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Series foreword
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field of research and scholarship. As a series of edited volumes, it combines
approaches and perspectives developed by CRIC’s own research agenda with
those of a wide range of internationally renowned scholars. A distinctive
emphasis on processes of economic and social transformation frames the
CRIC research programme. Research on the significance of demand and con-
sumption, on the empirical and theoretical understanding of competition
and markets, and on the complex inter-organisational basis of innovation
processes, provides the thematic linkage between the successive volumes of
the series. At the interface between the different disciplines of economics,
sociology, management studies and geography, the development of economic
sociology lends a unifying methodological approach. A strong comparative
and historical dimension to the variety of innovation processes in different
capitalist economies and societies is supported by the international character
of the contributions.

The series is based on international workshops hosted by CRIC which have
encouraged debate and diversity at the leading edge of innovation studies.

CRIC is an ESRC funded research centre based in the University of Man-
chester and UMIST.
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Innovation by demand? An introduction

Andrew McMeekin, Ken Green, Mark Tomlinson and Vivien Walsh

Sociologists and economists on consumption and demand

The structure and regulation of consumption and demand have recently
become of great interest to sociologists and economists alike, ‘consumption’
being the focus of sociological accounts, whilst ‘demand’ has been the pre-
serve of economists’ analyses. At the same time, there is growing interest,
especially among economists, in trying to understand the patterns and drivers
of technological innovation. The connection between consumption/demand
and innovation suggests a number of interesting questions. How do macro-
social shifts influence patterns of consumption? How do firms and other
organisations structure markets and create demand? How do perceptions of
demand influence the innovative activities of firms? How do consumers
respond to the innovative offerings of firms?

In 1999 the Centre for Research in Innovation and Competition (at
Manchester University and UMIST) ran an international workshop to explore
these themes. The primary aim of the workshop was to bring together sociol-
ogists and economists to look at how they study the role of demand and
consumption in the innovation process. There have been few attempts to find
points of contact between the diverse approaches. So the focus of the work-
shop was on identifying differences and complementarities in approach, with
a view to finding possible common ground and new interdisciplinary research
directions. This book presents some of the papers from the workshop and
others of CRIC researchers that explore the same theme.

The first two chapters set the scene for the whole volume. They offer broad
conceptual overviews of ways that the sociological and economics literatures
address issues of innovation, demand and consumption. Alan Warde, in
Chapter 2, reviews the sociological literature on consumption, focusing in
particular on research that offers alternative or complementary views to the
concepts of ‘conspicuous consumption’ and individual choice, which has
dominated much work in this area. From this, he proposes a research agenda
for examining everyday consumption, that is, consumption that is unremark-
able, bound by habit and routine, and which takes place in the context of
social networks and institutions, by which it is also constrained. As he points
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out, many things can be consumed only within the boundaries of practices
that are social, cumulative and governed by convention. Furthermore, his
approach is sufficiently embracing to include public and institutional con-
sumption, as well as individual consumption. It also allows consideration of
the downstream generation of demand for infrastructural and complemen-
tary products, and hence of environmental sustainability in consumption.

In Chapter 3, Peter Swann offers a companion piece to Alan Warde’s. He
examines the way in which economists have understood demand. Main-
stream, neoclassical or ‘standard’ economists, he maintains, focus on demand
as a process in which selections are made among commodities, typically
assuming ‘rational’ and profit-maximising behaviour on the part of the actors
making the selections. On the other hand, sociology offers an understanding
of the personal appropriation of goods and services via multiple and social
uses, and the consumption of output from non-market as well as market
sources. Swann surveys the major contributors to the economics of consump-
tion: in addition to the mainstream (the econometric paradigm, Gorman,
Deaton and Muellbauer) he considers the contributions of ‘the giants’ (Smith,
Senior, Marx, Marshall, Ruskin, Keynes, Veblen, Mill and Jevons), and ‘the
travellers’ (Scitovsky, Galbraith, Earl, Arthur Lewis). He concludes that there
is more to the economics of consumption than the mainstream economists’
paradigm of utility maximisation. Indeed, he argues, economists should look
to other disciplines for inspiration. Evolutionary economics in particular has
taken on board some of the preoccupations of sociologists in its concept of
the selection environment, in which non-market as well as market factors
play a significant role in the selection process. To this end, Swann lastly
reviews the contribution from the ‘Revival’, or recent economic writings
building on insights from other social sciences (e.g. Becker, Akerlof, Cowan,
van Weizacker and Swann himself).

Different perspectives on consumption and demand

The next two chapters offer different approaches to the economics of
demand and innovation through an evolutionary framework.

In previous papers, Paolo Saviotti has studied the relation between the
composition of the economic system and its capacity to generate long-run
economic development. Saviotti has concluded that an important concept is
‘variety growth’, which is a requirement for the continuation of long-run
economic development and leads to the creation of new sectors. The role that
variety can play in economic development has important implications for
economic theory, including the theory of demand. Some of the assumptions
that are made in demand theory are appropriate only for a static, short-
run analysis. They need to be modified for the analysis of long-run develop-
ment. Moreover, the evolution of demand can represent a bottleneck in
economic development. If the economic system is changing continuously, pref-
erences cannot be taken as given; the formation of preference has to become a
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legitimate subject for economics. Saviotti offers a theory of wants and prefer-
ences which assumes that consumers will start consuming a given good/service
only when they achieve a critical income. In order for variety to increase in the
course of economic development, new goods/services must be ‘added’ to exist-
ing ones. Saviotti’s analytical treatment offers some insight into the conditions
under which variety can contribute to economic development.

Wilhelm Ruprecht, in Chapter 5, offers a different slant on an understand-
ing of demand by reviewing how consumption fits into ‘evolutionary’ mod-
els of economic development. He addresses two questions. As Saviotti argues,
when only the supply side of growth is looked at in the presence of market
satiation, both product and process innovations are complementary precon-
ditions for sustainable economic growth. Without the introduction of new
products, an increasing share of resources would remain unemployed. Neo-
classical theory finds thinking about the case of consumer goods novelty par-
ticularly difficult, because the adoption of only a subset of new commodities
can only be reconciled with an assumption of given preferences. Thus a crit-
ical question is how preferences for new commodities come into being, how
new goods are adopted. Ruprecht explores the thinking on this topic of a
number of writers, from a range of disciplines, including neoclassical econo-
mists, psychologists and socio-biologists. He concludes that biological and
psychological perspectives, fitted into frameworks of evolutionary econom-
ics, have much to tell us about the formation of preferences, and economists
should be open to such diverse approaches if they are to understand the rela-
tionship between innovation and demand.

Chapter 6, by Mark Tomlinson and Andrew McMeekin, looks at the
routine nature of food consumption. The existence of consumption routines
is particularly significant for those interested in the diffusion of innovative
consumer products. The implication is that existing routines need to be mod-
ified or broken for innovations to succeed. This is reflected in practice, as
advertisers and market research attempt both to reinforce routine consump-
tion behaviour and to bend it in new directions. This they frequently do
through activities that are based on stratified populations of consumers.
Consequently, product ranges are designed so that a hierarchy of products
are offered to different social groups. Advertisements too are created and
presented in a manner to make clear the social significance of consuming a
certain good. The chapter examines the dynamic nature of socially consti-
tuted consumption routines. The authors define a consumption routine as an
executable capability for repeated consumption that has been learned or
acquired by groups of consumers in response to social pressures or contexts.
This notion of routine is taken from evolutionary economics, but is modified
to take account of the sociology of consumption, in an explicit attempt to
combine insights from both economic and sociological approaches.

The chapter operationalises the concept of socially based consumption
routines by conducting statistical analysis of national data sets that include
data on food consumption. Different foods are found to hold different social
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significance. Both persistent social class and social mobility are significant
determinants of changing routines, but they operate in different ways for
different foods.

Chapter 7, by Virdg Molnar and Michéle Lamont, analyses how black
Americans use consumption to express collective identity. Two processes of
‘group identification’ and ‘social categorisation’ are explored through inter-
views conducted with black marketing experts who specialise in the African-
American market place. These interviews provide a rich data source, giving
insights into the meaning of consumption for blacks. The marketing experts
are viewed both as individual consumers and as members of an occupational
group that is built on increasing the importance of consumption in creating
individual social identities. They argue that for African-Americans the forma-
tion of collective identity is centred on defining their place in US society, find-
ing ways through consumption behaviour to demonstrate social membership.
Furthermore, the concepts of group identification and social categorisation
improve our understanding of the meaning of consumption for this group.
The role of the marketing specialists is found to have a crucial role in defin-
ing what it means to belong in black society in terms of defining the space of
black consumption itself and also in shaping the wider public’s perceptions of
blacks through intermediaries such as the advertising industry.

Leslie Haddon, in Chapter 10, looks at the involvement of consumers in
innovation. Two case studies are presented which detail a number of interest-
ing issues regarding ways that consumers become involved in new product
development or longer-term R&D in the Information and Communication
Technology (ICT) sector. In some cases, consumers have been actively
involved during new product development. Much more common was later
involvement, in the form of product testing and evaluation of interfaces. In
other cases, consumers are ‘represented’ through perceptions of consumer
behaviour built up by designers and product managers. There are also differ-
ences with respect to the formality of these arrangements; in some cases,
dedicated units have been established by (usually larger) firms to achieve
consumer involvement.

Despite there being activities geared towards integrating consumers (or
representations of consumers) into innovation processes, Haddon finds that
the impact is often limited. For what are perceived as more radical innova-
tions, consumer input often takes place relatively late in the whole process,
although in some firms there is now more involvement of consumers at the
conceptual stages. Given that many product ideas stem from awareness of
technological possibilities, consumers’ feedback is more usually in the form
of reaction to product proposals rather than generating them. Even in more
incremental new product development projects, the information that is col-
lected about consumers can become marginalised relative to other consider-
ations. In short, Haddon shows that there is evidence of firms attempting to
learn about consumers as input to their innovation processes, but that to date
these efforts are rather underdeveloped.
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Vivien Walsh, Carole Cohen and Albert Richards, in Chapter 11, also focus
on users and how their needs may be incorporated (successfully or otherwise)
in the design of high-tech products. After first surveying the evolution of
user orientation, user-friendliness, user-centred design and human-machine
interaction in the ICT industry, they report an ethnographic study of telecom
product design. They found that the job of the design team in a high-tech
industry where firms collaborate was just as likely to be the design of the
organisational arrangements for the development and delivery of new prod-
ucts and services as the design of the products and services themselves. Design
as an activity links many of the functions in the business enterprise and its
environment; building such links is an essential part of the design and inno-
vation process. The authors found that usability testing took a very particular
form in which to pay attention to users’ needs: on the whole the trials acted
as a confirmation and justification of decisions more or less firmly made,
rather than being a more open-ended exercise. But, as a result, some unex-
pected findings were made that either had to be taken into account with
downstream consequences, or could not be taken into account, and had to
be incorporated into a future product design. The study also provided
some interesting insights into the way in which engineer-designers take ‘situ-
ated’ actions, that is, actions which have to be adapted to the unforeseeable
contingencies of particular situations.

The final three chapters look at demand-innovation relations within
matrices or chains of producers and users and other actors (these differ in
each of the cases).

Bonnie Erickson (Chapter 8) argues that, for example, in service industries
such as security, demand for a service is inseparable from the demand for the
kind of people seen as suitable for providing the service. One important exam-
ple is women providing services in sectors that were once dominated by men.
(There has been a large literature on gender segregation in social science.) The
massive movement of women into paid employment can be considered as a
significant innovation, involving many people and many industries. Erickson
traces such variability of innovation to the complexity of a ‘relational matrix’
within which innovation is embedded. The matrix includes several kinds of
key actors such as employers, service providers, potential employees, clients
and targets to whom service work is directed on behalf of clients.

Innovation varies with both real and perceived gender distributions and
what is termed gender ‘homophily’ within the matrix. Gender distributions
either limit or enable innovations. For instance, employers can use female
labour in innovative ways only to the extent that they have female service
providers on hand or can recruit them from potential employees as well tak-
ing into account the appropriateness of gendered roles in the market. An
analysis of the Canadian security industry is used to explore these issues
using various data sources.

In Chapter 9, Ken Green, Barbara Morton and Steve New are interested
in whether the use of ‘consumer’ pressure in improving the environmental
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performance of companies, a tactic long advocated by environmentalists,
stands critical scrutiny. An important aspect of this criticism is to examine the
concept of ‘the consumer’. The traditional image of who is meant by ‘the
consumer’ is inadequate, they argue, both in economics and sociology and as
an agent of environmental change. Efforts to ‘green’ the economy require an
understanding of corporations and public organisations, as well as individu-
als, as consumers. Their chapter examines the deficiencies of traditional def-
initions of consumption and sets out the arguments for treating corporate
organisations as consumers, and develops a framework for examining the
differences and similarities between the two categories. Using the concept of
the ‘supply chain’, they suggest that more attention needs to be paid to the
mechanisms, both between and within firms and organisations, through
which they engage in buying and selling. Such mechanisms are the organisa-
tion sites for the articulation of ‘demand’ and ‘consumption’. Their study
should add both to theories of how innovation takes place and to a better
understanding of the best methods of intervention for governments and
activists who wish to improve environmental performance.

In Chapter 12, Mark Harvey argues for the need to build an economic
sociology/political economy of demand that goes from micro-individual
through to macro-structural features. To achieve this, an ‘instituted economic
process’ approach to the study of demand and innovation is developed to
account for processes of institutionalisation and deinstitutionalisation. Within
this framework, the concept of a ‘production—distribution—retail-consump-
tion’ configuration is seen as shaping innovation. The empirical investigations
of this chapter involve analysis of how retail markets link demand with supply,
and how that link is a structured one: the interface facing both ways. Harvey
argues that markets are more than black boxes through which products pass,
and that they are more than spaces for exchange, thus getting away from the
dualism of supply and demand.

He explores three empirical cases. The first involves the near disappear-
ance of wholesale markets (in this case, New Covent Garden) for fresh fruit
and vegetables to retail markets, and the particular questions raised in terms
of range and quality of products that flow through them. The second deals
with an equally significant reconfiguration of the retail-distribution—
production configuration reflected in the emergence of supermarket own-
label products. The third raises the question of how the organisation of
retail markets, and their transformation, alters the way demand is institu-
ted between end consumer and retailer. Circuits or spirals of supply and
demand are more ‘elemental’ than either of these two moments taken
separately. So the analysis needs to be one of changing and comparative
configurations of these circuits and spirals. The separation of demand from
supply, rather than either term taken separately, is the fundamental object
of analysis.
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Some commentary

The chapters in this book are diverse in approach, method and empirical
object of study. Variously drawing on economic and sociological approaches,
they take firms or consumers or both as objects of study; in some the analysis
is micro-oriented, in others a macro-structural explanation is preferred. All
the chapters reveal the limitations of neoclassical economics, sometimes
explicitly, sometimes not, by arguing that consumption (and purchase) cannot
be assumed to be governed by utility maximisation or ‘Olympian rationality’
as in the orthodox neoclassical economics tradition. They also argue that it
is the dynamic properties of consumption and demand in relation to innova-
tion that are of interest (in contrast to notions of static equilibrium). Further,
consumers cannot be seen to have immanent, a priori defined preferences, a
point made both by economists (Saviotti, Ruprecht) and sociologists.

There are also limitations to sociologists’ accounts of consumption as they
have developed over the last ten years. Though such accounts see consump-
tion as ‘socially constructed’, they limit what is included in the ‘social’ sphere,
especially omitting or underplaying the importance of incomes and prices in
determining what is bought and consumed. In addition, they rarely include
the firm as a unit of analysis, losing any understanding of one of the main
sources of innovation which, to greater or lesser extents, sets the limits to
what consumption can take place. This lack especially rules out any analysis
of consumption between firms in business-to-business relations. In addition,
sociologists” accounts have focused so far on a narrow range of products,
linked with notions of fashion and overt displays of ‘lifestyle’. Most of these
are innovative only in their form, with the technologies that underpin them
relatively unchanging. However, there is a huge range of other purchases (e.g.
consumer durables) and these are much more susceptible to technological
innovations. Taken together, these gaps mean that sociologists of consump-
tion only weakly analyse the relation between consumption and production
in firms, and the ways in which the development and design of new products
require interaction between (imagined) consumers and the innovators and
designers. (See Chapter 10 by Haddon and Chapter 11 by Walsh et al. for
elaborations of this.)

So the economics-dominated accounts view the consumers as individuals,
and examine consumers’ propensity to consume as determined by incomes,
the price of products and evolving preferences. In contrast, the more socio-
logical accounts are based on a fundamental rejection of this methodological
individualism and consider consumption as a collective activity, rooted in
social structures. They put the emphasis, therefore, on the social group in
a social hierarchy, acting in relation to other social groups: competition,
distinction, association and aspiration. Consumption is seen to be contingent
on social factors of gender, race and occupational class. In some of the
studies, the behaviour of consumers is studied as autonomous to the actions
of firms. In other cases, it is the relationship between consumers and firms
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that is of interest (and in one of the studies, the ‘consumers’ in question are
actually firms).

The ‘mainstream’ innovation literature has long stressed the importance of
demand in understanding innovation processes. However, there has been
comparatively little analysis of these connections, with the majority of stud-
ies focusing on the co-ordination and management of the supply side. This
neglect perhaps stems from the work of Joseph Schumpeter, an economist
of technological change, who wrote several defining texts in the twentieth
century. In his analysis, innovation was treated as a major driving force of
economic growth, emanating from the risk-taking investments of ‘heroic’
entrepreneurs, and later by large companies. The motivation to invest was
based on a perceived technological opportunity. In this model, final con-
sumers were simply seen as the passive recipients of new products.

In the middle of the century, a body of empirical work emerged to counter
this ‘technology push’ model. The proponents of the ‘demand pull’ position
argued that technological innovation, like the majority of other economic
activities, was driven by responses to market signals. These alternative posi-
tions fuelled a number of empirical studies seeking to demonstrate the
relative importance of technological opportunity and demand factors in
determining the rate and direction of innovation. The debates culminated
with an influential article by Mowery and Rosenberg (1979), who argued
strongly against the demand-pull position. In particular, they questioned
what was meant by demand in relation to needs or market signals. There has
been very little attention to this issue since.

The user—producer approach proposed by Lundvall (1988) is one explicit
attempt to resolve the disputes:

One of the classic disputes in innovation theory refers to the role of demand and
supply in determining the rate and direction of the process of innovation. The
user—producer approach puts this question in a new perspective. On the one
hand, it demonstrates that demand does play an important role in the process of
innovation. On the other hand, it puts the emphasis more upon the quality of
demand than upon demand as a quantitative variable. (Lundvall, 1988, p. 357)

However, despite the important contribution of this work, the emphasis has
been placed predominantly on interactions between firms as producers and
users. Final consumers have rarely been considered in the mainstream inno-
vation literature.

The main exception is the diffusion of innovation literature. However,
these studies have offered oversimplified accounts by treating populations of
potential adopters as being socially homogeneous. One of the most well
known models of adoption distinguishes between innovative adopters, the
early majority, the late majority and laggards (Rogers, 1962). In other words,
they are simply defined by their propensity to adopt. The explanation is
typically a combination of income and a notion of motivation towards things
novel. Social factors and processes have been dealt with tangentially, if at all.
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Essentially, then, the model is individualistic, with no consideration of rela-
tions between different social groups. This, we believe, is inadequate for
understanding the diffusion of products in consumer markets.

We suggest that to understand better the relationships between consump-
tion, demand and innovation we need to pay attention to the dynamic nature
of final and intermediate consumption. The dynamics of interest are evident
at a number of interrelated levels. First, there are changes in patterns of
consumption that emerge through macro-social shifts, changing relationships
between different social groups. Second, there are changes in the structure
of consumption brought about by shifts in the structure of production and
retailing. Third, there are changes in practices of consumption with the
innovation of new goods and services. Through a combination of economic
and sociological approaches, the contributions to this volume make a signifi-
cant advance to understanding these processes and relationships.
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Social mechanisms generating demand: a
review and manifesto

Alan Warde

This chapter reflects on the development of sociological approaches to con-
sumption and their contribution to the explanation of consumer behaviour.
Tentative and programmatic, it is concerned with defining some of the ways
in which sociology might proceed in analysing consumption. It offers some
record of recent developments and achievements. It is cast as a reflection on
the limits of a key concept, conspicuous consumption, arguing that socio-
logical explanations have paid too much attention to the visible and the
remarkable and have therefore generalised too widely from acts of conspic-
uous consumption. A number of mechanisms which generate ordinary and
inconspicuous consumption are reviewed. This permits the identification of
some important and neglected inconspicuous features of final consumption.
Processes examined include habituation, routinisation, normalisation,
appropriation and singularisation, putative bases for understanding the dull
compulsion to consume. Asserting a distinction in the ways that economists
and sociologists use the concepts of demand and consumption, the chapter
contributes to interdisciplinary dialogue. In conclusion, I speculate briefly on
some implications of the canvassed approach for understanding innovation
and the growth of consumer demand.

Conspicuous consumption and the origins of the sociological approach

One of the distinguishing features of the sociological arsenal is its under-
standing of conspicuous consumption, the possession and display of goods
as a means to demonstrate superiority in a system of social status. This is
perhaps still the principal mechanism that scholars outside the discipline
associate with the sociological understanding of consumption (e.g. Fine and
Leopold, 1993).

The early, and indeed much of the later, sociology attempting to explain the
role of consumption in the creation and maintenance of social boundaries and
social divisions put great stress on analysing the visible and the remarkable.
There was, and still is, good reason to explore conspicuous consumption.



Social mechanisms generating demand 11

Veblen reasoned, you will remember, that in earlier times it was conspicuous
leisure that distinguished the gentleman from the rest of the society. With the
collapse of local communities in which all members were familiar with one
another’s position, money became a more effective means of marking social
superiority and inferiority. The powerful and well resourced began to demon-
strate their privilege through the display of items which could be observed to
be expensive. Clothing, including most particularly that of the wife of the
bourgeois gentleman, was a primary mode of expression.

This basic idea was developed, without much discipline, in a variety of
directions. Among the mechanisms that were added, and which actually
resulted in a rather complex and contradictory series of variants, included
Hirsch’s notion of positional goods, emulation, the trickle-down effect,
distinction, the aestheticisation of everyday life, lifestyle and neo-tribalism.

This tradition in sociology has concentrated on the visible and the
remarkable, and interprets consumption behaviour largely in terms of its
conspicuous attributes. It is a tradition which identifies the differences
between social groups and classes and is valuable because of that. It does
isolate some motives and mechanisms that we can see operating in contem-
porary consumption practice (see Schor, 1998, and Chapter 7 of this vol-
ume). It is also determinedly social rather than individual: consumption is
about groups and the relationship between them, about belonging rather
more than about individual distinction. Only in its most recent, especially
postmodern, phase has it turned to individualised choice.

The approach does, however, have some deficiencies. It ineptly specifies
the limitations of the central mechanisms, in that it tends to suggest that the
same processes operate in all fields and affect all persons. It is forced into
complete silence on that which is invisible and unremarkable. It encourages
semiotic analysis of consumption at the expense of other methodological
approaches. It concentrates mostly on possession through purchase. And it
prioritises identity-enhancing features and possession over use.

The dull compulsion to consume

The multivalent nature of consumption is captured in Gabriel and Lang’s
(1995) catalogue of types of consumer whose behaviour variously appears
as expressive, artistic, rebellious, manipulated, essential for survival, as well
as a channel for display of social status. As a contribution to understanding
the multiple roles of consumption, I want to turn attention to matters other
than the visible and the remarkable. I advance, illustrating briefly, eight
propositions implicit in some recent developments in sociological approaches,
which I seek to promote as a manifesto for the study of inconspicuous and
mundane consumption.!
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Abhor the notion of individual choice

There is now an extensive, increasingly multifaceted critique of the idea of
individual choice. Sociologists traditionally were never very keen on the
idea, and this maxim is perhaps the one that most strongly defines a socio-
logical perspective. Though, as Swann (Chapter 3 of this volume) shows,
there is much overlap in the understanding of consumption by sociologists
and less orthodox economists, a principal difference from neoclassical eco-
nomics is the ontological priority that sociology puts upon groups and social
contexts. Behaviour is collective and situational, and the appropriate
methodological stance is collectivist or institutional. As was said in an earlier
paper with Lydia Martens (Warde and Martens, 1998, p. 130), ‘Material
constraints, moral codes, social pressure, aesthetic sensibilities and situa-
tional logics all steer consumer behaviour along predictable paths.’

In that paper some attempt was made to elaborate and illustrate the impor-
tance of such sociological presuppositions by explicitly examining the con-
cept of food choice. The dictionary conveys four different shades of meaning
for the term ‘choice’: (1) to select; (2) to pick in preference; (3) to consider
fit, or suitable; (4) to will or determine. The ideological danger, ever present
with respect to consumption, is to conflate the first two meanings with the
fourth, which implies the existence of freedom for an individual to deter-
mine his or her own fate. These distinctions can be formalised in such a way
as to eliminate from social scientific language confusion over the application
of the term ‘choice’.

The paper proceeded to examine some circumstances and some mecha-
nisms which serve to restrict individual discretion in the activity of eating
out. Elaborating a ‘logic of restricted choice’, we considered four ways in
which choice is effectively limited. First, we identified the impact of limited
resources upon the capacity and likelihood of any individual to eat out. Sec-
ond, we isolated some social processes which restrict any individual’s control
over decisions regarding particular eating-out episodes. The extent to which
people were often not in control was underscored in survey results, many
people claiming to have had no say in whether or not to eat out. Only 45 per
cent of respondents claimed to have been involved in the decision about
whether to eat out on the last occasion that they had taken a main meal away
from home. And the question ‘Did you have any say in the decision to eat
there?’ elicited a negative reply in 20 per cent of instances. Third, we showed
the ways in which judgements about suitability and preference operated to
eliminate options. Finally, we isolated some instances of a process that might
be called ‘situational entailment’, where every ‘decision’ taken narrows the
range of subsequent options. We concluded that “The term choice inflates the
importance of individual decisions and conflates qualitatively different
aspects and levels of discretion’ and that ‘Availability of resources, systemic
inequalities of power in decision-making, shared cultural and aesthetic
judgement, and “situational entailment”, all constrain the individual’ (Warde
and Martens, 1998, p. 144).
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Re-examine concepts of habit and routine

Consumption, because of its primary association with shopping, tends to
be seen in decisionistic terms, as people making decisions about what they
want. It has often been pointed out that if people were thoroughly reflexive,
and pondered every act where in principle they might do one thing or
another, daily life would become intolerable. In fact, there are many different
points on a continuum from deeply reflected and considered selection among
alternatives to unconscious replacement and repetition (see Gronow, 1998;
[lmonen, 2000; Chapter 6 of this volume). My carnivorousness, while rou-
tinely reproduced, is not consciously reaffirmed every time I go shopping for
food. Much purchasing and much consumption practice have been deter-
mined at some previous juncture and remain subject to the proviso ‘for the
time being’, ‘until I reassess my principles’. Empirically, Halkier (2000)
demonstrates that some decisions are more reflective than others. Some alter-
natives are considered, other options ignored. It is therefore incorrect to treat
all consumption as decision; though nor is it right to imagine that habits had
no beginning, since yesterday’s decisions may become today’s habits. So,
while some purchasing may be reflective, other escapades occur completely
without mental input. What we need to know are which is which; what pro-
portion of purchases, and what types of purchase, follow a model of habit, as
opposed to conscious reflection.

The absence of reflection is particularly marked with respect to what I
would like to call ‘subsidiary consumption’. Much consumption is incidental,
or coincidental. If I go to a restaurant I will wear clothes, expect electric light-
ing, probably buy drinks that I would otherwise not, pay for a taxi to get
there, eat more courses than I would at home. If I go to the cinema I will
travel, eat popcorn, have bought the local newspaper to see what movies are
being shown and take a pre-film snack. To imagine that the consumption
moment within these activities can be reduced to the cost of the meal or cin-
ema ticket would be naive. Moreover, I also require appropriate company and
a capacity to make conversation about film afterwards.

Another aspect of subsidiary consumption is the complementary items, say
in the home, that are required to be able to consume what is purchased.
Cooking equipment; heat, light and electricity; comfortable surroundings;
cookery books; kitchen table: all are subsidiaries, necessary supports for a
trip to the shops to buy food. Of course, different groups will require differ-
ent subsidiary items. Significantly, the subsidiaries (though also the context)
may announce the social meanings involved, and permit social classification,
more than does the apparently most central item.

Pay more attention to the inconspicuous and the unremarkable

Much of what is consumed and is generally harmful to the environment of
the planet is largely impervious to mechanisms such as status enhancement
or the pursuit of fashion (see Shove and Ward, 1998). It is the petrol rather
than the car, the electricity rather than the light fittings, the water rather than
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the new bathroom suite, which pose the major problems of waste and
destruction of scarce resources. Environmentalists have measured the
amount of energy consumed by central heating and air conditioning, by
refrigerators and commuting by car, in the daily use of water in plumbing sys-
tems, etc. But the social aspects of concern with comfort, convenience and
cleanliness (Shove, 1997) remain largely unexplored.

These ideas are particularly germane to understanding processes of nor-
malisation. How do things come to be defined as necessities, to be expected
in all households and available to all people? This is a primary way in which
demand is ratcheted upwards. It is a type of change which goes unnoticed,
the process is one of accretion rather than conscious acquisition, and is one
almost impossible to reverse. Of course, some things which once were neces-
sities, obligatory in daily life, are no longer: hats, coal, hot water bottles and
three square meals per day are among them. Yet accretion outruns deletion.

The normalisation of items, their shifting from ‘hot’ to ‘cold’ items, is cap-
tured in the work of Pantzar (1993; Pantzar and Heiskanen, 1996). Pantzar
and Heiskanen’s figure 1, “The domestication of everyday life things’, neatly
illustrates a way of conceptualising the changing states and statuses of goods.
It identifies different motives for the possession of goods, and thus different
mechanisms for their incorporation into daily life. In that matrix we can see
that, at their origin, different items were expected to fill different functions
— the telephone, for example, was strictly for business use. But these func-
tions change over time and this too is mapped on to the matrix. These trans-
formations of the role of goods in everyday life suggest that there are many
possible trajectories for commodities, but that some are more probable or
typical than others. Elsewhere Pantzar (1997) speculates on the tendency for
new items to be invented and first utilised as playthings, then to become
instrumental as technology, and finally to become subject to aesthetic reflec-
tion as art (as with enthusiasms for making collections of almost anything
(see Belk, 1996)). Nevertheless, many things have their most forceful,
because mass, presence in the middle phase. They then are simply unre-
markable. As they become available to all, any magic, or social symbolic sig-
nificance, is drained from them. For example, the telephone is almost
universal in British homes. It is acutely normal, its existence probably
remarkable only in its absence. Except, of course, in its reincarnation as the
‘mobile’, the subject of any number of conversations, jokes and complaints.

Investigate the real social processes of shopping

Shou-Cheng Lai (2000), developing a distinction between extraordinary and
ordinary consumption, identifies the importance of the social relations of pur-
chase. His evidence from Taiwan shows that for certain types of ‘extraordinary’
purchase people consult their extended social networks, asking for advice and
relinquishing all personal discretion in making the decision to the person in
the network best qualified to make a judgement. Not only are extraordinary
purchases delegated, so are many routine ones, which are typically made by less
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powerful social actors. Only a comparatively limited proportion of purchases
(though the proportion is increasing with the extension of the practices of West-
ern consumer culture) can actually be understood as made by an autonomous
individual on his or her own behalf.

Which items are extraordinary is historically and contextually specific. It
is not the item itself which is important or definitive. Rather it is its particu-
lar significance for the social relations of people in a given network. Under-
standing the network of social relations within which the purchaser is located
is essential in order to determine the social significance of the item. So
instead of doing a semiotic analysis — say, of advertisements — to determine
which goods are extraordinary or socially symbolic, it is more appropriate to
investigate the social relations governing their acquisition. To examine who
buys particular items, after what form of consultation, and with whom, is the
best means of determining an item’s social meaning. An implication of this
may be that in a consumer society it should be possible to predict people’s
friends by their purchasing patterns.

The process of shopping is probably more individualised in Western soci-
eties. Nevertheless, we know far too little about who goes shopping, with
whom, for what. We would do well to consider acts of consumption in which
the final consumer has no involvement in the process of securing the item
consumed. One of the most insightful and interesting expressions of this
maxim is Miller’s (1998) development of a theory of shopping as sacrifice,
which challenges the idea that, even when there is no one around to enforce
a particular choice, the shopper actually consults the interests of others. Shop-
ping is less a reflexive, proactive, self-regarding activity than a form of ritual,
the elements of which are determined by notions of care, the interests of
others, the integrity of the household, etc. The important point is that people
mostly shop for others; if this were not the case, under current domestic insti-
tutional arrangements, most men would starve and freeze to death!

Examine appropriation through use

Debates about the social consequences of commodification have for a decade
or more recognised that the specific relations of exchange do not determine
the meaning or use of goods. Miller’s (1987) and Appadurai’s (1986) notions
of appropriation and Kopytoff’s (1986) concept of singularisation point out
that while people buy mass-produced goods they appropriate them as their
own belongings, whereupon the goods often acquire particular personal sig-
nificance, either by modification, incorporation into a personalised ensem-
ble of items, or simply through familiarity. This is less likely to occur with
commodities than, for example, with gifts, but it happens very frequently
nonetheless. Commodities become singularised, such that their personal or
their social symbolic significance overrides, or obliterates, the fact that they
were once purchased. McCracken (1988) offers the example of ‘patina’ on
silverware in the early modern period, where tangible evidence of use by pre-
vious generations of the family was highly esteemed.
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The implications of this were explored tellingly by Dant (1998), who told
a story of the career of a kitchen knife which served as a mirror to personal
biography — where the passage of time, altered personal relationships, dif-
ferent forms of domestic arrangements and changing consumer taste could
be registered through this particular material artefact. His argument was for
the importance of material culture as an object of sociological analysis in its
own right, but made the point forcefully that this particular object carried
enormous personal autobiographical meaning, none of which might be read
off by semiotic analysis, since there was no mark visible to the public which
could allow anyone else to diagnose its meaning. Moreover its meaning was
not determined by the fact that, once upon a time, it had been purchased. Its
symbolic significance was invisible. Persistent use, intermittent use, or indeed
maybe just long ownership, are means by which objects accrue meaning.

It is perhaps no accident that tools become personally meaningful symbols
because they involve the mingling of human skill with goods; they imply
working purposefully with the tool to achieve particular ends; they are the
instruments of heteronomous work; the mastery of the tools implies an accu-
mulation of skill and knowledge and competence, which are achievements —
and most people are pleased by their achievements.

The theoretical implication is that attention to purchase, if it were to be
considered the sole moment of consumption, becomes transparently unsatis-
factory in such instances. The personal and social meanings of things become
a function of their history or biography, or arise from the intersection of a
person’s biography and the history of things. This has led to some valuable
speculation, some in the form of actor network theory, about how objects
become prostheses, extensions of the self, part of the environment of every-
day life and even means to define and constrain their owners (see Munro,
1996; Shove and Southerton, 1998).

Examine consumption as practice
Sassatelli (2000) observes how apparently spectacularly deviant consumption
(of drugs) is regularised and contained. Her argument draws on notions of
carnival — where people can do unconventional and otherwise unacceptable
things, for the duration, because the event itself gives licence. The carnival has
been celebrated as a blueprint for new forms of collective behaviour, it being
argued that the postmodern world is inherently carnivalesque, a social world
turned upside down not just occasionally but chronically. However, the
‘inventiveness’ of postmodern carnival could just as easily be looked upon
as ritual. As with its medieval precursors, it may be liminal if considered
in relation to daily life; but it has prescribed conventions, a fixed duration,
a regularity and rule-governed aspect which make it as much repetitive play
as invention.

The use of drugs at a rave is a case of situational entailment, a case of
appropriate things being consumed in an appropriate place. Though not
exactly legitimate, and though not everyone is forced to consume, there is
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permission to be deviant. The same behaviour in other contexts would be
considered unacceptable, foolhardy, dangerous, and so forth. Nevertheless,
in their place, inebriation and drug taking are not threatening to the social
fabric or the general public. This is one of many forms of ‘contained’ con-
sumption practice. If there is an autonomous decision to be made it is more
whether to become an adherent of the practice — of the rave — than whether
to take experience-enhancing chemicals.

Analyse collective rather than individual identity

We should also take more notice of collective, public and non-symbolic
consumption. This is partly a matter of reconsidering the role of collective
provision as a determinant of patterns of private and domestic consumption.
As Wilska (2000) shows in a comparison of Finland and Britain, different
systems of welfare provision and redistributive taxation make for fundamen-
tally different patterns of consumption among people with basically similar
levels of economic and cultural capital. It is also a matter of appreciating that
much of that which is symbolic is so for the creation of collective rather than
individual identity. For example, public buildings are certainly symbolic, but
are not means of attributing individual identity. At the same time, it is impor-
tant to observe that many public goods are unremarkable, in the sense that
publicly allocated items are often judged inferior because they confer no per-
sonal distinction upon their recipients. There remains much to be done by
exploring social and collective identity, identification with groups through
consumption with a view to establishing collective belonging.

Avoid overestimating the social significance of consumption

Finally, consumption is often not an end in itself. While social theorists are
increasingly prone to claim that consumption has become the most important
integrating aspect of contemporary social life (e.g. Bauman, 1998), particu-
larly as a substitute for the work ethic, we should remain sceptical. There are
many alternative ways to evaluate the social role of consumption which do
not place it (certainly not in its restricted form as the purchase of commodi-
ties) at the centre of daily life. Moreover, we should not only recognise the
extent of habitual consumption, but also take into account people’s reserva-
tions about consumption, as marked by indifference or dislike of shopping
(Lunt and Livingstone, 1992). In many instances, consumption is itself more
important as practice and use; and even then it is not self-evidently more
important than work or religion or family relations. Indeed, it is probably just
as plausible to claim that the primary function of consumption is to reproduce
social relations in these other spheres. Theses about the ‘work and spend’ cul-
ture have a point when they observe that people’s attachment to paid work,
at least as measured by their preparedness to work long hours, seems to be
increasing rather than reducing (Schor, 1992). Similarly, the role of con-
sumption in the creation, sedimentation and reproduction of family relations
has been demonstrated with great perspicacity by DeVault (1991), who shows
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that making meals is coterminous with the making of families. In many
respects, consumption is not so much for its own sake as a means to oil the
wheels of social interaction, a claim which analysis of the pleasures of eating
out demonstrates (Warde and Martens, 2000).

Conclusion

The propositions of my ‘manifesto’ suggest that there is much to be gained
from training the sociological eye on matters other than conspicuous
consumption and exercises of individual decision making in the market place.
This is not to advocate abandoning sociological concern with conspicuous
consumption and its role in establishing social distinction and displaying
social status; social classificatory schemes continue to function as tools of
social recognition, with the role of bad taste and cultural hostility particularly
important. Rather it is to make the claim that much consumption is surrepti-
tious, highly constrained and unremarkable. Everyone’s consumption is
characterised, among other things, by acquiescence to external pressures,
routinisation, normalised expectations, various acquisition, personalised
appropriation, the dictates of convention and framing by public provision.
These are processes which cannot be grasped, and indeed would normally
be considered irrelevant, in economists’ accounts of demand. For while
demand concerns selection, in accordance with preferences, among com-
modities, consumption addresses in addition the appropriation, through mul-
tiple and social uses, of goods and services emanating from non-market as well
as market sources. The range of concepts and the methodologies appropriate
to investigating consumption are many and various.

The concept of inconspicuous consumption highlights many neglected
aspects of behaviour. It raises issues of environmental sustainability. It
emphasises the way in which demand for particular items depends on both
technical and social infrastructures. It registers the central importance of
habitual, repetitive and routine behaviour; recall that economic competition
is as often about preventing as promoting innovation, for much demand is
repetitive. Also it restores a focus on the use values of consumption. In sum,
it redresses excessive contemporary emphasis on individual choice and the
role of consumption in the formation of personal identity.

Attention to these aspects suggests the importance of the concept of prac-
tice for analysing consumption. Collective practices, reproduced and impro-
vised upon by the agents conducting them, lie at the centre of the
recommended approach of consumption. Many things can be meaningfully
consumed only within the boundaries of practices which are social, cuamula-
tive and governed by convention. Outside of social practices, much consumer
behaviour does not make sense. The collective development of a practice is a
source of innovation in demand. As Swann (Chapter 3 of this volume) notes,
Alfred Marshall conceived of the expansion of demand as a process whereby
activities generated wants, rather than vice versa. Progressively, practices
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generate new wants which, often, come to be satisfied through commercial
channels. Practices, by definition inventive, result in objects developing uses
and meanings that were never intended by their designers and manufacturers.
Further adaptation brings forth yet more new products, sometimes commer-
cially sourced, sometimes the outcome of private and communal endeavour.

Anticipating future demand, a profoundly difficult task, requires insight
into the development and logic of social practices. Several of the mechanisms
identified elaborate on the accretive aspects of practices. Much consumption
is situationally entailed, where convention requires a particular elaborate
course of action. Demand will often be generated indirectly, as when new
tools require complementary products for their effective adoption. Modern
domestic appliances imply an infrastructure of water and electricity supply,
fast cars beg for motorways, electronic retailing requires an extensive network
of reception equipment. Subsidiary consumption also escalates general
demand. Demand increases as the social rules governing subsidiary consump-
tion change; for instance, when different forms of sport and exercise each
require special clothing, participation entails new types and levels of purchas-
ing of garments. Another source of increasing demand is the insertion of old
or established products into practices which previously had no place for them.
The instalment of radios, cassette players and CDs into automobiles incorpo-
rated cultural consumption into the practice of motoring. The enhanced
compatibility between personal mobility and telecommunication, permitted
by the mobile phone, has transformed expectations regarding where and
when people make and receive telephone calls. This is part of the intensifica-
tion of simultaneous consumption, an inescapably normal process because
people typically engage in several consumption practices at the same time, but
one which helps explain the vast expansion of the items conventionally
defined as necessary for anyone to live a normal life.

Practices are fed by social interaction. Mundane shopping behaviour, pur-
chasing on behalf of others, the giving of gifts, and so forth, are far removed
from the model of behaviour associated with the sovereign, self-regarding,
individual consumer. In this regard, we might usefully consider more carefully
the interdependence among and across groups of people in the determination
of consumption patterns. One merit of the study of conspicuous consumption
was its recognition of the place of consumption in group dynamics. Now
additional ways to approach the collective behaviour of consumption are
required. One such is to consider social networks as incubators of demand.

It is banal to claim that interpersonal contacts influence consumption
behaviour, that friends, colleagues and family shape tastes. Yet this aspect of
the explanation of consumption is comparatively underdeveloped, especially
given the availability of sophisticated techniques of network analysis. Net-
work analysis might restore a social and structural perspective to the study
of consumption (see Wellman, 1997), particularly valuable because of the
greater than average likelihood that analysis will operate with voluntaristic
models of action. Social networks might explain preferences, why people
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select what they select. This is demonstrated by Erickson’s (1996) estimation
of the role of social capital — an indicator of who knows whom, one key fea-
ture of a social network — as a determinant of knowledge of consumption
options. Arguably, different types of network, and certainly different net-
works of acquaintances, will result in different patterns of consumption.
They might also explain the diffusion of innovations. It probably depends on
which network a person belongs to how quickly he or she may adopt a par-
ticular innovative item, the take-up of the telephone being an obvious case in
point. Both avenues of inquiry might improve understandings of the impor-
tance of interpersonal connections. Networks exert social closure, some-
times enhancing competitive capacity while on other occasions encouraging
collaboration and mutual support. A study of the networks of connections
used in consumption decisions promises to increase the explanatory power
of models of aggregate and groups explanations of preferences and tastes.
Understanding the complexities of social networks may explain how the peo-
ple you know influence your taste.
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There’s more to the economics of consumption
than (almost) unconstrained utility maximisation

G. M. Peter Swann

This chapter was written in response to the presentation given at the CRIC
workshop by Warde (Chapter 2 in this book). In summarising, Warde said
that the main message of his paper was, perhaps, that there is more to the
sociology of consumption than Thorstein Veblen. This is an important mes-
sage, and relevant for two groups. First, to his fellow sociologists, that they
should not be preoccupied with the exceptional and conspicuous forms of
consumption. Second, to other social scientists — economists like this author,
for example — that we should not form the wrong impression of where the
sociology of consumption is going.

Moreover, it seems that it is of equal importance that this book should con-
tain a chapter emphasising that there is more to the economics of consump-
tion than the free choice and utility maximisation of ‘modern’ neoclassical
consumer theory. Again this chapter should address two audiences: those
mainstream economists who understand this message in principle, but still
focus their energies on deriving ever more elaborate optimisation algorithms;
and the other social scientists who still, mistakenly, believe that ‘there is
nothing more to the economics of consumption than utility maximisation’.

Between this introduction and the conclusion the chapter is divided into
five sections. The first looks at the hard core of modern economics of con-
sumption. In this, consumer behaviour is about utility maximisation — or, to
be more precise, it is about an axiomatic theory of demand. If these axioms
are accepted, then modern demand theory shows that the consumer behaves
as if he or she were maximising an ordinal utility function. This ordinal func-
tion is very different from the cardinal utility function of Bentham. How can
we characterise this modern theory? The theory is rigorous, certainly, and it
has offered many professional economists the opportunity to demonstrate
their technical bravura. But it is shallow in two senses: it seems to imply a
very simplistic notion of how the consumer behaves but at the same time it
actually contains very little empirical content.

The second section looks back at the writings on consumption by the
‘giants’ — the nineteenth and early twentieth-century pioneers of economics.
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Many of the ‘giants’ had a much richer conception of the consumer, even if
none of them managed to develop such a sophisticated theory as that
described in section one. Given these rich foundations, why did economics
converge on analysing one very special (and perhaps implausible) view of
consumption behaviour? The work of Marshall gives part of the answer. In
his classic Principles of Economics (1920) Marshall gives a rich account of a
consumer who exhibits many of the more subtle forms of consumer behav-
iour that interest us now. But Marshall was also determined to go beyond
description and to develop a more rigorous theory, and he felt able to do that
only for the (analytically) simplest, utility-maximising kinds of behaviour.

The third section turns to some of the ‘travellers’: post-war economists
who have visited other disciplines and returned to take issue with the mod-
ern mainstream. Some have shown how economics would do well to learn
from other social sciences — psychology, anthropology and sociology, and
indeed from the business management disciplines (notably marketing). Oth-
ers have argued that microeconomic theory based on utility-maximising con-
sumers leads to a range of anomalies. Most prominent among these is a
possible fallacy in the rationale of economic growth. As Galbraith (1958)
argues, proponents of growth argue that economic growth is good because it
satisfies consumer wants. But, he continues, if consumer wants are created by
marketers — created, indeed, by those who want to sell economic growth —
then we should have serious doubts about the value of growth.

The fourth section looks at some of the relatively recent work in econom-
ics (the last twenty-five years or so) in which economists have started to take
the subtleties of consumption behaviour more seriously. Many of these con-
tributions draw heavily on the findings of other social sciences that have
taken a more comprehensive view of consumption, even if these findings are
not acknowledged explicitly. The contributions listed here are all ones in
which attention to subtleties does not compromise the mainstream ideal of
rigour. They indicate that mainstream economics is now taking consumption
seriously, even if the core of demand theory still has a very strong hold.

The fifth and final section takes a brief look at the future. One of the most
exciting developments of the last ten to fifteen years has been the increasing
attention paid to dynamic increasing returns, or ‘path dependence’, in eco-
nomic phenomena. This is a huge change from the traditional view of
economic equilibrium. In the traditional view, the economic system has a state
of grace to which it will converge, and any disturbances simply delay the
achievement of that state. In economies with dynamic increasing returns, the
final outcome of an economic process is not like this state of grace: indeed, the
character of the outcome is dependent on all the disturbances that have taken
place along the line. Such thinking has started to permeate economic analysis
of consumption. One particularly interesting development is the application
of agent-based modelling to the analysis of consumption — especially waves in
consumption, or ‘hits’. An intriguing prospect emerges from the convergence
of virtual reality modelling and agent-based modelling of consumption.
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The mainstream: rigour and revealed preference

Let us start with the hard core of the modern mainstream economics of con-
sumption. But remember — as noted above — that this is not to start at the
beginning, chronologically speaking. The next section will revisit the work
of the nineteenth- and early twentieth-century pioneers and asks why eco-
nomics got stuck on the particular track described in this section.

Gorman (1976) recounts how Mary Douglas, after hearing an account of
recent developments in the mainstream economic theory of consumption,
said, ‘Utility theory is empty, so we can fill it.” Some sociologists find this
puzzling: is not utility theory based on many strong assumptions? Actually,
Douglas’s perspective is spot-on. Utility theory is based on a very small
number of axioms. These may be strong and they may sometimes be unwar-
ranted, but they are not many.

The core theory is as follows. The consumer is assumed to have a com-
plete, transitive, reflexive preference ordering over all possible bundles of
goods and services. Complete means that, for any pair of bundles i and j,
either i is preferred to j (iPj), or j is preferred to i (jPi), or else the consumer
is indifferent as between 7 and j (iIj). There are no instances where the con-
sumer is incapable of ranking alternatives. Transitive means that if 7 is pre-
ferred to j (iPj), and j is preferred to k (jPk), then i is preferred to k (iPk).
Reflexive means that i is as good as itself, so that (iI7) — a seemingly trivial
requirement, but a mathematical necessity. These are the three core axioms
of utility theory, though, as Deaton and Muellbauer (1980, pp. 26-9) point
out, they are generally supplemented by additional axioms of continuity,
non-satiation and convexity.

If these axioms hold, then this preference ordering can be summarised by
the function #(x), which is defined over all possible bundles described by the
vector x. Confusingly, perhaps, #(x) is often called a ‘utility’ function, though
its alternative name — the ‘preference function’ is perhaps more appropriate.
So the modern ‘utility’ function — the object of much suspicion among other
social scientists — does not rest on an elaborate Benthamite utilitarian calculus,
but simply defines a preference ordering. Indeed, a very important property
of this modern preference function is the fact that any other function #*(x)
= flu(x)} where f{.} is a continuous, monotonically increasing function, is
also a perfectly good representation of the consumer’s preferences. In simple
terms this means that the preference function is simply an ordering: if the
consumer’s first, second and third choices from a particular set are (respec-
tively) a, b, c, then this preferences ordering is conveyed equally well by the
function u(a) = 3, u(b) = 2, u(c) = 1 or by the function #*(@) = 10, u*(b) =
8, u*(c) = 3.

As the important work of Gorman (1976), among others, went on to show,
the economically interesting part of preferences can be defined by the dual
cost functions which define the cost of reaching a certain value of # as a func-
tion of prices (Deaton and Muellbauer, 1980). This is especially useful in the
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light of Shephard’s lemma, which shows that the derivative of a cost function
with respect to a particular price (say 7) defines the demand function for
product i. Strictly this is a Hicksian demand function - that is, it defines
demand as a function of prices and real income.

This has been hugely important for the development of empirical studies
of demand in mainstream economics. It meant that the empirical tradition of
estimating demand functions from actual market data with the use of econo-
metrics could be integrated with the mainstream theory of consumer
demand. Setting aside the small matter of aggregation' — that is, whether mar-
ket demand functions can be interpreted as the demand function of a repre-
sentative consumer — this gave a strong theoretical underpinning to common
empirical practice.

In this neoclassical theory of consumption, stemming from Marshall
(1920) and surveyed most comprehensively in Deaton and Muellbauer
(1980),% the consumer is an isolated optimiser. Choice is constrained max-
imisation, and while the constraints always bite, the consumer nevertheless
has a large degree of discretion. Deaton and Muellbauer (1980) show how
the theory can be extended to human capital and labour supply, durable
goods, choice under uncertainty, consumer index numbers, household char-
acteristics and household welfare comparisons, and social welfare and
inequality. While the main focus of Deaton and Muellbauer is on circum-
stances in which consumers have a lot of choice, they also examine consumer
behaviour under familial or life-cycle constraints.

Two of the classic econometric studies of consumer demand build on these
foundations. Stone’s (1954) study of consumer behaviour in the United
Kingdom is one of the great works of applied econometrics. Throughout, he
consistently uses economic theory to guide his applied econometric method.
While subsequent studies have had access to better and more voluminous
data and have refined the econometric techniques used, Stone’s study makes
major advances in estimating price and income elasticities for a wide variety
of consumer goods. Equally, Houthakker and Taylor’s (1970) study of con-
sumption in the United States is another major econometric benchmark.

Empirical economists have for the most part had a strong preference for
what is called the technique of revealed preference. The aim is to make infer-
ences about preferences from observed market behaviour. Many sociologists,
of course, would dispute whether observed behaviour does actually reveal
much about preferences. As Warde makes clear (in Chapter 2 of this book),
this is not a view with which sociologists have much sympathy. This differ-
ence in perspectives is beautifully summarised by Duesenberry: ‘economics is
all about choices, while sociology is about why people have no choices’.’ But
let’s park that issue for now, and return to it below. For now, let’s focus on
the economic mainstream on its own terms.

Why do economists prefer revealed preference as a technique? Why do
economists still make relatively little use of the stated preference methods
used in marketing, and elsewhere? There are several reasons for this, and
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there is not space to cover them all here. But the two most important are
probably these.

First, applied economists have traditionally been sceptical of explanations
offered by consumers (or businessmen, for that matter). Typically economists
believe that if a consumer (or other actor) is asked to account for his behav-
iour he will give a distorted response. The reasons for distortion are twofold.
There may be randomness: if asked how they would respond to a particular
stimulus, the respondent may just give an unreliable answer. A hypothetical
question yields a hypothetical answer. Probably more serious, the respondent
may deliberately adjust his answer, as the following example suggests. Sup-
pose a consumer is surveyed about his attitude to rail services, and it is clear
that (part of) the purpose of the survey is to explore the scope to increase
fares. Then it is reasonable to expect that many respondents will modify their
answers to imply that demand exhibits a sensitivity to price, which in reality
it may not. Respondents do this in the hope that such responses will deter the
rail operator from raising prices. This issue of respondent bias has been stud-
ied in the literature. Marketers are usually aware of it, but consider that the
biases arising from it may be less serious that the difficulties encountered in
the indirect inference required in revealed preference analysis — see below.

The second reason why economists are sceptical about consumer
‘accounts’ lies much deeper in the fundamental methodological character of
economics. To understand this we need to take a little detour. In 1933 the
Econometric Society was founded — a society that has been hugely influential
on the subsequent evolution of economics, so much so that that Popper
(1957, p. 60 n.) for one considered that economics went through a ‘New-
tonian revolution’. The Econometric Society’s founding fathers believed that
the future of economics as a science lay with the application of mathematical
and statistical methods to economic theory and applied economics.* In par-
ticular, the applied programme would apply statistical techniques of indirect
inference to market data. Other ‘softer’ methods, including case studies and
historical methods, became less prominent as statistical analysis became
more prominent.

Not all economists thought the research programme of the Econometric
Society was a good thing. Keynes (1939), for one, famously described econo-
metrics as a ‘brand of statistical alchemy’. Indeed, one of the most influential
founding fathers, Ragnar Frisch, who shared the first Nobel Prize in Eco-
nomics in 1969, had by the late 1950s come to the view that econometric
techniques alone would not unlock the relationships of economics. (The
evolution of his thinking on this matter is summarised in Swann, 1989.)

The purpose of taking this detour is not to assess the success or otherwise
of the Econometric Society experiment. Rather, it is to describe the setting in
which revealed preference became the preferred empirical approach to
analysing questions of consumption. Revealed preference required method-
ologies that are consistent with the Econometric Society vision: stated pref-
erence and ethnographic work did not.
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Revealed preference is, however, a problematic technique, for at least three
reasons. First, as noted above, it is based on the assumption that consumption
behaviour reveals something about preferences — an assumption that is chal-
lenged by many (most?) sociologists. The economists would usually respond
thus: certainly, choices are constrained, and the economic consumer choice
theory can embody more and more subtle constraints if need be. But in most
economic models of consumption there have to be some degrees of freedom:
the consumer still has to have some — even if not very much — discretion.

The second reason is that revealed preference, like other methods of
indirect inference, tries to make inferences about one magnitude by inference
from the pattern of correlation among other magnitudes. Even if this is
technically possible, it can — as a practical matter — be very difficult to disen-
tangle the different effects of multiple influences on consumption.

The third reason is perhaps the most serious of all. To use revealed pref-
erence, it is necessary to assume that the preference function to be revealed
is the same for all the data used in its estimation. But if the data come from
different years, or represent the aggregate behaviour of an aggregate whose
composition changes from one data point to the next, then this is a strong
assumption. Moreover it has had the unfortunate effect (unfortunate, at
least, in the opinion of this author) of focusing attention on fixed consumer
tastes and away from the reasons why tastes may change. Indeed, it was really
only in the 1950s and 1960s, notably with the work of Becker and others,
that the endogeneity of tastes came back on to the mainstream economic
agenda — and then, essentially, only in theoretical work, and much less so in
empirical work.

The consumer of mainstream economic theory, as described here, is an
unexciting individual. He or she is an asocial hermit of fixed tastes. His or
her behaviour is not, apparently, influenced by others. He or she has no need
to experiment but, given the same products, prices and income, would
continue to consume in the same way indefinitely. In that sense he or she has
little need of variety, though the standard assumption of convexity in con-
sumer theory will tend to mean that the consumer consumes a collection of
different goods, and does not just consume one good to the exclusion of all
others. In short, he or she is probably not very exciting company. However,
not all the consumers that populate the economist’s world are quite this dull
— as we shall see!

The giants

So far, the reader may be forgiven for thinking, ‘But there is 7o more to the
economics of consumption than (almost unconstrained) utility maximisation.’
But this reflects the deliberate choice to start with a hard core of mainstream
economic theory (as it evolved between about 1930 and 1980). This has to be
placed in the broader history of economic thought. When that has been done,
it will become clear that the picture is much more interesting,.
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We start in this section with some of the pioneers of political economy, from
Smith (1776) — the ‘giants’ of our subject.’ Although Smith is widely thought
of as one of the founder of free-market economics, his consumers are capable
of greater flamboyance than the consumer of the last section. Indeed, Smith
was well aware of some of the interdependences in demand, in a passage
anticipating Veblen’s (1899) concept of conspicuous consumption:

With the greater part of rich people, the chief enjoyment of riches consists in the
parade of riches, which in their eye is never so complete as when they appear to
possess those decisive marks of opulence which nobody can possess but them-
selves. (Smith, 1776, Book 1, chapter 11, part 2, p. 277)

Senior (1863), an influential classical economist, and first holder of the
Drummond Chair of Political Economy at Oxford, recognised two impor-
tant features of the consumer. First: ‘Strong as is the desire for variety, it is
weak compared with the demand for distinction, a feeling which ... may be
pronounced to be the most powerful of human passions.’

Distinction, of course, has become a central focus in some of the modern
sociological analyses of consumption (Bourdieu, 1984). Senior also drew
attention to ‘The desire to build, to ornament and to furnish — tastes which,
where they exist, are absolutely insatiable and seem to increase with every
improvement in civilisation’.”

It may seem to stretch the boundaries of economics to include the work of
John Ruskin. But Ruskin himself considered his ‘economical essays’, Unto
this Last, the best things he had ever written, and some of his followers
classed him firmly as a political economist. As Geddes (1884) puts it, Ruskin
believed that the good consumer has ‘[A] primary duty of regulating expen-
diture with studied reference to its effect on the mind and body of the
labourer, so at once seeking the minimum service from the lower occupa-
tions, and maximising that from the higher ones’ (Geddes, 1884, p. 37).

Thus the desirability of a particular good for consumption cannot be
detached from the means of production, a perspective in interesting contrast
to Marx’s (1859) observation ‘We cannot say from the taste of the wheat
whether it was raised by Russian serf, French smallholder or English capitalist.’

And it is of course quite justified to include Veblen, and his concept of con-
spicuous consumption, within this group of pioneering economists of
consumption. For, although his contribution to sociology has exceeded
his contribution to economics, at the time he wrote The Theory of the
Leisure Class (1899) Veblen was the first editor of the Journal of Political
Economy. This journal, edited at the University of Chicago, is one of the very
most influential and mainstream of economics journals, and its editor is by
definition an economist!

In view of these illustrious and imaginative origins, it may be puzzling why
economics found itself going along the track described in section one. An
important part of the answer is the immensely influential contribution of
Alfred Marshall on the development of economics.® There is an inherent
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tension in Marshall’s book. For, while he took pains to describe some subtle
and rich consumer behaviour, he felt it was imperative that economics should
develop a rigorous theory of consumer behaviour, and to do that he had to
start with the simplest case.

The early discussion in his Principles of Economics (Book III, chapter II) is
tantalising. Marshall describes a consumer with some of the behavioural
traits recognised in much more recent work on consumption. An important
characteristic of Marshall’s consumer is that the way in which he achieves
higher ‘utility’ may change significantly as the target rises. Marshall recog-
nised this in an important passage about the consumer:

Every step in his progress upwards increases the variety of his needs together
with the variety in his methods of satisfying them. He desires not merely larger
quantities of the things he has been accustomed to consume, but better qualities
of those things; he desires a greater choice of things, and things that will satisfy
new wants growing up in him. (Marshall, 1920, Book III, chapter II, section 1,
para. 1)

Marshall’s consumer becomes more subtle and varied in his consumption: ‘As
... Man rises in civilisation, as his mind becomes developed ... his wants
become rapidly more subtle and more various; and in the minor details of life
he begins to desire change for the sake of change’ (Marshall, 1920, ITI, I1, 1, 2).

This is not simply an emergent demand for variety: Marshall’s consumer
becomes more social and conspicuous. Marshall is struck by the quotation
from Senior, listed above. Despite this, Marshall’s consumer is selective in
those areas in which he seeks distinction. What starts as a demand to enable
Marshall’s consumer to take part in some ‘higher activities’ may in due course
turn into a demand for more conspicuous purposes. Moreover, Marshall’s
consumer will not be satisfied with distinction alone. In due course he aspires
to excellence for its own sake, even in private consumption: ‘For, indeed, the
desire for excellence for its own sake is almost as wide in its ranges as
the lower desire for distinction’ (Marshall, 1920, III, II, 4, 2).

Marshall anticipates Galbraith (1958) in arguing that, when consumption
progresses beyond its simplest forms, the wants of Marshall’s consumer are
driven by his activities, and not vice versa: ‘Each new step upwards is to be
regarded as the development of new activities giving rise to new wants rather
than of new wants giving rise to new activities’ (Marshall, 1920, IIL, 11, 4, 3).

This observation has methodological as well as substantive implications.
Marshall uses it to explain why a more sophisticated analysis of consumption
— which is not possible in the Principles — calls for prior developments in
the analysis of production: ‘Much that is of chief interest in the science of
wants is borrowed from the science of efforts and activities’ (Marshall, 1920,
0L, 11, 4, 5).

Economists see this as a remarkable observation, because it anticipates
the development of modern consumer theory. As Deaton and Muellbauer
(1980) show, the modern neoclassical theory of demand has a very close
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formal similarity to that of production. This similarity is further exploited in
household production theory, developed by Becker (1991). In household
production theory, the household manager(s) combine purchased goods and
services together with household labour to provide services to members of
the household. Becker’s work on the family shows how this approach can be
applied to a variety of household decisions, though his approach is not to
everyone’s taste.

Moreover, in quoting McCulloch’s (1849) discussion of the progressive
nature of mankind, Marshall comes closest to describing the consumer as
an innovator:

The gratification of a want or a desire is merely a step to some new pursuit. In
every stage of his progress he is destined to contrive and invent, to engage in new
undertakings; and when these are accomplished to enter with fresh energy upon
others. (Marshall, 1920, III, II, 4, 5, quoting from McCulloch, 1849, chapter II)

But having whetted our appetite by sketching this picture of the subtleties of
consumer behaviour, Marshall then set it aside to concentrate on his rigor-
ous economic analysis. In his own words, Marshall’s treatment of demand in
Principles of Economics was ‘an elementary analysis of an almost purely for-
mal kind” (Marshall, 1920, 111, 11, 4, 6). While Marshall perhaps thought that
the rigorous analysis of this particular aspect of consumer behaviour might
take no more than a few years, it did in fact take many people much longer
than that. Whether this is a case of lock-in to an uninteresting special case,
or an indication of the sheer difficulty of developing theory in even this sim-
ple case, is hard to say. But it was only really in the 1970s that economics
started in earnest to move back to (what economists would consider) rigor-
ous analysis of some of the other facets of Marshall’s behaviour.

One of the influences was the recognition in some of the macroeco