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Abstract
This article explores the notion of consumer empowerment in ethical consumption communities, known as responsible con-
sumption communities (RCCs) in Spain. Although consumer empowerment has previously been discussed in the ethical consumer
field, mainly in relation to notions of voting in the marketplace, it has yet to be explored thoroughly. In particular, the concept of
empowerment should be moved beyond an individualized lens of analysis, acknowledging connectedness of persons. A combina-
tion of qualitative techniques was employed, including focus groups, in-depth interviews, observation, and documentary analysis.
Our empirical case shows that consumer empowerment should be understood not in relation to consumption, but in relation to
new forms of social organizing and experimentation that emerge around consumption.
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Introduction

Macromarketers have been long concerned with the transition

towards a more sustainable paradigm and how consumers can

contribute to this paradigm shift (Mittelstaedt et al. 2014;

Prothero and McDonagh 2015). Previous literature suggests

that ethical and sustainable consumption has emerged as a

potential challenge to the dominant market organization

(Prothero, McDonagh, and Dobscha 2010). According to the

neoliberal model, ethical consumers are able to bring about

social change through their individual purchasing decisions

(Low and Davenport 2007; Shankar, Cherrier, and Canniford

2006). This is how consumer empowerment has been largely

understood in the ethical consumption field. We argue that this

is a limited view of consumer empowerment because it pro-

vides an individual and consumer-centric understanding of

consumer empowerment in ethical consumption. In this article,

we emphasize the need to explore further the spaces and dis-

courses that ethically minded consumers collectively create

to become empowered, to achieve their social and environmen-

tal objectives, and to bring about social change.

Our study examines consumer empowerment in the context

of ethical and sustainable consumption among members of

consumer cooperatives (RCCs) in Spain. In particular, we

explore how members of these communities discursively con-

struct consumer cooperatives as life alternatives and forms of

resistance to the traditional marketplace, as well as the prac-

tices employed in these spaces and the meanings created. To

achieve this objective we used a combination of qualitative

methods including focus groups, individual interviews,

ethnographic observations, in addition to content analysis of

a RCC member magazine and written and published materials

by the consumer cooperatives.

The theoretical contribution of this research is to move for-

ward and broadens the notion of consumer empowerment.

While previous literature in the ethical consumption context

has presented empowered consumers as active, aware and

sovereign, willing to participate in the society through their

individual consumption choices (Shaw, Newholm, and Dickin-

son 2006; Wright 2006; Carrington, Neville, and Whitwell

2010), we challenge these assumptions and move the focus

from the individual to the collective level. We analyze con-

sumer empowerment not in relation to individual consumption

choices, but in relation to the construction of alternative modes

of social organization around consumption. These alternative

modes of social organization are manifested through the con-

struction of shared spaces, practices, and discourses and aim for

more sustainable and democratic social macrostructures. We

show that in the domain of ethical consumption empowerment

is relational and it emerges through collaboration with others

(Arendt 1972). By adopting a cultural-discursive perspective,

our approach allows us to observe the creation of new
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discursive formations of social relations and social experimen-

tation around consumption.

Our findings suggest that the process of empowerment

occurs on various levels. On one level, RCC participants con-

struct an alternative that, while it cannot claim to restructure the

political economy, does constitute a different means of con-

sumption and production (both a real and a potential choice).

On a second level, we focus on the greater organizational

empowerment that RCCs may offer, such as their potential for

civic mobilization and collective action through the creation

of new social ties and the collaboration of many small-scale

communities of consumers and producers (Forno and Graziano

2014). On a third level, our study shows that consumers

become empowered by challenging the cultural domination

of norms and meanings related to consumption and citizenship.

RCC participants collectively deconstruct the terms ‘‘con-

sumer’’ and ‘‘citizen’’ – which are intertwined – as expressions

of personhood and collectively reconstruct them. Here, RCCs

emerge as empowering systems that contribute to social trans-

formation, firstly because they become spaces in which partici-

pants can exercise consumption and citizenship as they desire

(Arendt 1972), and secondly because these spaces are used for

the creation of meanings and the dissemination of collectively

created discourses (Foucault 1980). RCCs can be understood

as co-creations that produce truth claims via iterative and

co-evolving process of objectivization and subjectivization

(Denegri-Knott, Zwick, and Schroeder 2006; Foucault 1982).

This is of particular interest in countries like Spain and Greece,

where the recent Indignados and Syntagma square movements

have opened several collective spaces such as cooperatives and

Timebanks conceived as alternative channels of political par-

ticipation (see Castañeda 2012; Prentoulis and Thomassen

2013).

The article is organized as follows. In the next section, we

discuss the conceptualization of consumer empowerment,

drawing from different research traditions. We then describe

the data collection and qualitative methodology used for our

discursive analysis. Finally, we explore consumer empower-

ment in the context of ethical consumer communities, leading

to a discussion of the findings.

Consumer Empowerment

The concepts of power and empowerment have been widely

studied across different fields, including feminism, minority

groups and poverty literature (Denham Lincoln et al. 2002; Kab-

eer 1999). In the case of consumers, the question has often been

whether consumers or marketers have the ability to direct mar-

kets for their own benefit (Varman and Vikas 2007). Given the

vast body of literature on the subject, we do not intend to provide

an exhaustive account of theories on power and instead use the

comprehensive framework provided by Denegri-Knott, Zwick,

and Schroeder (2006) as a mapping tool. In the following para-

graphs we will present two different perspectives on power and

empowerment: 1) the neoliberal model and 2) the discursive-

cultural model. We position our study in the latter of the two.

According to the dominant neo-liberal ethic, power and con-

trol may be gained through individual consumer choices (Shan-

kar, Cherrier, and Canniford 2006). Empowered consumers are

presented as active, aware and sovereign (Shaw, Newholm, and

Dickinson 2006; Wright 2006), willing to participate in ‘‘the

new agora of consumer democracy’’ through their daily pur-

chase decisions (Schwarzkopf 2011, p. 8). Thus, purchases may

act as a positive vote in the marketplace and non-purchases as a

vote against (Schwarzkopf 2011; Shaw, Newholm, and Dickin-

son 2006). As such, here the consumer empowerment process

involves the removal of constraints that impede consumers

exercising their role as choosers. These constraints include lack

of quality market offerings, lack of knowledge of the consumer

market, and lack of ability to search for information about mar-

ket offer (Pires, Stanton, and Rita 2006; Thøgersen 2005).

Therefore, if markets are competitive in offering a wide array

of choice (Rezabakhsh et al. 2006) and consumers have the

resources and social skills to exercise choice (Adkins and

Ozanne 2005), then the consumers become empowered.

Furthermore, in the Internet era consumers enjoy greater sanc-

tion and legitimate power, as the Internet allows for a network

model of information flow (Castells 2008; Rezabakhsh et al.

2006). The Internet may provide the tools and space for higher

empowerment, making information more symmetrical and, as

Howells (2005) argues, rendering consumers free and citizens

protected.

However, drawing on previous literature we question the

underlying assumptions of the neoliberal perspective. First, the

neoliberal discourse emphasizes agency and rationality, which

cannot be taken for granted. For example, although the Internet

may provide tools for ‘‘empowerment’’ it remains uncertain

whether these tools are effective enough or that they are criti-

cally used, or indeed used at all, by consumers. For example,

Rezabakhsh and colleagues mention that consumers may not

take full account of the information available to them, due to

heuristics or lack of time. Howells (2005) brings up other impe-

diments such as switching costs, information asymmetries and

limited access to information for vulnerable consumers. In the

ethical consumer literature, the problem lies not only in the

quantity (Mohr, Webb, and Harris 2001; Uusitalo and Oksanen

2004), but especially in the ‘‘quality and complexity’’ of avail-

able information (Berry and McEachern 2005, p. 87). Informa-

tion overload makes processing unmanageable and complex,

while information soon becomes obsolete (Devinney, Auger,

and Eckhardt 2010; Dickson 2005; Lang and Gabriel 2005).

Too much information may lead to cognitive overload and a

deferral of consumer decisions (Wathieu et al. 2002). As Shan-

kar, Cherrier, and Canniford (2006) argue, the freedom to

choose may be empowering and liberating, but it can also be

paralyzing. Therefore, we question whether information seek-

ing and consumer decision-making can be rational in the first

place. Furthermore, this view presupposes that information

seeking may offer access to an objective truth and social real-

ity, which is also highly debatable.

Second, Schwarzkopf (2011) challenges this market democ-

racy, in which individuals’ alleged free consumer choices
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reflect the people’s will. Instead, he submits historical evidence

to show how the myth of the consumer as voter serves both to

legitimize marketing methods as a social technique that cannot

supposedly ‘‘fool’’ the empowered, free consumer (Denegri-

Knott, Zwick, and Schroeder 2006; Ritzer 2005) and to endorse

capitalism as the only system in which modern democracy is

possible (Bauman 2001). Furthermore, Devinney, Auger, and

Eckhardt (2010) show how in the case of ethical products,

change is often initiated by companies that adopt a more

socially responsible position, while consumers simply adjust

to their new, more ethical branding. Therefore, social negotia-

tion often does not occur and markets continue to be directed

by marketers who provide an illusion of empowerment and

freedom to consumers. In addition, ethical consumerism has

been critiqued as another type of unsustainable consumerism

(Barnett et al. 2005; Heath and Potter 2006) and a privilege

of wealthier consumers, raising issues of freedom versus ability

to choose (Morriss 2009). According to this line of thought,

consumer empowerment is an exclusive right not of consumers,

but of purchasers (Varman and Vikas 2007).

Third, the neoliberal view of empowerment celebrates indi-

vidualism. However, for Arendt (1972), power is not a property

of an individual, but exists only relationally in a group and

emerges between people acting and speaking in concert.

Empowerment, then, is achieved through collaboration with

others. A related issue here would be the debate about the

replacement of citizenship with consumption, which has been

criticized by many (e.g., Assadourian 2010; Bauman 1988;

Johnston 2008). We agree with Bauman’s view (1988) that free

consumers who do not participate in public affairs are poor

consumers. Instead, we draw on the post-structuralist tradition

of power to inform our empirical case, using the cultural-

discursive model as framed by Denegri-Knott and colleagues

(2006). Torfing (2009) provides an excellent analysis of this

tradition of power, drawing on the work of Derrida, Laclau,

Foucault and Zizek, among others. From a post-structuralist

perspective, the conception of power goes beyond its under-

standing as causation and structure and agency-based concep-

tions. Rather, power is related to discursive systems that

include and exclude, that shape the way we perceive reality.

In this case, the social reality is not objective but incomplete

and undecidable. Following Laclau, Torfing (2009) explains

how in an undecidable world decidable forms of discourse

articulate a new social order through the construction of social

antagonism. Hegemony is articulated through discourses that

fix social meanings and identities, because ‘‘the hegemonic

forces must produce myths and social imaginaries’’ (p. 120).

As a result, empowerment is not seen as liberation from sup-

pression but as resistance that permits new forms of social

experimentation and government. Foucault (1982) identifies

three types of struggles: against forms of domination, exploita-

tion, and subjectivity and submission. Individuals are objecti-

vized by institutional discourses that create consciousness

and subjectivized through the practices of the self. For exam-

ple, in dominant social discourses individuals are assigned their

share of responsibility for the environmental crisis (Fontenelle

2013). In this way, their ‘‘possible field of action’’ is structured

(Foucault 1982, p. 790; Foucault 1991). But individuals can

also develop potential for resistance to ruling social force rela-

tions, because there is a ‘‘multiplicity of force relations’’ that

both restrict and open possibilities for action (Foucault 1990,

p. 92).

Although the neoliberal view of power is dominant in the

consumer literature, poststructuralist notions of power have

been adopted in previous consumer research. For example,

Shankar, Cherrier, and Canniford (2006) discuss consumer

empowerment from a Foucauldian perspective. Zwick and

Dholakia (2004) also explain that the construction of consu-

mers as cultural objects takes place through discourses, so

empowerment depends largely on the ability to control dis-

courses that produce knowledge and allow the constitution of

ones self. Changes in the logic of representation will produce

different forms of knowledge, meaning and practice, hence

power is not shifting from one social actor to another social

actor. It is omnipresent, defining discourses of right and wrong,

creating norms, building meanings, and legitimizing certain

kinds of actions over others. As Shankar, Cherrier, and Canni-

ford (2006, p. 1020) argue, technologies of consumption can be

simultaneously disciplining and liberating, which is the para-

dox of searching for a meaningful self through consumption.

The authors, citing Foucault, provide the bottom line for

empowerment: ‘‘thinking outside of the knowledge systems

which frame us’’ (p. 1025). This may be the case of bloggers

who contribute to the public discourse construction connecting

‘‘the individual mind with the collective mind’’ (Castells 2008;

Shankar, Cherrier, and Canniford 2006). Under this notion of

empowerment, individuals become self-governing, determin-

ing what can be known and done through their discursive stra-

tegies (Cova and Dalli 2009; Denegri-Knott, Zwick, and

Schroeder 2006).

Consumption is presented as a site of resistance where indi-

vidual consumers employ creative tactics to deal with the

imposed and constraining status quo (Zwick and Dholakia

2004, p. 35). Examples include the appropriation of brand and

other meanings created by marketers (Cova and Pace 2006) or

oppositional consumption to mark the distinction from estab-

lishment values (Ozanne and Murray 1995). However, these

tactics and signs can be easily appropriated and marketed, thus

losing their sign value and critical force (Baudrillard 1998;

Heath and Potter 2006). When this happens, the subculture

has to change the signifier and, beyond that, must become

‘‘an organized movement of reflexively defiant consumers’

(Ozanne and Murray 1995, p. 523). This notion of consumer

empowerment accepts that power may be transcendent, if con-

sumers do not ‘‘play’’ and participate, emphasizing the chang-

ing power relations. This also explains the distinction made by

Denegri-Knott and colleagues (2006) between consumer resis-

tance and consumer empowerment, in that the former may sim-

ply involve adaptation of existing marketing signs and spaces,

while the latter relates to the creation of spaces of resistance.

Herein, we adopt a productive view of power (Arendt 1972;

Foucault 1980). Power is not understood as a measurable
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divisible entity depending on who influences whom more in the

company-consumer relationship (Denegri-Knott, Zwick, and

Schroeder 2006). Power is not objectified as something that can

be owned, lost, and acquired. Instead of ‘‘power over,’’ we

embrace the notion of ‘‘power to,’’ which means, on the one

hand, the capacity to achieve something and, on the other hand,

generating the autonomous empowerment of an individual or a

group (Göhler 2009). By exploring RCC as spaces of resistance

where discourses are created – knowledge and consciousness is

created thus, according to Foucault – we explore consumers’

social practices and the dialectical development of forces and

relations with regard to food production and consumption.

We observe how consumers organize themselves in commu-

nities, collectively deconstructing and reconstructing the term

‘‘consumer’’ (and the term ‘‘citizen,’’ as we will see in follow-

ing sections) to create alternative modes of social and market

organization. We believe that this can result in a more sophis-

ticated notion of consumer empowerment, particularly in the

field of ethical consumption.

Methodology

The unit of observation of this study consists of the members of

the RCC (Cooperatives de Consum Responsable in Catalan)

located in the northeastern Spanish region of Catalonia. The

purpose of the empirical analysis is to explore how members

of these communities discursively construct the RCCs as life

alternatives and forms of resistance to the traditional market-

place, as well as the practices employed in these spaces and the

meanings created. To achieve this we used a combination of

participants’ narratives and researchers’ field notes read vari-

ous times during and after the fieldwork. These ethical con-

sumer communities are local, neighborhood-based groups

whose primary activity is the collective purchase of products

on the basis of ethical criteria decided by the group. The same

general criteria are used by all groups: 1) a preference for small,

local producers; 2) the avoidance of intermediaries, to ensure a

direct relationship with the producer; and 3) the purchase of

organic products made under fair labor conditions. The choice

of producers required an in-depth knowledge of their business

and, in many cases, more general aspects of their lives.

To identify and select the cooperatives, a Spanish ethical

magazine and directories of cooperatives were used as the ini-

tial sampling frames. The sample was not predefined, as con-

cepts emerging from the data analysis led to subsequent

rounds of data collection (Corbin and Strauss 1990). Thus,

we did not impose a conceptual framework on the data but

adopted the view of concepts as tools that fit better for different

intellectual tasks (Clegg and Haugaard 2009). In line with the

grounded theory methodology, we employed the ‘‘zig zag’’

process of simultaneous data collection and data analysis

(Cresswell 1998). This allowed for a reflective account of the

data, although it extended the fieldwork to 14 months. We also

used theoretical sampling and continued the fieldwork until we

reached saturation. As an example, the fieldwork started with

more mature cooperatives, but younger cooperatives were

subsequently incorporated to explore differences in functioning

and practices.

Although our purpose was not to create a profile of the par-

ticipants, we noted that that most RCC members were middle-

class consumers with a high educational level. Many were

involved in education – teachers and lecturers in secondary

schools and universities, Ph.D. students, researchers – or had

a university degree in the natural sciences (chemistry, biology,

agricultural engineering).

In light of the objectives of the study, we adopted an inter-

pretive methodology to facilitate an in-depth understanding of

the experience of participation in these groups. More specifi-

cally, we used a grounded theory approach to facilitate the

emergence of participant-centered themes, rather than cate-

gories prompted by the researchers (Corbin and Strauss 1990;

Glaser and Strauss 1967). By adopting a constructionist

approach, we accept the performative nature of research (Heis-

kanen 2005) and consider our findings ‘‘joint constructions of

knowledge’’ produced through the interaction between the

respondents’ narratives and the researchers’ interpretations

(Mauthner and Doucet 2003, p. 424).

A multi-method design was used, which combined three

data-collection techniques: observation, interviews (including

focus groups), and document analysis. The use of different

research techniques allowed for data triangulation. In addition,

external audit and member checks were used as data quality

control measures (Cresswell 1998). Table 1 summarizes the

main characteristics of the research methods used.

Observation (online and offline) helped the researchers to

establish a rapport with the cooperative members, as in most

cases members initially showed some distrust of the study.

Gaining access was difficult, and the researchers gradually

came to focus on how best to present themselves, namely, as

students instead of researchers (Easterby-Smith, Thorpe, and

Jackson 2001). A more informal style of dress was chosen,

avoiding recognizable brands due to the negative response they

generated among RCC members. In several cases, the research-

ers were repeatedly asked about the purpose of the study and

whether companies would use the results. We explained that

it was an academic study and that no funding had been received

from companies. Frequent visits to the RCCs enabled each

researcher to become an accepted part of the participants’

world, although it was impossible to eliminating the status as

researchers altogether (Maxwell 2013). The scope of the obser-

vational focus was quite broad and included the participants’

interactions within the physical setting of the cooperative, their

e-mails, and meetings with producers. In some cases, the

researchers would simply act as spectators. On other occasions

they completely immersed themselves in the setting as full par-

ticipants, having informal chats with participants, going for

lunch with them, and sharing car journeys.

The interviews and focus groups generated a large amount

of information about the operating of the RCC, the practices

employed, the relationship among members and producers, the

experience of participating in the RCC, and various stories and

anecdotes. The interviews were conversational in nature, but a
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topic guide was used to ensure that the main issues were cov-

ered. Special attention was given to the wording of questions.

The objective was to ask ‘‘truly open-ended questions’’ (Patton

2002, p. 353) and to avoid directing participants’ answers. The

focus group made it possible to observe the live interaction

among members and the dynamics of the group (Patton

2002). Participants would build on each other’s narratives and

offer a more complete idea about the RCC, how it worked, and

what it represented. Furthermore, given that the participants

knew each other, they were more likely to provide an authentic

self-presentation (Wooten and Reed II 2000).

Document analysis complemented the other methods

because, unlike the other techniques, it did not involve any

mediation from the researchers. The documents offered access

to information that covered a 5-year period. According to Pat-

ton (2002, p. 559) ‘‘checking the consistency of what people

say about the same thing over time’’ is a form of triangulation

of qualitative data sources. A particularly useful source was a

magazine, named TROC, written and published by RCC mem-

bers. We reviewed numerous articles to determine the structure

and content of information provided, the recurring themes, and

the language used.

To organize and manage the large volume of data generated,

N-Vivo software facilitated the data analysis process and

helped to identify the point at which theoretical saturation was

reached. It also allowed for greater data transparency and mini-

mized errors (Lincoln and Guba 1985). The interpretations of

the data are outlined in the themes in the following section.

Findings

This section examines the dimensions of consumer empower-

ment that appear in the discourses of participants and in our

field notes. Here, participants narrate their empowerment pro-

cess by acknowledging their state of disempowerment as citi-

zens and consumers and explaining to what they attribute it.

Next, they present the RCC as an empowering system and

explain how they collectively construct it in such a way to

exercise their own choice of consumption and citizenship and

to provide alternative social imaginaries.

Empowerment: A Critical Understanding of Power
Structures?

Participants in this study perceive an unequal distribution of

power in the political and economic status quo. They heavily

criticize capitalism as the mother of many ills (Heath and Potter

2006) because, for them, it has ceded too much power to large

multinational firms that impose their rules in the single-minded

pursuit of profit maximization. In this respect, companies con-

tribute to an unsustainable growth model and create an unfair

marketplace that exploits consumers, workers, and small

producers.

Manolo (Interview): Capitalism doesn’t work. I think capitalism

has contaminated everything, how things

are grown, the market. They only look for

financial profit. They don’t care if what

they do contaminates and if in the future

it will harm the environment.

Sheila (Focus group): Supermarkets stifle producers with the

prices they impose. There are a huge num-

ber of producers and consumers, but the

few middlemen that exist manage to take

advantage and impose their own prices and

varieties.

Consumers address an abstract notion of capitalism, and

although they may mention examples of companies such as

Coca Cola and Carrefour, these simply serve as representatives

of capitalist market ideology (Thompson and Arsel 2004). The

anti-capitalist and anti-consumption ethos is obvious in the par-

ticipants’ discourses. Capitalism contaminates the environ-

ment, destroys small and local producers, creates inequalities,

and promotes overconsumption and materialistic lifestyles as

a solution to all problems. In particular, excessive consumerism

Table 1. Research Design of the Study.

Research
Method Main Characteristics

Observation Online (mailing lists and websites of ethical communities) and traditional observation in physical settings (visits to the
communities and to events organised by them). In the traditional observation, a field notebook was kept during the
observational process. In the online observation, information was sourced through subscription to mailing lists of two
groups resulting in 178 mails for the first group and 85 mails for the second one. Total duration of research technique: 14
months.

Focus Groups Four Focus Groups with 32 participants. Sessions lasted from 90 to 120 minutes and all took place in the setting of the ethical
consumer communities. All sessions were tape-recorded and videotaped. They were then transcribed verbatim.

In-depth
Interviews

Nine in-depth informal interviews followed with duration of 40 to 120 minutes taking place in diverse settings selected by the
interviewees. All interviews were tape-recorded. They were then transcribed verbatim.

Document
analysis

Analysis of documents provided by the communities (e.g. statutes, objectives of group) and of an online magazine written and
published by the members of the groups. In this magazine, the participants of the cooperatives would write articles on
various topics related to sustainability. Fifteen, 20-page extension issues were downloaded representing a five year period
(2003-2008).
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breaks strong social ties and alienates individuals from the real

world and real problems. It was often referred as a sickness

spreading throughout modern society.

Ferran (TROC Magazine): If you feel depressed, buy three swea-

ters. If they treated you badly at work

today, order a new kitchen, and if you

have problems with your partner, you

can make it better if you buy. Spend

and you’ll feel better.

Manolo (Interview): Consumerism is a like a 20th-century

sickness. It’s the result of brutal capit-

alism. They say buy, buy, buy! You’re

activating the economy. And look

what we’ve got. The worst crisis in

history. Tell me, how do you explain

that? It doesn’t make sense.

However, although capitalism is the great abstract adver-

sary, capitalism materializes in more specific or ‘‘immediate

enemies’’ (Foucault 1982, p. 780), although again abstract

notions of these immediate enemies – the government, multi-

nationals, and middlemen – are usually employed. Partici-

pants describe the power structures, as they perceive them,

and how they are maintained. On the one hand, the system

consists of large companies – the perceived power-holders –

who create norms and dominant discourses, and on the other

hand consumers – the oppressed, manipulated popular class –

who adopt these structures first at the consciousness level

(Kozinets and Handleman 2004). As Foucault explains, during

this process frames of knowledge and consciousness are

created. Participants evaluate the role and the structured field

of action of the consumer subject. As the quotes show,

much attention is focused on the dominant consumer-

centered culture, but this is also because it places so much

emphasis on the social role of the consumer replacing other

forms of political participation and civic engagement

(Assadourian 2010; Bauman 1988; Johnston 2008). By

recognizing capitalism as a structure of domination,

participants acknowledge their disempowerment principally

as citizens and then as consumers. Their disempowerment is

largely linked to their limited participation in the decision

making of today’s democracy. Politicians (again as an

abstract term in most narratives) set the agenda for

discussion and promote the interests of big companies over

what the people want. This brings to mind one of the main

slogans of the Indignados movement that started two years

after our fieldwork: ‘‘They [politicians] do not represent us.’’

Josep (TROC Magazine): In Barcelona we’re so lucky because

the model of city planning promoted

by the council means that we all have

a Carrefour 5 minutes from home.

Sheila (Focus group): Because they don’t give a s . . . about

us as citizens and this democracy is

so fake. We participate in a democracy

that boils down to us voting once every

four years.

Another prevalent perception that reinforces capitalism as a

structure of domination is that information is asymmetric and

non-transparent on issues of interest to citizens. The partici-

pants argue that ‘‘powerful’’ social agents withhold informa-

tion that should be made publicly available to consumers.

Examples include undisclosed information about genetically

modified products (an issue of vital importance in TROC, with

articles in almost every issue from 2003 to 2008) or about sus-

tainable alternatives that have never been launched on the mar-

ket and remain hidden.

Carmen (Interview): I remember when I was a university student

in 1977 and they taught us all about the

fridge. So, let’s say we have two identical

rooms. In one we put an electric fire and in

the other one a fridge. You plug them in and

calculate the energy flow. Well, it was more

efficient to leave the fridge door open than

the electric fire on. And then you start think-

ing. If they’ve known this since 1977 when

they explained it to me, more than 20 years

have gone by, so why do these appliances

still exist when there are more sustainable

models? So you start to notice these contra-

dictions. You say, there’s something not

right here. There are economic interests

looking for maximum profit. There are other

alternatives, but no one pays attention

because there is no businessman behind

them.

What becomes clear from the participants’ narratives is that

in order to increase their power and construct alternative dis-

courses, they want to increase their social participation and

remain informed and self-governed. Carmen claims to have

knowledge that the general public did not have, hence she

implicitly claims to be more empowered than others. Such find-

ings agree with what Kozinets and Handelman (2004) observed

in their fieldwork. Participants constantly discuss the impor-

tance of critical thinking, reflexivity, and awareness, in line

with the suggestions of Ozanne and Murray (1995). Further-

more, they build their collective identity on that basis, drawing

a clear line between themselves and the manipulated others

who prefer living in their ‘‘middle class lie.’’

However, Carmen and other respondents accept their limita-

tions and recognize how difficult and challenging it is to be

informed, a finding in line with previous literature on ethical

consumption (Carrigan, Szmigin, and Wright 2004; Devinney,

Auger, and Eckhardt 2010). For example, one of the partici-

pants, Silvia (Interview), finds it difficult to distinguish

between real stories about unethical corporate practices and

‘‘urban myths.’’ Another participant, Rebecca (Interview),
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engages in an effortful search for information. She looks up a

number of different sources and then systematizes the informa-

tion found. However, she accepts that the whole process is

challenging and at times she ‘‘feels paranoid’’ in her search for

the truth. As individual consumers, participants see themselves

in a state of disempowerment when they experience difficulties

remaining adequately informed.

By belonging to RCC, participants find that the stress and

effort of searching for information can be alleviated through

formal or informal processes. Members gather information

from seminars on waste management, recycling, and other sus-

tainable practices and share ideas on a person-to-person basis.

For example, Jordi (Focus group) explained that when he was

unable to find shops selling organic herbs he asked someone in

his RCC. Similar to what Thompson and Troester (2002)

found, participants can access RCC ‘‘communal wisdom,’’

which offers reliable information and minimizes their time

costs and cognitive effort.

In addition, a horizontal information network is often estab-

lished. The following quotes reveal that participants act as both

senders and receivers of information in this network of

interaction:

Carmen (Interview): Four months ago I subscribed to a confer-

ence on fair trade. So for the last 4 months

I’ve received around 10 articles a day. And

then I pass them on (to the co-op). You can

keep yourself and others updated.

Kat (Focus Group): We have a mailing list and circulate infor-

mation about conferences, consumption, etc.

Although, Carmen’s comments may reflect the disempow-

ering role of information saturation (10 articles per day), the

participants’ narratives and the researchers’ subscription to

three RCC mailing lists are not indicative of an information

overload. What is experienced is how the established network

serves as an informant, navigator, and coordinator (Rezabakhsh

et al. 2006) that produces knowledge and collective capabilities

(Arendt 1972). A clearer example would be the TROC maga-

zine, which is available online and aims to become ‘‘the vehicle

for ideas, reflections, news and activities of consumer groups in

Barcelona regarding consumption, ecology and new consumer

movements,’’ as stated in the introduction of every issue. Each

issue contains articles on different matters such as renewable

energy, ecological agriculture, the producers the writers buy

from, recipes for how to cook the vegetables they receive on

a weekly basis, and further sources of information for con-

cerned consumers (see Figure 1). The information presented

in TROC is of both an episodic and a thematic frame (Miche-

letti and Stole 2007). Episodic framing focuses on particular

high-profile issues such as genetically modified products,

whereas thematic framing encourages consumers to question

the context and underlying mechanisms of unsustainable life-

styles in general. The fact that RCC members edit TROC is also

important as it shows that consumers create and disseminate

discourses through their own means as another tactic of resis-

tance. The established network of interaction and information

flow shapes common belief systems, ideologies and the inter-

pretation of information (Gaventa 1980).

Participants perceive themselves to be in a privileged, more

empowered position because they believe in thinking outside of

the knowledge systems that frame them, especially when they

compare themselves to the general public. In fact, one partici-

pant uses the examples of the movie The Matrix and Plato’s

Allegory of the Cave, as in the study of Kozinets and Handel-

man’s (2004), to demonstrate how he sees himself in relation

to others.

Manolo (Interview): . . . When the prisoner escapes and at first

the light blinds him. This is what happens

to you when you understand that there is

another option. And you say: Man, there is

so much to be done. So the prisoner goes

back to the cave and says to the others: What

you see in the cave is not reality, what they

teach us is a lie. And the others say: ‘‘No,

Figure 1. Websites and information in TROC about feminism, ecology, and alternative movements.
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no, don’t set us free. We like it here. What-

ever exists outside doesn’t matter to us.’’

You know?

This quote highlights the perceived transformative nature of

information, alluding to Freire’s notion of ‘‘conscientization’’

(1974). Manolo explains that it changes his view of the world

and, thus, marks a clear difference between him and those

‘‘unwilling to see the truth.’’

Previous research describes this as the ‘‘Aha! Experience’’

(Thompson and Troester 2002, p. 560) or the ‘‘moments of

truth’’ (Kozinets and Handelman 2004, p. 695). On a similar

note, our participants claim to ‘‘connect the dots,’’ to become

spiritually aware, mindful of the conventions, behaviors and

lifestyles that are deceitfully proposed within the mainstream

market, and to establish their ‘‘rituals of truth.’’ Manolo uses

the Plato myth and The Matrix to emphasize the process of

indoctrination that individuals go through learning to think in

certain ways, having certain desires and wants, and governing

and controlling their field of action (Foucault 1982). Further-

more, there is an implicit reference to the production of a cer-

tain type of enjoyment that sustains the hegemonic paradigm.

For Manolo, however, individuals are simply manipulated and

typecast in their roles as consumers, rather than citizens, ideo-

logically blind to issues of great significance to their lives. In

this sense, power operates through people’s wants, desires

and preferences, which define their choices. As Foucault states

(1991, p. 100), ‘‘the population is the subject of needs, of

aspirations, but it is also the object in the hands of the govern-

ment, aware, vis-à-vis the government, of what it wants, but

ignorant of what is being done to it.’’ Citing dialogues from The

Matrix, once Manolo acknowledges the truth, ‘‘there is no turn-

ing back,’’ only further exploring ‘‘how deep the rabbit-hole

goes.’’ Thus, critical consciousness emerges and participants

move from unquestionably accepting the social order to adopting

a critical perspective of it. This is where the RCC plays a critical

role for its participants. Some moments of truth take place when

they join the RCC, whereas other may go through the same expe-

rience beforehand. However, for most participants RCCs act not

only as credible information systems and an alternative form of

consumption, but also as spaces in which members can co-

produce counter-hegemonic discourses and knowledge.

Gaining Empowerment through RCCs: Individual
Versus Collective Efficacy

The participants’ narratives contain a preponderance of anti-

consumption discourses, including ‘‘reduce consumption to the

minimum,’’ ‘‘avoid luxuries and brands,’’ ‘‘own only one pair

of shoes,’’ and ‘‘no waste,’’ while their behaviors may exhibit

consumer resistance in the choice of alternative distribution

channels, such as consumer-to-consumer exchanges, to oppose

the mainstream market (Lee et al. 2011).

As individual consumers, the respondents prefer local and

small producers, participate in swapping, and buy from

second-hand stores. However, they all encounter difficulties

such as a lack of time, product availability, and social pressure

from friends and family members who do not share their con-

cerns. Tony (Focus Group) mentions that sometimes he just has

to go to McDonalds with his children and other parents, other-

wise his family social life is limited. However, within the RCC,

participants find other like-minded individuals and collectively

decide what products should be purchased and from whom.

The act of consumption is no longer individual and relies on the

creation of social ties and personal connections, so power from

consumption also belongs to the group (Arendt 1972). Some

participants even call the RCC ‘‘a utopia’’ in which they can

impose their rules and conditions, something they cannot do

outside of it. As Marc (Interview) puts it: ‘‘If I’m in the co-

op, it’s because I want to help the people that really need it and

that I’m interested in supporting.’’

For Marc, the act of participation supports the small, local, and

environmentally friendly producers chosen by the co-op. As

understood by Marc, small, local producers are also disempow-

ered. However, they can do little to help themselves and have to

play by the rules of the market. Thus, through RCCs, participants

aim to empower both themselves and the powerless producers. In

this case, power is not objectified, shifting from one party to the

other. RCCs are constructed as spaces that exclude other, power-

ful social actors and re-configure the relationship between the

disempowered actors. The functioning and principles of RCCs

reveal the creativity and reflexivity of participants with regard

to whom they want to empower and who really needs their help.

Beyond buying food, RCC participants construct a personal rela-

tionship with producers, to whom they often refer as their friends,

which is an important difference with the great, anonymous con-

sumer market. Although this ‘‘distaste for anonymity’’ is not a

new finding (see Kozinets 2002, p. 28), it is fundamental for our

participants and to the functioning of RCCs.

The selection process of producers is done carefully and

established on the basis of strict criteria. Producers should be

small, local, organic, and free from middlemen. If a producer

does not meet the RCC’s main requirements, the collaboration

may be terminated. Carmen gives one such example. She

explains how her RCC stopped buying organic onions from a

supplier in Cairo, Egypt, because they were not locally pro-

duced. Nevertheless, most participants emphasize the open

relationship of collaboration and communication between con-

sumers and producers. Furthermore, RCC members agree to

cover part of the costs if farmers undergo a misfortune that

destroys their produce, similarly to the Community-Supported

Agriculture model (Thompson and Coskuner-Balli 2007). Also,

as we will explain below, participants delegate control over

the choice of fresh produce such as fruits and vegetables to

suppliers. In doing so, they are trying to maintain control over

aspects important to them without disempowering the pro-

ducer. They claim to engage in a consumer-producer relation-

ship that builds mutual understanding, empowers both parties,

and excludes powerful, oppressive social actors.

To maintain control, RCC members establish a range of

structures and processes including control committees, regular
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visits to producers, and meetings to discuss RCC practices.

Several articles in TROC describe visits to producers. The con-

trol committee1 is in charge of purchases. It searches for pro-

ducers who meet RCC requirements and then negotiates and

maintains the agreement. The committee also pays frequent

visits to producers, as described in the following quote:

Marta (Focus Group): Because of my work I have a lot of contact

with producers and a personal relationship

with them. And I trust them. So I go there

and he explains to me how he (the pro-

ducer) makes it and maybe I agree with

him, maybe I don’t. But I prefer this to a

brand where they just tell me that the pro-

duction process respects society and the

environment. I prefer to find out and see

for myself.

The direct relationship with the actual producer, which has

generally been lost in the modern system of intermediation

(Cook 2004), allows for negotiations and a greater sense of con-

trol and transparency in two main, but specific, aspects: control

of the production process and control of labor conditions. As

Sheila (Interview) says: ‘‘It is better to consume something in

a co-op than from a multinational because that way I know under

what labor conditions it was made. That’s one of the joys of it.’’

In other words, RCC members ensure information transparency

while they negotiate and create an alternative model of

production-consumption, at least for certain products. Sheila

argues that not simply accepting offerings already in the market-

place is one of her joys. The collective nature of the project facil-

itates this since individuals are not acting alone.

Furthermore, some RCCs arrange their own production of

products, such as toothpaste and wine. They are led by members

who teach them how to do so or who are producers themselves.

Also, in some cases RCCs rent land to cultivate vegetables, which

can be combined with what they buy from local producers:

No author (TROC magazine): News from our garden! After har-

vesting beans and garlic, tomatoes

were planted. For the summer,

weekly shifts are scheduled to

water the garden. We remind you

that the garden is an activity of the

cooperative open to every member.

We encourage you to participate!

This seems at odds with the participants’ will to empower

smaller producers since in this case they exclude them by tak-

ing charge of some of the produce. It should be mentioned,

though, that self-production takes place on a small scale and

can enable lower-income members to join and exchange work

for food credit.

The participants’ discourses reveal a more effective agency

as members of the group than as individuals. Examples are

commonly offered as proof of the change generated, such as the

increasing popularity of the RCCs.

Marti (Focus group): You don’t have to do anything, it just hap-

pens. Many people want to join [the co-

op] and companies are thinking more and

more about these things. I think we just

come here, buy and everything will hap-

pen by itself.

Angels (Focus group): There are many, many things that are

more positive, aren’t there? New forms

of consumption are appearing, such as the

cooperative. There are just a few co-ops

but more are appearing. And it’s funny,

but 25-30 years ago they didn’t exist. But

now they do!

The above quotes are proof of the perceived collective effi-

cacy of the RCC project. Similar to Shaw, Newholm, and Dick-

inson (2006), many participants also identify a larger imagined

consumer community of which they are part. For instance, Marti

(Focus Group) mentions the existence of ethically oriented con-

sumers in other countries even though he does not know any per-

sonally. For him, that ethical products exist proves that there are

consumers interested in buying them. Participants use this tangi-

ble or less tangible evidence to self-assert the impact of their

actions, and at the same time this proof of empowerment

strengthens their motivation to continue.

Ecoconsum, the coordinating body of RCCs in Catalonia,

also serves this purpose. Apart from being a source of informa-

tion for cooperative members, Ecoconsum strengthens the per-

ceived existence of a larger community by organizing meetings

on an annual basis to bring cooperative members and producers

together (see Figure 2). It also provides information on the suc-

cess of the project, such as the increasing number of RCCs, a

representational practice (Kjellberg and Helgesson 2007) that

exemplifies the popularity of the project and helps potential

Figure 2. Invitation to the 5th meeting of cooperatives and producers
in 2013.
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members find a RCC near them (see Figure 3). For example,

from the Ecoconsum website it can be seen that:

There are more than 1000 families with an eco-commitment

1,920,000 euros are invested annually

Another form of consumption has already emerged (www.

ecoconsum.org)

The visibility of Ecoconsum can generate a belief in the util-

ity and rationality of collective action (Wollebaek and Selle

2002), while also enabling action on a collective level by coor-

dinating events such as the ‘No Buying Day’ (see Figure 4) and

the Repera meetings of RCCs (Figure 2).

Indeed, collective efficacy appears to be greater than indi-

vidual efficacy for participants. As they see it, participants have

a greater influence on the socio-political system in a group than

as individuals.

Sheila (Focus group): Obviously I feel that I have more power as

part of a group than as an individual. We

have the chance to participate in the

changes taking place, not just in the coop-

erative but in general, to challenge this

structure.

Furthermore, decisions are taken collectively, reinforcing

their perceived legitimacy. Connoly and Prothero (2008) found

that perceptions of empowerment for the individual consumer

may be accompanied by insecurities about ‘‘what is the right

thing to do.’’ However, the decisions taken within the group are

discussed and negotiated by all members, and this reduces the

potential burden and responsibility of a consumer acting alone.

More than Consumption: Further Notions
of Empowerment

The discourses mentioned earlier in this paper focus largely on

how the participants construct their status as more empowered

consumers. However, the RCC project also empowers them as

citizens. Participants embrace the main tenets of the coopera-

tive movement: self-government, decisions through consensus,

Figure 3. Mapping RCCs in Catalonia using google maps.
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and equal participation in decision making and responsibilities.

In this way they create a social imaginary of what citizenship

should be like. In one RCC, participants had put on the wall tips

about how discussions should be carried out because, as they

explained, modern citizens do not know how to discuss such

matters.

Marc (Interview): It is clear to me that there a number of things

that should be basic: information transfer,

deciding by consensus, for example. One of

our aims is to decide things by consensus

and not by voting. If someone from the coop

doesn’t agree with something, we have to fig-

ure out a way for that person to feel represented

in the decision we take. If not, they will feel

excluded. It’s finding the point of balance for

everyone, right? It is not always easy, but if

we wanted it to be easy we’d be happy just vot-

ing every four years.

Undoubtedly, certain principles of RCCs, such as equal par-

ticipation and consensus through debate, can be challenging.

Marc, for instance, mentions that it can sometimes takes hours

to reach a decision, while Laura (Focus Group) explains that

there are often free riders and an unequal distribution of

workload that requires constant monitoring. This prompted her

to leave the cooperative. However, for most participants these

challenges imply a learning curve, while also acting as a filter

to eliminate those members without a genuine commitment to

the initiative.

In addition, most RCCs establish a maximum number of

members (normally 35-40). Participants explained that this

restriction is directly related to the feasibility of the self-

government model. If new members wanted to enter, they

would instead be advised to start their own RCC and receive

help to do this.

It is interesting to observe how participants generate struc-

tures in which they regain the control lost in traditional func-

tions of citizenship like voting. Furthermore, it becomes clear

that cooperatives are more than simply spaces of consumption

and in fact resemble ‘‘schools of democracy’’ that generate

social trust, social networks, civic engagement and thus social

capital (Putnam 1993), although they are different to the polit-

ical communities suggested by Bauman (1988). For most mem-

bers, this type of functioning is the complete reverse of the

existing political system, which limits their freedom and does

not let their voices be heard. RCCs enable participants to take

action, to get involved in issues that concern them, and to bring

about the social changes they desire, both as citizens and con-

sumers (Arendt 1972; Micheletti and Stolle 2007).

Other examples of further participatory action involve mem-

bers considering setting up organic quality standards system of

their own (another tactic of resistance) instead of accepting the

standards established by the local government.

Carmen (Interview): Look at the Catalan Council of Organic Pro-

duction label. We don’t trust it. What’s hap-

pening now with genetically modified crops

is that now that we’ve had them for eight

years they say there’s contamination. So the

council says . . . We can tolerate 0.9% of the

genetically modified strain in ingredients!

But we don’t! We don’t tolerate it at all! It’s

just that a moment comes when like a coop-

erative we can question the label, whether

we want it or not.

This finding is in line with the general lack of trust regarding

government mechanisms. The creation and implementation of

a certification system by the RCC provides an alternative route

for quality control, but it is also directly related to the group’s

perceived collective efficacy. Furthermore, Fair Trade is also

largely criticized as being unsustainable, for hiding real prob-

lems, and for reproducing existing power structures. An article

in TROC discusses how Fair Trade can be considered condes-

cending to Third World countries and offers multinationals like

Starbucks the opportunity to ‘‘greenwash.’’ Participants ques-

tion ethical solutions such as the organic certification system

and Fair Trade because they see them as limited definitions

of problems. They emphasize the need to widen the scope by

addressing the questions: What is organic produce and how

Figure 4. No buying day: Dance, talk, hug, draw, sing, question,
exchange (translated from Catalan).
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should it be certified? Is Fair Trade fair? In this sense, becom-

ing empowered requires a constant renegotiation of and

reflection on what constitutes fair, ethical, and sustainable mar-

ketplaces and what action may lead to these. According to

Gaventa (1980), understanding the mechanisms of power is

necessary prior to any type of mobilization and social dialogue.

Also, participants seem to be confident of defying existing mar-

ket structures and keen to engage in further action as a group:

participants gain system, action-related, and effectiveness

knowledge through the representational practices described

above (Kjellberg and Helgesson 2007). This results in positive

spill-over effects of the RCC project (Thøgersen and Ölander

2003). For example, RCCs actively promote sustainable life-

styles and civic participation in general, including traditional

political activism.

Silvia (Interview): Well, the dual objective was firstly to con-

sume and provide a service to the members

that wanted to be in the group so they could

consume ecologically in a space, and at an

organizational level. But secondly it’s about

the social innovation well, we’ve been

participating in campaigns, well, all about

making it popular.

The above quote shows that participants consciously and

reflexively think of the RCCs not only as an alternative option

for consumption but also as a kind of social innovation. Exam-

ples include participation in campaigns such as ‘‘We are what

we sow,’’ in protest against GM crops in Catalonia, and ‘‘No

supermarkets, thank you.’’ RCC members actively participated

in these campaigns, collecting signatures in the street, giving

out leaflets and information, and writing about the campaigns

in TROC.

It is also interesting to note the evolution of the RCC net-

work in terms of the issues it deems important. For example,

in 2014 the Multireferèndum platform was created (post on

Ecoconsum website, see Figure 5). The main aim of this initia-

tive is to conduct various referendums on different issues of a

local nature – such as the water supply of local town councils or

the BCN World project2 – and those more general in scope,

such as establishing legal processes for referendum calls. The

clearest statements on the group website are similar to the

Figure 5. The Multireferèndum platform-The people decide (translated from Catalan).
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narratives of the participants: calls for direct democracy and

reference to issues that local authorities block and refuse to dis-

cuss. Instead of the traditional top-down voting system, a more

direct and democratic bottom-up approach is demanded (Bau-

man 1988).

The Paradox of Choice: Giving Away Control

The participants’ narratives clearly reveal the need to regain

control, both as consumers and as citizens. However, an inter-

esting contradiction exists in that, while the participants strictly

adhere to their purchasing principles of local, organic produc-

ers and transparency in the production-consumption cycle, they

completely delegate control to the farmer when it comes to

what products to produce and therefore consume. The logic

is simple. It is not the farmer who ultimately chooses; it is

nature. A naturalistic, eco-centric perspective is adopted in that

only seasonal and mainly local products are bought. Respect

for nature and what it provides is a strong belief in the RCC.

More extreme views are found, for example, in the case of

Rebecca, who substitutes chocolate with carob because choco-

late is not produced locally. Favoring localness emanates from

concerns about the existing capitalist agricultural system,

which does not allow territorial self-sufficiency and food

sovereignty:

Araceli (Focus group): All territories should have a degree of

self-sufficiency. I don’t understand this

model of colonialism, thinking that the

world is my farm and that those in the

Ivory Coast should produce cocoa. And

if they don’t like chocolate, who cares?

They’re not going to eat it!

In this production model, autochthonous seed varieties are

being lost. This is an important issue for participants because

in Catalonia and Spain agriculture forms part of their local tra-

dition and cultural identity.

In neoliberal views of consumer empowerment, choice or

freedom of choice is the bottom line. However, in this case par-

ticipants embrace the delegation of control over what will be

produced and consumed, as long as the production process

abides by their ethical requirements and concerns. They

eagerly accept not knowing what products they will receive

every week.

Kat (Focus group): Now that’s a surprise! What’s going to be in

it? I like cooking things I’ve never eaten.

Me? Pumpkin? I’d never eaten it before the

cooperative. Or beets. It’s a new experience.

This verbatim reveals that the product itself is not the central

concern for the members of RCCs. Instead, their main focus is

the way in which the social relations around food should be

organized in society, for example, production and consumption

practices and the relationship between consumers and produc-

ers. Participants still make a choice. They choose to focus on

the issues that are important to them, such as establishing a

direct relationship with producers, gaining transparency in the

consumption-production cycle, and obtaining healthy and fresh

products instead of choosing the type and quantity of food, as

they would in a supermarket. By adopting this approach, they

challenge the notion of the empowered consumer as it is often

depicted in neoliberal markets where more choice means more

power. The emphasis here is on choosing what matters, instead

of from a predefined – in many aspects – choice set.

This model could also be interpreted in the light of the ‘‘par-

adox of choice’’ (Shankar, Cherrier, and Canniford 2006). Par-

ticipants seem happy to accept it because it frees them from

having to choose what they will consume every week. A further

advantage of not choosing is that it allows for new culinary

experiences, which foster the group’s creativity. The recipes

in each issue of TROC and the cookery classes organized by

the group deal with the practical problem of not recognizing,

and thus not knowing how to cook, all of the fruits and vegeta-

bles delivered by producers.

Discussion and Conclusions

Our study broadens the notion of empowerment by examining

it as a collective, social progression towards a more sustainable

market paradigm. Participants provide descriptions of the per-

ceived power relations, their enemies, and the struggles taking

place. Anti-capitalist discourses are common, as in previous

studies (Kozinets and Handelman 2004; Thompson and Arsel

2004; Varman and Belk 2009), and capitalism is presented as

the principal abstract enemy. Participants describe dominant

social players (multinationals, government, middlemen) and

the disempowered groups, the consumers and small producers

(Kozinets and Handelman 2004). But interestingly, in their nar-

ratives, participants seem to understand themselves as having

the potential to become empowered, whereas smaller producers

have little choice but oppression. If as consumers they allow

themselves to be manipulated, embracing a consumerist life-

style dictated by marketers, they also contribute to perpetuating

this structure of domination.

Our findings reveal a debate over consumption and citizen-

ship and about the systems of meanings and norms that condi-

tion hegemonic social and market organization. Participants

principally link their disempowerment to being unable to par-

ticipate on an equal footing in social dialogues about market

organization. Moreover, asymmetrical, non-transparent infor-

mation leaves them in the dark. To remedy this, they construct

RCCs as spaces of resistance, and indeed we can see how con-

ditions of information asymmetry and opacity might trigger

consumer movements and democratic struggles that destabilize

information barriers. Within the confines of RCCs, participants

endeavor to change the rules and power structures in which

they are immersed, moving from a disempowered position to

a more empowered one. RCCs become spaces in which partici-

pants test tactics of resistance against ruling social force
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relations. At the same time, they challenge consumption and

citizenship as constructed in dominant social discourses, prede-

fining their social field of action as consumers and citizens.

Within the RCC they collectively deconstruct and reconstruct

these terms. During this process, they question what constitutes

a fair, sustainable market and criticize mainstream forms of

ethical consumption, such as Fair Trade certification systems,

as well as any corporate attempt to offer them local and organic

food. However, a simultaneous process emphasizes the fluidity

of power. Whereas participants resist the capitalist market’s

power discourses, they also submit to the discourses created

within their spaces (Thompson 2004).

Power here is not a zero-sum. Participants are not trying to

take power from other social agents. Instead, they are striving

as a group to develop power for themselves and for other

oppressed social actors. For example, the creation of RCCs

constitutes an alternative that extends the set of choices avail-

able to consumers in general (potential choice). At the same

time, they try to shape a relationship with the producers that,

to their understanding, is empowering for both parties because

it is based on transparency, solidarity, and negotiation. They

establish strict conditions (producers must be organic, small

and local) for partnership, yet at the same time they do not

decide what they receive each week. This paradox shows that

empowerment in this case is not about a larger choice set or

about gaining absolute control over the producer or over what

is produced. Rather, it concerns the capacity to establish and

maintain (even on a small scale) an alternative form of market

organization, the desired roles of consumers and producers, and

the relationship that should exist between the two.

Different issues raised by this research are of interest to

macromarketing. RCCs are microstructures that propose a dif-

ferent market organization based on direct negotiation and col-

laboration between the producer of food and the consumer of

food. In our study, participants simultaneously carry out their

ethical ‘‘consumer duties’’ as an individual task and as mem-

bers of the RCC. Our findings suggest that participants claim

to feel lost, tired, paranoid, and confused in their effort to be

aware, critical and reflexive. For example, they observe and

experience informational asymmetries, information saturation,

and lack of transparency and credibility. It would be naı̈ve to

claim that the RCC overcomes all of these barriers, but the

group seems to facilitate members in certain ways. RCCs

become networks of interaction, information flow, and produc-

tion, acting as informants (providing relevant information),

navigators (indicating and guiding the information search), and

coordinators (stimulating and coordinating consumer-to-

consumer communication and collective action) (Rezabakhsh

et al. 2006). In a RCC, knowledge is created and disseminated

through advancing ‘‘new ways of governing and being gov-

erned’’ (Torfing 2009, p. 123).

Participants seem to experience greater collective efficacy

that is materialized through their discursive strategies, giving

examples that prove the efficacy of their action and defend the

logic of the RCC project. They discursively construct the RCC

as an alternative form of consumption and citizenship. The

creation of the TROC magazine and the RCC network (Eco-

consum) are clear examples of this intended strategy. Both con-

stitute representational practices (Kjellberg and Helgesson

2007) whose visibility reinforces the continuance of the proj-

ect, as there is tangible proof of the social change they generate.

This also leads to the repetition of successful practices and even

to further traditional political activism at the group level, such

as participation in campaigns and promotion of referendums.

Participants argue to be more confident of repeating and extend-

ing their responsible behavioral repertoire as individuals and as a

group. They experience little victories within the spaces of resis-

tance they create. But, most importantly, they gain the confi-

dence and morale to pursue participation and choice over the

major issues (Denham Lincoln et al. 2002). What we observe

here is a type of civic spillover (Thøgersen and Ölander 2003).

Most importantly, however, RCCs go beyond consumption

and represent networks and platforms that span various issues

of importance to their members. Some of these issues remain

over time, but new ones are also added, as the Multireferèndum

project shows. Such findings confirm Forno and Graziano’s

(2014) claim of changing modern protest tactics, from food

riots and public gatherings to locally organized actions and net-

works, seemingly supporting different forms of consumption.

Marc, one of the participants, categorically rejects the reduc-

tion of his role to that of a mere consumer. So, in this case con-

sumption does not substitute for citizenship, but it is used

because it is a template ‘‘for action and understanding available

to most people’’ (Arnould 2007, p. 105). Communities such as

RCCs may capitalize on the lasting power inherent to network

relationships. This greater relational and organizational empow-

erment of groups such as RCCs and other platforms is tied to the

greater macro-structures and to different issues associated with

consumption, society, and politics. To give an example, in the

May 2015 elections in Spain an activist from an anti-eviction

platform was sworn in as the mayor of Barcelona.

Finally, the functioning and principles of RCCs are also rel-

evant to macromarketing. Beyond consumption, participants

create their micro-versions of participatory democracies in

which they are required and expected to act as informed and

active citizens, or a kind of confederation of demoi (Fotopoulos

2003). This illustrates how consumer freedom is not enough for

those participants who crave public freedom (Bauman 1988).

Different strategies and mechanisms are established to ensure

a more democratic, participatory governance of RCCs. These

include setting a maximum number of members to ensure

self-governance, creating committees where all members par-

ticipate equally and rotate over time, and taking decisions by

consensus instead of voting. In this sense, RCCs contribute to

the generation of societal structures that not only challenge

mainstream consumption and agriculture, but also create alter-

native spaces for civic participation. Cooperatives resemble

schools of democracy in which empowered citizens can exert

more tangible control, unlike in the traditional political system.

Therefore, on a micro level, communities like RCCs may

create ‘‘habits of cooperation and solidarity’’ (Putnam 1993,

p. 90) by acting as pedagogical laboratories (Latouche 2009).
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On a macro level, RCCs can be seen as channels of influence

and as intermediaries between individual members and the

political system (Forno and Graziano 2014; Putnam 1993;

Wollebaek and Selle 2002). For instance, the existence of a net-

work of cooperatives and the coordinating body, Ecoconsum,

enables the interests, values and arguments of individual citi-

zens to take on a clearer shape at a collective level, with the

potential to become an agent of deeper structural societal

change (Micheletti and Stolle 2007). Thus, the collective

dimension of RCC projects, their increasing popularity and

their organization may establish RCCs as local stakeholders.

Our research moves the discussion from neoliberal under-

standings of the empowered, free ethical consumer to a more

sophisticated exploration of consumer empowerment. RCC

members create a new option for consumption, but they also

produce collective discourses that change their field of action.

RCCs represent a cultural and economic alternative that ques-

tions many of the tenets of the capitalist market and society,

‘‘decolonising the social imaginary’’ (Latouche 2009, p. 95),

among them, the notions of consumer and citizen. In this sense,

struggles in the domain of consumption may shape broader

discourses of democratic, accountable, and participative gov-

ernance. These findings show that, in line with Speer and

Hughey (1996, p. 178), the concept of empowerment should

be moved ‘‘beyond an individualized account of change to

locate it at a higher level of analysis, thus acknowledging con-

nectedness of persons and organisations.’’
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Notes

1. Other committees are also established, such as the communication

committee in charge of external relations or the activities commit-

tee in charge of organizing seminars, workshops, and other events.

All members participate in a committee and rotate over time.

2. BCN World is a recreational project including six casinos that has

received much criticism. Some have argued that it destroys the

local economy, incentivizes gambling, and provides only short-

term economic benefits to the region. The conditions of the licenses

granted to the casinos have also been disputed.
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