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Abstract 

Choice has always been a critical theme within politics - in all forms of democratic systems it has legitimising energy. One strand of political science seeks to understand elections by investigating correlations between social variables and the choices made: class and party identification being historically vital in the UK. More recently, choice has been positioned increasingly as a key element of policy, particularly in terms of public service delivery. However, this paper seeks to use another pervasive manifestation of choice in understanding electoral engagement. It argues that electors are comfortable consumers, thus it privileges a consumer as choice-maker frame. The idea that we face, make and value choice as witness to our autonomous status is acknowledged most readily through modern consumerism. It is largely through being consumers that we learn and experience being choice-makers, and predominantly, its meanings are galvanised in this sphere. This paper seeks to consider modern political electoral choice through such a lens. A form of longitudinal study over a period of one-month using self-completed diaries and a two stage in-depth interview with each of the participants took place. Some were prompted to consider election choices, others not. Synopsis of the narratives of some participants is included to ensure a multivocal flavour. Emergent themes indicate that meanings associated with choice in both consumption and political spheres are both highly compartmentalised and individualised. However, with far less scope to recast political meaning, it affords limited appeal to our sense of agency. A sharp sense of being free agents, embellished in our consumer culture, subtlety embraces and shapes our notions of choice through citizenship.

Introduction

Choice has always been a critical theme within politics - in all forms of democratic systems it has legitimising energy. One strand of political science seeks to understand elections by investigating correlations between social variables and the choices made: class and party identification being historically vital in the UK. More recently, choice has been positioned increasingly as a key element of policy, particularly in terms of public service delivery, see for example Edwards, (2000). In part, this seems to be a case of politics learning and borrowing from consumer experience. Consumers, hence electors, desire endless choice, and so politicians must respond in kind. Corner and Pels (2003), Scammell (1995) address, in various forms, the growing convergence between popular culture and politics. Ewan (1992 cited in Gabriel and Lang 1995) argues that the “citizen concept is debased whilst consumer replaces it, whose franchise is his purchasing decision” (p173). Coleman (2005) points to a contemporary culture where citizenship has no fixed meaning, and where we are ever more consumerist in making political choices. Miller’s (1995, 1998) work demonstrates a powerful political dimension to the choices consumers make. However, his case studies also illustrate well, that often ill-considered, even accidental, political consequences are attached to consumer choice. Miller declares that in politics we, as individuals, have little power, whilst in shopping we have far more. Power here is located in the degree of choice perceived. As his subsequent empirical study demonstrated, the meaning attributed to these two social realms was affected extensively by the perceived choice they offered. Evident here is that people seek to attach importance to those parts of their lives where they feel they have some control. Scholarly literature and practitioner's words increasingly point to a blurring of the once distinctive concepts of citizen and consumer. The empirical part of this paper addresses this by seeking insights in another space where consumer choice connects with politics.

This paper locates choice in politics indirectly through another life sphere - consumption. It privileges the idea that, for most, the concept is primarily concerned with consumer activity. By conceiving of electors with agency whose self-identity is appreciably shaped by, and through, being participatory consumers, more light may be shone on contemporary political engagement. It is through plural notions of ‘consumer as chooser’ that this paper ultimately seeks to locate and consider modern political election campaigns. It perceives consumers as choice-makers in order to look at their actual practices. 

The paper briefly outlines theory from other disciplines that underpin attribution of meaning to choice.  Firstly, the philosophical foundation linked it to the idea of free will, which proffers an existentialist-based ontological and epistemological standpoint. Aligned to this is a socio-cultural base with the structure/agency debate at its centre. A third strand of thought posits choice as critical in the shaping of our contemporary sense of self where choice is concerned with our quest to become recognisable individuals. Consistent with these three ideas of choice - an existentialist philosophical position, the emergence of reflexive agents and the dominance of the enterprising self-identity project - emphasis is placed on choice, as it is manifest within the market. Here, choice legitimises the system (capitalism), and is positioned as inherently virtuous. By looking at choice strategies adopted by consumers and at the variety of meanings attributed to consumer choice-making, this section suggests how such a view of the electorate may generate insights on the subject of electoral engagement. The paper goes on to briefly outline some of the arguments that position choice as troublesome, again offering tentative links to electoral engagement.

The British General Election of 2005 offered fertile ground in which to investigate the meaning of electoral choice through a consumer as choice-maker lens. The methods used to collect 'material from the field' are then briefly outlined before the paper offers the reader a synopsis of each participant’s experience. It concludes by drawing out themes and offering a number of provisional speculations as to how these insights help us to understand electoral choice held within consumerist cultures.

Choice in philosophy

Kant postulates the idea that humans inherently posses a ‘faculty of choice’, which requires exercise in order for individuals to be complete (Sullivan 1995). Kierkegaard affords special emphasis to choice when he reminds us of the need to recognise the human experience itself as the essence of humanity, Watts (2003). Existentialism tries to reconcile essence and existence that is man’s nature and actual experiences. Satre is lucid on the crucial role of choice within existential thinking. “I chose myself not in my being, but in my manner of being” (cited in Roubiezek 1964 p124). Kierkegaard claims all choice is based on subjective truth. What a person becomes is “his own responsibility, the product of his will”, Gardiner (2002 p 111). The political sphere offers opportunities to define the self through deciding on the level of attachment given to any political choices made and when opting to support a particular political party. We should further recognise the possible metaphysical benefit that simply having an opportunity to make an electoral choice offers. Facing uncertainty through acknowledging endless possibilities creates tension. For Kierkegaard the solution to this angst was to be found in faith. Coping, in a contemporary context, where individualism and agency is realised through self-enterprising projects, is likely to be found in fragmented locations, and, this paper argues, especially in consumption. A society dominated by a teleological viewpoint, Hooker (cited in Messerley 1995) where a belief in an infinite number of options prevails, fits consumer culture well. It places choice within a broad set of calculations leading to a desired outcome, inevitably privileging judgements made on those outcomes…. or consequences. In national politics most individuals witness and experience few direct consequences of their actions.  Campbell (1987) argues that we live in an increasingly individualised ontology where consumerism creates a context full of opportunities for people to select their own series of experiences, “ I feel therefore I am” (p18). Personal choice then is what determines not just who we are, but that we are. Campbell (2004) claims that human need for reassurance and a sense of identity are met well by consumption because it provides opportunities to constantly engage in various activities that satisfy affective self-expression. He states,  “The real location of our identity is to be found in our reaction to products” (p32). Choice, then, is a necessary consequence of our inescapable human ability to indulge in wishing, dreaming, hoping and longing. Conceivably, the sphere of politics once dominated human thoughts that turned to such matters. Now, argues Campbell (2004) and Firat & Dholakia (1998), consumerism occupies this central place in fulfilling human desire. Choice as consumer, rather than as citizen, offers up potential in abundance: a profusion of choice and the more of it we have, the more specific and accurate we are in being, knowing and expressing ourselves, Sen et al (2001). 

Choice: free agent or determined by structures?

Giddens maintains that we are reflexive, knowing autonomous agents interacting with pre-existing structures, themselves created by agents. This interaction, which he refers to as structuration, both sustains and adapts the structures. Choice then somewhat paradoxically both assists individuality, and by helping to shape the future, takes on a structural dimension. This is evident in both consumer and political spheres where choice can reflect a desire to belong and show allegiances - via fashion purchases through to party activism. Equally, by making a choice that supports an existing structure (High Street store or political party) we are contributing to that structure’s empowerment. Structures are prevalent during elections, at the same time electors have agency. For example, the meaning of a carefully choreographed media event (mainly structure) can be dramatically altered when interrupted by the ‘deviant behaviour' of electors (mainly agency). Equally, politically-motivated sectors of the electorate (agents) may be uninspired when faced with what they see as the pointlessness of their action in a so-called ‘safe seat’ (structure). The interplay between these two features clearly has significant implications for how we perceive electoral choice. Political parties present such choice on their terms - support our stance or another party stance, not demonstrate your own stance. This supports the idea that structures in the political sphere are, for many, an impediment to agency. Consequently, many are frustrated by the limiting nature of politics and look to engage in other more agency-friendly spheres. See later section 'Journey into the field: a brief context setting'. Douglas and Isherwood (1986) identify themes amongst the cacophony of contemporary consumer choices. They argue preferences, expressed through consumer behaviour, are a manifestation of macro cultural choices. Ultimately, behind each micro choice lies the answer to what kind of society we want to live in. Douglas (1996, 2003) argues such cultural choice is characterised by individualism, competition, minimal rules and reciprocity centred on maximising benefits for oneself. These prevailing cultural qualities reinforce our sense of being autonomous choice-makers and downplay life spheres characterised by a more collective civic ethos such as politics.   

Self identity and choice

In recent times we have constructed a self that Rose (1993) describes as the enterprising self, knowingly unique, therefore, aware of one’s agency, and of the requirement to use it. Where once identity was a fixed and given, it has more recently been transposed by a sense of something to be both sought and created. A major consequence of this is the emergence of both expectations and responsibilities for making one’s own choices. This notion of the self does not fit well with any sense of the shared-will found in a political system dependent on party tickets. Additionally, as autonomous beings we more readily accept it is for us to shape our own lives and not the role of the state. For many, the political sphere offers no option reflecting their own actual or ideal sense of self. Indeed it may epitomise the antithesis of an enterprising self. Within such a context where there is a sense of power in self-determination, an election that appears to offer just two or three varieties of a pale blue/red hue is likely to be easily dismissed as choice lacking substance.
Choice and the market

This set of conditions i.e. where choice is essential to our being, where our agency is ever more apparent, and where this agency is manifest in discovery of the self, is most palpable within consumption activity. Markets produce constant stimuli, premeditated to create shape and celebrate choice inevitably establishing the notion as a vital and privileged activity. Within this liberal economic tradition choice turns customers into kings. For some, the “moving spirit” of our times is now located not in politics but in consumption (Comaroff and Comaroff 2000, p 295). Firat & Dholakia (1998) argue that the only remaining legitimising force, and therefore, the structure with the power to ascribe value via exchange, is the market. Electors less readily equate the casting of their vote for party x with an identifiable process of exchange. As a result they find it difficult to judge the worthiness of such decisions. This may relegate politics to one of mere squabbling over who the best management team is. Yet despite/because of its desirability in consumer spheres, the allure of choice seems to have waned in election contexts, given the rise of apathy and disengagement, Bromley and Curtice (2002), Dermody and Scullion, (forthcoming), Harrop (2001). This paper explores the nature of any relationship between consumers, endowed with extravagant consumer choice, and their approach to electoral choice.      

Meanings attributed to consumer choice and there potential application to election contexts

Schwartz (2004) suggests that being seen to have lots of choice, and to be able to make many choices, seemingly independent of mere precedent, is now a signal of being a success. For Gabriel and Lang (1995) consumption is communication - “the idea that objects form a system by which we communicate to others and ourselves” (p47). Choice becomes a signifier of wide-ranging status positions by the very fact that you have it, that you take responsibility for using it, and that you articulate your reasons for the choices made. Consumer choice is usually highly visible even if it is not intended to be conspicuous. Political choice remains private for many reducing its associated connotations. Gordon and Valentine (2000) also argue consumption is an identity seeking and matching process. They posit the notion of the mutable subject…a state of being between a fixed sense of self. Brands are communication mirrors…a discourse of signifiers. Through active consumption practices we fix a collection of these signs to ourselves, creating a moment of identity, a temporary stability for our subjectivity. Political brands are perhaps more limited by the relative stability of what they signify and thus we find it harder to recast the meanings they can communicate.  

Consumer choice demonstrates a person’s worldly experience, their willingness to make judgements about (and influence) the future, and their readiness to take on this project with the accompanying high levels of personal responsibility. Hogarth (1987) links choice closely to judgement, seeing it as the expression of preference and prediction. Consumerism's array of styles, tones and shades, means our personal taste becomes an easy expression of preference. For many, well-versed in being a consumer, and having a basic grasp of the user-friendly ‘laws’ of demand and supply, they are confident in anticipating their future as consumers. Contrast this situation with the political arena, where most of the electorate struggle to articulate clear preferences, and find it perplexing to anticipate. Political choice that remains private, or at best shared fleetingly between a few others, has little ability to demonstrate one's judgement. Nor is it likely to be used as key criteria by those judging you. As a signifier a satellite dish fixed to your house durably resonates in a way that placing a cross next to the Labour candidate once every four/five years does not.   

When we choose, we often act as a result of that choice and so our choices become our privileged memory bank. Hogarth (1987) says, "you can only observe some potential outcomes related to your initial judgement" (p116). Choice shapes the experiences we have and therefore the sources we can draw on when making future decisions. Primary options selected determine the reality we encounter, which in turn influences both future options faced and the recourse we can draw on to help make subsequent decisions. We gain much experience as consumer-choosers before we are faced with electoral choice. It seems logical then, to suppose this consumerist referent system becomes dominant. The infrequency of politically-oriented choice deprives many of relevant experiences to draw on, and this in turn may reduce motivation to engage in such political choice-making when it is presented. 

Deciding not to make a choice is often an attempt to gain a sense of control, this plays a pivotal part in striving for equilibrium between a state of boredom and of anxiety, that Csikszentmihalyi (1975) refers to as 'flow'. Some spheres of our lives may present us with opportunities to reach this state of flow more readily than others. We may for example find political choice far more likely to be either extremely boring or so complex as to cause angst. We also strive, in part through our choices, to avoid a state of cognitive dissonance where our attitudes and behaviour does not match. In the political sphere both this desire for flow and aversion to dissonance are actualised through making tactical choices. That is, opting for something in opposition to something else, that is driven by a negative affective state. 

Schwartz (2004) refers to the 'fallacy of variety',  - thinking we want it more than we do, and believing we encounter it more than we really do. This condition inevitably heightens the sense of importance attached to choosing and is readily located in consumption, for example, Gabriel and Lang (1995) find that many consumers are driven by curiosity manifest in behaviours characterised by exploration. They talk of the “relaxed exploration” (p69) offered by much present-day consumption activity, allowing people the exhilaration that goes with exploration without the accompanying apprehension. They also refer to the notion of the ‘narcissism of small differences’ demonstrating how insignificant alternatives are magnified by one's apparent ability to spot and decode the nuances between ‘x and y’. Minor variations in the twenty-seven brands of toothpaste offered become relevant because we believe we can identify them. Expertise is thus verified through consumption choices that reflect our capacity to differentiate between very similar objects - in this case brands. By stark contrast, in politics, there appears to be a lack of perceived variety during elections accompanied by an inability or/and a lack of motivation to identify small differences. Additionally, when we choose a particular brand of toothpaste that is the one we get. This is plainly not so in politics for the majority of the electorate. 

Choice as burden and its potential application to election contexts

The more potentiality attributed to individual choice, the more we may feel the weight of expectation. The enterprising self may help disassociate feelings of unhappiness and discontent from a systemic problem to one located in the autonomous chooser. Failure is more readily attributed to decisions made by individuals. Electoral choice fits poorly with this sense of self. Individuals who have come to accept the price of autonomous chooser cannot easily equate this with a collectivist decision-making frame that is a feature of UK election outcomes. On the other hand structures of electoral choice can act to prevent feelings of blame or guilt, as the outcome can not be determined by one's individual choice.  

Schwartz’s (2004) central hypothesis is that an explosion of choice has led to less, not more, satisfaction - in part because we are encouraged to adopt maximising over satisficing strategies. The perfect combination is considered likely to be available given the huge array offered, and so we get mired in our quest for flawlessness. Our satisfaction becomes more transient as ever more possibilities are envisaged.  Decision-making becomes more complex, opportunity costs and expectations rise, yet, at the same time, doubt emerges about our ability to cope with the intricacy of the situations we face. This propensity to seek the best in our consumer sphere has important implications for the political sphere. In commercial settings we are more likely to experience situations characterised by satisfaction as any lingering disappointment with a purchase decision can be channelled through the return of the goods, a speedy move on to the next purchase and detailed internet searches for an improved offering. Adopting a maximiser strategy in politics, one is likely to be prone to either fundamentalism or disappointment. In the murky, messy, compromise-ridden world of politics and election outcomes maximisers rarely find satisfaction.

The notion of the consumer as victim, Gabriel and Lang (1995), clearly reveals the vulnerability felt by many individuals faced with taking on the responsibility of making their own decisions in the dangerous terrain occupied by corporate power and its manipulative persuasive marketing techniques. Choice for them is framed primarily as how to respond to their status as prey. Given that electoral choice is a relatively rare event, often not well understood compared to consumer choice, it is easy to see how it might be conceived as a burden, especially for those who experience similar angst in their consumer experiences. Such people may readily use this ’injured party’ self-identity when engaged in elections, helping to explain why they view politics with scepticism. Putman (2000) argues that reduced political engagement result from widely different levels of social capital. Perhaps those who believe they have little consumer choice transfer this sense of powerlessness into politics too.     

However, some react to their sense of anxiety in the market by adopting a consumer-activist stance. For them, choice in the form of ‘alternative’ consumption patterns may deliver the kind of value-based experiences once offered by a more vigorous form of citizenship, and so is seen as a far more meaningful act than that of voting. They may be prime drivers of the growth in single-issue transient pressure groups and demonstration attendees. Consumer as rebel adopts a more individualistic challenge to the system, De-Creteau  (1984). They too may transfer their consumer perspective to the political arena. They set up the ‘vote for none of the above party'; they put great effort into constructing clever, engaging and satirical anti-mainstream political websites. For consumer activists' electoral engagement may be all about how to create meaningful choice within a system that, left alone, offers them little. 

Methodology

Ontological and epistemological position

The subjects of this study construct their own meanings of choice, and they do this increasingly in a reflexive manner - what Giddens (2002) describes as “a disturbing liberation” (p87) where we constantly have to face metaphysical questions. The author as researcher is aware that his 'intrusion' into the subjects’ lives is likely to add to this sense of reality being self-constructed as it is taking place. A consequence is that the ‘stories’ being told will be as much about the teller as the participants. Furthermore, this means the reader should accept they are often engaging with second, even third-hand reality. The position adopted means that it was appropriate to focus on individuals in their own settings, attempting to embrace and be sensitive to the participant’s range of attachments to their daily lives.  Construction of reality itself can lead to both renewed agency and reinforced structures passed on through cultural truths and social norms (Hughes 1990 cited in Brewer 2000). As Douglas (1996) points out thought itself is socially constructed, "thought style develops as the communicative genre for a social unit to itself, about itself, and so constituting itself” (pxii). Flowing from this, an interpretativist epistemology is embraced: the author empathising with Neuman (1994) who views social life as something deliberately created out of the determined actions, thoughts and communications of interacting social beings. Thus, transparency is a critical virtue in this research process. The fieldwork was located in settings that can be referred to as capturing ‘lived experiences’ Hammersely (1990). As author and fieldworker I take a position that recognises humans as meaning-endowing beings - this applies equally to participants and author. Knowledge is thus perspectival, (Altheide and Johnson cited in Brewer 2000) making all that is discovered here relative to the knower's perspective.

Journey into the field: Approach to data collection

A form of longitudinal study over a period of one month using self-completed diaries and a two stage in-depth interview with each of the participants took place. Sample selection was based on eligibility to vote, potential experience of voting in a previous General Election (23 years old or above), not known to the author and a willingness to participate in a time-consuming research process. Clearly, the character of the participants' parliamentary constituency may have been influential but this paper only investigates such a link if the participants themselves made reference to it. The initial discussion sought to establish mutual rapport and allow better contextualisation of the findings. More specifically, the discussions tried to draw out a sense of how the participants think and feel about, and subsequently use choice, in their everyday lives. These interviews took place in late March/ early April 2005. Each participant was then asked to complete a daily diary for a period of one calendar month leading up to the British General Election. Completion of diaries was made easier by offering participants a specific framing question to consider. Some of the participants were given a very generic frame to consider. ‘Tell us a little about the decisions you encountered/made today and what thoughts you have on those experiences’. Others were additionally given an election-specific framing question to consider. ‘Tell us about any encounters you have involving the General Election. How, if at all, might they impact on your decision about voting?' This allowed the author to judge the impact of 'hot housing' the issue of the election on participants' reflections. The final phase of the data collection involved talking to the participants directly about issues emerging from their completed diary. These interviews took place in May 2005 at least one week after the British General Election. It became apparent that some of the participants had not completed diaries. Second stage interviews were conducted but subsequently the author decided not to use any of the material from these participants. Consequently, a total of twenty face-to-face interviews and ten self-completed diaries make up the sample case studies.

From these interactions with participants along with the diary data the author constructed several narratives and from these a brief synopsis is presented here.  Each of these discourses are ordering attempts, not orders in themselves (Brownlie and Saren 2004). The resultant texts are ‘knowingly contrived’, Whyte (1981) and multivocal, offering somewhat ‘messy text’ (Denzin 1997). Where possible the participants have read and acknowledged their narrative.  

Journey into the field: A brief context

This paper does not seek to offer detail on the electoral system operating during the data collection. Nevertheless it is worth noting some potentially valuable contextual issues pertinent to the participants circumstances. 

· In all four of the constituencies where participants were based the same four parties stood for election: Conservative, Labour, Liberal Democrat and UK Independence.

· Two of these four constituencies were generally considered as safe seats where the incumbent party was expected to retain the seat.

· Two of these four constituencies were generally considered to be potentially marginal seats. There was an outside chance that the incumbent would be defeated by a clear second place challenger. 

The participants’ experiences

Inevitably, when you ask someone to offer his or her views on a subject, that subject is likely to take a more central place than it otherwise would. Prompting some, but not other, participants allowed a gauging of the impact of the research instruments used here. It is evident that those prompted reflected more frequently on the election. However, two of the prompted participants wrote less about the election than some of those participants not prompted. Additionally, all but one participant (he was prompted) wrote more about choice/decisions relating to non-political spheres of their lives, most often consumer-related. Reviewing all diaries and post-completion interviews, what might be described as ‘elaborate distortions’ occurred in only one instance (see Geoff's story).

Narrative from those not prompted to comment on the election

Pam is a 37-year-old full time housewife and part time florist, she did not mention the election at all in her diary. She was too busy ensuring life for her and her family included lots of "little treats and luxuries". Lack of reference to the election was carefully rationalised by Pam – essentially, the topic was dismissed as something outside of her normal life "It's not for me and I'm not for it". A zero-sum effect was patent here, if she let herself get involved in extra life spheres it would mean less time and space for activities already recognised as both enjoyable and beneficial. Equilibrium was attained largely through consumption where Pam was able to blend pleasure and integrity. Rather than see political choice as a weapon to sustain this position, through electing a government likely to protect her status quo, she viewed the political sphere as a threat to this balance. Non-engagement in electoral choice-making was her way of nullifying this risk. 

Sue is a divorced 50-something with no children and a passion for gardening, who didn’t mention the election in her diary either. A calm fatalism pervades in much of what Sue says about her life. “I look for an easy life that I can flow through undisturbed”. Sue seems relaxed that “big choices are for other people” to make. Sue made one ‘big’ choice regarding the election itself: to ignore and avoid it whenever possible. “Once it was called I stopped watching the BBC news”. To her this is an area of life where she perceives so little influence that she simply cannot see the point in worrying about it. ”. Drifting characterises much of Sue's approach to life. Foe her consumer choice largely involves “nothing more dramatic than deciding what I fancy to eat over the weekend". Consequently, her specific interests seem all the more zealously pursued. Her garden is at the centre of nearly all she writes and talks about affording her purpose. Purchases are carefully planned; she devotes a lot of time to considering options and in imagining her garden post-purchase. Sue is vulnerable as a result of believing she has little self-determination. She prevents a state of victim developing by focusing on a very narrow life sphere that offers her personal scope. Engaging in political choice would reveal and bring to the fore her lack of agency thus is purposefully set aside. Significance in this act of choosing is rationalised away.   

Mary is a 40 something with four children, she referred to the election once directly and once indirectly.  The direct reference was as a result of being “accosted” on the street by a candidate ……and asked to consider voting for them. This clearly caused her angst because she subsequently felt obliged to broaden her range of considerations. Like Sue she doesn't feel she faces 'real choices' very often. To her, choice and making decisions are not the same things. Choice is "when the path splits and you don't really have a map to help". Other people and circumstance have already made many choices for her and she now occupies that space. Shopping occupies a lot of her daily activity and she acknowledged that this could be very stimulating at times when it was of the less directive variety. The stimulation seems to come particularly from the conversation created by being in such an environment. Consumption activity matters because it afforded her visible signs and elicited sharp memories that Mary found easy to associate with those people and things that mattered to her. Her sense of civic duty meant she reluctantly engaged with electoral choice but this was hampered by self-doubts about her judgment in this sphere. Yet her effort to connect with it resulted in experience that aided preference formation in the way Hogarth (1987) suggests.    

Ray is self-employed with a large close family. He refers to the election on three occasions - once very early in response to an encounter on the doorstep with a candidate. The day before the election he mentions discussing with his partner whom to vote for, whilst on the day of election he says his partner reminded him that they needed to go and vote before the polling station closed. Asked about these three episodes he was rather defensive and it is evident that he was far more confident to talk about decisions he had made where he felt self-assured in making those choices. The election was not referred to much as it was not a topic of discussion and therefore not top of mind. By inducing 'private' thoughts' politics appeared to count less and so it was considered “not much to do with choice”. Throughout the diary and discussion there was a palpable sense of him being conscience of having to fill time carefully. Anything that can help avoid wasting time was considered positively. Politics drags on "it's so repetitive" with little clear point, "I struggle to see what it changes" and so is an unattractive subject to fill his valuable time with. His primary choice was to maximise every minute by always being occupied. He seeks to do this by maximising his variety-seeking experiences, largely realised through what can be called ‘experiential consumption’. Purpose for Ray is derived from engaging in novel experiences with clear outcomes. Lack of options, an inability to personalise the experience and the brevity of the event all meant political choice was unfulfilling to Ray. His act of choosing whom to vote for was largely devoid of meaning to him. The sheer diversity of potential experiences, with Campbell-like (2004) qualities, afforded through consumption matched his desires far better.

Jo is an early 20-something who lives alone but has a 'serious' partner. She referred to the election 13 times including twice on the day of the election itself. Most comments she made revolved around a premise of,  "I know I have to decide who to vote for, they keep telling me, reminding me, worrying me about it all the time". The most common response to election stimuli was annoyance forcing her to face up to something she didn't want to face…making a decision. Life to Jo is full of situations where a strong compelling force is evident. She simply felt she had no choice but to consider all kinds of options. Her indecision resulted in her constantly pondering, asking herself what was best for her, and reflecting on how something that had happened made her feel. Her consumer experiences generate a sense of being overwhelmed, shopping should be fun but rarely is for Jo, and for this she blames the most visible signs causing her angst - persuasive advertising. Jo's indecisiveness is fuelled rather than alleviated by her receiving new information. To her, the election campaign was one long aggressive advertising campaign where her sense of duty to consider the options presented was carried out in a backdrop of growing confusion. Cultural pressure to be autonomous brings mental strife to all her life spheres’ resulting in Jo constantly grappling with both making choices and the angst this generates. Frequent stimuli presenting different options create a 'fallacy of variety' Schwartz’s (2004). But her lack of skill in being able to make sense of those differences establishes a permanent state of choice as burden. Despite far fewer options her anxiety transmits to the political sphere corroding Jo’s electoral experiences. Her subsequent political choice became just another chore to be faced up to.  

Narratives from those who were promoted to comment on the election

Lesley is a late 30's working mother who mentioned the election frequently in two very distinctive ways. In passing where such encounters were seen as trivial, interfering with pleasurable activity. The election was also referred to in a very specific and thoughtful manner- on these occasions she dedicated time to pay close attention to it.  For her the purposeful encounters included watching two Party Election Broadcasts (PEB's), reading the leaflets delivered to her house and a discussion with her husband two days before polling day. She allowed a limited amount of election stimuli to matter, ensuring that the vast majority could be discarded without guilt. This sense of duty led her to methodically allow certain moments to be dedicated to the election in order to provide her with sufficient material to fulfil her obligation. This self-regulating behaviour was not evident in her consumer acts, for example when she talks of being occupied with organising a family holiday. Here what might be called casual engagement with all sorts of external stimuli was considered useful and she granted mental access to it as it arose. Lesley takes her responsibilities as both a consumer and citizen seriously, recognising that this manifests itself in decisions and choices she faces.  However, clear demarcation lines are well established regarding the extent to which this responsibility is actualised in politics; these are far less apparent in consumption. Her desire to meet her civic responsibility without undue complexity coupled with the relative stability of the political offerings meant Lesley required limited stimuli to help with her political choice.  However, the importance attached to the act of choosing whom to vote for ensured that she took it seriously, and by keeping it distinct from consumer choice, its significance was preserved. 

Pete's a family man with three teenage children and a wife who doesn't work. He referred to the election on seven occasions throughout the period, of these six relate to a specific salient issue…. the Longbridge car factory's imminent closure. He too was threatened with redundancy whist the diary was being compiled. The Longbridge coverage and the election coverage merged into one for Pete, especially early on. To him it was "One and the same thing …the real test of any government how they treat their own people when the chips are down". The coincidence of the redundancy issue being salient to Pete at this time, and of it hitting the headlines at the start of the General Election, left him extremely deflated when it became 'yesterday’s news'. The treatment Longbridge received in the media personified the distance he perceived between 'them and us', and is at the root of what is "wrong with the lot of them". Having voted in all previous General Elections, this time he experienced a conspiracy of circumstances that alerted him to his lack of agency. His job insecurity and a family trip to New Zealand planned for 2006 dominated his other diary entries. Both suggest Pete often does not feel in control of situations resorting to a mild fatalistic approach on such occasions.  He leaves most consumer choice to his wife…dismissed as "boring details". He expresses surprise at other people's apparent ability to differentiate between most brands. Consequently, Pete faces choice quite infrequently and this may exacerbate his feelings of pain when he becomes aware of it. Insecurity regarding his agency generated fatalism in order to cope with subsequent anxiety. Specific electoral circumstances caused a heightened sense of meaning to be attributed to the outcome of this election without any corresponding increased feeling of control. The result - frustration that ultimately led to a rejection of all his political options. A non-voter where the label apathetic is far from accurate.

Geoff is in his late 40's, has a long-term partner and an adopted son. There is a reference to the election on every page of his diary. He confessed to making a deliberate effort "to ensure the diary was interesting"! Geoff happily admits to being "... the kind of person who knows what I want and I go out to get it…I usually do and that feels good…if I don’t', tough that's the world for you". This notion of himself transfers well to his consumer sphere and the way he goes about buying. "Yep a bit of a wheeler dealer…Del Boy character I know". He wants to make decisions, wants to be proactive whenever he can and confidently pushes boundaries. What's striking is how this is not a skill he believes he can transfer to the political arena. His bargain hunting…'consumer as challenger' stance cannot easily be articulated in the electoral context where he sees little room for negotiation. Geoff is adept at ‘pigeonholing’ situations he faces depending on the likelihood of him being able to use his ability to positively influence the situation in his favour. Once a circumstance is deemed to offer little capacity in this regard he resorts to plan B - a quick instinctive decision. Angst is confronted and certainty established by Geoff’s belief in his own self-determination. Consumption offers an ideal context where he can demonstrate his skills of judgement. A maximiser approach works as a motivation to take on the challenges presented. The nature of the political structures that restrict Geoff’s sense of control means to engage in this sphere is to accept a role deemed to be too passive. But he can not quite bring himself to ignore electoral choice completely; instead he commits minimal resource to his decision so reducing the chance of dissonance in the outcome. 

Rosemary is an unattached professional in her early 30's. She is unlike other participants in at least one very significant way – being someone who "looked forward to and 'enjoyed' the election period! She particularly enjoyed the extended coverage and analysis … the idea of extra references to politics whilst there was an election on. Rosemary watched several of the PEB's, and “loved” the Channel 4 News spoof PEB's too. She recorded her favourite programmes and even postponed a few social occasions in order to watch what she considered to be highlights like the Paxman interviews. Rosemary is conscious of her mild outsider status when it comes to politics, "some of my friends must think it’s a bit sad but that's me and they know it". Her attitude towards politics reinforces her sense of individuality and is used to demonstrate her opinions. The election was not about helping her make a choice but about her expressing her prior knowledge and well formed political views before a wider audience. The superficiality of much consumption - that dominates many of her friends' lives - could temporarily be superseded without too much bother. Her own consumption patterns fit her worldview well "I try to make ethical purchases and I definitely refuse to use ASDA… cheap is for good reason they pay the lowest wage to their workers and suppliers and so on".  Her linking of consumer choice and broader political issues was also unique amongst the participants of this study. Making such a link heightened her sense of being in control. Experiencing individuality in a political sphere adds to her own sense of uniqueness. The choosing of a candidate was peripheral to her, indeed given her strongly-held opinions, was not considered a choice at all. The election allowed the judgements she made to be much more visible and, in a way that resonates with Millers work (1995, 1998), she manages to sustain such judgements, albeit with far less visibility, through making politically-motivated consumption choices. 

Emergent themes

The participants generally considered politics to be a circumspect external object. Commonly it was referred to as something that was done to them that infringed on their normal life. Electoral encounters were overwhelmingly framed as interfering and imposing. Not surprisingly during an election period, where the extent of persuasive stimuli is greatest, the choices this stimuli posed generated feelings of irritation and annoyance, rarely pleasure. The characteristics of participants' engagement ranged from treating it as a challenge to be overcome through to purposeful avoidance. To most the nature of electoral choice faced nagged away in the background, the tension this generated was alleviated by avoidance tactics. Valid political options were considered to be very limited, many of the participants’ nominal consideration set was to vote or not, then whether to vote for party A or party B. However, the narrow range of the options did not signify that such choice was considered to be simplistic. The meaning attributed to both how participants decided and to the eventual outcome of this decision were highly personalised. Elements of an expressive approach were witnessed, as were situations where a primary choice was made not to engage in political choice. For some, an intensification of agency, for others, a sense of powerlessness was exacerbated with electoral choice. How participants perceived themselves in terms of being helpless or sovereign was something largely determined before the election campaign began. Occasionally, electoral encounters contributed towards a heightened sense of having choice (Mary and Lesley). An experience characterised by 'gain through pain' was evident - engaging with electoral encounters were hard work but contributed to improved levels of self-confidence in making a decision. Equally, for some participants (Ray and Sue) election encounters added to their sense of having no real choice. Where little prospect of influence was apparent, the effort required to choose was not considered worthwhile. Individualised strategies for coping when faced with electoral choice were extensive. These included: Ensconcing oneself in a single salient issue, allocating set-times to engage in such considerations, being decisive early on in order to avoid further need to think about the choices faced, and using it as a platform to demonstrate an ability to make independent judgements. Participants developed unique coping mechanisms permitting politics in to their lives only on their terms

Exercising choice in consumption performed a compensatory role allowing the individual to justify whatever specific strategy they employed with regard to electoral choice. Reflecting on consumer decisions, participants were adept in articulating clear, rich purpose. Most participants talked of the diversity of consumer choice creating satisfaction. Within this sphere a blend of enjoyment and utility could be achieved. This was referred to by several participants as an ability to engage in activity that made them not only feel pleased but also good about themselves. By augmenting variety and experimentation, boredom was easily avoided. Consumer activity stimulated conversation and thinking in a way highly cogent with Douglas and Isherwood's work (1986), as the topic of conversation was focused on things the participants cared about, not on the products per see. The sheer number of options faced pained some participants and this feeling was exacerbated by the amount of persuasive external stimuli they encountered. For a few participants their cautious approach to marketing communication activity was transferred into open hostility towards much of the election campaign material. An acute awareness of having potential as choice-making beings prevailed in consumption and was manifest in diverse ways. At one extremity, participants placed great emphasis on their knowingly being able to choose, looking for opportunities to test and challenge themselves through such actions. Others purposefully limited the scope of their own choice with ease, showing indifference towards much beyond these self-imposed boundaries. At the other extremity, participants consciously carried with them what might be called mild fatalistic tendencies. Those occupying the outermost positions – fatalists and confident self-determinists – tended to take their approach to consumer choice into the political domain. For the other participants two dominant practices were apparent. Engaging in consumer choice helped them dismiss any angst that they felt over their political choice. They did not carry their well-developed consumer as choice-maker approach into the political sphere largely because of the perceived constraints imposed by various political structures.   

Conclusion

This paper introduced a range of consumer-related discourses and potential meanings attributable to choice. However the overall findings acknowledge a point highlighted by Edwards, (2000), namely that actual practice is likely to be simpler and more static than the plethora of related theory might indicate. The diversity found was largely between the various participants, not from individual participants. From this glimpse into the lives of a small diverse group of the electorate we can learn about electoral choice through privileging the electorate as consumer as choice-maker. Firstly, compartmentalisation of their life is rife, appearing to be second nature: events and experiences are readily allotted specific mental spaces. Consumer and political choice rarely occupy the same space. Secondly, most have a well-developed ability to avoid choice situations deemed likely to cause anxiety or 'unnecessary hassle'. At its most severe this is manifest in a form of ‘fatalism on tap’ available when deemed appropriate. Combined, these first two points indicate a degree of what Coleman (2005) calls reflexive re-mixing of culture taking place. Because the political sphere is objectified whilst the consumer sphere merges into their subjectivity, there is far less scope to recast politics. An inability to personalise experience in this life sphere means it is less appealing to our sense of agency and is easily cast as peripheral. Fourthly, because the attaching of importance to something is largely an individualised process, a sense of agency is readily and widely realised. Lots of small choices - typically located in consumption - add up to meaningful self-determination when it occurs in a life sphere regarded as essential. Finally there was little evidence that participants realised any direct causal relationship between the outcome of electoral choice and their consumer life sphere. This goes someway to explaining why political choice was framed as an imposed burden. It also illustrates that for many there was little sense of valid attachment to any electoral choice they went on to make.

Consumer culture, and with it a sharp sense of being free agents, influences the character of our citizenship with an often subtle embrace. Value, worth, scope and ethicality are comfortably constructed and experienced in many of our consumer engagements. On balance most of the participants are, in effect, saying that the price of being independent - bouts of anxiety - is worth paying because of what they gain from choice in consumption. For that reason the political sphere can be, and often is seen as rather insignificant. This is not a demonstration of the electorate's superficiality and shallowness - more an expression of their ability to engage a plethora of life- affirming choice in their consumer sphere. The nature of political choice is frequently regarded as burdensome. That said, the electoral encounters commented on by the participants, made an impact of sorts. They were noticed, they did generate deliberation, and sometimes they were considered poignant. Occasionally, such encounters jolted participants into facing electoral choice in a new way. They helped increase the self-confidence of a few participants in terms of their ability to choose more wisely. For another participant such encounters offered assistance in fulfilling their sense of duty. Regardless of whether such election encounters resulted in behavioural change, at the very least they temporarily afforded greater significance to the existence of political choice.
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