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EXTENDED ABSTRACT 

Research Question 

 In contrast to the variety of consumer identity positions and acculturation outcomes in 

extant research (e.g., Peñaloza 1994, Oswald 1999), scholars have recently started to focus on 

macro-conditions of consumer acculturaion (Veresiu and Giesler 2018), but have in total 

painted a rather one-sided theoretical picture of the societal conditions in which consumer 

acculturation takes place. First, these conditions appear similarly oppressive, as more 

positively oriented or welcoming settings are missing. Second, migrant consumers in prior 

research lack agency to counter this majority domination and to reach recognition. Third, the 

societal conditions in extant research seem temporally stable. Taken together, prior consumer 

acculturation research paints a rather dire picture of immigrant consumer acculturation 

conditions, i.e., a picture where broader society dominates most migrant groups, where 

individuals almost inevitably fail to fulfil their dreams of market integration. Therefore, we 

seek to answer the following research questions: which broad conditions shape migrants’ 

consumer acculturation? Are there conditions in which migrants have better chances at 



successful consumer acculturation? Which societal spheres consitute these conditions and 

how does each of them shape migrants’ consumer acculturation prospects? 

Method and Data 

 In order to look for different societal conditions for consumer acculturation, we 

conduct a historical ethnographic analysis of ethnic German repatriate consumers from the 

former Soviet Union over 70 years. The ancestors of these migrants emigrated from Germany 

to Russia from the 18th century on, and their descendants have repatriated to Germany after 

World War II until today. This context suits our theoretical goals well, since on the one hand, 

these repatriates are similar enough to indigenes to resemble them in their appearance, names, 

legal status, and religion, but different enough in their consumer culture and language 

proficiency to be identified as a distinct migrant group which may encourage stigmatization in 

the form of labeling or discrimination. 

 In line with process theorization (Giesler and Thompson 2016), we collected a macro-, 

meso- and micro-level data set which is rich and comprehensive enough to support our 

theorization of changing societal conditions for consumer acculturation. Our data set 

comprises 57 interviews (with repatriates, indigenes, and institutional representatives), 

archival data (e.g., parliamentary proceedings, newspaper articles), field data (e.g., field notes 

from repatriate-related events), and netnographic data. We conduct a social representations 

analysis with our data (Moscovici 1984). 

Summary of Findings 

Our study reveals how societal representations of a migrant group change over time, 

producing four theoretically distinct consumer acculturation conditions for migrant 

consumers. Over our 70-year analytical period, our focal migrant group was welcomed by the 

receiving society (a condition we call interest), discriminated against and stigmatized 

(inharmony), fell into oblivion (indifference), and was recognized as making a societal 



contribution (influence). Three societal spheres are involved in constituting these conditions: 

the political sphere, the market sphere, and the public opinion sphere (comprised of mass 

media and indgenous consumers). We argue that most migrant groups face either of these four 

conditions at a time of study and may experience a switch from one condition to another in 

the wake of, for instance, political shifts, changing hierarchies among migrant groups, the 

public visibility of migrant celebrities, or situated media interests. 

Statement of Key Contributions 

Our study addresses important oversights in extant consumer acculturation literature. 

First, prior studies show a high degree of convergence in terms of their contextual background 

descriptions, as migrants face rather similar conditions of oppression and societal rejection. 

Second, because of this focus on dominated, often low status migrants, researchers imply 

migrants’ lack of agency to achieve recognition and status improvement in society. Third, 

prior studies do not question consumer acculturation conditions in terms of their temporal 

situatedness. However, disruptive events such as Brexit, 9/11, or changes of government 

remind us that societal conditions can shift, exposing certain groups to unprecedented levels 

of threat, while easing societal pressure on others. Our study challenges this rather pessimistic 

and static view and contributes insights on changes in societal consumer acculturation 

conditions. We find four distinct conditions which are shaped by three social spheres (politics, 

market, and public opinion) and manifest themselves across consumption contexts: interest, 

inharmony, indifference, and influence. We highlight the role of disruptive macro-events in 

shifts between conditions. In sum, we advance consumer acculturation research by focusing 

on macro-conditions over time. 


