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Britain today is a nation of iiber-consumers. Britons are top in Europe when it comes
to unsecured debt. Shopping, leisure and tourism are expanding by leaps and bounds,
as is the national waistline. The Blair government tried to cultivate more ‘confident
consumers’ and to make public services more consumer-oriented. Many commenta-
tors, by contrast, paint a picture of an increasingly materialistic society of selfish
and careless consumers. Are private pleasures hollowing out public life? Are affluent
societies becoming like the United States? What are today’s cultures of consumption
really like, in Britain and the rest of the world?
Five years ago, the Cultures of Consumption research programme set out to examine
these questions. Its 26 projects have looked at the changing dynamics of consumption,
past and present, and implications for the future. Our research has examined a range
of major subjects, from consumer politics to the rise of London as a global fashion
city, from the impact of new financial services on consumer behaviour to customer
services in China, from how people spend their leisure time in affluent societies to
how they feel about choice and voice in public services.

LESSON 1:
DIVERSITY CONTINUES IN OUR
GLOBAL AGE
Globalisation does not mean global
convergence. There is no evidence that
we are moving towards a shared global
consumer culture. Alook at how people
spent their time in Britain, the United
States, France, Norway and the Netherlands
over the last twenty-five years reveals on-
going divergence.! Across these countries
people spend more time eating out, but
the French still spend 96 minutes a day
eating at home, more than twice as much
as Americans (42 minutes; UK 54 minutes).
Contrary to popular belief, British families
today spend as much time eating together
as they did in the 1970s. Reading patterns,
again, show the limits of Americanisation.
Only in the United States is reading declin-
ing. In Britain and France people read
more books now than thirty years ago.
Local values and habits remain
important. Multinational retailers entering
the Chinese market have had to engage
with demanding consumers with high
expectations of customer service.2‘The
customer is god; as one supervisor put it.
Nor has globalisation automatically led
to ‘McJobs’ and de-skilling. In China, foreign
investment has increased both management
skills and job security in the retail sector.
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Even in a single product, like Italian
coffee, which has spread across the globe,
drinking cultures remain diverse.? In Italy,
cappuccino is a morning drink, served luke-
warm in a 60z. cup ready to drink; in Britain,
it comes in 8oz. cups, to be sipped leisurely
while chatting with a friend at any time of
day; while in the United States, people walk
off with a 120z. take-away mug. The spread of
Khat beyond East Africa reveals similar
divergence. Khat leaves are chewed for their
stimulant qualities in Britain and Holland
as well as in Ethiopia, Kenya and Uganda, but
they are prohibited in Tanzania, Saudi Arabia,
and in the United States and Sweden.*

Historical perspectives are helpful. In

Britain, the ‘Swinging London’ of the
Sixties came to symbolise the colourful
and dynamic world of a new consumer
culture. Some of this is subsequent myth.
Alfie and other contemporary films saw the
city as drab and viewed independent young
women and their fashionable desires with
suspicion. Boutiques on Carnaby Street
and the King’s Road were part of a larger
geography of fashion that rested heavily
on the wholesale sector, older supply
chains, and affordable property prices.
These historically grown, local connections
are now being replaced by more separate
structures of elite-based ‘world fashion
cities!

LESSON 2:

CONSUMERS ARE CITIZENS, TOO
—SOMETIMES

It is wrong to see consumers and citizens
as natural opposites, one private, the other
public. In fact, it was battles over civic
rights and duties that forged a stronger
consumer identity in the first place.®

In Victorian Britain, citizens rallied as
consumers to demand cheap and constant
flowing water for their baths and WCs.
Private comforts and public politics were
intertwined. More recently, battles over
water and privatisation in Latin America
and Africa have created a new arena of
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global consumer politics.’

Television and the internet have saturat-
ed the media landscape. It is tempting to
blame them for the decline in political
participation—such anxieties about the
numbing effect of entertainment and
new media are as old as civic life itself.

The reality looks different, once we ask how
people actually consume media. In the
United Kingdom, media mostly helps sustain
a sense of public connection.® Most people
see it as their duty to keep up with what’s
going on in the world. 80 per cent watch
the news regularly. Two thirds say they are
interested in politics. The problem is power-
lessness and politicians: over half feel they
have no say in politics, and only one in five
trusts politicians to tell the truth.

The identity of the “consumer” continues
to have its limits. Attempts to apply an
economic model of the rational, individual
consumer are fraught with problems. Our
research shows that Britons are increasingly
assertive and less deferential in their
relationships with public and professional
services. The growing availability of informa-
tion on the internet has made many more
assertive, wishing to be treated as informed
equals by their GPs and financial advisors.?
At the same time, users dislike being treated
as ‘consumers’ of health and social care or
policing. Less than five per cent of users and
providers identify themselves as ‘consumers’
—most prefer ‘member of the public or
local community’* People, too, are not just
concerned about their own needs. They also
care about how the service works for others.
People want better services, but choice
also create anxieties, especially about
new inequalities. The government’s focus
on ‘confident consumers’ has historical

precursors, such as the Design Council
originally founded in 1944 to educate a
more informed and discriminating consum-
ing public.” Choice is not entirely new
either —public service users always had
some choice. In spite of the growing types
of consumer choice, many users still prefer
to be clients, deferring to professionals.”
Many users want providers to take the lead,
but only after they have been listened to.
Voice is as important as choice, and the two
may pull people in different directions.®

LESSON 3:

CONSUMERS CARE

In early modern societies, how and what
people consumed was closely connected to
local networks of employment and influence.
A gentry family like that of Alice Le Strange
in early seventeenth-century England
employed a dozen servants to cook, clean
and carry goods.* Tailors made clothes,
lent money, and provided information about
the latest fashion. Everyone recognised
consumption as a crucial source of patron-
age and power. Since then, the ties between
consumers and producers have become less
direct and visible. Still, it would be a mistake
to presume that how people buy, use, and
discard things is any less social today, or
that consumers in affluent societies are
self-centred individualists. Markets and
morals are not separate worlds or historical
eras.

The HOME and FOOD are two areas that
especially reveal the caring impulses at
work. Britons today hold more wealth in
their homes and spend more freely from
their assets than ever before. Flexible
mortgages give people a chance to use
equity withdrawal like a cash machine. Is
this encouraging reckless consumerism?
Some go on holiday or a shopping spree,
but most are careful and competent
consumers, not ‘duped debtors’® They use
flexible borrowing to modernise their home,
build an extension, and build up an asset for
their families. Public policy should recognise

Banking on housing; spending the home
Source: Susan Smith project

and utilise this existing pool of financial
knowledge and prudence. At the same

time, the growing dependence on a single
investment raises a difficult challenge
for the state, financial services, and an
ageing population.

More and more people in Britain get
their food from ‘alternative’ food networks
such as farm shops and organic box
schemes, or even adopt sheep in Italy via the
internet.” For some it is about connection
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A stall at Bristol Farmers’ Market
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to the land and to growers, for others it is
about health and about the pleasures of
cooking previously unheard of vegetables
like kallaloo. We tend to associate choice
with fully stacked shelves in supermarkets,
but for many of these alternative consumers
it is the farm shop that stands for choice.

How people think and feel about food
and animals has major repercussions for the
commercial sector.” Chicken is a recently
acquired popular taste in Britain, dating
from the 1960s. And yet, consumers express
nostalgia about chicken ‘the way it used to
be! Free-range and organic production is
spreading. In response to concerns about
the pace of industrial farming, retailers have
slowed down the chicken chain. Emotions,
memory, and identity are assuming growing
importance in the food sector.

Modern day chicks in a hatchery
Source: Peter Jackson

The significance of trust and the active
contribution of consumers in transforming
the geographies of consumption, however,
are not new. In nineteenth-century America,






