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Abstract 

 This paper contributes to consumer acculturation research by focusing on macro-

conditions over time. Challenging the rather pessimistic and static portrait of consumer 

acculturation conditions in extant literature, our study theorizes four types of societal 

conditions which shape migrant consumers’ acculturation prospects: interest, inharmony, 

indifference, and influence. 

 

Extended Abstract 

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

extant research (e.g., Askegaard, Arnould, and Kjeldgaard 2005; Peñaloza 1994), scholars 

have recently started to focus on macro-conditions of consumer acculturation (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 

predominantly oppressive, as positively oriented or welcoming settings are less frequent. 

Researchers report outright oppression due to ethnicity or race (Oswald 1999; Peñaloza 1994), 

religion (Jafari and Goulding 2008) or social status (Üstüner and Holt 2007), open conflict 

due to a crumbling majority domination (Luedicke 2015), symbolic domination (Veresiu and 

Giesler 2018), or discrimination (Askegaard, Arnould, and Kjeldgaard 2005). Second, in 

many articles, this majority domination implies a lack of migrants’ agency to counter this 

domination and to reach recognition (Chytkova 2011; Üstüner and Holt 2007; Veresiu and 

Giesler 2018). Third, the societal conditions in extant research seem temporally stable, as 

most theorizations resemble a temporal snapshot and do not address changes in the macro 

environment (Oswald 1999; Veresiu and Giesler 2018).  

 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 prospects? Are there conditions in which 

migrants have better chances at successful consumer acculturation? Which societal spheres 

consitute these conditions? 

 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. This context ist thus different from most researched 

contexts, in which globalization accounts for mostly labor-related migratory flows. Instead, it 

is based on an imagined community (Anderson 1983) and historic-ethnic path dependencies. 

 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), 651 

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

553 photographs and videos, 190 pieces of print field material such as advertising flyers, field 

notes from repatriate-related events), and netnographic data (e.g., 125 pictures and videos 

from Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, and YouTube). We conduct a social representations 

analysis with our data (Moscovici 1984). Social representations are “ways of world making” 

(Moscovici 1988, 231) which make something unfamiliar familiar by recreating reality 

(Moscovici 1984). 

 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, disruptive events such as terrorist attacks, changing 

hierarchies among migrant groups, or the public visibility of migrant celebrities. 

As just argued, these conditions might be transferable to other migration contexts, but 

we are cautious about whether the dynamics of this case apply to others without caveat. 

Future research should examine this. Also, it might be that there are more societal conditions 

beyond the four that we find. Besides, future research may look at individual-level 

acculturation in the case of repatriate migrants, as literature has not looked this migration 

pattern yet. Several non-academic stakeholders find value in our research, too. First of all, it 

provides local policy-makers a complete picture of the dynamics at work in terms of 

repatriates’ acculturation, which helps them to consider migrants adequately in terms of 

legislation, assistance programs, and so on. Second, as findings show indigenes’ knowledge 

on repatriates’ background is low, we suggest to include it in history lessons in school. On a 

bigger scale, our study is relevant also for policy-makers in other countries who are currently 

in the process of inviting their emigrants back or will do so in the future. Our insights shall 

serve as a reminder not to have too high expectations and to frame their communications 

accordingly. Furthermore, the research informs marketers active within the repatriate 

marketplace how this marketplace is viewed by indigenous consumers and thus allows them 

to reflect upon their offerings. 
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