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1. Problematization

Consumer activism often derives from widespread discontent with an existing system
of authority or any constituent of it, and aims to create a change or even the replacement of the
old system with the new one (Handelman & Fischer, 2018; Rowley & Moldoveanu, 2003;
Sherif, 1958). Many earlier studies on consumer activism are often shaped by two main
research streams. The first research stream tends to adopt an individual approach by placing an
emphasis on the individual actor’s role on legitimizing the socio-political and cognitive validity
of social movements (Fligstein & Dauter, 2007; Sine & Lee, 2009). The second research
stream, mostly driven by the New Social Movements agenda, sees the same role as being
shaped by intricate networks of larger economic, social and cultural forces (Buechler, 1995;
Den Hond & De Barker, 2007). Despite their different standpoints, both streams are mostly in
agreement about the conception of social change, which is often seen as being characterized
by marked stratification among different social groups (Campbell, 1965; Sherif, 1970).

Although significantly contributing to the advancement of the agency of the consumer
activist, these approaches often overlook a contemplative bearing of the consumer activist that
relies on an innate resource base enacted through the cultivation of such abilities as inner look,
self-observation and self-transformation. Moreover, their vision of social change is deeply
engraved in the pole of inter-group patterns, which allows almost no room for the prospect of
an alternative form of social change that is initiated at an intra-personal level, and later expands
into the larger aspects of the society.
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The aim of this research is to explore consumer activism, as is enacted by mindfulness,
from a social transformation standpoint, and to theorize the role of contemplative consumer
activism on driving social change. Contemplative consumer activism describes contesting the
established social order or any constituent of it by introducing implied disruptions through the
mobilization of an innate, secluded, and meditative resource base. The proposed view
complements current research on consumer activism in three ways. Firstly, as opposed to the
often-acknowledged importance of valuable, rare and inimitable resources in creating change
(Cress & Snow, 1996; McCarthy & Zald, 1977), the suggested resource base is rather common,
ordinary and indistinctive, yet can be still effective in instituting social change. Secondly, the
research reframes ‘social change’ as the social actor's developing more effective responses
towards their own experiences as well as any external stimuli that may cause unrest in their
social arrangements. Unlike many previous views of social change as an inter-group process,
this research proposes change that occurs at the perceptive state of the consumer, that is intra-
consumer level, as the primary condition for change that occurs at the societal level. Thirdly,
the research recontextualizes mindfulness, which is often seen as a passive and even apathetic
state of being, as a means that provides the consumer with a contemplative but dynamic
resource base that can be utilized in forging social change.

2. Positioning and Literature Review
2.1. Consumer Activism

Consumer activism describes “the decentralized but collective grassroots efforts by
activist consumers to contest the actions of marketers and their organizations, as well as to
more broadly mobilize a change in the cultural frames that guide consumption behaviour”
(Handelman & Fischer, 2018, p. 257). The research approaches the topic of consumer activism
from two particular standpoints, namely, the motivational aspect of the consumer activist and

the change intended through social action.
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What Motivates Consumer Activist?

Current research often views the consumer activist through four angles. The interest
view assumes that the consumer activist makes their decision on the basis on a rational costs-
versus-rewards analysis (Glickman, 2006; Hilton, 2007; Opp, 2013), while the identity view
posits that the consumer activist is not always driven by a goal to satisfy their interests, but
rather to affirm their collective identity (Rowley & Moldoveanu, 2003). The affection view
draws attention to the role of emotional responses on the emergence and development of social
movements (Collins, 2001; Polletta, 2002). The ideology view, on the other hand, suggests that
consumer activism involves a “dynamic relationship among an intricate set of interconnected
beliefs and their associated attitudes” (Fine & Sandstrom, 1993, p. 24), and exploits the New
Social Movement agenda (Handelman & Fischer, 2018; Kozinets & Handelman, 2004).

What is Being Achieved?

The current research on the social change element of activism is shaped around four
main views of change. While the business-level change involves transformations occurring in
an existing firm's relationships with its customers (Georgallis, 2017; Hadani et al., 2019), the
market-level change relates new market creation within an existing industry (Martin &
Schouten, 2014; Sandikci & Ger, 2010; Scaraboto & Fischer, 2014). The industry-level change
concerns those forms of consumer activism that introduce a new understanding of consumer
needs which have not been met by prevalent organizational forms before (Den Hond & De
Barker, 2007; Lounsbury et al., 2003). The system-level change, on the other hand, refers to
larger scaled and more extensive disruptions in established perceptions, attitudes and acts of
consumption (Kozinets & Handelman, 2004; Rumbo, 2002).

2.2. New Age Spiritualities and Mindfulness
The last decades of the twentieth century witnessed the revival of new spiritual

tendencies and shifts in the understanding of established religions (Redden, 2002), which are
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often framed as ‘New Age Spiritualities’ (NES) (Aupers & Houtman, 2013). The reflection of
NES into the consumption space is often represented by the notion of consumer spiritualty,
which refers to “the interrelated practices and processes engaged in when consuming market
offerings (products, services, places) that yield ‘spiritual utility’” (Husemann & Eckhardt,
2019, p. 391). As one of many forms of NES, mindfulness describes a mental process cultivated
to achieve a state of introspection through being in deep and serious thought for a period of
time (Bahl et al., 2016; Brown & Ryan, 2003; Chan, 2019). It is often interpreted through three
different lenses within social and natural sciences, that is, the Buddhist/religious, moral/secular
view and integrative views of mindfulness.

3. Conceptual Framework

Resource Aspect
Motivation Aspect

o Mindfulness-mediated
o Contemplation rather than interest, o Attention as major source
identity, affection or ideology o Innate, secluded, and meditative
o Relation to individual skills such as o In common ownership of everybody
inner look, self-observation, self- )  Mindfulness S— o Ordinary and indistinctive as
transformation opposed to valuable, rare and
o Quiet but action-oriented inimitable

Social Change Aspect

o Initiated at the perceptive level

o Relational between intra-personal
and inter-group levels

o Inclusive across different class

structures

o Aimed at collective triumph rather
than that of a privileged group

o Encourages collective wellbeing
through individual pursuits

4. Contribution

First of all, through its conceptualization of contemplative consumer activism, this
research will potentially contribute to the consumer activism literature by introducing an
alternative insight into the current understandings of the consumer activist, which depends on

the mobilization of an inner, secluded and contemplative resource base. In doing do, it will
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complement the current understandings of the consumer activist by expanding individual
resources co-opted in mobilizing social movement into a contemplative context through a
discussion of the use of inner resources such as inner look, self-observation and self-
transformation. Secondly, it will contribute to the literature on social change by challenging
the existing conceptions of “social change™ and reframing it in a way that creates a continuum
between the change that occurs through the cultivation of the consumer's inner resources and
the change that reflects onto other stakeholder groups in the larger social space. Thirdly, it will
contribute to consumer research on mindfulness by introducing an action-oriented view of
mindfulness which can act as a means of providing an indistinctive, common but valuable
resource base in transforming societies, as opposed to the remedial view of mindfulness against
the aspirational aspects of consumption (Brunel & Dong, 2006; Shaw & Dufty, 2020). In that
respect, the research feeds into the discussions on Transformative Consumer Research (TCR)
in that it investigates how the unprecedented rise of mindfulness impacts and transforms the
contemporary consumer society at a time of significant social change induced by the global
pandemic.

Besides theoretical implication, this research is further expected to create some
important implications at a managerial level through providing an alternative understanding of
group conflict between consumers, and both internal and external sources of unrest, which may
also be extended into a consumer versus firm/brand context. The study will provide a detailed
analysis of the consumer-based factors behind the escalation of the mindfulness industry in
terms of how consumers perceive and consume mindfulness in addressing issues concerning
themselves and their surroundings, which can be of practical use to service businesses and
digital platforms built on the idea of mindfulness.

Last but not least, the research will potentially yield important results to be used by the

policy makers, especially in those matters related to collective wellbeing. The proposed
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alternative form of consumer activism can be utilized in viewing and enhancing general
wellbeing in society by helping consumers not to be driven by their pre-conceived assumptions
and prejudices in their attempts to achieve collective goals. This would contribute to producing
more effective solutions to those issues concerning different stakeholder groups during various
stages of the economic exchange behaviour.
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