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o Voluntary simplicity is a lifestyle choice that bas received increasing media attention over
time. A defining characteristic of voluntary simplicity is a reduced material consumption
and the removal of cluitter from one’s life, thus suggesting the topic of disposition may
inform our understanding of voluntary simplifier lifestyle bebhaviour. This paper explores
the disposition activities of voluntary simplifiers in the context of their overall consump-
tion bebaviour using a series of in-depth interviews with 12 current voluntary simplifiers.
The findings show that disposition plays an important role in voluntary simplifier
bebaviour, especially during the initial stages of adopting the lifestyle. The consideration
of future disposition activities was also found to influence the day-to-day consumption

bebaviour of participants.
Copyright © 2009 Jobn Wiley & Sons, Ltd.

Do we bave too much stuff? Could we be
Just as bappy, or bappier, with less stuff? Is
it possible to bave less stuff without feeling
deprived? -Karp (2009)

Introduction

Questions like the ones above have increas-
ingly been asked in the popular press. As Karp
(2009) notes, advocates of the voluntary
simplicity movement say the answers are:
yes, yves and yes. The increasing media
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attention given to the practice of voluntary
simplicity is also thought to be a reflection of
the number of people now adopting the
lifestyle (Maniates, 2002). However, the aca-
demic literature on voluntary simplicity is
rather limited, with most papers focussing on
either defining or operationalising the term
(e.g. Etzioni, 1998; Iyer and Muncy, 2009;
Leonard-Barton, 1981), exploring the motiv-
ations behind the lifestyle (e.g. Zavestoski,
2002), or examining the experiences of vol-
untary simplifiers (e.g. Bekin et al., 2005; Craig-
Lees and Hill, 2002).

A defining characteristic of voluntary sim-
plicity is reducing material consumption and
removing the ‘clutter’ from one’s life (Zaves-
toski, 2002), thus suggesting the literature on
disposition (e.g. Jacoby et al., 1977; Lastovicka
and Fernandez, 2005) may inform our
understanding of voluntary simplifier lifestyle
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behaviour. The focus of this paper is to
explorethe disposition activities of voluntary
simplifiers in the context of their overall
consumption behaviour. We explore these
areas as consumption and disposition play a
symbiotic role in the voluntary simplicity
lifestyle. While voluntary simplicity necessi-
tates a reduction in consumption (Shaw and
Newholm, 2002), within the context of
reducing consumption, disposition activities
also occur. When adopting the lifestyle,
voluntary simplifiers enter a concentrated
period of de-cluttering where they must be
able to dispose of goods, and decouple notions
of identity from these goods (Nelson et al.,
2007). Then, once fully immersed in the
lifestyle, voluntary simplifiers exhibit changes
in consumption due to their lessened focus on
material wealth (Craig-Lees and Hill, 2002),
where disposition inevitably plays an ongoing
role.

Literature review

The idea of voluntary simplicity was first
introduced by Gregg (1936), who took his
inspiration from the great spiritual leaders of
history who he believed practiced the lifestyle.
Gregg (1936: p. 4) defines voluntary simplicity
as having ‘singleness of purpose, sincerity and
honesty within, as well as avoidance of
exterior clutter, of many possessions irrelevant
to the chief purpose of life’. More recently,
Etzioni (1998: p. 620) defines the practice as
‘the choice out of free will to limit
expenditures on consumer goods and services,
and to cultivate non-materialistic sources of
satisfaction and meaning’. This definition also
emphasises the voluntary nature of the lifestyle
through free will, not through coercion by
authorities or as a means of budgeting through
tough economic times (Leonard-Barton, 1981).
More recently, Craig-Lees and Hill (2002)
identify the following five themes of voluntary
simplicity: freedom of choice to lead a simpler
life; a reduction in material consumption;
access to resources like wealth, education
and unique skills which can be traded for a

high income; control and personal fulfilment;
and being driven by values such as humanism,
self-determination, environmentalism, spiri-
tuality and self-development.

Etzioni (1998) argues that consumers can
adopt the lifestyle on a sliding scale of
involvement, identifying three levels of inten-
sity: downshifters, strong simplifiers and
holistic simplifiers. Downshifters are moderate
simplifiers, forgoing some consumer goods
while maintaining the majority of their con-
sumer lifestyle. Bekin et al. (2005) liken this to
conspicuous simplicity, where old possessions
are replaced (possibly at great expense) with
items that symbolise their new simplified
lifestyle. Taylor-Gooby (1998) goes further,
stating that downshifters may be in contradic-
tion to the lifestyle as their affluence is
retained, thus contradicting the ideology.
Strong simplifiers are those who give up
high-paying jobs in order to live on much less
income, restricting their consumption accord-
ingly. These simplifiers also include those who
are motivated to reduce the time they spend at
work. Holistic simplifiers are similar to strong
simplifiers, but adjust their entire lifestyle to fit
the voluntary simplicity ethic; this can involve
moving house to a less-affluent area (perhaps
rural) with the intention of leading a simpler
life (Etzioni, 1998).

Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs informs much
of the literature on voluntary simplicity
(Etzioni, 1998; Huneke, 2005; Zavestoski,
2002). Etzioni (1998) proposes that once
people have satisfied their lower-end needs,
they may look to voluntary simplicity as a
viable option for achieving their higher-end
needs. Huneke (2005) echoes this, positing
that voluntary simplifiers may realise they have
needs that material consumption is incapable
of satisfying. Zavestoski (2002) takes a slightly
different approach, modifying the hierarchy by
splitting the top tier (self-actualisation) into
two: efficacy and authenticity, where efficacy
is able to be achieved through consumption,
while in contrast, authenticity is not able to be
achieved through consumption. Zavestoski
(2002) agrees that simplifiers use consumption
to achieve their lower-end needs, however
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believes that such material consumption may
have negative outcomes for the self, meaning
they fail to achieve authenticity. Bekin et al.
(2005) support this, finding that simplifiers are
willing to accept lower levels of materialism
believing less to be more; less choice but more
quality.

Determining what ‘makes’ a voluntary
simplifier with regard to their marketplace
behaviour has proven to be problematic, and a
reflection of the way the lifestyle has been
defined or operationalised. For example, Iyer
and Muncy (2009) define a voluntary simplifier
as someone who purchases organic food, tries
to buy goods made out of recycled materials
and practices recycling. In an 18-item index
developed by Leonard-Barton (1981), the most
common activities undertaken by voluntary
simplifiers are (in order): making gifts instead
of buying, eating vegetarian main meals,
changing their own car oil, receiving instruc-
tions on increasing self-reliance and recycling.
However, Huneke (2005) finds that the most
important activities undertaken by voluntary
simplifiers are (in order): avoiding impulse
purchases, recycling and eliminating clutter;
with the two most common activities ident-
ified by Leonard-Barton (1981) being placed
16th and 20th, respectively. Given these
differing results, and that little is understood
about the lifestyle (McDonald et al., 2006), we
suggest that qualitative methods may provide a
more accurate understanding of the experi-
ences of voluntary simplifiers, and the activi-
ties considered important by them.

The avoidance of clutter and reduced
consumption are synonymous with voluntary
simplicity, and the adoption of the lifestyle
implies the disposition of material possessions
(Nelson et al., 2007). In one of the earliest
papers on disposition, Jacoby et al. (1977)
argue that a consumer has three choices with
regard to disposition behaviour: keeping an
item (i.e. continuing to use it, converting it for
another purpose, or storing it away for later
use); permanently disposing of it (i.e. throwing
an item away, giving it away, selling it, or
trading it); or temporarily disposing of it (i.e.
lending or renting an item to someone else).

Since Jacoby et al. (1977), research on
disposition has focussed on possessions which
are considered meaningful, such as the
disposition of possessions of people who are
living with or had died from AIDS (Kates,
2001), the disposition of meaningful posses-
sions to strangers in garage sales and online
auctions (Lastovicka and Fernandez, 2005),
and the role of special possessions and their
disposition by older consumers (Price et al.,
2000). Disposition has also been looked at as a
potential outcome of gift-giving behaviour
(Sherry et al., 1992).

To date, the topic of disposition is one that
has not been widely applied to the study of
voluntary simplification. A notable exception
to this is Bekin et al. (2007), who examined
waste reduction strategies in environmentally
friendly new consumption communites, find-
ing that while recycling plays an important
role, so does repairing and/or reusing posses-
sions, as well as purchasing or selling products
second-hand. With this, one can assume
that the disposition behaviour of voluntary
simplifiers includes possessions which can
be considered mundane as opposed to
meaningful, even though the latter has often
been the focus of the disposition literature to
date.

To help frame the contribution of this study,
Figure 1 highlights several key themes from
the voluntary simplicity and disposition litera-
ture. The main themes which emerge from the
voluntary simplicity literature that are relevant
to this study centre around the changes in
consumption behaviour which occur as part
of adopting the lifestyle, and can be viewed
in terms of reducing consumption, ethical

Reduced Meaning of
Consumption Possessions
Ethical Voluntary Disposition Goals of
Consumption "4 Simplicity Disposition
Sustainable Means of
Consumption Disposition

Figure 1. Key themes from the voluntary simplicity and
disposition literature.
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consumption, and sustainable consumption.
Reducing consumption involves limiting con-
sumption through activities such as sharing,
buying second-hand and eliminating clutter
(e.g. Bekin et al., 2007; Craig-Lees and Hill,
2002; Huneke, 2005; Shaw and Newholm,
2002), while ethical consumption involves a
person considering the environmental and
social impacts of their consumption choices,
which may result in activities like buying fair-
trade and/or environmentally friendly pro-
ducts (e.g. McDonald et al., 2006; Shaw and
Newholm, 2002). Voluntary simplifiers may
also undertake sustainable consumption,
where activities such as recycling and com-
posting can occur (e.g. Bekin et al., 2007,
Huneke, 2005). This focus on sustainable
consumption may be as a result of ethical
considerations (Shaw and Newholm, 2002),
but may also be undertaken by a beginner
voluntary simplifier who is not as concerned
about ethical issues (McDonald et al., 2006).

The disposition literature also suggests three
themes relevant to this study: the meaning of
possessions, the goal of disposition activities
and the means of disposition. The meaning of
possessions focusses on issues such as the
cherished or meaningful status which may
be ascribed to an item (e.g. Kates, 2001;
Price et al., 2000), as well as the public and
private meanings of possessions (Lastovicka
and Fernandez, 2005). The goals of disposition
may include motives such as passing on a
legacy through transferring ownership of an
item to another person (Price et al., 2000), or
as a means of consumer self-identification
or identity construction (Lastovicka and
Fernandez, 2005). Finally, the means of
disposition includes many of the disposition
choices identified by Jacoby et al. (1977)
discussed earlier. Given these issues surround-
ing disposition, and the potential symbiotic
roles of consumption and disposition in the
voluntary simplicity lifestyle, this study aims to
explore the disposition activities of voluntary
simplifiers within the context of their overall
consumption behaviour. To achieve this aim
we adopt an interpretivist methodological
approach (Lincoln and Guba, 1985), thus

allowing us to understand the experiences of
voluntary simplifiers in their own words.

Method

Twelve voluntary simplifiers from across the
United States were interviewed for this study
using a series of in-depth semi-structured
interviews. Each interview was approximately
1 hour in length. Participants ranged in age
from 21 to 72, and were representative of the
three levels of intensity identified by Etzioni
(1998). Nine participants were female and
three were male; consistent with the belief that
females outnumber male voluntary simplifiers
by a ratio of approximatelyQZ 2:1 (Elgin, 1981).
To recruit potential participants, both purpo-
sive and snowball sampling were used given
the potential difficulty associated with identi-
fying voluntary simplifiers, as they often have
shared characteristics with involuntary simpli-
fiers (Shama, 1981). Purposive sampling
allowed participants to be selected on the
basis of specific criteria (i.e. that they were
living as a voluntary simplifier), and also
allowed diversity to be built into the sample
(Lincoln and Guba, 1985). Snowball sampling
meant that those people interested in partici-
pating in this study could act as a link (Richie
and Lewis, 2003), where they identified other
potential participants. The details of the
participants are provided in Table 1.

Table 1. Participant details

Name Age Years of Adoption level
lifestyle
Jack 29 10 years Strong simplifier
Irene 49 15 years Strong simplifier
Belle 49 25 years Holistic simplifier
Ruby 52 12 years Holistic simplifier
Martha 47 15 years Holistic simplifier
Rick 21 2 years Downshifter
Sally 36 9 years Downshifter
Nicole 64 40 years Holistic simplifier
Leah 42 5 years Downshifter
Kirsty 72 40 years Holistic simplifier
Annie 49 10 years Holistic simplifier
Alf 40 3 years Downshifter
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As an initial starting point to recruit part-
icipants, online communities which focussed
on the topic of voluntary simplicity were used.
These online communities were all part of
the Yahoo! Groups network. Messages were
posted in these communities outlining the
research project, and invited people to contact
the researchers via email for further infor-
mation if they were interested in participating
in the study. The interviews were all con-
ducted online using Skype, a recently devel-
oped voice overIP (VoIP) network (Skype,
2008). Pincott and Branthwaite (2000) discuss
the benefits of online interviewing citing
the ability for greater geographical reach at
minimal cost, the speed and efficiency of
contacting participants, and the greater anony-
mity afforded by the Internet encouraging
candour and directness from participants.
Such an approach is considered appropriate
for this study given the large online presence of
voluntary simplifier communities (Huneke,
2005).

The interviews had a phenomenological
focus (i.e. they were from the perspective of
the participants). This approach allowed
participants to provide thick descriptions,
where they were able to articulate their
experiences as they perceived them. To
analyse the consumption and disposition
behaviour of participants, a within case
analysis (Miles and Huberman, 1994) was used
to gain insight, and was undertaken in the
form of coding and sorting, which Tesch
(1990) describes as decontextualising as the
data are separated from their original cases.
The data were then recontextualised through
the identification of themes present across the
cases (Tesch, 1990). These themes were the
recurring concepts described by participants.
Given the potential for multiple interpretations
to arise from the data, two independent judges
were used to authenticate the findings.

Findings

The interviews were conducted in order to
explore the disposition activities of voluntary
simplifiers within the context of their overall

consumption behaviour. Participants dis-
cussed topics such as why they initially
decided to adopt the lifestyle, the changes
they had to make in order to do this, as well as
their day-to-day experiences of living as a
voluntary simplifier. From the interviews it was
clear that disposition plays a dominant role in
the early stages of adopting the lifestyle; and
this forms the initial focus of our findings
section. Subsequent to adopting the lifestyle,
participants discussed their ongoing consump-
tion behaviour, and the role disposition plays
within this; and we report these findings later.

Disposition activities of early
voluntary simplifiers

In the early stages of adopting the voluntary
simplicity lifestyle, the disposition of material
possessions is an implicit requirement (Nelson
et al., 2007). Annie was representative of the
participants interviewed in this study when
she listed what she had done in order to adopt
the lifestyle:

By moving to a less expensive bouse in a
less expensive area paid off my morigage,
reduced my bome energy usage, recycled
or gave away many of my possessions,
reduced the number of clothes I keep,
reduced my car use to less than 2000 miles
per year, started working from bome,
home educated my children, grow some
of my own fruit, vegetables and herbs, cook
most of our meals ourselves.

This highlights some of the initial disposition
activities that occur when undertaking the
lifestyle; her house was traded down and
mortgage debt paid off, and many possessions
were either given away to others or recycled.
The other activities mentioned reveal redu-
cedmaterial consumption and increased self-
sufficiency, both of which are symptomatic of

the voluntary simplicity lifestyle.
Voluntary simplifiers adopt the lifestyle for

reasons such as concern for the natural
environment, dissatisfaction with high-stress
lifestyles and general anti-consumption atti-
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tudes (Huneke, 2005). The participants inter-
viewed in this study shared many of these
reasons, although some also alluded to a
specific stage in life as being a key motivating
factor, as Ruby suggested:

1 think it finally comes to a point where
enough is enough. Yes, that would be fair
to say, and maybe part of it has to do with
becoming my age. At middle age you
Jinally discover who you are and what you
really want or need, wbhich is probably
why there are so many divorces at this
time in our lives as well. Another way to
simplify, I might add, unloading relation-
ships that no longer work. It’s like you
spend your 20’s filling your space with
stuff and around 40 or 50 you start
unloading. I've found my friends are doing
the same to some degree.

Thus, while supporting the idea that
voluntary simplicity necessitates the disposi-
tion of material possessions, this quote
suggests that wider changes may also occur;
in this case, the re-evaluation of existing
interpersonal relationships. Ruby also exem-
plifies how age may serve as an initial prompt
for the disposition of possessions by older
consumers (Price et al., 2000), and how
disposition can be used as a means of identity
construction (Lastovicka and Fernandez,
2005).

In the early stages of the lifestyle, many
disposition activities were considered quite
straight-forward, and were part of a general de-
cluttering effort. The items that were initially
disposed of were often disliked, and were the
result of unplanned or impulse purchases, or
an unwanted gift that had previously been
received in a bad gift exchange (Sherry et al.,
1992). As the following comment made by
Sally suggests, duplicate items and items that
had been held in storage were also considered
easy to dispose of:

At first, I started getting rid of objects that I
didn’t like, like gifts from people, or family
band-me-downs. We slowly began to get rid

of duplicate items we owned, like pots,
pans, and coffee mugs. Also, items in
storage that neither of us had touched in
over a year.

Beyond these mundane items, participants
were then confronted with possessions they
considered meaningful; and which were either
culturally bound or a reflection of self (Belk,
1988). Extending her previous thoughts, Sally
explained:

Anything that didn’t bold positive associ-
ations, 1 got rid of. That was easy but later,
it became harder when I really bad to take
a good look at what we owned. It was like
the stuff owned me instead of the other
way around. I really started to question
‘the American way’ when our first and
second sons were born. I looked around
and we bad so many toys and they didn’t
even seem interested in them all. I was a bit
of a pack rat, so 1 felt like I was suffocating
in stuff. Over time I came to learn fully that
‘less is more’. For example, the children
bave longer attention spans when given
less toys, and less choices.

Participants also spoke of meaningful pos-
sessions like books, other printed material and
clothing. However, prior to their physical
disposal, one participant (Nicole) stated how
she would scan paper documents and save
them electronically, even though she did not
consider them part of her future as a voluntary
simplifier. To her, disposition was focussed on
removing the physical aspect of this particular
possession, with the potential usefulness of it
still being retained.

The consumption bebaviour of
voluntary simplifiers

This section focusses on the consumption
behaviour of voluntary simplifiers, and the role
disposition plays within this. We first explore
the consumption behaviour of participants in
general terms, so we can understand the
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context of their day-to-day behaviour. Then,
we examine the themes which emerged from
the interviews with regard to those factors they
considered most important when making any
consumption decision, and how disposition
informs these decisions.

In terms of their retail consumption, partici-
pants were overwhelmingly utilitarian in the
value they gained from shopping. All partici-
pants described the lack of pleasure gained
from this activity, with many adding that
shopping led to negative mood states. To
address this, participants would try to reduce
the number of times they needed to go
shopping, shop locally, stockpile their pur-
chases and combine their retail purchases into
a single shopping trip. These descriptions
emphasise the utilitarian values of task com-
pletion and shopping as a chore, similar to
those articulated by Arnold and Reynolds
(2003).

A common theme that emerged throughout
the interviews was the general reduction in
material consumption by participants. Rick
summarised the feelings of all participants in
this study when he stated ‘I don’t buy ‘just to
have’ as much anymore’; a statement which
supports Etzioni’s (1998) definition of volun-
tary simplicity. When asked about their
retail consumption behaviour, all participants
initially spoke of food-often to supplement
what they already grew themselves. Partici-
pants preferred to purchase food that was
grown locally and organic; similarly preferring
to purchase from farmers’ markets rather than
supermarkets. Basic food items were also
preferred, with the emphasis on raw ingredi-
ents they could use to prepare their own
meals. Participants often spoke of their
physical health with regard to food, and
argued that by visiting farmers’ markets they
could talk to the producer to guarantee the
freshness and organic status of what they
bought.

While food was a common purchasing
experience shared by all participants, the
interviews were primarily interested in under-
standing their wider consumption behaviour,
and the role of disposition within this. Six

themes emerged from the interviews, and
these themes allow wus to understand
those factors participants considered most
important when making any consumption-
related decision. These themes, which will
now be discussed in turn, are: environmental
concerns, product quality, whether shared
ownership is possible, whether an item is
available second-hand or used, ethical pro-
ducts and self-sufficiency.

Environmental concerns

Participants were all similar in that they pre-
ferred goods to be environmentally friendly.
However, participants were in either one of
two groups; those who required goods to be
environmentally friendly and those who pre-
ferred it, but it was not necessary for them to
purchase an item. Those falling into the first
group were fewer in number and spoke of
their concern for others that live on earth,
while those falling into the second group most
often spoke of the inconvenience and cost
associated with always purchasing environ-
mentally friendly goods. For example, Leah
commented:

If I'm saving a lot of time, or even a long
trip to another store, then I might com-
promise and buy something less eco-
Jriendly. When we bought our last
washer-dryer, the only way we could bhave
bought an official eco-friendly model
would bave been to expand the laundry
closet in the condo where the unit resides.

When comparing the two groups, those in
the first group were the type of simplifiers
described by Etzioni (1998) as holistic; that is,
they rearrange their entire life to fit the
voluntary simplicity ethic. Those in the second
group were most often downshifters, and to a
lesser extent, the strong simplifiers of the
participants interviewed, thus illustrating the
different intensities the lifestyle can take.
While environmental concerns were found
to be an important consideration when
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making decisions about consumption, as the
remainder of this section will show, these
concerns were also prevalent when consider-
ing issues surrounding disposition. Specifi-
cally, the environmental costs of certain
disposition activities (e.g. throwing an item
away) were found to inform participants’
consideration of what types of consumption
would lessen future disposition. Nicole typi-
fied this approach, stating:

I am concerned about the inefficient use of
natural resources and about the waste that
is inberent in much of the manufactured
consumer items in our society. I try not to
use much packaging, supplying my own
carrying bags when I go to a store and
reusing things that can be reused.

Product quality

Many participants preferred to purchase items
that they perceive to be good quality, with the
assumption that they would be longer lasting.
Martha typified many of the participants in this
study when she observed:

1 still look for quality, and bhave read
Consumer Reports for big ticket items to
reduce the risk of buying a lemon. I like to
know that I won’t have to replace or repair
something for a long time.

This preference is consistent with the notion
of voluntary simplicity, in that material con-
sumption should be reduced. Participants
argued that by buying quality goods that will
be likely to last longer, they can reduce the
number of times they have to purchase that
particular item over the long term. In terms of
monetary cost, participants were also willing
to pay more for those goods they perceived to
be of a higher quality. Overall, while quality
products were associated with reduced con-
sumption, participants also noted how this
reduced consumption would mean disposition
activities would be lessened; reflecting their

environmental concerns about the disposal of
worn out goods that can no longer be repaired.
Jack summarised these concerns, stating:

I buy items made for quality, not cost. 1
make sure it’s something that will last and
not end up in the garbage in a year.

Shared ownership

Where possible, participants spoke of how
they would prefer the benefits of shared (or
community) ownership, so they did not need
to purchase anything outright. Echoing Belk
(2007), participants’ desire for sharing often
reflected their lessened focus on materialism.
Libraries were mentioned when it came to
items such as books, although participants
talked about borrowing or hiring in order to
reduce their own consumption in other areas.
When it was not possible to borrow or hire an
item, participants discussed how they would
attempt to acquire what they wanted by
buying second-hand. By sharing ownership,
participants articulated how an item could be
used for the required purpose, and then
returned, thus avoiding unnecessary sole
ownership and potential future disposition.
Jack, like many participants, outlined the
question he often asks himself about sharing:

Can I borrow it from someone or some-
where in order to reduce my own con-
sumption? ... I borrow books or take them
out from the library rather than buy new
... I also enjoy getting away on some
weekends. This often involves renting or
borrowing a car.

Buying second-hand or used

Participants preferred purchasing second-hand
goods where possible, indicating that they
were often eager beneficiaries of other con-
sumers’ disposition activities. The participants
most commonly used thrift stores, craigslist.-
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com (an online classifieds listing service), and
freecycle communities; supporting the idea
that these communities are fertile grounds for
voluntary simplifiers (Nelson et al., 2007). The
act of buying second-hand, as opposed to new,
was also considered a way of suppressing
marketplace signals, as Nicole suggested:

When you buy an item new in a store, you
send the manufacturer a signal that people
want this item and more should be
produced. When you buy second-band,
no signal is sent to anyone. Perfectly good
items are recycled instead of landing in the
landfill and you save money.

By purchasing second-hand goods, partici-
pants believed they were acting in an envir-
onmentally friendly manner; meaning less
energy would be used by manufacturers,
which helped lessen the effects of climate
change. Participants were also found to
contribute to the second-hand market by
selling or giving away goods which they no
longer required. As the following quote from
Belle illustrates, by disposing of their
unwanted goods, participants were able to
support the communities in which they lived:

We buy outright the cars we still drive, thus
avoiding the additional cost of interest,
and keep the cars fairly well maintained
until they are beyond sustainable. Then we
donate them to goodwill organisations,
where they are sold for funding of
community or social programs.

Ethical products

Participants spoke of the requirement for a
product to be ethical; although arguably, this
was one of the least objective features used to
appraise goods. This ethicality also had as
much to do with the companies that produced
the goods, if not more, than the goods
themselves. The participants frequently men-
tioned the perceived injustices large compa-

nies had committed, using this as a rationale to
boycott their brands. In terms of the goods
produced, participants considered issues such
as whether recycled materials were used in
their production, and the environmental
effects of transporting the goods to market.
Belle exemplified the concerns of many
participants when she talked about the reasons
why she preferred ethical products:

You must act in such a way that you truly
respect nature and others on this planet, as
well as the process which is used to produce
all we consume . . . destructive methods are
so often used to produce what we use.

Many participants were also aware of the
unethical manufacturing processes used by
some companies, and used this awareness to
inform the purchasing decisions they made on
a day-to-day basis. In this regard, by purchasing
ethical products, participants felt they were
able to lessen the societal disposition costs of
their consumption (e.g. if recycled materials
have been used in the manufacturing process).
Ethical reasons are an underlying factor why
many people adopt the voluntary simplicity
lifestyle (Shaw and Newholm, 2002), so it was
not surprising that this consideration played an
important role in many participants’ consump-
tion decisions.

Self-sufficiency

Participants showed high levels of self-suffi-
cient behaviour, similar to the findings of Bekin
et al. (2005). The participants also articulated a
desire to become more self-sufficient in the
future, with two simplifiers (Jack and Ruby)
suggesting that they would like to live ‘off the
grid’. Other participants were less extreme,
indicating they wanted to generate some of
their own power through solar panels and
grow more food, as they still relied on the
marketplace for some of what they needed.
Participants were not only self-sufficient in
terms of food; many preferred to do their own
repairs and where possible and make the
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things (e.g. clothes) they needed. Martha
provided an example of this when talking
about repairs on her house, stating:

We bave been able to fix our bouse, not
consuming umnnecessary things in the
process. We repair things before replacing
them.

By undertaking their own repairs, partici-
pants suggested they were able to prolong the
life of their possessions, thus delaying or
avoiding disposition, which they considered
often has a negative effect on the environment.
By carrying out their own repairs, participants
were also able to exert some control over the
quality of the work done.

Discussion

The aim of this paper was to explore the
disposition activities of voluntary simplifiers in
the context of their overall consumption
behaviour. It was found that disposition does
play an important role in voluntary simplifier
behaviour, especially during the initial stages
of the lifestyle. However, the disposition
activities that occurred when first adopting
the lifestyle differed markedly depending on
the possessions involved. Many of the disposi-
tion activities described were quite straight-
forward, and could be considered part of a de-
cluttering effort; although the items included
here were often disliked, and were either
unplanned or impulse purchases, or unwanted
gifts. Possessions considered more meaningful
and reflective of self were harder to dispose of;
although overall, the participants reflected
Nelson et al. (2007) in that they were
eventually able to decouple their identity from
these goods.

Six factors (themes) were found to guide the
decision-making of participants when it came
to their day-to-day consumption. These factors
were environmental concerns, product qual-
ity, whether shared ownership is possible,
whether an item is available second-hand or
used, ethical products and self-sufficiency.

Although these factors informed participants’
consumption decisions, their consideration of
future disposition activities was also evident in
each of these factors. From a consumption
point-of-view, environmental concerns were
prominent; however these concerns then
permeated into their thoughts about the
eventual disposition of goods, and what the
environmental consequences of this disposi-
tion would be. For example, when discussing
why they often bought higher quality pro-
ducts, participants argued that these products
typically last longer and are more reliable. Even
though they will still eventually break down
beyond repair, they argued that it would at
least take longer for this to occur than if they
had bought a lesser quality product.

The participants also expressed a strong
desire for shared ownership rather than
individual possession for certain items. In
this respect, they were avoiding the issue of
disposition altogether; by not consuming
(where possible) on an individual level, they
also bypassed potential issues of disposition.
Extending this, participants also preferred to
buy second-hand or used goods where
possible. They articulated that by doing so
manufacturers would produce less, and that by
purchasing second-hand they would reduce
the number of unwanted items being thrown
away. In this respect, participants reduced
societal disposition (and the negative environ-
mental costs associated with this) by being the
recipients of other consumers’ disposition
activities. Participants were also found to
dispose of their unwanted goods by participat-
ing in the second-hand market, or by donating
or giving away possessions they no longer
required. Echoing Shaw and Newholm (2002),
ethical considerations were found to be
important to participants when they con-
sidered their consumption activities.

Finally, where possible, the participants in
this study tried to be as self-sufficient as
possible. While food production was a com-
mon area of self-sufficiency, so too was the
need to undertake their own repairs or to make
the things they needed. By doing their own
repairs, participants suggested that they were
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able to avoid or delay disposition. Overall, the
findings of this study provide support to Bekin
et al. (2007), in that recycling, repairing and/or
reusing possessions, and purchasing or selling
products second-hand were all activities under-
taken by participants; however, this study also
highlights several other areas where disposi-
tion informs the consumption decisions made
by voluntary simplifiers.

Limitations and future research

The sample for this study consisted of
voluntary simplifiers from the United States.
Some previous voluntary simplification studies
(e.g. Bekin et al., 2005; Craig-Lees and Hill,
2002) have included participants from other
countries, so it would be worthwhile to
explore whether any cultural differences exist
with regard to the disposition behaviour of
voluntary simplifiers. Another limitation stem-
ming from the sample is that the simplifiers
included in this study often fell on the
‘extreme’ side of the lifestyle; those described
by Etzioni (1998) as holistic simplifiers. While
the sample still included participants that
could be considered downshifters, it would
also be interesting to focus upon the disposi-
tion behaviour of non-voluntary simplifiers and
beginner voluntary simplifiers (McDonald
et al., 2006), and even more mainstream
ethical or green consumers.
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