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Consumer Vulnerability Dynamics and Marketing: Conceptual Foundations and Future
Research Opportunities

Abstract
Inspired by the goal of making marketplaces more inclusive, this research provides a deeper
understanding of consumer vulnerability dynamics to develop strategies that help reduce these
vulnerabilities. The proposed framework, first, conceptualizes vulnerability states as a function
of the breadth and depth of consumers’ vulnerability; then, it sketches a set of vulnerability
indicators that illustrate vulnerability breadth and depth. Second, because the breadth and depth
of vulnerability vary over time, the framework goes beyond vulnerability states to identify
distinct vulnerability-increasing and vulnerability-decreasing pathways, which describe how
consumers move between vulnerability states. In a final step, the framework proposes that
organizations can (and should) support consumers to mitigate vulnerability by helping
consumers build resilience (e.g., via distinct types of resilience-fueling consumer agency). This
framework offers novel conceptual insights into consumer vulnerability dynamics as well as
resilience and provides avenues for future research on how organizations can better partner with
consumers who experience vulnerabilities.

Keywords: vulnerability, vulnerability dynamics, life course, transformative research, service



Calls for marketplaces to be more inclusive are increasing in frequency and vigor (e.g.,
Aksoy et al. 2019; Boenigk et al. 2021; Field et al. 2021). For example, Fisk et al. (2018, p. 851)
emphasize that service systems need to better include the full diversity of people so that “all
customers have the ability to receive the same level of value that is inherent in a marketplace

exchange.”! However, to make this notion a reality, marketers must better understand the range

of vulnerabilities that diverse consumers may experience in order to (co-)create strategies—in

partnership with consumers—to help reduce, or ideally eliminate these vulnerabilities.

Consumer vulnerability is not a new topic in marketing (e.g., Dunnett et al. 2016). Baker
et al. (2005) first defined consumer vulnerability, and Shultz and Holbrook (2009) discussed the
paradoxical relationship between how marketing both reduces and contributes to consumer
vulnerability. Building from those foundations, Hill and Sharma (2020) reviewed academic and
applied definitions of consumer vulnerability to develop a framework that organized antecedents
and consequences of consumer vulnerability and evolved the definition of vulnerability as “a
state in which consumers are subject to harm because their access to and control over resources
is restricted in ways that significantly inhibit their abilities to function in the marketplace (p.
554).2 Salisbury et al. (2023, p. 659) extended this definition to encapsulate the idea that
consumer vulnerability is a “dynamic state that varies along a continuum as people experience

more or less susceptibility to harm, due to varying conditions and circumstances.” Inspired by

! This emphasis on inclusiveness emerges from the paradigm of Transformative Consumer Research (Anderson et
al. 2013; Mick 2006), and it is consistent with efforts by leading outlets such as JMR’s ‘Mitigation in Marketing’
and JM’s ‘Better Marketing for a Better World’ initiatives, as well as the Responsible Research for Business and
Management (RRBM) initiative (Mende and Scott 2021).

2 This paper utilizes the terms “consumer vulnerability” and “vulnerable consumer” when referring to previous
research on the topic as used and defined by those sources. However, recognizing that a strength-based approach can
help avoid further stigmatizing or objectifying people experiencing vulnerability and acknowledging that a person-
first language is important (e.g., Boenigk et al. 2021), other terms are used throughout this paper. We are grateful to
one of the anonymous reviewers emphasizing the importance of these terminological aspects.



these insights, our examination aims to further expand the conceptualization of consumers’ lived
vulnerability experiences and their dynamics, so that organizations can better partner with and
support consumers in reducing (and, ideally, preventing) their vulnerability.

Specifically, we introduce the concept of consumer vulnerability pathways, which
capture how consumers move between different vulnerability states (i.e., moving from a
nonvulnerable state into a vulnerable state, and vice versa). We conceptualize an individual’s
vulnerability state as a function of both the breadth and depth of their vulnerability. Breadth is
the number of different factors (e.g., income, age, disabilities, race, language proficiency) that
contribute to the individual’s vulnerability, and depth is the degree of vulnerability within each
of those factors. With this backdrop of consumer vulnerability experiences, we then offer novel
insights into how marketers can support consumers by developing more inclusive, equitable
environments and by proactively helping to reduce consumers’ vulnerability and build resilience.

This research contributes to the marketing literature by, first, incorporating concepts from
disaster research (e.g., Vazquez-Gonzalez et al. 2021) that allow us to introduce a novel
conceptualization of vulnerability states as the interplay of two dimensions: vulnerability breadth
and depth. Because the notion of vulnerability dynamics implies change over time, these
dimensions are a crucial conceptual prerequisite to explore dynamics as variations in breadth and
depth. Drawing from disaster research (e.g., Beccari 2016), we then illustrate vulnerability
indicators to better elucidate the concepts of breadth and depth for marketers; these insights
expand the existing realm of marketing indicators to emphasize the fact that marketers’ standard
measures of vulnerability may not always coincide with the consumers they are serving.

Second, grounded in the idea that breadth and depth of vulnerability can vary, we build

on life course theory in sociology (e.g., Bernardi et al. 2019; Elder 1995) to identify distinct



vulnerability pathways; specifically, our framework goes beyond discrete vulnerability states to
incorporate vulnerability-increasing and vulnerability-decreasing pathways. These pathways
reveal novel insights for marketers into the nature of consumers’ vulnerability journeys, thereby
recognizing that vulnerability is a lived experience and that no case is truly the same (Shaw et al.

2023). Understanding that a consumer’s vulnerability state is a function of her vulnerability

pathway is crucial for marketers because—although consumers might currently be in a similar

vulnerability state—their pathways toward that state can be drastically different and, therefore,

might require organizations to serve consumers in unique ways.

Third, we draw on recent research in psychology that conceptualizes resilience as a
dynamic construct (e.g., Masten et al. 2021) to identify how marketers can proactively assist
consumers in reducing their vulnerability and in building their resilience. Specifically, we
propose that organizations demonstrate the notion of ‘service thinking’ (Alkire et al. 2023) such
that they intentionally engage with and support consumers in developing resilience capacity
through factors such as social support, problem-solving, and through promoting consumers’
agency to anticipate, prevent, prepare, adapt, and transform (Manyena et al. 2019; Vazquez-
Gonzalez et al. 2021). Against the background of our conceptual framework, we conclude with a
discussion of future research directions for marketing intended to help organizations better serve

consumers experiencing vulnerability.

Conceptual evolution of vulnerability dynamics
While there has been a fair amount of research into vulnerability in marketing in terms of
its antecedents and consequences (for reviews see Basu et al. 2023; Hill and Sharma 2020;

Riedel et al. 2022), only recent examinations in the marketing literature consider the dynamism



of vulnerability. Hill and Sharma (2020) first discussed it by considering that resource/control
combinations change over time and that consumers’ coping mechanisms also fluctuate. Salisbury
et al. (2023) made the dynamic nature of (financial) vulnerability even more central to their
model by considering multiple time periods, thereby recognizing that financial resource access
can lead to immediate or lagged impacts on vulnerability; the authors also recognize the presence
of inflection points, or times when a consumer’s vulnerability shifts significantly due to changing
circumstances, life events, or consumer choices. Blocker et al. (2023) provide insights into
vulnerability as they examine how shock and slack impact the ways in which resources are
developed, aggregated, maintained, or lost over time; this then creates resource trajectories that
are an “‘aggregate bundle of fluctuating resources relative to one’s overall resource sufficiency
over time” (p. 499). Table 1 presents key tenets of these papers on vulnerability dynamics in

marketing.

Building from this prior research, we draw on life course theory from sociology to
deepen our conceptual understanding of vulnerability dynamics that will be insightful for
managers as they strive to help consumers reduce their vulnerabilities. The life course represents
the “steady flow of an individual’s actions and experiences, which modify domain-specific
biographical states and affect individual wellbeing over time” (Bernardi et al. 2019, p. 2).
Adopting a pointedly dynamic perspective, life course theory (LCT) aims to explain “how
biological, psychological, and socio-cultural factors act independently, cumulatively, and
interactively” to shape life journeys (Hutchison 2019, p. 351) and transitions of people from one
biographical state to the next (Bernardi et al. 2019). Regarding these transitions, LCT predicts

that what happens in one period of life is connected to what happens in subsequent periods.



A life course perspective allows a particularly deep understanding of vulnerability
(Ferraro and Schafer 2017; Hanappi et al. 2014) for multiple reasons: first, it underscores that
vulnerability “processes may be very different in relation to when (at what age, historical period,
or cohort), where (in specific groups, institutions, welfare regimes, normative climates, etc.), and
for whom (heterogeneity of individuals, social origins, gender, etc.)” vulnerability processes
emerge (Spini et al. 2017, p. 20). Second, LCT underscores that vulnerability is an inherently
dynamic process during which risk exposure changes and the level and range of available
resources also fluctuate. A life course perspective helps capture these systemic and dynamic
properties of vulnerability, because LCT accounts for three realities related to vulnerability
(Spini et al. 2017, p. 9): “(1) The diffusion of stress and the mobilization of resources is
multidimensional: it occurs across life domains;” (2) it is multilevel: it occurs between the
individual, group, and collective levels; and (3) “it is multidirectional: it is by definition dynamic
and develops over time over the life course.” Drawing from these central tenets of LCT, we
develop a conceptual framework of vulnerability dynamics that includes vulnerability states and
vulnerability pathways. This framework leads us to propose how organizations can deliberately

and proactively help reduce consumer vulnerabilities and increase consumer resilience.

Vulnerability states as a function of vulnerability breadth and depth

Vulnerability dynamics reflect change over time; therefore, a conceptual prerequisite is to
explore dynamics across vulnerability states. Against this background, we conceptualize a
consumer’s vulnerability state as a function of both the breadth and depth of their vulnerability.
While breadth represents the number of indicators that contribute to the consumer’s

vulnerability, depth represents the degree of vulnerability within each of those factors.



Individual vulnerabilities are influenced by a variety of factors that include the psycho-
physiological functioning (e.g., biological profiles/genetics) and dispositions of the person (e.g.,
personality traits, values, attitudes);® individual vulnerability also varies based on a person’s
distinct life domains and contexts (e.g., those related to employment or family configurations)
and of socio-structural achievements, barriers, and characteristics (e.g., education, social status)
(Fineman 2008; Luna 2019; Spini et al. 2017). Finally, individual vulnerability is a function of
the types and amounts of resources a person can invest and any special legal rights or social
privileges (e.g., citizenship, gender) they can leverage (Bernardi et al. 2019).

To help organizations better understand these vulnerability factors and to help them
construct corresponding vulnerability indicators (e.g., in financial /healthcare settings), we
integrate LCT with disaster management research.* In light of increasing frequency and impact
of crises (e.g., natural disasters, military conflicts), a growing literature aims to quantify social
vulnerabilities, which are defined “in terms of the characteristics of a person or community that
affect their capacity to anticipate, confront, repair, and recover from the effects of a disaster”

(Flanagan et al. 2018, p. 34). One prominent approach to quantifying vulnerabilities is composite

indicators (Asadzadeh et al. 2017; Spielman et al. 2020), which—ideally guided by a conceptual

framework—aggregate underlying sub-indicators of vulnerability into an overarching composite

indicator (similar to the concept of a higher-order construct). Because indicators of vulnerability
often do not occur in isolation but together, composite indices typically combine variables across

multiple domains. Although there is currently no generally agreed-upon framework to construct

3 An individual’s demographic characteristics alone do not, per se, cause them to be more vulnerable; as such, we do
not intend to promote the idea of ‘victim groups’ or ‘rescue groups’ (see: Flanagan et al. 2018).

4 Because there are dozens of composite indicator frameworks in disaster management research that were derived
from 50+ methodologies, our goal is not to provide a systematic overview (e.g., see Asadzadeh et al. 2017; Beccari
2016), but simply to illustrate how companies might construct such indices (see Figure 1).



composite indicators, the idea of composite indices has been extensively used to assess
vulnerability or resilience at national and regional levels (see Asadzadeh et al. 2017; Beccari
2016; Spielman et al. 2020).

An exemplar of quantifying vulnerability is presented by Flanagan et al. (2018) who
construct a composite index of social vulnerability. Those scholars integrate multiple
socioeconomic and demographic factors that influence the resilience of communities,
operationalized via four domains of census variables: 1) socioeconomic status (inclusive of
income, poverty, employment, and education), 2) household composition (capturing age [<18 or
> 65 years], single parent-household, and disabilities), 3) minority status and language
(comprising race, ethnicity, and English language proficiency), and 4) housing and transportation
(reflecting focal housing structures [mobile homes] and vehicle access) (Flanagan et al. 2018;
Spielman et al. 2020) (see Figure 1).°> Together, we propose that these factors provide an
understanding of the depth and breadth of one’s social vulnerability, and we believe such an
approach to be necessary for organizations to more fully understand and address consumers’

lived vulnerability experiences.

Considering such a portfolio of indicators (Figure 1) allows us to conceptualize a
consumer’s breadth and depth of vulnerability. The breadth of vulnerability refers to the number
of (sub-)indicators (e.g., akin to a [0/1] count) that apply to a focal consumer. With depth of

vulnerability, we refer to the degree of impact, for example, the deviation of a consumer’s

5 The assemblance of such vulnerability data must go hand-in-hand with ethical principles and a comprehensive and
systematic stakeholder (rather than shareholder) focus such that company actions are guided by the principles of
mitigating consumers’ lived vulnerability experiences.
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income from the poverty level®. Such (sub-)indicators of breadth and depth can then be
aggregated and compared, for example, to an organization’s customer population. As such, the

two dimensions of breadth and depth provide initial insights into different vulnerability states.

Accordingly, we propose that managers—similar to policymakers and disaster managers for

whom such social vulnerability indices are typically intended—can benefit from analogous

indices to better understand their customers’ vulnerability breadth and depth.

Note that our perspective to assessing vulnerability experiences is akin to established
approaches for risk-based pricing. Some sectors estimate consumer vulnerability to certain risks
(e.g., the risk to default for consumer loan settings, or the likelihood of having a car accident in
insurance settings), which then is reflected in risk-based pricing. As such, some organizations
already have experience and expertise in quantifying consumer vulnerabilities, at least from the
risk-based pricing perspective. A related marketplace novelty is FICO’s ‘Resilience Index,’
which is designed to more precisely predict borrower’s resilience to economic disruptions
(https://www.fico.com/en/products/fico-resilience-index). This index “uses credit bureau
information from both before and after the Great Recession of 2007 to 2009 to measure a
person’s likelihood of paying the bills on time, even during times of financial uncertainty”
(Frankel 2020), and then rank-orders consumers by their sensitivity to a future economic
downturn. Notably, although this composite index could be a helpful tool to protect consumers
from vulnerabilities and bolster their resilience, its validity and reliability are relatively untested.
Even more importantly, FICO designed this index for organizational risk management; as such,

care must be taken so that such resilience scores are not inadvertently utilized in a way that can

& For example, a consumer is more vulnerable—ceteris paribus—when they rank at the 60% percentile rather than
the 90% percentile of the amount that indicates the official poverty level in the U.S. Note that such indicators should
be adjusted for regional or local income/cost-of-living and poverty levels (e.g., Nebraska vs. California).


https://www.fico.com/en/products/fico-resilience-index
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harm consumers who experience vulnerabilities. Instead, an organization’s expertise in assessing
and predicting threats should be leveraged to proactively offer these consumers tailored services

that mitigate their vulnerability and promote their resilience.

Vulnerability pathways as the links between vulnerability states

Pathways connect vulnerability states

The idea of breadth and depth of vulnerability circumscribes a two-dimensional
perspective that provides an opportunity for marketing scholars and managers to map distinct
vulnerability pathways. On a conceptual level, consumers can experience an increase or a
decrease of the (i) breadth of their vulnerability, (ii) depth of their vulnerability, (iii) breadth and
depth at the same time, or (iv) counter-directional pathways where breadth and depth change in
different directions (i.e., one increases while the other decreases), as Figure 2 illustrates. As such,
our framework takes a long-range view of vulnerability recognizing that states are temporal and
that there is movement between them. More specifically, we codify vulnerability state A as one
where vulnerability impacts a few dimensions of the lived experience (breadth) and that those
impacts are less invasive (depth). In vulnerability state B, there are few dimensions impacted
(breadth) yet the impacts are more significant (depth). Vulnerability state C is where more
aspects of the lived experience are impacted (breadth), though less significantly (depth). And
vulnerability D is when many dimensions of the lived experience (breadth) are significantly
impacted (depth). It is important to note that the manifestations of each vulnerability state will

vary by individual as well as their social and geographic circumstances.
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This framework highlights that vulnerability is not merely a state, but that a person’s
current vulnerability evolves from vulnerabilities they previously experienced. While
understanding vulnerability states (indicated as A, B, C, and D in Figure 2) is important,
focusing only on a single state overlooks critical insights as to how consumers ‘arrive’ or
‘depart’ from it. This can result in ‘blind spots’ and an insufficient understanding of these
consumers. For example, in a static view, a financial service firm could perceive two

customers—who both experience vulnerability ‘state C’—as similar. Yet, a dynamic view

reveals that a customer can arrive in state C via different vulnerability pathways. More
specifically, consumer 1 may have arrived in state C from state A due to a recent medical
diagnosis (an increase in vulnerability breadth), whereas consumer 2 may have arrived in state C
from state D after receiving a promotion at work that increased her income and reduced the gap
between her income and the official poverty level income (a reduction in vulnerability depth).
Our dynamic lens captures increasing and decreasing levels of vulnerability. As such, it
unearths interdependencies inclusive of temporal dimensions reflected in a consumer’s life
course reflecting their history (accumulated experiences and resources at Tn-1), their current life
circumstances (Ty), and the short- and long-term effects of behaviors on their future life course
(Tn+1) (Bernardi et al. 2019). It is important to understand what causes these shifts to occur;
therefore, building from LCT (Bernardi et al. 2019; Hutchison 2019), we incorporate the

concepts of turning points and path dependencies, which influence vulnerability pathways.

Turning points and path dependencies help explain vulnerability pathways
Turning points represent a “deviation or disruption in the trajectory an individual has

been on or from one that was personally or socially expected in the future” (Bernardi et al. 2019,
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p. 4). At turning points, the life trajectory makes a distinct shift—upward or downward—which
alters future opportunities and experiences in the short- and, potentially, long-term. Notably, the
idea of turning points is related to inflection points, which Salisbury et al. (2023 p. 659) define as
points when a consumer’s financial vulnerability “shifts significantly due to changing
circumstances, life events, or consumer choices.” We employ the term ‘turning points’, which
encompasses a broad range of disruptions, inclusive of financial, to explain vulnerability
pathways.

Research on LCT found that turning points change how people perceive and understand
their life (e.g., perceptions of (in)stability and (un)certainty), and can transform an individual’s
self-concept, beliefs, or expectations; as such, turning points represent a shift in “how a person
views the self in relation to the world and/or a transformation in how the person responds to risk
and opportunity” (Hutchison 2019, p. 354-5). Turning points can result from conscious
decisions, for example, when an individual starts their own household, gets married, changes
careers, or adopts a healthier lifestyle. However, turning points can also be the result of external
shocks, such as becoming unemployed, getting a divorce, or being in an accident. Turning points
may have differential impacts on vulnerability when encountered during distinct risk periods,
which include, among others, young adulthood, retirement, unemployment, lone parenthood, or
health impairments (Vandecasteele, Spini, Sommet, and BihImann 2021).

Path dependencies account for “the relevance of the past, not just the recent past but also
the far-away past, in determining the present;” accordingly, some scholars describe this reality as
‘shadows of the past’ (Bernardi et al. 2019, p. 3) On a conceptual level, path dependencies are
related to the trajectories that Blocker et al. (2023, p. 496) define as a “continuous path of

aggregate and fluctuating resources relative to overall resource sufficiency (consumption
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adequacy) over time.” Path dependencies provide an understanding of vulnerability dynamics
because “early life privileges or hardships can pile up and be compounded over time” (Bernardi
et al. 2019, p. 3); therefore, vulnerabilities at any point in time are the result of the accumulation
of (dis-)advantages over time. In other words, path dependencies capture the fact that the
probability that a vulnerability-shifting event occurs and the direction of a change in a
consumer’s vulnerability at time T depends on her longer life history. This also means that the
universe of future pathways is influenced by the consumer’s history and that the corresponding
degrees of freedom might be limited or restricted as a function of the causal impact of previous
experiences, events, and decisions in life (Bernardi et al. 2019; Spini et al. 2017).

Taken together, drawing on the idea of turning points and path dependencies and
following prior work on vulnerability, we propose a framework that goes beyond vulnerability
states (A, B, C, D in Figure 3) to indicate the importance of vulnerability pathways that connect
these states as identified by the arrows in Figure 3 (vulnerability-increasing pathways: 1.1.-1.5;

vulnerability-decreasing pathways: 2.1-2.5).

Our focus on vulnerability dynamics also unearths insights into the mechanisms
underlying up- and downward pathways (i.e., consumers moving from a nonvulnerable state into
a vulnerable state, and vice versa). By mapping the portfolio of vulnerability pathways, we
reveal the threat of distinct vulnerability-increasing paths (Figure 3, left panel) and the
opportunities of distinct vulnerability-decreasing paths (Figure 3, right panel) that influence the
trajectory of vulnerability pathways. To illustrate, as the experience of becoming more
vulnerable (e.g., paths 1.1 or 1.2) is stressful and threatening, it is likely that consumers must

invest more (e.g., financial, physical, psychological) resources to navigate this threat. Once an
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initial increase in vulnerability occurs, consumers may consequently become even more
vulnerable due to the ongoing diminishment of their resources in a process “by which initial loss
begets further loss” when those with fewer resources are vulnerable to resource loss and lack the
resources to offset the losses previously incurred (Hobfoll 2001; Lin and Bai 2022, p. 726). The
consequence can be a self-perpetuating and damaging cycle of escalating vulnerability because
of a downward spiral. Such spirals of consumer vulnerabilities can also result from spillover
effects: Spillover effects reflect the interdependences between life domains where the
individuals’ goals, resources, or behaviors in one domain (e.g., work or residence) are connected
to goals, resources, or behaviors in other domains (e.g., education or leisure) (Bernardi et al.
2019). To illustrate negative spillovers, consider a consumer losing her job. Such a loss can
trigger not only financial vulnerabilities but also mental health or marital challenges.

In contrast, vulnerability-decreasing paths (e.g., paths 2.3 or 2.4) arise because
individuals who become less vulnerable (i.e., gain more resources) become more capable and
access greater resources. Thus, initial decreases in vulnerability (and the corresponding resource
gain) beget future gains, thus generating positive, self-perpetuating upward spirals (Burns et al.
2008). This can elicit positive spillover effects. Consider how a change in employment might not
only increase financial resources but also contribute to physical/psychological well-being. These
spillover effects—negative or positive—occur because actions and circumstances in one domain
are interconnected with other domains of a consumer’s life (Spini et al. 2017).

Taken together, these considerations illustrate that consumers in state B may have distinct
vulnerability pathways, which shape their needs, preferences, and desires in the marketplace,
which in turn may impact the organizations they interact with and how they (can or desire to)

interact with those organizations. We expect that organizations can serve customers better and
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more benevolently when they understand these vulnerability pathways and the opportunities and
threats related to vulnerability-increasing and vulnerability-decreasing pathways. Therefore,
consistent with recent work (Blocker et al. 2023; Hill and Sharma 2020; Salisbury et al. 2023),
we propose a more deliberate and proactive focus on vulnerability dynamism in marketing. Next,
derived from our dynamic perspective, we offer suggestions on how firms might partner with
consumers to co-create tools and strategies that reduce consumer vulnerabilities and help

consumers build resilience.

Reducing vulnerability and increasing resilience: A consumer agency lens

Resilience refers to a person’s “reduced vulnerability to environmental risk experiences,
the overcoming of stress or adversity, or a relatively good outcome despite risk experiences”
(Rutter 2012, p. 336). It is important to recognize that there are a variety of factors which
contribute to an individual’s resilience; for example, social support, sense of belonging, self-
regulation, problem-solving, hope, motivation to adapt, purpose, positive views of self, and
positive habits. Interventions that leverage these factors can help increase resilience. For
example, “interventions based on a combination of cognitive behavioural [sic.] therapy and
mindfulness techniques” are effective in promoting individual resilience (Joyce et al. 2018, p. 1,
see Liu et al. 2020 for additional findings from a meta-analysis). These factors can serve as an
initial inspiration for organizational efforts to promote consumer resilience, as Table 2 illustrates
in the contexts of financial services and healthcare. In parallel, it could be even more beneficial
for organizations to design a comprehensive and systematic approach to proactively support

consumers in building resilience. In the next section, we merge insights from research on
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resilience as a dynamic concept with disaster research to derive a systematic approach that can

guide organizations in co-creating distinct types of consumer agency that fuel resilience.

Building resilience-fueling consumer agency

Aligned with the emerging focus on vulnerability dynamics in marketing (Blocker et al.
2023; Hill and Sharma 2020; Salisbury et al. 2023), research in psychology has underscored the
dynamic nature of resilience (e.g., Masten et al. 2021). In fact, scholars are increasingly
suggesting that resilience should “be viewed as a process and not as a fixed attribute of an
individual” (Rutter 2012, p. 335). This process-based view implies that resilience can be
developed, which is consistent with the emphasis that life course theory (LCT) puts on an
individual’s agency for adaptation and change (Bernardi et al. 2019; Elder 1995). LCT
underscores the role of human agency—defined as the use of personal power, volition, and
capability to achieve one’s goals—to account for the reality that people can take independent
action (e.g., setting goals, planning a course of action, and persisting despite distractions and
obstacles) to cope with stressors, threats, and difficulties they experience over the course of their
lives (Hutchison 2018, p. 2147; see also Bandura 2006). Against this background, we suggest
that organizations help consumers build such personal agency, and thus increase consumer
resilience. Specifically, grounded in research on community resilience to (natural or man-made)
disasters, we propose that organizations can adopt a systematic approach to supporting consumer
resilience by co-creating five types of resilience-fueling consumer agency: the agency to (1)
anticipate, (2) prevent, (3) prepare, (4) adapt, and (5) transform (Manyena et al. 2019; Paton and

Buergelt 2019; Vazquez-Gonzalez et al. 2021).
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Resilience via consumer agency to anticipate, prepare, and prevent

The first three types of resilience-fueling agency occur in ‘vulnerability state A.” This
state, where vulnerability is low, is an opportunity for organizations to collaborate with
consumers and focus on anticipation, preparedness, and prevention in recognition of potential
crises (Manyena et al. 2019; Vazquez-Gonzalez et al. 2021). This collaboration is essential to
ensure that organizations’ view of vulnerability is consistent with those they serve (e.g.,
consumers’ perception and understanding of their own vulnerability). Through open dialogue
and collaboration, organizations may better understand consumers’ lived experiences and gain a
more accurate and holistic view of the vulnerabilities they can help prevent or mitigate.

Research on disasters underscores the need to anticipate future threats as crucial for
proactive crisis management (Van Niekerk and Terblanché-Greeff 2017). As such, organizations
should help consumers to identify, understand, and anticipate their vulnerabilities via early-
detection ‘horizon scanning’ systems. Such anticipatory systems should include extrapolated
vulnerability scenarios so that crises are not only anticipated but prevented (akin to medical
screening for preexisting conditions; Manyena et al. 2019). In summary, a key objective for
consumers and organizations is to collaborate to put in place a portfolio of measures that prevent
damage or mitigate root causes of consumer vulnerabilities. We briefly illustrate how marketers

might co-create these types of consumer agency.

Ilustrations of building consumer agency to anticipate, prepare, and prevent
As a starting point for anticipation, preparation, and prevention, organizations and
consumers need to account for spillover effects - the reality that events and actions in one

domain of a consumer’s life can affect gains and losses in other domains (Spini et al. 2017).
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Thus, organizations should be attentive to vulnerabilities related to customers’ life transitions
(e.g., parenting, marital, or employment status) and anticipate that vulnerabilities emerge related
to unpredictable (turning point) events (e.g., accidents, job loss). In anticipation of such events,
organizations can design tailored service solutions that mitigate vulnerabilities and reduce the
risk that consumers slip into spirals of increasing vulnerabilities. In parallel, organizations can
leverage evolving technologies to provide early warning systems that include proactive real-time
and context-specific information about consumer vulnerabilities (e.g., real-time financial risk
exposure, account balances, and credit scores at the time of purchase) or health-related
vulnerabilities (e.g., real-time bio-/medical indicators through wearables or implants) that
empower consumers to take actions that prevent risks.

Moreover, creating resilience is linked to the idea that knowledge fuels the empowerment
of people experiencing vulnerability. For example, banks may anticipate that homeowners with
variable mortgage rates are at risk if interest rates increase. To prepare consumers, a bank may
need to educate customers on the risks of variable-interest mortgages and encourage those
consumers to shift to fixed-rate mortgages. This education helps prevent customers from
defaulting on their mortgage payments. Broadening the anticipatory and preparatory lens, some
banks—when a customer takes out a loan for a car—might offer an educational program
regarding how to maintain the vehicle with regular service. Such a program supports customers
in maintaining their vehicle in good condition throughout the length of the loan product and
retaining some value for resale.

Importantly, all efforts to promote customer education ought to be deliberately designed
to build the agency to anticipate, prepare for, and prevent vulnerabilities. While organizations

often host literacy events or product information sessions, it is important for organizations to



20

recognize the unique needs of their various customers and, especially, provide tailored tools to
empower customers experiencing vulnerability. For instance, there is a plethora of generic
financial information available in the marketplace, and (especially) consumers with
vulnerabilities might be easily overwhelmed by the amount and complexity of this information.
When a consumer lacks the knowledge required to understand financial markets and services, it
can be difficult for them to ask questions as they may be embarrassed by their lack of knowledge
or simply not have the language or understanding necessary to formulate relevant questions. In
the spirit of marketplace inclusion, effective information for the most vulnerable groups should
be presented in language that is easy to understand, made available through interfaces and
channels that consumers experiencing vulnerability are likely and able to access, must be
relevant to the consumer’s most pressing and common challenges in light of their pathways, and
be trustworthy and guided by empathy so that it has consumers’ best interests at heart (Arashiro
2011). Following these principles helps firms to empower customers with vulnerabilities via the

agency to anticipate, prepare, and prevent.

Resilience via the consumer agency to adapt and transform

The remaining two types of resilience-fueling agency occur outside of ‘vulnerability state
A’. In other words, an event has occurred which has made a consumer more vulnerable; at this
time, consumers must display adaptive agency or transformative agency to absorb and overcome
the impact of the crisis (Vazquez-Gonzalez et al. 2021).

Adaptive agency means consumers adjust in response to a crisis (e.g., change aspects of
their professional or personal lives) to absorb the damage. At this point, response plans (that

have been designed as part of the above preparation efforts) are activated, for example, ‘risk
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transfer mechanisms’ such as insurances. A related component of adaptive agency is the
consumer’s recovery time, which represents the time it takes a consumer to restore their basic
functioning in their (personal/professional) life to the levels from before the crisis (Vazquez-
Gonzalez et al. 2021). Thus, the earlier stage of ‘preparing’ resilience needs to include a focus on
(a short) recovery time. In the disaster research literature, adaptation has also been characterized
as ‘bouncing back’ to the original (pre-crisis) state. That is, adaptation tends to support the
maintenance of the status quo, which could have contributed to (or even caused) the crisis in the
first place (Manyena et al. 2019). Thus, although anticipation, prevention, and preparation are
beneficial, they might ‘simply’ maintain the pre-crisis status quo. Consumers might ‘bounce
back,’ but they do not learn from the crisis and might remain vulnerable to its underlying causes.
This important insight points toward the benefits of the agency to transform.

Transformative agency indicates that consumers ‘bounce forward’ by learning from and
pursuing new opportunities related to the crisis. In other words, crises are recognized as
opportunities for consumers to acquire new knowledge about their behaviors (e.g., habits,
practices, decision-making) as well as their environmental and social structures (Paton and
Buergelt 2019). Because transforming highlights the importance of removing structural elements
that make consumers vulnerable, the metaphor of ‘bouncing-forward’ points to interventions that

address the root causes of a consumer’s vulnerability post-crisis (Sudmeier-Rieux 2014).

Ilustrations of building consumer agency to adapt and transform
Because vulnerabilities can occur and escalate quickly, organizations ought to structure
flexibility into their offerings so that they can be swiftly tailored for consumers experiencing

vulnerability at the time of crises. For example, consumers who experience an increase in
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vulnerability might quickly have difficulty paying for essential services (e.g., transportation,
electricity, telecommunications). Yet, organizations can alter the default design of their offerings
to buffer consumers against short-term or long-term vulnerabilities. Some financial service firms
have such programs in place: consider Wells Fargo Assist>™, which can help customers with

challenges related to credit card and loan payments (https://www.wellsfargo.com/financial-

assistance/). Still a step further goes the idea that organizations can assist consumers in adapting
or transforming by providing assistive services. For example, financial service firms might assist
customers when a medical emergency triggers vulnerabilities such that various healthcare
providers become part of a consumer’s vulnerability pathway. As one marketplace example, note
that Discover Bank has partnered with an organization called SpringFour to connect customers
who experience financial hardships (e.g., from medical issues, disabilities, serious accidents, and
unemployment or income changes) with “local resources to save money on things like groceries,
utility costs, and prescription medications” (https://springfourdirect.com/discover/). In doing so,
organizations expand partnering opportunities with their consumers and other organizations,

which has the potential to result in benefits for consumers and the organizations involved.

Future research directions and opportunities

Increasing inclusivity within marketplaces requires organizations to (co-)create more
tailored services that allow (more) diverse types of consumers to interact with and access the
organization’s offerings. In order to become more inclusive, marketing research can “benefit
from adopting a more dynamic view of consumer vulnerability” (Hill and Sharma 2020, p. 552).
Against this background, our work offers multiple opportunities for future research (see Table 3)

to help make this perspective become part of marketplace reality. Prior empirical work on


https://www.wellsfargo.com/financial-assistance/
https://www.wellsfargo.com/financial-assistance/
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consumer vulnerability tends to investigate only parts of highly complex and nonlinear
vulnerability dynamics that are driven by the interplay of life domains, levels, and time (for an
exception, see Salisbury et al. 2023). Such approaches largely miss the opportunity to explain the

distinct pathways identified in Figure 3.

Our development of a dynamic view of consumer vulnerability provides organizations
with an opportunity to assess and refine their internal capabilities to proactively support
consumers with vulnerabilities. By understanding how vulnerability states may emerge and
transform in the lived experience of consumers, organizations can better engage in transparent
and open dialogue with consumers. Notably, consumers are not solely responsible for navigating
vulnerabilities, but rather firms and consumers should navigate these situations together by co-
creating effective strategies for consumers. Understanding vulnerability states and pathways
allows marketers to proactively create processes in support of consumers with vulnerabilities.
With that understanding, organizations can more effectively support consumers as they navigate
those vulnerabilities, and ideally identify opportunities to mitigate experiences of vulnerability.
Our approach supports, but also extends, Alkire et al.’s (2023) view of responsibilities of
organizations to improve the well-being of its stakeholders with a dedicated focus on consumers

experiencing vulnerability, who often remain overlooked.

Conceptual foundations: novel types of consumer vulnerabilities
In their insightful research, Salisbury et al. (2023) underscored that, to understand
vulnerability dynamics, it is important to consider the types of access to financial resources

consumers have (e.g., via personal funds, financial services, social bonds, governmental
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programs) and the types of harm they may have experienced (e.g., economic, consumption,
health, social). These ideas are aligned with and can be platforms to extending our idea of
distinct pathways. Specifically, we encourage more research on typologies / taxonomies of
vulnerabilities. For example, in the financial realm, Chipunza and Fanta (2023, p. 784)
distinguish three dimensions of vulnerability as the “inability to accumulate savings after
meeting basic living costs (saving vulnerability), the inability to attend outdoor recreational
activities (lifestyle vulnerability), and the inability to meet rudimentary living costs (expenditure
vulnerability).” Empirical marketing research could explore how such types relate to
corresponding consumer responses and our pathways. Recalling the recent FICO Resilience
Index, we believe there are opportunities to identify industry-specific vulnerability indicators to
help managers better understand the breadth and depth of vulnerabilities their customers may

experience (e.g., types could emerge as a function of distinct breadth-x-depth configurations).

Conceptual foundations: new constructs

Our framework aims to inspire marketing scholars to identify, describe, and explain the
different pathways and their distinct psychological mechanisms and behaviors in more detail. For
example, more work is needed on the role of heterogeneity with respect to the unique
vulnerability pathways different individuals experience in life. This provides the opportunity to
go beyond marketing constructs that have received the majority of scholarly and managerial
attention (e.g., customer satisfaction and loyalty) to include new constructs that are more closely
related to experiences of vulnerability (e.g., consumer-perceived dis-/respect, dignity, hope/-
lessness). Consider, for example, that economists suspect that despair induced by financial

stressors helps explain increases in suicides and drug/alcohol abuse (Shanahan et al. 2019).
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Marketing research can examine whether certain paths in our vulnerability framework influence
such life-threatening behaviors and, on a more positive note, how marketing interventions might
help prevent them. Moreover, we note that not all stress experiences are negative (i.e., distress);
rather, some stressful episodes, called eustress experiences, can be associated with positive
feelings and well-being outcomes (Selye 1973). Thus, appraising a vulnerability as a challenge
could elicit eustress and activate consumers to overcome this challenge (e.g., Mende et al. 2017).
These distinct stress constructs might shed light onto the dynamic mechanisms that fuel

increasing and decreasing vulnerability paths.

Dynamics of spillover effects

Future empirical research should examine spillover effects and how such spillovers may
impact consumers along vulnerability-decreasing or -increasing pathways. For example,
marketing scholars can examine whether (and in which forms) spillover effects occur (e.g.,
complementary, competing, and compensatory spillovers or spillovers from a person’s
professional realm into the personal realm or vice versa) or whether distinct spillovers result
related to turning points versus path dependencies. Such research could, for example, be linked
to prior work on compensatory consumption behaviors (e.g., Mandel et al. 2017). Relatedly,
marketers might examine to what extent consumers can anticipate and prevent such spillover
effects and how organizations can help consumers understand complementary, competing, and

compensatory spillover effects that might occur across domains (e.g., finances and health).

Dynamics of ‘shadows of the past and the future’
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Consistent with calls for more marketing research that incorporates longitudinal
perspectives (e.g., Chintagunta and Labroo 2020), we encourage marketers to study distinct
trajectories (‘shadows of the past,” Bernardi et al. 2019) and their impact on current decisions.
Researchers can also examine consumer anticipation (i.e., ‘shadows of the future”) and forward-
looking decisions and related concepts (e.g., hope, optimism). To explore such questions,
marketers can draw on life-course research that conducted large-scale panel studies, which
become increasingly feasible and preeminent in social sciences. Such studies could employ event
history methodology or conduct multilevel, multidimensional longitudinal analysis (e.g., latent
growth-curve modeling and sequence analysis to analyze multidimensional life course
trajectories; Bernardi et al. 2019). Relatedly, our framework raises the question of which novel
methods and data (e.g., composite indicators) can capture and model the complexity of

vulnerability pathways best (i.e., over time and across multiple domains of consumers’ lives).

Dynamics of duration and timing of vulnerability experiences

To extend prior work on the effects of distinct time-related types of vulnerability
experience (e.g., chronic vs. transient; Blocker et al. 2023), marketing research could investigate
the effects of (a) the duration of vulnerability experiences, as well as (b) the life stage in which
these experiences occurred (e.g., Mende et al. 2023 for a discussion of these aspects in the
context of the COVID-19 pandemic). For example, with respect to the duration of the
vulnerability experience, LCT suggests that longer durations tend to result in more enduring
psychological / physical consequences for an individual (et vice versa). In terms of the life stage,
LCT proposes that the effects of vulnerability likely depend on life stages that are particularly

sensitive to certain types of effects, such as the elderly and young (Settersten et al. 2020). Thus,
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additional research is warranted to better understand the impact of life stages on vulnerability

experiences.

Dynamics of consumer resilience

Marketing research needs to examine how marketers can develop and maintain
consumers’ agency to anticipate, prepare, prevent, adapt, and transform. We need empirical
insights into when and why which type of agency matters more (or less) and how intended,
positive (or unintended) effects of these types of agency manifest. For example, under which
circumstances might consumers choose (not) to invest in building resilience-fueling agency?
Beyond our specific conceptual focus on consumer agency, marketing research needs to identify
more predictive measures and indicators of consumer vulnerabilities (beyond extant measures
like credit scores and risk aversion trait differences). Another perspective can draw on the
resilience literature in psychology, which suggests that experiences of “adversities may either
increase vulnerabilities through a sensitization effect or decrease vulnerabilities through a
steeling effect” (Rutter 2012, p. 337, emphasis ours). Marketing research can help examine when

such sensitization or steeling effects emerge and which mechanisms help explain them.

Interdisciplinary inspirations: multi-level perspectives

In their inspiring work on poverty, Blocker et al. (2022, p. 490) call for marketing
research to build on sociological perspectives to develop new questions at interdisciplinary
intersections to enhance marketing’s theoretical reach. Directly responding to this call, we draw
on life course theory in sociology (e.g., Bernardi et al. 2019; Elder 1995) to identify a novel

portfolio of vulnerability-increasing and vulnerability-decreasing pathways. Yet, our
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multidimensional framework can be extended via a multilevel perspective to further capture the
reality that consumers are linked with the life courses of others, as well as social networks and
the broader external social, historical, and economic contexts (Bernardi et al. 2019; Elder 1995).
Such multi-level perspectives focus on “interactions between individual (e.g., personality traits,
self-regulations, coping strategies, information processing), group (e.g., groups and networks,
intergroup relations), and collective (e.g., institutional and cultural processes, descriptive and
prospective norms) levels” to better observe, describe, and explain their relevance in influencing
(nested) vulnerabilities and consumers’ experiences and behaviors (Spini et al. 2017, p. 14; also
Bernardi et al. 2019; Macioce 2022). Another stream of research could extend our focus to study
how the aforementioned types of consumer agency can be built on a household- or community-
level. To do that, marketers can draw on literature on resilience at the supra-individual level (e.g.,
on community resilience, see Berkes and Ross 2013, Barrett et al. 2021; Mochizuki et al. 2018;

for a theory of group vulnerability, see Macioce 2022).

Interdisciplinary inspirations: novel theories

While we drew from disaster research and life course theory in sociology, other
theoretical backdrops can further enrich marketing research on vulnerability. For example,
grounded in legal philosophy, Fineman (2008, 2013, 2017) conceptualizes vulnerability as
universal, inherent in the human condition for every individual, and constant throughout a
person’s life, although she recognizes that the specific circumstances affecting vulnerability can
change. Against this background, Fineman identifies the importance of embodied and embedded
differences related to vulnerability: embodied differences evolve within each individual body

(the progressive biological and developmental stages within an individual life) and include
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physical variations (e.g., age, physical and mental ability, other bodily differences). In parallel,
embedded differences emerge as a function of networks of economic, social, cultural, and
institutional relationships (e.g., in educational, employment, financial, and other institutions).
This perspective leads Fineman (2013) to propose thought-provoking ideas that marketing
research can draw on, for example, that those who obtain power and wealth are seen as having
done so purely on their own, which, in turn, undermines a sense of social solidarity and
diminishes sympathy and empathy for those in need.

From the field of bioethics, Luna (2009, 2019) proposes a deliberately more fluent
perspective and argues that there are different vulnerabilities resulting from distinct though
potentially overlapping layers of vulnerability; some of them may emerge due to a person’s
social circumstances or reflect relations between the person (or a group of persons) and their
situational circumstances or context. Broadly, the theory argues that these different layers may
be contextually acquired or removed one by one. This view results in cascades of potential
vulnerabilities and emphasizes that a particular situation can render someone vulnerable; yet, if
the situation changes, the person may no longer be considered vulnerable. The idea of layers
provides more flexibility to the concept of vulnerability and makes it a deliberately contextual
and relational one; it also suggests that marketers ought to focus on minimizing and eradicating
layers of vulnerability. Appendix A provides some further details in comparing key

characteristics of the universalist theory and layered theory to inspire marketing research.

Organizational proactivity: linking service development and innovation to consumers’

lived vulnerability experiences
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Our work is aligned with recent research suggesting that understanding consumer
(financial) vulnerabilities can and should be directly linked to marketing strategy, for example, a
company’s product portfolio management (Salisbury et al. 2023). Closely related to this insight,
our discussion suggests that organizations should systematically develop services to address
consumer hardship. Specifically, our framework points to the need and opportunities for
organizations to develop dedicated vulnerability-focused service solutions. To provide fitting
solutions for vulnerable customers, organizations need to proactively develop vulnerability-
related innovation capabilities. Notably, not all organizations possess these capabilities. For
example, organizations in developed countries (deliberately or unwittingly) frequently do not
focus on serving the needs of consumers in the context of their distinct vulnerability profiles.
This reality not only undermines consumer well-being but also results in organizations missing
opportunities to serve markets of consumers who are experiencing vulnerability (e.g.,
underbanked consumers, see Mende, Salisbury, Nenkov, and Scott 2020). To develop such
capabilities, and especially to identify the needs of people experiencing vulnerability, managers
might draw on research on other ‘overlooked’ segments, such as customers at the Base-of-the-
Pyramid (BoP) (Prahalad 2012). Management concepts such as inclusive innovation, grassroots
innovation, and social innovation, which develop new ideas that aspire to enhance social and
economic well-being for people in society (Brem and Wolfram 2014; George et al. 2012; Luiz et
al. 2021) can all be fruitful inspirations for organizations. For example, Pansera and Sarkar
(2016) find that innovations generated by a low-income population not only improve an
organization’s ability to satisfy previously unmet and ignored consumer needs, but also enhance
its productivity and sustainability. These ideas are well-established in the innovation literature.

Ironically, those notions are typically thought of for consumers in developing countries but rarely
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considered to serve consumers experiencing vulnerability in developed countries. More
marketing research is needed to study how organizations in developed markets can incorporate a

focus on consumers with vulnerabilities in their service design and innovation processes.

Organizational proactivity: Better targeting segments of consumers with vulnerability

Another challenge that is related to not recognizing the needs of consumers with
vulnerabilities is that organizations might not be able to identify and target corresponding
consumer segments. Accordingly, more research is needed that can inform and improve
organizational customer segmenting and targeting efforts (Salisbury et al. 2023). In this regard,
managers should note that developing nations have utilized a variety of approaches to improve
the socio-political inclusion of people with vulnerabilities (e.g., micro-financing, social security,
and market-based solutions; Singh and Chudasama 2020). One crucial finding from such poverty
alleviation programs is the importance of targeted efforts. For example, to lift its more than 70
million rural impoverished people above the poverty line, the Chinese Government initiated a
policy in 2014 that included targeted measures of accurate poverty identification (including the
specific needs of people who are impoverished for distinct reasons such unemployment or
diseases) and corresponding interventions to ensure that assistance reaches the poverty-stricken
households and communities (e.g., by mobilizing support at the local municipal and county-level
government); the objective of these targeted programs is to improve the accuracy and
effectiveness of poverty alleviation efforts (Chong et al. 2022).

Such governmental programs can inform and inspire organizations so that marketers can

more accurately identify the needs of consumers experiencing vulnerability and develop
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solutions.” For example, some programs in China emphasize the importance of local
knowledge—specifically, the interplay of know-who and know-how—for identifying households
with the greatest needs, establishing relationships with them, and selecting fitting interventions.
Indeed, Cai et al. (2022) observe that “using people who are familiar with the poor household has
become the key mechanism to solve the targeting problem.” This insight can help organizations
in serving consumers experiencing vulnerability in developed countries. For example, financial
service firms could leverage their branches to embed ‘resilience managers,” as champions for
consumers who are experiencing vulnerabilities in their local market. Such localized initiatives
can help improve inclusion in areas that are traditionally underserved. This intentionality in
collaboration of firms with consumers can enrich the development of programs that aim to
alleviate or prevent vulnerabilities by providing nuanced insights into how consumers perceive
themselves and the world. Such nuanced insights on an individual level can be crucial as we
acknowledge the relevance of consumer heterogeneity. For example, the motivation and capacity
for consumers to move from one vulnerability state to another might be influenced by individual-
level and/or cultural heterogeneity (e.g., political orientations, or cultural dimensions such as
Hostede 2016). To illustrate, consumers with more collectivist (vs. individualistic) cultural
orientation might be more likely to welcome organizational efforts to co-create vulnerability
mitigation strategies. Similarly, Hofstede’s dimension of ‘motivation towards achievement and
success’ (formerly called ‘masculinity vs. femininity”) might be relevant because it refers to the
societal preference for achievement, assertiveness, and material rewards for success; thus,
consumers with a relatively more ‘feminine’ (vs. ‘masculine’) orientation might be more

welcoming vis-a-vis a company’s aim to co-create vulnerability mitigation strategies with them.

”We do not suggest that such programs can and should be simply copied without major adjustments to the open
society and market-based systems in many Western countries; yet, they might inspire fresh thinking for marketers.
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Relatedly, it is equally important for managers to note the reality that consumers may
have different visions of themselves and their level of vulnerability; that is, two consumers who
are objectively equally vulnerable (per quantifiable vulnerability sub-/indicators) might
(subjectively) perceive their vulnerability differently from each other, which can then affect how
they interpret strategies designed to reduce vulnerabilities and the extent to which they are
willing to collaborate with organizations to build consumer resilience. In short, organizations
need to consider that consumers who experience different types of vulnerabilities are likely to be
influenced by (sub-)cultural and geographical diversity; such heterogeneity can undermine their
motivation to collaborate with organizations. However, we prescribe to an optimistic paradigm
that proposes that by collaborating, consumers and organizations can co-create strategies that
more appropriately meet the needs of consumers and effectively reduce their vulnerabilities.

Finally, related to our optimistic paradigm, we underscore that any organizational co-
creation efforts to reduce consumer vulnerability should not be used to exploit consumers for
profit or to undermine their freedom of choice via a ‘paternalistic’ approach. That is, managers
must act ethically when determining the breadth and depth of consumer vulnerability and when
developing strategies to reduce vulnerabilities and build consumer resilience. Such an ethical
approach to collaboration also helps ensures organizations promote multi-stakeholder efforts

(Alkire et al. 2023) in reducing vulnerabilities.

Conclusion
This research expands the understanding of consumers’ lived vulnerability experiences
by focusing on the dynamic aspects of vulnerability. Understanding shifts in the breadth and

depth of a consumer’s vulnerability, as well as how that consumer arrived in that state of
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vulnerability, is critical from a marketplace inclusion perspective as it helps marketers reduce
consumer vulnerabilities and enhance consumer resilience. Although such a perspective might
not be intuitive (e.g., from a pure shareholder perspective), we notice that novel business
approaches are emerging that seem to be consistent with our rationale. Consider the emergence
of ‘ethical banking’, which includes a set of banking practices that aim to counteract problems
such as social inequality, gender discrimination, as well as climate change, and environmental
sustainability (Valls Martinez et al. 2021 for a detailed analysis). In contrast to conventional

banks—which typically aim to maximize their profit—ethical banks follow a threefold principle

in their operations, namely the balance of profit, people, and planet; consequently, the
foundational premise of ethical banking is to position the client as the center of a banking
business that is driven by social mentalities and active solidarity (\Valls Martinez et al. 2021).
The emergence of ethical banking can serve as inspiration for other industries to consider
consumer vulnerabilities as related to their core business (model). Against this background, we
hope our research offers an enhanced understanding of lived vulnerability experiences as we
extend existing research of consumer vulnerability dynamics (Blocker 2023, Hill and Sharma
2020, Salisbury et. al 2023) to introduce an expanded framework that brings in tenants from
other disciplines. We hope that our framework encourages marketing research on how
organizations can better assess vulnerability states and pathways to ultimately reduce consumer

vulnerabilities and promote consumer resilience.
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Table 1. Emerging perspectives of vulnerability dynamics in marketing
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Paper Central Construct Antecedents
of Interest
Hill and Sharma (2020) Vulnerability = Lack of resources

= Lack of control over
resource usage

Consequences

Non-defensive

Defensive

Aspects of a Dynamic
Perspective

Resource-control combinations
change over time

Coping mechanisms change
over time

Salisbury et al. (2023) Consumer financial = Access to interdependent

Future realized harm

Changes in financial resource

vulnerability financial resources access can lead to immediate
= Economic, health, or lagged changes
= Consumption choices social, consumption
= Inflection points can impact
these changes
Blocker et al. (2023) Scarcity = Resource = Scarcity = Resource trajectories
- Availability - Incidental
- Access - Episodic
- Shock - Conditional
- Slack’ - Chronic
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Table 2: Approaches financial and healthcare providers can take to support customer resilience

Resilience Factor

Approaches Financial and Healthcare Service Providers Can Take

Sensitive caregiving,
close relationships,
social support.

Develop systems to document important personal and professional milestones shared. Although physicians may
have limited time with patients, during the visit, connecting the insights to patient care can strengthen the
relationship closeness through sensitive caregiving. (e.g., “You mentioned that your daughter is heading to
college to study engineering. That is a big change. Keep in mind that even positive changes can confribute to
stress, and stress can affect health conditions. We have resources available to help you learn about coping with
major life transitions”). A similar approach can be taken in financial services, (e.g., You mentioned that your
daughter is heading to college to study engineering. That is a big change. We have tools to help you anticipate
financial factors related to this change such as tax and insurance implications you will need to consider™.)

Sense of belonging,
cohesion.

Service providers can develop community platforms for clients to interact with each other to provide cohesion
and belonging. For example, physicians can connect patients with platforms such as Patients Like Me
(www.patientslikeme.com), which is a resource for patients to interact with others with a similar condition.

Self-regulation,
family management,
group or organization
leadership.

Organization leadership can reward frontline employees’ focus on customer resiliency. For example, frontline
banking employees can be given the leeway to allocate additional time with clients who require additional
financial counseling to help them develop a plan for coping with vulnerability increasing circumstances.

Problem-solving and
planning.

Customer coproduction can be an approach for healthcare providers to have patients actively engage in
problem-solving and planning. For example, physicians can ask patients to plan.ahead for their appointment by
completing a moderate amount of homework for an upcoming routine visit (e.g., document questions for the
physician in advance, identify prescriptions, identify medical specialists). Such coproduction tasks have been
shown to be particularly beneficial for patients with lower medical literacy (Mende et al. 2017).

Hope. optimism, and
confidence in a better
future.

Healthcare providers can help increase hope and optimism among patients by demonstrating how preventative
healthcare and compliance with a treatment plan can lead to increased well-being in the long run (e.g., “I
realize you are discouraged about a diabetes diagnosis. Losing 15 pounds through dietary changes and
moderate exercise can not only help reduce your dependence on medications but will also allow you to be more
active with your children. Following your health plan can help you feel better both physically and emotionally
in the future.”).

Mastery motivation,
motivation to adapt.

Service providers can identify the underlying factors that are motivating to customers (e.g., home ownership,
ability to retire) and develop a clear action plan for the client to follow to achieve the corresponding goal.

Purpose and sense of
meaning.

Financial service providers can help clients connect financial goals to meaningful, higher-order aspirations. For
example, Florida State University Credit Union’s Credit Rebuilder program provides financial literacy training
for small emergency loans (e.g., emergency automobile repairs), and demonstrates how building credit through
loan repayment can lead to the attainment of larger financial such as buying a home.

Positive views of
self, family, or group.

Financial services firms can be inclusive of individuals from similar backgrounds as the target clients (e.g., in
hiring frontline employees and senior management, as well as in marketing communications such as featuring
testimonials of clients from similar backgrounds). Helping clients to have a positive self-view can be developed
based on demographics. For example, individuals approaching retirement may appreciate materials that feature
testimonials of recent retirees from the same community that have worked with the firm. Racial minorities may
appreciate meeting with a loan officer from a similar background.

Positive habits,
routines, rituals,
traditions,
celebrations.

Service providers can introduce gamification to help clients to facilitate positive habits and routines. For
example, the app ‘Tip Yourself” allows people to track personal goals and moves money into a savings account
when they reach their goal. This type of tool allows consumers to connect their healthcare and financial goals,
by rewarding themselves financially when they achieve a health-related goal such as exercising.

Note: The first column in this table, adopted from Masten, Lucke, Nelson, and Stallworthy (2021) is “an
integrated multisystem short list of resilience factors reported in resilience studies at the individual,
family, school, community, and organizational level” (Masten et al. 2021, p. 533).
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Table 3: Future research opportunities to better understand vulnerability pathways

Future Research Opportunities

Conceptual Foundations

Types of
Vulnerabilities

Identify different types of lived vulnerability experiences and link these types to the various
paths in our matrix and to corresponding consumer responses.

Identify vulnerability indicators in different industries to help mangers better understand the
breadth and depth of vulnerabilities their customers may experience.

Derive standards for vulnerability scores and types of vulnerability.

New Constructs to
Capture the
Experience and
Impact of
Vulnerabilities

Identify new constructs that better explain consumer vulnerability pathways (e.g., how
consumer despair helps explain increases in drug/alcohol abuses; Shanahan et al. 2019).

Examine whether the appraisal of vulnerabilities as a challenge (i.e., consumer eustress)
activate consumers in overcoming this challenge and shed light onto the dynamic
mechanisms that fuel upward and downward vulnerability spirals.

Focus on Specific Dynamic Effects

Spillover Effects
and Vulnerability
Cascades Over
Time

Examine whether and to what extent consumers engage in vulnerability spillover effects
(e.g., related to turning points versus path dependencies).

Show how organizations can help consumers with understanding complementary,
competing, and compensatory spillover effects that occur across domains (e.g., finances and
health).

Explore consumer responses to spillover effects that stretch over extended periods of time.

Lived vulnerability
experiences and the
“Shadows of the
Past” and
“Shadows of the
Future” - Duration
and Timing of
Vulnerability
Experiences

Study distinct trajectories (‘shadows of the past’ / ‘shadows of the future”) and how and
why they emerge; examine their impact on current or forward-looking decisions and related
concepts (e.g., hope, optimism).

Employ large-scale panel or cohort studies to unearth these effects; use event history
methodology, and conduct multilevel, multidimensional longitudinal analysis (e.g., latent
growth-curve modeling and sequence analysis to analyze multidimensional life course
trajectories; Bernardi et al. 2019).

Identify which novel methods and data (e.g., composite indicators) capture and model the
complexity of dynamic vulnerability pathways across multiple domains of consumers’ lives.

Examine time-related phenomena of lived vulnerability experiences; for example, the
effects of (a) the duration of vulnerability experiences (e.g., chronic vs. transient) as well as
(b) the life stage in which these experiences occurred (e.g., elderly and young consumers).

Resilience:
Identifying,
Building, and
Maintaining
Distinct Types of
Consumer Agency

Find the best ways for marketers to help develop and maintain the distinct types of
consumer agency over time: agency to anticipate, prepare, prevent, adapt, and transform.

Understand when and why which type of agency will be more (or less) important.

Show how intended, positive (or unintended) effects of the types of agency can be captured.
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Identify particularly indicative and predictive measures and indicators of consumer
vulnerabilities (vs. extant measures like credit scores and risk aversion trait differences).

Show when and why consumers might choose (not) to invest in building resilience (e.g., are
certain consumers reactant and refuse to co-create resilience building efforts by a focal
organization?). To the extent that resilience is deemed worthwhile, identify opportunities for
organizations to best motivate consumers to make suitable investments in resilience.

Explore the idea of ‘steeling effects’ or ‘sensitizing effects’ in support of consumer
resilience.

Interdisciplinary Inspirations

Multi-Level
Perspectives:
Studying the
Interplay between
Individual and
Collective
Vulnerabilities

Develop a theory of collective / group vulnerability (e.g., see Macioce (2022) on
foundational work on group vulnerability in the field of philosophy).

Identify indicators of collective/contextual vulnerability, which have received little attention
in marketing to date.

Explain how consumers might perceive and respond to shifts in collective vulnerabilities.
Identify the conditions under which consumers respond to some (but not other) indicators of
collective vulnerabilities.

Use novel theoretical perspectives; for example, according to the convoy model of social
relationships (Antonucci et al. 2014), people form personal relationships which vary in
closeness, quality, function (e.g., aid, affect, affirmation exchanges), and structure (e.g.,
size, composition, contact frequency, geographic proximity). The model shows that
interpersonal relationships within groups can be resources or stressors and, as such, these
relationships generate cumulative effects on a person’s well-being across their life course.

IHust

rative Implications for Organizational Proactivity and Marketing Strategy

Linking Service
Development and
Innovation to Lived
Vulnerability
Experiences

Recognize the need and opportunities to develop dedicated vulnerability-focused service
solutions and develop organizational vulnerability-related innovation capabilities.

Draw more systematically on research on other ‘overlooked’ segments, such as customers at
the Base-of-the-Pyramid; leverage frameworks (typically thought of for consumers in
developing countries) such as inclusive innovation, grassroots innovation, and social
innovation to better serve consumers experiencing vulnerability in developed countries.

Better Targeting
Segments of
Consumers with
Vulnerabilities

Improve ability to identify and target consumers who experience vulnerabilities through
approaches used in developing nations to improve the socio-political inclusion of people
with vulnerabilities (e.g., micro-financing, market-based solutions).

Explore effectiveness of inclusion efforts that leverage local knowledge (interplay of know-
who and know-how) for identifying consumers with greatest needs; then, use ‘local
champions’ to establish relationships and select fitting interventions.




Figure 1. Example of a composite overall vulnerability score via breadth and depth
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Figure 2. Concepualizing vulnerability states and distinct pathways
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Figure 3: Vulnerability-increasing and vulnerability-decreasing pathways
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APPENDIX A: Comparing Key Characteristics of the Concept of Vulnerability in the Universalist and Layered Theory

Universalist Theory (Fineman 2008)

Layered Theory (Luna 2009)

Relative to Prominent Theories in Marketing

Definition

Vulnerability is a "universal and constant, inherent
in the human condition” ... not focused only on
discrimination against defined groups, privilege and
favor conferred on limited segments of the
population by the state and broader society through
their institutions.

Vulnerabilities established and managed by social
structures (Fineman 2008, 1).

Not ““a solid and unique vulnerability’ that
exhausts the category; there might be
different vulnerabilities, different layers
operating. These layers may overlap: some
of them may be related to problems with
informed consent, others to social
circumstances. The idea of layers of
vulnerability gives flexibility to the
concept of vulnerability... This concept of
vulnerability is relational. It concerns the
relation between the person or a group and
the circumstances or the context. It is
closely related to the situation under
analysis. It is not a category or a label we
can just put on.” (Luna 2009, 128-129).

“A state of powerlessness that arises from an imbalance in
marketplace interactions or from the consumption of marketing
messages and products. It occurs when control is not in an
individual’s hands, creating a dependence on external factors
(e.g., marketers) to create fairness in the marketplace. The actual
vulnerability arises from the interaction of individual states,
individual characteristics, and external conditions within a context
where consumption goals may be hindered and the experience
affects personal and social perceptions of self” (Baker et al. 2005,
134).

“Consumer vulnerability is a state in which consumers are subject
to harm because their access to and control over resources are
restricted in ways that significantly inhibit their ability to function
in the marketplace” (Hill and Sharma 2020, 554).

Dimensions

o Embodied Differences: Physical variations (age,
physical and mental ability, other bodily
differences). Differences that evolve within each
individual body (the progressive biological and
developmental stages within an individual life)

o Embedded Differences: Social relationships
found in educational, employment, financial and
other institutions. Networks of economic, social,
cultural, and institutional relationships

e There may be multiple and different
strata that may be acquired, as well as
removed, one by one.

e Process of prioritization (from more to
less harmful): Cascade vulnerability,
Very harmful, Very probable

e A particular situation that makes or
renders someone vulnerable. If the
situation changes, the person may no
longer be considered vulnerable.

e Individual Characteristics: Biophysical, psychosocial

e Individual States: Grief, mood, motivation, transitions, others

e External Conditions: Discrimination, Repression and
Stigmatization, Distribution of Resources, Physical Elements,
Logistical Elements, Other Conditions (Baker et al. 2005).

e Consumer vulnerability can be experienced or observed on a
continuum (less to more extreme) (Hill and Sharma 2020)

e Knowledge of beneficial means-ends to relationships
(analogous to cultural capital). Whether by virtue of formal
schooling or everyday experience, some people have higher
or lower awareness of and access to the means needed (e.g.,
economic capital) to achieve their goals. Some consumers
command the services of products or consumption
experiences that support the achievement of personal goals to
create self-oriented extrinsic value (11 and Holbrook 2009)

Antecedents
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Lack of resources (Fineman 2008);

Public-private dichotomy and belief that the state
(the quintessential public entity) should stay out of
our institutions and activities (Fineman 2008);
Clustering individuals based on identity factors
masking significant differences among those
individuals (Fineman 2013)

Identification of Layers: Cascade layers
(origins and effects on other layers)

Considers the particular situation that
makes someone vulnerable.

Vulnerability is not permanent or one that
persists throughout existence.

Vulnerability is dynamic and relational, so
labels and stereotypes are avoided.

Does not work on the basis of sub
populations.

Various resource-control combinations affect consumer

vulnerability when these restrictions inhibit marketplace

functioning and leave consumers susceptible to harm.

e Lack of resources resulting from limitations on individual,
interpersonal, and/or structural resources

e Lack of control over resource usage because of individual,
interpersonal, and/or structural restrictions

Resource Antecedents:

e Individual resources: Psychological characteristics, abilities,
possessions

e Interpersonal resources: Social capital, sense of belonging,
social support

e  Structural resources: Contextual, environmental

Control Antecedents:

e Individual: Psychological perceptions, a range of consumer
abilities, such as self-efficacy and self-confidence.

e Interpersonal: Socially created structures and organizations,
more or less control stems from social interactions and
socially constructed dynamics between individuals.

e Structural: Business practices, environmental occurrences,
other external constraints, control is shaped by organizations
and external factors (Hill and Sharma 2020)

Consequences

Individuals who are left outside the constructed
vulnerable groups are treated as invulnerable
and thus, fundamentally superior (Fineman
2013)

Invulnerability as a goal undermines a sense of
social solidarity and diminishes sympathy and
empathy for those in need (Fineman 2013)
Those who obtain power and wealth are seen as
having done so purely on their own and then are
free to enact policies that benefit them often at
the expense of societal good (Fineman 2013)

Experience of Vulnerability in Consumption Context:

Advertising, Channels, Internet, Price, Product, Servicescape,

Other Forms of Marketing Communication (Baker et al. 2005)

e Nondefensive coping mechanisms (giving up and giving in —
consumers’ tendencies to submit to their state)

e Defensive coping mechanisms (transcending, rebelling,
creating new structures — tendencies to resist or combat it)

Vulnerable consumer reactions depend on perceptions of context

malleability and long-term prospects for improving their situation

by obtaining more resources or control (Hill and Sharma 2020)

e Doubly vulnerable: no knowledge of beneficial means-end
relationship; no access to beneficial means
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e Economically vulnerable: Access to knowledge of beneficial
means-end relationship; no access to beneficial means

e Culturally vulnerable: No knowledge of beneficial means-end
relationships; Access to beneficial means

e Invulnerable: Knowledge of and access to beneficial means-
end relationships (Shultz and Holbrook 2009)

Types of Vulnerabilities

Does not follow identity categories.

Vulnerability is universal.

“It is not multiple identities that intersect to produce
compounded inequalities. .. but rather systems of

power and privilege that interact to produce webs of
advantages and disadvantages” (Fineman 2008, 16)

Does not follow identity categories.

Vulnerability is contextual

Hill and Sharma 2020 do not follow identity categories.

e Circumstances (not labels or designations such as children,
elderly, obese, etc.) determine consumer vulnerability.

e Argues for a more holistic (global) rather than singular
(situational) view of consumer vulnerability.

e Considers multiple selves and dynamic, varied consumption
environments

Avenues for Potential Intervention

incorporates a life-course perspective.
recognizes the role of social institutions and the
relationships where social identities are formed
and enforced.

o
o

o

o}

replaces liberal with vulnerable subject
switches focus from individual damages to
structural change.

includes state responsibility for social
institutions and relationships.

5 types of resources societal organizations
and institutions can provide: physical,
human, social, ecological or environmental,
and existential (Fineman 2008).

Considers the places where people build their
resilience (Fineman 2013) “Resilience is found
in the material, cultural, social, and existential
resources that allow individuals to respond to
their vulnerability (and dependencies)”
(Fineman 2018, 363).

Non idealized relation to context

Types of obligations: 1) not to worsen a
person’s or group’s situation of
vulnerability 2) the eradication of layers of
vulnerability 3) minimize layers.

Through different strategies: protections,
safeguards, empowerment.

e Consumer response: adaptation
e Market and policy response: facilitates control, impedes
control (Baker et al. 2005)
How to think about vulnerability in a global and dynamic manner:
“help guide third parties who are commonly tasked with
observing consumers... decisions should (a) be based on
consumers’ levels of access to and control over resources (the
antecedents we identify in our model), (b) incorporate
perspectives of both experiencers and observers, (c) incorporate
multiple rather than singular contexts of vulnerability, and (d)
recognize the dynamic and evolving circumstances of vulnerable
consumers through ongoing reevaluations of people’s situations.”
(Hill and Sharma 2020, 563).
Example: Modify retail landscapes in poor communities to mirror
those in more affluent communities. Provide vulnerable
consumers with greater control over resource flows. Managerial
and policy efforts that would enable vulnerable consumers to gain
greater control over resource flows and reduce their barriers to
access (Hill and Sharma 2020, 567).






