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Abstract:
This paper explores the concept of consumer vulnerability in the context of older consumers’
packaging interactions. Consumer vulnerability is viewed as a situational state of
powerlessness where marketplace imbalances or harm may occur from consuming
marketing messages and/or products (Baker, Gentry and Rittenburg, 2005). The paper
draws upon evidence from a series of in-depth interviews and observations with a crosssection of 11 consumers aged between 59 and 85 years concerning their experiences with
Fast-Moving Consumer Goods packaging. The findings reveal that changes as a result of
the multiple dimensions of ageing can increase older consumers’ risk of experiencing
vulnerability during packaging interactions. The paper provides new insights to aid firms in
empowering older consumers through packaging development, thus reducing vulnerability.

Summary statement of contribution:
This paper contributes to the scant body of research exploring older consumers’ packaging
experiences from a multidimensional perspective of ageing. The paper also broadens our
understanding of the concept of consumer vulnerability by applying it to a new and pertinent
context.
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Introduction:
Global populations are ageing. The number of persons aged 60 years and over is 810 million
globally, with this figure forecast to increase to more than 2 billion by 2050 (United Nations,
2012). The reasons for this demographic shift are threefold: first, decreasing fertility rates;
second, new technologies and better standards of living (amongst various other reasons)
leading to improved life expectancies; third, the ageing of the baby-boom generation
(Laukkanen et al., 2007; Grougiou and Pettigrew, 2009). While increased lifespans are
regarded as one of humanity’s greatest achievements (Kirkwood, 2009), population ageing
is likely to have profound implications for economies and public services (Rosenweig and
Stark, 1997; House of Lords, 2013). For example, Metz and Underwood (2005, p. 88)
describe how the “pressure on already hard-pressed social services departments to fund
long-term care is going to increase, both because of increased demand and decreased
supply” as a result of population ageing. Key to alleviating this pressure is the retention of
independent living among older people (Foresight, 2000). Research from the Joseph
Rowntree Foundation (JRF, 2005, p.1) found that older people value “‘that little bit of help’ to
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enable them to retain choice, control and dignity their lives”. The JFR (2005) emphasise the
importance of low-level support to older people, highlighting the ability of firms to provide
products and services which facilitate independent living. The Madrid International Plan of
Action (MIPAA, 2002), adopted at the Second World Assembly on Ageing, also emphasises
the importance of providing enabling environments, products and services which allow older
people to advance their health and well-being.
A variety of products and services have been identified as inhibiting older people’s abilities to
maintain their independence; from public transport to kitchen interiors and internet banking
(Kose 1997; Clarkson et al., 2003; Czaja and Lee, 2007). However, few factors are
highlighted as often as difficulties with packaging (Visvabharathy and Rink, 1985; Nayak,
1998; Duizer, Robertson and Han, 2009; Kohlbacher and Herstatt, 2010; Age UK 2012).
Market research has found high levels of dissatisfaction with much packaging among
consumers at large (BBC, 2004; Which, 2013). In particular, dissatisfaction has been
reported amongst older consumers with Fast-Moving Consumer Goods (FMCG) packaging
(Voorbij and Steenbekkers, 2002; BBC, 2004; ILC, 2010). Studies show that due to changes
in physical capabilities and social circumstances, older people risk suffering embarrassment
and anger (Sudbury-Riley, 2014), and even potential illness and serious injury (Hudson and
Hartwell, 2002) as a result of difficulties with packaging. For example, Winder et al. (2002)
highlight the estimated 67,000 visits made to accident and emergency wards each year in
the United Kingdom (UK) due to accidents with packaging. Common causes of such
accidents are difficulties opening packaging formats such as glass jars, metal cans, and
plastic ‘clamshell’ packages (Lewis et al., 2007) leading consumers to resort to using sharp
objects (e.g. scissors, knives, or other blades) as aids (Caner and Pascal, 2010). Whilst
consumers of any age may encounter such difficulties with packaging, changes as a result of
the ageing process increase the likelihood of such incidents occurring for older people
(Voorbij and Steenbekkers, 2002; Duizer, Robertson and Han, 2009). As such, older
consumers may experience feelings of vulnerability as a result of packaging interactions.
This is in-keeping with Baker, Gentry and Rittenburg (2005) who view vulnerability not as a
permanent state, but as a situational experience that may be encountered as a result of a
variety of consumer interactions. Given the number and variety of interactions consumers
have with FMCG packaging (Ampureo and Villa, 2006) these products may potentially act as
a source of vulnerability in multiple ways. As such, older consumers’ interactions across the
entire ‘packaging journey’ (from point-of-sale to disposal) require attention.
Using findings from a series of in-depth interviews, this paper highlights opportunities for
firms to empower older people through packaging development and to offer ‘that little bit of
help’ in maintaining their independence. Prior research has shown that some older people
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can experience difficulties opening particular closures as a result of biological ageing (e.g.
Yoxall et al., 2007). What remains unclear, however, is how social and psychological ageing
impacts on consumer-packaging interactions, and what coping mechanisms older people
employ to empower themselves in such situations. The findings of this paper provide
preliminary exploratory insights that go towards addressing these questions by building upon
the scarce research to explore packaging interactions from a multidimensional perspective of
ageing (Sudbury-Riley, 2014). In so doing, the paper contributes to literature by exploring the
concept of consumer vulnerability in a new context (Adkins and Ozanne, 2005; Baker, 2006;
Adkins and Jae, 2010; Blocker et al., 2013), and investigating skills and coping mechanisms
older consumers employ to empower themselves whilst interacting with FMCG across the
packaging journey. In order to achieve this, the following research questions are explored:
1. How does ageing impact on consumer-packaging interactions?
2. What coping mechanisms do older people employ to empower themselves when
experiencing vulnerability whilst interacting with packaging?
The rest of this paper is organised as follows: firstly, literature into consumer vulnerability,
ageing and packaging interactions is explored, followed by an overview of the methodology
employed in this study. The findings are then presented and theoretical and managerial
implications are discussed. Finally, limitations of the study are identified and areas for future
research are recommended.

Literature Review:
Consumer vulnerability
Vulnerability has long been explored within the field of Sociology, with studies examining the
susceptibility of individuals’ to experience physical or psychological harm or distress based
on their characteristics and social circumstances (e.g. Brown, Bhrolchain and Harris, 1975;
Rowland, 1982; McKee and Vilhjalmsson, 1986). Comparatively, the concept of consumer
vulnerability is in its infancy. Discussions regarding the nature of vulnerability within the
marketplace developed in the mid-nineteen nineties. Researchers such as Ringold (1995, p.
584) who explored the concept of consumer vulnerability in the context of target marketing
for products including cigarettes and alcohol described vulnerable consumers as those who
have “diminished capacity to understand the role of advertising, products effects, or both”.
Later, Smith and Cooper-Martin (1997, p.4) described vulnerable consumers as individuals
“who are more susceptible to economic, physical or psychological harm in, or as a result of,
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economic transactions because of characteristics that limit their ability to maximise their
utility and well-being”.
In their seminal paper Baker, Gentry and Rittenburg (2005) proposed a consumer-driven
conceptualisation of vulnerability. They describe how consumer vulnerability can occur when
“a consumer is unable to accomplish his or her goals in a consumption situation because of
being powerless, out of control, and so forth”, thus creating dependence on external factors
(e.g. marketers) to create fairness in the marketplace (2005, p.134). The conceptualisation
does not categorise particular consumers as vulnerable based on demographics alone;
instead, consumer vulnerability can be experienced through combination of individual
characteristics (e.g. age, socioeconomic standing), individual states (e.g. mood, life
transitions), and external conditions (e.g. logistical elements, discrimination). As such,
consumer vulnerability is viewed as situational, rather than a permanent condition. It is
posited by Baker, Gentry and Rittenburg (2005) and others (e.g. Commuri and Ekici, 2008)
that this situational nature means that through a combination of resources and support
provided by marketers and policy makers, consumer vulnerability may be lessened or
ameliorated for many people.
Subsequent studies have explored consumer vulnerability in a variety of contexts, ranging
from carers in the tourism market place (Hunter-Jones, 2011) and disabled people’s use of
internet shopping (Elms and Tinson, 2012) to Chinese rural migrants use of financial
services (Wang and Tian, 2014). Studies exploring consumer vulnerability among older
people in depth are relatively limited. A number of researchers have explored older
consumers’ susceptibility to fall victim of fraud through telemarketing or other unethical sales
tactics (e.g. McGhee, 1983; Lee and Soberon-Ferrer, 1997; Lee and Geistfeld, 1999;
Langenderfer and Shimp, 2001; Alves and Wilson, 2008). In their exploration of older
consumers’ experiences of vulnerability when providing informed consent for medical and
clinical services, Griffiths and Harmon (2011) argue that a multidimensional perspective of
ageing should be adopted when identifying sources of consumer vulnerability among older
people.

Multiple dimensions of ageing
Within marketing literature, the ‘senior market’ has long been regarded as a heterogeneous
segment (e.g. Leventhal, 1997; Smizigin and Carrigan, 2010; Sudbury-Riley, Kohlbacher
and Hofmeister, 2012; East, Uncles and Lomax, 2014). This diversity is attributed to the
multidimensionality of the ageing process, whereby individuals age in different ways and at
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different rates. Commonly, ageing has been considered as consisting of biological, social
and psychological effects (e.g. Ahmad, 2002; Bond et al., 2007; Hooyman and Kiyak, 2008;
Young, Frick and Phelan, 2009; Moschis, Mosteller and Fatt , 2011). Table 1 presents
definitions for of each these dimensions from Ahmad’s (2002) study exploring the
characteristics of older consumers in the UK.
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Table 1 The multiple dimensions of the ageing process (including quotes from Ahmad, 2002).
Dimension of ageing

Definition

Biological ageing

“A process of change to a person’s cells and tissues. These changes cause a
deterioration of individuals’ biological system, which, in turn, makes them susceptible
to illness and alters their functional capacity, for example to listen, to see, to walk and
to travel”.

Psychological ageing

“Focuses on mental abilities and sees changes in a person’s ability to think and
reason. Psychological ageing measures the change in cognition and personality of
individuals; for example, in processing information, understanding advertising
messages and making choices”.

Social ageing

“Sees changes in individuals’ social relationships within their social groups.
Sociological ageing measures individuals’ ability to play various roles throughout their
life such as heads of family, grandfathers or leaders of consumer groups”.
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Despite the multidimensionality of the ageing process being widely understood and accepted
in marketing studies, other areas of management literature are said to view ageing too
simplistically, often basing their understanding on chronological age alone (Sudbury and
Simcock, 2009). As a result, many studies limit their understanding of ageing to that of
senescence. Derived from the Latin senex, meaning old man or older age, senescence is
defined by Campisi and di Fagagna (2007, p. 730) as “deteriorative processes that follow
development and maturation”. While the effects of senescence are universally experienced
to varying degrees, to view ageing only through the lens of senescence overlooks the other
dimensions which comprise the ageing process. Human beings age in complex ways,
affected as much by social and psychological processes as biological ones (Moen,
Dempster-McClain and Williams Jr., 1992). Therefore, viewing ageing as a multidimensional
process offers wider meaning and implications than when seen merely through chronological
age (Ahmad, 2002). Considering the multiple dimensions of ageing is also likely to offer
greater insights into an individual’s cognitive age; a construct regarded as providing a more
accurate method for understanding segmenting the senior market that chronological age
(Moschis and Mathur, 2005; Sudbury and Simcock, 2009). The result of a myopic
chronologic-centric view is a lack of understanding about older consumers (Gunter, 1998;
Thornton, 2002; Mumel and Prodnik, 2005) and, in turn, the development of products which
are unsuitable for many older people’s needs (Lunsford and Burnett, 1992; Hare, Kirk and
Lang, 1999; Lyon, Kinney and Colquhoun, 2002; Pak and Kambil, 2006; Goddard and
Nicolle, 2012).
In the case of food consumption, Wills et al. (2013) found ageing to affect individuals’
relationships and interactions with food products. It was observed how kitchen practices (and
interactions with food) shifted for many older people as their physiology and social
circumstances changed (e.g. increased frailty, bereavement, living alone) (Dickinson et al.,
2014; Schroder-Butterfill and Marianti, 2006). In circumstances such as these where
individuals experience greater isolation, increased reliance is placed on sensory logics to
inspect food, thus leading to increased risk of foodborne illness. This risk is increased for
those individuals experiencing biological and psychological changes which impact on their
abilities to decipher information from packaging. As such, older people are seen as more
likely to experience vulnerability when consuming food products through increased exposure
to foodborne illness (Dickinson et al., 2014). Other studies have noted changes in food
consumption as a result of aspects of biological ageing. For example, a reduction in
consumption is noted among older people (Hughes et al., 2004; Simpson et al., 2005).
Known as the ‘anorexia of ageing’, this reduction is partly attributed to decreasing abilities to
taste and smell (Popper and Kroll, 2003; Dean et al., 2009). Changes to circumstances
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through social ageing (e.g. becoming an empty nester) may exacerbate these problems
further. den Uijl et al. (2014) adopt a socio-emotional selectivity theory perspective to
suggest that many older people place greater emotional significance on food consumption
and meal experiences. As a result, being unable to derive similar levels of enjoyment from
consumption activities may negatively affect some older people’s quality-of-life as they are
unable to satisfactorily achieve their consumption goals. Given the integral role of packaging
in FMCG products delivering value to consumers (Simms and Trott, 2010), this suggests that
packaging may be a significant factor in the value older people derive from consumption
experiences. The following subsection will reflect on literature exploring older people’s
packaging experiences in relation to the multiple functions of packaging.

Older consumers’ packaging experiences
In order to understand consumers’ packaging needs, interactions across the packaging
journey require consideration. Deasy (2000, cited by Ampureo and Vila, 2006, p.102)
illustrates the variety of consumer-packaging interactions across the packaging journey,
highlighting the following stages: (1) Point of sale; (2) transporting the product home; (3)
home storage; (4) opening; (5) serving the product for consumption; (6) reclosing or putting
away; and (7) disposal. However, research into older consumer’s interactions with FMCG
packaging is relatively limited. The stages of point-of-sale (PoS) and opening have been
afforded greatest attention.
A number of studies have discussed the impact packaging at PoS, often exploring the
effects of alternative graphical design elements on consumer decision making (e.g.
Nancarrow, Wright and Brace, 1998; van den Berg-Weitzel and van de Laar, 2001; Silayoi
and Speece, 2004). In their study, Piqueras-Fiszman et al. (2011) describe how ageing may
affect product perceptions based on packaging colours, symbology, typography and
materials. These factors which form the basis of consumer product perceptions may be
influenced by mental associations formed as a result of traditions and events experienced
across the life course. For example, in her exploration of older people’s perceptions of
pharmaceuticals packaging, Kauppinen-Räisänen (2011) describes how older people value
the colour of a painkiller over the manufacturer of the pharmaceutical when compared with
younger consumers. Other studies highlight how age-related changes to eyesight can
detract from individual’s abilities to decipher product information from packaging (e.g.
Chavalkul et al., 2011). In the case of pharmaceutical products, difficulties deciphering
product/dosage information may place consumers in immediate harm, thus contributing to
potential vulnerability. Regarding FMCG products, similar experiences may be had with
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cooking instructions for food products or usage guidelines for household products featuring
hazardous chemicals. For those older people experiencing impairment to their abilities to
process verbal information experiences of vulnerability may be increased due to the greater
dependence placed on packaging as a source of information (Paddison and Olsen, 2008).
Furthermore, Duizer et al. (2009) found that many older people believe that eyesight
problems contributed to difficulties they experience opening products as they are less
confident in how to approach opening mechanisms. Whilst providing valuable insights, these
studies only capture a fraction of the interactions between consumers and packaging. As
Devendorf and Lewis (2010, p. 2) note: “While point of sale is an important instance of
consumer-product packaging interaction, it is only one of many times when a consumer will
interface with the product package”. As Duizer et al., (2009) suggest, issues encountered at
one stage of the packaging journey may also impact on interactions at latter stages (e.g.
opening), highlighting the iterative nature of packaging interactions.
Research from the field of ergonomics has explored older consumers’ abilities to operate
particular packaging closures (e.g. Lewis et al., 2007; Yoxall, Luxmoore and Rowson 2008).
These studies provide insights into the effects of biological ageing on particular packaging
interactions, suggesting that changes to hand strength and dexterity as individuals age
reduce their ability to safely open a variety of FMCG products. These difficulties can be
exacerbated by other biological changes that naturally affect the majority of people in laterlife, such as changes to eyesight (McGraw and Drennan, 2004). Such difficulties are befitting
of Adkins and Jae’s (2008, p. 95) conceptualisation of consumer vulnerability which entails
“a state of powerlessness manifesting when individual characteristics and fluctuating
consumer states combine with structural and other socioenvironmental elements to produce
conditions where marketplace imbalances or harm may occur as a result of consuming
marketing messages and/or products”. The loss of control some older consumers
experience when engaging with particular closure types may, therefore, lead to feelings of
consumer vulnerability. Whilst providing valuable insights and implications for packaging
designers, ergonomics studies also tend to focus on isolated incidents within the broader
packaging journey. As such, focusing only on the consumer’s the initial opening of the
product also offers limited scope to understand packaging experiences and the potential
effects iterative effects of difficulties encountered at multiple stages. Furthermore, focusing
on isolated stages of the packaging journey often leads to examination of individual
packaging functions. This offers a limited view of packaging. As Robertson (2013) describes,
packaging performs a number of functions. These include protecting and containing
products, communicating logistical information and marketing communications messages,
and providing various user conveniences such as re-sealable closures and alternative
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apportionment options. As such, there is a need to consider how ageing may affect
consumer-packaging interactions across the packaging journey in relation to multiple
functions of packaging.
Research exploring consumer-packaging interactions from a multidimensional perspective
on ageing is comparatively scarce. In her study exploring older consumers’ packaging
experiences Sudbury-Riley (2014) describes how the effects of packaging related stresses
on an individual’s self-concept also have implications for social ageing. Linking difficulties
with packaging to the theory of social breakdown syndrome (Kuypers and Bengston, 1973;
Bengston, Putney and Johnston, 2005), Sudbury-Riley (2014) describes a “vicious circle
where negative aspects of ageing create a vulnerability to and dependence on sources of
external labelling”. In the case of packaging interactions, feelings of uselessness and
inadequacy due to physical difficulties with packaging can become a self-fulfilling prophecy
where older consumers assume a role which identifies with their negative feelings (SudburyRiley, 2014).

Daily hassles, mastery and quality-of-life
The concept of self-efficacy has been linked with quality-of-life (QoL) and avoidance of social
breakdown among older people (Bowling, 2005). Self-efficacy is said to aid older people in
coping with stresses which they experience as a result of age-related changes (Bowling et
al., 2007), thus contributing to QoL. Mastery has been highlighted as a defence against
stressful consequences (Pearlin and Schooler, 1978; Lazarus and Folkham, 1984).
According to Burger (1989, p. 246), mastery is the “perceived ability to significantly alter
events”. Similarly, Ben-Zur (2002, p. 359) describes mastery as “whether one regards life
occurrences as being under personal control or under fatalistic control”. Individuals who
exhibit high levels of mastery are more likely to respond to stresses with active coping
mechanisms such as problem-focussed strategies, rather than following
avoidance/disengagement strategies (Ben-Zur, 1999; Ben-Zur, 2002). While mastery has
been associated with positive coping mechanisms to major life events such as recovering
from heart surgery (Fitzgerald et al., 1993), other research has linked mastery with ‘daily
hassles’ (e.g. Pearlin and Schooler, 1978; Jeon, Dunkle and Roberts, 2006). Kanner et al.
(1981, p. 3) define daily hassles as “…the irritating, frustrating, distressing demands that to
some degree characterize every transactions with the environment”. Daily hassles have
been examined in the contexts of the workplace (Zohar, 1999) and in the lives of university
students (Bouteyre, Marion and Bernaud, 2007), but also include other fortuitous
occurrences such as bad weather, arguments, disappointments, and family concerns
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(Kanner et al., 1981). The concept of daily hassles has been linked to vulnerability (e.g.
Almeida, 2005); however, little research has considered daily hassles in relation to the
conditions and marketplace interactions which may lead to consumer vulnerability. Lay and
Safdar (2003, p. 3) highlight the accumulative nature of daily hassles, describing their
“substantial influence on psychological distress, even when compared to major life events”.
A number of other studies have linked stress as a result of daily hassles with both a decline
in physical and mental health among older people (e.g. Fernandez and Jeanie, 1996; Lau,
Wai and Shiu, 1996; Kraaij, Arensman and Spinhoven, 2002; Sher, 2004). To date, no
studies have explicitly explored packaging interactions from a daily hassles perspective.
However, issues such as difficulties with opening products and the frequency with which
consumers engage with FMCG products mean that negative experiences with packaging are
in-keeping with the concept of daily hassles. Whilst specific segments of consumers should
not be considered as predisposed to experience vulnerability (Wratten, 1995; Commuri and
Ekici, 2008), changes as a result of the ageing process may lead older consumers to
encounter a greater variety of stresses when interacting with packaging (Duizer, Robertson
and Han, 2009). The multifaceted nature of consumer-packaging interactions also increases
the potential of encountering vulnerability when engaging with FMCG products. The iterative
accumulation of such stresses may therefore constitute a unique form of consumer
vulnerability for older consumers; one which is less conspicuous, but as impactful as the
forms of consumer vulnerability examined in prior studies. Lapierre et al. (2012, p.244) also
suggest that the variety and frequency of daily hassles often increase for older people
following a major life event, stating that “It seems the challenge of adaptation posed by a
major life event may be found more in the changes in daily living that accompany this event”.
Given the variety of life transitions many older people experience through social ageing (e.g.
entering retirement, becoming an empty-nester, or suffering bereavement) (Silvers, 1997;
Sherman et al., 2001; Perry and Wolburg, 2011), this may increase their susceptibility for
encountering consumer vulnerability when engaging with FMCG products. However, in his
exploration of consumer vulnerability among older people, Clough (2015) describes how
independence in later life is not absolute. Dependent on the context, older people may
perceive themselves as independent, whether they themselves are performing a task or
have someone do it for them (Clough, 2015, p. 133). As such, difficulties in daily life (such as
problems with packaging) may not lead to experiences of vulnerability if coping mechanisms
can be employed to enable older people to maintain a sense of control of their marketplace
interactions.
Based on the above, there is a need to not only explore the effects of biological ageing upon
packaging interactions, but to also consider the implications for psychological ageing in
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terms of coping mechanisms and the impact upon individuals’ self-concepts. This
consideration should also take into account the effects of social ageing and the impact such
changes can have on an individual’s QoL and susceptibility to experience consumer
vulnerability.

Methodology:
Semi-structured interviews
The methodology employed in this research involved semi-structured in-depth interviews
and observations with older consumers exploring their experiences with and opinions on
packaging. Gubrium and Sankar (1994, p. 123), describe in-depth interviewing as being
ideal “when the goal is to collect detailed, richly textured, person-centered information”.
Semi-structured interviews were employed as they provide sufficient flexibility to approach
participants differently (Noor, 2008, p. 1604) and to allow for further exploration into new and
potentially fruitful points as they arise (Nag, Corley and Gioia, 2007).
Participants were interviewed typically for an hour to an hour and a half. According to
Perakyla and Ruusuvuori (2011, p. 529) the use of interviews allows researchers to “reach
areas of reality that would otherwise remain inaccessible such as people’s subjective
experiences and attitudes”. As such, interviews permit researchers to go beyond asking
‘”What?” or “how many?” questions, to ask questions of “how and why things happen” (Miles
and Huberman, 1994, p. 10). Interviews were therefore an appropriate method for exploring
older consumers’ experiences with packaging and for the provision of rich, contextual data
that was sought. The questions posed were designed to stimulate discussions regarding
changes to lifestyles and consumption, as well as physiological changes that have come as
a result of the ageing process. Initially, questions regarding changes to participants’
shopping habits were explored. The questioning then narrowed to explore how participants’
FMCG consumption had changed, and then focused specifically on experiences with and
opinions on packaging. These questions related to the packaging of all categories of FMCG
products. Whilst consumers may interact more frequently with certain categories of products
(for example, food and drink products compared with household cleaners), it is possible that
the packaging of any product may lead to experiences of vulnerability. The concept of
consumer vulnerability was not referred to in the questioning. This reduced the likelihood of
remarks being framed by the researchers, thus enhancing the validity of the data
(McCracken, 1988; Baker, 2006).
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Participant observations
Participant observations were employed to support and consolidate the data gathered during
the interviews. According to Robson (2002, p. 189), researchers that immerse themselves in
realistic research settings are able generate data that is “superior to retrospective accounts”,
thus helping to overcome difficulties some participants may have when attempting to
“verbalize and reconstruct a version of what happened”. Observations also permit a greater
wealth of detail than other data collection techniques and can increase the soundness of
interpretation (Becker, 1958). As Baker, Gentry and Rittenburg (2005) describe, in order to
distinguish between perceived and actual vulnerability researchers must listen to and
observe the experiences of the consumer. Similar approaches have been adopted in a
number of studies exploring both consumer vulnerability (e.g. Baker, 2006; Hunter-Jones,
2011; Jafari et al., 2013; Wang and Tian, 2013) and older consumers’ interactions with
FMCG products and kitchen practices (e.g. Wills et al., 2013; Dickinson et al., 2014; Wills et
al., 2015). This approach allowed these researchers to “observe the many nuances and
contingencies of human behaviour as they become manifest in a ‘natural‘ setting” (Marvasti,
2014, p.355).
The researcher assumed the role of a ‘peripheral member’ within the observer-observed
interconnection (Adler and Adler, 1987), meaning they had marginal involvement in what
was being observed (Marvasti, 2014, p. 356). The researcher observed and conversed with
participants but avoided offering assistance or personal opinions in order to minimise impact
upon the participant’s behaviour. Observations followed an unstructured approach. Most
observations took place in consumers’ kitchens as this is where the majority of interactions
with packaging take place. However, as Deasy (2000, cited by Ampuero and Vila, 2006)
identifies, consumer-packaging interactions begin in the store, not the home. As such, two
modes of observations were utilised: one featuring in-store interactions only, another also
capturing shopping trips starting from the home.
The researcher met with the participants at their homes at a convenient time when they
would typically go shopping and then accompanied them to the store using their usual mode
of transport. This allowed for the generation of additional insights to combine with and
support data gathered from interviews (including interactions during the process of
transporting and storing products, thus providing a more holistic overview of the ‘packaging
journey’). In the cases where the researcher only conducted observations in participant’s
homes, these generally took place at the end of interviews or occasionally during. These
observations typically focused on participants demonstrating issues they encounter with
packaging and methods for overcoming these issues. Engaging with and referring to
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particular products aided participants in recalling additional experiences with packaging
which they had overlooked during the interview process. During observations in the home
the researchers recorded the discussions with a digital Dictaphone and through jotted notes.
During observations in-store, mental and jotted notes were made which were then later
elaborated on into full field notes which included information on specific interactions,
locations, and other events (Bryman and Bell, 2007). Photographs were also used to enrich
the data and aid the analysis process by providing what Flick (2009, p.p 241) describes as
“detailed recordings of facts as well as… a more comprehensive and holistic presentation of
lifestyles and conditions”. The digital recording of the time and date when the photographs
were taken aided the cataloguing of data and provided visual details for triangulation with the
other data sources (Belk, Fischer and Kozinets, 2013).

Sample
In light of the exploratory nature of the research, a purposive non-representative sample was
used. See Table 2 for interviewee details. Participants; chronological ages ranged from 59 to
85. The lower age bracket of 55+ was adopted as this is the definition employed in many
marketing studies exploring older consumers’ behaviour (e.g. Moschis, 1992; Carrigan et al.,
2004; Laukkanen et al., 2007; Myers and Lumbers, 2008; Cowart and Darke, 2014). The
breadth of chronological ages (59-82) within the sample has certain limitations regarding the
extent to which we can discuss our sample as one homogenous group (older people). To
alleviate this issue, where possible, we have endeavoured to explore the patterns in the data
between younger and older participants, in addition to exploring the broader themes that
emerged across the data. Additional eligibility criteria included participants living
independently in order to ensure regular interactions were had with packaging. For those
participants living in multiple occupancy (either with children and/or a partner), the influence
these individuals may have on the participants’ packaging interactions (e.g. being able to
offer assistance) was incorporated into the open questioning and data analysis.
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Table 2: Participant Details for Part One Interviews and Observations
Interviewee Pseudonym

Age (years)

Gender

Total number of People
in Household and
Details of additional
Occupants

Maude

82

Female

1

Bill

85

Male

2
(Wife)

June

61

Female

3
(Daughter and Son-in-law)

Carol

77

Female

1

Philippa

73

Female

1

Elizabeth

72

Female

1

Janet

76

Female

1

Yvonne

81

Female

1

Michael

59

Male

2
(Wife)

Jim

63

Male

4
(Wife, Daughter, and Sonin-law)

Sue

62

Female

4
(Husband, Daughter, and
Son-in-law)
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Data analysis
In order to ensure a rigorous approach was adopted during data analysis, the researchers
drew upon the naturalistic enquiry guidelines of Lincoln and Guba (1985), and adhered to
the process of constant comparison (Glaser and Strauss, 1967). Patterns and apparent
contradictions/exceptions within the data were identified using analytic induction. Identifying
deviant findings with the data provided the researchers with alternative constructs to explore,
thus contributing to the theoretical development. Discussions during observations were
subjected to the same data analysis process, and were also supported by reference to
notes.
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Findings:
The following subsections will detail packaging interactions across the packaging journey.
Using Deasy’s (2000, cited by Ampuero and Vila, 2006) ‘Positioning Transmission Points’
framework as a structure, key themes that emerged at each stage of this process are
detailed below. Appendix One presents a table with further illustrative quotes the study.
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Figure. 1 Deasy’s (2000, cited by Ampuero and Vila, 2006) Positioning Transmission Points (Adapted by
Author)
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Point of sale
As all participants were living independently and shopping for themselves, consumerpackaging interactions began in-store, often when locating a product on the shelf. A key
issue for several participants related to the function of communication; specifically, the
provision of nutritional information and cooking instructions. Participants expressed
dissatisfaction with font sizes used on a variety of packs. These issues were found to not
only impact upon consumer-packaging interactions, but also to negatively affect shopping
experiences:
“The fonts are far too small. I can’t read it when I’m in the shop without my glasses. It’s
an inconvenience. When you’re in the shop you don’t want to be fumbling around in
your handbag for your glasses, people will think you’re shoplifting” – June (61).
These issues support Sudbury-Riley’s (2014) assertion that difficulties with packaging can
lead to experiences of embarrassment for older consumers. Other participants believed agerelated changes to their vision increased their susceptibility to being misled by unclear and
deceptive imagery on packaging:
“There have been occasions when I’ve not had my glasses with me that I’ve
been caught out. The ready-made meals are particularly bad. Some of the
pictures look nothing like what you get in the pack. You’re not sure what you’re
buying, but I never want to ask anyone for help with something so embarrassing”
(Jim, 63).
Such negative experiences are comparable with the powerlessness described by Broderick
et al., (2011, p. 5) as resulting from “perceived frailty of social identity” leading to a loss of
consumer confidence. This loss of confidence was found to develop into feelings of
frustration and irritation with packs which participants felt included large areas of ‘open’ and
‘wasted’ space. An example of such a pack was Sue’s cereal box (see Figure 2) that she felt
dedicated too much space to decoration/imagery at the expense of valuable product
information.
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Figure 2: Sue’s (62) Cereal Box with ‘Wasted’ and ‘Open’ Space
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A specific user convenience a number of participants expressed a preference for at
PoS was transparent packaging. Participants described the desire to inspect products
in-store, expressing cynicism towards marketing communications images, including
those on packaging. For example, Sue described the frustration of opening products
(in this case a boxed cake) which bear little resemblance to the image depicted on the
pack.
“The picture of the front of the box suggests that it will fill a plate, but when you
get it home it’ll fit on a saucer almost. You think, ‘I’ve been had here’. That
makes me cross” – Sue (62).
These feelings further contributed to the desire for transparent packaging or methods of
shopping which allowed for prior inspection of products. For example, consumers such as
Bill and Maude commented on their use of delicatessen facilities. Use of these facilities is
partly attributed to knowledge of marketing communications techniques gathered over the
life-course:
“When you get to my age you know the tricks these companies try to pull. After
so many purchases you cotton on to the fact that the food isn’t going to look like
the picture on the pack. You’ll be disappointed every time if you think that way.
Using the deli counter means I can actually see what I’m getting” Bill (86).
Purchasing products from the delicatessen counter offered a means of inspecting products
before purchase, thus instilling a sense of trust in the product and control over the
consumption process. Participants’ mistrust of packaging imagery is befitting of Adkins and
Jae’s (2010) description of consumer vulnerability as marketplace imbalances resulting from
the consumption of marketing messages. This mistrust is also illustrative of Wratten’s (1995,
p. 17) description of vulnerability as insecurity experienced as a result of exposure to
different forms of risk and stress; in this case, the risk being the anticipated quality of
products concealed by packaging. These findings highlight forms of potential vulnerability
that older consumers may experience when engaging with packaging at PoS concerning fair
marketplace exchanges.
Whilst discussing packaging experiences, a number of participants made reference to their
shopping experiences more generally. Several older participants described shopping in
larger stores as a ‘chore’ due to changes to their physical capabilities as a result of biological
ageing. For some, the physical exertion required during shopping trips reinforced negative
perceptions of older age:
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“…these last three years, going around the big shops is a bit much. It’s
something I have to do, rather than something I enjoy doing anymore… I haven’t
quite got the stamina for it. It’s very annoying when you can’t do something
anymore that you used to like doing” – Maude (82).
In order to experience the same sense of enjoyment previously gained through
shopping in larger stores, several participants included Elizabeth, Philippa and Carol
described visits to smaller convenience stores on an almost daily basis. Regular
shopping as a means of social interaction emerged as a prominent theme:
“Shopping is a social thing; it gets you out of the house. When you go to a
smaller shop it’s less stressful. You can have a look around, see people you
know…enjoy it a bit more” – Carol (77).
For people like Carol, these changes in shopping habits were in response to changes
of biological ageing, but also changes in social ageing. For example, individuals who
were empty nesters or had suffered bereavement used shopping trips as a means of
maintaining social engagement:
“For me and my friends going out grocery shopping is about much more than just
getting food in for the week. Quite a few of them are like me and have lost their
partners, so getting to see each other out at the shops is lovely. Even if it is just
at The Co-op!” (Elizabeth, 72).
Elizabeth’s narrative reflects the findings of prior studies exploring shopping as a form
of socialisation in later life (e.g. Forman and Sriram, 1991; Balazs, 1994; Kang and
Ridgway, 1996; Kim et al., 2005; Lim and Kim, 2011). These examples provide further
evidence to the body of literature questioning the accuracy of disengagement theory
(e.g. Bengston, Putney and Johnston, 2005; Bowling, 2005). Rather than withdrawing
from society, older people adapt their activities and behaviours in order to avoid
situational vulnerability maintain their desired QoL.
In addition to the physical exertion required to navigate supermarkets, several
participants also made reference to the wealth of products available. Rather than
improving their shopping experiences, the amount of choice was considered
overwhelming and of detriment. These feelings are analogous to the concept of choice
paradox:
“I find the shelves quite terrifying now. There’s just too much” – Elizabeth (72).
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Contrary to the assertion that increased choice enhances shopping experiences,
Elizabeth regarded the variety of products available at larger supermarkets as
‘excessive’. During observations in store, having spent several minutes trying to locate
her preferred tin of soup, Elizabeth remarked that she felt ‘at the mercy’ of the retailer,
implying a loss of control over her shopping experiences. This is in-keeping with
Shankar, Cherrier and Canniford’s (2006) conceptualisation of choice paradox, which
asserts that increased choice in supermarket environments can be de-motivating for
consumers; “restricting choice within the supermarket environment could actually
increase turnover, make shoppers more content with the shopping experience and
potentially more loyal as a result” (2006, p. 1022).
Other participants described the value of distinctive packaging to aid them when
locating items in busy retail spaces:
“In some of the shops there’s far too much to choose from. It makes shopping far
more stressful than it should be. There are certain things that really stand out
from the rest though. Like the ‘J2O’ bottles. I can spot them from a mile off
because they look so different to the other drinks. You feel a bit more in control
finding something like that” (Janet, 76).
These insights highlight the importance of packaging’s role in differentiating products
on busy and fragmented supermarket shelves (Silayoi and Speece, 2004; Becker et
al., 2011). Furthermore, Janet’s experiences also reveal the potential for packaging to
instil a greater sense of control over shopping experiences by facilitating easier
identification of products. For those older consumers experiencing choice paradox in
supermarket environments, this greater sense of control may reduce susceptibility to
consumer vulnerability at this stage of the packaging journey.

Transporting the product home
Product size and weight were found to influence purchasing decisions. Where possible, a
number of consumers selected smaller and lighter packages (made possible by use of
lighter packaging materials and reduced apportionment) which better suited their
physiological requirements that had changed as a result of biological ageing. For example,
Philippa’s narration reveals how alternative (lighter) packaging materials help alleviate the
increased physical strain she experiences when shopping and transporting goods home:
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“I used to always buy my cat food in a tin, then I discovered those pouch packs.
Because shopping’s much harder than it used to be, finding stuff like that it great
as it’s so much lighter for me to carry home. The cat doesn’t care where it’s
comes from and it’s easier for me” (Philippa, 73).
However, in some cases, finding smaller alternatives was not possible. This meant that
difficulties encountered in-store with handling products continued during the process of
transporting products home. Participants such as Yvonne described her frustration at
changes as a result of biological ageing impacting upon her ability to transport her shopping
home:
“I used to go to Commercial Road and come back with 10lbs of potatoes, things
like that. I get so cross that I can’t do that anymore. The spirit is willing, but the
body won’t allow it” – (Yvonne, 81).
Yvonne’s (81) feelings reflect the continuation of difficulties in-store to the process of
transporting products to her home caused by unsuitable apportionment. The negative impact
of physiological issues encountered in store on an individual’s self-concept was further
reinforced by the onerous and physically exerting process of transporting products home.
For participants using public transport or shopping by foot, this negative reinforcement was
particularly acute. As a result, those without access to a car (approximately a quarter of
participants) would rarely visit larger supermarkets. Instead of visiting supermarkets, many
participants would take daily trips to convenience stores to purchase smaller amounts of
shopping. For others, discussions regarding transporting products home evoked greater
awareness of ageing. For example, Sue made predictions as to how her shopping habits
may change as she aged:
“I’m beginning to think sometimes, it feels like my shopping is getting heavier
pushing it around, maybe I should do online shopping. I know that I’ll probably
have to come round to it” – Sue (62).
Whilst Sue anticipated changes to her shopping habits due to physiological changes she
was beginning to experience, other older participants such as Philippa already had adjusted
their habits in order to avoid experiences of vulnerability:
“The size of things is very frustrating now, not just because it’s more than I need, but
because it’s so hard to get home. Ever since I fell a couple of winters ago and did my
hip in, I always make sure to just buy a few bits now. It was my own stupid fault
carrying too much; I should have known my limits at my age” (Philippa, 73).
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Clearly, these insights suggest that firms may be able to add value for older consumers by
developing packaging which is smaller and lighter, or through the inclusion of handles on
particularly onerous products. These findings also offer further insights into the impact of
ageing and consumer-packaging interactions on shopping habits and experiences. For
example, firms may able to reduce the risk of experiencing consumer vulnerability through
consumer education initiatives to guide shopping habits; highlighting the benefits of
shopping for larger, more onerous product online, while visiting bricks and mortar stores for
fresh goods (Oumlil and Williams, 2000). In addition to Sue who perceived the benefits of
online shopping and anticipated making greater use of these services in the future, other
participants such as Michael (59), Jim (63), and June (61) engaged in online shopping. This
is in-keeping with the findings of a number of studies which report high levels of internet
usage and positive attitudes towards technology among older people (Vuori and HolmlundRytkonen, 2005; Laukkanen, Sinkkonen and Laukkanen, 2007; Niemelä-Nyrhinen, 2007;
ONS, 2010). In particular, members of the baby-boom cohort exhibit acceptance of internet
shopping (Mintel, 2008). This suggests that as the baby-boom cohort ages that firms may
benefit from further promoting the benefits of online shopping with regards to maintaining
independence by offering a more convenient method of purchasing particular products.
When combined with existing services such as free bus services (currently offered by
particular retailers at select stores), firms may be able to significantly reduce the risk of older
consumers experiencing vulnerability at this stage of the packaging journey.

Home storage
For a number of participants, physiological difficulties encountered whilst transporting
products proved unrelenting and continued during home storage when placing and retrieving
items. For those participants living alone, these issues were particularly pertinent. For
example, participants who were empty nesters and/or widows had reduced access to
assistance with regards to storing their shopping. Unlike issues of openability, for which
some participants were able to employ problem-based coping strategies (see the following
subsection); difficulties storing products were harder to counter. For example, whilst
participants such as Maude were able to overcome particular problems around her kitchen
(such as having mirrors installed in the ceiling of her cabinets to aid her in locating items),
she perceived the physical exertion involved in storing larger more onerous FMCG products
as being impossible to avoid. This demonstrates both the importance of considering
packaging interactions in the context of the packaging journey and how difficulties with
packaging can lead to experiences of vulnerability by exacerbating other challenges faced
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by older people around the home. In particular, this emphasises what Wills et al. (2013)
describe as the ‘Entanglement of practices’ within the kitchen, showing how understanding
the interrelationships between kitchen practices and packaging interactions will offer a more
holistic picture of potential sources of vulnerability for older consumers who have been
highlighted as having ‘working against them’ in the home (Dickinson et al., 2014). The
accumulative effect of the physical stresses encountered as three consecutive stages of the
packaging journey is befitting of Kanner et al.’s (1981) definition of daily hassles. For some
older people iterative and accumulative nature of these stresses may elevate seemingly
innocuous issues to more serious problems which negatively impact upon QoL.
Other themes to emerge during home storage could also be likened to daily hassles, such as
products falling whilst in storage:
“It’s very annoying when you buy tins that don’t stack properly. So many times
I’ve been given a bit of a fright by the noise of tins falling over in my cupboard. I
don’t know why they make them like that because it must be annoying for people
stacking shelves in the supermarket too” – Elizabeth (72).
By improving the ‘stackability’ of their products, firms may be able to add value both for
the senior market and for consumers at large.

Opening
The majority of participants highlighted difficulties opening packaging as a cause of
dissatisfaction. This was the case for younger and older participants, including those who
demonstrated a younger chronological age. For example, Janet fervently denied that age
related changes had impacted on her shopping habits; however, with regards to opening
packaging, she recalled a variety of negative experiences. Describing her interactions with
her tin of corned beef, she alluded to the sense of fear for her personal safety that these
interactions caused her:
“I push it forward and then get my finger hooked in [the ring-pull tin closure], then
trying to oink it back… it’s only a matter of time before I take the top of one of my
fingers off” – Janet (76).
Janet was one of several participants to link difficulties opening products to biological
age-related changes, describing how the frequency and severity of these issues had
increased significantly. In Janet’s case these changes were reductions in her hand
strength as a result of primary ageing (typical age related biological changes). For
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others such as Maude, typical primary ageing changes such as these were
compounded by the effects of secondary ageing (illnesses and conditions not integral
to the ageing process); in this case, rheumatoid arthritis in Maude’s right index finger:
“It’s just one finger so you wouldn’t imagine it would make much of a difference,
but it really does… especially where I’ve not the strength I once did” – Maude
(82).
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Figure 3: Janet’s (76) tin of corned beef
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The prevalence of concerns regarding openability across participants suggests that the
inclusion of ‘easy-open’ closures may aid firms who wish to add value for older consumers.
Indeed, some participants demonstrated loyalty towards products which include ‘easy-open’
closures. For example, June described her experiences with ‘Duerr’s’ jams and marmalades:
“When I first bought it I didn’t even realise it had the special lid; it looks just like
all the others. I even got my silicone glove out to help open it, but it flew off! I
always buy that one now where I can. It’s much better not having to use the
glove and bash it about to get it open” – June (61).
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Figure 4: June’s (61) easy-open jam jar lid
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In addition to issues of gross motor skills, such as a reduction in hand strength, some
participants also described difficulties with fine motor skills. For example, Bill described his
experience of engaging with plastic-wrapped multi-packs of soap as “incredibly annoying”,
due to difficulties with gripping the seal of the pack.
“I can’t get my finger nail under there…it’s too fiddly. You shouldn’t have to get a
knife to open soap. You don’t keep a knife in the bathroom” – Bill (86).
While Bill’s experience elicited feelings of annoyance and frustration, other participants
described feelings of apprehension and fear as a result of issues with fine motor skills and
opening products:
“I much prefer a tin you open with a tin opener to a ring pull. I can never get my
finger underneath to pull it up. I often feel like I’m going to break a nail, so I try
and avoid them altogether. Prying it open with a knife can be as dangerous as
opening anything” – June (61).
These examples highlight that while issues of gross motor skills may evoke feelings of fear
and apprehension among some participants, responses to issues of fine motor skills can be
just as powerful a cause of consumer vulnerability. For participants such as Maude and Bill
who are among the 9 million people in the UK living with some form of arthritis (a condition
most commonly found in older adults, with osteoarthritis estimated by Age UK (2015) to
effect around 80% of those aged 50 and above), the likelihood of experiencing vulnerability
when opening packs is particularly acute.
Upon describing their difficulties with opening particular types of packaging, several
participants revealed methods for overcoming these issues. These included using a variety
of implements, from sophisticated electronic jar openers, to more rudimentary tools, such as
pliers and screwdrivers. These methods demonstrate consumer empowerment in response
to previous experiences of vulnerability (e.g. being unable to open products or suffering
injury whilst attempting to do so) or anticipated incidents of vulnerability (e.g. seeking to
avoid potential injury whilst opening products). For example, Maude described the influence
of her inventor brother when she unveiled her ‘packaging toolbox’ from underneath her
kitchen sink. The toolbox contained an array of adapted household tools which were used to
assist with different packs:
“In my kitchen I have these [flat-nose pliers with masking taped handles for extra
grip]… those are for pulling across plastic caps. I’ve got a few screwdrivers to

32

help lift the ring pull. I’ve got difficult sized ones for different sizes tins...” –
Maude (82).
In addition to creating her own methods for overcoming difficulties with packaging, Maude’s
resilient attitude was evident in a number of other ways throughout her home. For example,
a mirror was placed in her lounge so that she knew by way of a flashing light on her
telephone if anyone was calling her. This system was implemented as a solution to problems
as a result of her reduced hearing. These problem-solving strategies demonstrate consumer
empowerment in response to potential vulnerability. In the case of food products, Maude
used these strategies to ensure she achieved sufficient nutritional intake: “If I didn’t use my
ingenuity then I probably wouldn’t eat”. Despite her creativity with regards to issues of
openability, Maude also conceded that there are particular pack types where her problemsolving strategies are ineffective. As a result, there are products that she avoids purchasing
unless there is someone to assist her. Reliance on others for help with opening packaging
was apparent for a number of participants including Janet and Philippa who recalled
reluctantly seeking assistance from their neighbours. Ironically, those participants who
required the greatest assistance were also those with the least access to help due to
aspects of social ageing. For example, participants who were empty nesters no longer had
the regular assistance of children, and those who had suffered bereavement also lacked the
support of their partners. Both participants, however, expressed dissatisfaction at needing to
call upon others (in particular non-family members) for assistance. Philippa alluded to the
negative impact this has on her self-perceptions:
“Ever since I was a child I’ve always been an independent person so I hate
having to ask other people for help, so when I have to get my neighbour to help
me open stuff because I’m too old and weak now it’s quite embarrassing. You
want to be able to do it yourself, but come to realise you’re not the person you
once were” (Philippa, 73).
Participants such as Carol who live in greater isolation have established supportive
relationships with other individuals beyond, friends, family and neighbours for assistance:
“A long time ago I made an arrangement with my postman to help me with
packaging. Most things I’m fine with, but products like bottles of bleach I just
can’t get into no matter what I try… so what I do is leave a few things on my
doorstep every day and my postman comes along, opens them up for me and
leaves them ready for me to get later on. I don’t know what I’d do without him…”
– Carol (77).
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On this occasion, it was household cleaning products which Carol required assistance
from her postman with (see Figure 5). Her closing statement reveals the significance of
this relationship and her apprehension when anticipating how this lack of support
would affect her. It suggests feelings of uncertainty surrounding the long-term success
of this coping mechanism (e.g. whether a new postman would be as helpful), evoking
feelings of insecurity about her abilities to achieve her consumption goals in the future.
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Figure 5: Products to be opened by the postman
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Serving the product for consumption
A cause of frustration for a number of participants was the portion sizes of many food
and drink products. Evidence of the anorexia of ageing (Popper and Kroll, 2003; Dean
et al., 2009) was apparent among older participants. In particular, those living alone
made reference to the benefits of reduced apportionment:
“Most of the time I’ll buy a pre-made salad from Waitrose for lunch. That’ll
normally last me two days. The big one is far too much for me and I hate to
waste it” – Maude (82).
In addition to fulfilling the need for smaller portion sizes made necessary by the effects of
biological ageing, social ageing was also shown to impact upon appropriate apportionment:
“As my children has grown up and left home, my shopping basket is now smaller.
I don’t need to buy giant sized packets of things. Especially things like breakfast
cereals that go off” – Sue (62).
Several participants expressed concerns regarding the environmental impact of food
wastage as a result of inappropriate apportionment. Older participants made reference to the
‘waste not want not’ attitude of their generation. Participants who lived during years of
rationing expressed particular dismay toward wastage, be that food waste or packaging
waste. This suggests that firms would benefit from considering both micro factors affecting
the process of ageing for individuals, and macro factors such as major political and cultural
events which may impact upon consumers’ values and opinions across the life course.
However, participants such as Bill (86) also revealed negative associations between food
wastage and biological ageing. Recalling their youth, Bill (86) reflected on changes to his
and his wife’s appetites and the influence this has on their consumption habits:
“I never buy packed meats. I always get it from the deli counter. If I want a slice
of turkey I want one slice, not six or seven slices. The situation I’m in, there’s just
two of us and my wife’s not a big eater anymore…she’ll have a slice of bread in
half for a sandwich… anymore would go to waste” – Bill (86).
The availability of meats in smaller portions offered Bill more satisfying consumption
experiences by avoiding actions (e.g. wasting food as a result of reductions in his appetite)
which triggered negative associations with biological ageing. Use of the delicatessen
therefore acts as a form of consumer empowerment. However, for other products this
solution was not possible (e.g. ambient food products). For other participants such as
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Elizabeth who had experienced reductions in appetite, excessive food portion sizes acted as
a reminder of negative aspects of the ageing process:
“I try and get smaller packs, but a lot of the time I can’t find them. It means I often
don’t finish things. It’s such a waste. I’m sure this will sound very selfish, but it’s
horrible for me too in that you think ‘it didn’t used to be like this’. I think I
associate eating with family and my husband, so eating less reminds me that
he’s not around anymore” (Elizabeth, 72).
Like several others, Bill encountered difficulties with reading labels. He bemoaned the small
font used on his ginger sponge pudding (Figure 6), describing the cooking instructions as
“bloody useless” while recalling a number of incidents where his dessert had been
unsatisfyingly tepid or dangerously hot having not been able to read the instructions. This
example demonstrates the importance of packaging in delivering value to consumers; the
satisfaction gained from the core product is facilitated by the consumers’ interaction with the
packaging. Whilst Bill’s experience evoked feelings of annoyance, it also highlights more
significant issues regarding the health and safety during food preparation. If cooking
instructions, storage instructions, or ‘use-by’ dates are illegible this risks food being
inadequately prepared, potentially leading to increased risk of contracting food-borne
illnesses (Wills et al., 2013). Finally, participants’ difficulties encountered whilst serving
products for consumption also further demonstrates how packaging interactions can
contribute to experiences of vulnerability and reflects the accumulative build-up of stresses
encountered during several consecutive stages of the packaging journey.
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Figure 6: Bill’s (86) ginger sponge pudding packaging with small font
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Reclosing or putting away
Several participants expressed a desire for re-sealable packaging, highlighting this form of
user convenience as a possible solution to issues with apportionment. However,
dissatisfaction was expressed towards current re-sealable packaging solutions. For
example, Philippa described her negative experiences with re-sealable cheese packets (both
‘zip-lock’ and adhesive seals):
“I don’t get on with them. It’s probably not their [the manufacturer] fault though,
it’s more me doing it wrong” – Philippa (73).
Philippa’s feelings of self-blame were typical of the many participants who suffered
difficulties with packaging. For example, June blamed herself for her difficulties attempting to
read labels in-store, describing herself as “foolish” for not having her spectacles to hand.
According to Stephens and Gwinner (1998, p. 182), in some cases of self-blame, consumers
truly believe a negative consumption experience is a result of their own actions; however, in
many cases individuals will convince themselves that they are to blame. Blaming one’s self
is perceived as being easier than the challenge of voicing complaint. In the case of negative
packaging experiences, the distance between consumers and packaging manufacturers may
also lead individuals to use self-blame coping tactics more readily than with negative retail
experiences. For participants such as Philippa and June, much of this self-blame is
manifested by negative perceptions of biological ageing. This then has implications for
psychological ageing; self-blame elicits feelings of uselessness and inadequacy which
negatively impact upon an individual’s self-concept and, in turn, their QoL:
“The idea of getting older I’m okay with… but it’s everyday stuff like this when
you realise how your body is changing and how it already is affecting the way
you go about your life… that’s what gets you down” June (61).
In particular for older participants such as Yvonne, the accumulation of stresses experienced
across the packaging journey was evident:
“I don’t like to moan because I’m sure people have far greater problems, but it
does feel like the problems are never-ending. Whether it’s getting to the shops,
getting round the shops, or even putting the stuff away when I get back, things
are hard” (Yvonne, 81).
With regards to larger products, this stage of the packaging journey represented further
continuation of physiological difficulties lifting and storing products. Much like the long-term
damage caused by the accumulative effect of daily hassles (Lay and Safdar, 2003), the

39

stresses experienced during the process of locating, transporting, storing, using, putting
away, reusing and disposing of a product may also cause profound harm to an individual’s
QoL.

Disposal
Several participants described environmental concerns towards particular forms of
packaging as influencing their purchasing decisions. At the point of disposal, these concerns
arose again. In addition to the excessive ‘over-packing’ of products, several participants
expressed a desire for recyclable packaging materials. The ubiquity of non-recyclable
plastics was a particular cause of frustration for several participants. For example,
participants such as Jim (63) and June (61) described their annoyance over plastic
packaging and subsequent feelings of guilt during disposal. In addition to recycling and
avoiding ‘over-packaged’ products, a number of participants also described methods for
reusing packs. For example, June (61) expressed her disappointment at changes to the
packaging of ‘Vitalite’ dairy-free spreads; ‘Vitalite’ had previously been packaged in wide,
shallow circular containers but are now in taller, narrowed rectangular containers which
resemble rival products more closely:
“I used to always buy Vitalite as the packaging was so useful afterwards. I never
buy it anymore. Since the tub is much the same as all the others I tend to just go
for whatever’s cheapest now” – June (61).
June’s (61) former loyalty to Vitalite demonstrates the value-adding potential of packaging.
While FMCG firms may be under increasing retailer pressure to conform to shelf-space
requirements, these insights suggest that firms may be able to achieve competitive
advantage through unique reusable packaging. While government bodies such as WRAP
have previously encouraged firms to reduce packaging weight, these examples suggest that
equal consideration should also be given to reusable packaging. In so doing, firms may be
able to both reduce the environmental impact of their packaging, while also adding value for
a greater variety of consumer segments.

Discussion:
Our findings illustrate the inseparable nature of the multiple dimensions of ageing (Riley,
1985). While prior research has emphasised the impact of biological ageing on packaging
interactions (e.g. Lewis et al., 2007; Yoxall, Luxmoore and Rowson 2008), our findings
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suggest that aspects of psychological and social ageing may also contribute to experiences
of vulnerability. Consumer vulnerability can occur when an individual’s self-concept is
harmed by being unable to achieve their consumption goals (Baker, Gentry and Rittenburg,
2005). In this study, social ageing and a variety of life transitions older consumers are more
likely to experience than other groups (e.g. becoming an empty-nester or becoming
widowed) were found to influence participants’ abilities to achieve their consumption goals.
For example, whilst biological ageing may affect abilities to open products due to changes in
strength and dexterity, social ageing may exacerbate this further if an individual is living in
isolation and has limited assistance available to them. This may compound the negative
influence on one’s self-concept of being unable to achieve consumption goals, in particular
where difficulties serve as a reminder of the negative aspects of the ageing process. For
example, relying on others for assistance due to physical difficulties encountered across the
packaging journey. In such cases, older people may come to associate with negative
stereotypes of older age (Sudbury-Riley, 2014), thus potentially further perpetuating changes
which could contribute to increased vulnerability. In this way, difficulties with packaging
which frustrate or irritate consumers at large may serve as a source of vulnerability for older
people due to age-related changes. Whilst consumer vulnerability is often a “short-run
phenomenon that does not become an equilibrium state” (Baker, Gentry and Rittenburg,
2005, p. 136), the frequency of engagement with FMCG products and multiple interactions
they entail mean that consumers may encounter multiple episodic experiences of
vulnerability. The regularity of these experiences bares comparison with the concept of daily
hassles. In the same way that daily hassles have been linked to psychological stress among
older people (e.g. Lau, Wai and Shiu, 1996; Kraaij, Arensman and Spinhoven, 2002; Sher,
2004), the iterative accumulation of difficulties encountered across the packaging journey
may contribute to consumer vulnerability in a way that has not been fully captured in prior
literature.
According to Baker, Hunt and Rittenburg (2007, p. 134), in order for consumers to achieve
success in the marketplace they require the “knowledge, skills and freedom” to achieve their
goals. In some cases, packaging can restrict consumers’ knowledge of a product and
freedom to inspect and observe items, thus contributing to vulnerability. This was
demonstrated in several participants’ desire for transparent packaging. Feelings of cynicism
and mistrust towards marketing communications images were directly attributed by some
participants to increased awareness and knowledge of marketing communications
techniques gathered across the life-course. The wisdom gathered through a lifetime of
knowledge accumulation, means that older people may seek more product information
before purchasing (e.g. Dychtwad, 1997; Myers and Lumbers, 2008). Such information
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gathering can act as a coping mechanism to instil a greater sense of control of consumption
activities. This further reinforces the need to conceptualise ageing as a multidimensional
process and packaging as a multifunctional tool when attempting to understand sources of
vulnerability among older consumers. The potential impact of changes to eyesight as people
age on the ability to decipher information from packaging further illustrates this need. As
such, whilst individual characteristics and states mean that younger people may also
experience feelings of mistrust towards packaging imagery (and other issues with
packaging), the ageing process may increase the likelihood of older people encountering
these experiences and exacerbate the negative impact they have.
The variety of problem-based coping mechanisms exhibited by the participants
demonstrates high levels of mastery (Ben-Zur, 2002) and evidence of a “perceived ability to
significantly alter events” (Burger, 1989, p.246). This confirms the view of Lee, Ozanne and
Hill (1999) that consumers are not passive recipients of vulnerability but in fact utilise their
own resources to overcome, reduce, and circumvent issues encountered within the
marketplace. However, while the mastery and stoicism demonstrated may positively
contribute to QoL, this did not exempt those participants from experiences of vulnerability.
While many difficulties with packaging were befitting of Kanner et al.’s (1981) description of
daily hassles as being irritating or frustrating, the negative effects for some participants were
of greater significance. In cases where coping mechanisms proved ineffective, several
participants exhibited feelings of uselessness and self-reproach following negative
experiences with packaging. According to Clough (2015, p. 133), many older people “see
themselves as independent if they continue to be able to direct the way that something is
done even though they may not be able to do it themselves”. However, our findings illustrate
a desire to maintain personal control over packaging interactions without outside assistance.
The regularity with which people engage with packaging, and which characterises daily
hassles, may mean that independence is viewed in this context as the ability to perform
tasks oneself. Participants’ perceptions of requests for assistance with packaging problems
as being embarrassing or burdensome are indicative of this. This suggests that firms may be
able to offer older people considerable value through packaging development and reduce
the likelihood of experiencing vulnerability.

Conclusions:
This study has contributed to the consumer vulnerability literature by exploring the concept in
a new and unique context. Our study has provided insights which may offer scope to deepen
our understanding of consumer vulnerability. Specifically, two contributions to the literature
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are made. Firstly, our exploration has not only uncovered experiences of actual vulnerability
(e.g. participants expressing feelings of powerlessness due to interactions with packaging),
but also examples of ‘anticipated vulnerability’. Prior studies have distinguished between
actual and perceived vulnerability (e.g. Laufer and Gillespie, 2004; Baker, Gentry and
Rittenburg, 2005; Hogg, Howells and Milman, 2007). However, conceptualisations of
perceived vulnerability have primarily been outward focused – entailing the attribution of
vulnerability from one person to another. The narrations of our participants suggest that
awareness of ageing may evoke a form of anticipatory self-perceived vulnerability, where
harm or negative consumption experiences are foreseen and responded to. Experiences
shared by participants suggest that anticipated vulnerability can influence behaviour, even in
incidences where the envisioned experience has yet to occur. These findings suggest that
greater awareness of the effects of ageing may not only shift motivations and personal goals
(e.g. Cole et al., 2008; Drolet et al., 2010), but also contribute to heightened awareness of
potential sources of vulnerability. This heightened awareness may relate to a variety of
marketplace interactions and contexts. In particular, contexts where there is a greater
degree of separation between the consumer and product manufacturer (e.g. packaging)
where support from the firm may be perceived as unobtainable or difficult to access. This
degree of separation may also, therefore, contribute to feelings of helplessness. In addition
to short-term predictions of vulnerability (e.g. anticipating potential injury when opening
packs), some younger participants also exhibited longer-term predictions such as greater
use of alternative retail channels to overcome difficulties when shopping.
Secondly, our exploration of older consumers’ packaging interactions offers a new lens with
which to examine consumer vulnerability; one which considers the effects of daily hassles on
vulnerability. Whilst seemingly innocuous when considered in isolation, the experiences
shared by our participants suggest that the gradual build-up and continuation of stresses can
lead to sustained feelings of frustration and powerlessness. Paradoxically, packaging was
found to act as a both a cause of potential vulnerability (e.g. closures which require
excessive opening forces), as well as an alleviator (e.g. distinctive packs instilling a sense of
control in busy retail environments). This suggests that FMCG firms may be able to utilise
packaging development to aid older people in avoiding experiences of vulnerability and
maintaining independent lives. Where packaging acted as a contributor to vulnerability,
participants exhibited a variety of problem-solving strategies. However, where such
strategies proved ineffective, reliance was placed on external factors (in this case, managers
involved in the development of new FMCG packaging and retail service development) to
create fairness in the marketplace. Whilst previous studies have focused largely on
individual events or specific marketplace interactions acting as sources of consumer
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vulnerability, exploration of packaging interactions suggests that equal consideration should
be given to the accumulation of smaller, less conspicuous interactions. When viewed as
isolated incidents, specific problems illustrated in our findings may appear to act only as a
source of irritation, rather than vulnerability. However, the combined impact of multiple
sources of irritation on a frequent basis were found to contribute to extended feelings of
diminished control over consumption experiences. This loss of control can negatively affect
consumers’ self-concepts. Therefore, the daily hassles encountered with packaging may
contribute to consumer vulnerability.

Implications, limitations and future research:
Based on our findings, implications for managers can be identified. Packaging was found to
both contribute to and ameliorate experiences of vulnerability. This suggests that FMCG
firms may be able to utilise packaging development to aid older people in avoiding
experiences of vulnerability and maintaining independent lives. However, further research is
required to determine appropriate product positioning strategies for firms hoping to deliver
value to older consumers within a multi-demographic retail context. A number of authors
warn that products positioned clearly towards the senior market may alienate older
consumers who do not wish to purchase products which label them as ‘old’ (Schewe, 1991;
Turley, 1994; Plummer, 2009), thus also affecting adoption among other consumers.
Inclusive design has been proposed as a more viable approach to delivering value to older
consumers, as well as consumers at large (Clarkson et al., 2003; Persad et al., 2007;
Clarkson and Coleman, 2010). This would be commercially beneficial given the propensity
for younger consumers to also experience some of the difficulties with packaging detailed in
this study. However, as evidenced by the experiences of June who failed to recognise the
easy-open closure of her jam jar, firms may also encounter challenges when adopting an
inclusive design approach; in this case, achieving a balance between communicating the
functional benefits of the products to those consumers who will receive the greatest benefit
(e.g. older people or disabled people), whilst maintaining mass market appeal. Potentially, a
balance could be struck between positioning strategies through the inclusion of icons such
as the ‘Owl Mark’ created by The Centre for Applied Gerontology at the University of
Birmingham; a quality mark which accredits products as suitable for the needs of older
people (Coleman, 2009). For FMCG products, this could provide a more subtle indication of
a pack being easier to open.
The findings also highlight potential implications for product apportionment. Specially, the
provision of products with reduced apportionment may positively contribute to QoL for older
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consumers in several ways: firstly, by better meeting some individuals’ biological needs in
terms of appetites and allowing for easier transportation and storage of products; secondly,
by facilitating regular shopping habits, thus incorporating changes of social ageing; and
thirdly, by positively contributing to psychological ageing by avoiding actions which trigger
negative associations with biological ageing (e.g. wasting food). Given the growth of
convenience stores in the UK (Barford, 2014), individualised apportionment may also offer
firms that wish to target a wider market whilst better integrating the needs of older
consumers a means of adding value through packaging development, thus integrating the
needs of a multi-demographic retail environment.
Evidence of choice paradox among participants reveals opportunities for firms to add value
for older consumers by strategically aligning packaging development, retail service
development and product assortment planning (PAP) decision-making (c.f. Mantrala et al.,
2009). For example, by aligning packaging development with PAP decisions, firms may be
able to tailor both packaging development and retail service development to offer greater
value to older consumers. This may involve using consumer education programmes to
encourage consumers to purchase larger items online. This would not only facilitate the
inclusion of clearer labelling and help to alleviate physiological difficulties with transporting
large goods, but also allow for the dedication of space in tangible stores to value-adding
facilities which encourage social interaction (e.g. delicatessen counters).
Whilst providing valuable insights on which to build future research, this study has several
limitations. Firstly, based on the modest sample size, there is a need for further research
exploring the packaging interactions of a greater number of older consumers. Additional
qualitative research supported by larger scale quantitative studies would be advantageous in
this regard and would allow for more detailed examination of how ageing affects packaging
interactions over time. The choice of qualitative interviews has limitations in that some
consumers’ packaging experiences may be different to events they recall. Conducting
participant observations overcomes this limitation to an extent, however there is a need for
further in-depth investigation in this regard. In particular, research exploring consumer
vulnerability from a daily hassles perspective and investigations into the influence of
anticipated vulnerability of behaviour in a variety of consumption contexts would provide
valuable contributions to the current body of knowledge. Finally, whilst this study has offered
some insights into older consumers’ experiences in FMCG retail environments, further
research is required to better understand the relationships between older consumers’
packaging needs and retail environments and how this affects sources of potential
vulnerability.
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Appendices:
Table 3: Table Summarising Key Findings
Stage of
packaging
journey

Packaging
function

Theme

Legibility of labels

Communication

Point of sale

Transparent packaging/
consumer mistrust

Choice paradox
Apportionment
(product
size/weight)

Retrieving cumbersome
products

Illustrative quote/s
“When I’m in the shop I can’t read the labels. I look for the best-before date but can’t distinguish it
because all the writing it’s so small” – June (61).
“On most packaging is seems like the pictures and logos are the things the companies care most about,
not about the way the product works. Half the time the thing you’re buying doesn’t look like the picture
anyway” - Philippa (73).
“I find the shelves quite terrifying now. There’s just too much” – Elizabeth (72).
“When I’m in the shop I prefer to use a basket. Leaning on the trolley does things to my balance, and I
only ever get a few bits anyway. But when you’re buying big heavy things it’s a struggle using the basket”
– Bill (86).

Containment/recy

Environmental

“I’ll always look for the smaller tin. It suits us better and you know it’s less harmful to the environment” –

clability

concerns

Michael (59).
“I’ll walk to the shops fine, but I have to get a taxi back. I’d rather walk, but the shopping is just too heavy”
– Janet (76).

Transporting the
product home

Apportionment
(product

Transporting
cumbersome products

“If I get more than half a dozen items getting it home can be hard” – Philippa (73).
“The smaller shops are much better for me. I go to them a lot and get small bits and pieces. You might

size/weight)

pay a bit more, but it’s easier. Most of my friends do the same thing now” (Maude, 82).
Dependence on others

“When my son is around I can go with him to get the heavy shopping because he’s got a car. When he
isn’t around I have to wait for a few weeks before I buy big stuff like washing powder” – Yvonne (81).
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Apportionment
Home storage

(product
size/weight)

Changing shopping

“I’m beginning to think sometimes, it feels like my shopping is getting heavier pushing it around, maybe I

habits

should do online shopping” – Sue (61).

Storing cumbersome
products

“I try and avoid using the top shelves in my cupboard. It’s too much hard work getting stuff in and out of
them. It’s like how I struggle with opening and closing the window in my kitchen because it’s so high up” –
Maude (82).
“The number one thing I have problems with is jars of pasta sauce. I’ve found that if you stab the lid firmly
with a very sharp knife that often breaks the seal. It’s a bit of a concern because it’s so dangerous” – June

Gross motor skills

(61).
“I’m not happy using them [scissors], but I have to, otherwise I wouldn’t physically be able to get to the
product” (Bill, 86).

Fine motor skills
Opening

Openability

“The cheese from Iceland is skin tight. You can’t get a good grip on it which makes it very difficult to open.
It’s like trying to skin a rabbit” – Yvonne (81).
“I haven’t been able to open jars properly for a long time. This contraption is a work of art – I couldn’t be
without it” – Elizabeth (72).

Overcoming difficulties

“You need an implement for everything. Even with the help of tools it’s still hard” – June (61).
“My brother influenced me a lot. If he had a problem that he couldn’t find a tool to fix, then he’d make his
own, so that’s what I do [with packaging]. If I still can’t open it after that, I don’t know what to do…” –
Maude (82).
“I shan’t get them, four [sausages] is too much for me, particularly when you’ve got to eat them two days

Serving the
product for
consumption

Inappropriate portion
Apportionment

after opening” – Bill (86).

sizes (biological
ageing)

“For fresh food it’s the worst because you can’t freeze it. I can’t get through two [punnets] of oranges on
my own” – Carol (77).
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“As my children have grown up and left home, my shopping basket is now smaller. I don’t need to buy
giant sized packets of things. Especially things like breakfast cereals that go off” – Sue (61).
Inappropriate portion
sizes (social ageing)

“When we grew up it was just after the war, so there was still rationing. Our parents had to buy what they
could and make it last, not have it for one meal and then throw it away [like people do now” – Philippa
(73).

Communication

Reclosing or
putting away

Reclosability

Legibility of labels

“The fonts on so many things are rubbish. Silly little letters. I’ve got about 20 pairs of cheap Primark
spectacles around the house, mainly for reading labels” – June (61).

Preference for re-

“I usually buy 3 packets of crisps a year. I eat them very slowly, so I’ll always buy one of the small pipes of

sealable packaging

Pringles. They’re the only ones I can eat at my own pace without them going off” – Maude (82).

Ineffective solutions
(self-blame)

Containment/recy

Environmental

clability

concerns

“It’s probably me, but I always seem to have trouble with it” – Bill (86).
“Things have gotten a little bit better in the past few years, but the amount of packaging has just gotten
ridiculous. I believe the companies who genuinely care about the environment are still in the great
minority” – Jim (63)
“I reuse all sorts of stuff; jars, my Jean-Paul Gaultier perfume tins. They’re all useful for storing different

Disposal
Containment/reus
ability

things” – June (61)
Second-life packaging
“You don’t mind paying a price premium for a bottle of water with a sports cap as it means you can reuse
it” – Michael (59).
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