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EXTENDED ABSTRACT 

 Recently, countries all over the world have begun to invite emigrants to return to their 
home countries, motivated to counter shrinking populations, by labor shortage or the wish to 
reunite their people. Because of the favorable starting position vis-à-vis other migrants, one 
would expect that these returnees adapt easily to the consumer culture back home and will be 
seamlessly accepted. However, exploring the case of ethnic German repatriates from the 
former Soviet Union – in whose case consumption was operationalized as a legitimacy 
criterion –, we found out that their public collective consumer identity is rather negative 
instead. How did these Germans become Russians in the public view? In order to examine 
this phenomenon, we ask the following research questions. Which forces and dynamics are 
involved in the co-construction of the collective consumer identity of repatriates? What is the 
role of consumption and markets in this process? Addressing these questions, we illuminate 
the dynamic co-construction of migrants' collective consumer identity. 
 Most scholars have studied one-way, permanent migration from home to host country, 
much less is known about other migration patterns such as return migration and 
reacculturation in the homeland (Ndione, Rémy, and Bah 2017). Moreover, extant consumer 
acculturation literature has increasingly moved from investigating consumers’ individual-
level experiences and outcomes (Peñaloza 1994) to exploring relational (Luedicke 2015), 
structural (Üstüner and Holt 2007), and institutional influences (Veresiu and Giesler 2018). 
The latter have been portrayed as internally conflict-free, patterning consumer experience 
(Üstüner and Holt 2007) or prescribing and enacting a consumer identity without granting 
migrants much influence in shaping it (Veresiu and Giesler 2018). Theoretically, we build on 
legitimation and delegitimation, the process of granting or withdrawing legitimacy (Suddaby, 
Bitektine, and Haack 2017). According to Berger and Luckmann (1966), legitimation entails 
both cognitive explanation and normative justification, and may be given regulatively through 
laws and regulations (Scott 2001). Delegitimation is not just the withdrawal of legitimacy, but 
may also be associated with stigmatization (Suddaby et al. 2017). Other than existing 
literature, we focus solely on the macro-level co-construction of collective consumer identity 
in a deeply history-laden case of initially highly legitimate migrants, and find out that 
institutional forces may actually be contradictory in their ways of co-constructing migrants’ 
collective identity. 

Our concrete context is the repatriate migration of ethnic Germans from the former 
Soviet Union, who lived in the diaspora for generations since 1763, returned from 1951 on 
and who nowadays constitute the second largest group of people with migration background 
in Germany (Federal Statistical Office 2019). Our ethnography contains triangulated 
interview, field, archival, and netnographic data. We conducted 56 interviews in total with 
repatriate and indigenous consumers as well as institutional representatives. Field data include 
551 photographs and videos taken during observations in the marketplace and at events. 
Archival data include 197 newspaper articles, 13 court judgments as well as 259 documents 
representing policy-making and repatriate istitutiojnal work, such as speeches. Netnographic 
data currently includes 12 YouTube videos with 1,330 comments. Data have been analyzed in 
an interative process, adhering to Thompson’s (1997) principles. 

The four key forces we identified are policy-making, market exchange, repatriate 
institutional work, and repatriate consumer practices. All of them both legitimize and 
delegitimize repatriate consumers in the collective identity co-constitution trajectory. 
Delegitimation dominates these dynamics, as we found much evidence of stigmatization. 



 

 

Thus, the broader societal identity ascribed to repatriates is polysemic at best, and outright 
negative at worst. 

Policy-making has granted high regulative legitimacy to repatriates in the form of 
immediate German citizenship and various financial benefits. Remarkably, the state 
operationalized consumption as a legitimacy criterion: only in case Germans had consumed in 
a specific way in the former Soviet Union and its successor states (for instance cooking 
German meals and celebrating German traditions) and formulated these consumption habits 
during the application process, they counted as ‘proof of Germanness’ and the migrants were 
allowed to repatriate. At the same time, this legitimation was delegitimizing, since the state 
legitimized a version of German consumer culture from 250 years ago, as the consumer 
culture had not developed much over time in the German diaspora communities. In terms of 
market exchange, repatriate consumers were suddenly able to participate in the market (in 
contrast to the Soviet socialist system), but they lacked appropriate market skills. Because of 
this, they were exploited by sly salesmen, as insurance agent Fabian (40) confirms: “People 
exploited them, definitely. Cancellation policies and liabilities were different back then, and 
another sales mentality prevailed. There was a real gold-digger atmosphere in the industry.” 
Repatriate institutional work takes both the form of legitimizing attempts at integration as 
well as delegitimizing fragmentation. One association’s traveling exhibition “shows with 
which firmness and fidelity they maintained their faith, their customs and traditions” 
(Landsmannschaft der Deutschen aus Russland e.V. 2016, p. 3), in contrast, many 
associations were founded which already in their name convey a Russian or Russian-speaking 
orientation. Lastly, repatriates’ consumption practices may legitimize the migrant group 
predominantly in an online environment, as they advanced a youth subculture celebrating a 
specific Russian-oriented aesthetic. In contrast, their consumption practices have conveyed 
traditional values, as former social planner Karl described them as “very modest, they 
meticulously spent as little money as possible for groceries, Aldi [a German discounter] made 
money out of them.”  

Our paper extends consumer acculturation literature. First, we study an 
underresearched migration pattern which incorporates an important historical dimension (Ger 
et al. 2018), as repatriates’ migration history stretches over centuries. Second, similar to 
Veresiu and Giesler (2018), our forces create a consumer subject, but we acknowledge 
migrant consumer practices are important in shaping migrant consumer identity as well. 
Furthermore, Veresiu and Giesler’s (2018) forces only work in one direction, namely 
legitimizing the migrant as “other.” In contrast, our forces work in both directions. This way 
we uncover that institutions are actually inconsistent. Therefore, we may be blunt and say that 
not just migrants, but also institutional forces may have a “shattered identity” (Üstüner and 
Holt 2007). 
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