
Legitimately Illegitimate? Migrants' Consumer Identity in Institutional 

Complexity 

Abstract 

Consumer acculturation researchers have examined consumer identity negotiations as well as 

relational and structural influences on migrants' experiences. In most research on consumer 

acculturation and migration, institutions act consistently in shaping consumers. Using legitimacy 

as a theoretical lens, we show that important macro forces, state and market, as well as meso-

forces in the form of group-specific institutions, can be conflicted both inter- and 

intrainstitutionally. These institutional inconsistencies as well as inconsistent perceptions of the 

indigenous populations result in inconsistent notions and perceptions of legitimacy for the 

migrant group. This ethnographic study shows how this complexity triggers certain consumer 

strategies: sustaining an illusion of legitimacy, extending the indigenous consumer culture, and 

re-diasporization. Furthermore, this study distinguishes itself by involving a migration pattern 

previously overlooked in research, repatriate migration. 
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1. Introduction 

The institutional environment of migrant consumers addressed in research has become 

more complex over time. Initially, researchers largely examined the individual level of consumer 

acculturation, the process of adaptation to the consumer culture in the immigrants’ host country 

(Askegaard, Arnould, and Kjeldgaard 2005; Oswald 1999; Peñaloza 1994). Structural elements 

mostly remained “outwardly distinct but inwardly – to a large extent – homogenous” (Luedicke 

2011, p. 226). Üstüner and Holt’s (2007) study marks the beginning of more structurally-oriented 

consumer acculturation studies. In their case of dominated consumer acculturation, three 

sociocultural elements pattern consumers’ experiences and result in a shattered identity. Luedicke 

(2015) extends the relational domain of the research field by reporting conflicts with migrants 

from the indigenous population's perspective. Veresiu and Giesler’s (2018) article explores how 

institutional actors from the areas of politics, market research, retail, and the consumption 

environment shape the ethnic consumer.  

Introducing the theoretical lens of legitimacy to the research area, we contribute to 

research by showing that important macro forces, state and market, as well as meso-forces in the 

form of group-specific institutions, can be conflicted both inter- and intrainstitutionally, resulting 

in inconsistent notions and perceptions of legitimacy for the migrant group. On a micro level, we 

show how consumers experience delegitimating clashes with institutions and indigenous 

consumers which trigger strategies consumers use to navigate the tensions.  

Legitimacy is the “generalized perception or assumption that the actions of an entity are 

desirable, proper or appropriate within some socially constructed system of norms, values, beliefs 

and definitions” (Suchman 1995, p. 574). Scott (1995) identifies three types of legitimacy based 

on the three pillars of institutions: regulative legitimacy through rules and laws, normative 

legitimacy thorugh compliance with dominant norms and values, and cultural-cognitive 
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legitimacy through compliance with cultural-cognitive frames, resulting in a taken-for-granted 

understanding. 

Moreover, the majority of extant studies investigates cases in which home and host 

culture are clearly distinct (e.g., Askegaard, Arnould, and Kjeldgaard 2005; Peñaloza 1994). 

Veresiu and Giesler (2018) demonstrate how it is difference that is legitimized and the other who 

is celebrated. Üstüner and Holt (2007) claim that postmodern consumer culture legitimizes 

migrants’ home cultures as marginal consumption archetypes. Scaraboto and Fisher (2013) 

emphasize that migrant consumers are in fact illegitimate and powerless. We contribute to 

illuminating this field of tension between legitimacy and illegitimacy in a context in which the 

boundaries of otherness are unclear – repatriate migration. Our study is set in the context of 

repatriate migrants who returned to Germany after they themselves and their ancestors had lived 

in the former Soviet Union – their place of diaspora – for generations. Our research shall answer 

the following research questions: Which legitimacy tensions arise because of inter- and 

intrainstitutional as well as relational conflicts? And how do repatriates negotiate legitimacy 

tensions via consumption in a case of blurred boundaries between same and other?   

2. Context and Method 

Repatriate migration refers to “the return of ethnic minorities to their historic homelands” 

(Remennick 2003, p. 24). The migration pattern is often associated with diaspora. People living 

in the diaspora are characterized by a strong relation to their ancestors’ homeland as well as the 

maintenance of boundaries to the host society (Brubaker 2005). Frequently, a possibly irrational 

myth of return to the ancestral homeland is believed in over generations (Stefansson 2004). 

 This work examines the case of ethnic Germans from the former Soviet Union. The 

migrant history of most ethnic German repatriates started in 1763, when Empress Catherine the 
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Great invited foreign settlers to colonize the vast lands. During World War II, over 900.000 

ethnic Germans were deported eastwards to Siberia and Kazakhstan, where many of them were 

compelled to forced labor. It was not until the collapse of the Soviet Union that the descendants 

of the first settlers, in total over 2.5 million repatriates and their relatives, were allowed to 

remigrate to Germany. 

 This ethnographic study includes interview, field, and archival data. 15 depth interviews 

with repatriate consumers have been conducted. The sample is diverse with regard to generations 

(ages 30-80) and time of repatriation (1980-2002). Participants were first asked to narrate their 

biography, then the interviewer tied in with the past, slowly moving forward in time. The 

majority of interviews encompasses a drawing task and a think-aloud leaflet elicitation. Fourteen 

interviews have been conducted with indigenous consumers and other institutional actors. The 

interviews are complemented by field data, such as short ethnographic interviews, visiting 

exhibitions and events. Archival data include publications such as newspaper articles and court 

judgments. Data collection is almost finished. Data were analyzed in an iterative process 

following Thompson (1997). 

3. Findings 

3.1 The state 

The state endows repatriate consumers with a high degree of regulative legitimacy. Its foundation 

is the Federal Expellee Law of 1953, according to which ethnic Germans are persons who 

avowed themselves to be German in their place of residence, supported by characteristics such as 

language, education, or culture. The Federal Expellee Law granted affected persons various 

privileges and the right to return to West Germany as Aussiedler or Spätaussiedler. The 

perception of repatriates as Germans is evident in this statement of the current state commissioner 
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for repatriates and expellees: “Aussiedler are not migrants, but German compatriots who return to 

their ancestors’ homeland and who avow themselves to Germany […] in a unique way.” 

Interestingly, the state operationalized consumption as a legitimacy condition, because only a 

"German" way of consuming in the former Soviet Union counted as a proof of eligibility of 

returning. This is evident in the administrative staff's checklist at registration: “The applicant 

maintains German customs in the family.“ This high degree of legitimacy is contradicted by 

intrainstitutional inconsistencies. For example, public authorities did not recognize the majority 

of qualifications, which is why most repatriates have worked in lower-level positions (Federal 

Employment Agency 2007). Repatriates also experience clashes with the state in the form of 

disapproval of government housing, like Inge (36): “We had such a huge house in Kazakhstan 

and then we come to Germany and the five of us have to sleep in one room!” 

3.2 The market 

The market legitimizes repatriate consumers via a logic of participation, based on a capitalist 

logic of moneymaking. Since the late 1990s, stores with products primarily known in the former 

Soviet Union with Cyrillic labels have appeared in many German cities. As such, they perform 

difference and signal otherness and power differences (Woodward and Emontspool 2018). Thus, 

segregation can emerge from the logic of participation, which conflicts with the generally 

positive notion of market openness and product variety. This segregation is especially evident in 

the housing market. Many repatriate consumers had rather discriminatory experiences hinting at 

normative illegitimacy, like Teresa’s (55) first interaction with a bank employee when asking for 

a loan: “He told me that many Russian-Germans come and immediately want their own house. 

[…] I even cried, I was hurt. For a while I thought I won’t look anymore, I don’t want this 

anymore.“  
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3.3 Repatriate institutions 

On a meso level, particular repatriate institutions aim at achieving cultural-cognitive legitimacy 

via extension, claiming a distinct consumer culture which complements German consumer 

culture. By promoting this view through institutional work, they try to achieve legitimacy for 

repatriates in general. Examples are the Regional Association of Germans from Russia or the 

Museum for Russian-German Cultural History. The museum was founded by Karolina, with the 

aim of raising awareness: “The aim was for people to get to know us. […] I was sure we had a 

culture, I was not sure exactly what it is comprised of, I just knew how I lived […] and I 

considered it important to tell the story.” Other repatriate institutions, however, represent a 

contrast to this orientation, explicitly referring to their foreignness in their name, such as the 

Russian-Speaking Association for Education, Culture, and Integration. Institutions like this 

convey the idea of a transnational foreignness which contradicts the strongly identity-based 

argumentation of the formerly mentioned institutions and may lead to less cultural-cognitive 

legitimacy. 

3.4 Indigenous consumers 

Many indigenous consumers view repatriates as immigrant others, which is often accompanied 

by feelings of skepticism, delegitimation due to a lack of cultural-cognitive legitimacy as Martina 

(65) explains: “A lot of them […] should have spoken German, as they were supposed to be 

Germans […]. And then we wondered because they rather spoke Russian to each other […] and 

it’s still the case that they shop in their Russian stores.” On the other hand, indigenous consumers 

perceive repatriates as inconspicuous and possessing normative legitimacy, as Björn (40) 

explains: “What is noticeable is that […] they are not as secluded as they always say, that they 

form groups.” He even shops in repatriate supermarkets: “It is a bit better and cheaper than at the 

farmer’s market.” 
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3.5 Repatriate consumers 

Repatriates’ consumption reflects these tensions in distinct ways via the illusion, extension, and 

re-diasporization strategies. 

 Some repatriate consumers strive to defend their legitimacy via illusion. They sustain the 

myth of return and the state's legitimation, pretending to be accepted, while their consumption 

does not indicate this. To reinforce this illusion, they emphasize their own consumption’s 

superiority vis-à-vis other repatriates, such as Vadim (59): "Some compatriots, they cook only 

Russian. In our home it’s not so typically Aussiedler.” But in the same vein, he demonstrates his 

non-belongingness to the indigenous consumer culture this in the following: “We don’t have any 

hobbies. […] You don’t have to join a bowling club. […] Going to a city festival, taking a beer 

and eating bockwurst is not fulfilling for me." 

 The second strategy we identify involves the self-legitimation via extension and 

complementing German consumer culture. In other words, their consumer practices and identity 

are neither German nor Russian, but a third kind, Russian-German. Wilhelm (56) exemplifies this 

pointing at a snack called krebel on his table: “This is also Russian-German, Volga-German. […] 

Russians have a similar one called chvorost, it’s a bit more dry and crisp.” 

 A third strategy we identify is re-diasporization, a stronger affiliation to the place of 

diaspora than the ancestral homeland. Consumers engaging in re-diasporization become a 

diaspora again, but of the former host country. Re-diasporization is associated with a sense of 

illegitimacy and can either occur involuntarily or voluntarily. Involuntary re-diasporization is 

mostly fueled by disappointment, as Alex (58) explains: 

For me it was always missing, what is Easter, Christmas, and I thought ‘now I’m coming 

to Germany, maybe I can learn more about these holidays’. But then it became clear, our 

family knew more than in Germany. […] At first we somehow tried to integrate, but then 
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it somehow didn’t work out. […] I would like to talk to someone […], I’ve also invited a 

German family to my home. However, let’s say it like this, it doesn’t go well with all this 

talking. 

4. Discussion and Implications 

This study demonstrates that extant research has painted an incomplete picture of the institutional 

environment of migrants. Findings show that repatriate consumers experience clashes with the 

state, the market, repatriate institutions and indigenous consumers, and navigate these tensions by 

sustaining an illusion, by sustaining a third consumer culture via extension, or by re-

diasporization. However, we believe our study shows that it is actually not only the consumers 

who may fail, such as Üstüner and Holt's (2007) Turkish women who experience a 'shattered 

identity', but also the institutions, since they show signs of having a ‘shattered identity’ as well.   

 We hope this work will open the door for further research on other migration patterns and 

institutional complexity and be beneficial for all stakeholders. Future research should be 

concerned with the well-being of repatriate consumers. A few repatriates have actually 

remigrated back again to the Soviet Union (Baraulina and Kreienbrink 2013) – making the 

migration history of ethnic German repatriates one of tragic eternal foreignness.  

With regard to the stakeholders involved, on a macro level, a holistic picture of migrants’ 

institutional frame allows the state to consider migrants adequately in terms of legislation and 

assistance programs. An understanding of the interplay between different institutional signals and 

consumption activities allows market actors to adapt their offerings. 'Russian' supermarkets may 

be advised not to overemphasize Russianness, but to target also repatriate consumers who are 

consuming via the extension strategy. On a meso level, our findings help repatriate institutions to 

uncover what both repatriates’ and indigenes’ relation to their institution is and how these 

institutions may become more well-known. Furthermore, indigenes learn about their fellow 
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citizens which shall reduce uncertainty and facilitate communication as well as joint consumption 

activities. Last but not least, this article is important for repatriate consumers themselves. Recent 

migration movements have caught the attention of the public, making repatriate consumers 

gradually fall into oblivion. This work aims to give them a voice. 
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