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Take-Aways
	Companies must better consider the needs of vulnerable consumers.
	There’s a complex interplay between materialism, advertising and children’s well-being.
	Social marketers can encourage healthier behaviors in adolescents. 
	Service providers must rethink perceptions of older adults and their needs.
	Shame and social pressure to consume lead to debt and poverty, eroding social cohesion.
	Disease and disability can threaten consumers’ sense of identity.
	Religion influences consumer buying decisions, along with social inclusion or exclusion.
	Schools could become models of positive societal aspirations of the future.


Recommendation
What responsibility do marketers bear when influencing vulnerable consumers? How might you even define a “vulnerable” consumer? Bringing together leading research in the field, Consumer Vulnerability explores the complex interplay between these demographics and the marketplace. Editors Maria Piacentini, Susan Dunnett and Kathy Hamilton’s comprehensive insights into consumer vulnerability spark dialogue about how to conceptualize vulnerability and improve the well-being of at-risk demographics. They encourage you to see vulnerability as a normal aspect of the human experience, not as an anomaly.

Summary
Companies must better consider the needs of vulnerable consumers.
Advertisers and marketers have considerable power to influence the behavior of consumers. Companies must work to understand the needs of more vulnerable consumers. They must improve their practices when marketing goods and services to vulnerable consumers. Too often, people place the onus on consumers to empower themselves to make healthy choices. In reality, companies and regulators bear a responsibility to consider the needs of vulnerable buyers.
“Real life includes difficult circumstances, such as the dissolution of marriage, the death of a loved one, the loss of a job, a tornado that tears at the social life of a community, or a fire that destroys a family’s home.”

Vulnerability isn’t a static condition. A person’s levels of vulnerability are in a state of constant flux. Consider consumer vulnerability through an intersectional lens, because it’s a complex issue. Identity factors, including ethnicity, gender, age and health status influence consumer vulnerability. People must allow themselves to experience vulnerability, because those who don’t miss out on emotions such as love. It’s incorrect to label some consumers as vulnerable and others as invulnerable. Likewise, it’s unhelpful to equate vulnerability with weakness. Anyone can experience vulnerability at any time, since hardships, such as illness and job loss, are normal, unavoidable aspects of human life. 
There’s a complex interplay between materialism, advertising and children’s well-being.
Children can be particularly vulnerable consumers. The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child accorded children special rights in 1989. Some campaigners and governments interpret these rights as calling for adults to protect children from harmful consumer targeting, such as advertisements for unhealthy food. Many advertisers, meanwhile, argue that children have a right to participate in the commercial world. Advertising triggers consumer desire in children, and vulnerable children – such as those with lower socioeconomic status or who experience peer rejection – will embrace the message that possessing consumer goods will help them fit in or be popular. 
“Does advertising-induced materialism create family conﬂict or do children hope that cool stuﬀ will alleviate the ill effects of an unhappy home life?”

Children with difficult family lives may turn to compensatory consumption, pushing parents or guardians to buy them material goods to ease their compromised sense of security and self-esteem. Children from families with higher levels of conflict tended to be more materialistic and vulnerable to advertising. Materialism and low levels of well-being correlate, but it’s unclear whether advertisers exacerbate children’s poor well-being or simply appeal to children facing challenges at home. 
Social marketers can encourage healthier behaviors in adolescents. 
Adolescents often suffer from poor self-esteem and self-consciousness. They are particularly susceptible to advertising, because they are quite image-conscious at this life stage. Research on adolescent consumers often focuses on their vulnerabilities, such as their tendency to indulge in smoking, sexting, alcohol, internet addiction, drugs and video games. Adolescents engage more in risk-taking than adults accept, sometimes due to their perception of invincibility. They are particularly vulnerable to online communities centering around topics such as pornography, “pro-ana” – encouragement of anorexia – and suicide. They learn about these topics from the internet and are more likely to believe what they read than are college-age youth. 
“The impulse buying related to adolescent low self-esteem, ‘I shop, therefore I am,’ has become the stereotype of modern consumerism, in which consumption items play an unceasingly stronger psychological role in today’s adolescents’ lives.”

Policy-makers and social marketers could research the gap between adolescent self-perceptions of risk and how they differ from adults’ perceptions to create educational campaigns to support adolescent health and well-being. Social marketers can focus on the “light side” of adolescence, encouraging youths to harness their strengths, perhaps by joining sports teams and clubs, or encouraging other healthy behaviors. Alternatively, they can focus on the “dark side” of adolescence, exploring the attractiveness of risky activities and creating campaigns designed to protect adolescent consumers from their own worst impulses.
Service providers must rethink their perceptions of older adults and their needs.
The organization Age UK’s research project, Linking Communities, collected information from older people and service providers to explore whether providers could do a better job of meeting their needs. While many older people reported enjoying their current state of life and the freedom retirement brought, others expressed concerns. For example, some worried about how to care for ailing partners or themselves as their health deteriorated with old age. The label of “vulnerable older person” has little meaning. Old age isn’t a vulnerable state in and of itself. Old age is a natural life phase, not a disease. Rather, society and marketers should define older adults’ potential vulnerabilities by clarifying specific risks, for example, can they safely perform tasks alone?
“Old age is neither an illness nor a problem; it is no more than a life stage.”

Linking Communities demonstrated that those providing goods and services to older people can benefit from nurturing a dialogue with the older demographic they serve. Currently, much of the language people use to describe older people doesn’t adequately reflect the diverse identities within this demographic. For example, being old isn’t synonymous with being “vulnerable.” Many service providers refer to older people as “consumers.” This fails to address the full complexity of the relationship between older people and those they pay to aid them in the late stages of their lives.
Shame and social pressure to consume lead to debt and poverty, eroding social cohesion.
Consumers in debt overborrow for a variety of reasons: to meet their basic needs, repay other debts or fuel out-of-control spending. Creditors may exacerbate this consumer vulnerability, rather than embracing best practices, by encouraging individuals in precarious financial situations to accept additional streams of credit. People living in poverty often lack the means to procure the services and goods required to live the lives they desire and fulfill the social roles they or society expect them to occupy. They face consequences for failing to meet consumptive norms. They may experience social judgment and feelings of shame, and thus become willing to accrue debt to maintain appearances.
“Failure to consume in ways that are comparable to the norms of society has definite social, psychological and ultimately physical consequences.”

Marketers divide people into viable and non-viable consumers. Many consumers internalize this status, socially shaming those whom they view as lacking the work effect or means to pay for the goods and services they can afford. Sometimes, consumers pretend to have more money than they do.
For example, in Uganda, people reported masking their poverty by sacrificing essentials, such as food, to purchase clothes, makeup and jewelry that signaled a higher economic status. Currently, the marketplace is a space in which the most vulnerable participants often fear social marginalization. They may jeopardize their basic needs to avoid this feeling. A better understanding of consumer shame could transform the marketplace into a space that enhances social cohesion, rather than eroding it.
Disease and disability can threaten a consumer’s sense of identity.
When consumers’ bodies fail them, it profoundly challenges their identities and agencies. When consumers can’t purchase the services or products they or a loved one needs, due to challenges such as illness, disease and disability, they begin to question their worth, roles and future. Their consumption patterns change to reflect that their identities are in flux. For example, a consumer who previously defined herself as a sun-lover would experience challenges to her identity if she became a cancer patient with melanoma. The diagnosis would prompt her to radically change her lifestyle by avoiding the sun. Many consumers report feeling alone during health crises, and often feel shame when purchasing products they need to support their failing bodies. 
“It is through our bodies, whether healthy or challenged, that we engage in consumption and construct our identities.”

According to consumer culture theory, people enact their identities reflexively via what they consume. The things you buy signal who you are and your identity, in turn, influences your purchases. After the onset of a health crisis, purchases can serve an entirely different function. A family may never view their weekly grocery shopping after a child faces a cancer diagnosis as they did before. Their food consumption now centers around fighting for the child’s health. Consumers facing an uncertain future also struggle to make purchasing decisions, as they cannot conceive their future with any clarity. Consumers with disabilities tend to face social exclusion, as they often experience barriers to consumer activities. Companies can improve the shopping experience of consumers with disabilities by planning for, encouraging and normalizing their participation. These consumers would benefit from more research into how best to serve consumers living with disabilities or those navigating health crises. 
Religion influences consumer buying decisions, along with social inclusion or exclusion.
Religious consumers may feel brands are insensitive to members of their religion, perhaps because they utilize what the religious regard as inappropriate packaging or communications. For example, religious consumers may take offense at advertisers’ use of religious iconography. People may try to prevent members of religions to which they do not belong from getting their needs met as consumers. For example, some people boycott businesses for offering halal choices, thus perpetuating anti-Islamic narratives.
“Why does a simple request for halal food at work become the subject of political debate? Why does the inclusion of some groups in a market result in others’ exclusion from that market?”

Many argue that religion’s power is diminishing – the “secularization thesis” – citing the fact that church attendance in Western nations is on the decline. Others reject this line of reasoning, embracing the “de-secularization thesis,” which holds that individuals can still have religious beliefs without belonging to a religious community and going to church services. The role religion plays in consumers’ lives and the vulnerability they may face is complex. Social researchers need to study this vulnerability within the context of consumption and markets. Religion matters – not because some believe it determines their destiny in the afterlife – but because it influences people’s behavior in this life. 
Schools could become models of positive societal aspirations of the future.
Social thinkers argued in the 1970s that educational systems couldn’t compensate for the failures of society, given that the systems represented the beliefs, priorities and values of the societies within which they operated. Numerous disparities exist between the experience of students from lower socioeconomic brackets and their wealthier peers. Children living in poverty are more likely to ditch school, face expulsion or suspension, worry about their teachers singling them out negatively, or experience peer bullying. Market forces shape the lives and classroom routines of students. Students often feel that participating fully in school life requires they have the “right” consumer items.
“The daily life of schools and their participants is increasingly being shaped by market forces, with pupils and parents acutely aware of the consumption ‘choices’ they are offered if they want to participate fully and equally in school life.”

Education systems reflect society and market forces but can take steps to avoid the negative aspects of these forces. Schools today can make inclusive policy and budget-related choices, such as ensuring uniforms are affordable and creating payment systems that protect the anonymity of students getting free lunches. Schools could become models of positive societal aspirations of the future, working to prevent the stigmatization of children experiencing poverty.
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