption, such as, craft 
consumption (e.g., Campbell, 2005), do-it-yourself (DIY) consumption 
(Watson and Shove, 2008), and serious leisure (Seo, 2016; Syrjälä, 2016). 
Common to these studies is the emphasis placed on consumers’ pursuit 
for something deeply valued, such as competence or self-actualization, 
through consumption, and how this pursuit enhances their sense of 
purpose and thus their commitment to a consumption activity. In 
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particular, the explanatory framework provided by Borgmann’s (1984; 
2000) philosophy of technology provides us with the conceptual 
bandwidth to explore the relationship between material culture and 
consumer-object relations, and how consumers’ sense of purpose is 
affected by the material culture on which a context of consumption 
is predicated.

2.3.1 Material culture and consumer-object relations

While the literature on engagement is vast in market and consumer 
research, it largely concerns the points of interaction between customer 
and company or brand (e.g., Brodie et al., 2011). The concept of 
engagement utilized here is instead grounded in the philosophy of 
technology which is concerned with the nature of technology and 
material culture in general and their social effects (e.g., Borgmann, 1984, 
2000; Verbeek, 2002). For our purposes, its utility is in its ability to 
place consumers’ interactions with consumer objects under purview, 
notwithstanding any company or brand specificity.

Material culture can be defined as the aspect of social reality grounded 
in the objects that make up our material surroundings (Miller, 1987). It 
pertains as such to how certain material objects and technologies “are 
predictably associated with particular contexts” and how they “play 
an important role in creating distinctive situational contexts” (Kay 
et al., 2004, p. 83). Crucially, this helps “those who share a material 
culture to know how to behave ‘appropriately’ in a given context” (Kay 
et al., 2004, p. 84). This implies that individuals’ interactions are 
affected by their material surroundings and the social structures these 
surroundings uphold and reproduce. For instance, a material culture 
underpinned by globalization and mass-production tends to manifest 
in the extensive mechanization and automation of production processes 
and the homogeneity of artifacts across diverse geographical areas. These 
material realities have implications for how social relations, such as work, 
markets, and consumption are organized as well as how individuals 
interact with the material surroundings of their everyday lives (Ferreira 
and Scaraboto, 2016; Woodward, 2011). Accordingly, in this thesis, 
material culture is defined as context specific configurations of material 
objects and technologies that create a distinctive situational context and 
mediate individuals’ involvement in this context by shaping “associated 
behavioral norms” (Kay et al., 2004, p. 83).
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In recent years, the dynamic and complex relationship between material 
culture and consumption has been increasingly acknowledged in 
marketing and consumer research. Spurred by the so-called material 
turn in the social sciences, studies in marketing and consumer research 
have demonstrated how materiality structures consumption practices 
(Magaudda, 2011), defines and structures consumers’ relationships 
with consumer objects (Epp and Price, 2010; Kuruoglu and Ger, 2015), 
strengthen consumers’ sense of authenticity (Bartmanski and Woodward, 
2015), and influences consumers’ sense of self and identity projects 
(Bettany et al., 2014). However, the use of the explanatory framework 
provided by Borgmann’s (1984; 2000) philosophy of technology remains 
scant (see Thompson and Coskuner-Balli, 2007). 

Borgmann’s (1984; 2000) analysis of the nature of technology and 
material culture in contemporary society is built around what he calls 
the device paradigm. According to Borgmann (2000, p. 421), the device 
paradigm represents the tendency in contemporary society to have the 
pleasures of consumption detached “from their actual context and made 
available by some technological device”. 

The concept of the device paradigm thus postulates the effects of 
rationalization as derivative of 1) disburdenment, i.e., the replacement 
of human action with technology enabled processes, and 2) 
decontextualization, i.e., “the abstraction of some valued function or 
object from its tangible circumstances” (Borgmann, 2000, pp. 420). 
Thus, the crucial consequence of the device paradigm is, according 
to Borgmann (1984; 2000), the disengagement of individuals from a 
contextual landscape of social practices and cultural objects that generate 
meaning and give them a sense of purpose.

Building on Borgmann’s (1984; 2000) philosophy of technology, Verbeek 
(2002, p. 84) argues that objects “actively contribute to the constitution 
of a specific relationship between humans and reality”. Verbeek (2002) 
views objects as having a mediating effect on individuals’ relationship 
with their environment and how they perceive it, effectively influencing 
“the way in which humans are present in reality by way of their actions” 
(Verbeek, 2002, p. 84). This view is as such closely aligned with de 
Mujinck’s (2013) things-oriented approach to meaningfulness. While 
Verbeek’s (2002) focus is mainly on technological devices and their 
mediating influence on human action, his concept of mediation can 
be understood as having implications for consumer-object relations 
in general. From the vantage point of Verbeek’s (2002) concept of 
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mediation, then, consumer-object relations appear contingent on the 
mediating influence of the object, and, by implication, how objects of 
consumption are designed and how this contributes to the mediating 
effects of the material culture of which they are part. In other words, 
Verbeek (2005) is underlining how objects through co-agency shape 
individuals’ relationship with these objects and the environment in which 
they are embedded.

Informed by Borgmann’s (1984; 2000) explanatory framework and his 
conceptualization of engagement, this thesis explores how consumers’ 
engagement in a context of consumption facilitates meaningful 
consumer-object relations by bolstering the sense of purpose consumers 
experience when interacting with the objects of consumption embedded 
in it. From this vantage point, the rationalization of consumer culture 
through the replacement of consumers’ engaged involvement with 
technology enabled processes may undermine the significance consumers 
ascribe to consumer objects. Accordingly, consumers’ sense of purpose 
is postulated in this thesis as contingent on consumers’ engaged 
involvement in a context of consumption and the consumer objects 
embedded in it. In Essay 1, this engagement is identified as dependent 
on the engaging characteristics generated by the material culture 
underlying a context of consumption.

2.4 Consumption and sense of coherence

At the core of Borgmann’s (2000, p. 420) device paradigm lies the 
“distinctive conjunction of an easily available commodity and a 
sophisticated and impenetrable machinery”. This resonates with Simmel’s 
(2004 [1900]) theory of culture. Simmel’s (2004 [1900]) dualistic view of 
culture makes us mindful of how the device paradigm ‘disconnects’ the 
individual from the content of his or her cultural environment through 
decontextualization, that is, “the abstraction of some valued function or 
object from its tangible circumstances” (Borgmann, 2000, p. 420). As 
Essay 2 demonstrates, this decontextualization reduces the relatability 
of consumer objects by making them appear anonymous and without 
cultural content.
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Simmel (2004 [1900]) conceptualizes culture as predicated on the 
reciprocal relationship between what he calls subjective culture 
and objective culture. Subjective culture consists of the individual’s 
intellectual and creative capacities, that is, his or her ability to assimilate 
and refine the cultural content which his or her environment consists 
of. Objective culture consists in turn of this cultural content, that is, the 
aggregate of collectively shared human products, such as art, religion, 
literature, language, technology, commodities, markets, etc. According to 
Simmel (2004 [1900]), subjective culture can only be cultivated through 
interactions with objective culture. Subjective culture can thus be defined 
as the outcome of an individual’s ability to assimilate and utilize their 
cultural environment, that is, objective culture, for their own personal 
growth (Simmel, 2004 [1900]). In an ideal state of affairs, objective 
culture serves as the seedbed through which subjective culture cultivates 
itself, as well as objective culture in the process.

Thus, Simmel (2004 [1900]) viewed the cultivation of individuals as 
contingent on their ability to utilize their cultural environment as the 
“raw material of subjective culture” (Simmel, 2006, p. 102). Like his 
equally wary contemporary Weber (1958 [1905]; 1968 [1922]), Simmel 
(2004 [1900]) was fully aware of the vast benefits that the rationalization 
of production, consumption, and contemporary society in general had 
generated as a consequence of the industrial and technological revolution 
of the 19th century. However, his concern was that as objective culture 
increases in complexity due to the increase in both the quantity and 
complexity of the cultural elements that constitute it, individuals will 
struggle to make sense of it and to use its cultural content for their 
own personal growth: “Cultural objects increasingly evolve into an 
interconnected enclosed world that has increasingly fewer points at 
which the subjective soul can interpose its will and feelings” (Simmel 
2004 [1900], p. 460).

2.4.1 Objective culture and consumer-object relations

Simmel’s (2004 [1900]) theory of culture thus provides us with a 
useful lens for examining recent discussions in market and consumer 
research pertaining to what is often labelled “reconnection” (Kneafsey 
et al. 2008). The reconnection perspective (e.g., Albrecht and Smithers, 
2018; Giampietri et al., 2016; Morris and Kirwan, 2010) is predominantly 
focused on consumers’ relationship to food and drink and how this 
relationship has been undermined by the effects of rationalization, 
such as mass-production, standardization, and globalization, causing 
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the “disconnection of consumers from food, in the sense that many 
consumers know very little about where much of their food comes from, 
what it is made of, how it is produced, and by whom” (Kneafsey et al., 
2008, p. 5).

As Kneafsey et al. (2008, p. 6) point out, the disconnection consumers 
experience with their food and its production does not solely pertain 
to “structures and relationships within the food system, but also to 
perceptions and feelings about the food system.” The reconnection 
consumers thus seek has been suggested to represent a “quest for 
stability and the recovery of meaning and identity in the current time of 
food disquiet, uncertainty and lost identities in the wake of globalization” 
(Sjölander-Lindqvist et al., 2020). As such, it should be understood 
as a reaction to the ‘liquefaction’ of contemporary consumer culture 
(Baumann, 2000; 2007) and the challenges it poses for individuals’ 
efforts to strengthen their sense of self and of their surroundings 
(Fletchall, 2016; Giddens, 1991; Wikström et al., 2010; 2016). 

From the vantage point provided by Simmel’s (2004 [1900]) theory 
of culture, the disconnection of consumers from their food and drink 
needs to be understood as derivative of how the effects of rationalization 
obscure the ‘where, how, and why’ of such products, thus undermining 
consumers’ sense of coherence. This resonates with Kneafsey et al. 
(2008, p. 12) who understand disconnection as contingent on the highly 
complex modern production processes that underlie the ways in which 
food is grown and processed, resulting in food becoming “ever more 
opaque to the consumer” and appearing to come “from ‘elsewhere’’ 
(Kneafsey et al., 2008, p. 12). Similarly, Fischler (1988, p. 289) argues 
that the rationalization of food production has resulted in such a degree 
of homogenization that “modern food has become in the eyes of the 
eater an ‘unidentified edible object’, devoid of origin or history, with 
no respectable past – in short, without identity” (Fischler, 1988, p. 
289). In line with a number of recent studies (Kavaratzis and Hatch, 
2013; Melewar and Skinner, 2020; Schnell and Reese, 2014), Fischler 
(1980, p. 945) argues that “the growing demand for symbols of nature 
could be interpreted in terms of a response to, a reaction against, the 
increasingly serious problem we have in identifying our food”. The recent 
proliferation of artisanal and craft products can as such be understood 
as a consequence of the rationalization of food production and the 
anonymous character modern food often has. Accordingly, it has been 
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suggested that the popularity of such products is predicated on their 
ability to reconnect consumers to “places, history, culture, and one 
another” (Eades et al., 2017, p. 57). 

In this thesis, the ‘focal object’ with which consumers’ seek to reconnect 
is conceptualized as objective culture. While Simmel (2004 [1900]) 
himself never clearly conceptualized objective culture, his description of 
it as consisting of the aggregate of collectively shared human products, 
such as art, shared ideas, literature, technology, buildings, language, 
commodities, and markets, suggests he viewed it as consisting of the 
immaterial and material things that make up our cultural environment. 
In Essay 2, objective culture is accordingly conceptualized as having an 
institutional dimension consisting of values, norms, customs and shared 
practices, and a material dimension consisting of the material objects that 
make up our surroundings. Essay 2 thus draws on two core concepts in 
contemporary market and consumer research, that is, institutional logics 
and material culture, to examine craft beer consumption as an instance 
of objective culture. 

The concept of institutional logics has its roots in institutional theory. 
Institutional logics is generally considered to be “defining the content 
and meaning of institutions” and concerns as such how “cultural rules 
and cognitive structures shape organizational structures” in a “variety of 
contexts, including markets, industries, and populations of organizational 
forms” (Thornton and Ocasio, 2008, p. 100). Institutional logics pertain 
as such to configurations of cultural elements, such as, values, shared 
understandings, rules, and norms that structure and guide individuals’ 
interactions with one another as well as with their environment (e.g., 
Edvardsson, et al., 2014; Kjeldgaard et al., 2017; Scaraboto and Fischer, 
2013; Skålén and Edvardsson, 2016). Material culture is, as proposed 
above (Chapter 2.3.1), defined as context specific configurations of 
material objects and technologies that create a distinctive situational 
context and mediate individuals’ involvement in this context by shaping 
“associated behavioral norms” (Kay et al., 2004, p. 83).

Simmel’s theory of culture (2004 [1900]) thus provides us with the 
conceptual bandwidth to explore how consumer-object relations help 
consumers make sense of their environment, that is, provide them with 
a sense of coherence, and how this sense of coherence is affected by 
the objective culture on which a context of consumption is predicated. 
In Essay 2, this sense of coherence is conceptualized as a matter of 
relatability which is posited as explanatory for why consumers bond 
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with consumer objects by virtue of how the cultural profile of a context 
of consumption resonates with their understanding of themselves and 
their surroundings.

2.5 Summary

The purpose of this thesis is to conceptualize meaningful consumer-
object relations. Informed by recent discussions of the nature of 
meaningfulness in the field of positive psychology (Baumeister and Vos, 
2002; Martela and Steger, 2016; de Mujinck, 2013; Wong, 2012), this 
thesis explores meaningful consumer-object relations as predicated on 
how they help consumers make sense of their environment and their role 
in it, that is, the sense of coherence and purpose they afford consumers 
with. By positing contexts of consumption rather than objects of 
consumption as the relevant domain for exploring meaningful consumer-
object relations, individuals’ interactions with their environment and the 
meaning-generating effects of these interactions fall into purview. Thus, 
questions of whether the consumer environment with which consumers 
interact is disposed to generating meaning that consumers regard as 
significant, that is, meaningful, are of relevance. These questions are put 
into perspective with the help of Borgmann’s philosophy of technology 
(1984, 2000) and Simmel’s theory of culture (2004 [1900]).

The framework applied thus enables the identification of some limiting 
conditions to meaningful consumer-object relations by examining how 
the rationalization of contemporary consumer culture in many cases has 
undermined consumers’ engaged and self-determined interactions with 
consumer objects and the context in which such objects are embedded 
(Levitt, 1960; Wikström, 2016). By identifying and exploring two contexts 
of consumption, that is, the revival of the vinyl record (Essay 1 and 3) 
and the craft beer revolution (Essay 2), that appear antithetical to the 
principles of rationalization, this thesis creates insight that refines our 
understanding of the character of meaningful consumer-object relations 
and their enabling conditions.
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3 RESEARCH APPROACH

This section presents the research approach used in this thesis. It 
describes the research paradigm applied in this thesis and the ontological 
and epistemological assumptions on which it rests. The methodology 
used in each essay is also discussed.

3.1 Research paradigm – Interpretivism

The conception that what fundamentally transpires between marketers 
and consumers is “above all else, exchanges of meaning” (Thompson, 
1997, p. 438) has been around for some time (Levy, 1959). This 
conception has been informed by the so-called interpretive approach 
in market and consumer research (e.g., Schembri and Sandberg, 2002; 
Szmigin and Foxall, 2000). The interpretive approach to the study of 
social phenomena aims to achieve interpretive understanding and is as 
such usually juxtaposed with research that aims for causal explanation 
(Gioia and Pitre, 1990). 

Central to interpretivism is to regard the world as an experienced 
world, that is, to understand it as it appears and is experienced by 
the experiencing subject (Neubauer et al., 2019). This implies that 
interpretivism starts from a non-dualistic ontological position as it 
does not posit its object of study as existing and accessible beyond the 
subject’s experience but, to the contrary, as an integral part of that 
experience (Holbrook and O’Saughnessy, 1988). Interpretivism thus aims 
to grasp actors’ own subjective frame of reference in order to elucidate 
the meanings and purposes underlying their actions and reasoning. 
Most interpretivist research view the subjective frame of reference as 
embedded in a broader socio-cultural context that provides actors with 
a shared system of signs that informs their actions:

Indeed, like the human sciences, the social sciences in gen-
eral and consumer research in particular deal with people. 
One quintessential characteristic of humans entails their 
unremitting tendency to seek meaning in their lives. Hu-
mans live embedded within a shared system of signs based 
upon public language and other symbolic objects that con-
fer a sense of social existence and identity. (Holbrook and 
O’Saughnessy, 1988, p. 400)
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By viewing the object of enquiry as consisting of a shared system of 
signs, interpretivism posits the ontological status of its subject matter 
as a matter of social construction, that is, as ultimately accessed through 
socially constructed representations. This non-dualistic ontological 
position posits that individuals are “actively involved in making sense of 
the world they are experiencing” (Schembri and Sandberg, 2002, p. 195). 

The shared system of signs in which human experience is embedded is 
usually treated as a text. Epistemologically, then, interpretivism takes as 
its point of departure that human experience can be best understood by 
treating it as a text, regardless of whether this ‘text’ consist of “a literary 
work, some other artistic creation, any artifact of popular culture, or even 
some type of behavioral action” (Holbrook and O’Saughnessy, 1988, p. 
400). The objective of interpretivist research is, of course, to understand 
the text that constitutes the research object under scrutiny, that is, to 
interpret it.

3.1.1 The hermeneutic circle

To be able to interpret something as something, we need to be able 
to distinguish it as an entity or phenomenon in the first place. Our 
ability to do so is contingent on our pre-understanding of it (Alvesson 
and Sandberg, 2022; Heidegger, 1978 [1927]). This implies that “the 
researcher is the instrument of research” (Maxwell, 2013, p. 91) by 
virtue of how the researcher’s pre-understanding plays an integral role in 
everything from the generation of data to its interpretation and analysis. 
As such, this pre-understanding needs to be acknowledged as an inherent 
aspect of the research process that shapes and guides it.

While this aspect of qualitative research has been problematized as 
undermining the validity and reliability of such research, others have 
pointed out that “a more deliberate, active and systematic use of our pre-
understanding can significantly enrich studies, from idea generation to 
evaluation of findings and theory” (Alvesson and Sandberg, 2022). The 
criticism often directed at qualitative research tends to concern the bias 
that the impact of an unexamined pre-understanding certainly implies 
(Sandberg, 2005). In order to avoid such unexamined bias, the pre-
understanding needs to be continuously examined and scrutinized. This 
reflexivity implies that knowledge development is circular rather than 
linear (Alvesson and Sandberg, 2022; Gadamer, 2004 [1960]), that is, 
that “our preunderstanding provides an initial grasp of the phenomenon 
under investigation, which becomes (potentially) enriched through 
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further investigations: this ‘new’ and more complete understanding 
subsequently provides a new pre-understanding when it guides further 
investigations and so on” (Alvesson and Sandberg, 2022, p. 397).

Accordingly, crucial to the process of interpretation, on which the 
interpretivist paradigm’s claim to scientific validity ultimately rests, is the 
hermeneutic circle. The hermeneutic circle pertains to the interpreter’s 
pre-understanding of the whole text as the basis for his or her initial 
reading of its parts (Holbrook and O’Saughnessy, 1988, p. 400). As 
the reading of the parts progresses, the understanding of the whole is 
affected, altering the basis on which the initial reading of the parts was 
interpreted, thus necessitating further reading of the parts and so on. The 
interpretive power of the hermeneutic circle is as such contingent on the 
assumed refinement of every successive iteration of understanding of the 
text by virtue of how the “dialogue between reader and text then proceeds 
through subsequent iterations of a circular process that […] tends toward 
its own correction in the direction of increased validity” (Holbrook and 
O’Saughnessy, 1988, p. 400). 

As Holbrook and O’Saughnessy (1988) point out, this conception of 
hermeneutics is closely aligned with abductive reasoning. When applied 
to the study of the empirical world, the main characteristic of abductive 
reasoning is “a continuous movement between an empirical world 
and a model world” (Dubois and Gadde, 2002, p. 554). As such, the 
hermeneutic circle can be understood as a metaphor for an abductive 
approach to the study of empirical phenomena. Research taking 
this approach needs to continuously reorient its research issues and 
analytical framework as they are confronted with the empirical world 
(Dubois and Gadde, 2002). Thus, the theoretical framework, or ‘model 
world’, is equivalent to the whole text in the hermeneutic circle. As the 
understanding of the whole confronts the empirical evidence, which is 
equivalent to the parts of the text in the hermeneutic circle, it demands 
revision to better align with the empirical world it aims to model.

3.2 Ontology and epistemology – Hermeneutic    
 phenomenology

Interpretivist research in general has been greatly influenced by 
phenomenology, the philosophical movement focused on the study 
of the structures of experience and consciousness. Phenomenology 
was established by the German philosopher Edmund Husserl (1859 
– 1938) around the turn of the century. As noted by Sloan and Bowe 
(2014, p. 1292), the “broadest definition for phenomenology is that 
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it is a theoretical point of view advocating the study of individuals’ 
experiences because human behaviour is determined by the phenomena 
of experience rather than objective, physically described reality that is 
external to the individual”. Husserl was motivated by his conviction that 
the prevalent positivist approach to the study of reality was inadequate 
due to its reliance on the Cartesian subject-object split that posits human 
knowledge of the ‘thing-in-itself’, or ‘noumenon’, as the only valid form 
of knowledge (Giorgi, 2009; Husserl, 1967 [1931]). Following and 
critically revising many of the epistemological suppositions associated 
with Kant’s transcendental idealism (Kant, 1990 [1781]), Husserl viewed 
our experience of the noumenon as inevitably affected by the constitution 
of our senses as well as our culturally and personally acquired 
understandings and preconceptions. This implies that the noumenon 
invariably appears to human understanding as a phenomenon, that is, 
the thing-as-it-appears, which according to Kant is a synthesis of sensory 
and conceptual forms of the known object (1990 [1781]).

Husserl’s (1967 [1931]) original strain of phenomenology is known 
as descriptive phenomenology. It aims to transcend the observed 
phenomenon and achieve an objective and generic description of the 
meanings associated with it, thus uncovering the objective contents, or 
‘ideal meanings’, of consciousness that constitute human experience 
(Giorgi, 2009). A number of phenomenological traditions have 
followed Husserl. Of these the hermeneutical tradition, or interpretive 
phenomenology, is of relevance to this thesis. In contrast to descriptive 
phenomenology, interpretive phenomenology acknowledges the 
observer’s existence as inseparable from the existence of the observed 
phenomena, thus making him or her part of the “process of essence-
identification” (Sloan and Bowe, 2014, p. 1294).

To summarize, this thesis applies interpretivism as its paradigm 
and views the world as an experienced world. It thus aims to grasp 
consumers’ own subjective frame of reference in order to elucidate 
the meanings and purposes underlying their actions and reasoning. 
Importantly, it views consumers’ subjective frames of reference as 
embedded in a broader socio-cultural context that provides them with 
a shared system of signs that informs their actions. By examining the 
shared system of signs underlying consumers’ actions and reasoning, 
this thesis aims to deepen our understanding of the characteristics of 
meaningful consumer-object relations.
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3.3 Methodology

As Thompson (1997, p. 439) notes, “From a hermeneutic perspective, 
the stories consumers tell about their consumption experiences are a 
prime locus of discovery.” Central to hermeneutic phenomenology as a 
methodology is the iterative interpretation of textual data (Thompson, 
1997). As noted above, this ‘textual’ data is not restricted to text per 
se, but can consist of “a literary work, some other artistic creation, any 
artifact of popular culture, or even some type of behavioral action” 
(Holbrook and O’Saughnessy, 1988, p. 400). 

Following this logic, this thesis implements semi-structured interviews 
and participant observation as its core methods for collecting data. This 
allows the researcher to get close to the participant’s lifeworld and to thus 
establish an emic understanding of the participant’s experiences, as well 
as to subject these experiences to a hermeneutic analysis, that is, to move 
between the emerging theoretical framework and the empirical evidence 
in an abductive manner.

The core of the data set consists of the transcribed interviews and the 
notes taken during the interviews and participant observations. The 
transcribed interviews amounted to 347 pages of single spaced text. 
The notes amounted to an additional 82 pages of handwritten text and 
sketches of, among other things, the layout of taprooms, festival areas, 
and record stores. Photos taken during participant observation were used 
to stimulate and enhance the analysis. Brochures and other marketing 
material collected mainly from festivals and taprooms were utilized in a 
similar manner.

Following abductive logic, the research process was circular rather 
than linear, starting from general and untheoretical research questions 
pertaining to what makes consumers bond with consumer objects 
and what consumption contexts characterized by high involvement 
consumption, such as vinyl and craft beer consumption, can teach 
us about consumer object-relations. While the research thus started 
out inductively, it was nonetheless guided by the researcher’s pre-
understandings. As Alvesson and Sandberg (2022) point out, this pre-
understanding influences the researcher’s decision making, such as 
choice of empirical context and methods as well as the researcher’s initial 
perception of the research object. 
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The initial phases of empirical research informed the choice of 
concepts and theoretical framework. As the research progressed and 
the understanding of the research object improved, the methodological 
focus was sharpened to ensure a more focused and refined knowledge 
development. The theoretical model that emerged from this process 
informed subsequent empirical work. Thus, the research process 
progressed hermeneutically through a number of iterations, abductively 
evolving from the empirical work that informed the development 
of the theoretical framework, which, in turn, informed subsequent 
empirical work.

Informed consent and anonymity are core concerns in any research 
involving individuals (Sojka and Spangenberg, 1994). In this thesis, 
the data were collected and used with the consent of each individual 
participant. For the interviews, verbal consent was given by the 
participants to be audio recorded and to have their statements used 
anonymously in the research. All participants agreed to these conditions. 
Consent was also granted by owners and staff of taprooms, record stores, 
and other places where observations were made. At festivals, consent was 
obtained from any individual approached for research purposes.

The research quality of this thesis was pursued through the triangulation 
of sources, which was achieved by selecting a wide variety of individuals 
to participate, and by employing a multi-method approach to the study 
of the empirical contexts. This triangulation reinforced the quality of the 
observations made during the data collection by using multiple angles of 
approach to the empirical context in order to ensure as high resolution 
a rendition of it as possible (Richardson and Adams St Pierre, 2000). 
The research quality was further enhanced by following the abductive 
logic advocated by Dubois and Gadde (2002). This entailed revisiting 
the empirical contexts as the analysis progressed and new insights 
demanded further inquiry, that is, “a continuous movement between an 
empirical world and a model world” (Dubois and Gadde, 2002, p. 554), 
thus enhancing the credibility of the study.

3.3.1 Essay 1

The data collection of Essay 1 followed two phases, starting with a 
first data collection phase that focused on articles, blogs, and forum 
discussions focused on vinyl consumption, in order to generate an initial 
understanding of the phenomenon. Participant observations were also 
conducted during the early phase of the research process and continued 
throughout the study to further ground it in the empirical context 



35

(Charmaz, 2008). Typically, the researcher spent time with participants 
in vinyl record stores and in their homes. By being actively involved in 
the different consumption practices associated with vinyl consumption, 
the researcher aimed for an emic understanding of the participants’ 
relationships to vinyl consumption and the consumer objects associated 
with (Arnold and Fischer, 1994). Implicit norms and cultural meanings 
associated with vinyl consumption, such as the ritualistic aspects of 
listening to records at home or the personal significance certain record 
stores have for some vinyl consumers, became evident during these 
observations as the participants’ interactions in these places could be 
mapped and explored and to a large extent also mimicked.

Table 3 Overview of data collection and analysis Essay 1

Data Collection Phase Method / Data Set

First phase 2017 – 2018 • Archival data / Blogs, forum 
discussions, articles

• Participant observation (record stores, 
participants homes) / Notes, researcher 
diary, photographs

Second phase 2018 – 2020 • In-depth, semi-structured interviews 
with 12 participants / In verbatim 
transcribed interviews

• Participant observation (record stores, 
participant homes) / Notes, researcher 
diary, photographs

By confronting the participants’ everyday contexts and the role played 
by vinyl consumption in them, relevant themes were identified and 
conceptualized (Charmaz, 2008; Glaser and Strauss, 1967). The 
data consisted largely of notes taken during the first phase of data 
collection. Adhering to the abductive approach inherent to hermeneutic 
phenomenology (Holbrook and O’Saughnessy, 1988), the direct 
experiencing of vinyl consumption allowed the researcher to approach 
the empirical world at an early stage when the theoretical framework 
was still underdeveloped (Dubois and Gadde, 2002). This ensured that 
the themes that subsequently started to emerge from the data, and that 
later were integrated into the theoretical framework, were sufficiently 
grounded in the empirical evidence.
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The first phase enabled an initial understanding of the phenomenon 
under scrutiny, which in turn enabled the identification of specific 
themes around which more focused questions could be articulated. These 
themes and questions were then used to outline the interview guide for 
the semi-structured interviews that constituted the second phase of the 
data collection (Crossley, 2006). Participants were recruited by looking 
up and contacting the people most likely to be informative about the 
phenomenon under study, and subsequently letting the emerging data 
guide further recruitment of participants (Glaser and Strauss, 1967). 
Potential participants were thus contacted and invited to participate 
in the interviews according to how likely they were to be informative 
regarding the research interest. As such, the sampling process was 
guided by the data that was already emerging during the first phase of 
the research process. 

Four participants who were contacted during the early phase agreed t0 
participate in the observations conducted in vinyl record stores as well 
as to invite the researchers to their homes for participant observation. 
Eight additional participants agreed to the semi-structured interviews, 
making the total number of interviewed participants 12. The participants 
were aged between 25 and 35 years, which aligned well with the objective 
of the research to explore the attractiveness of vinyl records from the 
perspective of consumers who have grown up with digital alternatives 
to better understand its regained popularity during a time when digital 
alternatives are the norm. The interviews lasted for 1 – 2 hours and 
were afterwards transcribed in verbatim. Each participant was given a 
pseudonym. The objective was to let the participants freely relate their 
experiences of vinyl consumption in order to get as close as possible 
to their subjective experiences without influencing their comments 
unnecessarily with predetermined questions (Bryman and Bell, 2011).

The analysis of the data followed the Gioia methodology (Gioia et al., 
2013). Central to this methodology is the effort to acknowledge the 
inevitable impact of the researchers own voice in the reporting of the 
findings. It thus aligns well with the hermeneutic phenomenological 
tradition, which recognizes “that the interpreter and that which is being 
interpreted are linked by a context of tradition – the accumulation of the 
beliefs, theories, codes, metaphors, myths, events, practices, institutions, 
and ideologies […] that precede the interpretation” (Arnold and Fischer, 
1994, p. 56 – 57). It is moreover recognized that this preunderstanding 



37

enables rather than restricts the interpreter’s ability to understand what 
is being interpreted as it provides him or her with a “base for recognition 
and comparison” (Arnold and Fischer, 1994, p. 56 – 57). 

The Gioia methodology thus aims to report both the participant’s and 
the researcher’s voices in tandem. To report the participant’s voice as 
accurately as possible, the analysis started out with a thorough reading of 
the transcribed interviews. This initial phase of the analysis was guided 
by an effort to categorize the data as broadly and openly as possible to 
avoid giving the researcher’s pre-understandings unnecessary influence 
at this stage. Next, the transcripts were read through again, this time with 
a conscious effort to identify emerging themes in the text, thus allowing 
the researcher to gain a more robust understanding of the participants 
and their experiences with vinyl consumption. 

This “tandem reporting” structured the analysis of the data by capturing 
the participants’ voices in 1st order concepts during the first reading. 
Recurrent themes were then derived from the 1st order concepts 
and captured in 2nd order concepts that represent the researcher’s 
abstracted and distilled interpretation of the 1st order concepts. The 
2nd order concepts were inferred according to the abductive logic of the 
hermeneutic circle, compelling the researcher to move between the 1st and 
2nd order concepts until a level of saturation was reached that yielded a 
“workable set of themes and concepts” (Gioia et al., 2013, p. 20). Finally, 
the relationships between the set of themes and concepts were analyzed 
to generate the so-called aggregate dimensions on which the theoretical 
framework of the research was built. These dimensions were labelled 
‘engaging characteristics’ as the analysis revealed the relationship 
between the material culture of vinyl consumption and consumers’ 
willingness to commit to the practices associated with vinyl consumption 
as crucial for the revived popularity of vinyl records. The four engaging 
characteristics identified, that is, singularity, grounding, agency, and 
dedication, are abstractions of aspects described by the participants as 
inherent to vinyl consumption that facilitate their engagement in it and 
its consumer objects.

3.3.2 Essay 2

The research process of Essay 2 followed a similar logic as the research 
process of Essay 1. The data was accordingly collected in two phases 
during 2018 – 2021. Three different data collection methods were 
employed during the research process: participant observation, semi-
structured interviews, and hermeneutic analysis of microbreweries 
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websites. This approach aligned with the call for “crystallization” in 
interpretivist research, that is, the reinforcement of the quality of our 
observations by using multiple angles of approach to the empirical 
context in order to ensure as high resolution a rendition of it as possible 
(Richardson and Adams St Pierre, 2000).

The first data collection phase consisted of participant observations and 
semi-structured interviews. The participant observations were conducted 
in the company of participants at craft beer festivals, taprooms and 
brewpubs in southern Finland. The participants were initially contacted 
and recruited through personal networks, and subsequently through 
snowballing. participants were selected according to their interest in craft 
beer. The aim was to include both more serious and casual craft beer 
consumers to obtain diverse perspectives on craft beer consumption. The 
participants were aged between 29 and 39 years old and 12 were male 
and 3 were females. 

The festivals, taprooms and brewpubs were visited in the company with 
participants for much the same reasons as in Essay 1, that is, to ensure 
that the social aspect inherent to the consumption context was present 
as well as to uncover any implicit shared cultural meanings, norms and 
customs underlying the habits and practices enacted in this setting 
(Charmaz, 2008; Gioia et al., 2013). Moreover, random guests who gave 
their consent were also briefly interviewed and notes were made when 
the situation permitted it. 

Table 4 Overview of data collection and analysis Essay 2

Data Collection Phase Method / Data Set

First phase 2018 – 2020 • Participant observation (festivals, 
taprooms, brewpubs) / Notes, 
researcher diary, photographs

• In-depth, semi-structured interviews 
with 15 participants / In verbatim 
transcribed interviews

Second phase 2020 – 2021 • Hermeneutic analysis / 5 microbrewery 
homepages

• Participant observation (homebrewing 
sessions) / Notes, researchers diary, 
photographs
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The interviews lasted for 1 – 2 hours and were mainly conducted in 
pubs and taprooms around the Helsinki region in Finland. A semi-
structured approach allowed the researcher to stimulate the interviews 
when necessary, but the objective was to let the participants relay their 
experiences of craft beer consumption as directly as possible, without 
unnecessary interference from the researcher. The participants were each 
given a pseudonym and the interviews were transcribed in verbatim. 

During the second phase of data collection, three participants that 
regularly practice homebrewing invited the researcher to their 
respective locations for brewing. The participant observation conducted 
at these homebrewing sessions further enriched the researcher’s emic 
understanding of consumers’ relationship to craft beer and the culture 
structured around it. Additionally, five websites of microbreweries from 
both Finland and abroad were analyzed to further “crystallize” the quality 
of the empirical evidence by triangulating the interviews and participant 
observations with the discourses found on the homepages (Decrop, 1999).

The analysis of the data started simultaneously with the first data 
collection phase. The analysis followed the same logic as the analysis of 
Essay 1, i.e., a hermeneutic analysis aimed at revealing the “culturally 
shared narrative forms” (Thompson, 1997, pp. 439 – 440) found across 
the different data sets. The analysis and findings were informed and 
structured by the Gioia methodology (Gioia et al., 2013), yielding a 
number of aggregate dimensions derived from the hermeneutic analysis 
of the participants’ 1st order concepts and the researcher’s 2nd order 
analysis of them. These aggregate dimensions provided the foundation 
on which the theoretical framework was built. Crucially, the analysis 
revealed that the popularity of craft beer can be explained as contingent 
on what was labelled the ‘cultural profile’ of craft beer consumption. The 
cultural profile denotes the cultural features of a context of consumption 
determined by its underlying institutional logic and material culture. The 
analysis, and the six aggregate dimensions it yielded, demonstrated that 
the cultural profile of craft beer consumption is characterized by two 
relatable characteristics, i.e., reciprocity and proximity, that explain its 
growing popularity amongst consumers of beer.

3.3.3 Essay 3

The research process of Essay 3 unfolded in parallel with the second 
phase of data collection of Essay 1 and the first phase of data collection 
of Essay 2, that is, during 2019 – 2020. Employing abductive reasoning 
(Dubois and Gadde, 2002), the emerging findings of Essays 1 and 2 
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were used to reflect more broadly on contemporary consumer culture 
and some prevalent misalignments between firms’ offerings and the 
conception of the contemporary consumers’ desires and attitudes as 
revealed by the findings of Essays 1 and 2. Thus, the research process 
of Essay 3 was intimately connected with the research process of the 
thesis as a whole by virtue of how it allowed the researcher to reflect on 
possible points of overlap between the two empirical contexts and the 
theoretical models that were emerging from studying them. However, as 
the focus of Essay 3 was on the managerial implications of the findings 
of Essays 1 and 2, the level of analysis was adjusted to a more abstract 
and conceptual level to create insight with more general relevance 
and implications than the two empirical contexts of Essays 1 and 2 by 
themselves warranted. Thus, the empirical data provided by Essays 1 
and 2 was supplemented by archival data consisting of mainly firms’ 
websites and news articles addressing current issues pertaining to the gap 
between consumers’ wants and desires and firms’ market offerings, and, 
importantly, examples of companies successfully confronting this issue. 
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4 FINDINGS OF ARTICLES

This section summarizes the three essays that compose the thesis and 
discusses their findings.

4.1 Essay 1

By exploring vinyl consumption, Essay 1 aims to clarify with the help 
of Borgmann’s philosophy of technology (1984; 2000) how material 
culture impacts consumers’ interactions with consumer objects and 
the broader context in which these objects are embedded, and, by 
implication, consumers’ relationships with these objects.  It does so 
by demonstrating how material culture generates what are labelled 
engaging characteristics. These characteristics are abstractions of 
aspects typical of a context of consumption that facilitate consumers’ 
engagement in it and its consumer objects. Essay 1 sheds light on the 
relationship between these engaging characteristics and material culture 
and, moreover, how consumers’ long-term and meaningful relationships 
with consumer objects are contingent on the engaging characteristics of 
a context of consumption.

Essay 1 is guided by the following research question:

How does material culture impact consumers’ engagement with 
objects beyond the provider’s view, that is, in the context of consumers’ 
everyday life?

By taking the context of vinyl consumption as its empirical focus, Essay 
1 homes in on consumers’ interactions with consumer objects and how 
these objects mediate different consumer-world relationships depending 
on what they are designed to do. It demonstrates how the rationalization 
of music consumption has, on the one hand, led to increasingly 
convenient and cost-efficient solutions that provide the consumer with 
access to practically any music anywhere at any time, and, on the other 
hand, undermined a number of valued music consumption practices, 
such as building collections or visiting record stores.

With the help of Borgmann’s (1984; 2000) notion of engagement and its 
emphasis on the relationship between material culture and engagement, 
Essay 1 exposes a configuration of four engaging characteristics that 
expounds the reasons for vinyl’s regained popularity. These engaging 
characteristics were identified as singularity, grounding, agency, and 
dedication, and are abstractions of aspects described by the participants 
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as inherent to vinyl consumption that facilitate their engagement in it 
and its consumer objects. The regained popularity of vinyl is accordingly 
exposed as contingent on how the material culture underlying vinyl 
consumption engages consumers in valued practices and consumer 
objects that the digitalization of music consumption has disengaged them 
from. 

First, the limited availability and uniqueness characteristic of vinyl 
records, which the participants valued and felt allowed them to express 
themselves, were identified as an engaging characteristic labelled 
singularity. Second, the relatability of the experience, manifested 
in such aspects as vinyl records and the operating of a turntable and 
brick and mortar record stores, gave consumers a sense of place and 
situatedness that they missed from digital alternatives which were 
described as ephemeral and impalpable. This engaging characteristic 
was labelled grounding as it embeds the experience in its “actual context” 
and “tangible circumstances” (Borgmann, 2000, p. 420) by disclosing 
and consolidating contextual aspects such as origins of records, actors 
involved in market and the technical aspects underlying analogue sound 
reproduction. Thirdly, the deliberate and proactive involvement in 
the functioning of consumer objects that vinyl consumption demands 
was identified as an engaging characteristic labelled agency. Digital 
alternatives were respectively described as disengaging precisely because 
of how the participants felt that their involvement in the functioning of 
services such as Spotify was being increasingly undermined by automated 
solutions and the separation of means from their ends, such as visiting 
record stores to acquire music or changing records when playing music 
redundant practices. Finally, the effort and diligence that is thus required 
of the consumer of vinyl to achieve desired outcomes, such as a personal 
record collection or a certain quality of sound reproduction, were 
conceptualized as the fourth engaging characteristic of vinyl consumption 
labelled dedication.

Accordingly, Essay 1 finds that vinyl’s ability to engage the consumer 
in a number of meaningful practices that are more or less absent from 
digital alternatives is predicated on how the material culture of vinyl 
consumption impacts consumers’ engagement with the artifacts of vinyl 
consumption and the context in which such artifacts are embedded. 
For many consumers, vinyl consumption represents a more engaging 
alternative that involves them in the materialization of music (Verbeek, 
2002; 2005) and recontextualizes their music consumption experiences 
in tangible circumstances. Theoretically, this suggests that the 
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significance consumers ascribe to consumer-object relations is predicated 
on the engaging characteristics of the context of consumption in which 
such relations are embedded, rather than on ownership, as has been 
commonly assumed (e.g., Bardhi and Eckhardt, 2012; Gruen, 2017). 
Moreover, concerning the overall purpose of this thesis, the findings of 
Essay 1 suggest that vinyl consumption strengthens 1) consumers’ sense 
of purpose by affording them with a highly project-oriented activity that 
engages them in the context of consumption and the consumer objects 
embedded in it, and 2) consumers’ sense of coherence by disclosing 
and consolidating contextual aspects such as origins of records, actors 
involved in market and the technical aspects underlying analogue 
sound reproduction.. This explains the high degree of significance 
consumers tend to ascribe to the consumer objects associated with 
vinyl consumption (e.g., Fernandez and Beverland, 2019; Goulding and 
Derbaix, 2019).

4.2 Essay 2

Essay 2 explores the reasons for the popularity of craft beer by 
investigating the institutional logic and material culture underlying craft 
beer consumption. It builds on previous research that has identified the 
ability of artisanal and craft products to reconnect the consumer with the 
geographical and practical origins of these products as crucial to their 
success. It accordingly aims to provide a comprehensive articulation of 
consumers’ identification with products, brands, and other consumer 
objects as contingent on the underlying socio-cultural circumstances 
that influence consumers’ perception of such commercial objects as 
meaningful to identify with.

Essay 2 is guided by the following research question:

What makes consumers identify with a consumer object?

By taking craft beer consumption as its empirical focus, Essay 2 homes 
in on how the semiotic and practical qualities associated with a context 
of consumption invite consumers to identify with it and use its features 
for identity work (Belk, 1988), which explains their willingness to 
commit to it in the long-term. Following the findings of recent studies 
in market and consumer research, Essay 2 takes as its starting point the 
disconnection from food and drink many consumers experience due to 
what they perceive to be the anonymous and impersonal character of 
mass-produced alternatives (Kneafsey et al., 2008). Building on Simmel’s 
(2004 [1900]) theory of culture, this disconnection is further elaborated 
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as contingent on a more general discrepancy caused by what Simmel 
(2004 [1900]) describes as the increasing gap between subjective and 
objective culture. According to Simmel (2004 [1900]), the cultural 
environment in which the individual exists and the cultural objects that 
constitute that environment become increasingly complex and difficult to 
identify with as their cultural meaning and significance are obscured by 
the complexities of the technical sophistication underlying their genesis 
and functioning.

Although Simmel (2004 [1900]) never clearly conceptualized objective 
culture, his description of it as consisting of the aggregate of collectively 
shared human products, such as art, shared ideas, literature, technology, 
buildings, language, commodities, markets, suggests that he viewed 
it as consisting of the immaterial and material things that make up 
our cultural environment. In Essay 2, objective culture is accordingly 
conceptualized as having an institutional dimension consisting of 
values, norms, customs and shared practices, and a material dimension 
consisting of the material objects that make up our surroundings. 

Thus, Essay 2 draws on two core concepts in contemporary market 
and consumer research, i.e., institutional logics and material culture, 
to examine craft beer consumption as an instance of objective culture. 
Furthermore, it introduces the notion of cultural profile to denote 
the cultural features of a context of consumption determined by its 
underlying institutional logic and material culture. It is accordingly 
assumed that the material culture and institutional logic underlying 
craft beer consumption generate a cultural profile characteristic of 
it. This cultural profile consists of the shared understandings and 
expectations of, for example, what beer is and who it is for, and where 
and how to consume it, and the material objects and surroundings, such 
as breweries, taprooms, beer, glasses, etc., that uphold and afford the 
social practices associated with craft beer consumption. The concept 
of consumer relatability is theorized to denote the attractiveness that 
a context of consumption enjoys by virtue of the degree to which its 
cultural profile resonates with consumers’ sense of self. It thus provides 
us with the conceptual bandwidth necessary to probe the features of a 
consumption context’s cultural profile that fuel its ability to facilitate 
consumers’ identity work (Belk, 1988).

By thus examining the cultural profile of craft beer consumption, 
Essay 2 finds that its recent proliferation is not exclusively predicated 
on possibilities for reconnection with the geographical and practical 
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origins of craft beer as previous research suggests. The findings suggest 
instead that the cultural profile of craft beer consumption resonates 
with consumers’ sense of self by virtue of two relatable characteristics 
generated by it: 1) reciprocity, which pertains to how the flourishing 
of craft beer culture is perceived as contingent on consumers’ active 
participation, giving them a sense of shared purpose and responsibility in 
its cultivation; 2) proximity, which pertains to how the material culture 
of craft beer consumption provides a more accessible and intelligible 
alternative to the detached and anonymous character of mass-produced 
beer (figure 1.). 
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Figure	2	 Consumer	relatability	as	an	outcome	of	the	cultural	profile	of	craft	
beer consumption. 

Thus, the potential for reconnection identified by previous research (e.g., 
Sjölander-Lindqvist et al., 2020) as central to the success of craft and 
artisanal consumption needs to be understood as predicated on how the 
cultural profiles of these contexts of consumption are characterized by a 
high degree of relatability. Concerning the overall purpose of this thesis, 
the findings of Essay 2 suggest that craft beer consumption strengthen 1) 
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consumers’ sense of coherence by providing them with a cultural profile 
that helps them make sense of their surroundings and 2) consumers’ 
sense of purpose by inspiring them to actively participate in the culture 
of craft beer. Accordingly, the findings of Essay 2 suggest that the 
relatability of the cultural profile of a context of consumption increases 
the significance that consumers ascribe to the objects embedded in it.

4.3 Essay 3

Essay 3 examines the revival of the vinyl record in order to identify 
ongoing shifts in the contemporary consumer’s values and attitudes. 
By contrasting emerging and marginal market developments and their 
implications with more conventional understandings of markets and 
consumers, Essay 3 aims to create novel and timely customer insight 
that accentuates aspects often obscured by mainstream conceptions of 
markets and consumers. It builds on the findings of Essay 1 and 2 and 
sheds light on the contemporary consumer’s desire for meaningful forms 
of consumption and how companies can learn to leverage this desire. 

Essay 3 is guided by the following research question: 

How can companies utilize consumers’ desire for engaged and 
relatable consumption?

By focusing on vinyl consumption, Essay 3 identifies an emerging 
mindset characteristic of the contemporary consumer and juxtaposes 
it with the conventional understanding of markets and consumers 
characteristic of managers. Following Levitt’s (1960) customer-centric 
marketing philosophy, Essay 3 starts from the assumption that there 
exists a gap between consumers’ actual desires on the one hand, and 
managers’ understanding of what such desires are on the other hand. 
Levitt (1960) identified managers’ preoccupation with efficiency and low-
cost production as the cause of their ‘myopic’ understanding of markets 
and consumers. By being preoccupied with the idea that “profit resides 
essentially in low-cost production” (Levitt, 1960, p. 51), managers tend, 
according to Levitt (1960), to let their own goals and aspirations influence 
their understanding of their customers’ desires. 

By inferring from the revival of the vinyl record an emerging mindset 
characteristic of the contemporary consumer labelled the craft mindset, 
Essay 3 demonstrates how managers’ understanding of markets and 
consumers often causes tensions to develop as consumers are unable to 
relate in a fulfilling and meaningful way to market offerings underpinned 
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by what is labelled the utility mindset characteristic of managers (Figure 
3.). By demonstrating how these tensions can be discerned by paying 
attention to emerging and marginal consumer trends that should be 
understood as caused by the misalignment of mainstream market 
offerings with consumers’ actual desires, Essay 3 provides the conceptual 
means with which to gain customer-centric insight that alleviates 
this misalignment.
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Figure 3 Tensions between the dimensions of the utility and craft mindsets 
and their practical implications.

As illustrated in figure 3, building on Weber’s (1958 [1905], 1968 
[1922]) and Ritzer’s (2004) theory of rationality, the utility mindset is 
conceptualized as following a logic that gives priority to calculability 
in order to ensure predictability, which in turn increases control and, 
by extension, efficiency (Ritzer, 2004). By influencing how managers 
construe the contemporary consumer, the logic underlying the utility 
mindset tends to eliminate qualitative distinction and undermine 
spontaneous experiences unmediated by predetermined product and 
service encounters (Ritzer, 2004). What consumer trends like the revival 
of the vinyl record, do-it-yourself (DIY) projects, and film photography 
thus suggest, is that the premediated and disengaging character of 
much of contemporary consumer culture undermines consumers’ desire 
to be actively and creatively involved in the materialization of their 
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commodities and to recognize the sociocultural context from which 
their consumer objects attain much of the meanings and significance 
associated with them.

Finally, Essay 3 introduces what is labelled reflective thinking to help 
companies tailor their market offerings to better resonate with the 
values and attitudes that ultimately guide consumers in their decision 
making (figure 4). Reflective thinking is presented as a focal outlook for 
companies to adapt to help them orient their understanding of markets 
and consumers by attending to the four elements that constitute it, that 
is, context, story, authenticity, and resonance.
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A uthenticity
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C r aft 
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Figure 4 Bridging the gap between the utility and craft mindsets with 
reflective	thinking.

The elements of reflective thinking follow a logic that is structured to 
alleviate the misalignment between consumers’ wants and needs and 
companies understanding of them caused by the utility mindset. Thus, 
for companies’ market offerings to appear authentic to the consumer, 
they need to pay more attention to and disclose the context in which their 
market offerings are embedded by communicating this in a narrative 
that resonates with their customer’s values and sensibilities. A number 
of practical examples are provided, ranging from Unilever’s Open 
innovation platform to Etsy’s creation of a global market for small-scale, 
labor-intensive products, to illustrate how companies have implemented 
reflective thinking successfully.
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5 CONTRIBUTION AND IMPLICATIONS

This thesis provides a refined conceptualization of meaningful consumer-
object relations and a comprehensive understanding of how they take 
shape and how companies can support their formation. In this section, 
the theoretical and managerial implications of this thesis are discussed 
with its limitations and suggestions for future research.

5.1 Toward a deeper understanding of meaningful   
 consumer-object relations

Although the meaningfulness of consumer-object relations is often 
implicitly understood as dependent on the degree to which an object of 
consumption is experienced by consumers as part of their identity, this 
leaves open questions pertaining to what it is that makes such objects 
appear meaningful to identify with in the first place. This thesis provides 
an alternative point of departure by introducing recent discussions of 
meaningfulness from positive psychology and related fields (Martela 
and Steger, 2016; de Mujinck, 2013; Ryan and Deci, 2000) as useful 
for deepening our understanding of meaningful consumer-object 
relations. In accordance with the general trend in market and consumer 
research to strive towards more holistic, systemic, and dynamic views 
of markets and consumers (e.g., Geisler and Fischer, 2017), this thesis 
presents an overview and evolved conceptualization of meaningful 
consumer-object relations by raising the level of analysis from the dyad 
consisting of consumers and their objects of consumption to the contexts 
of consumption where consumer-object relations are embedded. Thus, 
whereas the conceptualization of meaningfulness in the marketing and 
consumer research literature has largely remained underdeveloped, the 
approach proposed in this thesis provides the conceptual foundation 
for a more structured and coherent discussion pertaining to what 
meaningfulness consists of in consumption. 

Building on Borgmann’s (1984; 2000) philosophy of technology and 
Simmel’s (2004 [1900]) theory of culture, the analysis started out by 
identifying two limiting conditions to meaningful consumer-object 
relations typical of contemporary consumer culture, i.e., disengagement 
and disconnection. Disengagement pertains to a consumer culture that 
due to its preoccupation with convenience and cost-efficiency tends to 
replace human action with technological solutions. This is understood to 
disengage consumers from a contextual landscape of social practices and 
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cultural objects that generate meaning. Disconnection pertains in turn 
to the growing distance between consumers and their consumer objects 
caused by the rationalization of consumption and production.

This thesis posits that consumers’ reactions to these limiting conditions 
can be discerned from market developments that challenge the status 
quo and the prevailing understanding of consumers wants and needs 
as well as the best way to fulfill them. Thus, by exploring consumers’ 
reactions to the proliferation of access-based music consumption and to 
the rationalization of food and drink consumption, this thesis identified 
two enabling conditions to meaningful consumer-object relations:

1) the engaging characteristics generated by the material culture  
 underlying a context of consumption (Essay 1) and

2) the consumer relatability generated by the cultural profile of a  
 context of consumption (Essay 2).

Although it has previously been established that consumers’ sense of 
being actively involved in music consumption explains the regained 
popularity of vinyl (e.g., Bartmanski and Woodward, 2015; Nokelainen 
and Dedehayir, 2015), this thesis elaborates on the role played by 
material culture in enabling the level of consumer involvement associated 
with vinyl consumption. By introducing the notion of engaging 
characteristics, this thesis refines our understanding of the relationship 
between material culture and engagement. A core implication of this 
understanding is that the material culture underlying a context of 
consumption mediates consumers’ interactions with that context and the 
consumer objects embedded in it. Thus, in the case of vinyl consumption, 
consumers’ active involvement in practices, such as operating the 
turntable or building a collection, endows them with a sense of having 
to aim for something and playing a seminal role in achieving a desired 
outcome. 

Accordingly, the findings of Essay 1 demonstrate that the high degree 
of personal significance that consumers ascribe to the consumer objects 
associated with vinyl consumption is contingent on consumers’ feelings of 
playing a part in something and having something to aim for. This sense 
of purpose was shown to be contingent on the engaging characteristics, 
i.e., singularity, grounding, agency, and dedication, generated by the 
material culture underlying vinyl consumption.
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The recent proliferation of artisanal and craft products has been 
described as predicated on the sense of reconnection consumers’ 
experience when consuming products that are more clearly 
contextualized (e.g., Kneafsey et al., 2008; Sjölander-Lindqvist et 
al., 2020). Although these studies focus mainly on the geographical 
and practical origins of products, this thesis provides a more holistic 
understanding of consumers’ willingness and ability to bond with 
artisanal and craft products by introducing the notion of cultural profile, 
that is, the cultural features of a consumption context determined by 
its underlying institutional logic and material culture. The concept of 
cultural profile provides the conceptual bandwidth needed to examine the 
degree to which the cultural features, such as values, norms, practices, 
and aspects of material culture, associated with a context of consumption 
resonate with consumers’ sense of self and their understanding of their 
environment. This resonance was conceptualized in Essay 2 as a matter 
of consumer relatability and as affecting the personal significance that 
consumers ascribe to consumer objects by virtue of how it helps them 
make sense of their environment and the consumer objects embedded 
in it.

Thus, the novel use of theoretical insights from positive psychology 
(de Mujinck, 2013; Martela and Steger, 2016) exposed the focal role 
these enabling conditions play in the formation of consumer-object 
relationships that are perceived as meaningful. The impact of these 
enabling conditions on the formation of meaningful consumer-object 
relations was accordingly theorized as contingent on how they provide 
consumers with 1) a sense of coherence, i.e., helps them make “sense of 
the world, rendering it comprehensible and coherent”, and 2) a sense 
of purpose, i.e., a feeling of playing a part in something and having 
something to aim for (Martela and Steger, 2016, p. 533). 

Importantly, in line with the things-oriented approach to meaningfulness 
(de Mujinck, 2013), this thesis homes in on the question of whether 
the context of consumption with which consumers interact is disposed 
toward generating meaning that consumers regard as significant, that 
is, meaningful, or not, which is crucial to our understanding of the 
constitution of meaningful consumer-object relations. Table 1 shows that 
the conceptual tools and the theoretical framework introduced in this 
thesis meet the research objectives of this thesis.
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Table	5	 Research	objectives	and	summary	of	main	findings.

Objective Summary	of	main	findings Article
Objective I

To clarify how material 
culture impacts 
consumers’ engagement 
with consumer objects 
and the broader context 
in which they are 
embedded and how 
this engagement affects 
consumers’ sense of 
purpose.

First, this thesis elaborates on the impact of 
material culture on consumer engagement. 
Accordingly, it explicates how the engaging 
characteristics of a context of consumption that 
direct consumers’ engagement with objects 
(regardless of whether these objects are directly 
related to a provider or not) are contingent on 
the material culture of that context.

Second, meaningful consumer-object relations 
are shown to be contingent on the engaging 
characteristics of the context of consumption 
these relations are embedded in. Consumers’ 
meaningful relations with consumer objects 
are thus posited as contingent on not only 
the objects per se, but, importantly, on how 
the engaging characteristics of the context of 
consumption afford consumers with a sense of 
purpose.

1

Objective II

To clarify how the 
cultural profile of a 
context of consumption 
impacts consumers’ 
ability and willingness 
to identify with the 
consumer objects 
embedded in that 
context, and how this 
affects consumers’ sense 
of coherence.

First, this thesis demonstrates how, by 
investigating the institutional logics and 
material culture underlying a context of 
consumption, its cultural profile  can be exposed 
allowing us to identify the focal features that 
facilitate consumers’ identification with a 
consumer object.

Second, instead of focusing solely on how 
consumers relate to consumer objects per se, 
this thesis identifies the broader institutional 
and material circumstances, from which the 
semiotic and practical qualities associated with 
consumer objects emanate, as the focal object 
of consumer relatability, i.e., the attraction a 
context of consumption enjoys by virtue of the 
degree to which its cultural profile resonates 
with consumers’ understanding of themselves 
and their surroundings. Consumers’ sense of 
coherence is thus posited as contingent on the 
degree to which the cultural profile of a context 
of consumption appears relatable to them.

2
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Objective III

To conceptually outline 
how companies can 
better align their 
market offerings with 
the contemporary 
consumers’ desire for 
engaged and relatable 
consumption.

First, this thesis introduces an up-to-date 
customer-oriented market philosophy by 
expanding on Levitt´s (1960) notion of 
marketing myopia. Informed by Weber’s (1958; 
1968) theory of rationality and current market 
developments, a conceptual framework that 
juxtaposes companies’ preoccupation with cost-
efficiency and convenience with consumers’ 
desire for self-determination and personal 
involvement, is developed.

Second, by applying this conceptual framework 
to an analysis of current market phenomena, 
eight implications that help companies 
better align their market offerings with the 
contemporary consumers’ mindset are inferred.

Third, a conceptual model to help companies 
build their customer-centric market strategies 
around questions of context, authenticity, story, 
and resonance is introduced.

3

Objective I

Although research on engagement has in recent years increasingly 
expanded its focus from the dyad to the broader context within which 
both consumers and these focal objects are embedded, the focus has 
hitherto predominantly been on institutional context (e.g., Alexander 
et al., 2018). What on the other hand has received little attention 
is the impact of material culture on engagement, i.e., how material 
objects, devices, and technology that are associated with and create 
“distinctive situational contexts” (Kay et al., 2004, p. 83) mediate 
individuals’ interactions, and, by implication, engagement, within these 
contexts. This thesis acknowledges the role played by material culture 
in mediating engagement by illustrating how it contributes to the 
engaging characteristics associated with a context of consumption that 
direct consumers’ engagement with objects regardless of how central or 
peripheral they are, that is, whether these objects are directly related to a 
provider or not. By thus positing consumer engagement as predicated on 
the engaging characteristics generated by the material circumstances of 
a context of consumption, this thesis deepens our holistic understanding 
of engagement. Importantly, by acknowledging the impact of material 
culture on consumers’ engagement with consumer objects and the sense 
of purpose this engagement generates, it demonstrates how meaningful 
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consumer-object relations are contingent on the engaging characteristics 
of the context of consumption in which these relations are embedded. 
Essay 1 thus meets objective I.

Objective II

The gap between firms’ offerings and consumers’ actual wants and desires 
has been increasingly identified as contingent on the disconnection 
between production and consumption caused by the rationalizing effects 
of mass-production, globalization, and standardization (e.g., Kneafsey et 
al. 2008). However, the focus has hitherto predominantly been limited to 
products and their geographical and practical origins, leaving overlooked 
questions of how consumers experience and relate to the broader cultural 
context in which such products are embedded. By acknowledging the 
cultural profile of a context of consumption as the ‘focal object’ from 
which consumers are increasingly disconnected, this thesis provides a 
more comprehensive understanding of the issue. By positing consumers’ 
sense of coherence as contingent on the degree to which the cultural 
profile of a context of consumption resonates with and strengthens 
consumers’ understanding of themselves and their surroundings, this 
thesis theorizes meaningful consumer-object relations as contingent on 
the relatability of the cultural profile of a context of consumption. Essay 
2 thus meets objective II.

Objective III

Building on the insights generated by Essay 1 and 2, Essay 3 analyses 
recent market developments and introduces a conceptual model 
to help companies build their customer-centric market strategies 
around questions of context, authenticity, story, and resonance. This 
thesis demonstrates how the gap between companies’ offerings and 
consumers’ actual wants and needs is predicated on four tensions 
arising from a misalignment between the mindsets of companies and the 
contemporary consumer respectively. Although companies, in line with 
Levitt’s (1960) notion of marketing myopia and Weber’s (1958 [1905]; 
1968 [1922]) theory of rationality, tend to strive for control, efficiency, 
predictability and calculability, consumers are increasingly motivated 
by a desire for agency, commitment, creativity and quality (see figure 3). 
By acknowledging the market opportunities inherent to an alignment 
with consumers’ mindset, companies will be in a better position to 
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cultivate long-term relationships with their potential customers. Eight 
implications inferred from the four tensions were suggested to help 
companies achieve this alignment. Essay 3 thus meets objective III.

5.2 Contribution to theory

This thesis makes several contributions to the marketing and 
consumer research literatures. First, it contributes to the engagement 
literature by providing a more comprehensive understanding of the 
embeddedness of engagement. Although previous research has mainly 
focused on the institutional context that direct consumers’ and other 
focal actors’ engagement (e.g., Alexander et al., 2018; Hollebeek et 
al., 2018; Storbacka, 2016; Wang et al., 2019; Watson et al., 2020), 
this thesis elaborates on how material culture impacts engagement. 
Another key contribution of this thesis is its conceptual explication of 
the embeddedness of engagement. It introduces the notion of engaging 
characteristics to conceptualize consumers’ engagement with focal 
objects as predicated on the material circumstances underlying a 
context of consumption. This shifts the focus and expands the scope 
from the customer-provider dyad to how the broader socio-cultural 
context in which consumers act directs their engagement with objects 
of consumption, regardless of how central or peripheral they are, that is, 
whether these objects are directly related to a provider or not. Moreover, 
few studies have empirically explored the embeddedness of engagement. 
Although this thesis focuses on consumer engagement in the context 
of music consumption, the insights it generates could be extended to 
other contexts and utilized to explore related phenomena, such as the 
relationship between engagement and customer loyalty (Bhattacharya 
and Sen, 2003) and value formation (Echeverri and Skålén, 2011; 
Heinonen et al., 2013).

Second, by identifying the material circumstances underlying a context 
of consumption as impacting consumers’ engagement with consumer 
objects, the character of consumers’ relationships with consumer objects 
appears contingent on the engaging characteristics generated by these 
circumstances. This implies a more nuanced and holistic understanding 
of how meaningful consumer-object relations take shape as the consumer 
object and the relationship a consumer has with it is exposed as subject 
to consumers’ engagement with not only the object, but also the broader 
context within which it is embedded. These insights have implications 
for research on consumers’ relationships with consumer objects more 
conventionally explored in the engagement literature, such as brands 
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(e.g., Baldus et al, 2015; Brodie et al., 2013; Hollebeek et al., 2017), and 
in the relationship marketing literature, such as firms (e.g., Garbarino 
and Johnson, 1999) and services (e.g., Jaakkola and Alexander, 2014). 

Moreover, the said insights build on, and contribute to, broader 
discussions in marketing and consumer research on the role of material 
objects in structuring consumption practices (Magaudda, 2011) and on 
consumers’ relationships with consumer objects (Epp and Price, 2010; 
Kuruoglu and Ger, 2015). The insights on the relationship between 
material culture and engagement that were presented in this thesis 
suggest that the level and quality of affordance (Kuruoglu and Ger, 2015), 
or mediation (Verbeek, 2002; 2005), attributed to a material object, 
needs to be understood as contingent on the engaging characteristics of 
the material culture underlying a context of consumption. In line with 
Borgmann’s (1984; 2000) philosophy of technology, this perspective 
emphasizes how the design of the consumer objects that largely 
constitute material culture generate the engaging characteristics of such 
objects, and, by implication, influence consumers’ ability and willingness 
to ascribe personal significance to them.

Third, this thesis contributes to the literature on the gap between firms’ 
market offerings and consumers’ desires by acknowledging consumers’ 
ability and willingness to relate to consumer objects as dependent on the 
degree to which the cultural profile of a context of consumption resonates 
with their understanding of themselves and their surroundings. This 
entails that a deeper understanding of both the institutional logics and 
material culture of a context of consumption that generate the semiotic 
and practical qualities associated with a consumer object helps explain 
why consumers identify with consumer objects. This, in turn, deepens 
our understanding of the sense of disconnection that consumers have 
been shown to experience in relation to certain product categories 
(Kneafsey et al., 2008). Moreover, it contributes to the literature on 
what it means for consumers to identify with products (Ahuvia, 2005), 
companies (Bhattacharya and Sen, 2003), countries (Oberecker and 
Diamantopoulos, 2008) or brands (Stokburger-Sauer et al., 2012) by 
providing a more holistic understanding of how the broader sociocultural 
context in which such consumer objects are embedded facilitate 
consumers’ identification with them.

Furthermore, by bringing both the institutional and the material aspects 
of a context of consumption under one concept, the cultural profile 
concept links discussions in marketing and consumer research pertaining 
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to the impact of norms, values, and shared understandings on consumer 
behavior (Dolbec and Fischer, 2015; Scaraboto and Fischer, 2013) with 
discussions on to the impact of physical objects and technology on 
consumer behavior (Goulding and Derbaix, 2019; Woodward, 2011). This, 
in turn, aligns with recent calls for research on the reciprocal relationship 
between institutional logics and material culture, that is, how these two 
dimensions of social reality impact and define one another (Candace et 
al., 2013) and, by implication, influence consumers’ relationships with 
consumer objects (Zanette and Scaraboto, 2019).

Fourth, this thesis clears the way for further attempts to conceptualize 
meaningful consumer-object relations. It provides a theoretically 
grounded point of departure for future research by introducing recent 
discussions of meaningfulness in positive psychology and related fields 
(Martela and Steger, 2016; de Mujinck, 2013; Ryan and Deci, 2000) 
as useful for deepening our understanding of meaningful consumer-
object relations. In particular, by following the logic of de Mujinck’s 
(2013) things-oriented approach to meaningfulness, questions on 
whether the consumer environment with which consumers interact is 
disposed to generating meaning that consumers regard as significant, 
that is, meaningful, or not, have been raised to the foreground in this 
thesis. Combined with Martela and Steger’s (2016) conceptualization 
of meaningfulness as significance, this meaning generating disposition 
was moreover specified as contingent on the degree to which a context of 
consumption affords consumers with a sense of coherence and purpose, 
that is, helps them make sense of their environment and their role in 
it. This approach expands on streams of research in the marketing 
and consumer research literature that explores project-oriented forms 
of consumption, such as, craft consumption (e.g., Campbell, 2005), 
do-it-yourself (DIY) consumption (Watson and Shove, 2008), and 
serious leisure (Seo, 2016; Syrjälä, 2016), as well as research focused on 
consumers’ desire for reconnection (e.g., Albrecht and Smithers, 2018; 
Giampietri et al., 2016; Morris and Kirwan, 2010).

5.3 Managerial implications

Guided by the notion that consumers’ wants and needs as best satisfied 
by optimizing processes internal to the company (Levitt, 1960; Heinonen 
et al., 2010), companies risk disregarding the dynamic relationship 
between consumers’ desires and the broader socio-cultural context in 
which these desires are embedded and to which they as such are subject. 
By outlining the area that, due to marketing myopia (Levitt, 1960), tends 
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to fall outside of companies’ field of view, this thesis provides insight that 
helps companies make sense of this area and how its influence on their 
potential customers’ desires can be better understood and leveraged. 
Table 6 presents the key managerial implications of this thesis.

Table 6 Key managerial implications

Managerial implication So what?
1. Expand the focus from the customer-

offering dyad to the broader socio-
cultural context within which these 
relationships are embedded to 
transcend the limits of conventional 
firm-centric construal of consumers 
and their desires.

By taking a more holistic approach to 
consumers’ and their consumer objects, 
companies will be able to uncover 
factors beyond their conventional field 
of view that have significant impact on 
how consumers think and how they 
perceive and relate to consumer objects. 
Such a consumer-centric philosophy 
will help companies gain deeper insight 
of how to design market offerings that 
better fit consumers’ everyday lives and 
become more deeply embedded in the 
consumers’ context.

2. Recognize how consumers’ 
relationships with consumer objects 
are contingent on broader socio-
cultural undercurrents that alter the 
meanings ascribed to these objects.

As socio-technical processes such as 
digitalization and algorithmization 
increasingly characterize social reality, 
consumers’ understandings of not only 
consumer objects directly affected by 
these processes, but consumer objects in 
general, shift. Thus, surprising consumer 
trends, such as the comeback of the 
vinyl record or the growing demand for 
analogue film among photographers, 
need to be understood in the broader 
socio-technical context from which 
the semiotic and practical meanings 
associated with these consumer objects 
emanate. By paying attention to such 
seemingly peripheral consumer trends, 
companies can gain a more nuanced and 
high-resolution understanding of the 
contemporary consumer culture in which 
the consumer acts.
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3. Acknowledge consumers’ increasing 
desire to align their consumption 
choices with their values and 
personal aspirations.

By mapping out the cultural profile of 
the context of consumption companies 
target, they will be in a better position 
to design market offerings that align 
with consumers’ self-understanding and 
worldview. The identified relationship 
between the cultural profile of the 
context of consumption and consumers’ 
sense of self and their surroundings 
entails opportunities for companies to 
make their offerings easier for consumers 
to identify with and integrate into their 
lifeworld.

4. Facilitate consumers’ pursuit for 
self-determination and -realization.

As smart technologies proliferate and 
increasingly structure individuals’ 
interactions with one another and 
their environment, companies need 
to recognize the mediating effects of 
these technologies and the negative 
outcomes this mediation may imply. By 
being mindful of how consumers’ desire 
a sense of autonomy and fulfillment, 
companies can reach a better balance 
between the agency of technology 
enabled processes and consumers’ 
control of these processes which in 
turn increases consumers’ personal 
involvement.

By taking an increasingly holistic approach to consumption and their 
potential customers, companies can become aware of a much broader 
array of factors that impact their customers’ desires. By learning to 
map the cultural profile of the context of consumption companies 
target, they will be able to develop market offerings that become 
more deeply embedded in consumers’ lives. By acknowledging the 
engaging characteristics impacting consumers’ engagement in a context 
of consumption, companies will be in a better position to increase 
customers’ engagement with focal objects, such as products, services, 
and brands. Moreover, as this thesis demonstrates, by acknowledging 
engagement and relatability as crucial facilitators of the formation of 
meaningful consumer-object relations, companies will be in a better 
position to cultivate long-term relationships with their customers and 
to design market offerings that are perceived as aligned with their 
customers’ desires and aspirations.
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5.4 Limitations and future research directions

Like any research, this thesis has limitations. First, its identification of 
engagement as a characteristic of meaningful consumer-object relations 
builds on a study focused on a non-digital context of consumption, i.e., 
vinyl consumption. Moreover, as the comeback of the vinyl record is 
generally understood as partly a reaction to the digitalization of music 
consumption that has been described as disengaging, this thesis leaves 
unaddressed and open questions pertaining to how digital contexts 
potentially facilitate engagement. Although there are many studies 
on consumer engagement in the context of social media, online brand 
communities, and other digital contexts, these studies predominantly 
focus on consumers’ engagement with provider related objects, such 
as brands and firms. Future research should explore how digital 
consumption contexts, such as access-based music consumption or online 
gaming, generate engaging characteristics typical of these contexts. The 
simultaneous presence of engaging and disengaging characteristics in one 
and the same context of consumption is another topic worth attention.

Second, in a similar vein, the identification of relatability as another 
enabling condition of the formation of meaningful consumer-object 
relations builds on a study focused on craft beer consumption, i.e., food 
and drink consumption, which to date has been the focus of studies 
exploring consumers’ experiences of disconnection from products and 
services. Future research could explore other contexts, such as tourism, 
interior design, or fashion, to deepen our understanding of how the 
cultural profile of a context of consumption facilitates consumers’ ability 
and willingness to relate to the objects of consumption embedded in the 
context. 

Third, as the focus of this thesis was on consumers, the vantage point 
of firms was by implication left out. Future research could examine 
firms’ and managers’ understanding of the contemporary consumers’ 
desires and the character of consumer-object relations experienced 
as meaningful by them. Such studies could yield further insight into 
the nature and origins of the gap between firms’ market offerings and 
consumers’ desires, which has been repeatedly noted in marketing and 
consumer research.

Fourth, this thesis calls for more research on the characteristics of 
meaningful consumer-object relations and how different characteristics 
associated with a context of consumption contribute to the significance 
consumers ascribe to their objects of consumption. Although this study 
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provides an initial qualitative analysis of meaningful consumer-object 
relations, future studies should explore possibilities to apply quantitative 
methods to develop scales that help determine what motivates consumers 
to bond with consumer objects.
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Material Culture and Consumer Engagement: An Exploration 
of the Engaging Characteristics of Vinyl Consumption

Abstract
While recent studies have shed light on the embedded character of 
engagement by examining how institutional context impacts engagement, 
research on the effects of material culture on engagement remain 
scant. By exploring vinyl consumption, this study aims to refine our 
understanding of how material culture impacts consumer engagement 
beyond the consumer-provider relationship.  We introduce the notion 
of engaging characteristics to abstract aspects typical of a context 
of consumption that facilitate consumers’ engagement with objects 
regardless of whether these objects are directly related to a provider 
or not. With the help of a multi-method qualitative study, this study 
demonstrates how the material culture of vinyl consumption generates 
four engaging characteristics that facilitate consumers’ engagement 
in several valued practices and objects that the digitalization of music 
consumption has disconnected them from.

Summary statement of contribution
This original manuscript contributes to our understanding of consumer 
engagement and the facilitators thereof by exploring the relationship 
between engagement and material culture. While the contextual 
antecedents of engagement are increasingly acknowledged, these have 
largely been limited to institutional aspects. By recognizing the impact 
of material culture on engagement, this paper contributes to a more 
holistic understanding of consumer engagement and how companies 
can leverage it.

Key words: Consumer engagement; material culture; engaging 
characteristics; vinyl consumption; consumer-object relations
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Introduction

It has recently been suggested that the engagement concept needs to be 
broadened beyond consumer-provider relationships (e.g., Alexander et 
al., 2018; Brodie et al., 2011; Heinonen, 2018). As Alexander et al. (2018, 
p. 339) point out, ‘previous engagement research has predominantly 
studied engagement as independent from its broader context, at a 
dyadic, micro-level’. They (Alexander et al., 2018, p. 337) call for a 
broader understanding of engagement that ‘allows its embedded and 
interconnected nature as well as underlying structure to emerge.’ 
Moreover, Heinonen (2018) argues that consumers’ engagement with 
objects that are not directly related to the provider need to be considered 
to situate the engagement concept more convincingly in the consumer’s 
context as it constitutes ‘an important arena for understanding consumer 
value, engagement, and loyalty’ (Heinonen, 2018, p. 148) beyond the 
provider’s view. 

Previous research on the effects of context on engagement has 
predominantly focused on how institutional context, such as, rules, 
norms, practices and shared meanings, impact it (Alexander et al., 
2018; Hollebeek et al., 2018; Kleinaltenkamp et al., 2019). However, 
as Storbacka et al. (2016, p. 3010) point out, technologies and material 
culture in general influence engagement by virtue of how the human 
and social dimension is ‘interwoven with the realm of the material, 
including technologies.’ Accordingly, we argue that our understanding 
of the embeddedness of consumer engagement can be further informed 
by discussions in the philosophy of technology (Borgmann, 1984, 2000; 
Verbeek, 2002, 2005) as they make us mindful of how the material 
culture embodied in technologies, devices, and objects in general, affects 
the character of the interactions consumers have with their environment 
and the objects that constitute it. Thus, by exploring vinyl consumption, 
this study aims to further deepen our holistic understanding of consumer 
engagement by examining the impact of material culture on engagement 
beyond consumer-provider relationships.

Vinyl consumption constitutes a valuable context for examining such a 
broadening of the engagement concept. Vinyl’s regained popularity is 
commonly described as a reaction to the utilitarian nature of access-
based music services, such as Spotify, that currently represent the norm. 
These services provide consumers with virtually limitless access to music, 
regardless of place or time. This dematerialization of music consumption 
has changed its material landscape (Sinclair and Tinson, 2017) and, 
consequently, in many cases undermined consumers’ engagement in 
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valued practices and consumer objects (e.g., Fernandez & Beverland, 
2019; Goulding & Derbaix, 2019). As Nokelainen and Dedehayir (2015, 
p. 73) point out, their results ‘suggest that current LP users are drawn 
to this technology because it, in contrast to its more recent rivals, allows 
users to express their agency, which newer technologies have made 
redundant in the name of “usability”’ (Nokelainen & Dedehayir, 2015, 
p. 73).

Therefore, vinyl consumption needs to be understood as predicated 
on a material culture significantly different from the material culture 
of access-based music consumption. By acknowledging the impact 
material culture has on engagement, it is possible to gain a more 
comprehensive understanding of the embedded character of engagement. 
To conceptualize this impact, we introduce the notion of engaging 
characteristics. Engaging characteristics are abstractions of aspects 
typical of a context of consumption that facilitate consumers’ engagement 
in it and its consumer objects. We explore how these characteristics are 
contingent on material culture, i.e., context specific configurations of 
material objects and technologies that create a distinctive situational 
context and mediate individuals’ involvement in this context by shaping 
‘associated behavioral norms’ (Kay et al., 2004, p. 83).

This study yields the following contributions. Firstly, it refines 
our understanding of engagement beyond the consumer-provider 
relationship by exploring material culture’s impact on consumer 
engagement. This advances our understanding of the embedded 
character of engagement by complementing previous research focused 
on the institutional dimension of this embeddedness with its material 
counterpart. Secondly, the material culture on which vinyl consumption 
is predicated is found to generate four engaging characteristics, 
i.e., singularity, grounding, agency, and dedication, that explain its 
regained popularity among consumers. Thirdly, this study sheds light 
on how consumers’ long-term and personally significant relationships 
to consumer objects are contingent on the engaging characteristics 
of a context of consumption. Accordingly, by postulating a provider 
transcending conceptualization of consumer engagement, this study 
demonstrates how companies can cultivate more engaged relationships 
with their customers by identifying the engaging characteristics of the 
broader context of consumption that their market offerings target and 
leverage them in their marketing efforts.
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The remainder of the paper is structured as follows. First, the recent 
broadening of the engagement concept is discussed. Second, ideas from 
the philosophy of technology that present promising possibilities for 
studying the relationship between engagement and material culture 
are introduced. Third, an overview of the research context and the 
methodology of this study and its findings and analysis are presented. 
Finally, the paper concludes with a discussion of the findings, their 
implications, as well as the limitations of the study and avenues for future 
research its findings suggest.

Theoretical Background

Engagement and Context

In market and consumer research, the literature on engagement largely 
concerns the points of interaction between customer and provider (e.g., 
Brodie et al., 2011; Jaakkola & Alexander, 2014). Conceptualizations of 
engagement accordingly ‘tend to include a subject and an object […] and 
varying levels of intensity’ (Dessart et al., 2016, p. 402). Thus, it places 
under purview customers’ interactions with focal objects, such as brands, 
services, etc., and pertains to the give-and-take that occurs between the 
customer and the object (Hollebeek et al., 2014). While many different 
definitions of engagement are used in the literature, the perhaps most 
general definition states that engagement concerns ‘a focal individual’s 
psychologically based willingness to invest in the undertaking of focal 
interactions with particular engagement objects (e.g., a brand or firm), 
often beyond purchase’ (Hollebeek et al., 2016, p. 393).

As Alexander et al. (2018, p. 334) note, thus far, ‘the analytical focus 
of engagement research has predominantly been on the micro-level, 
concerned with individual customers and their relationships with specific 
focal objects, such as products, firms or brands’, leaving ‘the broader 
context within which the individual operates and the effects thereof on 
engagement’ overlooked. Recently, there have accordingly been calls 
for a broadening of the engagement concept beyond customer-provider 
relationships (Brodie et al., 2011; Heinonen, 2018). This broadening 
has mainly taken place on two dimensions pertaining to, firstly, what 
constitutes the context in which engagement takes place and, secondly, 
who are the actors operating in this context.
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As Hollebeek et al. (2022) note, the broadening of the engagement 
concept has led to increasingly inclusive conceptualizations of 
engagement, expanding the initial focus on customers (e.g., Maslowska 
et al., 2016) to include ‘any marketing actor’s engagement, including that 
of customers, firms, employees, suppliers and so on’ (Hollebeek et al., 
2022, p. 1).  Within the actor engagement (AE) literature, researchers 
have in other words replaced the customer-provider dyad with generic 
actors (Brodie et al., 2019; Keeling et al., 2018; Wong et al., 2020). 
Commonly grounded in service-dominant logic (Hollebeek et al., 2022), 
actor engagement research aims to reach a general conceptualization 
of engagement taking place in service ecosystems where a shared 
institutional context guides generic actors ‘engaging in an interactive 
process of resource integration’ (Storbacka et al., 2016, p. 3009). 
However, as Hollebeek et al. (2022, p. 1) point out, ‘networked actors may 
have different and at times incongruent objectives and expectations’. This 
implies that the generic approach to engagement proposed by the actor 
engagement literature tends to overlook distinctive and context specific 
aspects that define the interests and motives that underlie distinct actors’ 
engagement. As the focus of this study is on consumer engagement, it 
concurs instead with Heinonen (2018, p. 151) who also expands the 
focus from the customer-provider dyad but, in contrast to the actor 
engagement literature, posits consumer specific aspects, such as ‘personal 
interest areas, activities, hobbies, personal relationships’ and consumers’ 
everyday life in general, as crucial ‘for understanding consumer value, 
engagement, and loyalty’ (Heinonen, 2018, p. 148) beyond the provider’s 
view. In other words, the consumer-centric perspective on engagement 
adopted in this study implies that engagement is context specific and 
occurs in the consumer’s everyday life, i.e., in consumption-related 
contexts that extend beyond the provider’s view.

Moreover, studies that have explored the effects of context on 
engagement have predominantly done so by examining how institutional 
context, such as, rules, norms, and practices (Alexander et al., 2018), 
impact engagement. Simultaneously, while the role of material culture 
in impacting engagement has been recognized (e.g., Storbacka et al., 
2016; Storbacka & Cornell, 2016), studies on the relationship between 
engagement and material culture remain scant. This paucity reflects the 
neglect of material culture in institutional theory in general (Jones et al., 
2013). It is mainly studies on engagement in the context of social media 
and online brand communities that provide insight, often indirectly, 
into the relationship between engagement and material culture (Cheung 
et al., 2011; Dessart et al, 2015; Hollebeek et al., 2014; Hollebeek & 
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Russell, 2021; Mollen & Wilson, 2010; Pöyry et al., 2020). Especially 
Hollebeek and Russell’s (2021) recent study on the effect of consumers’ 
technology-facilitated brand engagement on consumers’ wellbeing brings 
to the forefront the relationship between platform technologies and 
brand engagement.

However, due to their precise focus on brand engagement and specific 
technologies, i.e., digital platforms, these studies tend to sidestep 
more holistic questions regarding the impact of material culture on 
engagement. A recent exception is provided by Pöyry et al. (2020) who 
acknowledge the impact technology has on consumers’ engagement with 
services, brands, firms, etc. They argue that technology in and of itself 
needs to be considered an object of engagement and that a distinction 
needs to be made when a consumer is engaged with a technology rather 
than a technology enabled service or brand community (Pöyry et al., 
2020; see also Storbacka & Cornell, 2016). This study extends Pöyry 
et al.’s (2020) positing of services, brands, firms, etc., as impacted by 
technology by exploring the impact of material culture in general, of 
which technology is part, on consumer engagement.

To sum up, and with the two dimensions on which the broadening of the 
engagement concept is unfolding in mind, this study takes a consumer-
centric approach and is as such focused on engagement taking place in 
the context of consumers’ everyday lives and, importantly, how material 
culture impacts this engagement.

Material Culture and Engagement

Material culture pertains to how certain material objects ‘are predictably 
associated with particular contexts’ and how they ‘play an important 
role in creating distinctive situational contexts’ (Kay et al., 2004, p. 
83) and thus help ‘those who share a material culture to know how to 
behave “appropriately” in a given context’ (Kay et al., 2004, p. 84). The 
impact of material culture on consumer-object relations has been widely 
acknowledged in consumer research (e.g., Ferreira & Scaraboto, 2016; 
Woodward, 2011) where the design and manufacture of objects has been 
shown to affect ‘how they will be interacted with and how they will fit 
within the existing material culture’ (Dant, 2008, p. 11). Thus, consumers’ 
engagement with objects in general needs to be understood as contingent 
on the material culture in which these objects are embedded.
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While the conceptual roots of the engagement concept are to be 
found mainly in the fields of psychology and organizational behaviour 
(Hollebeek, 2011, p. 785), the broadening of the engagement concept 
proposed in this study is informed by Borgmann’s (1984; 2000) 
philosophy of technology. At the heart of Borgmann’s (1984, 2000) 
definition of engagement is the idea that the rationalizing effects of 
technology, such as automation, globalization, and mass-production, 
tend to disengage individuals from their environment and the objects 
embedded in it by having the pleasures of consumption detached ‘from 
their actual context and made available by some technological device’ 
(Borgmann, 2000: 421). To clarify his view on engagement, Borgmann 
(1984) compares the hearth with a central heating system. The hearth, 
as contrasted with a central heating system, commands people to engage 
with it in order to produce heat. As Verbeek points out (2002: 70 – 71), 
this creates ‘an intense form of engagement with reality’ as the warming 
of a hearth requires chopping wood, filling and cleaning the hearth. As 
such, the hearth, by virtue of how it involves people in the materialization 
of the commodity heat, becomes the focus of peoples’ attention, instead 
of disappearing into the background as a central heating system does 
(Verbeek, 2005). The engagement inherent to interacting with a 
hearth is made redundant by a central heating system which ‘produces 
consumption of the commodity “heat”’ (Verbeek, 2002: 71) instead of 
engagement. As such, the hearth and the central heating system are 
predicated on two drastically different material cultures that generate 
distinct patterns of action and ‘associated behavioral norms’ (Kay et al., 
2004, p. 83).

Verbeek (2002, p. 84) clarifies Borgmann’s (1984) position by pointing 
out that his notion of engagement puts an emphasis on how artifacts, 
such as consumer objects, mediate individuals’ involvement with their 
environment by shaping ‘the way in which humans are present in reality 
by way of their actions.’ Verbeek (2002) is underlining how objects 
through mediation shape individuals’ relationship with these objects and 
the environment they are embedded in. If technologies and consumer 
objects are designed to function independently and unnoticed in the 
background, consumers’ engagement with and thus attachment to these 
objects may diminish:

Artifacts can invite relations with themselves, making possible 
engaging practices in which they partly withdraw from people’s 
attention, but yet still involve users in their functioning. In such 
cases, artifacts mediate people’s relationship not only with their 
world, but also with the artifacts themselves. (Verbeek, 2005: 143).
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We argue that Borgmann’s (1984; 2000) conceptualization of 
engagement helps make sense of how material culture impacts what 
we label the engaging characteristics of a context of consumption. 
Thus, the material culture of a context of consumption is posited as 
generating a configuration of engaging characteristics. These engaging 
characteristics are abstractions of aspects typical of that context, such 
as the comparatively proactive involvement required by the hearth in 
the materialization of heat, that direct consumers’ engagement with 
objects regardless of how central or peripheral they are, i.e., whether 
these objects are directly related to a provider or not. Importantly, 
these characteristics impact the two broad dimensions of engagement 
identified by previous research, i.e., the behavioural and psychological 
dimensions (e.g., Maslowska, 2016), by virtue of how they facilitate 
consumers’ engagement in activities and practices associated with the 
context of consumption which in turn provokes ‘a state of being involved, 
occupied, and fully absorbed, or engrossed in something’ (Higgins & 
Scholer, 2009, p. 102).

Research Context

For nearly half a century, vinyl was the principal sound storage medium. 
The vinyl, or phonograph record, is an analogue audio storage device 
manufactured from polyvinyl chloride plastic as a disc with grooves on 
both sides. Sound is produced by placing the record on a turntable that 
spins it at a certain speed and letting a stylus attached to the turntable’s 
tonearm run through these grooves. The cartridge to which the stylus is 
attached picks up the vibrations caused by the contact between the stylus 
and the groove. This analogue signal is passed on through an amplifier 
to speakers that then reproduce the audio conveyed by the grooves on 
the vinyl record. 

In 1982 the compact disc, or CD, was introduced. It quickly replaced vinyl 
due to its practical superiority. However, since around 2006, after more 
than 20 years of decline and nearly disappearing altogether, the sales of 
vinyl records have grown more than 30-fold in the United States (Richter, 
2021). Similar trends have been observed around the globe (Rosenblatt, 
2018; Yoo, 2021). Not surprisingly, vinyl’s regained popularity has during 
recent years increasingly got the attention of marketing and consumer 
research scholars. While there exists a number of different explanations 
for its regained popularity, most research agrees that vinyl consumption 
is characterized by consumer-object relations that consumers typically 
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perceive as highly personally significant. Bartmanski and Woodward 
(2015; 2018) argue that far from being solely about nostalgia, the 
revived interest in vinyl records amongst consumers of music should be 
understood as contingent on vinyl’s transformation into a cultural icon 
with an aura of authenticity. Others as well (Magaudda, 2011; Shankar, 
2009; Yochim & Biddinger, 2008) have established authenticity as a 
determining factor in vinyl’s revived success, with some viewing it as 
critical to consumer’s identity projects (Beverland & Farrelly, 2010; 
Fernandez & Lastovicka, 2011; Sarpong et al., 2016). Vinyl’s cultural value 
on the electronic music scene (e.g., Borschke, 2010; Hietanen & Rokka, 
2015) and the role played by record stores (Hendricks., 2016; Hracs & 
Jansson, 2017) have also been identified as enhancing its popularity. 

Importantly, however, a constant theme in the literature concerns 
vinyl’s ability to engage the consumer in a number of valued practices 
and consumer objects that the digitalization of music consumption has 
disconnected them from (Bartmanski & Woodward, 2015). Accordingly, 
Nokelainen & Dedehayir (2015) argue that vinyl’s re-emergence needs 
to be understood as a reaction to the utilitarian nature of access-based 
music services. Others have built on Nokelainen and Dedehayir’s (2015) 
findings and accordingly argue that vinyl’s regained popularity needs to 
be understood as a reaction to the tendency of technological development 
to decrease consumers’ engagement in valued practices and consumer 
objects (e.g., Goulding & Derbaix, 2019; Fernandez & Beverland, 2019).

This study aims to deepen our understanding of how material culture 
impacts consumer engagement beyond the consumer-provider 
relationship by exploring consumers’ engagement in the practices and 
consumer objects associated with vinyl consumption. In line with this 
purpose, the study’s empirical focus was on the experiences of vinyl 
consumers in the Helsinki region of Finland. The vinyl scene in Helsinki 
reflects the trends observed globally (Laari, 2019). Helsinki has a vibrant 
and diverse vinyl culture with record stores specialized on all major 
music genres, such as, pop, rock, hip hop, reggae, jazz, classical, etc., 
and its own vinyl plant due to open in 2022 (Riihinen, 2020). As such, 
Helsinki’s vinyl scene provided a fruitful context for exploring consumers’ 
engagement with objects associated with vinyl consumption, such as 
vinyl records, turntables, and record stores, and the impact of material 
culture thereon.
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Method

The explorative nature of the study called for an open and varied 
approach that would yield insight into how consumers are engaged in 
different aspects of vinyl consumption and how material culture impacts 
this engagement. As such, the focus was on consumers of vinyl and their 
motives and experiences and their interactions with objects associated 
with vinyl consumption. Instead of focusing solely on one aspect of vinyl 
consumption, such as listening to records, the focus was adjusted to 
include all relevant aspects of vinyl consumption. 

As the research interest concerned the material culture underlying vinyl 
consumption, the consumption patterns of consumers aged 25-35 years 
old, i.e., consumers who did not necessarily have a life-long relationship 
with vinyl consumption but rather had picked it up during the last 10 
years, were examined. The goal was thus to increase the likelihood of 
gaining insights into the attractiveness of vinyl from the perspective of 
consumers who have grown up with digital alternatives. This would in 
turn make it easier to delineate the aspects of vinyl consumption that 
contribute to its attractiveness, with an emphasis on how it is positively 
differentiated from digital alternatives by some consumers. This 
more segmented approach was complemented by extensive periods of 
participant observation in record stores and at the homes of informants 
around Helsinki during the years 2017 – 2020. 

The study adopted an interpretive approach and employed both in-depth 
interviews and participant observation as its core strategy to explore 
consumers’ experiences of consuming vinyl (Charmaz, 2008; Gioia et 
al., 2013). Following abductive logic (Dubois & Gadde, 2002), the study 
began with a first phase of data collection focused mainly on archival data 
sourced from blogs, forum discussions, and news articles. This allowed a 
preliminary understanding of the phenomenon to be developed so that 
more specific and relevant themes could be identified around which more 
focused questions could be articulated for the semi-structured interviews.

Participant observation was also conducted during the first phase 
by visiting record stores together with four vinyl consumers from the 
Helsinki area in Finland and listening to records at their homes. At the 
record stores, the focus was on the different interactions taking place 
there, as well as the unique atmosphere experienced in every store. As 
the research progressed, more detailed attention was directed at what 
the informants did in the stores and how they interacted with their 
environment. Notes were produced on how records were organized 
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in different stores and how the informants performed their search for 
desired records in these environments. Further observations were made 
in the homes of the informants with a focus on their interactions with 
their personal record collections and turntable. Their interactions in 
record stores and their homes were thus mapped and explored and to a 
large extent mimicked in order to get an emic sense of the implicit norms, 
customs and cultural meanings underlying the practices discovered. 

Table 1.  Overview of data collection and analysis

Data Collection Phase Method / Data Set

First phase 2017 – 2018 • Archival data / Blogs, forum discussions, articles
• Participant observation (record stores, participants 

homes) / Notes, researcher diary, photographs
Second phase 2018 – 2020 • In-depth, semi-structured interviews with 12 

participants / In verbatim transcribed interviews
• Participant observation (record stores, participant 

homes) / Notes, researcher diary, photographs

The participant observations were augmented by a second phase of data 
collection consisting of semi-structured interviews with the 4 original 
informants and an additional 8 vinyl consumers, amounting to 12 in-
depth interviews at various locations around Helsinki. Participants 
were recruited by looking up and contacting the people most likely to be 
informative about the phenomenon under study, and to subsequently 
let the emerging data guide further recruitment of participants (Glaser 
& Strauss, 1967). Personal networks and snowballing referrals were 
utilized in the recruitment process. As has been observed by others, 
vinyl consumption is predominantly a male activity (e.g., Goulding & 
Derbaix, 2019; Fernandez & Beverland, 2019). The sample of consumers 
comprised of 11 males and 1 female. The interviews were structured to 
allow the informants to freely express their views and experiences. Each 
interview lasted for 1 to 2 hours and were subsequently transcribed 
in verbatim. This combined with memos and notes produced during 
participant observation constituted the bulk of data. The analysis 
began already in parallel with the data collection. Emerging themes 
and patterns were noted and further explored, allowing more directed 
questions to be developed and even deeper and more elaborate 
elucidations of the phenomenon under study to take shape. Participant 
observation continued throughout the analysis to further ground it in 
the empirical context.
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The analysis of the data followed the abductive reasoning of the 
hermeneutic circle, i.e., ‘a continuous movement between an empirical 
world and a model world’ (Dubois & Gadde, 2002, p. 554). Within the 
framework of the hermeneutic circle, the researcher treats the subject 
matter as a text and attempts to make sense of the whole by analyzing 
its parts and vice versa (Holbrook & O’Saughnessy, 1988, p. 400). It 
thus pertains to the interpreter’s initial understanding of the whole as 
the basis for his or her initial reading of its parts, which, in turn, alters, 
and ideally improves, the understanding of the whole. Ideally, every 
iteration of interpretation of parts and whole respectively, leads to refined 
understanding of the subject matter (Holbrook & O’Saughnessy, 1988). 
As Holbrook & O’Saughnessy (1988, p. 400) point out, the ‘dialogue 
between reader and text […] proceeds through subsequent iterations of a 
circular process that […] tends toward its own correction in the direction 
of increased validity.’

In line with this abductive approach, the analysis was further informed by 
the so-called Gioia methodology (Gioia et al., 2013) that aims to establish 
a ‘tandem reporting’ of both informants’ and researchers’ voices. In 
this approach, the informant view is captured in 1st-order concepts 
that ‘adhere faithfully to informant terms’ (Gioia et al., 2013: 20). 
Recurrent themes were inferred from these and captured in 2nd-order 
researcher-centric concepts. Once the analysis of the data had reached a 
level of saturation that yielded a ‘workable set of themes and concepts’ 
(Gioia et al., 2013: 20), the relationships between the themes were 
examined which produced four aggregate dimensions. These aggregate 
dimensions were labelled engaging characteristics (figure 1.) as they 
are abstractions of aspects typical of vinyl consumption that facilitate 
consumers’ engaged involvement in the context of consumption and 
the consumer objects embedded in it. To illustrate this, the next section 
begins with a discussion of the underlying reasons to vinyl’s regained 
popularity, which will lay the groundwork for the subsequent account of 
the study’s findings.

Findings and Analysis

As noted above, the findings started to emerge in parallel with the 
collection of data, as themes and patterns became increasingly clear 
and suggested certain theoretical framings of the phenomenon. The 
evidence of the revived popularity of vinyl records as being in large 
part due to aspects perceived as lacking from digital alternatives as 
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suggested by, among others, Goulding and Derbaix (2019), encouraged 
further investigation of the differentiating experiences afforded by 
consuming music imprinted on vinyl. What emerged was a dynamic 
picture of consumers turning to vinyl largely due to the disruptive 
effect of digitalization on valued practices associated with music 
consumption. The informants described that consuming music imprinted 
on vinyl afforded them with a greater sense of control of the listening 
experience as well as personal involvement. Vinyl’s comeback is in other 
words largely predicated on the sense of disengagement (Borgmann, 
1984, 2000) triggered by the ubiquity and monotony of digital music 
consumption experienced by many consumers. The general feeling 
among the informants was that the ease of use and ubiquitous availability 
of digital music deprives it of something important and meaningful 
(Nokelainen & Dedehayir, 2015; Goulding & Derbaix, 2019). Mark 
expressed his own view on the matter:

Life has very much turned into something where everything is 
constantly available, that anything you like you may have like 
‘bang!’ and there it is, it’s yours. I believe all this is destructive 
and ruins things slowly but surely, so that is one reason why I like 
to stick to vinyl. (Mark, 33, male)

What emerged from the informants’ comments was a picture where 
vinyl to a substantial degree was perceived as a counterbalance to more 
convenient and cost-effective digital alternatives. Even though they 
had other reasons for turning to vinyl than its ability to enhance the 
listening experience and support engaging practices such as collecting 
records and visiting record stores, these were shared among them all 
and as such pointed to their significance and explanatory value. Vinyl 
can thus be understood as being attractive because of its ability to engage 
the consumer in consumer objects and valued everyday practices that the 
digitalization of music consumption has disengaged them from. Next, 
we will turn to how this ability is contingent on what we label the logic 
of engagement underlying vinyl consumption and the four engaging 
characteristics that constitute it, i.e., singularity, grounding, agency and 
dedication (figure 1.).
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Figure 1. The engaging characteristics of vinyl consumption.
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- Vinyl represents a relatable alternative that discloses its underlying 
technical logic 
- Vinyl brings consumers closer to the artist. 
- Long and rich history of vinyl endows it with cultural significance. 
 

- Vinyl consumption reconnects consumers with a contextual landscape 
undermined by digitalization. 
- By virtue of the format, vinyl facilitates mindful experiences of 
listening to music. 
- Consumers bond with record stores on a personal level. 

 

Vinyl consumption gives 
sense of place and 

situatedness 

- Listening to vinyl is often experienced as more meaningful than 
digital alternatives. 
- Vinyl does not tempt the consumer to constantly jump between songs 
and albums. 
- The clear boundaries set by personal collection and format increases 
consumers’ sense of agency. 
 

- Vinyl requires active participation in the materialization of music 
- Vinyl demands attention and care 
- Desired results, such as collection or sound quality, require expertise 
and proactive attitude. 

 

Participation in 
functioning of artifacts 

increases sense of agency 

Listening to vinyl 
facilitates sense of control 

- Looking for and finding desired records takes time and patience. 
- Vinyl counterbalances the attention-fragmenting experiences 
generated by digital accessibility, 
- Time spent in record stores looking for and buying records constitutes 
a valued practice. 
 

- The objects of vinyl consumption require care and expertise. 
- Effort invested in vinyl consumption increases consumers’ sense of 
being personally involved 
- Vinyl provokes project-oriented consumption (e.g., collection 
building, system upgrading). 

 

Vinyl consumption 
practices require 

persistence 

Investment of resources 
(money, time, effort) 

facilitates sense of 
dedication 

 
 

Contextual aspects are 
disclosed and consolidated 

by vinyl 

- Limitedness of availability generates quality of personal affiliation. 
- Record collection constitutes highly personalized possession that 
represents consumers’ self-concept. 
- Vinyl has iconic status in digitalized world. 

 

- Vinyl records are unique due to having a ‘biography’. 
- Vinyl records are highly relatable commodities. 
-Vinyl records represent a counterbalance to the fast consumption 
paradigm of a globalized world. 
- Finding unexpected but desired records constitute valued experiences 

Vinyl facilitates singular 
and idiosyncratic 

experiences  

Limited availability and 
uniqueness of records 
facilitate expressive 

behavior 

DEDICATION 

AGENCY 

GROUNDING 

SINGULARITY 

Singularity

The findings of this study suggest that part of vinyl’s attraction is 
derivative of its iconic status and limited availability. As contemporary 
music consumption is characterized by ubiquitous availability, this 
iconicity and limitedness endows vinyl consumption with a quality 
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of personal affiliation that is manifested in, for example, consumers’ 
attachment to their favourite records, personal collections and record 
stores. This engaging characteristic was labelled singularity as it pertains 
to the ‘one-of-a-kind’ quality inherent to vinyl consumption. 

The singularity of certain records and their personal collections endow 
these with an amplified aura of relatability often lacking from digital 
alternatives. Especially rare and unique records gain a special status in 
the eyes of their owners, as Gary’s comment reveals: 

I quite recently acquired a 7-inch record with two songs on it 
[…] It’s one of only 75 copies that were made, and they were sold 
only at a festival in California, I can’t remember if it was in San 
Francisco where that festival, the Modern Funk Fest, was held that 
year […] But it was sold only there. And I managed to get my hands 
on the last copy from those guys […]. He told me that he has one 
copy left if I’m interested and I said that I’ll buy it so I might be 
the only one in Finland, perhaps Scandinavia, who has that record. 
That’s pretty interesting as it’s not even available digitally. (Gary, 
28, male)

The idiosyncratic and singular aspects of Gary’s story are apparent as his 
comment reveals the history of the record as being important and unique, 
bestowing it with a value that transcends its commodity status (Belk, 
1988). However, singular experiences are not as rare as Gary’s comment 
may suggest. Sean, who is constantly looking for records he feels belong 
in his collection, likes the fact that the limited availability of records every 
now and then translates into pleasant surprises:

I find it attractive that there is a certain limitedness to vinyl. I 
know I cannot just go to amazon.com and order all the records I 
want so I go to record stores and it is always a pleasant surprise 
when you find a good record. (Sean, 26, male)

Steven shared a story of how he ended up in the cellars of a building in 
the suburbs of Krakow in an underground record store selling Polish 
jazz records. Others as well had similarly unique experiences where the 
search for records abroad resulted in discoveries of neighborhoods that 
otherwise might never end up on the traveler’s itinerary. Additionally, as 
the second-hand market for vinyl still constitutes a substantial part of the 
market as a whole, different cities have different markets, making vinyl 
shopping a must for many of the informants when travelling:
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Before, when I was a kid and was travelling, it was always fun 
when you got to buy something that wasn’t available in Finland. 
And usually it was clothes or sneakers or something, but now 
everything is available in Finland as well. So, when you travel to 
London you don’t have to get anything from there, besides 7-inch 
records. (Maria, 35, female)

Thus, the singularity characteristic of vinyl consumption acts as a catalyst 
for consumers’ engagement with both consumer objects, such as vinyl 
records and turntables, and the cultural context in which these are 
embedded, such as record stores and consumers’ homes. More concretely 
expressed, this engaging characteristic enables consumers to make 
meaningful connections with their records and utilize them for personal 
projects, such as home décor or record collections, which contributes to 
the personal significance these objects have for consumers.

Grounding

By virtue of its ‘inseparable connectedness with [its] context’ (Verbeek, 
2002: 71) as manifested by record stores, vinyl’s cultural and historical 
legacy, and the situatedness of vinyl record playback, vinyl discloses 
and consolidates contextual aspects such as origins of records, actors 
involved in market and the technical aspects underlying analogue sound 
reproduction. This engaging characteristic was labelled grounding as it 
facilitates deeply personal and relatable human-world interactions. 

The long and rich history of vinyl and the turntable, as well as their 
technical characteristics, facilitate consumers’ interest in learning 
more about their preferred sound storage medium which endows the 
experience with a sense of affiliation to the cultural context of which 
these are part:

Regarding the different forms of music reproduction and their 
history, I feel vinyl has made me take interest in it. For instance, 
I have looked into why the long play [LP] record emerged as the 
most popular record and how the extended play [EP] record was 
where it all started. (Keith, 25, male)
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Grounding manifested itself clearly in the informants’ relationship to 
their collections. George presented his record collection during one visit 
at his place, proudly displaying records that he had recently brought 
from the United States. Many of the artists were unfamiliar to him when 
he bought the records. It was rather the clear connection between these 
artists and the places he had visited that attracted him. In the context of 
the consumer’s hometown, there is the additional social dimension which 
plays an important part in why many consumers return to their favorite 
stores, some even weekly to check out the latest arrivals. This sense of 
belonging which record stores tend to cultivate in their customers is 
important to Gary, who usually visits one or two of his favorite record 
stores in Helsinki at least once a week:

You get to meet those people, different persons who like the 
same kind of music as you. You get to meet the owner; he can 
recommend something to you. You might meet new friends and 
the best thing is when you’re visiting a record store and you 
happen to find a record that you have been wanting for a very 
long time, or even better, some record you’ve never heard of but 
which turns out to be unbelievably good! That can save your day, 
you know. (Gary, 28, male)

Grounding was further confirmed during vinyl shopping trips conducted 
in the company of informants. They all had their favorite record stores 
that usually are a must when shopping for records. As Bartmanski and 
Woodward (2018) observe, such stores are often perceived as places 
where knowledge and feelings are shared. As such, they provide the 
consumer with a highly personal space where one can relax without 
being in a hurry and where it is okay to only take a look without buying 
something. The shopping experience was often augmented with visits to 
pubs that were conveniently situated in between record stores. During 
these visits the discussion naturally gravitated towards experiences of 
buying records, personal record collections and the actual playing of 
records, further disclosing the feelings of attachment consumers have 
with their hobby and the rich cultural context in which it is embedded. 

It became evident through observations made in the homes of the 
informants that listening to vinyl constitutes an almost ritualistic 
experience for many. Grounding is thus facilitated by the format’s almost 
inherent need to be played from beginning to end as it contributes to 
the listeners sense of involvement on an emotional level and creates an 
atmosphere that was described as homely, relaxed, and mindful:
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[…] when listening to music on vinyl, you can hear where the 
musician is coming from, quite profoundly. (Joe, 28, male)

The relatability of the experience, manifested in such aspects as vinyl 
records, brick and mortar record stores, and informants’ interactions 
with their turntables and record collections, gave the informants a sense 
of place and situatedness that they missed from digital alternatives which 
were described as ephemeral and impalpable. This grounding embeds 
the experience by disclosing and consolidating contextual aspects such 
as origins of records, actors involved in the market and the technical 
aspects underlying analogue sound reproduction. Through grounding, 
vinyl consumption thus provides consumers with opportunities for 
engaged involvement in the functioning of consumer objects and the 
environment in which they are embedded which increases consumers’ 
subjective investment in these objects.

Agency

The sense of agency that the informants described as part of the 
vinyl experience constitutes the third engaging characteristic of vinyl 
consumption. It pertains to how vinyl endows consumers with a sense 
of control over the listening experience as it makes their involvement 
crucial in, for instance, operating the turntable or acquiring desired 
records. Digital alternatives were in turn described as passivating as 
human involvement has to a large extent been replaced by automation 
and ubiquitous availability. Moreover, many of the informants felt that 
listening to music from services such as Spotify often made them act 
in ways they had not planned to. What emerged from the informants’ 
comments was a picture in which an exaggerated abundance of options 
has made it increasingly difficult to stick to one’s choices and to make up 
one’s mind, as Joe’s comment suggests:

Listening to Spotify can be, not perhaps stressful, but something 
like that for me, because the music jumps around a great deal, and 
then a song that you would like to skip plays and then you feel like 
you must skip it.  (Joe, 28, male)

Whereas digital platforms for music reproduction were described as 
premeditated and impersonal, the informants felt that vinyl enhances 
their agency by involving them in its functioning. This enhanced feeling 
of participation is directly linked to such practices as visiting record 
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stores to search for and buy the music they appreciate, as well as taking 
care of records and keeping them organized. These engaging practices 
that contribute to the consumer’s sense of agency are comparatively 
absent from digital music consumption. They can be understood as 
representative of Borgmann’s (1984; 2000) notion of engagement 
as predicated on individuals’ involvement in practices that generate 
something that is desired, such as music. From this vantage point, vinyl 
offers consumers a comparatively high degree of engagement with their 
environment and the objects that constitute it through practices, such as 
collection building and operating the turntable, that are absent in access-
based music consumption.

Nowhere was this more apparent than in the context of playing vinyl 
records, which is a practice that requires a comparatively high degree of 
participation of the human actor (Borschke, 2010; Hietanen & Rokka, 
2015). Steven commented on the way he felt active and involved when 
playing records:

It becomes somehow more physical, or concrete, or, this sounds 
a bit banal perhaps, but it activates you, you need to listen to it 
more actively. At least in the sense that you need to concretely 
and physically and actively get up and change sides and lower the 
tonearm, while when listening to CD, not to even mention Spotify 
or something like that where you can have a playlist that goes on 
for three years or something, just playing in the background all 
the time. So, there is something, in the sense that as you listen 
more actively then it is more likely that you will focus on the music 
more. (Steven, 25, male)

Many consumers of vinyl thus seem to prefer being allowed to actively 
participate in practices they value and actually get to use the tools (vinyl 
records, turntables, etc.) inherent to these practices hands-on, i.e., to 
engage ‘explicitly in their functioning’ (Verbeek, 2005: 132), which, 
according to Verbeek, ‘is the most important aspect of engagement with 
artifacts’ (Verbeek, 2005: 142).

The format’s ability to enhance patience, which in turn endows listening 
with more meaning, is, according to Mark, something valuable and its 
value is only amplified by the times we live in:
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Well, in these times I believe it has given me more patience to 
give something a chance, less of the swipe, swipe left you know. It 
allows me to stick to the record I’ve chosen. Less now, now, now, 
and more some kind of meaning to life. (Mark, 33, male)

The findings thus support previous research that has identified active, 
hands-on participation as a crucial element in vinyl’s regained success 
(e.g., Nokelainen & Dedehayir, 2015). This insight highlights vinyl’s 
ability to involve the consumer in its functioning in a focused, coherent, 
and fully engaged manner. Vinyl consumption practices, such as buying 
records or operating the turntable, thus facilitate consumers’ engagement 
with their environment, such as record stores and their homes, and 
the objects embedded in it, such as vinyl records and turntables, that 
is, the context of vinyl consumption. This engagement, in turn, invests 
consumers’ relationships to these consumer objects with an increased 
sense of personal significance as it increases their sense of participation 
and attachment to these objects.

Dedication

The fourth engaging characteristic of vinyl consumption pertains to 
the dedication required of the consumer who, for example, wishes 
to build a personal record collection or improve sound quality. As 
Borgmann’s (1984) example with the hearth aims to point out, feelings 
of engagement are predicated on our dedicated involvement with objects 
and the environment in which they are embedded. Vinyl consumption 
demands such involvement of the consumer who wishes to achieve 
certain outcomes. Desired records need to be looked for in record 
stores and a satisfying record collection can take decades to build. Vinyl 
records and turntables require care and know-how in order to play 
well. The engagement inherent to interacting with these artifacts are 
made redundant by digital alternatives that ‘produce consumption of 
the commodity’ (Verbeek, 2002: 71) music and consequently require 
minimal dedication.

The informants felt that their enthusiasm was strengthened by the 
fact that consuming music in the form of vinyl demanded of them that 
they commit themselves and put in some effort to achieve a wished-for 
outcome, as Maria’s comment suggests:
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It represents this kind of traditional and lasting aspect and 
a kind of dedication to it. If you’re willing to buy vinyl records 
and a turntable, then perhaps it means that it is somehow more 
important to you than if you were only listening to Spotify. (Maria, 
35, female)

Furthermore, it became evident when observing the practices associated 
with vinyl consumption enacted by the informants that these practices 
are cherished because, among other things, they represent a continuous 
challenge and thus facilitate engagement by allowing the consumer to 
develop as a practitioner. The idea that the degree of effort invested 
enhances engagement was expressed by many informants who felt that 
the digital services available often led to feelings of disengagement as 
they require minimal effort. Mark expressed his frustration and worry 
with regard to these issues when asked what he feels makes vinyl stand 
out from digital alternatives: 

[…] it is something that should be shouted from the top of a 
mountain. I think it is very annoying these days, and I wonder 
how oneself gets sucked into it all but I’m a little worried about 
the millennial generation, about how everything is supposed to be 
instantaneous, like if you want that TV it is click, click, click, and 
done, it’s coming tomorrow. (Mark, 33, male)

Even though the informants appreciated the convenience and usability 
of digital services, they were careful to point out that there is a drawback 
to these things that usually are understood or at least expressed as 
unambiguously positive. The digital alternatives were as such perceived 
as useful tools rather than objects that facilitate and structure meaningful 
activities. What vinyl thus seems to offer in the digital age is an outlet for 
an alternative attitude to consumption and maybe even everyday life in 
general, as Keith’s comment reveals: 

You have to make an effort, it [music] does not just emerge from 
somewhere by clicking at something. (Keith, 25, male)

Maintaining and organizing records were also mentioned as cherished 
practices that contribute to the overall meaningfulness of vinyl 
consumption. Mark expressed the agony he still felt having ruined a 
couple of records due to carelessness. Others showed the way they kept 
their collection in order. It was evident that they felt that vinyl records 
demand a relatively high degree of attention and care as they all had 
developed some sort of system to keep things in order. Some of the 
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informants also demonstrated how they cleaned records that over time 
had accumulated too much dust and dirt to play optimally. Dedication as 
an engaging characteristic of vinyl consumption thus manifests the desire 
among many consumers to invest their time and effort in their hobbies 
and interests. While contemporary product development often seems 
to strive to diminish the demands made of the consumer, the return of 
legacy technologies such as vinyl suggest that this understanding of the 
consumer is somewhat one-dimensional. 

Discussion and Implications

By exploring vinyl consumption, this study aimed to refine our 
holistic understanding of consumer engagement by examining the 
impact of material culture on engagement beyond consumer-provider 
relationships. The qualitative study contributes to the extant engagement 
literature by positing what was labelled the engaging characteristics 
of a context of consumption and demonstrating how material culture 
influences these characteristics. By thus taking a consumer-centric 
approach to engagement that views engagement with objects, regardless 
of how central or peripheral they are (Pöyry et al., 2020), as relevant, the 
study refines our understanding of consumer engagement in the context 
of consumer’s lives (Heinonen, 2018). For researchers and managers, the 
extension of the consumer engagement concept provided by the study 
opens avenues for studying engaging characteristics in different contexts 
and their influence on consumer-object relations as well as their utility 
in informing and guiding companies’ marketing efforts.

Theoretical Implications

This study elaborated on the consumer perspective of engagement ‘where 
factors beyond consumers’ interaction with the brand, firm, or service 
system may influence engagement’ (Heinonen, 2018, p. 162). By viewing 
engagement taking place beyond the provider’s view as equally relevant 
for a holistic understanding of engagement as engagement with objects 
directly related to the provider, this study situates the engagement 
concept more exhaustively in the consumer’s context than most previous 
research. The challenge posed by such an approach to engagement 
concerns the abstraction required to generate a manageable framework 
through which to infer aspects typical of a context of consumption that 
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facilitate consumers’ engaged involvement in it and its consumer objects. 
We argue that this challenge is met by the notion of a configuration of 
engaging characteristics typical of a context of consumption that impact 
consumers’ engagement in that context.

The configuration of engaging characteristics that direct consumers’ 
engagement within a context of consumption was conceptualized 
as generated by the material culture underlying the context. Thus, 
consumers’ engagement with, for instance, a luxury fashion brand 
needs to be understood as influenced by a material culture that creates 
a distinctive situational context specific to luxury fashion consumption 
and mediates individuals’ involvement in this context through the 
engaging characteristics it generates. Consequently, by exposing the 
engaging characteristics typical of a context of consumption, it is possible 
to gain a deeper understanding of consumer engagement beyond the 
provider’s view.

By thus explicating the embeddedness of engagement, this study 
contributes to engagement research working towards an understanding of 
‘the broader context within which the individual operates and the effects 
thereof on engagement’ (Alexander et al., 2018, p. 334). Furthermore, 
by focusing on the socio-material dimension of this broader context, this 
article provides theoretical insight into how material culture, i.e., context 
specific configurations of material objects and technologies that create a 
distinctive situational context and mediate individuals’ involvement in 
this context by shaping ‘associated behavioral norms’ (Kay et al., 2004, 
p. 83), impacts engagement. As Storbacka et al. (2016, p. 3010) point 
out, ‘Adding technologies or machines into the equation is imperative 
because of the fast pace of development of smart machines.’ Indeed, as 
this study demonstrates, the material culture on which vinyl consumption 
is predicated is drastically different from the material culture underlying 
access-based music consumption, generating a configuration of engaging 
characteristics distinct from the characteristics affecting engagement in 
the context of access-based music consumption. Thus, the design and 
manufacture of objects and their impact on engagement merits attention 
as it directly affects how they will be interacted with and how they will ‘fit 
within the existing material culture’ (Dant, 2008, p. 11).

The regained popularity of vinyl records appears as such largely 
contingent on the engaging characteristics typical of vinyl consumption. 
This is in line with previous research that has established the high 
degree of personal significance consumers ascribe to consumer objects 
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associated with vinyl consumption as central to its regained success 
(Bartmanski & Woodward, 2015). With the help of Borgmann’s (1984) 
notion of engagement and the emphasis it places on the relationship 
between material culture and engagement, we were able to infer a 
configuration of engaging characteristics that expose the reasons for 
vinyl’s regained popularity as contingent on how it engages consumers 
in valued practices and consumer objects that the digitalization of music 
consumption has disconnected them from. As such, vinyl consumption 
engages on the two broad dimensions of engagement identified by 
previous research, i.e., the behavioural and psychological dimensions, 
by virtue of how it supports hands-on practices that engage consumers 
in the functioning of the objects of consumption associated with vinyl 
consumption and in the context in which these are embedded. This 
high degree of behavioural engagement was in turn shown to provoke 
‘a state of being involved, occupied, and fully absorbed, or engrossed 
in something’ (Higgins & Scholer, 2009, p. 102), i.e., psychological 
engagement. This has implications for research on the interdependent 
relationship between the different dimensions of engagement (Dessart 
et al., 2016) as it suggests that material culture plays a crucial role in 
driving engagement on all dimensions. Moreover, it aligns with research 
that shows how consumers tend to commit in the long-term to consumer 
objects that facilitate their project-oriented aspirations and give them 
a sense of purpose (e.g., Campbell, 2005; Stebbins, 1982; Watson & 
Shove, 2008) and thus enhance the significance consumers ascribe to 
such objects (Martela & Steger, 2016; de Mujinck, 2013).

Thus, vinyl consumption proved to be a highly fruitful context for a study 
focused on the impact of material culture on engagement as it provides 
the contemporary consumer with an alternative to access-based music 
consumption, which is predicated on a drastically different material 
culture. This study thus constitutes a valuable example of the potential 
advantages in approaching an established topic from an empirically 
novel direction. In particular, it suggests that the deeper understanding 
of the embeddedness of engagement called for (Alexander et al., 2018; 
Brodie et al., 2011) requires both a shifting of focus from widely studied 
contexts, such as brand communities (e.g., Baldus et al, 2015; Brodie et 
al., 2013; Chiang, et al., 2017;  Dessart et al., 2016; Hollebeek et al., 2017; 
Marbach et al., 2016), to more novel contexts, as well as an expansion of 
scope from frameworks typical of engagement research, such as service 
and customer ecosystems, to areas that fall outside of these conventional 
frameworks but the understanding of which may nonetheless ‘be just as 
vital for enabling customer engagement’ (Heinonen, 2018, p. 147).
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The engagement typical of vinyl consumption can be more concretely 
made sense of by considering contextual aspects lacking from digital 
alternatives, such as visiting records stores, collecting records, 
operating the turntable and listening to records from one’s personal 
collection at home. These aspects were described by the informants as 
deeply engaging as they offer clear, tangible points of interaction that 
facilitate engagement in the functioning of the consumer objects of vinyl 
consumption and the context in which they are embedded, which in turn 
increases the personal significance consumers ascribe to the consumer-
object relations associated with vinyl consumption. 

This suggests that the personal significance consumers ascribe to 
consumer objects is predicated on the logic of engagement underlying 
the context of consumption in which these relations are embedded, 
rather than on ownership as has commonly been assumed (e.g., Bardhi 
& Eckhardt, 2012; Gruen, 2017). This has implications for relationship 
marketing and consumer-object relations research (CORs) as it posits 
the engaging characteristics of a context of consumption as central 
to consumers’ relationships with consumer objects, such as firms, 
products, brands, services, etc. It makes us mindful of how consumers’ 
willingness to engage and form long-term relationships with focal objects 
is contingent on aspects that transcend brand or company-specific 
antecedents for engagement, such as brand characteristics and firm 
reputation (van Doorn et al., 2010). As such, it raises questions about 
how consumers’ engagement with, for instance, a luxury fashion brand, 
is influenced by the engaging characteristics of the relevant context 
of consumption. By identifying these characteristics, the embedded 
character of engagement is easier to translate into strategically relevant 
insight that can be utilized to strengthen the consumers’ relationships to 
objects of focal relevance for companies.

Managerial Implications

As pointed out above, an understanding of the engaging characteristics of 
a context of consumption targeted by a company can be used to increase 
engagement in a more conventional firm-controlled sense by leveraging it 
to positively affect consumers’ engagement with provider-related objects. 
As such, this study’s broadening of the consumer engagement concept 
represents a valuable tool for managers interested in expanding and 



106

deepening their sense of what engages their customers in the context 
of their customers lives that unfolds outside the conventional provider-
centric conceptualization of engagement (Heinonen, 2018).

Companies can increase engagement with their customers by examining 
how the engaging characteristics of the context of consumption they 
target impacts the different dimensions of engagement, i.e., the 
behavioural, cognitive, and emotional factors that determine engagement 
between customer and provider (Dessart et al., 2016). The behavioural 
aspects that influence engagement concern consumers’ activities and 
the practices they are involved in (e.g., Heinonen, 2018; Van Doorn et 
al., 2010). This study demonstrates how the engaging characteristics 
of vinyl consumption affects these aspects by facilitating consumers’ 
engaged involvement in practices, such as building a record collection 
and operating the turntable. The sense of having agency and being 
dedicated encourage consumers to deepen their interest in the context of 
consumption, providing companies with valuable opportunities to elicit 
engagement by leveraging these engaging characteristics in their product 
development and marketing efforts. Other recent consumer trends, such 
as the popularity of craft consumption (Campbell, 2005) and practices of 
do-it-yourself (Watson & Shove, 2008), suggest that the contemporary 
consumer yearns for engagement that is experienced as autonomous and 
challenges the consumer to dedicate their time and effort in order to 
achieve a desired outcome. 

This desire for being in control and challenged aligns with and 
supports the cognitive dimension of engagement as it concerns skill 
and competence (e.g., Mollen & Wilson, 2010). The project-oriented 
aspirations enabled by the engaging characteristics of vinyl consumption, 
such as collection building, facilitate consumers’ skill development and 
engages them in a number of practices that challenge and increase their 
level of competence. The cognitive dimension of engagement observed 
in the context of vinyl consumption aligns as such with its definition 
as a ‘psychological process driving loyalty’ (Maslowska et al., 2016, p. 
471) by prompting ‘a state of being involved, occupied, fully absorbed, or 
engrossed in something’ (Higgins & Scholer, 2009, p. 102). Companies 
looking to increase consumer engagement should in other words support 
practices that require and encourage commitment and investment of 
effort and explore opportunities for increasing consumers’ involvement 
in them in their everyday lives. Initiatives to involve consumers in 
product development, promotion, and other co-creative activities have 
been shown to effectively increase consumer engagement (Maslowska 
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et al., 2016). Unilever’s Open Initiative Platform that allows customers 
to develop and submit innovative solutions that the company evaluates 
and incidentally implements (Schauman et al., 2021) serves as a good 
example of a strategy that not only leverages identified engaging 
characteristics but attempts to introduce new ones.

The emotional dimension of engagement pertains to consumers’ 
sense of self and belonging (Scott & Craig-Lees, 2010). In the context 
of vinyl consumption, this dimension is strengthened by how its 
engaging characteristics facilitate feelings of grounding and singularity 
by disclosing the situatedness of the experience and enhancing its 
perceived particularity. In a world increasingly defined by digitalization 
and the challenges it poses for aspects associated with consumers’ self-
understanding (Belk, 2013) and their relationships with consumer 
objects (Gruen, 2017), companies need to pay careful attention to 
opportunities for facilitating a sense of singularity and grounding in 
digital contexts. Although vinyl’s comeback has been presented here as 
a counterreaction to precisely the digitalization of music consumption, 
it does not entail that similar engaging characteristics are lacking from, 
or are impossible to cultivate in, access-based music consumption or 
digitalized forms of consumption in general. On the contrary, previous 
research has demonstrated how practices like playlisting (Nowak & 
Bennett, 2020) and soundtracking (Fuentes et al., 2019) are valued 
by consumers as highly engaging in the context of access-based music 
consumption. The findings of this study suggest instead that access-based 
music consumption presently lacks the intensity and depth of experience 
that the engaging characteristics of vinyl consumption offer. However, 
recent developments in blockchain technologies, especially so-called non-
fungible tokens (NFTs) have the potential to radically alter the perceived 
use and sign value of digital possessions as it introduces scarcity, and 
hence singularity, to digital consumption (Kugler, 2021)

By thus examining the engaging characteristics of a context of 
consumption targeted by their market offerings, companies can gain a 
deeper and more varied understanding of what generates engagement in 
their domains of interest. As the need for an understanding of consumers’ 
experiences beyond the direct sphere of influence of the company is being 
increasingly acknowledged in market and consumer research (Arnould 
& Thompson, 2005; Heinonen & Strandvik, 2015), the conceptual 
framework developed and presented in this study enables further 
insight of the nature of consumer engagement beyond the consumer-
provider relationship to be created. It accordingly allows companies to 
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create and utilize customer insight that supports an approach to their 
relationship with their customers that is better aware of the actual 
circumstances under which their customers are experiencing value 
enhancing engagement.

Limitations and Future Research

While both institutional context and material culture impact the engaging 
characteristics of a context of consumption, the focus in this study was, 
in accordance with its purpose and for the sake of theoretical clarity, on 
material culture. However, it should be noted that institutional context 
and material culture are interdependent by virtue of how institutional 
aspects are embodied in, and communicated by, material culture (Jones, 
2013; Kay et al., 2004). Thus, while this study contributes to a more 
holistic understanding of consumer engagement by elaborating on its 
embeddedness in material culture and thus complementing studies 
focused on engagement’s embeddedness in an institutional context, it 
correspondingly overlooks the institutional context’s impact on consumer 
engagement in the context of vinyl consumption. Future research should 
in other words further deepen our understanding of the embeddedness 
of consumer engagement by taking into account both the material and 
institutional dimension of this embeddedness. Such an approach would 
not only be of relevance to marketing theory but have implications for 
institutional theory and research on material culture in general as the 
interdependency of institutions and materiality is increasingly being 
acknowledged (e.g., Jones, 2013; Kay et al, 2004; Storbacka et al., 2016). 

Second, future research should empirically compare digital with non-
digital contexts of consumption to create insight into the opportunities 
and challenges for consumer engagement posed by drastically different 
material cultures underlying consumption. This study provides a 
useful starting point for such a comparative study as its focus on vinyl 
consumption could serve as a model for a study focused on both vinyl 
consumption (non-digital context) and access-based music consumption 
(digital context). Moreover, the proliferation of digital smart technologies 
and the increasing novelty of most of contemporary consumer 
experience it implies merits serious reflection regarding the quality of 
the engagement different types of technologies and material cultures in 
general generate. As this study demonstrates, for many consumers, the 
engagement generated by services seemingly designed to mainly increase 
utility, such as accessibility and availability in the context of access-
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based music consumption, can in the long run have disengaging effects. 
Importantly, then, future research should take a more nuanced approach 
to engagement and, firstly, identify different types of engagement (e.g., 
intense/active engagement vs. passive engagement) and, secondly, 
examine contradictions and imbalances, i.e., the simultaneous presence 
of, and dynamic interaction between, engaging and disengaging 
characteristics in one and the same context of consumption.
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CONSUMER RELATABILITY: HOW CRAFT BEER 
CONSUMPTION FACILITATES IDENTITY WORK

Abstract
What makes consumers identify with a product, brand, or other 
commercial object? The recent proliferation of artisanal and craft 
products has prompted market and consumer researchers to investigate 
the success of these products as predicated on consumers’ ability 
to reconnect with their origins. It is assumed that by emphasizing 
where products come from and how they have been made, consumers 
find it easier to form a meaningful relationship with them. Informed 
by Simmel’s (2004) theory of culture and Belk’s (1988) notion of the 
extended self, this study theorizes that consumers’ willingness to identify 
with products, brands, and other commercial objects, is contingent upon 
the cultural profile of the context of consumption in which they are 
embedded. By investigating the institutional logic and material culture 
underlying a context of consumption, its cultural profile can be exposed 
allowing us to identify the focal features that facilitate consumers’ 
identification with a commercial object, and, by implication, their self-
extending aspirations. With the help of a multi-method qualitative 
study, this study finds that, in the context of craft beer consumption, its 
cultural profile generates two relatable characteristics, i.e., reciprocity 
and proximity, that facilitate consumers’ identification with craft 
beer. The concept of consumer relatability is introduced to denote the 
attraction a context of consumption enjoys by virtue of the degree to 
which its cultural profile resonates with consumers’ sense of self and thus 
facilitates their self-extending ambitions. 

Key words: Consumer relatability; extended self; identity work; 
cultural profile; institutional logics; material culture; craft beer; 
artisanal consumption
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INTRODUCTION

The rapid proliferation of microbreweries around the world during 
the last decade has fundamentally altered not only beer markets but 
beer culture in general. In the US, craft beer’s share of the retail beer 
market has grown from 10 percent in 2012 to nearly 25 percent in 2020 
(Conway, 2021) and similar trends are being observed around the globe 
(Cabras et al., 2016). New styles of beer are introduced to the beer market 
almost daily and beer’s status as a beverage suited for tasting practices 
conventionally associated with wine is increasingly acknowledged. This 
craft beer ‘revolution’ is often associated with a more general artisanal 
trend transforming food markets. According to Sjölander-Lindqvist et al. 
(2020), this trend is spurred by consumers’ growing interest in where, 
how, and why their products are produced. Others have argued in a 
similar vein that the success of craft and artisanal products is contingent 
upon their ability to reconnect the consumer with their origins (e.g., Hede 
& Watne, 2013; Melewar and Skinner, 2020). With the help of concepts 
like terroir (Charters et al., 2017), sense of place (Schnell and Reese, 
2014), and neolocalism (Fletchall, 2016), researchers have tried to make 
sense of how a meaningful connection between consumers and the origin 
of the products they consume is established and how such connections, in 
turn, offer valuable opportunities for brand differentiation and consumer 
involvement (Hede and Watne, 2013; Melewar and Skinner, 2020).

While these studies have yielded valuable insights into the cultural logic 
underlying the success of artisanal products, their focus is often restricted 
to products and their geographical and practical origins, leaving 
questions of how consumers experience and relate to the broader cultural 
context in which such products are embedded overlooked. Moreover, 
although the value in facilitating reconnection has been identified 
as derivative of increased consumer involvement (Hede and Watne, 
2013; Melewar and Skinner, 2020), the question of why reconnection 
encourages consumers to engage more deeply and for longer periods of 
time with a consumption activity in the first place remains unaddressed.

The purpose of this study is to provide a comprehensive articulation of 
consumers’ identification with products, brands, and other commercial 
objects, as contingent upon the underlying socio-cultural circumstances 
that influence consumers’ perception of such commercial objects as 
meaningful to identify with. Accordingly, with the help of rich and diverse 
empirical evidence from the context of craft beer consumption, this 
study provides a holistic understanding of the cultural logic underlying 
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the success of craft beer by expanding the focus from consumer-object 
relationships to consumers’ identification with the broader cultural 
profile of the context of consumption in which craft beer is embedded. 

Informed by Simmel’s (2004) theory of culture, the cultural profile of a 
context of consumption is conceptualized as derivative of its underlying 
institutional logic and material culture. This study finds that, in the 
context of craft beer consumption, its cultural profile generates two 
relatable characteristics, i.e., reciprocity and proximity. This enables 
consumers to identify with the cultural profile of craft beer consumption 
and assimilate its features to their extended selves (Belk, 1988), which 
in turn helps explain their willingness to commit to it in the long-
term. The concept of consumer relatability is introduced to denote the 
attraction a context of consumption enjoys by virtue of the degree to 
which its cultural profile resonates with consumers’ sense of self and thus 
facilitates their self-extending ambitions. It thus provides us with the 
conceptual bandwidth necessary to probe the features of a consumption 
context’s cultural profile that fuel its ability to facilitate consumers’ 
identity work (Belk, 1988). Accordingly, this study builds on previous 
work focused on what inspires a consumer to identify with commercial 
objects by adjusting the level of analysis from products (Ahuvia, 
2005) or brand- (Stokburger-Sauer et al., 2012) and company-specific 
aspects (Bhattacharya and Sen, 2003) to the underlying socio-cultural 
circumstances that influence consumers’ perception of such commercial 
objects as meaningful to identify with.

This study yields three central contributions. Firstly, it helps make 
sense of the recent growth of artisanal markets by demonstrating how 
artisanal consumption facilitates consumers’ reconnection with not only 
the origin of products but with its broader cultural profile in general. 
Secondly, it provides the conceptual tools for an analysis of the focal 
features of a consumption context’s cultural profile that influence 
consumers’ perception of commercial objects, such as a product or a 
brand, as meaningful to identify with. It thus has implications for a 
number of research streams central to marketing, such as consumer-
brand identification (CBI) and customer relationship management 
(CRM). Thirdly, it introduces the concept of consumer relatability to posit 
the level of resonance between a consumption context’s cultural profile 
and a consumer’s sense of self.  This has implications for marketers 
and product developers as it identifies cultural profiles of consumption 
contexts as significant targets for marketing strategies aimed at 
influencing the shared understandings and normative environment 
underlying consumers’ perceptions of market offerings and their value.
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IDENTITY, CULTURE, AND CONSUMPTION

As Askegaard and Kjeldgaard (2007: 138) point out, the “renewed 
reflexivity over relations between food and places” among consumers 
needs to be understood as a consequence of globalization and the 
rationalization of food production. As these processes proliferate, 
consumers are spurred to reflect on the anonymous character of the 
commodities they consume.  This resonates with Simmel’s (2004) 
notion that, in modern society, cultural products are increasingly 
detached from concrete human activity and “come to confront human 
beings as objective, often anonymous forces.” (Gross, 2012: 429). This 
makes individuals feel “that they are surrounded by cultural elements 
they do not fully understand – even though the latter are human-made” 
(Gross, 2012: 429), which in turn stifles their ability to assimilate them 
for their own personal growth. From this vantage point, the success of 
microbreweries and other forms of small-scale artisanal production 
needs to be understood as in part contingent upon their ability to 
provide consumers with commodities that they can connect with on a 
personal level.

Within marketing and consumer research, consumer-object relationships 
have been widely discussed with the help of Belk’s (1988) notion of the 
extended self (e.g., Shankar et al., 2009; Stone et al., 2017). Central to 
this notion is “the relationship between possessions and sense of self” 
(Belk, 1988: 139). According to Belk (1988), possessions and external 
forms in general are crucial in defining people’s sense of who they are 
by facilitating identity construction (Ahuvia, 2005). Belk identifies the 
core categories of the extended self as “body, internal processes, ideas, 
and experiences, and those persons, places, and things to which one 
feels attached” (Belk, 1988: 141). Crucially, the notion of the extended 
self makes us mindful of the intimate and dynamic relationship between 
consumers and the commodities they consume. Furthermore, as Belk’s 
(1988: 141) definition suggests, it is not only possessions or tangibles 
that help define who we are. Ideas, experiences, and places can also be 
incorporated as elements of the extended self.

Recently, the potential of intangibles, such as brands (Stokburger-Sauer 
et al., 2012) and access-based services (Gruen, 2017), to facilitate self-
extension has been investigated in order to deepen our understanding 
of how consumers utilize consumption for identity work (Bardhi and 
Eckhardt, 2012; Kunchamboo, 2017). Such studies ultimately refine 
the question of “the ways in which consumption helps define people’s 
sense of who they are” (Ahuvia, 2005: 171) by expanding the focus from 
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more intuitive candidates for self-extension, such as tangible property, 
to services and intangibles. This paper builds on these studies and 
focuses on contexts of consumption in which products, brands and other 
commercial objects are embedded, as facilitators of consumers’ identity 
projects. What consequently falls into sharp relief is the question of what 
makes certain consumption contexts more accommodating of consumers’ 
identity projects than others and if there are certain contextual features 
that typically facilitate such identity work.

Objective culture and the extended self
The adjustment of the level of analysis to contexts of consumption 
resonates with recent discussions of the importance in emphasizing 
the origin of products in the context of artisanal and craft markets 
(e.g., Bech-Larsen et al. 2007; Fletchall, 2016; Hede and Watne, 2013; 
Kneafsey et al., 2008; Melevar and Skinner, 2018; Schnell and Reese, 
2014). It is assumed that by disclosing contextual aspects of products, 
such as where they come from or how they have been made, consumers 
find it easier to bond with these products in a personal way (Kavaratzis 
and Hatch, 2013). However, such studies tend to limit their focus to the 
geographical and practical origins of commodities, leaving other context-
related aspects that may also facilitate reconnection unaddressed. It is 
consequently argued that Simmel’s (2004) theory of culture provides 
a more holistic understanding of why consumers perceive certain 
commercial objects as easier to identify with than others. 

Simmel (2004) views culture as consisting of an objective and a subjective 
part, i.e., objective culture and subjective culture. Objective culture 
consists of the aggregate of collectively shared human products, such as 
religion, art, literature, technology, language, commodities, markets, etc; 
that is, what conventionally would be termed ‘culture’. The subjective 
part refers to the creative and intellectual capacities of the individual 
human being. According to Simmel, (2004) these capacities can only be 
cultivated through interactions with objective culture. Subjective culture 
thus pertains to an individual’s ability to assimilate and utilize their 
cultural environment for their own personal growth (Simmel, 2004). It 
is as such closely related to Belk’s (1988) notion of the extended self (see 
Belk, 2013: 477). In an ideal state of affairs, objective culture serves as the 
means through which subjective culture can express and cultivate itself. 
However, as the quantity and the complexity of the cultural elements that 
constitute objective culture increases, it becomes increasingly difficult for 
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individuals to use these external forms for self-cultivation. The intricate 
division of labour and technological sophistication characteristic of post-
industrial society give objective culture an increasingly autonomous 
and abstract character. According to Simmel (2004), the consequence 
of the exponentially expanding complexity of objective culture is that 
individuals increasingly struggle to relate to their cultural environment 
and to use it for self-expression and personal growth: “Cultural objects 
increasingly evolve into an interconnected enclosed world that has 
increasingly fewer points at which the subjective soul can interpose its 
will and feelings” (Simmel, 2004: 460). 

Institutional logics and material culture
While Simmel (2004) does not delineate the conceptual frame of 
objective culture, his elaboration of it as consisting of ideas of and 
artefacts suggests it can be conceptualized as having an institutional (i.e., 
ideas) and a material (i.e., artefacts) dimension. Accordingly, drawing on 
two core concepts in current market and consumer research, objective 
culture is here framed as consisting of two interlocked dimensions: 
institutional logics and material culture. This allows us to home in on 
craft beer consumption as an instance of objective culture by highlighting 
contextual elements derivative of its underlying institutional logic and 
material culture.

Institutional logics pertains to the underlying cultural elements, such 
as, values, shared understandings, rules, and norms that structure and 
guide individuals’ interactions with one another as well as with their 
environment in general (Edvardsson et al., 2014; Skålén and Edvardsson, 
2016; Kjeldgaard et al., 2017). Material culture can in turn be defined 
as the aspect of social reality grounded in the objects making up our 
material surroundings (Miller, 1987). The sociological implication of 
this is that social relations are embodied in, and thus also affected by, 
these surroundings. For instance, the character of a material culture 
underpinned by globalization and mass-production can be discerned 
in the uniformity of artifacts across diverse geographical areas and 
the extensive mechanization and automation of production processes. 
These material realities have implications for the organization of social 
relations such as work, markets, and consumption. Such a material 
culture stands in stark contrast to the clear and explicit links between 
products and location or the emphasis on craftmanship in a material 
culture characterized by artisanal production.



126

Consequently, we can theorize that the specific configuration of 
the institutional logic and material culture underlying a context of 
consumption, such as craft beer consumption, influences the way in 
which people interpret the cultural features associated with it, i.e., its 
cultural profile. Cultural profile is usually defined as the significant 
features of someone or something determined by its culture (Pawlowski, 
2008). In this paper, cultural profile is used to denote the cultural 
features of a consumption context determined by its underlying 
institutional logic and material culture. Thus, the material culture and 
institutional logic underlying craft beer consumption generate a cultural 
profile specific to it. This cultural profile consists of the semiotic and 
practical qualities associated with craft beer consumption, such as shared 
understandings and expectations concerning who beer is for and what 
beer is, and where and how to consume it. The character of consumer-
object relationships consequently varies from one context to another as 
the cultural meanings associated with objects and the practical purposes 
assigned to them are never given or fixed but rather derivative of the 
socio-cultural dynamics expressed in the institutional logic and material 
culture underlying the context which they are part of.

Thus, by focusing on the institutional logic and material culture 
underlying craft beer consumption, its recent proliferation can be 
investigated as predicated on not only the possibilities for reconnection 
with the geographical and practical origins of craft beer, but rather on 
how its cultural profile resonates with consumers’ sense of self and thus 
influence their perception of craft beer as meaningful to identify with.

METHOD

Previous research has demonstrated that craft beer consumption is a 
highly engaging form of consumption that attracts serious involvement 
and deep immersion in its culture (e.g., Maciel and Wallendorf, 2017; 
Murray and O’Neill, 2015). It is moreover representative of craft and 
artisanal consumption in general as craftmanship and the geographical 
and practical origins of craft beer are highlighted as crucial to its 
overall cultural significance (Fletchall, 2016; Melevar and Skinner, 
2018; Schnell and Reese, 2014) and taste profile (Sjölander-Lindqvist 
et al., 2020). Craft beer consumption thus constitutes a fitting context 
for a study focused on the features of a consumption context that 
facilitate consumers’ identity projects and encourages high involvement 
consumption. 
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Table 1. Overview of data collection and analysis 
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Table 1. Overview of data collection and analysis  

 
  

Data Collection Phase Method / Data Set

First phase 2018 - 2020

Second phase 2020 - 2021

• Participant observation (festivals, taprooms, brewpubs) / 
Notes, researcher diary, photographs

• In-depth, semi-structured interviews with 15 informants / 
In verbatim transcribed interviews

• Hermeneutic analysis / 5 microbrewery homepages
• Participant observation (homebrewing sessions) / Notes, 

researcher diary, photographs
• Participant observation (brewpubs) / Notes, researcher 

diary, photographs

The research process was informed by grounded theory (Charmaz, 
2008; Gioia et al., 2013; Glaser and Strauss, 1967; Goulding, 1998). Data 
was accordingly collected in two phases, i.e., early data collection and 
theoretical sampling during 2018 - 2021. The process was substantiated 
by a rich and diverse set of data from multiple sources (table 1.). As 
such, it aligned with Richardson’s (2000) call for “crystallization” 
in interpretivist research, i.e., the idea that the quality of our 
observations and analysis is contingent upon from where we decide to 
make our observations. Three different data collection methods were 
accordingly employed: participant observation with informants, semi-
structured interviews with informants, and hermeneutic analysis of 
microbreweries homepages. This enabled an analysis that was informed 
and substantiated by multiple angles covering and probing the empirical 
context (Richardson, 2000), which yielded a multifaceted and high-
resolution understanding of the context under scrutiny.

The analysis started simultaneously with the data collection, allowing 
“constant comparison of data and the identification of themes and 
patterns that offer a theoretical explanation” (Goulding and Derbaix, 
2019: 549 – 550). The interpretive convergence of the analysis with 
the data collection and the insights it yielded dictated the second phase 
of data collection by sharpening the focus of the research questions 
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to address issues related to consumers’ more serious interest in craft 
beer consumption and how knowledge of origin of the beer and other 
contextual aspects facilitates the deepening of this interest.

At the first stage of the research, participant observation in the company 
of informants at craft beer festivals, taprooms and brewpubs as well 
as semi-structured interviews were conducted in southern Finland. 
Informants were recruited through personal networks and further 
snowballing referrals. The selections were made on basis of interest in 
craft beer with a conscious effort directed at getting a representative 
sample. The sample consisted of 12 males and 3 females with an age 
distribution ranging from 29 to 39 years. The festivals took place during 
the summers of 2018 and 2019. The festivals, taprooms and brewpubs 
were attended in the company of informants in order to ensure that the 
social aspect central to these consumption events was present in the 
observations and to get closer to the informants’ habits and experiences 
in the context of craft beer consumption. At the festivals, short interviews 
were conducted with festival guests chosen at random and who gave their 
consent to be interviewed. Whenever the situation permitted, notes were 
written down by hand. The experiences and observations were afterwards 
recorded more carefully in the researcher’s diary.

Each interview lasted 1 – 2 hours. They were mainly conducted in 
pubs and taprooms around the Helsinki region in Finland. The semi-
structured approach allowed open ended questions to facilitate 
discussions of craft beer and its culture without impairing any initiative 
taken by the informant. Rather, the interview guide was designed to allow 
the informants to think about their craft beer experiences and to share 
these with the researcher. The interviews were transcribed in verbatim, 
and each informant was given a pseudonym. Overall, the aim of the initial 
stage of the research was to form a complex and holistic understanding 
of craft beer culture in order to become sensitive to the context of inquiry 
(Askegaard and Linnet, 2011) and to thus be better able to analyse it from 
an emic position (Arnould and Wallendorf, 1994; Thompson et al., 1994).

During the second phase of the data collection, extensive participant 
observation at home brewing sessions with three of the informants were 
conducted as well as at local brewpubs. These observations allowed a 
more hands-on understanding (Arnould and Wallendorf, 1994) of how 
the material culture of craft beer consumption plays a crucial role in 
substantiating and expediting reconnection between consumers and 
craft beer. In addition to this, the homepages of 5 microbreweries from 
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both Finland and abroad were analysed. The breweries were selected 
according to how often they were mentioned during the interviews 
by the informants. The inclusion of these breweries’ homepages as an 
additional data set further enriched the findings as both the data from 
the interviews and the participant observations could be triangulated 
with the discourses found on them.

The data was subjected to a hermeneutic analysis which aimed to 
disentangle the “culturally shared narrative forms” (Thompson, 
1997: 439 – 440) found in the data in order to identify key patterns 
of meaning prevalent across the data sets. The analysis was further 
informed and structured by the Gioia methodology (Gioia et al., 2013). 
This methodology acknowledges both informant’s and the researchers’ 
voices as prevalent to the analysis and aims to report these in tandem. 
In order to “adhere faithfully to informant terms” (Gioia et al., 2013: 
20), the informant view is captured in 1st-order concepts that in figure 1 
below are represented by in verbatim citations of informants’ comments 
and excerpts from the breweries’ homepages. The researcher view is 
subsequently captured in 2nd-order research-centric concepts that are 
inferred from recurrent themes identified in the informants’ comments. 
Once this process reached a level of saturation that yielded a “workable 
set of themes and concepts” (Gioia et al., 2013: 20), the relationships 
between these were examined. This produced two aggregate dimensions, 
reciprocity and proximity. The next section illustrates the logic 
underlying the analysis and its findings in detail.

FINDINGS

An early impression from both the observations and the interviews 
was that the popularity of craft beer is in large part contingent upon 
how consumers experience the culture structured around craft beer 
as resonating with their world views and sense of selves. This initial 
insight suggested the applicability of Simmel’s (2004) theory of culture 
and Belk’s (1988) notion of the extended self to the analysis of the data 
because of the emphasis thus placed on the potential of cultural artefacts 
to function as means or obstacles for individuals’ assimilation of their 
cultural environment. This motivated the implementation of the cultural 
profile concept to denote the cultural features associated with craft beer 
consumption that the contemporary consumer identifies with. The 
cultural profile of a consumption context can be exposed by studying its 
underlying institutional logic and material culture. The analysis revealed 
that, in the context of craft beer consumption, its underlying institutional 
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logic and material culture generate two relatable characteristics typical 
of its cultural profile, i.e., reciprocity and proximity. As will be discussed 
thoroughly in the next section, this in turn inspired the introduction 
and conceptualization of the concept of consumer relatability to denote 
the degree to which the cultural profile of a consumption context 
resonates with consumers’ sense of self and thus facilitates their 
self-extending ambitions.

Firstly, the institutional logic underlying craft beer consumption is 
characterized by reciprocity by virtue of how it gives consumers a 
sense of active participation, shared purpose, and responsibility in the 
cultivation of craft beer culture which levels the customer-provider 
relationship. This logic is structured around three core values, i.e., 
inclusion, defiance, and open-mindedness:

• Inclusion pertains to the level provider-customer 
relationships typical of craft beer culture where consumers 
are perceived as active partakers and co-creators in its 
development instead of passive receivers of goods and 
services.

• Defiance relates to the shared understanding of the 
challenges facing the flourishing of craft beer culture 
embodied by multinational breweries and seemingly unfair 
regulations of microbreweries’ business.

• Open-mindedness concerns the normative attitudes 
characteristic of craft beer culture that challenge and review 
traditional stereotypes regarding who and what beer is for 
that are viewed as narrow and restraining.

Secondly, the analysis revealed that the material culture of craft beer 
culture is characterized by proximity by virtue of how it brings the 
material and practical origins of craft beer closer to the consumer and 
thus provide a more accessible and intelligible alternative to the detached 
and anonymous character of mass-produced beer. This proximity is 
derivative of three principal features of the material culture of craft beer 
consumption, i.e., craftmanship, terroir, and localism:

• Craftmanship concerns the emphasis placed on the human 
input, knowledge and skill understood as necessary for 
achieving an authentic end result of high quality. This 
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humanizes the brewing process by juxtaposing it with the 
perceived artificiality of mass-produced beer.

• Terroir denotes the different ingredients used in the brewing 
process and how they influence the taste of the beer. It thus 
provides consumers with another cultural dimension to 
interact with and refine their knowledge of beer through.

• Localism pertains to how the geographical origin of the beer 
is emphasized and the sense of belonging and local identity 
this generates.

In figure 1. below, the cultural profile of craft beer consumption is 
derived from informants’ comments and excerpts from microbreweries 
homepages and represented by six 2nd order themes. From these, two 
aggregate dimensions, i.e., reciprocity and proximity, are derived to 
represent the relatable characteristics that facilitate consumers’ ability 
to identify with the cultural profile of craft beer consumption.



132

 

 

131 

Figure 1. Representation of data structure and craft beer consumption’s cultural profile. 
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- ”It is an interesting thing that craft breweries are so very open to one another and they share all their recipes with
each other. Usually if you have a product you try to keep it secret and you would never share it but on the craft
beer scene it is all very liberal and they often disclose everything. It is similar to software development where you
use a lot of opensource and that kind of stuff.” (Luke, 34, male)
-“ Especially breweries do alot of collaboration beer. They view it as a win-win situation if someone from the 
outside comes and brews with them. They can sell it on their market and provide the guest brewer visibility. So it 
is alot about helping each other out.” (Ron, 35, male).
-“ Perhaps the most important reason for my beer hobby is how craft beer culture brings people together so that 
where ever you are, you can always discuss beer and its production and different styles. (Paul, 37, male)
-“ Our hopped-up army of Equity Punks are our biggest asset. They are our harshest critics and our greatest 
advocates.” (Brewdog brewery)

-“ All the changes that need to be made are judicial. Breweries are doing a great job considering how strictly 
regulated they are. (Adam, 35, male)
-“ It weakens the culture by depriving microbreweries of growth potential and makes it very difficult for them to 
succeed. Especially if you consider the tax policies and other regulations we have in Finland that impede 
microbreweries growth potential. (Peter, 36, male)
-“ It is a pretty crazy situation that I can order beer to my front door from, for instance, Denmark, but I cannot 
order Coolhead’s [Finnish microbrewery] products. Or I can but they would have to be sent via Holland or 
something. So, I would like to see more judicial changes that would give Finnish breweries the same opportunities 
as their European competitors. (Tom, 34, male)
“- Pyynikin guarantees, we do not operate with any evil multinational corporations or suppliers who are not of the 
highest quality. We enjoy having our own “war” against the giants.” (Pyynikin breery)

-“ In a world of mass production I somehow appreciate craftmanship and it creates this idea that it is somehow of 
a better quality and the ingredients are better. (Tina, 31, female)
-“ It is fascinating that you have these four ingredients, water, malt, hops, and yeast, and that by combining these 
you get something like 70 different beer styles and within these hundreds and hundreds of different beers. And 
how minimal changes to the process, small changes in temperature, or timing, it can have a huge impact on the 
taste. (Paul, 37, male)
-"It makes people feel good about themselves when they can do something and succeed and be like hey look I 
made this, and have other people try and it creates memories too.  (Kate, 29, female)
-“ Somewhere I heard that like, koff for example from like malt to can is lika a 2-3 day process, like it is an 
extremely fast process. They just speed it up and go through like articifally like thorugh many stages to get to the 
same, to get it in a can. Whereas you have to brew craft beers, it’s like a process to let the yeast do its work and 
everything like this. (Gary, 32, male)

-“The idea that I can go straight to the source where the beer is brewed and buy from there or even have a beer 
right there. That is something I appreciate. (John, 33, male)
-“ Just beer is not enough any longer. The more you can know about the story behind the beer the more there is 
this feeling of belonging, that you are part of it somehow. And as breweries have been popping up around 
Finland, then increasingly there is this ‘this is our brewery’ mentality. (Adam, 35, male)
-“ Localism is a big part of it for me. It gives depth and meaning to my hobby […]. It is a pleasure to be part of it 
[beer scene in hometown]. (Peter, 36, male)
-“Beer, the result of our labor, is our passion. And it comes from Jyväskylä, Finland. North from this world, 
there’s our home .” (Hiisi brewery)

-“ There’s always some new and interesting tastes that can be experienced. You’re constantly learning. If you 
think about it, there’s like 200 beer styles, and then maybe 400 different types of hops, plus all the spices, berries, 
grains on so on. (Adam, 35, male)
-“ This is an interesting question: How does the environment effect your beer? Lets say you want to make a beer 
in a whisky barrel. Some beers are put into whisky barrels and aged for a certain amount of time. What if you 
brewed on an island, somewhere where the salty sea air like, I mean barrels are porous, they breath and they live, 
so, would the environment have an effect on the taste of the beer? (Kate, 29, female)
-“ We compared Europe’s best malts and decided to use mainly Finnish malts that proved time and again to be 
superior. We obviously use pure Finnish water that has been shown to be cleaner and of a higher quality than 
bottled water.” (Fat Lizard brewery)

-“ I appreciate the experimentation culture. They [Hiisi brewery] for example made a doughnut stout which was 
really good. (Tina, 31, female)
-“ There has been a clear shift in drinking culture towards a more conscious desire to experience new tastes. It has 
become something of a new norm. It feels like people don’t think it is weird that you enjoy drinking special beers. 
(Peter, 36, male))
-“ When I go out for a beer or two, I rarely anymore order mass produced beer. I want to try new things. So it is a 
lot about experimenting. Often, I might go for a beer that the brewpub brews themselves. (Harry, 30, male)
-“I really enjoy the process of trying and getting to know new beers. It is about tasting and analyzing what it is 
you are tasting. (Emily, 36, female)
-“ It is kind of like a collecting-mentality. You want to collect different taste experiences and not so much a 
physical product that could be archived somehow. (Paul, 37, male)
-“We brew a plethora of styles to explore what beer has and can become.” (Omnipollo brewery)

MATERIAL CULTURE

1st Order Concepts 2nd Order Themes Aggregate dimensions ______

INSTITUTIONAL LOGIC

Figure 1.  Representation of data structure and craft beer consumption’s  
cultural	profile.
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The Reciprocity of Craft Beer Culture’s Institutional Logic
The inclusion of craft beer culture was described by the informants as 
evident in the transparent and involving relationship microbreweries 
have with their customers. This was made manifest in, for instance, 
some informants ownership of shares in their favourite brewery. The 
motivation for owning shares in a brewery is rarely to make a profit. It is 
rather a way for breweries to engage their most enthusiastic customers 
in long term relationships by allowing them access to aspects of their 
business conventionally excluded from the customer. For Luke, the 
Scottish brewery BrewDog’s decision to sell shares to their customers 
was a turning point that made him think of microbreweries in a new way: 
“That was when I realized it is a different form of business somehow. 
They wanted to open it to their fans.”

Harry and Paul both own shares in Pyynikin, a popular microbrewery 
from their hometown Tampere that has been able to establish a highly 
personal relationship to their customers by involving them in a number 
of events and providing interesting and engaging market offerings, 
such as a beer Christmas calendar and limited-edition beers. For Harry, 
owning shares is a way to get closer to the brewery and to get to know 
their products better: 

You get to learn things. How things are done, the products become 
more familiar, you probably want to try more of their products, 
and I was able to find the ones that I really like. (Harry, 30, male)

This illustrates well the logic of reciprocity underlying craft beer culture 
as it allows breweries to utilize their customers by offering them more 
personal access to their business in turn. BrewDog articulate this ethos 
in their manifesto by stating that “our philosophy has always been to 
shorten the distance as much as possible between ourselves and the 
people who enjoy our beers” (BrewDog, 2021). BrewDog’s ‘Equity for 
Punks’ community allows customers to buy shares and enjoy exclusive 
benefits as part of the community. Their statement in their manifesto 
exemplifies how central the inclusion of customers is in craft beer culture: 

Our hopped-up army of Equity Punks are our biggest asset. They 
are our harshest critics and our greatest advocates. They are our 
cultural and beery ambassadors; fuel our revolt against big beer 
establishment. They have helped us shape our business into what 
it is today. (BrewDog, 2021)
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This statement is representative of how microbreweries have 
acknowledged their close and level relationship to their customers as 
one crucial advantage they have compared to larger breweries with 
whom they ultimately compete for customers. Microbreweries’ status 
as underdog is something that allows them to appear more relatable 
to consumers:

We are proud to be 100% Independent! These days consumers are 
aware of the large multinationals buying up small breweries and 
the drinker wants to know the “real deal”. You want to know the 
people, the story, and the ingredients in the beers. (Pyynikin, 2021)

The juxtaposing of microbreweries with “big beer establishment” and 
“large multinationals” in BrewDog’s and Pyynikin’s statements reflects 
the sense of shared purpose between breweries and consumers in 
opposing mainstream mass-produced beer culture. This defiance is 
motivated by how both global and domestic beer markets have been 
dominated by a handful of multinational conglomerates that have 
standardized the supply and undermined the efforts of smaller actors 
to get a foothold in the market (Carroll and Swaminathan, 2000). Much 
of craft beer marketing efforts pivot around this opposition and is also 
evident in consumers’ attitudes and preferences: 

It [regulations] weakens the culture by depriving microbreweries 
of growth potential and makes it very difficult for them to succeed. 
Especially if you consider the tax policies and other regulations we 
have in Finland that impede microbreweries growth potential. If 
consumers decide to vote with their wallets, the smaller businesses 
will go under. (Peter, 36, male)

The perceived unfairness of tax policies and regulations viewed as 
undermining the growth potential of microbreweries and craft beer 
culture as a whole turned out to function as a rallying point around 
which consumer’s and microbreweries’ hopes and fears concerning 
the future of craft beer align. One regulation that frequently came up 
in the interviews as especially unjust concerned home delivery of beer. 
According to Finnish law, a foreign brewery is allowed to deliver beer to 
their customers’ homes in Finland while domestic breweries do not enjoy 
the same rights. Finnish breweries must instead send their products 
via another EU country and ship them back to Finland to their Finnish 
customers, which according to Tom is a “pretty crazy situation”. 
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The defiance expressed by both consumers and microbreweries was 
clearly fuelled by a desire to see craft beer culture flourish and grow to its 
full potential. Much of this potential is expressed in the open-mindedness 
characteristic of craft beer consumption. As the female informants 
pointed out, beer’s status as a cultural product has changed in Finland 
thanks to craft beer culture. In Finland, beer has traditionally been 
viewed as a blue-collar beverage mainly enjoyed by men and without 
any connotations of connoisseurship. Today it is increasingly viewed as 
a high-quality beverage suited for sensory examination and evaluation. 
This open-minded outlook is expressed on Swedish brewery Omnipollo’s 
homepage as central to their philosophy: 

We brew a plethora of styles to explore what beer has and can 
become. […] Our beers are always a collaborative effort and we 
brew at breweries in all corners of the world. This approach means 
we get to stay curious, grounded and tuned in. (Omnipollo, 2021)

The open-mindedness of craft beer culture thus extends from matters 
concerning the stereotypical consumer to matters concerning the 
definition of what beer is and how to enjoy it. The informants described 
craft beer consumption as a social practice structured around a shared 
interest in learning about beer culture and developing a more discerning 
palate. Tasting practices enjoyed in the company of friends were common 
among the informants. Fredrik and his friends had decided to try 100 
different beers in one year. Harry and his friends meet regularly to try 
and evaluate beers together. The institutional logic of craft beer culture 
is encapsulated and enacted in such practices as the perceived purpose 
and semiotic qualities of such practices are contingent upon it. Thus, 
tasting practices at beer festivals or in brew pubs or taprooms are 
often enacted by diverse groups of people motivated by both curiosity 
and experimentation and a desire to support microbreweries and craft 
beer culture which are perceived as subject to unjust regulations and 
dysfunctional markets. 

The three values identified as central to the institutional logic of craft 
beer consumption are, of course, not exhaustive. Other crucial values 
such as authenticity, transparency, and ecologism were also prevalent in 
the data. Such values were, however, identified as either contingent upon 
one of the three core values or as peripheral to the overarching reciprocal 
character of craft beer consumption’s institutional logic. Values such as 
authenticity and ecologism were, moreover, identified as expressed in 
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the characteristics observed as typical of the material culture of craft 
beer culture, highlighting the interdependency of institutional logics and 
material culture.

The Proximity of Craft Beer Culture’s Material Culture
When asked what they value in craft beer culture, the informants 
invariably stated that the craftmanship that guides the brewing process 
is something they admire and find interesting. Craftmanship is of 
course what at least nominally distinguishes craft beer from mass-
produced beer. It is, however, far from clear what is meant with ‘craft’ 
or ‘craftmanship’ as these concepts often are utilized for marketing 
purposes without any actual grounding in production processes. When 
asked to define craftmanship, the informants turned to juxtaposing it 
with mass-production and automatization. Whereas mass-produced 
beer was described as artificial, craft beer was correspondingly viewed 
as authentic by virtue of how it is brewed according to the natural 
qualities and characteristics of the ingredients used. Other than the 
production process, craftmanship was associated with such matters 
as professionalism and quality. However, it became evident during 
observations conducted at informants’ home-brewing sessions that much 
of what constitutes craftmanship is of a highly tacit nature:

I feel there is this depth to it. In English it is called ‘tacit know-
ledge’, this kind of silent information. You interact with the grains 
yourself, you know what they feel like, and you understand that 
when you add 75 °C water certain sugars will develop, and so forth. 
(Peter, 36, male)

Gary, who was new to home brewing, was eager to discuss the niceties 
of brewing and how small variations in recipes impact the result. His 
brewing method was extremely rudimentary, using a wood heated stove 
to boil the mash in a 12-liter cooking pot. This yielded around 7 liters 
of beer once the yeast had been mixed with the wort in a fermentation 
vessel. Eric, who had brewed his own beer for four years, had a more 
professional set-up consisting of expensive equipment that allowed 
him to ensure that the liquid was of the right temperature consistently 
throughout the process. Notwithstanding the clear differences in their 
methods and equipment, both had a keen interest in aspects concerning 
the nature of beer and what constitutes it. This interest in the ‘science’ 
behind beer proved to be the focal point around which the informants’ 
various definitions of craftmanship pivoted. The attraction in a perceived 
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craftmanship associated with craft beer was thus expressed in the 
emphasis placed on material characteristics, such as production process 
and ingredients.

Terroir is most commonly associated with wine for which the production 
ecology, consisting of soil, topography and microclimate, make a huge 
difference in how the end product will taste. In the case of beer, the 
different ingredients used in making it are rarely if ever found in one 
and the same place as is the case with wine. Thus, the notion of terroir 
is being redefined to accommodate aspects relevant to craft beer, such 
as the social environment in which the beer is being produced and how 
this influences its taste (Sjölander-Lindqvist et al., 2020). In this paper 
terroir is used to denote the different ingredients used in the brewing 
process and their origin and how this influences the taste of the beer. 
In this sense, terroir constitutes an aspect increasingly emphasized by 
brewers and consumers:

Now people are more focused on different varieties of hops. I have 
also noticed, that when people order a beer at a pub, they used 
to ask what IPAs are available, or what sours, but now people 
increasingly ask what beers with mosaic hops, for instance, are 
available on tap. (Adam, 35, male)

Innovative microbreweries, such as Mikkeller from Denmark, have 
utilized this nascent interest among consumers by launching product 
series that consists of a number of different beers that differ from each 
other only with regard to where the water used for the beer comes from:

Long time followers will know that we have always loved to take 
the exploratory and educational approach to beer. That applied 
to the single hop series, that featured the same base beer with 
different hops and the yeast series. Now, we’re back with another 
attempt at brewing something that will highlight the small and 
subtle difference that comes from using water from different 
sources. (Mikkeller, 2021)

This allows Mikkeller to not only differentiate their products, but to also 
leverage another feature of craft beer consumption’s cultural profile, i.e., 
terroir, that their customers can interact and identify with.

Localism is about emphasizing the geographical origin of the beer, often 
by alluding to the place where the beer is brewed as well as things this 
place is recognized for. As Peter commented, localism facilitates a sense 
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of belonging and pride among consumers as they are able to consume 
beers that originate from nearby in a literal sense. The sense of identity 
and pride that local breweries often stimulate among consumers living 
nearby was described by the informants as comparable to how people 
relate to their favorite football or hockey team. Breweries have thus 
become important components of local identities (Fletchall, 2016) by re-
introducing a sense of place that has been undermined by globalization 
and the severing of the link between products and their origin it has 
brought about (Hede and Watne, 2013). Thus, localism was identified 
as crucial in substantiating consumers’ sense of proximity with craft 
beer consumption’s cultural profile as it disclosed the origins of the 
beer they consume and, in many cases, also provide them with a local 
identity. This proximity allows consumers to closely interact with the 
features that constitute the cultural profile of craft beer consumption 
and to assimilate them into their extended selves as the composition and 
genesis of the beer are disclosed and made intelligible by virtue of how 
its material, cultural, and practical origins are accentuated. Next, we will 
discuss how the features of the cultural profile of craft beer consumption 
align with consumers’ sense of self and enables them to identify with 
these features and to utilize them for identity work, thus increasing the 
relatable character of craft beer consumption. 

DISCUSSION: THE CONSUMER RELATABILITY OF CRAFT 
BEER CONSUMPTION

According to Simmel (2004), the crucial predicament of the modern age 
is our inability to assimilate the objects and cultural forms that constitute 
our cultural environment. He understood this as a consequence of their 
increasing complexity and the opaqueness of their origins. The massive 
and complex form taken by objective culture suggested to him “that 
despite the liberating nature of its possibilities, it would overwhelm what 
he called subjective culture […]” (Miller, 1987: 209). However, as Miller 
(1987: 209) points out, Simmel (2004) was unable to “foresee the myriad 
strategies of recontextualization and consumption which have been used 
to overcome the alienatory consequences of mass consumer culture” 
(Miller, 1987: 209). This paper has investigated craft beer consumption 
as a domain of such strategies and, more specifically, the features 
characteristic of it that make it especially accommodating of them.
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Drawing on Belk’s (1988) notion of the extended self, these “strategies 
of recontextualization” were conceptualized as a matter of identity 
work, i.e., individuals’ pursuit for a stronger and extended sense of 
self through interactions with their cultural environment. Informed 
by Simmel’s (2004) theory of culture, questions of how the cultural 
environment that constitutes the context of craft beer consumption 
facilitate self-extension, and, importantly, what specific features enhance 
this process, have been investigated. Simmel’s (2004) theory of culture 
provides the philosophical underpinnings for a more holistic analysis of 
this context than previous research that has been largely focused on the 
geographical and practical origins of products, leaving other context-
related aspects unaddressed. His notion of the cultural environment, 
i.e., objective culture, as consisting of ideas and artifacts that mediate 
individuals’ self-cultivating activities, was conceptualized by drawing 
on two concepts central to contemporary marketing and consumer 
research, i.e., institutional logics and material culture. It is argued that 
together the institutional logic and material culture underlying a context 
of consumption generate its cultural profile, i.e., the cultural features 
associated with it. This conceptualization made it possible to interrogate 
the facilitators of consumers’ identity work in the context of craft beer 
consumption as it provides the conceptual bandwidth necessary for an 
understanding of the dynamic relationship between consumers’ self-
extending aspirations and a context of consumption.

Consumer relatability and the cultural profile of a context 
of consumption
As figure 2 illustrates, the cultural profile of craft beer consumption 
was identified as constituted by six cultural features derivative of its 
underlying institutional logic and material culture: inclusion, defiance, 
open-mindedness, craftmanship, terroir, and localism. These features 
generate in turn two relatable characteristics typical of craft beer 
consumption: reciprocity, i.e., the levelling of the customer-provider 
relationship which results in a reevaluation of customers’ input and active 
participation as vital for the development and well-being of craft beer 
culture; and proximity, i.e., the disclosing of the material and practical 
circumstances from which the beer consumers enjoy ultimately originates 
which makes craft beer more intelligible and accessible as a cultural form. 
Together, reciprocity and proximity thus enhance the relatability of craft 
beer consumption by making its cultural profile appear aligned with and 
significant for consumers’ sense of self, thus facilitating identity work and 
long-term involvement. 
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Figure 2. Consumer relatability as outcome of craft beer consumption’s cultural profile. 
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Figure 2. Consumer relatability as outcome of craft beer consumption’s 
cultural	profile.

The thus discovered focal importance of the relatability of a context of 
consumption as explanatory of the popularity of craft beer motivates 
the conceptualization and introduction of the notion of consumer 
relatability which we can define as that which a context of consumption 
enjoys by virtue of the degree to which its cultural profile resonates 
with individuals’ sense of self and thus facilitates their self-extending 
ambitions. The notion of consumer relatability makes us mindful of 
the prevalence of “points at which the subjective soul can interpose its 
will and feelings” (Simmel, 2004: 460) in a consumption context. Less 
eloquently put, the features of the cultural profile of a consumption 
context that align with consumers’ sense of self enables them to 
identify with these features and to utilize them for identity work, thus 
increasing the relatable character of the context. In the context of craft 
beer consumption, the findings demonstrate that its high degree of 
consumer relatability allows consumers to not only consume beer for 
utilitarian or hedonic purposes, but to also form a personal relationship 
to different features of its cultural profile, such as the locality embodied in 
breweries and taprooms, the terroir of different beer styles, or the open-
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minded attitude towards new experiences enacted in tasting practices. 
In other words, the consumer relatability of craft beer consumption 
provides consumers with a number of accessible points of interaction 
through which they can engage with it on a personal level and in a 
self-extending manner.

Towards a more holistic understanding of consumers’ 
identity-fulfilling projects
This study provides us with a refined understanding of the contemporary 
consumer’s desire for reconnection with his or her products (Kneafsey et 
al., 2008). It demonstrates how this desire ultimately is catalysed by the 
tension consumers experience between market offerings that appear alien 
due to their lack of relatable context on the one hand, and consumers’ 
need to engage in identity work through consumption on the other. It 
helps explain the recent proliferation of craft and artisanal consumption 
as derivative of the high degree of consumer relatability of these contexts 
of consumption. From this vantage point, the potential for reconnection 
identified by previous research (e.g., Sjölander-Lindqvist et al., 2020) 
as crucial to the success of craft and artisanal consumption needs to be 
understood as contingent upon how the cultural profiles of these contexts 
of consumption provide consumers with something they can relate to 
and thus assimilate. Accordingly, this paper theorizes meaningful 
consumer-object relationships as derivative of the cultural profile of the 
consumption context in which these objects are embedded. While there 
exists a plethora of insightful research on what it means for consumers 
to identify with products (Ahuvia, 2005), companies (Bhattacharya and 
Sen, 2003), countries (Oberecker & Diamantopoulos, 2008) or brands 
(Stokburger-Sauer et al., 2012), more holistic understandings of how 
consumers engage in identity work through consumption remain scant. 
The consumer relatability concept introduced here complements this 
body of work by providing a framework that allows the level of analysis to 
be adjusted to the broader socio-cultural context in which the focal object 
of identification, such as a company or a brand, is embedded. 

The concept of consumer relatability thus has implications for research 
streams that advance our understanding of how companies can build 
“deep, meaningful, long-term relationships with their customers” 
(Bhattacharya and Sen, 2003: 76), such as consumer-brand identification 
(CBI) and customer relationship management (CRM). It makes us 
mindful of how consumers’ pursuit for identity-fulfilling meaning 
through consumption is contingent upon aspects that transcend brand- 
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or company-specific antecedents for identification, such as brand prestige 
(Stokburger-Sauer et al., 2012) or company identity (Bhattacharya and 
Sen, 2003). As such, it raises questions pertaining to, for instance, how 
the brand prestige of a luxury car brand is influenced by the broader 
cultural profile of the context of consumption in which the brand is 
embedded. In other words, brand- or company-specific relatable aspects 
need to be understood as contingent upon more general contextual 
circumstances that the consumer relatability concept is devised to expose.

Cultural profiles as targets of marketing strategies
The findings accordingly indicate that companies looking for ways to 
improve their customers’ relationship to their market offerings should 
pay attention to the context within which their offering is embedded. By 
detailing the central components of the institutional logic and material 
culture underlying the consumption context their market offering targets, 
companies will become better aware of the cultural profile relevant 
to their market offering and what features of it increase its degree of 
consumer relatability. Specifically, from a managerial perspective, 
the conceptualization of consumer relatability and the identification 
of the cultural profile of a consumption context as its source provide 
considerable power in explaining why consumers identify more strongly 
with certain products, brands, or companies than others. With the help 
of these conceptual tools, marketers can design advertising strategies that 
target specific features of a cultural profile in order leverage its consumer 
relatability and thus compete and position their market offerings more 
efficiently. As the findings of this study suggest, artisanal markets, 
such as the craft beer market, are full of actors that have discovered 
this potential and learned to master it. Their strategies should be 
understood as consciously aimed at strengthening feelings of consumer 
relatability toward their own products by leveraging features of craft 
beer consumption’s cultural profile that reinforce such feelings, such as 
craftmanship and localism or inclusion and defiance.

Limitations and future research
Whereas this study identifies the promise of strategies aimed at 
strengthening and leveraging the consumer relatability of different 
contexts of consumption, future research should aim to detail the 
possibilities for such strategies and their practical implications. 
Potentially fruitful theoretical avenues for such research could be found 
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in the market shaping literature (e.g., Baker et al., 2019; Harrison and 
Kjellberg, 2016) as its emphasis on institutional work may provide 
useful insights into how different actors can deliberately target aspects 
of the institutional logic and material culture underlying a consumption 
context’s cultural profile and thus reconfigure it favourably. Questions of 
what causes negative degrees of consumer relatability and how to avoid 
and remedy such circumstances are also worthy of attention. Moreover, 
questions of how consumers’ habitus, i.e., their socially incurred 
“axiological and epistemological dispositions” (Maciel and Wallendorf, 
2017), influence their sense of relatability to a consumption context’s 
cultural profile were not addressed by this study, leaving room for future 
research to further improve our holistic understanding of meaningful 
consumer-object relationships and their underlying contextual and 
structural preconditions.
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Abstract The recent resurgence of the vinyl record and the proliferation of so-
called craft and artisanal products offer unique opportunities to observe ongoing
shifts in the contemporary consumer’s values and attitudes. In this article, we
explore such thought-provoking market developments and their implications by
contrasting them with the conventional understanding of markets and consumers.
This understanding can lead to marketing myopia as it works from the utility-
oriented assumption that what ultimately matters for both the company and the
customer is cost efficiency and convenience. Against this backdrop, in this article,
we discuss how market developments representing the contemporary consumer’s
mindset prove valuable in creating customer insight that highlights aspects often
obscured by an exaggerated focus on cost efficiency and convenience. We provide
an alternative approach to evaluating markets and consumers that encourages com-
panies to build their customer-centric market strategies around questions of
context, authenticity, story, and resonance. This will help them narrow the gap be-
tween their market offerings and the actual wants and needs of their customer, and
consequently allow them to revitalize their market.
ª 2020 Kelley School of Business, Indiana University. Published by Elsevier Inc. This
is an open access article under the CC BY license (http://creativecommons.org/
licenses/by/4.0/).

1. “The times they are a-changin’”

While conventional wisdom would have you
believe that the contemporary consumer un-
equivocally yearns for convenient, fast, and cost-

efficient solutions, several emerging market de-
velopments challenge this wisdom. As digitaliza-
tion and its rationalizing effects ramp up the speed
at which we communicate with each other,
consume new products, and listen to music, many
consider this rapid pace problematic and advocate
for a slower and more deliberate approach to life.
From a growing appreciation of everything hand-
made and local to calls for a new, slow-fashion
ethos to guide consumers’ fashion consumption
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habits, signs of brewing seismic activity can be
discerned in the periphery of consumer culture.

Ever since Theodore Levitt’s seminal Harvard
Business Review article was published in 1960,
scholars agree that a gap exists between how
managers view their customers’ wants and needs
and the actual wants and needs of the customer.
Levitt (1960) identified managers’ preoccupation
with efficiency and low-cost production as the
cause of this shortsightedness. He called it “the
legacy of mass production”, or “[the] parochial
view that profit resides essentially in low-cost
production” (Levitt, 1960, p. 51). Much has, of
course, changed since Levitt first put forward his
customer-oriented marketing philosophy, but the
myopia he so convincingly exposed has shown it-
self to be of a resilient type and is consequently
alive and well in boardrooms around the world.

The myopic understanding of markets and con-
sumers that managers suffer from, according to
Levitt (1960), is labeled here as the utility mind-
set, as it places a one-sided emphasis on conve-
nience and cost efficiency. By focusing on how this
mindset affects managers’ understanding of their
customers and how this, in many cases, leads to
one-dimensional product and service develop-
ment, we argue that there are several emerging
market developments that challenge this paradig-
matic understanding of the contemporary con-
sumer as unequivocally yearning for convenient,
fast, and cost-efficient solutions.

What is the reason for the shift? A growing
concern for the environment is often identified as
the cause of many of these recent changes in
consumers’ attitudes and values, but other
revealing reasons tend to be overlooked. By taking
the recent revival of the vinyl record as an illus-
trative example, we clarify how an exaggerated
focus on convenience and cost efficiency tends to
undermine consumers’ ability to relate and their
readiness to commit to the company’s market of-
fering, compelling consumers to seek more
engaging alternatives beyond the mainstream.

By explicating vinyl’s regained popularity
against the backdrop of Max Weber’s (1905, 1921)
theory of rationality and Georg Ritzer’s (2004)
related notion of McDonaldization, we describe
an emerging attitude among consumers, which we
label the craft mindset. Both Weber (1905, 1921)
and Ritzer (2004, 2017) were concerned with the
proliferation of instrumental rationality in
contemporary society and how its preoccupation
with control, efficiency, predictability, and calcu-
lability increasingly restricts the behavioral pat-
terns and social interactions of everyday life. We
identify this form of rationality as underlying the

utility mindset that often guides product and ser-
vice development.

Thus, in this article, we aim to reveal how
product and service developmentdpredominantly
informed by the utility mindsetdcauses tensions
to develop as consumers are unable to relate to
these market offerings in a fulfilling and mean-
ingful way. Accordingly, we make a case for com-
panies to adopt a more reflective stance so they
better align with their customers’ sensibilities and
aspirations and, consequently, gain customer
insight revealed by an understanding of the
emerging craft mindset. This reflective thinking, a
customer-oriented outlook that emphasizes
authenticity, story, resonance, and context, is
highlighted as the framework within which com-
panies’ market strategies should be developed. We
conclude by discussing how the gap between
managers’ understanding of their market and their
customers’ wants and needs can be narrowed with
the help of reflective thinking and how this, in
turn, offers opportunities for revitalizing markets
currently perceived by consumers as impersonal
and distant.

2. “Paint it black”: How big is vinyl
today?

Music lovers and the music industry alike first
noticed the resurgence of vinyl around 2006. Since
then, vinyl sales have increased in the U.S. by
around 30% year-over-year (RIAA, 2019), making it
by far the fastest-growing physical format for
music reproduction. Similar trends have been
observed around the world (IFPI, 2019).

The numbers offered by the Recording Industry
Association of America (RIAA, 2019), the Interna-
tional Federation of the Phonographic Industry
(IFPI, 2019), and other compilers of music sales are
generally thought to be grave underestimations of
actual sales, as a large chunk of the vinyl market is
upheld by brick and mortar stores that do not
necessarily pass on their sales data to relevant
organizations (Rosenblatt, 2018). Moreover,
second-hand vinyl constitutes a substantial part of
the overall supply, but used-record sales are of
little interest to the music industry as it does not
generate any revenue for artists or record labels,
so they omit these numbers from their calculations
(Rosenblatt, 2018). This unsurprising revenue bias,
which guides the music industry’s attempts to es-
timate the size of the vinyl market, has led some
to speculate that the actual size of the market
may very well be twice the size suggested by in-
dustry figures (Rosenblatt, 2018). In 2020,
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revenues from vinyl sales will likely surpass reve-
nues from compact disc (CD) sales (RIAA, 2019).

Remarkably, much of the recent growth in sales
is predicated on the willingness of millennials and
younger generations to consume music on vinyl. A
recent study by YouGov in the U.S. shows that as
many as 28% of millennials and 26% of Gen Z are
willing to pay for music on vinyl records; it also
shows that one in four consumers age 18 to 24
bought a vinyl record in the last month (Ballard,
2019). The burgeoning popularity of vinyl among
younger generations has encouraged the opening
of new vinyl pressing plants, and it has caught the
attention of major recording artists (e.g.,
Beyoncé, Arctic Monkeys) who view this newfound
consumption habit among their most enthusiastic
fans as an opportunity for generating new revenue
streams.

All of this amounts to a thought-provoking
market development that has implications for
how companies should think about their value
propositions and the needs they are assumed to
serve. Next, we give a short overview of the evo-
lution of the music industry and how the devel-
opment of the technical means for music
reproduction has influenced consumers’ listening
habits. In so doing, we show that this evolution
follows a trajectory guided by an understanding of
consumers’ yearning for unlimited alternatives for
the least possible effort or cost. While this is
certainly the case to a large extent, the revived
popularity of vinyl records should nonetheless be
understood as a reaction to unanticipated conse-
quences of this utility mindset and the impact it
has had on valued aspects of music consumption.

2.1. How our headphones reached into the
clouds

The first step toward a market for mass consump-
tion of music was taken with the introduction of
the phonograph in the late 19th century. Since
then, the music industry has undergone many
major transformations driven by technological in-
novations. Each transformation “has involved a
rearranging of the sociotechnical infrastructure of
music, affording new modes of production and
consumption [...]” (Fuentes, Hagberg, & Kjellberg,
2019, p. 484). These innovations have had ramifi-
cations on two dimensions with a direct effect on
people’s listening habits: (1) the availability of
music (i.e., how much of it is available to the
consumer), and (2) the portability of music (i.e.,
where and when it is available to the consumer).

The phonograph moved music consumption from
the public sphere (i.e., live musical performances,

etc.) to the home of the consumer, but it was the
vinyl recorddwhich followed its technically less
sophisticated predecessor, the shellac discdthat
had a huge impact on the music industry and laid
the groundwork for its present state. Vinyl is du-
rable and cheap to manufacture, making it a highly
accessible and user-friendly consumer commodity.
This broadened the availability of music, making
listening to records possible for a larger number of
consumers. It also helped facilitate the commodi-
fication and distribution of music on a greater
scale.

Although the popularization of transistor radios
during the 1950s allowed people to enjoy music
beyond the confines of their homes, it was the
cassette tapedreleased in the early 1960sdthat
led to the development of portable music players
such as the Sony Walkman, which truly revolu-
tionized people’s listening habits (Dholakia, Reyes,
& Bonoff, 2015). Thus, the cassette and the
Walkman had a major impact on the second
dimension of music consumption (i.e., portability,
by making it possible to listen to music practically
anywhere).

The digitalization of music began with the
introduction of the CD in the early 1980s. It
became the main medium for music reproduction
in the early 1990s and reigned supreme until the
early 2000s. However, the CD in and of itself did
not radically revolutionize people’s listening
habits. Rather, it was received as an updated and
improved version of previous technologies,
combining the sound quality of vinyl with the
portability of the cassette (Dholakia et al., 2015).
The first manifestation of the transformative
power of digitalization on music consumption
came in the form of peer-to-peer (P2P) file-
sharing internet servicesdmost notably Napster,
released in 1999. Napster made it possible for its
users to share their music for free, albeit illegally,
in the form of mp3 files stored on hard discs. The
next major transformation came with the intro-
duction of audio streaming platforms such as
Spotify, which was released in 2006. Spotify gives
users who pay a monthly fee access to a vast
amount of music without the need to store any-
thing on their smartphones or computers. This
allows users to listen to virtually any music
practically anywhere.

The digitalization of music consumption could
be said to have taken the transformation started
by the phonograph in the late 19th century to its
logical conclusion. On both dimensionsdthe
availability as well as the portability of musicdan
endpoint seems to have been reached. It is hard to
imagine how music could be made any more
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available and portable than it already is, thanks to
services like Spotify and devices like smartphones.

3. Feeling the rhythm: Using consumers’
reactions as road signs

The comeback of the vinyl record needs to be
understood within the wider context of the trans-
formation of the sociotechnical infrastructure of
music and the subsequent rearranging of music
consumption patterns and consumers’ listening
habits (Fuentes et al., 2019). This transformation
has had a clear trajectory toward the increasing
availability and portability of music, which sug-
gests an underlying logic guiding this trans-
formation. On a more general level, this
paradigmatic understanding of markets and the
needs and wants of the contemporary consumer
can be discerned in tendencies toward cost-
efficient solutions aimed at making commodities
increasingly available by streamlining the acquisi-
tion process and lowering the price. The focus of
this mindset is, in other words, predominantly on
utility. For example, the fashion industry has made
clothing more available than ever before by
implementing processes similar to the fast-food
industry to decrease costs and increase availabil-
ity. The furniture industry also seems to have
adopted the same prefix to cater to the contem-
porary consumer’s seemingly vacillating desires.
The travel industry has made traveling so conve-
nient and cost efficient that mass tourism is
increasingly seen as an existential threat to many
UNESCO world heritage sites.

While this utility mindset and the form of fast
consumption it helps bring about has been mainly
criticized with ecological concerns in mind (e.g.,
Evans, 2011), the regained popularity of vinyl
points to an alternative view to this mindset and
its consequences. This view has been most
famously advocated by George Ritzer (2004, 2017),
who built on Max Weber’s (1905, 1921) theory of
the rationalization of modern society and culture.
Ritzer (2004, 2017) explored the effects of instru-
mental rationality on patterns of action and
thought in various social contexts, focusing espe-
cially on the context of consumption. Whereas
Weber (1905, 1921) viewed the modern bureau-
cracy as emblematic of the rationalization pro-
cess, Ritzer (2004, 2017) argued instead that
McDonald’s restaurants serve as the most illumi-
nating example of the proliferation of instru-
mental rationality to increasingly mundane
aspects of contemporary society. As such, con-
sumption patterns are increasingly structured by
four rationalizing dimensions: control, efficiency,

predictability, and calculability (Ritzer, 2004). The
logic underlying this process and, by implication,
the utility mindset, gives priority to calculability to
achieve predictability, which increases control
and, by extension, efficiency. Ritzer (2004) called
this process “McDonaldization” and argued that it
leads to exaggerated standardization and pre-
dictability. However, it is important to point out
that even though this process may subject society
to the assembly-line feel of fast-food restaurants,
it also leads to a high degree of dependability and
efficiency, which many consumers appreciate.

Against this backdrop, it is possible to view the
resurgence of vinyl as a reaction to the rational-
izing effects of the digitalization of music con-
sumption. It may also be viewed as a means of
identifying flashpoints in which tensions generated
by these processes are counteracted with the help
of practices afforded by vinyl. Moreover, with the
help of the theoretical framework articulated
above, other seemingly irrational consumer trends
will be considered as manifestations of consumers’
efforts to counteract some impersonal and disen-
gaging aspects of contemporary consumer culture,
which is predicated on the utility mindset guiding
much of contemporary product and service
development. These efforts will be framed as
emblematic of an alternative mindset (i.e., the
craft mindset) that shifts the emphasis from con-
trol, efficiency, predictability, and calculability,
toward agency, commitment, creativity, and
quality (Fig. 1).

3.1. Tension #1: Control vs. agency

The tendency inherent in efforts aimed at opti-
mizing processes to achieve a more cost-efficient
outcome is partly predicated on the elimination
ofdor at least diminishingdthe role played by
humans in the process. This tendency is about
control and concerns the replacement of human
with nonhuman technology (Ritzer, 2004). Hence,
human agency is incorporated into technology to
an increasing degree. In the context of consumer
goods, such measures are often justified by an
allusion to increased usability and functionality
(Ritzer, 2004).

This aspect of the rationalization process is best
exemplified by the automation evident in a wide
array of current technological and societal de-
velopments; its proliferation is accelerated by
digitalization (Ritzer & Miles, 2019). Interesting
consumer trends suggest that the impact of digi-
talization and automation are being felt in sur-
prising ways by many consumers and not in an
entirely positive sense. In addition to the
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comeback of vinyl records, other seemingly obso-
lete consumer goods are returning to the fore-
ground of consumer culture. The growing
popularity of film among photographersdand not
only among professional photographers but hob-
byists toodwas confirmed last year by Kodak’s
decision to bring back the Ektachrome 100 film
(Garage Staff, 2019), which was discontinued in
2009 due to declining sales. The popularity of old,
secondhand bicycles that often require restoration
before use is another telling example, as is the
growing popularity of knitting and other traditional
crafts. Just as in the case of vinyl, consumers who
prefer these alternatives appreciate the hands-on
active participation they require.

3.1.1. Enable your customer to participate
We are moving from a culture of passive enter-
tainment toward a more hands-on culture in which
consumers increasingly look for stimulating chal-
lenges and project-oriented activities. This cul-
tural shift has only been fueled by the internet,
especially by Web 2.0 and the possibilities for user-
generated content it has opened (Gauntlett,
2011). Etsy is a great example of a company that
has been able to harness this creative power and
thirst for a challenge among its customers, turning
it into profit. Companies such as Spotify that

provide audio streaming platforms may facilitate
more engaging consumption by supporting project-
oriented activities such as playlist creation among
their customers (Tronvoll, 2019).

3.1.2. Enable your customer to detach
The most prolific consequence of digitalization on
everyday life can be noticed in how devices like
smartphones have occupied almost every aspect of
our daily activities. Smartphones have essentially
been designed to give us constant and limitless
access to commodities like news, communication,
and music. The negative and disruptive impact
that these devices have on several valued aspects
of our lives are becoming increasingly clear and
more critically addressed (Newport, 2019). Sur-
prising market trends, like the resurgence of vinyl,
need to be understood as consumers’ attempts to
take back control of their lives that they feel are
increasingly structured and coordinated by
technology.

3.2. Tension #2: Efficiency vs. commitment

Another prevalent tendency of the rationalization
process is the continuous optimization of means to
increase efficiency. Efficiency as an element of the
process of rationalization may lead to an

Figure 1. Tensions between the dimensions of the utility and craft mindsets and their practical implications
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exaggerated focus on optimization that often has
dehumanizing effects, such as turning customers
into employees (e.g., McDonald’s) or generally
substituting valued aspects of some service or
operation with more cost-effective solutions.

As with control, efficiency has also made in-
roads to increasingly mundane aspects of
contemporary society. Such developments are
rarely met with criticism because they are viewed
as liberating, allowing people to choose how to
spend their time. In the context of music con-
sumption, vinyl clearly requires more money,
time, and effort than digital alternatives. Yet, the
higher degree of effort required constitutes a
positive aspect as it increases consumers’ sense of
commitment. As such, this suggests that the pre-
vailing thinkingdthe assumption that a reduction
of means (i.e., requirements of human effort and
commitment in the pursuit of some end, such as a
meal or music) equals progressdhas a very
particular and one-sided emphasis that fails to
bring to our attention the engaging and value-
enhancing aspects inherent to the investment of
time and effort to achieve something valued.

3.2.1. Enable your customer to make an effort
What market trends such as the revival of vinyl,
home baking and cooking, bicycle and furniture
restoration, and the Ektachrome 100 film suggest is
that ostensibly tedious and time-consuming prac-
ticesdlike building for a vinyl record collection or
developing photographsdserve as anchor points
that enhance consumers’ sense of involvement and
facilitate long-term commitment (e.g., Norton,
Mochon, & Ariely, 2012). This is predicated on
the fact that potential for achievement is inherent
in instrumental practices. If practices serving as
means are incorporated into technology and thus
separated from their ends, then the sense of
achievement is diluted or perhaps eliminated.
Therefore, to keep your customers engaged, you
may have to allow them to make an effort.

3.2.2. Enable your customer to self-improve
At a time when many jobs have been deskilled
(Campbell, 2005), people increasingly seek op-
portunities for self-improvement and self-
fulfillment in the sphere of leisure. This develop-
ment can be noticed in emerging consumer trends
such as film photography and do-it-yourself (DIY)
projects. Companies should look for opportunities
to develop their products and services in a direc-
tion that facilitates forms of consumption that
allow customers to improve as practitioners. Such
consumption has, in turn, a tendency to facilitate
long-term commitment as the consumer commits

to his or her projects and wishes to improve
further, which requires the acquisition of further
products and services. The craft beer trend serves
as another example of a consumption culture that
evolved as a reaction to what was perceived as
culturally empty and disengaging mass consump-
tion. Crucial to the success of the craft beer trend
is that it encourages the type of consumption that
aims to develop consumer capabilities and knowl-
edge regarding the culture in which the con-
sumption is embedded.

3.3. Tension #3: Predictability vs. creativity

A third tendency of the rationalization process is
to render things increasingly predictable. Predict-
ability leads to an exaggerated standardization
and homogenization of products and services. As
such, it enables more efficient production and
distribution while simultaneously running the risk
of impoverishing the cultural depth and sig-
nificancedand, by extension the personalizing
potentialdof that which is produced (Ritzer,
2004).

This tendency of the rationalization process is
also spreading to increasingly mundane corners of
everyday life, as exemplified by a fast-food
restaurant where customers’ consumption pat-
terns are made increasingly predictable by making
sure the experience they are being offered is
virtually identical every time, no matter where or
when it takes place (Ritzer, 2017). However, con-
sumers who turn to vinyl find the element of sur-
prise inherent to looking for recordsdas well as
the exclusivity inherent to owning a record-
dengaging and meaningful as it counteracts the
monotonous and predictable click-and-play feel
characteristic of consuming music through
streaming platforms.

3.3.1. Diversify and personalize
As the artisanal and craft trends suggest, con-
sumers are easily disenchanted by overly predict-
able and standardized experiences and instead
increasingly value personal and authentic experi-
ences afforded by small-scale, labor-intensive,
and high-quality production. The success of Etsy
suggests many consumers are willing to pay a
premium price for something unique and well-
made. The surprising success of niche products
that cater to specialized and personal needs and
desires should be understood as enabled by the
virtually unlimited shelf space provided by the
internet (Andersson, 2006). Moreover, as the
temptations offered by automated solutions make
many companies go for increased efficiency at the
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expense of personal customer service, opportu-
nities for standing out and capitalizing on person-
alization increase. TD Bank’s Unexpectedly Human
campaign is a good example of a successful market
strategy that emphasizes human interactions in its
competitive positioning.

3.3.2. Facilitate co-creation
As we have already pointed out, the contemporary
consumer is looking for opportunities to partici-
pate, make an effort, and improve. From the
companies’ point of view, this is fertile ground for
engaging in co-creation activities that can unleash
the creative potential of their customers. A lead-
ing example of clever use of co-creation interac-
tion with the customer base is offered by
Unilever’s Open Innovation platform. Through this
platform, Unilever offers challenges to the public
that encourage individuals to develop creative
solutions and submit them through the platform to
the company for evaluation and, incidentally,
implementation. The challenges on offer include a
range of topics, such as intelligent product pack-
aging and oil oxidation technology as well as
freezing and cooling systems (Fournier, 2019). The
platform has shown itself to be highly productive
and full of useful ideas, which is proven by the fact
that more than 60% of Unilever’s research projects
involve external collaboration (Fournier, 2019).

3.4. Tension #4: Calculability vs. quality

The fourth tendency of the rationalization process
is the emphasis on quantity over quality (i.e., to
prioritize calculability). As an element of the
process of rationalization, calculability leads to a
myopic understanding of progress and success as
the idea of quality is reduced to quantity and
availability.

The tendency to emphasize quantity over
quality is a typical characteristic of contemporary
consumer culture where, for example, the tenets
of fast fashion are making the cycles of the fashion
world ever shorter (e.g., Todeschini, Cortimiglia,
Callegaro-de-Menezes, & Ghezzi, 2017) and
cheap furniture has turned refurnishing into a
hobby. A consequence of this tendency is not only
an increase in the commodities available to the
consumer but also an increasingly transient envi-
ronment where things seem to appear from no-
where and without context. The regained
popularity of vinyl should be understood as partly
predicated on the contextual aspects associated
with vinyl consumptiondmainly the buying of re-
cords from brick-and-mortar storesdas well as the
so-called biography of used records (i.e., where

and when they were produced, which edition, and
so forth). The so-called Slow Movement, which
originally emerged as a reaction to fast-food res-
taurants, is another example of consumers’ desire
for context and transparency.

3.4.1. Contextualize your product
The growing popularity of production with an
emphasis on tradition and heritage points to the
importance of context and story in the offering of
products and services that consumers find attrac-
tive. The recent increase in artisan alternatives for
everyday commodities such as beer, tea, coffee,
chocolate, and even salt, implies that knowledge
of the context and process of the production of
commodities can help consumers establish a more
personal relationship with the commodities they
consume. This, in turn, facilitates long-term
commitment. As niche markets have become
more profitable thanks to the internet, companies
engaged in small-scale production may find that
strategies focused on communicating the origin of
and the story behind their products contribute to
the perceived quality of the market offering. It
also helps their customers feel an affinity toward
their business.

3.4.2. Be transparent
The contemporary consumer’s often critical and
creative approach to consumption makes trans-
parency increasingly important. The popularity of
artisanal food, for example, is largely predicated
on the willingness of artisanal businesses to
disclose everything from their work philosophy to
the actual process of production. This curiosity
among consumers stems from environmental con-
cerns as well as a need to understand the origins of
these commodities to better relate to them. A
great example of the benefits of a transparent-
market approach is Patagonia, which provides
transparency throughout its supply chain and en-
courages customers to point out CSR deficiencies
via its Footprint Chronicles platform. Not only does
this allow Patagonia to ensure accountability, but
it also facilitates customer loyalty. Such a trans-
parent approach to markets and consumers has
been referred to as an open strategy (Chesbrough
& Appleyard, 2007).

4. Staying in tune with the customer

How, then, should companies accommodate the
craft mindset of the contemporary consumer?
Whereas it is a long shot for most companies to
align perfectly with the craft mindset, certain
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measures can go a long way. As we pointed out,
the utility mindset tends to lead to a myopic un-
derstanding of the market due to its paradigmatic
focus on cost efficiency and convenience that, in
turn, distorts the company’s understanding of its
customers in a way that leads to one-dimensional
and stagnant market offerings and, consequently,
suboptimal customer alignment.

The reflective approach to markets and con-
sumers conceptualized in this article remedies
these issues by bringing into focus context, story,
authenticity, and resonance as the cornerstones of
a customer-oriented market strategy. In practice,
this entails expanding the scope from questions on
how to provide your customer with products and
services for the lowest price possible and as
effortlessly as possible to include questions
addressing your customers’ aspirations and sensi-
bilities that motivate them to turn to your services
in the first place.

Companies’ preoccupation with cost efficiency
and convenience can alienate consumers who feel
disconnected from the context and origin of the
products and services they consume and at odds
with the purposes they are designed and assumed
to serve. Whereas the pursuit of cost efficiency is
and will undoubtedly remain an axiom of any
sound market strategy, managers will have to learn
how to balance it with their customers’ demands
for market offerings that resonate with the values
and attitudes that ultimately guide them in their
decision making. Accordingly, to better align with
the craft mindset, companies should pay attention
to the context of their production and how this is
perceived by their customers. Because the
contemporary consumer is increasingly interested
in the origin of the products they consume and is in
a better position to influence other’s perceptions
of companies and brands (e.g., Fournier & Avery,
2011), customer alignment is increasingly contin-
gent upon the realities of this context and how it is
disclosed to the consumer.

Consequently, as Figure 2 illustrates, companies
hoping to avoid myopic marketing should adopt
reflective thinking that helps hone in on the
contemporary consumer’s worldview. The ele-
ments guiding the focal outlook of reflective
thinking (i.e., context, story, authenticity, and
resonance) are interconnected in such a way that
they facilitate and support one another if properly
attended to. Thus, authenticity is predicated on a
context that is fully and candidly disclosed through
a well-communicated story that resonates with the
customer’s values and sensibilities. This implies
not only transparency, butdmore importantlyda
conscious effort to bring the context of production

and, by implication, the origin of the product
closer to the customer’s sphere of interest and
influence. To achieve resonance, the story through
which the company communicates its value prop-
osition needs to have an aura of authenticity (i.e.,
correspond sufficiently well with the context).
Thus, a story isolated from or misaligned with its
context will inevitably be exposed as disingenuous
and harm the perceived authenticity of the brand,
resulting in dissonance. Next, we will analyze a
few cases from the perspective provided by
reflective thinking to show how it helps create
customer insight that is better attuned to the
contemporary consumer’s values and attitudes.

4.1. Reflection in crisis

A good example of such misalignment is the
Volkswagen crisis that hit the German car-
manufacturing giant in 2015. The crisis stemmed
from the revelation that Volkswagen had been
systematically cheating on emissions tests by
manipulating the software that supposedly dis-
closes the emissions rate of individual cars to make
them appear more environmentally friendly than
they actually were (Campbell, Rauwald, & Reiter,
2018). The magnitude of the revelations was
great enough to warrant speculation of the immi-
nent collapse of the crown jewel of the German
car industry. From the perspective developed
above, Volkswagen’s exaggerated preoccupation
with driving costs down and profits up resulted in
such a hopeless utility-oriented market approach
that a company with a world-class brand and
pedigree resorted to blatant deception of the
overseeing authorities and, worst of all, its cus-
tomers. The company’s dogmatic utility orienta-
tion allowed it to disregard the precariousness of
the contextual nightmare it was creating, one
that, if exposed, would inevitably lead to an
existential crisis. In retrospect, this seems to have
been bound to happen and when it did, every

Figure 2. Bridging the gap between the utility and
craft mindsets with reflective thinking
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dimension that makes up the cornerstones of
reflective thinking was affected: The story was
exposed as suffering from serious inauthenticity
because of its complete misalignment with the
context, which, in turn, undermined resonance as
values and sensibilities communicated by Volks-
wagen were shown to be nothing but idle talk.

Since then, rather miraculously, Volkswagen has
been able to step away from the precipice and
begin its long journey toward redemption. As its
former CEO Matthias Müller stated: “The crisis was
an unmistakable wake-up callda warning that
things couldn’t stay the way they were’”
(Campbell et al., 2018). In other words, the crisis
forced Volkswagen to abandon its exaggerated
utility orientation and reflect on not only its busi-
ness but also its place in a world that is increas-
ingly critical and unforgiving of profit-motivated
dishonesty. Striving to have electric vehicles ac-
count for up to 25% of global sales by 2025
(Campbell et al., 2018), Volkswagen seems to be
trying to reconfigure its context to develop an
authentic story that resonates with its customers.

4.2. Electrical resonance

The question is, of course, whether such measures
will be enough to help Volkswagen retain its place
as the world’s top car company. If we consider the
craft mindset postulated as emblematic of the
contemporary consumer’s attitude toward con-
sumption and production, reasons for questioning
the sufficiency of Volkswagen’s efforts emerge
(see also Ferràs-Hernández, Tarrats-Pons, &
Arimany-Serrat, 2017).

As Joas, Nienhaus, & Diaz (2018) pointed out:
“Customers demand real-time satisfaction, trans-
parency, control, convenience, and uniqueness in
both the experience and product.” When making a
considerable investment like buying a car, the
customer naturally wants to get as much out of not
only the final product but also the experience of
deciding what to buy. As the internet offers op-
portunities for consumers to educate themselves
and compare different alternatives before even
entering a car showroom, car manufacturers and
retailers need to get together to make this trans-
parency work fordand not againstdthem. More-
over, such an approach presents great
opportunities for customer engagement that are in
line with expectations emblematic of the craft
mindset: “The point is to develop a more nuanced,
customer-segmented approach that allows the
consumer to connect and engage with the car
company, the dealer, and the cardand still feel in
control” (Joas et al., 2018).

Car manufacturer Tesla has managed to stay
fresh and interesting over the years despite the
criticism and doubt aimed at the organization.
While traditional car companies have a difficult
decade behind them, Tesla has been able to
dictate how we think about the future of cars and
what we expect from car manufacturers. By pro-
moting values of sustainability and responsibility,
and by being 100% committed to a customer-
oriented strategy alignment, Tesla has been able
to articulate their value propositions in a way that
resonates with many potential customers, despite
the many setbacks it has experienced on the way
(Fell, 2016). By working toward making their cus-
tomers feel part of a common cause rather than
passive recipients of impersonal one-size-fits-all
commodities, companies like Tesla can provide
something that feels more authentic and less aloof
than the average value proposition on offer. In
other words, by implementing reflective thinking
when assessing their market and customers, Tesla
has been able to actively shape the context of
their car manufacturing in a way that resonates
with an increasing number of consumers. They
have been able to communicate this to their po-
tential customers openly and transparently,
notwithstanding some embarrassingly unrealistic
promises they have had to retract. Their story has,
in other words, been sufficiently aligned with the
context to afford the Tesla brand with an aura of
authenticity, which, in turn, resonates with the
contemporary consumer’s values and attitudes.

4.3. Like more than money in the bank

A McKinsey report on the future of banking
(Deninzon, Malik, & Kapoor, 2019) makes some
well-founded predictions concerning the growing
importance of customer-centricity for banks.
While automation has already changed how banks
operate and the role of their employees, these
changes come with some interesting opportunities.
Instead of having to concentrate on the practical
details of evaluating credit risks and deciding on
mortgage approval, automation will allow opera-
tions staff to take their customers’ idiosyncratic
needs and desires into consideration when devel-
oping customized products. Consequently,
“employee roles will shift toward product devel-
opment” (Deninzon et al., 2019). This presents
banks with valuable opportunities to involve the
customer in the process and to diversify and
personalize their value propositions.

TD Bank has been successful in prioritizing the
customer and emphasizing human interactions in
an industry that is increasingly troubled by clinical
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and impersonal customer experiences (Streeter,
2019). By building a marketing campaign around
the slogan Unexpectedly Human, TD Bank seems to
embody much of the contemporary consumer’s
craft mindset. Instead of indiscriminately investing
in efficiency and convenience, TD Bank’s approach
utilizes the opportunities brought by digitalization
in a customer-oriented fashion by allowing the
customer to interact with the bank’s employees
based on customer needs. Thus, TD Bank’s strategy
seems inspired by a reflective approach that vali-
dates the contemporary consumer’s wish for
retaining a degree of human contact when auto-
mation seems to reduce banking services to its
mere essentials (i.e., standardized transactions
and rigid automated customer service). In other
words, the edge for TD Bank is investing in a hu-
manized context in an increasingly automated
world, which it communicates through its “unex-
pectedly human” story. This, in turn, affords its
brand authenticity, which causes resonance with
an increasingly alienated customer base looking
for something beyond mere utility.

5. Moving forward with a craft mindset

Notwithstanding the disruptive and, at times,
negative impact of digitalization and ration-
alization on many areas of everyday life, these
developments are ongoing and very real. There-
fore, the question is not how to counteract these
processes, but rather how to reign them in and
make them work to the benefit of the customer.
The perspective developed in this article helps us
better understand where to begin and what to look
for. As the analysis of the revived popularity of
vinyl records shows, this market development is
not solely about vinyl records but concerns the
emergence of a new mindset among consumers
catalyzed by the utility mindset typically under-
lying companies’ understanding of markets and
consumers. With the help of reflective thinking,
companies will be better able to gain customer
insight and to find resilience in times of disruption.
While reflective thinking is helpful as companies
aim to innovate to find growth, it will also offer
significant opportunities for companies to find
resilience in times of disruption of a major
magnitude such as a global pandemic. Such
thinking may very well be even more called for
when many consumers adhered to a more mean-
ingful and deliberate approach to life and con-
sumption. For the future, we recommend
exploring the opportunities of a practice approach
focused on how consumers’ craft mindset

translates into novel and creative consumption
patterns and how it affects market formation.
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Contemporary consumer culture is characterized 
by unprecedented abundance and the constantly 
increasing accessibility of consumer goods. How-
ever, research suggests that the rationalization 
of consumption and production underlying these 
achievements may in some cases undermine 
consumers’ ability to form meaningful relationships 
with consumer objects. Although this has pro-
voked discussions on the character of meaningful 
consumer-object relations, the conceptualization of 
meaningfulness in marketing and consumer research 
remains surprisingly underdeveloped.

This thesis aims to refine our understanding of 
meaningful consumer-object relations. With the help 
of three qualitative studies focused on vinyl and 
craft beer consumption, it finds that the significance 
consumers ascribe to consumer objects is contingent 
on the degree to which their interactions within a 
context of consumption help them make sense of 
their environment and their role in it.

The first study identifies four engaging character-
istics generated by the material culture underlying 
vinyl consumption. These characteristics strengthen 
consumers’ sense of having a purpose and some-
thing to aim for by facilitating a high degree of 
consumer engagement. The second study introduces 
the concept of cultural profile to conceptualize the 
focal features of craft beer consumption that make it 
appear relatable to consumers. This relatability helps 
consumers make sense of their environment as it 
enables them to contextualize the consumer objects 

that to a large extent constitute it. The third study 
discusses the managerial implications of consumers’ 
desire for engaging and relatable consumption.

By exploring consumers’ interactions with 
consumer objects and the broader contexts in 
which they are embedded, this thesis reveals that 
the disposition of a context of consumption toward 
generating meaning that consumers regard as 
meaningful is contingent on the material culture and 
institutional logic underlying the context. This implies 
that contextual aspects, such as values, norms, 
social practices, and our material surroundings, 
mediate consumers’ relationships with their objects 
of consumption and the significance they ascribe to 
these objects.

This thesis provides the conceptual foundation for 
a more structured and coherent discussion on the 
character of meaningful consumer-object relations. It 
contributes to the marketing and consumer research 
literature by providing a refined conceptualization of 
such relations and a comprehensive understanding 
of how they take shape and how companies can 
support their formation. Such an understanding 
helps companies improve their relationships with 
their customers by enabling them to develop and 
contextualize their market offerings in ways that 
encourage consumers to commit to these offerings 
in the long term. 
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