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ABSTRACT
While digitalisation is a widespread technological, social and eco-
nomic process, shaping markets and consumers, not all efforts to
produce digitalised smart consumers are successful. The aim of this
paper is to explore and explain failures in the digital agencing of
consumers. Making use of the market studies literature on consu-
mer agencing, and drawing on an ethnographic study of ethical
shopping apps, the paper explores how as well as under what
conditions efforts to enact smart ethical shoppers fail. Results
show that it is the immutability of apps that leads to breakdowns
in the process of digital agencing. While these apps were scripted to
configure consumers, they can seldom be configured by consu-
mers. Because of this, the apps could not be adjusted to specific
situations and consumer-assemblages.
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Introduction

This paper explores and conceptualises failures in digital agencing. Drawing on a study of
ethical consumption apps, it examines how and why efforts to promote smart ethical
consumers fail.

Smart consumers – i.e. consumers equipped with smart technologies such as smart-
phones, smart watches, tablets or smart carts – are the focus of much attention in
marketing research. There is an ever-increasing amount of literature that investigates
and discusses both the digitalisation of consumption and the possibilities that smart
technologies provide to consumers (Balaji & Roy, 2017; Cochoy, 2014; Cochoy, Hagberg,
McIntyre, & Sörum, 2017). Smart technologies draw on data both to assist consumers in
their decision-making and to shape their consumption practices (Balaji & Roy, 2017).

Of the multiple smart devices out there, smartphones, due to their widespread use, have
taken center stage in the debate concerning smart consumers. Smartphones, it is often
argued, are changing the way we consume. It is also argued that new opportunities, i.e. for
gathering information, checking product availability, comparing prices, and localising pro-
ducts and stores, are beingmade available bymobile phones and the new and supportive ICT
infrastructure that has grown up around them (Groß, 2015; Kourouthanassis & Giaglis, 2012).
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Studies also show that these claims are not completely unfounded. While many existing
studies of consumer digitalisation in marketing focus on the acceptance of mobile technol-
ogy, and motivations for using mobile phones when shopping (Agrebi & Jallais, 2015; Sultan,
Rohm, & Gao, 2009; Taylor & Levin, 2014; Wua &Wanga, 2005), there is also a growing body of
work examining the actual activities involved in mobile shopping. These studies show how
smartphones are becoming integrated into everyday shopping and consumption activities,
and also reconfiguring these activities. Mobile phones have, for example, enabled consumers
to engage in new forms of digitalised social shopping, enhancing their shopping experiences
and endowing them with new calculative capacities (Spaid & Flint, 2014). These devices have
changed the way consumers shop while in-store, reconfiguring the ways in which they
approach and use retail space (Fuentes, Bäckström, & Svingstedt, 2017), additionally enabling
more mobile forms of shopping on-the-go (Fuentes & Svingstedt, 2017). Over and above
shopping, smartphones have also become an integral part of health and fitness practices
(Canhoto & Arp, 2017), influential music listening devices (Dholakia, Reyes, & Bonoff, 2015),
and crucial devices for socialisation and the managing of family relations (Marchant &
O’Donohoe, 2014). Smartphones have also been used successfully in the promotion of
more sustainable ways of consuming, assisting consumers in their ethical choices (Hansson,
2017) and enabling them both to trace commodity chains and to question company narra-
tives (Graham & Haarstad, 2011), or serving as tools for the construction and communication
of ethical selves (Fuentes & Sörum, 2019). In all of these functions, smartphones, as smart
technologies, draw on data to assist consumers in their decision-making or to make decisions
for them. Thus, the smart consumer is not merely a rhetorical figure but also a new type of
market actor who has emerged as a result of a specific set of technological and cultural
processes connecting and hybridising consumers and smart devices. This new type of actor,
and the socio-material process making him/her possible, merit scholarly attention.

In this paper, an effort is made to advance the debate by examining an issue that has
been largely missing from this nascent field, i.e. digital failures. While the ‘dark side’ of
digitalisation is now starting to receive some scholarly attention (Zolfagharian &
Yazdanparast, 2017), and resistance to technology adoption has already been explored
(for example, Mani & Chouk, 2017), failures to digitalise have received relatively little
attention. As shown in the review above, most studies examining the digitalisation of
consumption focus on what could be termed successful cases in which consumers and
digital devices are coupled together. These studies are more interested in exploring the
mechanisms and consequences of the digitalisation of consumption. Similarly, studies
looking more closely at the digitalisation of ethical consumption have discussed the
potential of digital technology in the creation of transparency (Graham & Haarstad,
2011), and the willingness of consumers to use digital devices when shopping green
(Atkinson, 2013). Other studies have also explored they ways in which smartphone apps
enable and shape consumers’ ability to consume ‘ethically’(Fuentes & Sörum, 2019), how
digitalisation enables new forms of consumer activism (Odou, Roberts, & Roux, 2018), the
emergence and workings of online communities devoted to promoting ethical consump-
tion (Cooper, Green, Burningham, Evans, & Jackson, 2012; Rokka & Moisander, 2009;
Svenson, 2018) and, more critically, they have analysed and discussed the limited con-
sumer behaviour models inscribed into digital devices that are designed to promote
ethical consumption (Humphery & Jordan, 2016).
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While this research has advanced our knowledge of the digitalisation of consumers
and the promotion of smart consumers in important ways, it only reveals part of the
picture. Focusing mainly on successful cases of consumer digitalisation, whether this
is done using a managerial or a critical agenda, entails that the less successful cases of
consumer-digital device interaction are left largely unexamined. It also entails a loop-
side understanding of the digitalisation of consumption being produced.
Digitalisation is not an unstoppable natural force and nor is it the next evolutionary
step to be made by society; it is a technological, economic, and cultural process
achieved in and through multiple practices. From this, it follows that, while there may
be a number of successful cases of digitalisation ‘out there’, there must also be
a number of failures. However, these cases, these breakdowns in efforts to digitalise,
are seldom analysed or brought to the fore. This is understandable. Much can be
gained by studying successful processes of digitalisation, and the making of smart
consumers. However, an understanding of the digitalisation of consumption, and the
forging of smart consumers, cannot be complete without additionally exploring failed
instances of consumer digitalisation. As science and technology studies have so
convincingly shown, much can be learnt from failed projects (Latour, 1996).

Taking this into account, the aim of the paper is to explore and explain how and under
what conditions the enactment of smart consumers fails. It is argued that understanding
this can help us to better understand how and under what conditions smart consumers
are made, or unmade, as well as what capacities they acquire, or lose, during the process,
and in turn whether and how they shape markets.

To conceptualise this process, this paper draws on, and also seeks to contribute to, the
market studies literature on consumer agencing, which has recently been gaining attention
(Cochoy, Trompette, & Araujo, 2016; Stigzelius, 2018). Central to this literature is the
question of how consumers become agents. In this theoretical approach, agency is not to
be found in individual entities but in socio-material assemblages in which various elements
are interconnected (Fuentes & Sörum, 2019). Agency is, then, distributed within the assem-
blage. Agency – in the sense of the capacity to act – ‘emerges in relation to other actants
and their interactions within an assemblage’ (Strengers, Nicholls, & Maller, 2016, p. 765).

More specifically, the analysis developed here draws on an ethnographic study of three
consumption apps launched in Sweden – i.e. the Green Guide, the Fairtrade app and
Shopgun – all designed to promote ethical consumption in different ways. The goal of
these apps is, thus, to construct smart ethical consumers, endowedwith new sets of agential
capacities enabling them to overcome many of the difficulties involved in consuming
‘ethically’. While these apps were successful in many instances, there were also examples
of digital failures. This analysis focuses on these failures and tries to understand how, and
under what conditions, these processes of digital consumer agencing break down. This
means that, while this study also tells us something valuable about the digitalisation of
ethical consumption and its limits, the case of ethical consumption apps is primarily used
here as a case of failed digital agencing.

Conceptualising failures in the agencing of consumers

This study draws on, and hopes to contribute to, the field that has come to be known as
constructivist market studies (or simple market studies). This work is highly influenced by
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economic sociology and science and technology studies, but it has also increasingly been
influenced by marketing scholars (Kjellberg & Helgesson, 2007). Essentially, market studies
are concerned with the pragmatic and material organisation of markets (McFall, 2009).
Rather than taking markets as given entities, scholars in this field set out to study how
markets are performed in practice. Attention has been paid to issues such as the perfor-
mativity of economic theories (Callon, 2007; Cochoy, Giraudeau, & McFall, 2010), the
formation of market actors (Andersson, Aspenberg, & Kjellberg, 2008), the establishing
of exchange practices (Araujo & Kjellberg, 2009; Hagberg, 2010), the qualification of goods
(Dubuisson-Quellier, 2010), and the work of market devices in bringing about markets
(Callon, Millo, & Muniesa, 2007).

While much of this research has in the past concerned itself with financial markets, with
the regulation of these, and with the performative role of economics, attention has now
shifted to what is being referred to more as ‘mundane markets’ (Kjellberg & Helgesson,
2006). With this shift to ‘mundane markets’, the field of market studies has also become
increasingly interested in consumers and their role in the making of markets (Harrison &
Kjellberg, 2016; Kjellberg, 2008). Studies have, for example, explored both how market
devices work in order to enrol consumers in the consumption of vintage goods (Brembeck
& Sörum, 2017) and how consumers are qualified by advertising agencies (Ariztia, 2013),
or they have discussed the issue of overconsumption (Kjellberg, 2008). Finally, and of
particular relevance to this paper, there are now a number of studies examining the
production and agencing of consumers, looking at, for example, how electricity consu-
mers are endowed with various agencies (Grandclément & Nadaï, 2018), or the production
of political consumers in food retailing (Stigzelius, 2018).

This paper follows in the same vein, exploring what is referred to here as breakdowns
in the agencing of smart consumers. As mentioned in the introduction, the concept of
agencing refers to the socio-material process by which entities acquire the capacity to act
(Cochoy et al., 2016). Drawing on actor-network theory, agencing is conceptualised as
a process that entails making arrangements, creating associations between human and
non-human elements, and constructing an actor. Thus, in contrast to the technology
adoption approach, it is not assumed here that fully-formed consumer agents exist ‘out
there’, with a specific set of agential capacities, ready to adopt or resist digital devices.
Instead, the point of departure is that smart consumers emerge from agencing processes
in which digital devices and consumers become interlinked into an assemblage.

However, the process of digital agencing can be problematic. As Hagberg (2016)
explains, ‘agencing is a process in which agency is acquired and sustained by the contin-
uous arranging of the elements of practices, accompanied by continuous adjusting of these
elements in relation to other elements of the practices in which they are included’ (p. 112).
Similarly, Onyas, McEachern, and Ryan (2018), referencing Çalışkan and Callon (2010),
describe the type of hybrid actors that emerge during processes of agencing as ‘a compo-
site consisting of heterogeneous elements including humans and (material and technical)
devices which adjust to one another and act collectively’ (p. 13). These quotes indicate that
there is considerable ‘adjusting’ work involved in making agencing happen. It is
a demanding accomplishment. This paper, then, is interested in the instances where this
‘adjusting’ fails, in instances where no successful assembly, i.e. a human-device hybrid that
acts collectively, is accomplished. As Cochoy et al. (2016) remind us, ‘[t]he success of the
consumption experience depends on the successful articulation of all the actor network’s
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constituencies. If one is missing or fails, the action fails’ (p. 5). Failure in this context thus
refers to the failure to construct a working actor hybrid, capable of performing a scripted
action. This is a purposefully narrow definition of failure which allows us to analyse failure by
‘reading’ and comparing the script of a given device/programmewith the outcome in terms
of the associations made and the actions conducted. This, of course, involves interpretation
and judgment, as does all analysis; there is no given point at which something becomes
a failure. Even more importantly, failures to make the associations needed to construct an
actor with specific agential capacities can differ in terms of their severity and type. We must
therefore employ a vocabulary that allows us to distinguish between different forms of
‘failure’.

In the following analysis of ethical consumption apps and their users, there is discus-
sion of both the alignment and the misalignment of elements and how this leads to the
successful making of associations and thus the formation of (ethical consumer) actors
endowed with certain capacities (in this case consuming ethically). Consequently, align-
ment, refers here to a situation or instance in which human and/or non-human elements
are ‘in line’, and thus an association is made. The parts, or actants, of the actor assemblage
fit together and are able to perform as expected. Misalignment, on the contrary, refers to
the situation whereby human or/and non-human elements are not aligned, and thus an
association is not made. Here, the actants are not able to act as one; the associations
between them are weak or non-existent.

As the analysis will show, however, there are also situations in which previously made
associations are broken. A break is then used to denote a previously-made association that
no longer exists. An actor can survive a break, and the assemblage can hold and still
perform as intended. If, however, the actor-assemblage experiences too many breaks, or if
the broken association is key to the acting assemblage, a breakdown will be experienced.
The difference between a break and a breakdown is thus one of severity. When a break
occurs, the actor-assemblage maintains its shape and capacity to act. When a breakdown
ensues, the actors can no longer act as expected, and the process of digital agencing will
be disrupted.

Furthermore, there are also instances in which changes in the assemblage will not
necessarily lead to the loss of performativity, instead changing what is being performed,
often in an unanticipated way that goes against the actor’s plan of action. If the assem-
blage does not have the expected performative outcome, but has some other effect
instead that is not necessarily negative or harmful, we can talk of a glitch in the process of
agencing. When an unexpected performative outcome is negative and more severe, we
can, following Geiger and Gross (2018), talk of amisfire in the process of market agencing.
By misfire, these scholars mean the negative and unintended consequences that market
devices can have upon being introduced into a market.

In sum, this perspective, and the set of concepts outlined above, will be used in the
following analysis to unpack and examine failures in constructing smart ethical consumers.

An ethnographic study of apps in everyday life

This paper draws on an ethnographic study of smartphone apps conducted in order to
understand how these apps have enabled and shaped ethical consumption (Fuentes &
Sörum, 2019). The focus is on three apps available on the Swedish market – i.e. the Green
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Guide, the Fairtrade app, and the Shopgun app. These apps were selected because they
addressed different issues (environmental, social justice and health), offered consumers
different functions (information database, interactive maps, barcode scanner, etc.), and
were widely distributed at the time of the study, receiving attention from both the media
and consumers.

The study was conducted between 2013 and 2014. Since the completion of this study,
all three apps have disappeared from the marketplace. These smartphone applications
can be said to be both a success and a failure at the same time. In some cases, they have
worked as expected, or even exceeded expectations, enabling consumers to consume
more ethically by adding to their agential capacities. At other times, however, the process
of digital agencing breaks down and the intended smart consumers come undone, or are
never materialised in the first place.

Originally, the research question guiding this study was: How do ethical consumption
apps enable and shape consumption? We were interested in trying to understand how
these apps have changed consumers’ agency, and enabled ethical consumer actions in
everyday life. As a part of this research endeavour, we also collected material shedding
light on the situations in which the apps fail to enable ethical consumption. This is the
issue explored in this paper. This paper and the following analysis set out to understand
why, in some cases, these apps have failed to enable and promote ethical consumption.

More specifically, in an effort to produce a rich and multifaceted picture of the
phenomenon under study (Hannerz, 2003; Marcus, 1998), our ethnographic study1 has
combined observations with interviews. In this sense, this study is like most other
ethnographies. However, because its focus is the smartphone application – a type of
digital device – there were also some differences. What was conducted was an object-
focused ethnography (Carrington, 2012), designed to understand how these particular
digital devices operated in everyday life. We thus made these digital objects the focal
point of the investigation, taking a socio-material approach that considered the active
role devices can play in the reproduction and reconfiguration of practices (Bruni, 2005). In
addition, we also made sure to track these objects, both on- and off-line, in an effort to
avoid some of the criticism that digital studies have received for failing to connect these
two realms of activity (Beneito-Montagut, 2011).

The research team was interested in how these apps were inscribed by those respon-
sible for their design, what kinds of actions the apps were scripted to promote, and how
the apps were then put to use by consumers. The first part of the study has thus focused
on the ‘designers’ of the apps. A programmer responsible for developing the Shopgun
app, a web director at Fairtrade Sweden, and the director of eco-labelling and green
consumption at the Swedish Nature Conservation Society were all interviewed about their
work on the apps. We were particularly interested in the process of developing the apps,
the expectations of these organisations regarding the apps, and how they viewed the
intended users. The interviews lasted between 75 and 120 minutes and were recorded
and transcribed in full.

The second part of the study shifted the focus onto the apps and their prescriptions.
We carried out extensive digital observations of the apps, carefully going through their
multiple functions, using screenshots and video clips to document our digital observa-
tions. Hundreds of screenshots and around 20 screen videos were produced. The aim
was to ‘read’ from these digital artefacts which consumer actions the apps encouraged,
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and how they went about doing this in material and semiotic terms. Leaning on STS
(Akrich, 1992; Jelsma, 2003), we assumed that the scripts of the objects – i.e. the
materialised plans of action – can be ‘read’ by attentive observers, and then described
and analysed.

The third part of the study focuses on understanding how these apps were, and could
be, used by consumers. The main data collecting method was interviews with the users/
testers of the apps. Eighteen informants were recruited (11 women and 7 men). The
informants self-identified as green consumers, who used smartphones and lived in
a major city in Sweden. Rather than trying to find users of one or more of these apps,
we recruited individuals willing to test all three apps for a period of two weeks, then
documenting their activities using the apps by means of screenshots and interviews
concerning their use of the apps. This allowed us to glean detailed data on their use of
the apps, and to also compare the apps and their functions and profiles. Because their
experiences had been recent, the informants were able to talk more freely about the apps,
how they had been used, and how they performed in the context of the informants’
everyday lives. However, one disadvantage of this strategy is that the users have limited
experience of the apps. This also produces a specific sample. While there is variation
regarding age (20 to 50), occupation (professionals and students), and experience of
sustainable consumption (from novice to experienced user), most of the informants were
in their 20s, with many of them being university educated. The interviews lasted between
45 and 90 minutes, being audio recorded and transcribed in full. The interviews covered
more general issues, e.g. the informants’ general consumption practices and how they
approached sustainability, but also focused on the informants’ use of the apps in their
everyday lives. In order to generate app-specific and detailed data, we arranged what we
termed ‘digital walkthroughs’ during which we went through the apps with the infor-
mants, asking them about the different sections, the functions, and the information
contained in the apps; we also went through their documentation of their two weeks of
using the apps with them.

The analysis presented below was conducted by the author via a careful re-reading of
the material. Guided by the theoretical framework explained above, and the aim of
understanding the issue of breakdowns during the process of consumer digitalisation,
our analysis has tried to answer the following questions: Under which conditions does
digital agencing fail, in which ways does it fail, and why does it fail?

Scripting smart ethical shoppers

As explained in the theoretical section, in order to be able to determine failure during the
process of digital agencing, we must first know what it is the apps are scripted to
accomplish. Which kinds of actors are they designed to co-construct? Which capabilities
are they intended to enable or reinforce? To answer these questions, a reading of the
socio-material scripts of the three apps under study is presented in this section. The next
section discusses all the instances where these scripts are not followed, the situations in
which the apps do not perform as designed.

While there were many differences between the apps, in terms of the functions
included, the themes in focus, and the appearance, the ethical smartphone apps under
study all had in common the fact that they were scripted to intervene in and shape
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shopping. That is to say, they were designed to hybridise with consumers and enable
ethical shopping actions. More specifically, they were designed to co-perform self-
informed ethical consumers, enhanced ethical choosers, and communicating ethical
consumers.

Self-informed ethical shoppers

First, the apps were scripted to enable the formation of the self-informed ethical shopper.
As their goal, all the apps had enabling consumers to educate themselves regarding
ethical shopping. The logic behind this is that ethical consumption is complex and
demanding for the individual consumer. Keeping oneself informed is thus both difficult
and time-consuming. To address this, the task of the apps was to assist consumers in self-
educating themselves in sustainability/ethical consumption issues by making selected
information easily accessible and digestible.

Perhaps the clearest example of this is the Green Guide app, which was mainly designed
to work as a searchable database of sustainable/ethical consumption information. The
socio-material script of the app – both functions and messages – pushes consumers into
browsing the app and reading up on important sustainability/ethical issues.

The advice provided by the app was organised using themes covering various con-
sumption areas: i.e. food, home, children, clothes, work, and gardening. The information
was practical, easy to understand, and expressed in terms of making appeals to consu-
mers, e.g. ‘eat less meat’, ‘switch to ecological milk’, or ‘watch out for plastic toys’! The idea
here was for consumers to browse through the app and educate themselves, thus
becoming better informed ethical shoppers during this process who were capable of
navigating the complex consumption landscape that we all live in. Some of the advice was
also prioritised and marked with stars to show its importance. This guidance was appre-
ciated by consumers:

Then I thought it was really good that they use stars when it’s extra important. Because
sometimes you can feel that you haven’t got the energy to do everything. But it’s nice to
knowwhat the most important thing is. . . . ./And eat less meat, what else was there. Yeah, skip
the king-size shrimps and switch to ecological milk. You see, it’s quite straightforward stuff
like this. So that’s nice. Because most of the time, you don’t know what to concentrate on, or
what the most important thing is. Where am I making the greatest impact and all that. And
I knew some of that stuff already. But the fact that you can still find even more here.
(Consumer interview with Astrid)2

As we can see, the apps not only inform, they also assist consumers in making priorities.
Informing thus involves shaping, there is no way around that.

Additionally, the information is not necessarily limited to tips and advice about what to
buy ‘ethically’, and how to buy it. The Fairtrade app, for example, was designed to
encourage and enable consumers to ‘trace’ the history of food products backwards by
reading up and watching short videos on the farmers producing Fairtrade-labelled
products. Something which was appreciated by some users, who saw this as an oppor-
tunity to learn about commodity chains:

I think Fairtrade’s really good at telling us what it does . . . /they’ve got really good films, like
meeting a coffee-planter in Kenya. And then he tells you his story and I think you feel lots of
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empathy with that coffee-planter. Telling you about life before fair conditions came in, and
life after them too. And then you understand . . . /That was a lot better than just reading about
it. . . . /And it has to be good that you get to hear about it, the ones exposed to it talking about
it themselves. This brings more credibility than if Fairtrade itself told you that there was
a coffee-planter in Kenya. (Consumer interview with John)

Similarly, the Shopgun app encouraged and enabled consumers to scan product bar-
codes, thus generating, among other things, information regarding brand ownership and
product history.

Here, the problem being addressed by the app is that of transparency. It is often
argued that modern commodity chains, encompassing the globe and often involving
multiple actors, are too vast and complex for consumers to grasp. The production of
commodities, and the conditions of their production, are ‘hidden’, thus making it virtually
impossible for consumers to inform themselves about the sustainability/ethical aspects of
the products they are buying (Barnett, Cloke, Clarke, & Malpass, 2005). In contrast, these
apps are scripted to afford consumers the possibility of getting ‘behind’ the label and
‘uncovering’ some of the production, distribution and consumption consequences being
obscured by complex commodity chains and marketing strategies.

Enhanced ethical choosers

Secondly, and closely related to the first issue, the apps were scripted to enable the
formation of ethical choosers (see also, Hansson, 2017). They worked towards enabling
ethical shopping decisions to be made in-store, thus assisting consumers in making
difficult ethical choices.

The Shopgun app is, without doubt, the most advanced choice assistant among the
three apps studied. When consumers used this app to scan product barcodes, an imagewas
generated which contained information about any environmental certificates or labels held
by a specific product, or about a specific brand, the companymaking the product, as well as
advice about health and environmental issues and ‘ethics’ (labour issuesmostly). The advice
given was colour-coded to amplify the message being given to the consumer in-store:
green meant ‘go’, amber meant ‘be cautious’, and red meant ‘avoid’.

Behind the choice assistance rendered by Shopgun lies a complicated system.
Shopgun gathered and connected product information, retrieved from the EAN database,
and then analysed this using recommendations from consumer advocacy organisations,
government organisations, and research experts of different types, including Fairtrade,
the Swedish Consumer Association, the Swedish Food Administration, and the Swedish
Board of Agriculture. The database generating these results contained 40,000 products
and more than 3,200 pieces of consumer advice, all made available to consumers through
the app.

The Shopgun app could also be configured by its users. The app allowed its users to
assign a level of importance to various recommendations. The more importance
a recommendation was assigned by the users, the more space it was assigned on the
pie chart. Users could also select which issues to focus on, e.g. only ‘ethical’ or only
‘environment’ and ‘health’.

Similarly, although not as elaborate, the Green Guide app included a ‘fish chooser’
function, intended to assist consumers in purchasing more sustainable fish, and a ‘label
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chooser’ function designed to guide consumers in their choice of sustainability labels and
certificates.

The script of these apps envisioned a ‘choosing consumer’, simultaneously providing
a tool for making ethical choices easier. Here, as in the previous section, the problem
that the apps were intended to solve is complexity. Consumption issues are complex
and individuals are cognitively ill-equipped to manage the many and difficult choices
they have to make when trying to consume sustainably/ethically (Moisander, 2007).
However, it is important to keep in mind that enabling choice also means guiding
choice. While consumers were able to make choices, it was also clear that the apps
prescribed certain actions. That is to say, inscribed into these devices is a specific
morality (Guthrie, 2013); they participate in and shape our moral landscape (Jelsma,
2003). The moral subject being configured here is of a particular sort. It is an individua-
lised choice maker, rather than a collective activist. This is not uncommon and some
have even argued that today ‘overwhelmingly, digital apps for ethical consumption
treat the user as an individualised, choice-making consumer, leaving other practices that
treat users as movement actors largely nascent’ (Humphery & Jordan, 2016, p. 529).

Equipping ethical meaning makers and communicators

Thirdly, and finally, the apps were also scripted to enable the formation of a consumer agent
capable of constructing and communicating meanings around ethical shopping. Here, the
design of the apps worked to assist consumers in constructing and communicating mean-
ing around ethical shopping activities. Here, the dominant ethical consumer model built
into the design of the app is not the rational well-informed decision-making consumer, but
a social and cultural consumer concerned with making ethical shopping a meaningful
activity, constructing identity around this mode of shopping, and communicating this
identity to others (Fuentes & Sörum, 2019).

The most obvious example of this was the Green Guide app, which assigned consu-
mers different green identities based on the number of ‘green pledges’ they had com-
mitted to. For every piece of green advice in the app, consumers had the opportunity to
‘pledge’ that they would perform that ethical action. Consumers were then allocated
points based on their numbers of pledges, and were thus also able to achieve different
green levels, ranging from ‘green novice’ to ‘planet saviour’. So, for example, if consumers
had pledged to purchase ecological food, they would also gain points in addition to
receiving positive feedback from the app. Then these ‘ethical identities’ could also be
shared on Facebook or Twitter. This gamification of ethical shopping was meant to make
this mode of shopping more meaningful for consumers, thus motivating them into both
using the app and engaging in ethical shopping.

This type of scripting, which enables the construction and communication of ethical
shopping identities, was also to be found in the other apps, although less visible. The
Fairtrade app, for example, allowed consumers to contribute towards an ethical map of
the city by writing reviews of establishments selling Fairtrade products, thus making it
possible for them to contribute to an (imagined) community of ethical shoppers. Similarly,
the Shopgun app allowed users to configure and personalise it to some extent by
choosing which issues matter to them the most.
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When efforts to make smart ethical shoppers fail

The apps were thus scripted to co-perform ethical shoppers who had enhanced capabil-
ities. Undoubtedly, in our material, there was much that indicated that these apps were
capable of working as intended. In some cases, they did exactly what they were intended
to do, hybridising with consumers and enhancing their capabilities, and thus enabling
ethical consumption. This specific example of devising consumption certainly had its
successes (see, Fuentes & Sörum, 2019).

However, there were also a number of situations in which the apps did not perform
as designed, i.e. situations in which the planned process of digital agencing failed in
some way. These failures are explored below. As will be argued throughout the section,
the main reason for this was the immutability of the apps under study. While these
were indeed advanced pieces of software, with many interesting and useful functions,
they could not, in practice, be configured to any great extent by their users. These
devices were thus designed to configure their users, by only allowing them a marginal
degree of configuration. This immutability of the apps leads to failure in the construct-
ing of properly-functioning smart ethical consumer agents (due to the misalignment of
elements), in turn leading to cases where the apps either did not perform at all or
performed in unexpected ways. Keeping to the structure of the previous section, the
text now turns to the instances where the apps failed to enact self-informed consu-
mers, enhanced ethical choosers, and equipped ethical meaning-makers and
communicators.

Apps cannot be adjusted to match their users’ competence

Efforts to construct self-informed ethical shoppers frequently failed. The main reason for
this failure in the digital agencing of smart ethical consumers, besides technical glitches,
was twofold.

First, one source of failure in the agencing of self-informed ethical shoppers was
misalignment between the apps’ scripted mode of self-informing and the users’ preferred
mode of self-informing. Although the apps offered some variation regarding how con-
sumers could self-inform – i.e. using the search function of databases, browsing the apps’
built-in information, or scanning for new information – the methods were still limited and
each app was carefully scripted to promote one or two ways of self-informing. This
frequently led to misalignment between the scripted form of self-education and the
consumers’ preferred approach to educating themselves.

One example of this is Peter, who feels there is too much information in the Green
Guide:

This app’s so extensive, it gets a bit too difficult to access. . . . Its weakness is probably that it’s
too extensive, I’d say. They’ve tried by simplifying things, they should really get into the
categories before the individual points. Because it has to be easy. . . . and I then think that
once you’ve selected the home for example. Then it’s a maximum of 10, it’s kill your darlings
kind of thing. You have to pick out the most important stuff, right. And then you can have,
you could have one of these, you know, we have even more info for those wanting more. Visit
our website. Because I don’t think it’s possible to take in that much information on a mobile
device. (Consumer interview with Peter)
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The app is designed to be a digital database of information, which consumers are
supposed to be able browse through and then select information according to their
interests and life situation, thus making them more competent ethical shoppers. Because
of this, it contains a considerable amount of information, multiple pieces of advice about
multiple topics. Its script encourages and enables consumers to browse through the app,
to take their time and to educate themselves. This does not, however, fit with Peter’s
preferred method of self-informing (or those of others like him). He prefers shorter texts,
fewer information points and the opportunity to instead read more about this ‘on the
web’. So, while this design worked for other consumers, there is clearly a mismatch here
between the app and the user because the app cannot be configured and neither does
the user want to be; no agencing can thus take place. As a result, there is a breakdown in
the agencing process and no self-informing ethical shoppers are formed.

At other times, it was not the mode of self-informing that caused breakdowns in the
digital agencing process, but a mismatch between the competence of the user and the
competence provided by the apps. The users of these apps varied in terms of their
competence; while some were beginners in the field of sustainable/ethical consumption,
and eager to learn, others showed much more advanced knowledge. The apps, however,
were not designed to accommodate this variation. All three apps were designed to
provide ethical shopping information to relative beginners, interested in learning more
and developing their competence as ethical consumers. There was a difference between
the intended user, inscribed into the apps, and the actual user, causing breaks and
breakdowns during the process of digital agencing.

One such example is our informant, Amanda, who calls herself a ‘super user’:

Because I really don’t think I might be, or I was thinking a bit about who the target group is.
Because I think I’m one of those super users, or whatever you want to call it. I’ve already
passed that boundary. It’s already integrated into my thinking somehow. I can imagine
they’re very useful if you’ve just decided to live greener or maybe you’re not so aware of
things. Then, some of them [are] really good. . . . /of course, I’m not 100 percent sure of
everything but I’ve gone through lots of the stuff. And previously written a lot on my blog
actually . . . /But I think it could be really good if you were more of a newbie and feeling
slightly lost in the brand wilderness. (Consumer interview with Amanda)

While she can see that the apps can be useful for those who ‘are not that well informed’,
this is not an app for her in that she is a long-time critical and ethical consumer who writes
a blog about consumption and sustainability. The discrepancy here, between the
intended user and the actual user, is significant enough to lead to a breakdown during
digital agencing. While the discrepancy was not as marked in many other cases, the result
was similar, i.e. with breaks and, in many cases, breakdowns during both the agencing
process and the making of smart ethical shoppers.

Finally, complicating things further, the user’s competence also evolved by means of
using the apps. Thus, even when users did initially find the apps useful, this could still
potentially result in a breakdown. As consumers read up on the apps, the need for them
then diminished as users internalised the competence made available by them. Thus,
many users reported being very involved initially with the Green Guide or the Fairtrade
app, eventually ceasing to use them and then uninstalling them as they felt they had
already acquired the knowledge/competence that the apps were able to provide. In such
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cases, previously made associations are broken as the increasing competence of the user
renders the app useless.

We see that, while the notion of designing apps for relative beginners in order to enlist
newcomers into the practice of ethical shopping is not misguided, it also restricts the
possible uses of the apps, and their range of users, and thus their ability to produce smart
ethical shoppers. Because the apps can neither adjust nor be adjusted by their users, and
because they do not evolve with their users, the consumer-assemblage either breaks
down or is never formed.

Apps cannot be adjusted to users’ shopping situations

Other failures in digital agencing are generated by the apps’ inability to adjust to
shopping situations. In addition to co-producing self-informing ethical shoppers, the
apps were also designed to enable ethical in-store shopping decisions. As discussed
above, the apps were scripted to assist consumers in their evaluation and choice of
products, simultaneously helping them to define and choose ‘ethical products’. The
apps were unable, however, to perform as intended in multiple in-store situations.

At times, there was a mismatch between the information the app made available in
order to enable ethical decision-making in-store and the information that consumers
deemed necessary for their in-store decision-making:

I only tried it rather quickly. But I understood that it was one of those that you scan. Then you
can search products too. There I feel I may know enough. Or I think I know enough for what
I buy. And then I feel there’s no sense in checking out the products . . . /But then I kept
a relatively close eye on the commonest ones perhaps. Yes, the eco-labelled brand and stuff.
Good eco choice. Often, it feels as if it just has some kind of labelling, that it’s some kind of
ecological stuff and then that’s often enough for me. Maybe it doesn’t need to be the
absolute best but being better could be enough. As I said before, when it really is the only
thing you have to go on as a consumer that’s the best you can do in the situation in any case.
(Consumer interview with Richard)

In this example, Richard is trying out the Shopgun app in-store. As we see from the extract,
the app partly fails because the user has developed a number of strategies for ethical
shopping. For him, any kind of credible eco or environmental label is enough to justify his
shopping decision. This simplifying strategy, which he was developed to help him manage
the complexities of ethical shopping, means that he does not require any additional informa-
tion. Here, the app does not have a role to play since routinised ways of shopping ethically
have already been developed. The app does not fit into the existing consumer-assemblage.

At other times, the apps were found to be ill-suited to in-store decision-making due to
the time constraints associated with shopping. Our informant, Amanda, discusses the
scanning function of the Shopgun app:

But it’s also like it’s based on the premise that people aren’t stressed out or have screaming
kids with them and you know how people are hungry after work. Then you can do this and
then I think that this fits well either with these, where the children are not out shopping, or
you are and the children are old enough. Or it’s a matter of people aged 22 who are slightly
aware but who don’t have kids either. And who have the time to mess about with this stuff in
the store . . . ./And then you have to, in the store like that. I don’t think I’m the type to potter
around for the sake of it in food shops. Instead, it’s like this . . . . You have your list and you
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want to go home, you’re hungry, it’s after work or whatever, and the kids are waiting.
(Consumer interview with Amanda)

As Amanda points out, use of the app requires time, time that some shoppers – for
example families – do not necessarily have. Here, the app can neither adjust nor be
adjusted to the various shopping situations it encounters. A scan, regardless of the
shopping situation, will produce a considerable amount of information; information
that cannot be processed in shopping situations that are more time-constrained. In this
example, co-shoppers (children) (Keller & Ruus, 2014) make the app incompatible, thus
interrupting the process of digital agencing.

Finally, there were also some examples of situations where the apps were rendered
useless by other in-store artefacts which performed the same (or similar) functions, but
were found to be much more accessible and easier to use.

I know I’ve used the Green Guide quite a lot when taking buses and trains. When I haven’t got
anything to do. Then it’s fun to read them. And it’s the same thing with Fairtrade. I’ve visited
Fairtrade once or twice to check and then maybe I’ll read about a country. But I’ve never
actively, prior to this study, taken them up in the store. This is partly for practical reasons as it’s
difficult to get your mobile out of your pocket. Where is it? And my bag and . . . And then the
fact that I haven’t seen a need for it. Because what I specifically want to know while in the store
is on the signage. Either on the packaging or on the shelf. (Consumer interview with Lisa)

As this interview extract shows, while the apps were sometimes successful in educating
consumers, they could be less successful when it comes to enhancing their ethical decisions
in-store. In the example above, the informant finds it impractical to use the app in-store. In
addition, she also sees little use for it since, according to her, other in-store devices (in the
example, signage and packaging) already provide the necessary information. In this case,
instead, it was the other marketing devices used by the store that rendered the app
unnecessary and made the formation of a smart ethical shopper impossible. These market-
ing devices were already well-established elements of the consumer-assemblage; these
associations could not be undone by the introduction of the apps.

These examples illustrate an interesting aspect of digital agencing. For new digital
devices to be integrated into existing practices and assemblages, they have to align, not
only with the human elements of the consumer-assemblage, but also with the other
artefacts involved. This has also shown to be true of other smart technologies, such as
smart homes (Hargreaves, Wilson, & Hauxwell-Baldwin, 2018).

Apps cannot be adjusted to users’ meaning-making processes

Finally, the apps under study were designed to work as meaning makers and commu-
nicators. As previously explained, they set out to motivate consumers into engaging in
ethical shopping and to also construct and communicate the meaning and identity of the
ethical shopper. While this was successful at the time, our material also contained
a number of situations where these expectations fell short. These situations were related
to discrepancies between the way in which consumers constructed ethical shopping as
meaningful and the way in which the apps framed this mode of shopping as meaningful.

One example involves our informant Emma, who comments on the Green Guide app,
as well as its advice and pledges, thus:
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. . . And most of them are good. . . . /But, at the end or when you’ve clicked on “Yes, I’ll sort
that” you get this “Boast to your friends”. And then you can choose to boast on Facebook or
Twitter, I think. You see it from time to time. If you select no for the first one, then it says ‘nice
work’. Boast to your friends. And then maybe it doesn’t feel like the kind of thing you want to
be doing. I just thought this would be completely ridiculous . . . (Consumer interview with
Emma)

Here, we see that, while the app frames ethical shopping, a source of identity that can and
should be communicated within the social network, our informants see it differently. The
app encourages consumers not only to document their ethical shopping activities, but
also to make these visible for others to see. The app is designed to enable consumers to
use this digital device to connect the private and individual acts of ethical shopping to the
public and the political (Sörum & Fuentes, 2017). Our informant, however, and many
others with her, see their engagement in ethical shopping as something private; an
activity that one engages in for one’s own sake in order to feel like a ‘good consumer’.
While one’s commitment to and performance of ethical shopping are often shared with
family, partners, and close friends, they are not considered something to ‘boast’ about on
social media. Here, this misalignment of elements means that the process of digital
agencing is interrupted. The app does not manage to enlist consumers to perform this
act of meaning-making and identity construction. It fails to perform as scripted. This
misalignment means that nothing is performed. However, there do not seem to be any
negative consequences of this failure either. It is simply a glitch in agencing.

In other examples, users found the positive feedback generated by the apps counter-
productive. Lisa talks about the ‘checklist’ on the Green Guide, and the feedback users
receive when pledging to follow one of the green pieces of advice provided by the app:

. . . it’s not that I use it seriously. I’ve understood what you’re supposed to do with it and that it
can be good. It’s a nice initiative having a checklist. But I also feel that when I saw it, my
thoughts were: Well, then I felt it was almost that its credibility took a hit. . . . /trying to be one
of those fun interactive processes . . . I think it was good as information . . . ./But then it almost
became a bit silly.

Yes, you have to check in. You see, because I use it for another purpose, to get information.
And not to say how good or bad I am. . . . /No, I’m not looking for that validation thing.
(Consumer interview with Lisa)

Here, we see how the intended performativity of the app misfires. Instead of a motivated
consumer, the script of the app produces a slightly annoyed one who is eager to express her
critique of this function and to communicate that she is not ‘seeking validation’ from the app.

Examples where the app has failed to enlist consumers into constructing and commu-
nicating (certain) meanings surrounding this mode of shopping have been discussed
above. The intended performativity of the apps – i.e. producing smart ethical shoppers
who engage in the production of certain meanings and identities –was never achieved as
they either hit glitches or misfired. As other studies of smart technologies have clearly
shown, for these technologies to become part of everyday practices, they have to align,
support and at times enhance the aims and aspiration of the consumers using them, they
have to, in short, be meaningful (Hargreaves, Nye, & Burgess, 2010; Hargreaves et al.,
2018).
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These cases also illustrate another interesting aspect: The apps could simultaneously
be successful in one form of digital agencing while being unsuccessful in another. In the
case of the Green Guide app, and its communicative functions; while these functions were
ignored by many users, the app itself was still frequently used for its other functions. Thus,
the Green Guide app could be successful in the digital agencing of self-informing ethical
shoppers while being equally unsuccessful in the agencing of meaning-making and
identity-communicating ethical shoppers.

Conclusions

This paper has set out to explore and conceptualise failures in the digital agencing of
smart consumers. Drawing on the market studies literature on consumer agencing, and
making use of an ethnographic study of ethical shopping apps, the paper has explored
how, and under which conditions, apps fail to produce smart consumers.

The main argument put forward has been that it is the immutability of the apps that
leads to breaks and breakdowns in the process of digital agencing. The apps were scripted
to configure consumers, to hybridise and thus to produce smart ethical shoppers who
would be better equipped to inform themselves, to make ethical decisions, and to
construct and communicate regarding ethical consumption. When the apps failed to
accomplish this, misalignments in the consumer-assemblage were to blame. The apps
were unable, due to their set design, to either adjust or to be adjusted to the other human
and non-human elements of the consumer-assemblage. This made it difficult for the apps
to fit into different types of consumer-assemblages, but also to evolve with consumer-
assemblages as these developed over time. In both instances, the misalignment of the
elements of the consumer-assemblage led to breaks and breakdowns in the process of
digital agencing, and the making of smart ethical shoppers. In some cases, this merely
resulted in glitches; i.e. associations between elements were never made, or they dis-
solved, and the app did not perform as scripted. In other cases, the misalignment between
the apps, their scripts, and the other elements of the consumer-assemblage led to mis-
fires, resulting in negative and unintended consequences.

This paper contributes to previous research in a number of ways. To begin with, it
illustrates the difficulties of promoting ethical consumption through the design and
marketing of digital devices, as these often fail to become integrated into consumers’
everyday practices, as studies of, for example, energy consumption and smart energy
monitors have also shown (Hargreaves et al., 2010). Designing digital devices for ethical
consumption is not an uncomplicated task as it is difficult to foresee the multiplicity of
users and practices, but also because these digital devices are far from the flexible,
customised devices they are often presented as. So, while digital technology is promising,
and can potentially promote corporate transparency, inform consumers on sustainability
issues, support ethical choices, offer motivating feedback to consumers, and enable them
to question the consumer society, as has been suggested in previous research (Graham &
Haarstad, 2011; Reisch, 2001), this potential can only be realised when these devices are
successfully integrated into consumers’ everyday lives (Fuentes & Sörum, 2019;
Hargreaves et al., 2018).

This paper also contributes to the field of consumer agencing by developing and
proposing a tentative conceptual language for analysing failures during the process of
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consumer agencing. Exploration of how consumers gain agency should also involve an
understanding of all the failures in agencing. Understanding failures in agencing could,
for example, be crucial for our understanding of changes in the agencing process over
time (Hagberg, 2016), as these changes are surrounded by multiple failures and successes
in consumer agencing. Finally, failures in consumer agencing are of particular importance
to those interested in the purposeful agencing of consumers, e.g. for sustainability
reasons (Grandclément & Nadaï, 2018; Stigzelius, 2018). In these types of behaviour
change programmes (see for example, Devaney & Davies, 2017; Hobson, 2006), it is crucial
to understand under which conditions the purposeful agencing of consumers is
accomplished.

Furthermore, and more relevant to the theme of this special issue, this paper outlines
a specific way of approaching the process of digitalisation, and the enactment of smart
consumers. While there is now an emerging body of work within marketing and con-
sumption studies, which is interested in smart consumers (Balaji & Roy, 2017) and the
digitalisation of consumption more generally, much of this research has been geared
towards either analysing cases in which smart technologies work (Balaji & Roy, 2017;
Canhoto & Arp, 2017) or trying to determine barriers to the introduction and acceptance
of smart technologies (Mani & Chouk, 2017; Roya, Balajib, Quazic, & Quaddus, 2018). In
relation to this body of work, this study shows that our understanding of the opportu-
nities and problems associated with smart consumers, and their making and makings, can
be improved by understanding failures to enact smart consumers. In exploring processes
of digitalisation, failures can be just as important as successes. Additionally, this paper also
outlines a specific theoretical and methodological approach to failures in consumer
digitalisation, showing that these can be fruitfully conceptualised as breakdowns in digital
agencing and empirically explored using a symmetrical ethnographic approach. This
study has illustrated that consumers do not merely adopt or resist technology, they
interact with it, are configured by it, and, in some cases, configure it. The process of
digitally agencing consumers, whether it succeeds or fails, is messy and unpredictable,
transforming both the consumers and the technology in question. Therefore, studying the
digital agencing of consumers – both the successful and the unsuccessful cases – involves
looking at the nitty-gritty details of consumer-digital device interactions. It also involves
taking the active role played by these technologies seriously.

Finally, it is important to clarify that, while this paper has shown that it is mainly the
immutability of apps that leads to failures in consumer agencing, it does not claim that
all digital devices are immutable and therefore prone to failure. Instead, the argument is
that, in cases where apps (or other digital devices) are unable to adapt or be adapted to
specific and varying consumer-assemblages, this will tend to lead to breakdowns in the
process of digital agencing. Consequently, this paper does not provide an exhaustive
explanation of digital failure but a contextualised answer to one instance of digital
failure and a set of tools for exploring other processes of failed digital agencing.
A variation between settings and over time is not only possible but to be expected
due to the complexity of these consumer assemblages, as well as the fast-changing
pace of consumer digitalisation. Therefore, if we are to understand the making and
makings of smart consumers and, more generally, the digitalisation of consumption,
more studies that both acknowledge this complexity and conceptually and methodo-
logically address it are needed.
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