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Abstract

The am of this paper is to increase the underdanding of how Nordic low-income families get
by in a society characterized by affluence but with redricted possbilities to teke part of it
The findings imply that consumers with low and insecure income tend to develop different
coping drategies to consumption in order to get by in ther everyday life The paper ams aso
to highlight the need for more interdisciplinary research on consumers who are margindized,
and emphasizes the benefits of integrating theories on consumption and welfare.

INTRODUCTION

The Nordic societies have during the last decades undergone dgnificant changes. We are
witnessing consumers who live in wedth, consuming luxurious products and services and
buying expensive cars and lavish handbags. At the same time, we can dso observe consumers
who cannot afford to consume, but Ive a more frugd life. The opportunities to consume seem
endless by just looking a the abundance of goods for sde. The fact is however, that free
choice does not dways exis (eg., Gabrid and Lang 1995). This is illusraed in the od
Swedish proverb “When manna (i.e. semoling) fdls from the sy, the poor has no spoon”.
Some consumers are not able to take advantage of possibilities when they are offered to them;
they lack the necessary resources to be able to grab the offer. Caplowitz (1963) wrote during



the 1960s that the poor pay more and shed light on the conditions that the poor hed to accept
as consumers in the United States Poverty was common n the Nordic societies about 100-
150 years ago, but has since then become less prevdent as the Nordic societies have
developed into a welfare economy during the 20" century. What is rdlatively new, however, is
that poverty has recently dated to increese in the Nordic countries a the same time as
affluence is ds0 increesng. This growing polarization between the rich and poor is a world-
wide phenomenon, even though the gaps in the Nordic countries are less than in most parts of
the worlds. The mog dgnificant change concerning the didribution of income, a least in
Sweden, during the recent years is, however, not between rich and poor, but the widening gap
between the average income level and the poor (SCB 2003). It is a Stuation where some
consumers live in a society characterized by consumption and affluence without being able to
take part of it. They are not able to consume the goods and services which a mgority of the
populaion sees as something naturdly to afford

Congdering this devdopment, the lack of consumer research focusng on consumers living
with limited resources is somewhat surprisng. Little is known about how poor consumers
cope in a society where cansumption seems to play a more sgnificant role in people’s life.
There is, however, some research in this fidd, mainly caried out in the US and in the UK.
The am of this paper is to increase the undersanding of how low-income families in the
Nordic countries get by in ther everyday life The intention is dso to highlight the need for
more interdisciplinary ressarch on consumes who are margindized, emphasizing the bendfits
of integrating theories on consumption and welfare,

THE CATWALK OF CONSUMPTION

The posshiliies to consume have changed dramdticdly during the last decades An
abundance of goods, Internet, new forms of credit and leasing, more intense and different
forms of marketing are just a few examples of different aspects that have changed the
landscgpe of consumption. The Western society can be seen as a consumer culture, a spinning
whed that spins faster and fadter, irrespective if you are wdl-off or poor. Everyone is
paticipating in the cawak of consumption, exposed and judged based on consumption. It is
through our consumption that we show our identity, who we are or who we would like to be.
To not be ale to afford involves socid and psychologica risk teking, to be perceved as
deviant or poor, a gigmaisation that most people wants to avoid. Whether the basic meaning
of consumption has changed from a maerid or functiond meaning to a more symboalic one is



subject for discusson (Aldridge 2003; Edwards 2000). Aldridge (2003) quedtions this and
means that a lot of consumer activities are ill often based on functiondity, for example, a car
is bought as a means of trangport and not merely as an expresson of identity. He emphasizes
that a lot of consumer activities are built on routine and rationdity rather than the wish to
express onesdlf through symbols and Sgnsto others.

Whether or to what extent consumption can be undersood as a dimenson of exduson or
incluson and in which ways conaumption crestes processes of margindization in society
deserves more atention in research. Research on welfare has not highlighted consumption as
an important issue in dudies on povety or sodd exduson. Nether has research on
consumption in consumer behaviour, sodology, anthropology nor culturd sudies sufficiently
discussed the meaning of scarce financid resources in rddion to consumption or the
consumer society. Lodzisk (2002) dates that culture studies if anything, has misinterpreted
the new consumer society when it comes to inequdity. While culture sudies often interprets
the new consumption society as a way towards equdity in that everyone can choose the style
and identity they want, Lodziak emphasizes tha this is not the case but tha inegudlities
ingead creates new forms of dratification and margindization. It needs to be recognized that
consumers live under different conditions. There is a need for more research on what it means
to live in an afluent consumer sodety having less financid resources than the mgority of the

consumers.

THEORIESON WELFARE AND CONSUMPTION

We bdieve that it would be beneficid to integrate theories on wefare with theories on
consumption, something that is eeder sad than done. As a dating point, we would like to
identify three theoretica fidds deding with poverty, wefare and consumption. The first fied
deds with how low-income consumers in a dructurd meaning ae discriminated againg in
different ways (eg., Allwitt and Donley 1996; Anderasen 1975; Cgplovitz 1963; Hill 2002
Kempson 1996, Kempson et d. 2000). Maybe it is difficult to cdl this a theoreticd fidd, it is
more like a research area that focuses on market relations and has its disciplinary home in
economics, marketing and sociology. The theories imply that consumers with scarce financid
resources meet specific hindrances and barriers that seem to depend on the “laws of the
market”. Examples of hindrances and barriers are aspects like access and price. To live in a
poor area often means fewer opportunities to buy chegp and poorer conditions when it comes
to credits etc. This implies tha poor consumers are being ignored; they are not seen as



interesting “segments’ of customers. This means that poor consumers have to play by the
same rules as groups having more edablished financid dStuations induding a buffer and
advantageous credit conditions. The poor consumers are not able to take advantage of dl the
consumption-related offers that other groups frequently use, for examgde, specid offers or
bonus for purchesng large quantities. Also, actors on the market of goods and sarvices take
advantage of the poor consumers, for example by offering ingament plans or credits with
high costs

There is not one single answer as to why there have not been many sudies on this issue in the
Nordic countries. However, a reasonable explanation could be tha poor and socdly
vulnerable households usudly have been dudied as recipients of wefare sarvices and not as
actors on a market. Financid vulnerable groups have mostly been a subject for the research of
povety and socid pdlitics, in areas of research where consumption play a mgor leed and
have dgnificance to whether or not a household can afford to buy a Stereotyped collection of
goods that represent the idea of necessary consumption. In this kind of research the socid
dimensons of consumption are often ignored. Within the research body of consumption, on
the other hand, predominating issues like the meaning of consumption, consumpion as socid
and communicative, sddom emphasze the gtuation of groups that ae poor or socd
vulnerable (L6fgren 1996, Hohnen 2006).

The second theoreticd fidd, theories deding with wdfare, involves concepts such as
exdudon, induson and magndizaion (eg, Bowring 2000; Gough, Eisenschitz and
McCulloch 2006; Kronauer 1998; Liger 2004). They usudly have the question of inequdity
as a man issue. In generd, the theories on welfare try to explain how the wefare of different
groups is changing in response to changes on, for example, the labour market. Researchers
deding with welfare theories aso focus on the rdaion between inditutions/security systems
of welfare and vulnerdde groups (eg., Pierson 2001). A main issue here is vulnerable groups
and ther relation to the established society.

Defining socid excdluson is a difficult task. Elm Larsen (2004) agues tha the concept
emanates from poverty. Socid exclusonis, however, something that indudes more then
limited materid and financid resources. Elm Larsen (ibid) means that socid excluson is
more multidimensond and contents a range of socid problems that maekes participaion in
dgnificant areas in society difficult for individuds or groups Sodd exduson can, in



addition, be viewed as a dynamic process — an individud or group can be more or less
exduded in different fidds. In this paper we use the concepts scarcity and vulnerability. By
scarcity we want to emphasize a Stuation characterized by a low and insecure income, not
necessary beneeth the poverty line Our am is to study a position characterized by insecurity
and wvulnerability. ‘Vulnerability' can indude severd types of disadvantaged pogtions in
reation to dgnificant fidds in society such as education, work, income and network. In this
paper we focus on aspects that are linked to work, income and relaion to the welfare date.
The definition for vulnerability that is used here indudes a low and insecure income and a
wesk pogtion to the labour market and the socid security sysem.  To be vulnerable is not
necessarily the same as being poor or unemployed; rather it refers to a Stuation (or a process)
of having a week and insecure pogtion in relaion to the labour market and the social security
sysems. Vulnerability can in this context be understood as a sStuation where a household find
themsdlves exposed to a risk for poverty and excluson. From a consumption perspective this
increased risk implies a week preparedness to the dightest changes regarding income or
expenditure. Michdi (1996) use the concept ‘critical normditivity’, which is not the same as
poverty, but raher describes limited margins and an increased risk to ‘fdl into’ poverty.
Michdi (1996) dso dresses the dynamic dimendon of this Stuation, it is complex contenting
different processes, and a change towards an even more vulnereble dStudion is cdled
“downdrift” by Micheli.

The concept of wulnerability is used in this pgper as an andyticd todl to describe the
circumstances of not yet having arived & the end of the line (poverty, homdessness eic), but
on being exposad to the risk of moving one step closer. Such steps can for example be caused
by sckness or unemployment or when unemployment benefit period determines. Youth,
sngle parents (mothers) and immigrants are groups or categories among the citizens in the
Nordic counties that to a higher degree than others are exposed to the risk of vulnerability (cf.
SOU 2001, Bonke et d 2005).

The third theoreticd field has been developed in disciplines such as sodology, anthropology,
cultura theory, and marketing (eg., Bauman 1998; Douglas & Isherwood 1996; Featherstone
1991; Frat and Venkatesh 1995; Sater 1997). These theories discuss consumption from
seveard pergectives but we have in this pgper mainly concentrated on two issues. One issue
deds with the increesed dgnificance of consumption in society. Consumption is from  this
point of view seen as something that is one of the mogst important activities that individuas



ue in order to display how they want to be undersood by people in ther surroundings
Bauman (1998) for example consder consumption as something more dgnificant than work
as a socioeconomic criterion (c.f. Ransome 2005). A reated second issue is the symbolic
meaning of consumption For example, the issue is not merdy whether a teenager should have
a mobile phone or par of sneskers but which mobile phone brand or sheskers brand he/she
should have. To view goods and sarvices as something symbolic is of course nothing new,
dready Veblen (2000/1925) and Smmd (1990) discussed consumption in these terms. A new
aspect discussed by the post-modern theories (eg., Baudrillard 1998; Featherstone 1991) is
that the functiond or materid meaning of consumption does not metter anymore. By this they
mean that consumption, in the western world, no more is questions of needs and function, al
that matters are symbols and wants. Some researchers (eg., Lodziak 2002 Ld&fgren 1996,
Miller 1998) have criticized this perspective in that they mean that the postmodern view on
consumption neglects the everyday and routine consumption. Post-modern consumer  theory
a0 suggests that consumption gives everybody the ability to choose ther identity and be, or
a least gppear, as anybody they want to be. It might be interpreted as if consumption can take
us away from the cass sociey or inequdity, a view we would like to wan agang.
Consumption opportunities are not offered to everyone, but limited to people having the
resources. A critique of pog-modern theories is thet they do not treat aspects like inequdity or
the dgnificance of economic resources as an important isste in the consumption society. On
the contrary, they tend to condder consumption and the consumer driven sociely as a solution
to the problems of inequdity (eg, Lodziak 2002). Even though consumption offers
opportunities to consume, it needs to be recognized, that these opportunities are limited based

on the resources avallable.

In summary, nether pog-modern theories nor other theories on consumption have pad
enough aitention to groups that tend to be margindized in sodety, groups which do not have
the financid resources to be part of the consumer society to he same degree as others. An
understanding of the consumer society of today requires us to ded with processes such as
margindization, exduson and wvulnerability. We argue that without these perspectives the
picture of the society tends to be limited and only cover some parts of it.

THE WELFARE DEVELOPMENT IN THE NORDIC COUNTRIES
In the Nordic countries, a wedfare criss originging from decressed output in the
menufacturing industry in  combination with high cods to mantan the wdfae dae



inditutions, resulted in the 1990s in high unemployment rates and cuts in the socid services
(Abrahamsson 2001, Sjernd 2001, Bergmark & Pdme 2003). This problematic period was a
new experience to the wefare states since the economic growth and the politicad reforms
(for example, enlarging the date financed socid security system in different ways) in the
preceding years looked like a never-ending gory. In the middle of the 1990s the financid
dtuation dated to recover and the unemployment levels decreased. The following years
showed a growing economy and postive development in the labour market. However, in the
end of the 20" century it seemed as some group had falen behind and hed not been ddle to
take pat in the economic progress made. These groups conssted manly of immigrants
youths and sngle parent families They had problems in getting established on the labour
market, facing more temporary and insecure forms of employment, rather often in
combination with socid assistance (SOU 2001).

The interpretation of how the Nordic welfare succeeded to manage the welfare criss  differs
among the scholars. Some argues that the weakness of the Nordic welfare regimes became
goparent with its dependency on low unemployment rates. Other point a the strength of the
Nordic wdfare dates and that they despite the turbulence managed to secure the wdfare to
the mgority of the citizens (Abrahamson 2001, Sjernt 2001, Bergmark & Palme 2003).

However, some groups where hit harder by the changes on the labour market and in the
socid security systems. Abrahamson (2001) argues that the future chalenge of the Nordic
wdfare dates is the succeeding in counteract excluson and margindisation regarding certain

vulnerable groups

While the “old” project of the welfare state was to abolish (income) poverty, the chalenge of the “new” welfare
date is to be able to integrate margindised and excduded, and to prevent that processes of margindisation and
discrimination arise and develop. (Anderson 2001:14) My trandation

In connection to discussons of unemployment, cuts in the socid sarvice sysem and a
increasing dependency on socid assstance the word poverty was more frequently used in the
politicd, medid as wel as stience debates (eg., Halerdd 1991). The meaning of poverty in
this context was rdaive; it means that the income level has to be compared to the mgority of



the citizen, and that this leved is so low tha you can not live a life that can be characterized
by others as norma. Sweden is a country which during the 20" century developed equdity in
income digtribution. The development of the wdfare state in Sweden has dmost reeched the
levd that it is in generd conddered drange if you can not buy things that are taken for
granted by amgority. Thisis comparable to Townsend's (1979:31) definition of poverty:

“...individuals, families and groups in the populaion can be said to be in poverty when they lack the resources
necessry to obtain the type of diet, participate in the activities and have the living conditions which are
cusomary, or a least widely encouraged or approved, in the societies to which they belong. Ther resources are
0 sioudy beow those commanded by the average individud or family that they, are in effect, exduded from
ordinary living patterns, customs and activities.”

In this paper we am to ak quesions aout how households, which can be seen as
vulnerable, experience ther Stuation. What does it mean to live in a consumer-based society
and not be able to participate in way that is condgdered as ‘normd’? How can we understand
the meaning of vulnerability and what processes of excdluson and induson can be identified

in the consumer society?

METHOD AND MATERIAL

The falowing andyss is based on two different studies. They both had smilar focus and the
method was in both studies semistructured interviews. The firs materia contents of 26
interviews with 26 Swedish families with children In addition a focus group interview was
conducted with four families. All the families had in common tha they have a scarce
finencid dgtuaion.  About hdf of the families were sngle mothers with a limited
edablishment on the labour market (for example unemployment, pat time or casud
employment). The other hadf was immigrant families who arived to Sweden in the end of
1980s or in the beginning of the 1990sThis means that they arived just before the incressed
unemployment and have had problems integraing into the Swedish society, both regarding
edablishment on the labour-, housng- and education market. Also, ther income levels were
lower than appropriate consdering their families previous education and work experience. A
magority of the households were sdected from the fact that they during the lagt ten years had
receved accommodation alowance. A few were sdected because they had asked for



economic hdp from a churchbased organisation and those who paticipaed in the focus
group were sdlected from an organization for single parents.

The second materid is based on 75 interviews with Danish, Norwegian and Danish families
with children. They lived in low-income neighbourhoods in Copenhagen, Odo and Madmo.
The families were chosen from the fact that they during the last ten years had received
accommodation dlowance. These families were sdected according to income levd,
resdence and source of income. 24 of the 75 parents are from middle class families, with two

incomes. The reason for these interviews was to conditute a contrast regarding consumption
patterns.

It was problemdtic to get access to the interviewed families To tak about consumption in
relation to money is aready amora sendtive issue in the Nordic countries and it is getting far
more sendtive when it comes to a scarce financid gtudion. The fact that the family, by being
a pat of the dudy, is caegorized as “vulnerable” can dso be a reason to say no, maybe they
do not see themsdlves as belonging to such a category. Another reason is that severd of the
households where recipients of means tested alowances. This is a sengtive issue and could be
a reason to say no. Some could have conddered it as a risk to tdk to someone even a
researcher, about ther financid gtuaion, and give information that could possbly reach locd
or federd authorities.

RESTRICTING CONDITIONSAND STRATEGIESTO COPE

The result shows sructurd factors that creste specific conditions for low-income consumers
a wdl as different mechanisms redricting these families consumption. Also, prevaling
societd norms and codes regarding how households in generd and in particular households
with scarce financid resources should consume. Furthermore, the results indicate that the
families interviewed used cetan drategies for managing their consumption, in other words
how they did cope with scarce financid resources in comparison to other groups of
households in a consumer society. However, drategy is a complex and problematic concept.
An dternative is to interpret the families actions and condderaions as efforts to cope with a
difficult dtuation, which indicates a more passve conduct or attitude Coping is, however,
different from drategy. The later implies a more god-oriented behavior (Pennartz and Niehof,
1999). We choose the concept coping drategy even if we think it is problematic. Strategy
overemphasizes dimensons as planning and coping focuses too much on a passive behavior.



Even a household in a vulneréble Stuaion can be a very active consumer. The processes that
we try to understand are too complex to be included in one concept and it seems like we, as 0
many others, were captured in the field between agency and structure.

Structural factors

There are certain dructurd factors thet creste specific conditions for low-income consumers.
The reallts indicate that the interviewed household's podtion on the labor, housng and
education markets, as well as ther posshility to have access to the wdfare security system, is
cucid for ther posshiliies as consumers. A margindized or exduded pogtion in these fidds
tends to hinder and raise bariers for consumption. For example, unemployment can be seen
as a margindized podtion in the labor market that dso hinders consumption. It is therefore of
importance to study the mechanisms in the fidd of consumption as interrdated to those which
cregte processes of incluson or excluson in other fiedlds The sudy shows for example how
unemployment or overdebtness (which is rather usud among low-income households)

exclude some families from signing contracts or credit arrangements.

M echanisms restricting consumption

The fidd of consumption has dso its own mechanisms tha creste various posshilities for
different groups. The study shows that households with scarce finarcia resources mainly face
three mechanisms that in different ways restrict their possbilities as consumers. Firgt of dl,
there are mechanisms excluding households with scarce financid resources from different
types of consumption. These mechanisms rule the posshiliies of admisson. If you do not
have certain qudifications, for example, if you are unemployed, you are not dlowed access to
different types of contracts and credit arrangements. Second, there are mechanisms making
consumption more difficult for households with scarce financia resources. These mechanisms
govern access to certain kinds of consumption. The posshility of buying goods or sarvices a
lower prices can be more difficult if, for example, households do not have access to a car or
the Internet.

One example of hindrances and barriers that mekes consumption difficult is the supply of
goods in the neighborhood. In Aveddre Stationsby (the Danish neighborhood), the sdlection
of gores is limited. Those living in the area are forced to go to other neighbourhoods to meat
the needs of consumption, which makes the consumption more expensve. There is one

grocer’s gore which several among the interviewed are critica of; they sad for example that
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they could not be sure to find usud degple commodities It is interesting to note that there
seems to be an establishment of new gtores in areas around Aveddre Staionsby. While the
supply isincreasing in some arees the opposite is the case in Avedore Stationsby:

Avedore Stationshy isjust likedried up soil —nothing can grow there. We shop in Friheten or Brondby Strand.

Do you know what, here lives — yes we were surprised when we read it in a folder that came in our mailbox here
in Avedore Stationdby — here lives as many people here as in Sord (another area with a different socioeconomic
composition). Could you see that in front of you: Soré with just one Netto (the store in Avedtre Stationsby), but
that iswhat islike here.

The defective supply of goods and is, according to the interviewed, due to that the stores do
not make enough profit or that is Smply does not make even. One aspect that became explicit
regarding the spatia access is the sgnificance of the loca supply. Severd households, as well
describe in detail the problems that arise when a store is closed and a new is established. It
could be aspects like higher prices or a more limited supply in the new sore which maybe
results in trips to other aress in order to shop for reasonable prices. Without access to a car

changeslike this became considerable regarding money aswell astime.

The third mechanism has to do with price. Households with scarce financia resources often
have no buffer that they can use in ther consumption to save money. Therefore, ther
consumption is often more expendve then tha of other households in that they cannot teke
advantage of quantity discount, sdes good quaity (for example clothes shoes and goods of
better durability) and are often forced to make expensve credit arrangements when buying
durable goods

Dominating norms

Another issue rdaed to norms and codes in the fiedld of consumption is the dominaing
societd perceptions of how households in generd, and those with scarce financid resources
in particular, should consume. This has to do with how to be rationd and economicd (eg.,
Aléx 2003; Horowitz 1985; Lofgren 1996). But it has dso to do with being an active
consumer of goods and sarvices in order to be like everybody dse and not deviae (eg.,
Ddlgran & Karlsson 2001). Aninformant expressed:



They have been given to me or | have bought them second hand. The sofa | have, it is very torn, yes, it looks like
hell. You do not redly dare to invite people spontaneoudy. | fed embarrassed if | should invite my neighbours
over fa a cup of coffee. The society has become much more... that you are judged or greeted based on income.
If you have an income which is below, yes, if you are poor, then you have to fight much more to show who you
redly are if you are poor. And it is therefore you do not want to invite anybody when you do not have it nice-
looking. If you seewhat | mean, you do not want to show. .. even though | am agood person after dl.

Another example is the prevaling norms made visble regarding appearance in different
Stuations. A single mother expressed:

And then there is entering a bank, you might not be as wedl dressed, you might not have the nice-
looking/appropriate clothes. You have an old pair of jeans which you have had for a couple of years, ill without
holes and clean and everything, but till. And then you should be encountered by that ‘nice’ person. Jugt that part
can probably stop alot of people.

The households in this dudy taked about shame and the internd and externd expectations
that often lead to tha they as parents experience a feding of being trapped. On the one hand,
they are supposed be economicd, rationd and not buy anything that could be undersood as
unnecessary. On the other hand, they are supposed to have a consumer pattern so that their
children can have the same goods as their peers and take part in activities arranged by schools
or preschools or in their leisure time. Demands and expectations to consume as ‘ordinary
families do can be percaved in different ways, one way is to see it as reasonable and as a

consumption pattern worth griving for. A single mother express

| have this principle; it shal not be possble to see that my children have a single mother. If you walk through the
house you will not find anything that is chegp in their room... What you see when you look at the drier is fashion
clothes, there is Timberland... these is clothes that | have chosen because | am single. | can't resigt it, it has been
a lifestyle and something that |1 spend a lot of money on. | have a Ittle bit of a fixation with clothes. | don’t buy
a sdes, | mean of course | do but | do not look active for it because | do not like to stand in queues and crowds. |
can see that this is like that when | pass the shops. | do not buy a Bilka @ low-price store, maybe | should with
my financia situation, but | have chose to say... we do not travel, | do not smoke, we do not have a car and | do

not own ahouse. | rather use the money to more expensive things for my children.



Another way to view demands regarding for example branded clothes is to see it as a problem
and as somehing that intrudes and disurb parents with a low income trying to manage these
demands by talk to their children about limited recourses. A mother expressed:

... this trend that | suffer from, it is not just me that suffers, a lot of mothers do. The children want things with
certain logos, it is not just enough tha things fit them, it has to be certain brands. Sneskers have to have a certain
brand otherwise he does not want them. t is a problem in our neighbourhood. | try working it out by explaining
to him that we can't afford it. | am lucky, sometimes my daughters help me to buy nice things for him, but there

are many that can’t manage that.

These externa expectations can be perceved as paradoxicd. There seems to be a tension
between the idea of the ‘decent poor and the paticipaing consumer. The vulnerable
consumer is expected to conduct according to both types. The decent poor is rationd,
restrained and do not buy anything unless it is necessary. The participating consumer is the
parent that from time to time dlows themsdves and the children something unneeded, just
because the children or the parent wants it. The participating consumer tries to follow trends
and keeping up with what is consdered as a normad consumption pettern. The participating
consumer is fudled by the opportunities that are offered in the fidd of consumption, different
kinds of (expendve) credit arrangements opens up for items like DVD-player, flatkscreen TV
and branded clothes The fiedld of consumption appears as open and inviting in contrast with
fidds such as work and education that for groups and individud in vulnerable pogtions be
experienced as closed and harder to enter.

Coping strategies to consumption

The families intevieved used different coping drategies to handle the needs of basc
necessties and @ the same time atempting to keep up with socid necessities, being adle to
consume like everybody dse. The drategies should na be seen as a description of how the
families managed ther consumption, instead they should be conddered ided types (Weber
1977) in order to categorize acomplex picture of different actions.

The firg coping srategy, compensation, conssts of using consumption as a compensation for
a dtuaion characterized by scarcity and privation. The parents talked about their children as



innocent victims of the bad financid gtuation and that the children should be shdtered as
much as possible from the financid difficulties.

Maybe you buy them the little extra that you actudly can't afford, because you fed that it is not their fault that
the dtuation is like it is Sometimes | can fed that | buy things to the children that are too expensive in rdation
to my income because | know that they can never get as much as ther friends. And aso because you see yourself
asinaufficient, you want to compensate for it.

The parents bought ther children branded clothes, toys and TV- and computer games or let
their children attend the cinema or McDondds etc. These are things that do not fit into their
budget, and the parents had to cut down on something else for themsdves that they see as a
basic necessity, for example, the denti or home insurance. Another way was to buy goods on
ingament rather than paying for it dl a once. In generd, the parents did not see the goods or
adtivities they compensated their children with, as luxuries. Instead, it was regarded more as a
guesion of the children having the opportunities to have or do the same things as other
children.

If compensation is a coping drategy directed towards the children in the family, the second
one, keeping up the facade, is concerned with covering up a scarce financid Stuation from
those close to the family such as pears, daff in school etc. Besdes buying goods and
activities, as mentioned above, this drategy can dso incdude arangements in schools or pre
schools etc. that parents have to pay for, such as school-trips. The parents warted ther
children to take part in these activities and the children were important for representing the
family to the “outsde’ world. A mother said:

Sure, | fed the pressure to maintain a certain standard, mostly because | have children. That is very eplicit with
things like a computer and a mobile phone and everything like that. | redly fed the pressure. | bought a mobile
phone, | rarely use it, it is expensive to use. But it is incredible important that you have things like that. To be
likeeverylndy else, | redly fed that.

The parents did not seem to run the same risk to be pointed out as deviant or poor. They
described the children and the teenagers as being more exposed to socid judgement in

rdaion to consumption. The parents aso expressed concans for being judged by other
people in that scarce financia resources sometimes is associated with bad parenthood.
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The third coping drategy, privation, indudes beng without goods and activities that
everybody ese seems to have or do. Privation entalls being extremdy economicd, to have a
caefully cdculated shopping lig which is often the same week after week. Privation adso
involves buying second-hand  dothes mending dothes and usng hand-me-downs. This
digpostion might indicaie that a family can save a smdl sum of money to cover unforeseen
expenses. Privation dso means that the family expose themsdlves to the risk of being seen as
poor and deviant. A sngle mother expressed:

... because | never buy anything. If |1 had been such a person who hed lived a normd life like most people do, |
think it would have been very difficult. But | do not think like that, | aways think economicdly. | get by because
| save and scrape, otherwise | had not managed, | don't think. Because | have three children and | am single A
lot of things get suffers...

Severd parents tdked about how they tried to kegp their children outdde the discussons
about money, to protect their children from the scarce Stuation o they do not need to worry.
But this protecting strategy often seemed to be in vain. The children and teenagers seemed to
be aware of the dtuation. Ingtead of just asking for things for themsdves they asked if the
parent(s) could afford, for example, renting amovie on a Fiday evening

The fourth coping Srategy, acute solutions, is aout not paying or buying anything before it is
absolutdy necessary. This lagt minute drategy is a way to control money, to have it in the
purse or in the bank as long as possible, or not paying for something without a specific reason.
It often tends to be more expensve snce it does not dlow planning of purchases including
posshilities to teke advantage of opportunities This should be seen in the light o that these
families sddom have an economicd buffer and that they do not only have low but dso an
insecure income. If they receive socid assstance, they can not be sure of how much money
they will get next time. Severa families said tha they have to choose between which hills to
pay, since they can not afford them dl. To pay bills were moments of worries. should there be
enough money or how much money will there be Ieft when the hills are pad. A mother talked
about the current bills

No, it is very difficult. It is so bad that | put the envelope with the bills on the desk a few days before they have
to be paid. Then | go around this table two or three days before | can manage to st down and start with it. | get
pain in my stomach when | shal add the sums of the bills. | have to look a them a few days before | have the
guts todeal with them, it istoo bad.



The fifth coping drategy, avoidance, is linked to the second one thet involved trying to cover
up the financid scarcity by buying goods that the parents see as socid necessties. However, it
means covering up in another way; to avoid Stuaions where ether the children or the parents
(or both) can appear as poor or deviant. This can mean saying no to invitations such as
birthday parties when there is no money to buy a present or, avoiding to invite people over.
One single mother expressed:

The socid life suffers when there is a lack of money. | can not invite people over coffee or dinner, for example. |

do not want to reveal my situation to other people. Y ou fed asort of shame.

Another mother expressad the difficulties involved when going on aschod trip:

He is 13 years old. Now he probably starts to become aware of... yes there are more pupils in the class who have
single mothers, so they probably tak... but of course he sometimes becomes sad when he can not get things like
the others, cool shoes or go to camps or such things like the others do. There will dso be less (money) for him to

bring than the othersif they are going on aschoal trip.

Another example mentioned was to report the child as sick when there was a school trip that
the parents could not afford to pay for.

These five coping drategies can be something that families in generd use from time to time
or in a temporary financid downswing. However, in regard to the milies in this sudy, it is
more of a permanent Stuation. The financid scarcity has been going on for a long time, for
most of the families at least eight to ten years. These coping dtrategies are not exceptions for
the interviewed families; on the contrary it is something that characterizes their everyday life.

Controlling consumption

The household that represents the middle-class differ from the vulnerable in severa ways.
When the two groups describe ther rdation to consumption the feding of cortrol seems to be
important. When the vulnerable stressed the lack of control regarding what to consume, the
midde-class describes sef-confidence and ability and competence to choose. The vulnerable
sems to experience certain goods and activities as socid necessities as they “ought to”
consume. These items and activities can dso be described as dgns of participation. The
midde-class families are dready secure in therr incluson through participation in other fidds
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such as work. The lack of indudon in other fidds indicates an increased importance to
paticipatein the fidd of consumption.

Ancther dimenson of control regards the household budget and the expenses. While the
midde-class describes ther purchases in teems as needess and impulsve the vulnerable
describes tougher prioritizations between family members and consderations on the necessty
to buy a par of shoes or a jacke. The middle-dass families have an overview of ther
budgetary Stuation but the vulnerable had more detailed catrol. A mother express:

| wish | didn’'t dways have to think of how much thereis left on the account when | buy something.

The need for control over the limited resources can dso be interpreted as anxious to face an
even more vulnerable dtuaion. Michdi (1996) use the word “downdrift” to describe the risks
that an dready vulnereble gtuation, with the dightet push, can increase the difficulties
condderably. The quote beow illudtrates the tensdon of living with limited resources and the
feding of nat having contral:

I just want to emphasise what you just said about aways being so bloody pressed, every time | read in the
newspaper that there is going to be a charge for withdrawds, you aways become angry and fed, every little
thing makes me fed threatened, because there are no margins. It' s very irritating, | fed pursued.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

It is puzzing that some consumers in spite of a wel-devdoped wefare sate, can not afford
necessities required in the society. The context of this paper is the Nordic countries, which are
societies characterized with lesser gaps regarding the income levels between different groups
than most parts of the world. But the ggp is widening and this development has an impact on
the conditions of consumption for the low-income groups. This dudy has pointed to three
important issues regarding vulnerable consumers.

Firg of dl, the prevaling idea of the market of goods and services as a free market, offering
equa opportunities, regardless of sodoeconomic  pogtion, is problematic. The sudy hes
shown an interrdaionship between the fidd of consumption and other Sgnificant fidds such
as labour, housing, education markets and the welfare sysems.  There are credit arrangements
thet give low-income groups access to more expensve and durable goods but on the whole
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there seems to be a lot of bariers. Lack of access and too high price make the consumption
more difficult for households with scarce financid resources. The ided consumer is the one
who either has a high income or lives in a household with two salaries. He/she has a car, own
their home, and have a buffer to meet unforeseen expenses, as well as purchase bargains when
the opportunity occurs. The families in this Sudy are not ided consumers, but they have to act
in a market of goods and sarvices that seems to favour the ided consumer. The processes of
margindization tha function in the fidds of labour market and wefare sysems are linked to
the proceses in the fidd of consumption. In addition, there are certan demands of how
families with a low and insecure income should behave as consumers. They are supposed to
be even more raiond and long-term planning, something that is difficult when the conditions
on the market of goods and services seem to be disadvantageous to these consumers.

Secondly, there is the gep between materid and socid necesdties. If we assume that
households with a median income st the sandard for what is seen as socid necessities, it
aught to be more problematic for low-income households to manage the gap in times when
inequdity in incomes increeses. In this sudy, we have found thet the households struggle to
consume the materid necessties and to some point keep up with the socid ones. The income
g in Sweden between the median and the low-income families with children has increased
between 1993 and 2001 (SCB 2003). The quedtion is if the gap between materid and socid
necessities has adso increased. If the gap continues to increase in the future, it will be more
difficult for some households to manage the gap. For example, it can lead to an increase in
debts if low-income households have to use more and more credit-arrangements to keep up
with the standard for socid necessties. Another posshility is thet the households cut down on
what is seen as materid necessities.

As an example of the widening gap is an ongoing Swedish debate about usng the Internet as
tool for communication between school and parents. Some school no longer use papers but dl
information and communication goes through e-mail or websites. There is an ecdogicd edge
in this discusson, promoting the pape-free society. However, dl families do not, of
economical reason, have a computer with the Internet in thaer home. When these families
goply for financid hdp a the socid services they are rgected on grounds that computer with
the Intenet is not included in the federd norm of socid assstance that conditutes a
reesoneble standard of living. The coordingtion between two dgnificant inditutions in the
Swedish welfare gate, socid services and the public school, seems thus to be insufficient.



The third issue concerns the children, but dso the parents. In this sudy the children have been
dscussed as victims but dso as being given high priority by ther parents. Of course, it can be
tough to grow up in a family with scarce financid resources, but parents do a the same time
shdter ther children againg scarcity. In the dudy, some parents even taked about ther
children dmog as if they were princes and princesses. Another possible interpretation is thet
the parents are the red victims, not dlowing themsdves to consume, but making sacrifices in

their basic consumption for their children’s symbolic consumption.

Future research need to teke a closer look a what is redly going on ingde vulnerable families
when it comes to consumption and what ways a scarce financid dtuation influences the
interaction between the family members regarding to consumption. There is dso a need to
devdop a broader theoretical framework when it comes to understand different groups
podtion in and relaion to the consumer society. It is important to highlight questions about
inequality and different access to goods and services. We therefore stress the need for more
interdisciplinary research on consumption and wefare. This highlights the importance of
identifying and dudying the forms of exdudon and incduson which the consumer society
creates. If the Western societies are conddered as societies driven by consumption, then there
ae presumably new forms of processes that creste differentiation and dratification. There
exis a condderable bulk of knowledge regarding exduson and indusion in reation to the
labour market and the wdfare date it is now time to direct the searchlight towards the
consumer society. However, we need to develop new theoretical tools and concepts to get a

deeper understanding of how those mechanisms works in the consumer society.
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