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The Sociology of Consumption

Stanley Blue

Introduction

During the second half of the twentieth
century there was a rapid growth in the
subdiscipline of the Sociology of Consump-
tion. Consumption is now well established
as a central topic for sociologists and oth-
ers seeking to address a number of con-
temporary and pressing global issues, such
as sustainability and health. The Sociology
of Consumption is armed with a range of
concepts that are capable of conceptualiz-
ing how resource intensive and unhealthy
ways of consuming might be shifted, but
contemporary patterns of consumption per-
sist, as discourses about the autonomy of
the individual and the power of technologi-
cal innovation continue to dominate. In this
chapter, I trace the development of this sub-
discipline to show that the Sociology of
Consumption has much to offer those seek-
ing to shape ways of living and consuming.
I begin by saying something more broadly
about the field, and then give more detail
on the development of key approaches and
positions: (1) “mass culture,” (2) “consumer
culture,” (3) distinction and taste, and (4)

more recent developments. I conclude by
arguing that ideas from these positions
would better inform approaches to “real
world” issues, through the example of sus-
tainable consumption.

The Field of the Sociology of
Consumption

Until the middle of the twentieth cen-
tury, consumption was not a key topic in
the social sciences. Instead, the so-called
“forefathers” of sociology, like Marx and
Weber, addressed consumption only indi-
rectly. Veblen’s The Theory of the Leisure
Class (2001[1899]) was the first work to
engage with the notion of consumption
in its own right. He studied how middle
classes in the United States at the turn of
the century distinguished themselves from
those who were less well-off through overt
displays of wealth, or “conspicuous con-
sumption.” Veblen’s work prompted critical
and ongoing debates about the relationships
between class and consumption.
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Despite this demonstration of the eco-
nomic significance of consumption, for a
large part of the twentieth century work in
this area remained limited. It was only in the
1960s and 1970s that academic scholars really
began to study the process and content of
consumption itself. Here I follow Warde’s
(2015) comprehensive review of the field and
his identification of three distinct periods of
development. The first is from classic soci-
ological work until the 1980s, where work
focused on the production of “mass culture.”
The second is from the 1980s until the turn
of the century, where writers influenced by
the “cultural turn” in sociology drew atten-
tion to the creative potential of “consumer
culture.” The third period of development
takes us to the present day, where more
recent approaches have combined previous
arguments to study both the economic and
cultural aspects of consumption.

Each of these various approaches empha-
sizes different elements of consumption and
deals with the notion of consumption differ-
ently. Because of this, it is difficult to pro-
vide one single coherent definition of con-
sumption that might be accepted by propo-
nents of each position. However, Campbell
gives as good a description of the concept as
any:

a simple working definition, [is] one
that identifies consumption as involving
the selection, purchase, use, maintenance,
repair and disposal of any given product
or service. (Campbell 1995: 101–102)

While consensus over a more narrow def-
inition of consumption might be difficult
to achieve, the field of the Sociology of
Consumption is now well recognized as an
important and broad domain of sociologi-
cal enquiry. It deploys socio-theoretical con-
cepts to study the particularities of con-
sumption, but it also draws on empirical
work to develop key sociological theories
about consumption. In particular, three key
themes emerge.

The first is the question of how to
imagine “the consumer” or the consuming
subject. Gabriel and Lang (1995) show
that different approaches to the study

of consumption (i.e., different periods of
development) imagine and define the con-
suming subject differently. For example
“the consumer” can be considered vari-
ously as: chooser, communicator, explorer,
identity-seeker, hedonist, artist, victim,
rebel, activist, and citizen. These represen-
tations, respectively, position the consum-
ing subjects differently in terms of their
autonomy and their use of consumption
as an expression of identity (see Aldridge
2003: 16).

These different views of the consuming
subject relate to classic sociological ques-
tions about how to understand the social
subject: as homo-economicus or homo-
sociologicus (see Vaisey 2008). Within the
field of the Sociology of Consumption,
some approaches consider individuals as
capable of making autonomous and rational
decisions in light of their own personal self-
interest (homo-economicus). Others recog-
nize and emphasize the interdependence of
individuals, that people have shared norms
and values as well as shared understand-
ings, and that social institutions shape social
action and therefore patterns of consump-
tion (homo-sociologicus). The Sociology of
Consumption is both informed by and
speaks back to these questions about the
social subject.

A second key theme that emerges is the
way in which different approaches con-
ceptualize the acquisition, appropriation,
and appreciation (the “three As”) of goods
and services (see Warde 2010). Acquisi-
tion is about how goods and services are
obtained through different kinds of social
and economic exchanges. Appropriation is
about what people do with goods once they
acquire them. And appreciation is about
how things gain and lose value.

The final theme deals with a number of
cross-cutting issues that plot consumption
against a number of antinomies, or oppo-
sites, such as relationships between econ-
omy and culture, materialism and idealism,
structure and agency, optimism and pes-
simism, etc.

It should be noted that the study of
consumption has a significantly different
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tradition in the United States than it does in
the United Kingdom and Europe. American
studies have tended to be much less criti-
cal of capitalism and have instead focused
on the role of the consumer. For example,
Zukin and Smith Maguire’s (2004) review
paper defines consumption simply as “a pro-
cess of choosing goods,” (2004: 173) viewing
consumption as tied to a tradition of con-
sumer behavior rather than examining how
consumption is constitutive of social rela-
tions. In what follows, I discuss the three
periods of historical development outlined
by Warde (2015) to show how each of these
approaches tackles different key themes in
the Sociology of Consumption (i.e., the
consuming subject, the three As, and posi-
tioning antinomies).

Mass Culture

After World War II, countries in the West
experienced a long boom. New industrial
methods for the mass production and distri-
bution of goods and increased wages created
strong economic growth, improving quality
of life for many and at the same time devel-
oping new kinds and increased levels of
consumption. These changes in production,
consumption, and affluence were intriguing
sites of investigation across a range of disci-
plines. A revival of Marxist thought at that
time meant that studies of changes in social
order focused on production, the accumula-
tion of capital, and class antagonisms. Con-
sumption itself was never the focus of study,
and neither was the minutiae of how peo-
ple went about their activities of consump-
tion. Instead, changes in consumption were
understood as a result of macro-economic
changes in the way in which things were
produced.

The most well recognized sociological
contribution to the study of consumption
during this period is work by the Frank-
furt School and particularly their critique
of “mass culture.” Fleeing the persecution,
oppression, and horrors of Nazi Germany,
members of the Frankfurt School made
their way to the United States, where they

were confronted with the results of radi-
cal shifts in forms of production – not only
in the production of goods, but of cul-
ture as well! They considered the abun-
dant new forms of popular entertainment to
have been produced by a “culture industry”
meant to domesticate, distract, and dupe
the masses into accepting capitalist rela-
tions of production and the socio-economic
inequalities that resulted.

For the members of the Frankfurt School,
new forms of popular entertainment and
art were now mass produced in the same
way that cars and jeans were produced in
the factory. They claimed that the rou-
tines of artists and entertainers had become
structured by economic ownership in that
they had taken on the character of the
factory floor assembly line. Adorno and
Horkheimer describe this as: “the synthetic,
planned method of turning out …products
(factory-like not only in the studio but,
more or less, in the compilation of cheap
biographies, pseudo documentary novels,
and hit songs …)” (1979[1937]: 163). They
argued that this production of a mass cul-
ture had three important consequences for
the ways that people consume.

First, they argued that it resulted in stan-
dardized, “safe,” and passive forms of con-
sumption. They write:

As soon as the film begins, it is quite clear
how it will end, and who will be rewarded,
punished, or forgotten. In light music, once
the trained ear has heard the first notes
of the hit song, it can guess what is com-
ing and feel flattered when it does come.
(1979[1937]: 125)

The culture industry produces entertain-
ment that repeats the same tropes, sto-
ries, and passive politics that distract the
working class from recognizing their posi-
tion as oppressed and dupes them into con-
suming entertainment products that sat-
isfy and reaffirm popular, widely held, and
false understandings of the way that the
world is.

The second consequence is that it leads
to the loss of individuality, spontaneity, and
choice. Rather than providing a wealth of
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products from which to choose to repre-
sent our own identities, we purchase the
product or commodity which has been mass
produced for “our type.” When it comes to
consumption, the Frankfurt School scholars
claim that choice and spontaneity are illu-
sions. Instead, people consume repetitively
in the supermarket, on the high street, and
in the pub, replicating the automation of the
workplace and the standardization of the
assembly line.

The final consequence for Adorno and
Horkheimer is that all art and the avant-
garde is reduced into kitsch mass culture.
For the Frankfurt School, themselves lovers
of opera, high culture, and the avant-garde,
the production of consumption leads to
great works of art no longer being judged
on their content or on their ability to chal-
lenge dominant ways of thinking. Instead art
is judged on how well it conforms to the
prescribed formulas set out by the culture
industry, so that it might become a best-
seller or “go platinum.”

This period of the Sociology of Con-
sumption positioned the consuming subject
as a dupe and as a victim of mass cul-
ture, tricked into ways of consuming that
were presented as emancipatory. The Frank-
furt School’s analysis attributes little to no
autonomy to individuals in their consump-
tion choices or at least argues that these
choices are only pseudo-choices that have
limited political significance. This model
of “the consumer” is fully aligned with
the model of homo-sociologicus, position-
ing the social subject as interdependent,
with norms and behaviors rooted in shared
norms and values which are organized and
produced by economic, social, and cultural
institutions.

This approach has significant conse-
quences for understanding how goods and
services are acquired, appropriated, and
appreciated. For the Frankfurt School,
goods and services are acquired through
the volume and distribution of goods made
available and they are disposed of through
built-in obsolescence (changes in fashion
trends, new facilities on mobile phones
etc.). They are not acquired as part of an

expression of individual taste or through
a managed display of identity. Goods are
appropriated as alienating and domesticat-
ing products of mass consumption, and they
are appreciated through a framework of
“false needs” (see Marcuse 2002[1964]).

This approach to consumption sits on
one side of a set of antinomies within the
field of the Sociology of Consumption. It
is pessimistic rather than optimistic about
the role of consumption in human endeav-
ors; it emphasizes economy, structure, and
materialism over culture, agency, and ide-
alism; and it deals mostly in theoretical
or abstract accounts of consumption rather
than in empirical studies. It is a thesis of
manipulation, domination, and control that
calls for the study of the material and eco-
nomic conditions of production, rather than
the study of cultural meanings in order to
get at processes of consumption.

Consumer Culture

During the 1980s, however, the field of
the Sociology of Consumption was trans-
formed. Consumption went from being a
secondary concern, after primary consider-
ations of capitalist production, to a central
and organizing feature of the social order.
This shift coincided with a decline in neo-
Marxist approaches in the fashion of the
Frankfurt School amidst strong critiques of
economistic explanations of consumption.
It also coincided with the development of
semiotic studies about the meaning of con-
sumption, a recognition of the important
role of culture, and the rise of postmod-
ernism. All of these developments were part
and parcel of a broader “cultural turn” hap-
pening at that time in the social sciences.

Scholars in what became known as cul-
tural studies were critical of the idea of a
powerful and independent culture industry.
They argued that consumption could not
be reduced to a blanket mass culture. For
them, the acquisition of goods was not only
about use value and exchange value but,
importantly, about symbolic value and the
meaning of goods. These studies claimed
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that the absence of attention to symbolic
meaning left Adorno, Horkheimer, et al.
incapable of understanding the creative
potential of mass consumption. They were
also critical of Adorno and Horkheimer’s
style of grand and abstract theorizing
about consumption, arguing that consump-
tion needed to be understood empirically
through observations of how people actu-
ally went about purchasing goods (e.g.,
Douglas 1996).

These cultural studies scholars proposed
that studies of consumption should focus
attention toward the symbolic nature of
goods and services in order to understand
the meanings behind consumption, under-
standing consumption choices not merely
as instrumental but as expressive of emo-
tions and desires, of individual agency and
choice. This work analyzed social and sym-
bolic exchange by studying how the con-
sumption of signs, symbols, and images cre-
ated and communicated social meaning.
The result was a recognition of the virtues
of a mass consumption that allowed indi-
viduals to communicate different personal
and social identities, that provided different
kinds of entertainment, and that developed
intellectual stimulation and innovation.

In particular, Featherstone’s work on
Consumer Culture and Postmodernism (1991),
emphasized a much more positive view
of consumption as “consumer culture,” one
that sought to understand everyday social
interaction as navigated through consump-
tion as the expression of self-identity. Mov-
ing away from theses of manipulation and
control, authors like Featherstone (1991),
Giddens (1991), and Slater (1997) chal-
lenged the determinism of previous stud-
ies of macro-economic phenomena, shift-
ing emphases from rules and order toward
choices and freedom. These authors viewed
the idea that there was no choice but to
choose as liberating. Being able to choose
how, when, and what to consume was
central to freedom of expression and self-
identity.

As such, the Sociology of Consumption
became concerned with understanding how
symbolically significant goods were acquired

in the pursuit of distinct “lifestyles.” Feath-
erstone writes:

Rather than unreflexively adopting a
lifestyle, through tradition or habit, the
new heroes of consumer culture make
lifestyle a life project and display their indi-
viduality and sense of style in the particu-
larity of goods, clothes, experiences …they
design together into a lifestyle. (1991: 86)

Advocates of “consumer culture” empha-
sized the agency of individuals in designing
and displaying their own lifestyles while at
the same time they examined how and why
consumption became the arena for this kind
of work.

This approach to understanding the role
of consuming subjects as designers of their
own lifestyles stands in opposition to under-
standing “the consumer” as a victim or a
dupe. In reaction to and criticism of those
modern and neo-Marxist theories of capi-
talist production, cultural studies attributes
to “the consumer” a much larger degree
of agency, recognizing them variously as:
chooser, communicator, explorer, identity-
seeker, and, potentially, as activist. “The
consumer,” at least within postmodern the-
ories of “consumer culture,” is understood
more or less as an active, rational actor,
rather than as a passive dupe; as indepen-
dent homo-economicus, rather than inter-
dependent homo-sociologicus.

This position therefore, has ways of
understanding how goods and services
are acquired, appropriated, and appreci-
ated that are significantly different from
the Frankfurt School approach. Rather
than being gained only through economic
exchange, goods and services are acquired
through symbolic exchange, through the
communication and expression of self-
identity. Rather than being taken on as
domesticating and alienating products of
mass consumption, goods and services are
appropriated through processes of decom-
modification, singularisation, and personali-
sation. And rather than being seen through
a framework of “false needs,” objects are
appreciated through a symbolic framework
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of pleasure, satisfaction, hedonism, and
meaning.

Cultural studies can more or less be posi-
tioned in opposition to the Frankfurt School
when it comes to the study of consump-
tion. Cultural studies emphasizes culture,
idealism, and agency over economy, mate-
rialism, and structure. It is much more opti-
mistic, seeing in consumption the poten-
tial for creativity, play, and the opportunity
for self-expression. And it provides detailed
empirical studies about the micro-social
interactions and sites of consumption that
constitute a plurality of modes of identifica-
tion and belonging.

Having outlined these first two opposing
positions, it will be important to say some-
thing about the contribution of Pierre Bour-
dieu’s work to the Sociology of Consump-
tion before moving on to a discussion of
more recent developments in the field.

Distinction and Taste

Although his worked preceded, and was in
many ways the target of, arguments within
cultural studies, no discussion of the Soci-
ology of Consumption could ignore the
important contribution to the field made
by Pierre Bourdieu, particularly in Distinc-
tion (1984). Rather than providing either
an economistic account of the top-down
production of mass culture or emphasizing
the potential creativity of culture through
the expression of different lifestyles, Bour-
dieu was one of the first theorists to engage
seriously with both the cultural and eco-
nomic spheres, adding the central concept
of “cultural capital” as a marker of class posi-
tion to the traditional distinguisher of eco-
nomic capital or wealth. Again, Bourdieu’s
account was not one of consumption itself
but of how “taste” operates as a mechanism
for maintaining, reproducing, and struggling
over class inequalities.

Through the use of the concept of “habi-
tus,” the idea that one develops embod-
ied dispositions, competences, skills, and
responses depending on experiences of
being brought up and living a particular

class position, Bourdieu argues that peo-
ple develop a practical and semi-conscious
sense of their likes and dislikes. These tastes
(informed by the habitus) become a criti-
cal mechanism for distinguishing between
social groups, between the “us” and “them.”
According to Bourdieu, because the work-
ing classes are constrained by lower endow-
ments of economic and cultural capital,
they develop a taste for those goods which
are available to them, seeing them as
necessary and functional, and they reject
those which are unavailable, seeing them
as extravagant. Upper classes on the other
hand distance themselves from such “tastes
for necessity” and instead develop a “taste
for the superfluous” (e.g., abstract art).
Struggles over what counts as necessary and
what counts as superfluous consumption
then act as the subconscious battleground
for social and cultural distinction.

Bourdieu’s argument that dominant
classes establish the legitimacy of taste as
part of the process of reproducing and
representing class distinctions has, how-
ever, been contested. Thirty years on, it is
questionable whether there is still a similar
relationship between socio-economic and
cultural inequalities in the same way. Some
argue that consumption has become much
more open and less restricted by class. One
powerful exposition of this argument is the
cultural omnivore thesis (see Peterson and
Kern 1996). The term was developed to
explain a lack of relationship between high
social status and the consumption of high
culture in the United States. A number
of empirical studies show that economi-
cally privileged and well-educated groups
across several countries engage in a number
of different activities of disparately high
and low taste. These groups are “cultural
omnivores,” capable of consuming anything
and everything. Yet, while the evidence
may demonstrate a dissolution of the links
between high status and the consumption
of high culture, the reasons for this are
contested. Rather than implying a greater
appreciation of different cultural objects,
omnivorousness may instead simply be a
new marker of distinction. These debates
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continue and offer fertile ground for think-
ing about the relationship between class
and consumption.

More Recent Developments

While the cultural turn enriched the study
of consumption, it also stands accused of
over-emphasizing certain aspects of con-
sumption while neglecting others. Investi-
gations of the political economy of con-
sumption, of the relationship between
consumption and class, and of material
inequalities were side-lined in favor of anal-
yses of specific examples of different modes
of personal identity creation. Cultural stud-
ies emphasized analyses of the symbolic
meaning of certain goods but obscured the
material role of objects and technologies
within processes of consumption. A great
deal of this work focused on conspicuous
consumption and on consumption as dis-
plays of identity, while ordinary, routine,
and everyday consumption was ignored.

Recent developments in the Sociology of
Consumption have attempted to respond
to these gaps and balance some of the
more extreme antinomies between culture
and economy, structure and agency, pro-
duction and consumption, materialism and
idealism. Without leaving these orienting
distinctions behind, more recent contribu-
tions have incorporated understandings of
meaning with understandings of the mate-
rial conditions of consumption and have
engaged with understandings of macro-
economic phenomena alongside and in rela-
tion to micro-situations of consumption.

One significant development can be seen
in the revival of the political economy
of consumption. Developed alongside and
in response to a focus on consumer cul-
ture, Fine and Leopold (1993) link macro-
economic processes with more micro and
situated acts of consumption. Rather than
maintaining a distinction between spheres
of production and consumption to under-
stand how one might affect or organize
the other, Fine and Leopold suggest shifting
from a vertical analysis to a horizontal one,

in order to think about systems of provision.
This analytical move emphasizes studying
the links between consumption and pro-
duction and between distribution and retail
in order to explain socio-economic changes
and changes in consumption more broadly.
Such analyses focus on the commodity as
the embodied unity of social and economic
processes that reveals distinct relationships
between the material and cultural practices
that underpin the production, distribution,
circulation, retail, and consumption of the
specific commodities concerned. Following
Appadurai’s (1981) suggestion to “follow the
things,” studies in this vein (e.g., Cook 2004)
usually start with cultural understandings of
consumption and then work back along the
commodity chain, often through an ethnog-
raphy of various stages of the commodity’s
production and consumption.

Nevertheless, despite seeking to link
production and consumption, such work
arguably still focuses on production (i.e.,
provision). The process of working back-
ward, or starting with “the things,” demotes
cultural understandings of social change and
consumption in favor of processes higher up
the supply chain, such as regulatory frame-
works, policy, and production.

Other contributions have sought to
bridge the divide between economy and
culture by focusing specifically on the role
of objects. Instead of conceiving of goods
as the alienating products of mass culture
or studying them for their cultural mean-
ings, more recent work has complicated
understandings of how “things” are incorpo-
rated and adapted to social processes. Actor
network theory (ANT) (see Latour 2005)
ascribes agency to things so that, for exam-
ple, shopping trolleys (Cochoy 2009) and
market devices (Callon et al. 2007), play a
significant role in shaping the performance
of shopping in the supermarket (i.e., they
permit people to shop for more items at
once) and the organization of markets. The
importance of such an analysis shows that
objects are not appropriated simply at will,
but form part of socio-technical arrange-
ments that matter for the construction of
social relationships and for social action.

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781316418369.028
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. Lancaster University, on 12 Feb 2018 at 10:15:49, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of use, available at

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781316418369.028
https://www.cambridge.org/core


272 the cambridge handbook of sociology, volume 2

Following what has been described as
the “practice turn” in contemporary social
theory (Schatzki et al. 2001), proponents
of “theories of practice” have argued that
studies of consumption can provide a more
careful account of the relationship between
production and consumption, between
structure and agency, between systems and
lifestyles and between humans and things,
by taking social practices as the central
unit of analysis. Theories of practice pro-
vide a particular development in under-
standing the role of objects in processes of
consumption, by focusing on how goods
are used in the accomplishment of social
habits and routines that are based on shared
understandings of how particular activities
should be done (see Warde 2005). As such
they provide an important insight into ordi-
nary, mundane, and everyday consumption
(Gronow and Warde 2001) and the “incon-
spicuous consumption” (Shove and Warde
2002) of water, energy, food, etc. Through an
approach which is organized neither around
individual choices nor around social struc-
tures but around the emergence and decline
of social practices like cooking, washing,
shopping, etc., theories of practice show
that consumption of goods and services can
effectively be understood as an outcome of
the ongoing organization and reproduction
of the social practices that make up every-
day life. This kind of approach, in particu-
lar, has been very successfully applied in the
area of environmental sustainability.

Sustainable Consumption

The debates outlined above about how to
understand the consumer, about the rela-
tionship between production and consump-
tion, and about how to understand how
goods and services are acquired, appro-
priated, and appreciated are important
scholarly contributions to sociological the-
ory. They are also fundamentally impor-
tant for applied approaches to “real life”
social issues, not least of all to questions
of sustainability. By now it is clear that

unsustainable consumption is a major cause
of environmental degradation. It is not con-
sumption per se that is the culprit, but the
high levels of resource consumption that
are associated with so-called “consumer cul-
tures.” For example, if the United Kingdom
is to meet its 2050 carbon reduction targets,
the patterns of consumption that consti-
tute people’s daily lives need to change and
change much more quickly than they are
currently.

The challenge of finding a path toward
a more sustainable future requires radi-
cally different ways of living and consum-
ing to take hold in developed nations. This
is clearly no small adjustment, but policy
continues to focus on ecological modern-
ization, technological fixes and influencing
consumer behavior – or getting individu-
als to make “greener” choices. Such poli-
cies are based on limited understandings of
the processes of consumption, its relation-
ship to systems of provision and production,
and a limited, portfolio model of the con-
suming subject as homo-economicus, which
paints consumers as independent individ-
uals who make rational choices. Any irra-
tional behaviors are seen as consequences
of inefficiencies, something going wrong,
or misaligned attitudes and values. At bot-
tom, this approach continues to under-
stand consumption as little more than
purchasing behavior. Policy responses that
follow, therefore, involve intervening in
prices and incentives, with social marketing
campaigns to correct “information deficits”
and attempts to foster attitudinal changes
in order to tinker with and adjust con-
temporary ways of living. Crucially though,
such approaches to individualizing risk and
responsibility are not working at anything
like the required rate of change.

The Sociology of Consumption has much
to bring to these debates. It can offer “big
theories” of social order and change (e.g.,
the Frankfurt School). It can complicate
narratives about individual choice as being
about lifestyle and cultural meaning (e.g.,
Featherstone). It can deal with technolo-
gies, infrastructures, and networks (Callon,
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Latour), the role of the state and systems of
provision (Fine and Leopold), and account
for embedded social routines, habits and
ordinary, everyday consumption (Gronow
and Warde).

Conclusion

The Sociology of Consumption is a diverse
and contested field. This should be seen
as a strength and not a weakness. Cur-
rently, policy-makers tackling social issues
that are the outcomes of patterns of con-
sumption (e.g., health and sustainability)
rely on a handful of concepts about iden-
tity, the individual, consumer choice, and
consumer society. It should be clear from
the above that consumption is not about
individuals going shopping for things that
are provisioned through the market. For
sociologists, consumption is about the orga-
nization and reproduction of ways of life.
Some understand these ways of life as being
dependent upon social structures and insti-
tutions. To change patterns of consumption,
these structures need to be at the center
of discussions about consumption. For oth-
ers, ways of life are expressions of mean-
ings and discourses. Such accounts identify
social concerns, conventions, meanings, and
judgments as potential targets of interven-
tion. From the perspective of an emerging
body of work, consumption is an outcome
of the practices that people do, that make
up everyday life. For these authors, sources
of change in patterns of consumption lie
in the development of the organization of
social practices.

Different approaches will be more
appropriate and successful depending on
the research topic and the kinds of questions
asked. But, significantly, each approach
contributes important concepts, ideas, and
insights that can be employed to better
study, understand, and potentially shift the
processes and mechanisms of consump-
tion embedded into contemporary ways of
living.
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