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Based on Van Gennep's framework of rites of passage, this research examines the self-transformation process of
consumers who acquire a sensory disability. The analysis of 15 in-depth interviews reveals a complex three-stage
process. With the onset of disability, individuals experience a forced withdrawal from their consumption activi-
ties. This withdrawal gives way to liminality of undetermined duration, nurtured by consumers' memories of the

past, sufferings in the present, and fears of the future. Consumers achieve self-transformation by attributing new
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meanings to their consumption. These results have two contributions: (1) the liminal phase of the rite of passage
has a multitemporal structure that might inhibit the formation of a new self and (2) redefining the boundaries of
normalcy helps consumers achieve self-transformation.

© 2015 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.

Consumers with disabilities constitute a significant segment,
representing the largest minority group in the United States with nearly
50 million individuals (Brault, 2012). Disability is an important context
for “self-transformation” (McCracken, 2008) that often entails vulnera-
bility and generates difficulties for consumers' everyday lives (Baker
et al., 2002; Kaufman-Scarborough, 2000). However, the literature
lacks the identity perspective in disability, falling short of explaining
the influence of such life transition on identity or the role of consump-
tion in this process.

Focusing on accessibility and barriers in the marketplace, existing re-
search shows that stigmatization such as discriminatory behavior by in-
store employees or the unreachability of goods on shelves hinders the
participation of consumers with disabilities in the marketplace (Baker,
2006; Baker et al., 2002; Kaufman-Scarborough, 1999; Kaufman-
Scarborough & Baker, 2005). Other studies find that new technologies
(e.g., the Internet) can create both improvements and difficulties for
consumers with disabilities (Childers & Kaufman-Scarborough, 2009;
Kaufman-Scarborough & Childers, 2009). Few studies explore the
impact of legislation (e.g., Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990)
that prohibits discrimination against individuals with disabilities
(Kaufman-Scarborough & Baker, 2005; Stephens & Bergman, 1995).

Yet, beyond stigma and accessibility, the literature neglects how
consumption contributes to the self-transformation of consumers who
acquire a disability. As disability occurs and bodies become “spectacles
of otherness” (Garland-Thomson, 1997, p. 8), individuals experience
an abnormal, unnatural, and illegitimate condition (Titchkosky &
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Michalko, 2009) that makes them greatly vulnerable by putting their
selves in jeopardy and making them feel out of control (Baker, Gentry,
& Rittenburg, 2005). Especially when disability is visible, consumers
try to decrease this vulnerability by avoiding the “critical gaze of others”
(Pavia & Mason, 2014, p. 481). Adkins and Ozanne (2005) show, for in-
stance, that consumers with low literacy act literate to deal with the
shame of their inability to read. Thus, the felt vulnerability and con-
sumers' efforts to deal with the loss of normalcy can be important for
the self-transformation process following the onset of a disability. Tak-
ing into account vulnerability and normalcy, and using Van Gennep's
(1960) theory of rites of passage, the present research explores con-
sumers' self-transformation following the onset of sensory disability
and the role of consumption in this process.

With the significance of senses for consumption and the popularity
of sensory marketing, sensory disability is of specific interest. Sensory
marketing has become a growing field of research (Krishna, 2012),
supporting the assumption that consumers are endowed with their en-
tire sensory capabilities. Retail environments are designed for con-
sumers “sighted and visually attuned to labels, colors, lighting, point-
of-purchase displays, point-of-sale information, and merchandising”
(Baker, 2006, p. 38). Thus, there is still much to learn about how the per-
sonal rites of passage of consumers who acquire sensory disabilities
shape their identity transformation (Schouten, 1991), and, consequent-
ly, their consumption.

Using the rites of passage as a theoretical lens and based on qualitative
research, this study addresses two questions. What type of self-
transformation process do consumers who acquire sensory disabilities
go through? How does consumption play out in this self-transformation
process? The results delineate the self-transformation of consumers
who acquire sensory disabilities as a three-stage process and make two
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theoretical contributions: (1) the liminal phase of the rite of passage has a
multi-temporal structure that might inhibit the formation of a new self
and (2) redefining the boundaries of normalcy helps consumers achieve
self-transformation.

The article begins with a review of the literature on consumer vul-
nerability, normalcy, and theory of rites of passage as a framework to
understand self-transformation. The methodology section describes
data collection and analysis. The findings section explains how infor-
mants experience their self-transformation. The final section discusses
the theoretical and practical implications, limitations, and future re-
search directions.

1. Theoretical background

This section first reviews vulnerability and normalcy broadly and as
important aspects of consumers' experiences with disability, and ends
with a discussion of Van Gennep's theory of rites of passage and the rel-
evance of this framework in understanding the self-transformation pro-
cess that accompanies the onset of a sensory disability.

1.1. Consumer vulnerability

Scholars describe vulnerable consumers as “more susceptible to eco-
nomic, physical, or psychological harm in [...] economic transactions
because of characteristics that limit their ability to maximize their utility
and well-being” (Smith & Cooper-Martin, 1997, p. 4). Acquiring a dis-
ability, especially if sensory, can create a sense of vulnerability by limit-
ing consumers' physical ability to enhance their well-being. Consumers
with disabilities also suffer from stigma (Baker et al., 2002) and various
obstacles in the marketplace (Kaufman-Scarborough, 1999), ranging
from physical challenges (e.g., absence of Braille menus in restaurants)
to employees' infantilizing behaviors (e.g., waiters communicating
with sighted individuals while ignoring their blind companions).
These external factors also create feelings of vulnerability through dis-
crimination or repression (Hill, 1995; Pefialoza, 1995).

Two different views of vulnerability can be found in the disability lit-
erature. While the medical model of disability highlights impairment as
the cause of vulnerability, the social model incriminates society and ex-
ternal conditions including discourses or language as the root of all evil
(Barnes & Mercer, 2010; Shakespeare, 1998). The present research brid-
ges these two views by using a rites of passage framework and ap-
proaching the self-transformation accompanying the loss of a sensory
ability as both a social and an individual experience. Thus, this study
regards vulnerability as multidimensional (Baker et al., 2005) and nego-
tiates the “tendency within the social model of disability to deny the ex-
perience of our own bodies, insisting that our physical differences and
restrictions are entirely socially created” (Morris, 1991, p. 10).

Recent research actually acknowledges the multi-dimensional view
of vulnerability. For Baker et al. (2005), vulnerability is an interaction of
individual characteristics (e.g., age, sex), individual states (e.g., divorce,
grief) and external conditions (e.g., physical elements). Other studies
show that consumers with disabilities experience vulnerability in vari-
ous ways and respond differently to the marketplace (Baker & Mason,
2012; Baker et al., 2001). Vulnerability is therefore variable and contex-
tual rather than a fixed state, and anyone can become vulnerable per-
manently or temporarily. For instance, losing a loved one disrupts
one's life and the grieving individuals feel liminality which contributes
to their vulnerability (Gentry et al., 1994). Natural disasters can also cre-
ate a shared experience of vulnerability (Baker et al., 2007). Shultz and
Holbrook (2009) find that vulnerability—especially if economic or
cultural—can be reversible with “an alteration in resources, a shift in
abilities, or any other circumstances” (p. 125). While these studies
focus on time-limited vulnerabilities, a small number of studies show
that vulnerability resulting from physical, cognitive and behavioral im-
pairments can be complex, dynamic, and sometimes unresolvable
(Pavia & Mason, 2014). Some authors have suggested that certain

forms of impairment remain disabling in spite of social improvements
(French, 1993; Shakespeare, 2006). Extending this view, this study ex-
plores permanent loss of sensory abilities and the consequences of the
felt vulnerability on consumers' identity transformation.

While being an important and, at times, inevitable experience for
consumers with disabilities, vulnerability is not specific to disability.
Conversely, disability cannot be reduced to a permanent state of vulner-
ability, as individuals with disabilities are not “necessarily vulnerable in
all situations” and “actively work to reduce [vulnerability] in pursuit of
getting their lives back to normal” (Baker et al., 2005, p. 7). As such,
experiencing vulnerability might stimulate rather than constrain the
self-transformation process following the onset of disability and goes
hand in hand with the desire to achieve consumer normalcy.

1.2. Consumer normalcy

Goffman (1971, p. 239) defines normalcy as a state deemed natural
with “nothing out of the ordinary.” The literature explores how normal-
cy can be disrupted or regained. For instance, Boaz and Morgan (2014)
show that post-operative complications in kidney transplants can dis-
rupt normalcy. Wong and King (2008) suggest that regaining normalcy
might be difficult for women with breast cancer due to the future risks
they face, although breast reconstruction operations might help de-
crease the perceived loss of femininity and restore normalcy.

Thus, the altered feeling of normalcy depends on the norms and cur-
rent ideals of normalcy prevalent in the marketplace (James et al., 2011;
Thompson & Hirschman, 1995) and how consumers perceive their pre-
vious selves. Missing from this view is a more complete understanding
of self-transformation that involves consumers' (albeit altered) visions
about their future selves.

To obtain normalcy, individuals with disabilities try to manage pub-
lic interactions and develop a positive self-image (Goffman, 1959). Con-
sumption can enhance perceived normalcy by reconstructing the
disability as unimportant and “de-emphasizing its value” (Titchkosky
& Michalko, 2009, p. 17). For instance, individuals with physical disabil-
ities use adaptive sports to challenge biases and feel normal by socializ-
ing and feeling equal to others (Lundberg et al., 2011). Similarly,
Internet shopping reinforces a sense of normalcy by decreasing per-
ceived vulnerability (Elms & Tinson, 2012). These findings echo
Baker's (2006) dimensions of normalcy: participating in the market-
place, achieving distinction, displaying competence, and being per-
ceived as an equal. According to Baker, just being in the marketplace
can help consumers with disabilities to achieve normalcy. For instance,
families whose children have disabilities use public arenas of consump-
tion (e.g., restaurants, Disney World) to mark their normalcy (Mason &
Pavia, 2006).

Thus, consumer normalcy implies individuals' ability to maintain
their participation in the current marketplace and show that they are
still able to play their roles as consumers. Yet, consumer research
lacks a theoretical understanding of the relationship between self-
transformation, normalcy, and vulnerability for consumers with ac-
quired disabilities, and the role of consumption in this relationship.

1.3. Rites of passage as a framework to understand self-transformation

Van Gennep (1960) describes rites of passage in three phases:
(1) the pre-liminal phase (separation), wherein the individual sepa-
rates from a social status; (2) the liminal phase (transition), wherein
the individual has yet to acquire a new one; (3) the post-liminal
phase (re-aggregation), wherein the individual reintegrates into society
with a new status. Consumer researchers use these rites of passage to
decipher the self-transformation process accompanying life transitions.
Focusing on tweens' consumption, Cody (2012) finds the transition
from childhood to adolescence ambiguous. Also, Gentina et al. (2012)
show that teenage girls use makeup as a ritual to move towards adult-
hood. Mehta and Belk (1991) suggest that losing identity-relevant
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