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Abstract

Research on subsistence marketplaces provides a number of insights about extreme and
chronic resource scarcity as well as intangible scarcities in cognitive and affective realms. These
insights have been developed from a variety of sources — quantitative and qualitative research, as
well as education for communities and for students through a symbiotic academic-social
enterprise. These insights are juxtaposed with extant work on scarcity in consumer research, to
derive implications for future research and stimulate thinking on a broad variety of scarcities.
Our holistic deep dive into extreme scarcity and its multiple dimension from the perspective of

consumer behavior has much to offer in stimulating future research on scarcity.
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“I never thought of myself as customer, just as someone who buys from the shopkeeper who
sells” — participant at the end of a marketplace literacy program in South India.

A large percentage of the world’s population lives with low income and extreme and
chronic scarcity®. However, the bulk of our understanding of consumer behavior comes from
relatively resource-rich settings. The differences are stark globally as well as locally. Consider a
typical shopping trip that we make. We consider a few brands and variations of a few items,
trade-off a few attributes, fill our shopping baskets, and head for the counter. If we want cash
transactions but are short of money, we set aside some items and move on, not giving much
thought to our forgetfulness. This daily shopping event reflects an abundance of not only
products and tangible resources, but of intangible cognitive and affective resources as well.

Now consider an example reflecting a composite of low-literate, low-income consumers
shopping in the US. Finding a product may be difficult if reading signs is challenging. The
option of asking an employee for help is not always readily available, or easy to do from the
perspective of maintaining self-esteem. With all the effort to find a product, the first one found
may be picked up without performing any trade-offs or evaluations. Finding multiple
combinations of volume may take effort (say, if 60 pencils are needed and therefore, packets of
smaller sizes (36 and 12) have to be located). Determining the actual price to be paid may be
difficult when there are many different prices and discounts, not to mention coupons (Lalwani
and Monroe 2005). In fact, percentage off signs may be a deterrent when computing the final
price does not come easily, and consumers may consequently forego steep discounts, such as
70% off (Quote). Similarly, computing the prices of multiple units may take effort. For example,

if one costs $2.50, then what two or three will cost may require the use of a calculator. Unit

! Extreme scarcity that is not chronic may occur outside low-income settings such as in disaster zones.
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prices being abstractions derived from price and size, are difficult to comprehend, with each
element being confusing in its own right (e.g., size involves unit of measurement). Computing
the approximate cost of the shopping basket and ensuring it is within the available budget is not
trivial. Estimating budget amounts remaining after each purchase can involve multiple
computations (e.g., spending 2-3 dollars on one item and assessing what remains in a $50 budget
for 5-6 items). And finally, sufficient money at the counter can be a source of relief, and being
short, a source of embarrassment, even despair. The attribution may be to one’s own low
literacy, which, in turn, is the perceived cause of low income and a life of hardships due to
material resource constraints. Faced with these challenges, people try to adapt, ordering one item
at a time from a menu to avoid running out of money, keeping a limited amount of money on
their person, seeking out stores with employees who know their constraints and are helpful, or
even completely depending on relatives or friends to help them shop (Viswanathan, Rosa, and
Harris 2005).

A number of intangible scarcities are inherent in these examples relating to cognitive,
affective, and behavioral aspects of low-literate, low-income consumers in an advanced
economy, the US. They represent one end of the spectrum of low income in the study of
subsistence marketplaces, which extend to relatively lower income consumers in contexts of
widespread and more extreme poverty. The example also captures our orientation of unpacking
the broad range of low income in terms of the highly associated low literacy, a unique
foundational characteristic of our approach to examine the material with the cognitive and

affective.?

2 We acknowledge the many factors that are associated with low income around the world, be it ethnicity, or rural
location. We take a bottom-up and holistic approach recognizing the distinctiveness of each context, hence the
qualitative term, subsistence, rather than distinctions such as dollars a day based purely on income. Low literacy is

4
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The hypothetical customer depicted in the introductory example lives in a setting with
much exposure to stores in a relatively advanced economy with significant pockets of poverty.
Consider now a customer in settings of more wide-spread poverty — urban, semi-urban, rural, or
isolated tribal. In a rural setting, there may be a few small (often makeshift) shops in a village to
buy from. Indeed, social hierarchy and filial ties may lead people to buy regularly in just one of
those few shops. The hub town market with many shops may be many miles away, often beyond
reach certainly on a regular basis and require overcoming cognitive (knowledge and skills), and
affective (self-confidence) scarcities to reach and transact at. With exposure very limited, and
lack of literacy to learn about what is out there, a low income customer may have a limited
vantage point — go to a shop, ask for what is needed — basic necessities usually, and pay for it —
evaluating “options” and making a choice being luxuries beyond reach. Even the notion of
buying has to be weighed against making or foregoing with very limited affordability. The
product range is very limited and quality among the lowest. The shopkeeper adds value by
transporting the products to the proximity of the “customers” from hub towns with larger
markets. Indeed, this is not even the most extreme of customer circumstances we have studied.
Isolated tribal communities travel tens of miles to a Saturday marketplace near the main road, a
once-a-week event where they buy and sell from small, make-shift shops. The very exposure,
choices and information that we take for granted in being and understanding “customers”, indeed
the word itself and the concept underlying it, is called into question in these settings. In turn,
developing the cognitive, affective and behavioral elements of being an effective customer are

far beyond reach. Yet, exchange is happening and remains at the heart of everyday living.

distinct as a factor though in how it translates across contexts in its relationship with income and is central to
consumer behavior as we demonstrate in this paper.
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Indeed, with extreme resource constraints, each decision remains vitally important with little
margin for error.

In this paper, our experience in working in subsistence marketplaces (Viswanathan and
Rosa 2007) and learning about extreme resource scarcity as well as intangible scarcities in
cognitive and affective realms is juxtaposed on extant research on product scarcity developed in
consumer research. Ours is a deep dive into phenomena for its own sake rather than a theoretical
step forward from research on higher-income customers. We acknowledge the pioneering work
in extreme scarcity settings that precedes ours (e.g., Andreasen 1975; Arnould 1989; Hill 1989;
Alwitt and Donley 1996). Rather than an exhaustive review, the aim here is to stimulate thinking
on a broad variety of scarcities. Our insights are drawn from a variety of sources — quantitative
and qualitative research, courses for thousands of students on-campus and online, sometimes
involving field research, and educational programs on marketplace literacy that have reached
100,000 individuals in seven countries (www.marketplaceliteracy.org). Our approach of
symbiotic academic-social enterprise has important methodological implications for researching
extreme scarcity.

Unique to the subsistence marketplaces approach compared to macroeconomic or
bottom-of-the-pyramid approaches is grounding in micro-level insights and a bottom-up
orientation to derive implications for product development, business models, and sustainable
development (Viswanathan 2013). ‘Subsistence” consumers refers to those with low income,
barely making ends meet. Marketplaces rather than markets denotes an orientation of capturing
associated life circumstances beyond income, primary among them being lower levels of
literacy. At an affective level, life circumstances bring a host of issues, such as lack of self-

esteem in shopping encounters. Subsistence marketplaces in their own right represent a complex
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combination of scarcities at extreme levels. We juxtapose our insights with recent consumer

behavior literature on scarcity, summarized in figures 1 and 2.

Extreme and Chronic Scarcities in Subsistence Marketplaces

Our approach to unpacking poverty is summarized with first impressions. Observing a
group of low-literate, low-income consumers shopping more than two decades ago, reflected in
the earlier example from the US, left one strong impression — the things we (who are relatively
resource-rich) take for granted. Today, that story is much more nuanced — the things we take for
granted are not just material, they relate to thinking, feeling, and doing/coping — the cognitive,
affective, and behavioral, and extend beyond the tangible or quantifiable.

Our observations uncovered how resource-poor consumers spend so much time on even
rudimentary tasks, such as finding a product in a store, computing prices of multiple units,
computing final price based on sales discounts, etc. Inability to read means that much effort is
spent in just locating a product, which leaves limited resources for the various stages of purchase
and experience. Indeed, sometimes the model that best fits appears to be one of find it - buy it, in
light of considerable effort expended in getting to that point (Viswanathan 2012). Extreme
resource scarcity leads to a broader “choice” of buying, making, or foregoing, individuals having
resilience to do the latter (Viswanathan et al. 2009). Making in some instances has a number of
advantages outside of affordability, such as the ability to customize for different family
members.

Defining Characteristics
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Two defining characteristics of subsistence marketplaces are uncertainty in different realms of
life and lack of margin of error (Viswanathan 2013). A typical day at the top of the income
pyramid is filled with certainties. Moreover, there is a cushion, a margin of error, due to
infrastructure, institutional mechanisms, financial assets or an array of options that resources
afford. In subsistence marketplaces, uncertainties relate to the most basic of day-to-day
consumption activities in various domains (e.g., availability of food or water). Uncertainty
relates to whether extreme scarcity will be alleviated and margin of error pertains to the harsh
downside when it persists. A confluence of extreme scarcities are overlaid with uncertainties
about the states of scarcities and very little by way of cushion or surplus. Uncertainty and margin
of error are germane to all forms of scarcities - observable (e.g., product scarcity and resource
scarcity) as well as intangible, the latter emphasized here in thinking and feeling. We distinguish
between level and uncertainty of resources, even though they are often related. Scarcity refers to
“having less than you feel you need” (Mullainathan and Shafir 2013), whereas uncertainty refers
to the variability of the level of those resources. For example, Mittal and Griskevicious (2014)
found that uncertainty reduced the sense of control (and consequently, increased impulsive
behavior) of people from poorer (versus wealthier) childhoods significantly more, leading them
quit challenging tasks sooner. Next, we discuss scarcities relating to the cognitive and the
affective as well as abundance in the relational realm.
Cognitive Scarcity

Cognitive scarcity arises from lack of material resources as well as associated lack of
literacy and exposure. A unique consequence from our work is concrete thinking arising from
difficulty with abstractions (Viswanathan et al. 2005; 2018). “I buy the cheapest” is a common

refrain even when the more expensive volume is a much better deal. This is not only because of
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lack of income (and affordability) but because of cognitive scarcity and concrete thinking. It
manifests in difficulty combining pieces of information to form a more abstract judgment — say
of price and other dimensions such as size to arrive at a notion of value, or distance and costs to
trade off where to purchase (Viswanathan 2013; see also Lalwani and Shavitt 2009; 2013;
Lalwani and Forcum 2016). The quote below from Viswanathan et al. (2005) illustrates concrete
thinking.

“.. I look to see which costs the most and which costs the less, and so | just get the smaller one
because they cost the less.”

Interviewer - “..let’s say you buy a packet of bread that’s half the size . . . you are getting less
bread for the money. How do you try to make sure it’s cheapest in terms of how much you are
getting also?

“I just look at the tag and see what’s cheapest. I don’t look by their sizes.”

Buying the cheapest arises not only due to resource scarcity but due to cognitive
constraints, such as in abstracting across price and size. Luria (1931) showed how low-literate
peasants in Central Asia responded when asked for a word to describe objects such as a hammer
and an axe. Rather than “tools,” they responded in how they would use a specific object to cut a
tree and get firewood and keep their families warm. Thus, low literacy leads to difficulty with
abstractions and living and thinking in the immediate, visual, graphic, sensory, world of here and
now and how something can be used. Distinctly different from material resource constraints
alone, cognitive resource constraints relates to fundamental constraints due to lack of literacy.
Scarcity in the cognitive arena relates to difficulty combining pieces of information to make a
judgement and consequent emphasis on one or a few attributes (though it may manifest in other

ways as well).
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Many of the words we use to denote concepts, be it customer, enterprise, or interest rates,
unit price, healthiness, or nutrition presume the ability to abstract. Even the notion of a customer
can be formed at a very rudimentary level, translating, for instance, to going through the motions
of buying from a single small shop as a buyer rather than a customer. The quote at the beginning
of the paper is poignant feedback from a participant. Broad principles of competition are often
beyond the realm of understanding, whereas fair exchange at a human level is more clearly
understood. Higher levels of abstraction relating to metacognition and deciding how to decide
are even more difficult to process.

Relating concepts through causality is another aspect where there is what we refer to as
“flat causality.” Relating abstractions to each other is difficult for the poor and low-literate, and
all the more so, hierarchical causality spanning different levels of abstraction. Consider the
domain of health where a variety of indicators lead to probabilities of conditions occurring — “I
had this symptom but now it is gone” when indeed the underlying condition is quite serious. For
subsistence consumers, the human-healthcare interface is particularly complex due to
hierarchical causality and abstract thinking (Viswanathan et al. 2018). Consider assessing cause
and effect in the marketplace (e.g., the notion of value in an exchange) or a customer orientation
leading to more marketplace opportunities as an entrepreneur. Consider trading off immediate
gratification with reward down the road. We have referred to the notion of abstract-concrete
fluency in this regard (Viswanathan 2017). In other words, the levels of abstraction may be
constrained as may be the fluency of moving across different levels of abstraction. If there are
constraints to understanding abstract concepts, then relating them in some causal fashion involve
another level of difficulty. Meta-decision-making or deciding how to decide is, as well, in the

domain of the very abstract (Viswanathan et al. 2005).
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Extreme scarcity in the material resource domain interacts with the cognitive. Indeed,
uncertainty and lack of margin of error call into question causal beliefs in a relatively resource-
rich world. Randomness of events in day-to-day life breaks down such causal beliefs or may
prevent them from forming to begin with. “If one works hard, there is a reward”, is a reasonable
causal belief in a resource-rich world filled with certainties. But it is put to test in contexts of
inherent uncertainty where random events are pervasive.

Narrowing is generically spoken of scarcity research (Hamilton et al. 2019). We find
such narrowing to specifically be toward the more concrete and transactional attributes needed to
function, such as the lowest price, or the biggest package size if much distance has to be
travelled to the marketplace (Viswanathan 2013). Narrowing is a generic observation of low
income that resonates with our work. However, we explicate the consequences of low literacy,
low income and lack of exposure with the notion of concrete thinking and its different
manifestations in relation to different facets of abstract thinking (e.g., flat causality) as we do the
notion of pictographic thinking and dependence on sensory-first principles below (Viswanathan
2005).

Another cognitive predilection we have found in both qualitative and quantitative
research is pictographic thinking (Viswanathan et al. 2005), essentially relying on available
sensory information irrespective of literacy level. Not merely a dependence on pictures, this is a
different way of processing — “I do sight reading” is a representative sentiment here. Be it a
pattern matching numbers of buses or first letters of prescriptions, viewing brand names as
images rather than words, visualizing amounts to buy rather than using units of measurement,
and even computing a shopping basket pictographically by visualizing dollar bills. The quote

below from Viswanathan et al. (2005) illustrates pictographic thinking.
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“When you go back to the store, you look and see oh, this is the brand I bought before — | ain’t
gonna get this, ['m gonna get that other one.”
Interviewer - How do you tell that it’s the brand you bought before?
“Ain’t nothing wrong with my eyes.”

Memory differences within levels of low to moderate literacy associated with brand
names have been found to be nullified when using familiar brand signatures (Viswanathan et al.,
2009). Dependence on the pictographic, or broadly the sensory, to bypass literacy requirements,
is a tendency in the cognitive realm. These insights can also be reinterpreted through the lens of
psychological distance of construal level theory (Lalwani and Wang 2019; Trope and Liberman
2010). Larger spatial distances are difficult to envision in extreme scarcity due to lack of
exposure, resources, or literacy, and consequent difficulty with abstraction. Social distance is
compounded by affective issues relating to self-confidence and self-esteem (elaborated later).
Temporal distances involve abstracting across time. Hypothetical distance involves a form of
abstraction — for instance, envisioning buying in distant markets or evaluating hypothetical
nutritious products.

In light of these cognitive predilections, we advanced the notion of cognitive survivors rather
than cognitive misers (Viswanathan et al. 2005). Indeed, survival in a thinking sense occurs
when resource scarcity is so compelling with limits to thinking due to low literacy.

Affective Issues

The earlier example indicates how mundane shopping events can be cause for relief or
possibly despair. Indeed, consumers living in extreme and chronic resource scarcity experience a

range of very negative emotions. These affective issues are deeply intertwined with cognitive

issues. A simple illustration when we conduct poverty simulations is telling, wherein participants
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are assigned roles and 15 minutes represents a week in their lives. Even with this fleeting
simulation of life circumstances, participants are most surprised at how anxious they were and
how it affected their thinking. What then can be the effects of long-term resource scarcity?
Specific to consumer behavior, lack of self-esteem and self-confidence in mundane shopping
encounters may lead to economic value being traded off for being treated with respect
(Viswanathan et al. 2005). Mundane activities, such as having sufficient money at the counter,
take on larger meaning when the attribution is to one’s own low income or low literacy and the
associated stigma (Adkins and Ozanne 2005; Viswanathan et al. 2005). The affective element of
lack of self-confidence in the marketplace represents another intangible scarcity.
“How to make the purchases if | go to a shop? How to ask the seller? How much would they say
(the price)? ... If I had studied well, at least up to 8th standard (grade) ... You see, sometimes
they (larger shops) ask me what my educational qualification is. | feel bad. I wouldn't have such
feeling if | had studied.... | agonize about why I didn't study, about why my family didn't provide
me the education .. .” - 28 year old woman,- 3rd grade education, South India.
Nowhere in our experience has the affective been more stark than in refugee settlements where
people flee from a past of torture and unthinkable violence, yet caught in the present as hope for
a better future seems so futile. Their affective state, in combination with cognitive and resource
scarcity, can fixate them in the present, the interaction of these different elements under extreme
circumstances. Like narrowing, focusing on the immediate is sometimes described as a
characteristic of poverty. We unpack the underlying cognitive, affective, and material scarcities.
Relational Abundance and 1-1 Interactional Marketplaces

Another characteristic of subsistence marketplaces is relational abundance. There is an

abundance that accompanies many scarcities, double-edged as it is — social or relational richness
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in subsistence marketplaces in many developing contexts, referred to as 1-1 interactional
marketplaces (Viswanathan et al. 2012), perhaps far beyond what exists in resource-rich
advanced economies. Greater monitoring of social environments manifests in more extreme
ways in developing contexts. In fact, the social milieu blurs with the marketplace in these
settings, an intertwined existence between the social and the individual (Viswanathan et al.
2009).

Such 1-1 interactions bypass low literacy, building on strengths people have irrespective
of their low education and literacy. However, these social networks are double-edged as well, as
they can lead to ostracism when people don’t conform. The larger context has been described in
terms of interdependence and oral communications. Exchanges can be fluid and responsive
between small buyers and sellers, with constant requests or demands for customization. The
relational environment is characterized by enduring relationships, multiplying the value of each
small transaction, and interactive empathy, in conditions of shared adversity, between and among
buyers and sellers. The quote below from a participant illustrates enduring relationships (see
Viswanathan et al. 2012 for details).

“We will not change the shop. We will buy in a single shop. The things in this shop will be good.
If there are any differences in the shop, we will return it to them. We will boldly go and ask as
these things are not good and up to expectations. He will immediately change the ...For me, he
will give the best goods after weighing. I would say “I am buying it from you continuously, how
can you give me this?”...”

Social and economic blur in these 1-1 interactional settings, providing the stepping stone to

develop consumer skills without depending on formal literacy and numeracy (Viswanathan et al.
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2009). Unique to the subsistence marketplaces stream is unpacking generic notions of social
capital, providing more specific avenues for future research.
Functional Literacy in the Marketplace

Contexts of chronic scarcity differ but defy simple comparisons, each posing unique

challenges for day-to-day living. Whereas poverty is more widespread and extreme in

developing contexts, there can be relational richness as well. Ironically, our observations suggest

that functional literacy in the marketplace is lower in more advanced (versus developing)

economies with chronic resource scarcity. Marketplace interactions in advanced economies are

with large chain stores, technology that computes, and an informational environment that

assumes a certain level of literacy. Such contexts lack 1-1 interactions, the experience of being a

seller oneself, counting currency in purchases, and learning among and between buyers and
sellers to develop skills and alleviate cognitive or affective scarcities.

Our experience with an educational program we created based on our research is

instructive. The notion of marketplace literacy came out of this work, encompassing knowledge

and skills (cognitive), self-confidence (affective), and awareness of rights, for consumers and

entrepreneurs (Viswanathan et al. 2008). The program emphasized the know-why, rather than the

what or how, to address cognitive and affective constraints. The program was fundamentally
bottom-up, stitching together concepts such as value in an exchange from people’s lived
experiences rather than convey them top-down. The program concretizes, localizes, and
socializes the education, the latter building on the abundance of relational richness and the
ability of those with cognitive scarcity due to low literacy to engage in social relations like
anyone else, perhaps better. Preliminary evidence shows how such education impacts abstract

thinking about the marketplace.
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Our research also identifies coping strategies such as problem-focused (order one item at
a time from a menu) to emotion-focused (decreasing stress), avoidance oriented (avoiding drive-
through) to confronting (asking for help). Quotes from Viswanathan et al. (2005) illustrate
coping.

"No, | don't do too much stuff, my daughter do all the shopping .. . when | am a daughter ... my
mom did a lot of shopping.” - A 60 year old woman in the US:

"l was reading the label on the polish sausage, trying to see what kinds was they... [but before I
could read:] I just had to ask somebody, "what this say? You know | can't see man, can you help
me out? | need glasses.” | play it off like that, that's how I used to do it."

These strategies can be before or after a purchase decision (Viswanathan et al. 2005). They stem
from the scarcities described in terms of the material, the cognitive, and the affective.

We have also examined what individuals living in extreme scarcity sustain, bottom-up,
such as surviving, relating (to others and the environment), and growing (for themselves or the
next generation) (Viswanathan et al. 2014). This stream of research has also examined chronic
versus periodic consumption constraints or resource scarcity (Venugopal, Viswanathan, and Jung
2015). Chronic extreme scarcity can also have variations such as during the end of the month or
during different stages of the agricultural cycle, which are periodic in nature.

The methods used to conduct such research in challenging settings can best be described
as bottom-up and a symbiotic academic-social enterprise. Field teams in several countries have
been dedicated to sustained research efforts, and the challenges involved documented elsewhere
(Viswanathan 2011). However, these methods are noteworthy as they call for a platform that
enable scholars to conduct research spanning the full spectrum of different types of scarcities.

Juxtaposition With Scarcity Research and Future Research Pathways
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Next, we juxtapose insights from subsistence marketplaces with extant work on scarcity,
with a discussion of each stage in the consumer journey.
Need/Problem Recognition

Much consumer research has focused on the important first step in the consumer journey
of need or problem recognition. Consumer needs cannot be viewed in isolation from larger life
circumstances (Pitta, Subrahmanyan, and Gomez- Arias 2008). In extreme material resource
scarcity and relational abundance, needs can blur with the community and the larger context in
subsistence marketplaces. We reiterate that material resource scarcity goes beyond the
purchasing option to making or foregoing (Viswanathan et al. 2009). Recognizing a need or
problem is distinct from having it rise to the level where it can be considered beyond foregoing.
We also note basic as well as aspirational needs, the latter both relating to brand and life
aspirations. For example, education as a pathway to a better life for the next generation is one
powerful life aspiration. The immediacy of basic needs and material resource scarcity may also
lead to bypassing many steps in the consumer journey to purchase behavior and consumption.
Information Processing and Consideration of Alternatives

By the time consumers with scarce resources reach the information processing and
consideration of alternatives stage, they may have already expended considerable effort and time.
What happens prior to this initial processing is another area ripe for future research. Having
expended considerable effort on what precedes and is taken for granted by resource-rich
consumers, consumers in extreme scarcity may spend time on one or two key dimensions, such
as price or size, narrowing the initial consideration of both attributes and alternatives.
Considering product scarcity and how initial motivation to process affects elaboration,

interesting examples such as of a countdown of product items left in an online shopping

17

This content downloaded from 140.182.176.013 on August 01, 2020 19:00:00 PM
All use subject to University of Chicago Press Terms and Conditions (http://www.journal s.uchicago.edu/t-and-c).



Copyright The Association for Consumer Research 2019. Preprint (not copyedited or formatted).
Please use DOI when citing or quoting. DOL https://doi.org/10.1086/709886

environment have been used to illustrate these effects (Hamilton et al. 2019). The parallel is real-
time countdown on a variety of essentials with extreme scarcity. Whereas arousal due to scarcity
can reduce cognitive capacity, initial motivation to process information can be a moderator.
However, motivation to process information needs to be distinguished from motivation to
alleviate the scarcity; the latter sometimes being in tension with the former. This can arise as a
result of the cognitive and the material being in concert, due to low literacy and low income,
leading to a fixation on the here and now (Viswanathan et al. 2018). Abstracting across time as
well as inferring causal relationships of a hypothetical nature all represent larger psychological
distances in construal level theory. Indeed, this fixation on the immediate present can also arise
due to extreme emotional circumstances, as in refugee camps where individuals escape from a
dreadful past with little hope of a promising future. Thus, the affective can also act in concert
with the cognitive and the material. Coping behaviors also evolve and are often rudimentary in
nature, such as buying habitually, further narrowing the level of information processing. Finally,
relational abundance and trust in the shopkeeper may alleviate the need for both information
processing and consideration of alternatives. Research should examine how scarcities that are
quantifiable interact with those that are not, such as the cognitive or the affective, at different
levels of the continua.

Future research should examine the interplay between different types of scarcities, both
tangible and intangible, at extreme and moderate levels. Such insights at the extremes can inform
effects of moderate levels of types of scarcity, when translating to higher-income segments.
Moreover, the motivation to process information can also be examined in concert with other
motivations. Levels of literacy as a measured variable can moderate the results and serve as a

proxy for scarcity in the thinking realm. Further, examining different levels of literacy crossed
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with income in a narrow range can create strong tests of hypotheses. Another moderator here is
marketplace literacy and its elements such as knowledge and skills, and self-confidence. Future
research should emphasize the intangibles in terms of cognitive and affective elements.

Greater emphasis on social environments for those with resource scarcity resonates with
our research (Piff et al. 2012). At its extreme are 1-1 interactional marketplaces with pervasive
interdependence and oral communications, fluid and responsive exchanges, and enduring
relationships and interactional empathy. These findings provide pathways for future research in
settings with moderate resource scarcity of a transient versus a more chronic nature. How does
scarcity engender a relationship orientation, an interdependent mindset, interactional empathy,
and so forth? For instance, the literature points to more giving among lower-income groups (Piff
et al. 2010). How does moderate versus extreme resource scarcity affect relationship-building in
the marketplace — a question with cognitive and affective implications?

Evaluation of opportunity costs in the face of resource scarcity and considering tradeoffs
in terms of spending money (Shah et al. 2015) may be moderated by level of literacy level as
well as resource scarcity. With compounding dimensions of extreme scarcity, opportunity cost as
an abstraction tradeoffs across multiple dimensions may be difficult to factor. Subsistence
consumers clearly understand their current lives and the lost opportunities due to changes, such
as lost wages due to shopping at distant locations. But these are experience-based learnings
coexisting with related negative feelings, differing from weighing opportunity costs abstractly
when considering different hypotheticals. Both trading off different elements and imagining a
scenario of not buying something are at increased psychological distances. Lack of transportation
arising out of scarcity can also reduce consideration of options (e.g., Fortney and Booth 2002;

Sharkey 2009). With more chronic resource scarcity, lack of exposure limits the options that
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consumers are even aware of. Thus, whereas lack of resources may suggest being thoughtful,
lack of exposure and lack of literacy-related cognitive or thinking-related elements may suggest
the opposite. Survival is not only in the material but in a sense, in the cognitive and affective as
well, hence our notion of cognitive survivors.
Evaluation of Alternatives

In terms of evaluation of alternatives, reason(s) behind product scarcity have been noted
as driving effects — such as exclusivity versus popularity (Hamilton et al. 2019; Wu and Lee
2016). In contrast, in extreme and chronic scarcity compounded with cognitive and affective
scarcities, attribution may be to the self and one’s own life circumstances rather than anything
external, as scarcity is the state of affairs and resignation and acceptance are common responses.
Even here, the distinction between those moderately-literate versus low-literate, while having
chronic resource scarcity is germane in terms of how passive those with low literacy can be and
how much they may attribute to the self versus the external (Viswanathan 2013). Thus, low
literacy can have both cognitive and affective impacts, and marketplace literacy, which
encompasses both, may be an important moderator. Research should examine related questions
about moderating effects of product scarcity as well as literacy and marketplace literacy, and
processes in terms of cognitive and affective mediators.

Resource scarcity is argued to lead to more focus on lasting utility (Tully et al. 2015).
With more extreme resource scarcity compounded by scarcity related to cognitive capacity,
careful consideration that abstracts across time or other dimensions may be difficult. However,
lived experience is a harsh teacher as the necessity of meeting immediate basic needs leads to
learning, particularly from poor decisions that, say, affect the next meal or the basic essentials.

Thus, product trials and actual experience and associated negative affect when combined with
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the lack of margin of error and the need to make effective decisions can lead to effective
learning, even if abstract reasons underlying behavior are not fully understood or articulated.
Sadly, some of this learning can arise from crises, such as due to adverse health outcomes. A
related point here is the dependence not so much on search attributes as on experience and
credence attributes. In this regard, relational abundance can lead to trust in the seller as a primary
driver that impacts the cognitive. Future research should examine the nature of product attributes
that comparison are made on, as a function of types of scarcity. Similarly, the nature of learning
about products in terms of trial versus search also needs to be studied. Here again, the role of
literacy and more generally marketplace literacy as moderators need to be studied.
Choice

With choice, the effects of resource scarcity resonate with our findings. A key limitation
in subsistence marketplaces is affordability as well as the limited options available. Because
consumers who face scarcity tend to think in concrete (rather than abstract) terms (Viswanathan
et al. 2005; 2018), they may perceive (and feel) that fewer options are available (over and above
fewer availability of options, as in subsistence marketplaces). Hence, the effects of scarcity may
be amplified in multiple ways — having less, perceiving less, and having negative feelings from
having/perceiving less. Because perceiving less triggers the desire to acquire (Park, Lalwani, and
Silvera 2020), an interesting research question is how having fewer resources interact with
greater desire to possess more things. Do they lead to greater discontentment (compared to only
due to having less) or cognitive dissonance? Moreover, factors that influence concrete versus
abstract thinking are likely to moderate the effect of scarcity on perceptions of availability of
products. Cognitive constraints, low literacy levels and low income levels create time pressures

that discourage consumers from comparison shopping and/or utilizing promotions (Mittal 1994).
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These factors compounded with associated affect may further encourage suboptimal choices
among consumers.

Another issue that consumers who experience scarcity need to decide is whether to make
(if viable) or buy (if affordable) or forego (if neither viable to make and unaffordable) a product
(Viswanathan et al. 2009). Often, such individuals opt to make an item, such as an ingredient in a
food preparation, allowing for customization while being affordable. Alternatively, they may
forego products because of resource constraints. Moreover, cognitive and affective scarcities
may prevent consumers from either making or buying and increase the tendency to forego. One
woman commented: “Chili powder is sold readymade. But I do not buy it. I buy Chili and
Dhania (ingredients) and crush it to make chili powder. Sometimes packet products may not be
fully usable. I crush even wheat to make wheat powder....” (Viswanathan et al. 2009). Further
research is needed to understand the make or buy or forego option at a micro level at differing
levels of scarcity.

Growing up with chronic resource constraints is also associated with risk-taking
(Griskevicius et al. 2013). Does poverty mean nothing to lose or everything to lose (Viswanathan
2013)? What are the moderating factors that lead to possibly diametrically opposite risk
perceptions in extreme resource scarcity? Within the range of moderate to extreme resource
scarcity, what is the shape of this relationship? Does extreme resource scarcity mean preserving
the little that people possess or risking it for more? What factors moderate and mediate this
relationship? Similarly, the link between immediate gratification and growing up without
certainty resonates with the difficulty with causal relationships and the development of causal

beliefs discussed earlier. Future research should assess the nature of causal inferences drawn
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when intangible scarcities combine with chronic resource scarcity. Furthermore, the higher
resilience of those with lower socio-economic status is very consistent with our findings.
Consumption Experience

Previous research suggests that poverty is characterized by consumption inadequacy and
felt deprivation (Blocker et al. 2013, 1196). Indeed, the poor are aware of their deprived needs
and able to identify the means to fulfill those needs, but unable to do so. Scarcity also triggers
creativity in finding solutions to life’s problems and needs (Hill 2001; Rosa, Geiger-Oneto, and
Fajardo 2012), reinforcing the adage “necessity is the mother of all inventions”. Scarcity
activates a constraint mindset that manifests itself through reduced functional fixedness in
subsequent product usage contexts, thereby enhancing product use creativity (Mehta and Zhu,
2016). Consumers who face scarcity come up with novel ideas on product usage, including using
a product for multiple purposes (Viswanathan et al. 2009; Mehta and Zhu 2016; Rosa et al.
2012). Other research suggests that abstract (versus concrete) thinking increases creativity
(Forster, Friedman, and Liberman 2004). However, scarcity increases concrete thinking (and
reduces abstract thinking) (Viswanathan et al. 2005; 2018). Perhaps the constraints mindset path
dominates the alternative path based on construal level (Mehta and Zhu 2016). Future research
should explore boundary conditions when each path is active and identify situations when
scarcity increases (versus decreases) creativity.

The notion of prolonging the consumption experience discussed in the scarcity literature
(Hamilton et al. 2019) has parallel perhaps in having certain central consumption experiences,
such as the primary meal or making and consuming purchases that celebrate the good times,
however occasional they may be. Future research should examine how different types of

consumption are experienced as a function of types and levels of scarcities.
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Consumer Journey

A number of issues relate to how the effects of types of scarcities in one stage of the
consumer journey compare or contrast with other stages (Hamilton et al. 2019). In comparison,
in extreme scarcities, each stage can blur into others and can be indistinguishable. Moreover, the
overwhelming effects of extreme scarcities may carryover across two or more stages of the
consumer journey. Future research should unpack the very nature of the consumer journey as
well as how stages blur or are distinct as a function of the level and type of scarcity and the
interplay between different types, and how effects hold up or differ across stages.

Disentangling degrees of scarcity is another important avenue for future research. For
instance, Martin and Hill (2011) found that relatedness and autonomy improve poverty’s
negative influence on life satisfaction, but only if life’s basic necessities are fulfilled. This
finding adds nuance to research showing that connections to family and friends offset the
negative effects of poverty (e.g., Baumeister and Leary 1995). Importantly, research is needed on
the influence of mundane day-to-day material resources typically taken for granted in resource-
rich settings, such as clean water, nutritious meals, and health care, i.e., domains of subsistence,
on various facets of consumer behavior.

Scarcity is an aversive state that people are motivated to overcome (Park, Lalwani, and
Silvera 2020). A route to do so, scarcity reduction, reduces the discrepancy between consumers

current and desirable resource levels; increasing valuation of resources that are scarce (Shah,

Mullainathan, and Shafir 2015), attempting to gain more money after losing it in a game (Sharma
et al. 2014). Another route, control-restoration, reestablishes lowered personal control in other
domains; increasing consumption of status or positional goods (Griskevicious et al. 2013), and

foods high in calories (Briers and Laporte 2013; Laran and Salerno 2013).
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Cannon, Goldsmith, and Roux (2019) argue that the perceived mutability of the resource
discrepancy -- defined as the perceived ability for the situation to be changed by investing effort
-- influences the route pursued by the consumer. When perceived mutability is high, consumers
believe that a reduction of the resource discrepancy is feasible, and worth the effort required to
do so. In such situations, consumers pursue scarcity-reduction. In contrast, when perceived
mutability is low, consumers believe that they cannot reduce the resource discrepancy, and/or the
effort required is disproportionate to the reward. Low-literate, low-income consumers may
perceive low mutability in most situations, more likely, therefore, to compensate in domains
other than ones with scarcity. They may consumer food heavy in calories (Laran and Salerno
2013) or engage in creative thinking (Mehta and Zhu 2016) to compensate for lack of resources.

Consistent with our findings that scarcity triggers concrete (instead of abstract) thinking
(Viswanathan et al. 2005; 2018), it appears that scarcity leads to diminished "bandwidth” (ability
to hold information in the forefront of consciousness) and "tunneling” (an inordinate focus on the
most pressing problem or issue and a neglect of others). Mullainathan and Shafir (2013) show
that scarcity results in temporary cognitive impairment that makes people focus on the
immediate pressures of scarcity at the expense of long-range planning. Scarcity becomes a causal
loop...scarcity breeds scarcity. Furthermore, cognitive functioning necessary for all other
decisions, where scarcity is not a factor, is compromised. Additionally, intertwined with the
cognitive is the affective as well, and the interplay between the two remains largely
unresearched. As noted, our approach has unpacked the cognitive and affective scarcities that
underlie observations of tunneling and narrowing, and placed these characteristics in a richer
theorization of the nature of thinking and feeling. We have done so by examining broad life

circumstances including the role of associated low literacy.
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General Discussion

We juxtapose our experience with subsistence marketplaces to suggest pathways for
research on scarcity. These contexts are characterized by uncertainty in day-to-day consumption
and the lack of margin of error overlaying a confluence of extreme resource scarcity and other
scarcities. Scarcities here are extreme and different types of scarcities cooccur — resource scarcity
and product scarcity, as well as intangible scarcities relating to the cognitive and the affective.
Our approach of examining extreme scarcities as they cooccur complements scarcity research,
which has isolated discrete types of scarcities and examined moderators and outcomes.
Complementing the study of isolated constructs and building theory top-down, a bottom-up
exploration of extreme scarcity is valuable for theory development. What happens with extreme
and chronic scarcities of multiple types has bearing on understanding different variables and
their interactions. What happens at the extremes in the severe lack of many things can inform the
moderate lack of one or a few things. Such an approach also addresses the confoundment of
levels of a construct with the construct itself. Our approach has the promise of examining the full
range of continua for a variety of tangible and intangible types of scarcities.

While in no way comparing the harsh realities of a confluence of resource scarcities to
scarcity faced in middle or higher income lives, juxtapositions are instructive. For instance,
consumer research on scarcity has focused on the temporal dimension (Hamilton et al. 2019).
The nature of the “survival mentality” under time pressure in day-to-day life and as consumers
has some similarities, however small, with the pervasive survival mentality in subsistence
marketplaces. Situational low literacy due to English as second language mimics cognitive
scarcity among those with lower levels of literacy in some ways as does affective scarcity due to

self-esteem being involved (Viswanathan et al. 2008), despite such consumers being literate in
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more than language. Examining extreme scarcity on some dimensions can shed light on scarcity
in general. Moreover, there are possible differences within even extreme resource scarcity on the
cooccurrence of intangible cognitive or affective scarcities.

How does resource scarcity combine with thinking constraints? In some ways, it
accentuates the immediate or the here and now, narrowing horizons in terms of spatial, social or
temporal. Thus, focusing on a single dimension such as price and buying the cheapest can occur
due to low income, low literacy or both. In fact, a differentiating factor here can be the social or
relational, as learning from others in a 1-1 interactional world can engender development of
consumer skills. Here, we have contrasted ironic advantages in contexts of more widespread
poverty when compared to advanced economies where the social milieu blurs with the
marketplace. The latter is likely to have a social ecosystem where consumers learn from each
other and from small sellers rather than deal with large entities, technology that computes, and an
informational environment that assumes the ability to read nutritional labels and other written
information.

A case could be made for distinguishing financial and material resources from intangible
forms (e.g., social, cultural, cognitive, affective). Furthermore, even within resource scarcity,
different sub-categories can be identified and studied separately. For instance, financial resources
are most fungible and moved around across domains such as family, consumer and supplier
(Viswanathan et al. 2010). Thus, this area of research is fertile for further taxonomical
development and subsistence marketplaces provide an ideal context to stimulate thinking.
Conclusion

Although previous research has examined scarcity in various forms (e.g., product

scarcity, resource scarcity, time scarcity), much of it has focused on transient scarcity, with
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limited insights on extreme and chronic resource scarcity, such as in subsistence marketplaces.
Our learning experiences begin with poverty simulations, wherein we ask participants to
consider what they did, how they felt, and what the learned about poverty. Participants are
consistently surprised by how their thinking was affected and how anxious they felt, and how the
latter affected the former and vice versa and led to poor decision-making and loss of resources,
even in a simulation. Indeed, scarcities can be of multiple types and to different degrees and what
we take for granted is not only the material or the resource abundance, but the cognitive and
affective as well, i.e., the thinking and feeling realms. In our research, we have been struck by
the uncertainty faced by these consumers in different realms of life as well as their lack of
margin of error. Moreover, these consumers face difficulties in abstraction which often lead to
sub-optimal choices in the marketplace. There is much to learn from consumers who are not only
material survivors but cognitive survivors as well. In conclusion, holistic understanding of
extreme scarcity and its multiple dimension from the perspective of consumer behavior can
stimulate much future research on scarcity. We unpack cognitive and affective scarcities that add
to understanding of poverty in terms of tunneling and narrowing, through rich theorization of the
nature of thinking and feeling, examining broad life circumstances including the role of
associated low literacy. In so doing, we provide unique insights on how chronic and extreme

scarcity influence cognition, emotions, and behavior.
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Figure 1: Sampling of Scarcity Research and Selected Distinctions in Subsistence Marketplaces
Research

Figure 2: Scarcity and Subsistence Marketplaces
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SAMPLING OF SCARCITY RESEARCH

SELECTED DISTINCTIONS IN SUBSISTENCE
MARKETPLACES RESEARCH

Hamilton et al, (20019) - Moderate scarcity. of products
and a moderate scarcity of resources influence
eongumers at variows stages ol their decision journeys,
from information search, evaluation of altermatives,
choice, and consumption experiences; product and
resource scarcity attract the consumer’s attention,
increase the perceived value of the items being
considered and encourage ereativity in use.

Extreme resource scarcity leads 1o a broader “choice™
of buying, making. or foregoing, individuals having
resilience to do the latter; fimd if - by it form of
decision process in light of considerable ¢ffort
expended in getting to that point; experience-based
rather than information-processing based purchase
decisions.

Cannon, Cioldsmith, and Roux (2019) - Moderute
scarcily is aversive and certain conditions lead to
scarcity reduction vs. control restoration; when
perceived mutability - defined as the perceived ability
for the situation 1o be changed by investing efforn -- s
high, consumers believe that a reduction of the resource
discreépancy is feasible, and worth the effort required 1o
do so, and they pursue scarcity-reduction; when
perceived mutability is low, consumers believe that
they cannal reduce the resource discrepancy, and/or the
effiort required is disproportionate to the reward, and
pursue controd restoration,

Copnitive survivors rather than cognitive mizers: flat
causal inferences; higher levels of sbstraction relating
to metagognition and deciding how to decide are even
more diflicult to process: lock of control likely a
chronic state as well,

Mullainathan and Shafir (2013} - (Moderate levels of)
scarcity results in temporary cognitive impairment and
increases a tunnel vision - o focus single-mindedly on
the scarcity at hand.

Linpacked the cognitive and affective scarcities that
underlic observations of wnneling and narrowing, and
placed these characteristics in a richer theorization of
the nature of thinking and feeling: unpacked material
poverty from cognitive, affective, and behavioral
constrainis as well as relational or secial fichness,;
examined affective, behavioral and social facets,
providing basis for deeper exploration of interplay
with cognitive,

Park et al. (2019} - Transienl scarcity s an aversive
stute that people are motivated o reduce; as o result,
peaple in a moderate scarcity mmindset have o dessre for
abundance,

With extreme and chronic scarcity, the drive to
survive and subsist appears central rather than o
desire for abundance; the lutter may beoa luxury
bevond the realm of possibility.

Piff et al, (2010) suggest that consumers low in social
cluss enjoy relational abundance (which increases their
prosocial behavior),

1-1 interactional marketplace with relational or
social richness; aspects such as interactional
empathy are consistent with prosocial behavior;
however, double-edged as well in how such
relationships can be used to exploit (e.g.. cheat dug
to low literacy and abuse trust; ostracize for not
adhering to tradition; humiliate for not répaying
loans).
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Characteristics

*  Uncertainty in day-to-day
cansumption

*  Low margin of error
Tangible scarcities

= Extreme resource scarcity
*  Product scarcity
Intangible scarcities

v Cognitive

+  Affective

Intangible abundance

+  Relational richness
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Consequences for Consumers

Concrete thinking
+  Difficulty with concepts

¢ Difficulty combining pieces of information

*  Flat causality
*  Deciding how to decide
*  Cognitive survival

Pictographic thinking
= Misualizing brand names
= Pattern matching text and numbers
= Visualizing amounts o buy
*  Pictographic computing

Lack of self-esteem and self-confidence
in the marketplace

Behavioral coping strategies
*  Problem focused
*  Emotion focused

I-1 interactional marketplace
. Development of consumer skills
. Relationship-bullding

"Choice” of make or buy or forego
Impartance of marketplace literacy

*  Functional literacy in the marketplace
* Cognitive and affective aspects

SCARCITY AND SUBSISTENCE MARKETPLACES

Future Research

Information processing and initial evaluation of alternatives
*  Types of motivation and types and levels of scarcities

*  Interplay between tangible and intangible scarcities

*  Moderating effects of literacy and marketplace literacy

= Interplay between scarcities and relationships

Evaluation of afternatives

* Maoderating effects of literacy and marketplace literacy
* Mediating roles of cognitive and affective scarcities

* Types of attributes and scarcities

Choice
* Types and levels of scarcities and risk perceptions
* Types and levels of scarcities and immediate gratification

Consumption Experience
* Make or buy or forego decisions
*  Consumption experience and levels and types of scarcities

COnSUMEer journey

*  Preinformation processing phase

«  Blurring of stages and carryover in extreme scarcity
*  Scarcities and meta-decision making

Method
* Battom-up approach
*  Symbiotic academic-social enterprise

Other topics

*  Taxanomy of scarcities

*  Subtypes of resource scarcity
. Periodic scarcity
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