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ABSTRACT 
 
The focus of this study is to suggest how the degree of power consumers possess in the 
marketplace develops in part from the nature of the relationships between retailers and their 
targeted markets. Propositions are developed to facilitate empirical research by consumer 
researchers. By furthering awareness of the nature of consumer power, consumer educators 
and activists may gain a clearer understanding of the relationships between consumers and 
retailers, and retailers may be in a better position to determine the optimal investment of 
limited resources. 
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Introduction 
 
Given the pervasive role that shopping activities and consumption play in the lives of individuals, an 
examination of the power possessed by consumers in the marketplace appears warranted. The 
relative power held by consumers can be expected to have a direct bearing on the nature of their 
relationships with businesses, namely retailers. Relatively powerless consumers, for instance, can 
be expected to experience a greater incidence of retail encounters where they may be at a 
disadvantage whereas relatively more powerful consumers can be expected to experience a lesser 
incidence of retail encounters where they may be at a disadvantage. 
 
Although a number of approaches to studying consumer power exist (e.g., the effects of integrative 
marketing communication strategies on consumer power; consumerism and consumer power; 
individual consumer characteristics and consumer power), the focus of this paper is more 
fundamental. The objective is to explore the nature of consumer power emanating from the 
relationship between retailers and their targeted markets. Conclusions are drawn concerning the 
importance of continuing to study consumer power. 
 

 
Consumer Power 

 
Although there is no definitive agreement on how to describe or examine consumer power, most 
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definitions refer to the ability of consumers to affect the behavior of businesses, specifically the 
ability of consumers to entice retailers to provide offerings which are consistent with their needs and 
desires. Lack of agreement, however, exists concerning what constitutes individuals’ needs and 
desires. Consequently, disagreement exists over the degree of power consumers actually possess 
in the marketplace. Denegri-Knott, Zwick, and Schroeder (2006) attempt to eliminate some of the 
confusion by identifying three different models through which consumer power has been viewed: 
consumer sovereignty, consumer culture, and discursive power. Each is briefly discussed below.  
 

Consumer Sovereignty Model  
 
Consumer sovereignty is defined as the ability of consumers “to determine, from the offerings of 
producers of goods and services, what goods and services will be produced” (Shaw, Newholm, and 
Dickinson 2006, p. 1052). Within this model, the extent to which consumers possess power in the 
marketplace is regarded to be based on two issues: consumer rationality and freedom of choice. 
Consumer rationality assumes that individuals act in a manner that will allow them to communicate 
their needs and desires to retailers in such a way that retailers will have the ability to recognize and 
to fulfill these needs and desires. Furthermore, for consumers to possess freedom of choice, they 
must have access to products of differing quality and price, and have the ability and motivation to 
seek, process, and act upon information about quality and price.  
 
Using this approach to consumer power, many believe that consumers today possess 
unprecedented power in the marketplace. They base their conclusions on the fact that consumers 
possess easy access to an overwhelming amount of information. Through the Internet, for instance, 
consumers often find that they have access to a heretofore unimaginable quantity of product 
information, extensive information on retailers’ inventories and business practices, and access to 
retailers from around the globe. Greater access to information along with the ability and motivation to 
use it are assumed to better allow consumers to communicate their needs and desires to retailers 
and, as a result, provide retailers with the information needed to provide the broad assortments of 
products varying in quality and price needed to meet the diverse needs and desires of their 
customers. Retailers who do not change their business model to reflect the empowered consumer 
will eventually fail. Indeed, Kevin Roberts, chief executive of Saatchi and Saatchi states “for the first 
time the consumer is boss, which is fascinatingly frightening, scary, and terrifying, because 
everything we used to do, everything we used to know, will no longer work” (“Crowned at Last” 2005, 
p. 3). 
 
Not all agree that consumer power has significantly increased. Some believe that any idea about the 
supposed growth in the power possessed by consumers in the marketplace is nothing more than 
myth. Instead of a marketplace where consumer power is on the sharp upswing, they suggest that 
consumer power is actually declining. First, they suggest that freedom of choice in the marketplace 
has become limited. A competitive environment characterized by numerous small and medium-sized 
businesses actively competing for customers by producing myriads of differentiated products often 
no longer exists. Instead, many industries today are dominated by a small number of very large 
establishments producing fairly homogeneous products. Furthermore, in past years it was often fairly 
easy for consumers to compare the quality and relative value of competing products. Today, many 
products can be characterized as “high-tech” – products which are highly dependent on numerous 
miniature transistors and circuit boards for their operation. Most consumers, however, are not 
adequately technologically sophisticated to be able to understand, let alone be able to assess, the 
workings of these products regardless of the amount of information which may be available. 
Retailers, therefore, often do not provide products of varying quality and price, and individuals are 
often not able to gather the information they need to make knowledgeable choices in the 
marketplace.  
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Moreover, some suggest that increased information may actually be detrimental, leading to more 
choice alternatives which may paralyze a consumer from making a choice or increase the possibility 
of a consumer making a suboptimal choice, leading to regret. The availability of information does 
little if consumers do not actively seek and use the information. Finally, the “McDonaldization” of 
society, where consumers are increasingly responsible for activities traditionally undertaken by 
retailers, has been cited as evidence of a loss of power by consumers. 
 

Consumer Culture Model 
 
The consumer culture model focuses attention on the influence of culture on the lives of individual 
consumers. Proponents of this model reject the premise that individuals have underlying physical 
wants and desires which they seek to satisfy through the acquisition of various products. They 
further reject the contention that products have the explicit abilities to fulfill these wants and desires 
based on their physical performance attributes. Alternatively, in a consumer culture, many goods 
and services are not marketed as merely being capable of satisfying a consumer’s physical needs. 
Instead, they are marketed as providing the means by which consumers’ non-market needs can be 
similarly fulfilled. A discussion of the role of non-market needs appears warranted. 
 
Non-market needs differ in kind from basic physical needs. They are, by definition, needs which 
usually cannot be satisfied through ordinary market means – such needs would include the desire 
for love, companionship, or self-esteem. Non-market needs, however, are associated with products 
through semiotic communication. Even though products by definition are not generally able to satisfy 
individuals’ non-market needs, through a system of signs and symbols, consumers come to 
associate certain non-market needs with certain products, such as companionship, fun, and sex with 
certain brands of beer, or romance and mystery with certain brands of perfume (Burns 2001). 
Indeed, many theories of consumer behavior suggest that consumers evaluate products based on 
their subjective perceptions of the products (perceptions based on signs and symbols) rather than 
on objective physical reality. It therefore appears that many products are acquired based on their 
perceived capacity to satisfy nonmarket needs through the meanings or symbolic qualities ascribed 
to them instead of just the physical qualities of the products. 
 
Within a consumer culture, many purchases by individuals are for self-development or self-
enhancement purposes where individuals view their physical possessions as the primary building 
blocks in the construction of their selves or identities. The idea that possessions are an integral 
defining element of one's self is not new – in a consumer culture, however, they become the primary 
defining element.  
 
Since the self-construction process is carried out primarily through consumption in consumer 
culture, consumption becomes necessary to develop and maintain one’s self. Consequently, 
acquiring products, or, more importantly, acquiring the images that are associated with products by 
marketers and by consumers becomes a, if not the, primary driving force behind much of individuals’ 
purchasing activity. Individuals’ shopping activity becomes tied to the images associated with 
available products. On the other hand, freedom lies in the ability to choose one’s self and, 
consequently, the type of images and symbols to be acquired. The purchase of products with self-
consistent images becomes a primary orientation of one’s life – a materialistic lifestyle must be 
pursued if one is going to possess a viable, coherent self in a consumer culture. 
 
Consequently, within a consumer culture, consumers are often viewed as possessing relatively little 
power – they are viewed as passive subjects who are forced to accept the images ascribed by 
marketers to particular products. Several, however, question whether marketers operating in a 
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consumer culture are able to exert such an effect. There is no guarantee that signs, a necessary 
component of the meaning development process, for instance, will be passively and consistently 
accepted by targeted consumers in a way dictated by marketers and/or retailers – individuals can be 
expected to exhibit considerable variation in their interpretation of signs. 
 

 
Discursive Model 
 
Based on Foucault, the discursive model rejects the idea of the sovereign consumer as depicted in 
the consumer sovereignty model and the cultural dominance by marketers suggested by the cultural 
model (Denegri-Knott et al. 2006). Instead, consumer power is viewed to be product of the 
interaction between consumers and retailers. Within this paradigm, power is viewed as omnipresent, 
hence there is no possessing, acquiring, or losing it. Power is not viewed as existing independently 
of the society in which it is manifest. As such, instead of power being possessed by retailers or 
consumers, power is what creates both providers and consumers within discourses of knowledge.  
 
The three models through which consumer power can be viewed are not mutually exclusive, but 
each provides insight into the relationships between consumers and retailers. Although each of the 
various models of consumer power provides unique perspectives on the subject, implicit in each is 
that the extent to which consumers possess power is dependent at least in part on the nature of the 
market.  

 
Consumers and Markets 

 
It appears that the relationships and interactions between retailers and their targeted market 
segments may affect the degree of power held by consumers in the marketplace. The power 
possessed by consumers in the marketplace may further be affected by the discreteness of the 
market segments, or, in other words, by the number and diversity of existing retailers and the 
openness of their offerings to individual interpretations. A relatively small number of retail 
alternatives and great diversity between them presents a situation where market segments are fairly 
discrete and individual consumers are likely to possess relatively little power. In the situation 
characterized by a multitude of retail alternatives and, as a result, relatively little diversity existing 
between similar retailers, market segments become much less discrete. Consumers may much 
more easily move between different retailers, leading to less store loyalty. Within this environment, 
market segments become more fluidic and less defined, possibly leading to greater consumer 
choice in the marketplace. 
 
The power consumers are able to exercise in their relationships with retailers can be expected to 
directly relate to the nature of those relationships and can also be expected to affect the decisions 
and actions of retailers. Retailers that find themselves with customers who possess significant 
power in the marketplace will face a greater challenge in retaining those customers than retailers 
with customers who possess less power in the marketplace. Faced with a market segment whose 
members possess significant power, retailers will need to place a high degree of attention on 
ensuring the ongoing satisfaction of their customers. Their customers may easily be lost to 
competitors if these competitors are able to satisfy their customers better. Hence, there is a 
continuing requirement to vigilantly fight for one’s customers by continually attempting to improve the 
shopping experience.  
 

Implications 
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This paper suggests that the power possessed by consumers may be affected by the nature of the 
relationships between consumers and retailers in the marketplace. This realization may help 
consumer educators and activists to see the “big picture” of the relationships between consumers 
and retailers in such a way to better educate consumers and to better affect the marketplace. With  
a knowledge of the “big picture,” consumer educators and activists may be able to identify where 
consumers should be able to exercise more influence over retailers than what they are presently 
experiencing. In these situations, consumer educators and activists may be able to educate 
consumers to make wiser choices in the marketplace commensurate with the power they actually 
possess. In the situations where consumers possess little power, however, consumer educators and 
activists may view these instances as areas where additional governmental involvement in the 
marketplace may be advantageous to consumers and may actively lobby to increase governmental 
involvement.  
 
A better understanding of consumer power can also be helpful to retailers. By further understanding 
consumer power in the relationships between consumers and retailers, retailers may be in a better 
position to determine the optimal investment of limited resources. Choices can be made by retailers 
which will both aid themselves through increased profits and stronger relationships with consumers, 
such as jointly designing products. However, some choices can be made to increase profits at the 
expense of consumer power, such as the active analysis and use of loyalty card data. Retailers will 
need to make explicit decisions concerning their relationships with their customers.  
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