
Ideological Maps of 
Consumer Education

Sue L.T. McGregor

Canada

http://www.consultmcgregor.com

http://www.consultmcgregor.com/


Ideologies and Paradigms Matter



Ideologies:

Sets of Values

Set of Beliefs

Notions of what counts as 
truth

If dominant, they are THE
ruling ideas of the 
present times

Prescriptions of preferred 
ways of living

Views of power

Paradigms:

Observatory Towers

People stand from afar and 
watch daily life lived out in 
the ideological camp 
(decisions and actions), and 
then compare what they see 
with their values, beliefs and 
notions of truth. Daily life 
either resonates (makes 
sense) or not.



Consumer Educators Need to Discover 
and Own Ideological Underpinnings 



Dominant and Contending 
Ideological Camps 



DOMINANT VALUES:

Competition

Scarcity

Efficiency

Transactions

Win/lose

Profits and wealth

Individualism

Self-interest

Control and mastery

CONTENDING VALUES:

Cooperation

Abundance mentality

Efficacy

Transformations

Moving ahead together

People and nature

Community/relationships

Mutual interest

Stewardship



Continued…

DOMINANT RESPECTS: 

Linear fragmentation

Facts over values

Certainty, control and 
balance

Categories and 
specializations

Quick fixes

Machine and clock 
metaphors

CONTENDING RESPECTS:

Relationships and holism

Values and facts

Chaos, context and 
emergence

Patterns, structures and 
processes

Temporal fixes

Life metaphors (living 
systems)



Consumer Education viewed from 
Two Ideological Camps









Little Evidence of Ideological Tension… 

we seem to be happy in our camp…

McGregor’s 2007 

Decade Review of the 

International Journal 
of Consumer Studies



• Nearly all of the consumer research studies 
were couched in the dominant ideologies and 
paradigms (empirical, positivistic scholarship)

• Only 3 authors out of 900 used words from 
the emergent ideologies and paradigms 
(narrative, interpretative, phenomenological)

• Only 5 papers out of 380 even contained the 
words ideology or paradigm



• Only in the last three years have any papers 
augmented the conventional approach to 
consumer education with citizenship, global 
and sustainability perspectives – this 
constitutes the beginning of a paradigm shift

• Special mention for the work of the Consumer 
Citizenship Network – a powerful example 
that consumer educators’ World Views have 
POWER to empower beyond conventional 



• Marsden and Littler (1999) claim that past 
adherence to the dominant camp has left us with 
a legacy - the habit of observing consumer 
processes in their isolation, detached from the 
whole vast interconnections of things, thus 
producing a narrow-mindedness of what it means 
to do consumer-related research, and by 
association consumer education initiatives.

• Consumer educators need to ask themselves if 
they are satisfied with the curricula they           
create from the ideological camp                        
they inhabit.



Paradigmapping
Consumer Education

Lowe et al (2004) created the notion of mapping 
paradigms to facilitate these conversations about 
how ideologies and paradigms inform scholarly 
discourse. They call for a healthy respect for 
patterns and processes emerging in a constant 
state of flux, chaos (order emerging) and change. 
Despite the currents and tensions caused by this 
perpetual movement, we have to be able to cross               
back and forth from one campground to                  
the other, so can keep talking to each other!



Paradigmapping provides a useful 
picture of how past thinking has 
shaped contributions to the field of 
consumer education.

More importantly, these new maps 
help us understand where consumer 
education can go in the future. They 
truly help us become mindful of how 
we frame consumer education, and 
the resultant type of consumers that 
are socialized through our consumer 
education initiatives. 


