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Abstract

In pursuit of sustainable living, ethics researchers as well as consumers themselves have challenged the status quo of con-
sumption as an institution. Fueled by global economic, environmental, and societal concerns, responsible consumption has
become an integral part of the sustainability and consumption ethics literature. One movement toward sustainability consists
of confining living space into a smaller ecological footprint. Although motivations for such a lifestyle have been examined,
little research has investigated the process of how members of the tiny house movement reconfigure learned consumption
practices. This study investigates tiny house dwellers’ transformational experiences through the theoretical lens of contem-
porary institutional change. Qualitative analysis reveals that these challengers of the status quo face significant normative,
regulatory, and cognitive hurdles. However, by engaging in sensemaking, validation, and change agency practices, tiny
house dwellers have attempted to legitimize a new way of sustainable living that can be in conflict with existing institutions.
Implications and future research are discussed in terms of how examining institutional change processes can be a vital part
of ethics and sustainability research. Implications are also provided for how marketing organizations can consider modifying
their market offerings to capitalize on this segment of society.
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Introduction
Editors at the Journal of Business Ethics are recused from all ) . .
decisions relating to submissions with which there is any identified I went to the woods because I wished to live deliber-
potential conflict of interest. Submissions to the Journal of ately...
Business Ethics from editors of the journal are handled by a senior
independent editor at the journal and subject to full double blind Henry David Thoreau (1854), Walden.

peer review processes.

In a global economy beleaguered by energy crises, envi-
ronmental deprivation, financial debt, and health calamities,
not to mention the COVID-19 virus pandemic, academic
researchers, organizations, and individuals are contesting the
typical consumption status quo by reevaluating their stand-
ard of living (Albinsson & Perera, 2012; Markman, 2020).
Critics state that the Western economy promotes instant
gratification while at the same time encourages environmen-
tal, social, and fiscal responsibility. These concepts can be
diametrically opposed to each other and in time, “although
the connections between how people live and the ecologi-
Department of Management, Marketing, and Information cal system are made opaque by the comp]exity of today's
Systems, The University of Tennessee at Martin, Business economy, the simple truth is that consumption patterns can-
Administration Building, Martin, TN 38238, USA g . v oy

not continue at their current rate” (Lim, 2017, p. 69). Thus,
scholars have emphasized seeking a sustainable future for
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marketing ethics and consumer behavior as an important and
vital research agenda (Davies et al., 2020).

According to Sheth and colleagues (2011), sustainability
requires a paradigm shift toward more responsible behavior
from consumers, or ““...consciousness in thought and behav-
ior about the consequences of consumption” (p. 27). One
group of individuals that has embraced such consciousness
adheres to Thoreau’s concept of “living deliberately” — by
transforming their living space into a smaller ecological
footprint. By limiting their possessions and living domicile,
members of this segment of society belong to the tiny house
movement. Tiny houses are defined as dwellings, whether
on foundation or wheels, smaller than 400 square feet that
include a kitchen, bath, sleeping, and living area (Mangold
& Zschau, 2019). These dwellings are transportable but not
in the sense of recreational vehicles (RVs) or caravans. They
are designed to be stand-alone structures that must adhere to
a number of typical building codes for larger houses (includ-
ing insulation, exterior trim, steeped roofs, and weather
resistant windows) that vary by country, region, and state
(e.g., Kaufmann, 2015). Tiny houses provide the opportu-
nity for ownership rather than renting a room in a house,
detached dwelling, or a small apartment/flat.

Communities of tiny house dwellers have been part of a
social movement to eschew the accepted logic that owning a
large house (typically with a mortgage) full of material pos-
sessions reflects achievement and status (Chadwick, 2019).
Although this movement has been in existence for some time
(cf., Thoreau, 1854), this lifestyle has gained visibility in
recent years with Sarah Susanka’s tenth anniversary edition
of The Not So Big House: A Blueprint for the Way We Really
Live (2009), a seminal publication that advocates quality
before quantity in small house living. The allure of tiny
houses varies from person to person, but often comes from
its novelty in providing mobility, financial freedom, and flex-
ibility. Concurrently, housing market fluctuations, increased
cost of rent, financial debt, environmental concerns, and
healthcare uncertainty, have made living in a tiny house an
attractive alternative. In fact, since the worldwide COVID-
19 pandemic began in 2020, tiny houses have also grown in
popularity as a solution to quarantine living (Chang, 2020).

Information sources such as websites, blogs, and stream-
ing tv shows (e.g., www.tinyliving.com, www.tinyhouseb
log.com, Tiny House Hunters on Discovery Channel TV
in the U.S., and featured on The One Show on BBC, UK),
tout the benefits of those who have embraced this lifestyle.
Such sources have helped current and future dwellers learn
about a new way of consumption which has made them more
aware of their environmental impact, fiscal responsibility,
and social consciousness. (Mangold & Zschau, 2019).

However, even as far back as Walden in 1854, Thoreau
was accused of being an escapist and tax evader, and tiny
house dwellers also face some of the same criticisms. These
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individuals have challenged the status quo of complacency
that many consumers have invested in financially and emo-
tionally by living beyond their means (Diguette, 2017). Par-
ticipating in such a transition to a tiny house can be viewed
as in direct conflict with the logic of consumption as an insti-
tution. Institutions are rules, norms, beliefs, and systems of
meaning that help social groups overcome limits in rational
decision-making (Vargo & Lusch, 2016). These “cognitive,
normative, and regulative structures ... provide stability and
meaning to social behavior.” (Scott, 1995, p. 33). As such,
tiny house dwellers have the potential to confront the institu-
tion of consumption and develop new structures of meaning.

The purpose of this study is to investigate the process
of how tiny house dwellers come into conflict, transform,
and reconfigure their consumption practices for sustainable
living. Using institutional change theory as our foundation,
we conducted qualitative interviews with members of this
community. Text analysis provided a rich description of how
these tiny house dwellers practice an alternative lifestyle that
conflicts with social norms, purchase and ownership deci-
sions, and community regulations. The practices emergent
from our analysis were incorporated into a conceptual model
that demonstrates how sensemaking, validation, and change
agency have the potential to legitimize a new movement
toward more sustainable consumption.

This research contributes to the consumer ethics and sus-
tainability literature in several ways. First, marketing and
ethics researchers have advocated that our discipline concen-
trate on alternative consumption patterns and marketplaces
that have the capacity to improve future generations (Davies
et al., 2020; Davis et al., 2016; Giesler & Veresiu, 2014).
We contribute to this stream of research by investigating
how tiny house dwellers alter their learned practices toward
more sustainable consumption. Second, we contribute to
institutional change theory by examining how consumers
attempt to legitimize an alternative market instead of focus-
ing on how marketers legitimize their product offerings (cf,
Scaraboto & Fischer, 2013). By doing so at this micro-level,
consumers have the potential not only to demand action from
corporations, but also be an integral part of institutional
change toward responsible consumption (cf., Geisler & Ver-
esiu 2014; Schlaile et al., 2018; Vitell, 2015). Third, ethics
scholars have called for the integration of ethics and insti-
tutional theory to understand logic conflicts (cf. Nielsen &
Lockwood, 2018; Nielsen & Massa, 2013). We investigate
how tiny house dwellers redefine the logic of their living
domicile that conflicts with accepted norms, cognitions, and
regulations of consumption. Thus, we answer the call for
more research focused on sociocultural change (Dolbec &
Fischer, 2015; Geisler & Thompson, 2016).

What follows is a discussion of relevant literature to set
the stage for our investigation and analysis of tiny house
dwellers’ change process. Subsequently, the methodological
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approach to our text analysis is overviewed. Our findings
are then discussed in terms of how the transitional process
to tiny house living reveals significant institutional change
practices within the logics of social community, marketplace
interactions, and civic engagement. These practices are then
incorporated into a conceptual model that demonstrates how
sensemaking, validation, and change agency can legitimize
a unique form of sustainable living.

Sustainability and Responsible
Consumption

The concept of sustainability has been widely reviewed and
debated in terms of how marketing and consumer research-
ers can move this important field of study forward. The very
definition of sustainability reflects its fragmented nature that
cuts across environmental, economic, and social disciplines
(cf., Davies et al., 2020). Perhaps the most general and holis-
tic definition of sustainability stemmed from the Brundtland
Commission via the World Commission on Environment and
Development (WCED) (1987): to “meet the needs of the
present without compromising the ability of future genera-
tions to meet their own needs.”

In marketing, sustainability has been defined from the
perspective of exchange of value — “the strategic creation,
communication, delivery, and exchange of offerings that
produce value through consumption behaviors, business
practices, and the marketplace, while lowering harm to the
environment and ethically and equitably increasing the qual-
ity of life and well-being of consumers and global stake-
holders, presently and for future generations” (Lunde, 2018,
p- 10). This definition has been criticized for focusing too
much on ethical, pro-environmental decision-making behav-
ior and too little on how to actually change or transform
behavior. Davies et al.’s (2020) in-depth critique of sustain-
ability advocates moving toward a more systemic approach
by embracing multiple alternative theoretical perspectives
and interpretative analyses that focus on transformative con-
sumer research (TCR) (e.g., Tadajewski et al., 2014).

Researchers in TCR have advocated for new perspectives
on how to transform or even create sustainable consum-
ers, if not citizens (Barrett et al., 2016). Indeed, the very
word “consumer” implies a one-sided capitalistic mindset
that could impede progress toward sustainability. However,
TCR has focused primarily on how marketers can effect such
change, whereas less research has focused what the con-
sumer can do. As Schlaile and colleagues (2018) reiterate,
it is assumed that businesses have the responsibility to effect
change, yet consumers have the power to change question-
able practices as well. We concur with this perspective that
“citizens as consumers have the transformative capacity to
create a more sustainable society...” (Davies et al., 2020, p.

2918). Thus, creating a sustainable future does not always
emanate from the top-down (i.e., corporate social responsi-
bility), but can originate from the bottom-up as consumers
also bear some responsibility (Scaraboto & Fischer, 2013;
Vitell, 2015).

Responsible consumption has typically been referred to
as a moral obligation to be aware of the impact of one’s
consumption practices on the environment, health, and soci-
ety (Schor, 1998). As elicited by Thoreau many years ago,
one aspect of responsible consumption consists of shifting
away from a materialistic lifestyle toward a more simplistic
one that is “outwardly simple and inwardly rich” (Elgin &
Mitchell, 1977, p. 13). Such behavior has been examined
in the movement toward voluntary simplicity (McDonald
et al., 2006), where individuals choose to limit spending on
materialistic “goods and services...to cultivate non-materi-
alistic sources of satisfaction and meaning” (Etzioni, 1998,
p- 620). In the case of tiny house dwellers, these individuals
are dramatically simplifying, reconstructing, and limiting
their consumption. Yet, the actual transition toward this life-
style is not without conflict and its investigation is warranted
since it challenges the institutional status quo of commonly
accepted materialistic consumption patterns.

Institutional Conflict and Change

Institutions are rules, norms, beliefs, and systems of mean-
ing that help a social group overcome limits in rational deci-
sion-making (Vargo & Lusch, 2016) so that social groups
can make sense of their environment without being cogni-
tively overloaded. As a result, these institutions have logics
(Nielsen & Lockwood, 2018) that “provide meaning to daily
activities, organize time and space, and reproduce...expe-
riences” (Thornton et al., 2012, p. 2). Institutional theory
posits three main pillars that provide stability and meaning
to social behavior — the normative, regulative, and cognitive
pillars (Scott, 1995). These three pillars may conflict with
one another which can create a window of opportunity for
institutional change (Nielsen & Lockwood, 2018). Although
the current tiny house movement is not as solidified as older,
more established social systems, it offers an opportunity to
explore transitions in the logic of consumption, as individu-
als seek to reshape their context from the established to the
new.

The normative pillar within institutional theory con-
sists of the values and norms held by a social group and
specifies how things should be done, who holds specific
roles within a group, what individual actors’ goals and
objectives should be, and how they should go about pursu-
ing those goals (Scott, 1995). In terms of the household
setting, these normative expectations could include such
rituals as housewarming gifts, domestic gender roles, and
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entertaining at home. Normative structures tend to be more
morally legitimate and are more likely to be deeply inter-
nalized than formal, codified authority structures (Doherty
et al., 2014). The regulative pillar consists of those more
formal rules and regulations in place to compel or con-
strain behavior, including rulemaking, rule monitoring,
and sanctioning. As Scott (1995) notes, this pillar may
operate through formal, explicitly codified mechanisms
(e.g., local housing and zoning laws), but they can also be
informal (e.g., shunning or shaming those who do not play
by the “rules”). Finally, the cognitive pillar relates to how
people interpret the nature of reality, the frames through
which they interpret objects and activities (e.g., valuing
possessions, consumption, and ownership), and how they
ascribe shared meaning to the stimuli of everyday life
(Scott, 1995). Each of these three pillars contributes to
a sense of legitimacy, and new institutions are difficult to
create and maintain without a collective shared sense of
legitimacy (Scaraboto & Fischer, 2013; Scott, 1995).

As some authors have noted in the institutional para-
digm, the role of the individual has often been portrayed in
two ways: either that of a mindless actor with little agency
or choice in his or her behaviors, or as a heroic agent of
change who single-handedly brings about new institu-
tional structures (Garfinkel, 1967; Scaraboto & Fischer,
2013; Strang & Sine, 2002). In this micro view, institu-
tions within social groups are abandoned, reinforced, or
changed over time by the collective behaviors of individual
actors (Dolbec & Fischer, 2015; Powell & Colyvas, 2008).
For example, Scaraboto and Fischer (2013) apply institu-
tional change theory to chronicle how plus-sized women,
as a collective identity, urged the fashion marketplace to
be more inclusive.

Such attempts by collectives require not only a large
enough group with similar needs, but also change agents,
or as elaborated by Scaraboto and Fisher (2013, p. 1237),
“institutional entrepreneurs...people or groups who
attempt to act on their dissatisfaction in order to change
the field.” These agents require “symbolic capital” to
influence changes in the marketplace, which can make
attempting institutional change unsuccessful due to several
factors: lack of political support, weak ties with multiple
stakeholders, or subversion by the dominant logic (Scar-
aboto & Fischer, 2013; Olsen & Boxembaum, 2009; Rao
& Girogi, 2006). As a result, “institutional logics can both
constrain and enable institutional entrepreneurs as they
seek to legitimate new practices or delegitimate extant
ones” (Scaraboto & Fischer, 2013, p. 1237). In this study,
we investigate how individual tiny house dwellers, who
are neither mindless actors, nor larger-than-life “super”
change agents, can be both constrained and enabled by the
dominant logic of consumption.
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Methodology

Examining such a transition in the cultural context of
tiny house dwellers requires an alternative process-driven
approach to our investigation. According to Langley (1999),
“process theorization” addresses research questions regard-
ing how and why phenomena emerge, develop, and end.
Rather than explaining variance, process theorization allows
for qualitative investigation of events over time. These events
are often “embedded in narratives or stories that help shape
their temporal and symbolic contours” (Giesler & Thomp-
son, 2016, p. 499). Once these narratives have been col-
lected, analytical bracketing is applied via an interpretive
lens to understand the data. In this sense, our data collection
was analyzed utilizing the lens of institutional change.

Accordingly, this qualitative study utilizes a modified
constructivist approach to investigate the transformative
process of tiny house dwellers. Our method is based on a
paradigm that rejects objective reality and instead recognizes
the social construction of the mind in the research process
(Guba & Lincoln, 1989). This perspective has been exten-
sively used in such disciplines as education, psychology,
sociology, and nursing where the social interaction between
investigator and respondent becomes part of the discovery
process. According to Charmaz (2014, p. 14), “the term
‘constructivist’... acknowledges the subjectivity and the
researcher’s involvement in the construction and interpreta-
tion of data.”

To implement such an approach, the researcher needs
sufficient knowledge and capabilities to understand the
activities germane to the field of inquiry while interacting
with the subject pool (DiCicco-Bloom & Crabtree, 2006).
This approach is ideal “for semi-structured interviews with
respondents by researchers with enough expertise in the field
of inquiry to encourage respondents to share and elaborate
while leaving interpretation or analysis to an investigative
team.” (St. Clair et al., 2018, p. 395). The primary researcher
for this study built and lived in a tiny house, allowing us
to bring a unique level of expertise and perspective to this
research. This researcher’s experience and expertise gave us
an opportunity to capture subtle details in the respondents’
experiences and transformational processes to this style of
living.

Upon approval by the group administrator, 21 tiny house
dwellers were recruited from a popular social media plat-
form. Interviews were conducted over the course of multiple
email exchanges where participants were asked an initial set
of questions and then contacted again for follow-up ques-
tions and/or clarification questions. The interviews took
place primarily between 2018 and 2020. As depicted in
Table 1, members of this group consisted of some of whom
had only recently moved into a tiny house, and others who
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Table 1 Characteristics of participants

Name  House- Time intiny house  Agerange Family description Geographic location Expected duration of
hold (Years) tiny house living
Size

Amy 1 8 months 51-60 Single, grown children  n/a The rest of my life

Ann 2 1 year 51-60 Single with child Florida, USA Forever

Ben 2 2 months 21-30 Engaged Arizona, USA At least five years

Brad 1 2 years 3140 Single, grown children ~ Nova Scotia, Canada Until Jesus calls me home

Cathy 1 Unknown 51-60 Single, grown children ~ Sydney, Australia Till when and if I can build a real house
that is not a shipping container

Chelsey 2 1 year and 3 months 21-30 Married, no children n/a One to three more years

Clare 2 4 months 21-30 Married, no children California, USA At least three years

Dan 1 About 1 year 21-30 Single Canada Another two years at most

Debra 3 7 years 51-60 Married with children  n/a I don’t ever plan not to

Eddie n/a 4 years 21-30 Single n/a Not sure

Evan 1 5 years 21-30 Single n/a In some form or another forever!

Fiona 1 4 years Over 60 Single, grown children ~ N. Carolina, USA As long as possible

Gabi 1 6 months 51-60 Single Illinois, USA As long as it meets my needs and pro-
vides me the life I want to live

Helen 2 3 years and 3 months Over 60 Married, grown children n/a For the rest of my life

Jade 1 6.5 years Over 60 Single, grown children  California, USA Another two years

Kelvin n/a 7 years 21-30 Married n/a 10 years

Linda 2 18 months 31-40 Married n/a 5-6 years

Lucy 2 Unknown 21-30 Married Colorado, USA At least for a few years

Macy 2 6.5 years 31-40 Married Texas, USA Around 5-10 years

Ned 2 4 years 31-40 Married Mississippi, USA Indefinitely. Even if we move out, we’ll

Nora 2 4 years 31-40 Married Mississippi, USA never get rid of it, and we’ll use it in

some capacity

All participants have been given pseudonyms to protect their anonymity

had lived in a tiny house for several years. These participants
collectively possessed over 50 years of experience in transi-
tioning to living in tiny houses. Our participants came from
a variety of family situations (single, married with children,
or retired), age demographics (early 20 s to senior citizens),
and varied in the length of time intended to stay in a tiny
house (some planned to stay only a few years, while others
saw it as a permanent housing solution). Our participants
primarily lived in the United States, but some also lived in
Australia and Canada.

Analysis Procedures

To analyze our qualitative data, we used a hybrid approach
referred to as systematic combining of emergent themes
guided by theory (Dubois & Gadde, 2002; Wagner et al.,
2010). Here, many qualitative researchers have noted that no
indicative research can be conducted without some under-
lying theory or model as a guiding framework (e.g., Desh-
pandé, 1983; Eisenhardt, 1989; Fetterman, 2019; O’ Donnell
& Cummins, 1999). Using existing literature in this way
provides an additional level of trustworthiness, because

it represents a vast body of data against which inductive
researchers may triangulate both the theoretical consistency
and novelty of their findings (Glaser, 1998).

To code the data, we used a qualitative coding software,
QDA Miner v 4.1. In the first stage, the research team coded
the participant responses, line-by-line. The entire body of
text we analyzed included 24,401 words (i.e., about 72 pages
of double spaced text). The research team met regularly to
discuss various instances of specific codes, resolve any areas
of disagreement or ambiguity, and consolidate redundant or
very similar codes. Next, the research team used an axial
coding process wherein several “core” coding categories
began to emerge (e.g., Corbin & Strauss, 2014). Here, the
research team iterated back and forth in a constant compari-
son process to determine which of the granular codes fit into
each core category and which of the open codes were most
theoretically relevant. Thus, we provide a novel contribu-
tion to institutional theory literature and answer the call for
more in-depth focus on the change process of individual
actors during institutional change (Powell & Colyvas, 2008;
Scaraboto & Fischer, 2013).
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Findings

Our findings revealed that tiny house dwellers face three
major logic conflicts that impact and challenge day-to-day
living practices. Each of these conflicts involved cognitive,
normative, and regulative change processes that acted syn-
ergistically in an attempt to legitimize an alternative lifestyle
that challenges the status quo of consumption as an institu-
tion: Social Community — changes in how these individu-
als associated with other people in their personal and social
lives; Civic Engagement — changes in how these individuals
dealt with formal authorities, sanctioning bodies, and civic
oversight groups in transitioning to tiny house living; and
Marketplace Interactions — changes in the symbolic meaning
and importance of existing, acquired, and consumption of
possessions and experiences.

Social Community

There emerged several implicitly understood social prac-
tices surrounding tiny houses, including ones that were quite
awkward that took cognitive effort to learn and, ultimately,
redefine the meaning of everyday objects and routines. For
example, learning how to use a composting toilet (owners
and guests alike), adjusting to the new norm of entertaining
guests by moving outside to patios, firepits and common
areas all had the potential to make guests uncomfortable
(Mitchell, 2017). These social norms and expected behav-
iors represented a shift from the logic of mainstream living
options and were the source of much the social shifts that
took place in the lives of these tiny house families and indi-
viduals. Here, tiny house dwellers not only had to adjust to
new ways of interacting with others, but also educate others
about the new cognitive categories of meaning associated
with tiny living spaces.

Several tiny house dwellers in our study described others’
reactions to their extreme choices as negative. From feeling
ostracized by friends and family for their “strange” choices,
to the awkwardness of having other people in their private,
small spaces, the participants felt challenged in adjusting to
redefined social community norms. On the other hand, some
felt quite positive about their changing social situations.
According to these respondents, their new style of living
invoked curiosity, kinship, and new normative, regulative,
and cognitive routines for the better. In analyzing their expe-
riences, two main practices (see Table 2) emerged related to
social community institutional transitions: social function
and social interdependence.

Social Function

There were both positive and negative consequences for
these individuals as they clashed with social convention in
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the process of adapting to tiny house living. This experience
resulted in several possible reactions, including disengaging
from social activities, modifying existing social activities to
be more compatible with tiny house living, and cognitively
learning to create entirely new social routines.

Disengagement

Many of the participants expressed feeling like an outcast
in society because of their choices, sometimes even among
their close friends and family members. This sentiment was
one of the most common remarks in our analysis — the feel-
ing of being rejected by many norms of mainstream society.
Debra (seven years)' noted other people’s opinions as one
of the main challenges to overcome in making the decision
to live a tiny home:

Other people’s opinions [are a challenge]. Everyone
has one, most aren’t very kind when it comes to liv-
ing tiny.

Jade (six and a half years) experienced social rejection
on multiple fronts — from friends, neighbors, as well as fac-
ing regulative opposition from social actors in funding and
building her house, leaving her feeling socially isolated:

Almost every builder, banker, fundraiser, friend, and
neighbor I spoke with thought I was crazy...

Others mentioned similar experiences recalling how
“friends didn’t ‘get it,” and still don’t” (Fiona, four years), or
that they had experienced “psychological issues associated
with choosing an alternative lifestyle, other people thinking
you're crazy” (Dan, one year). This feeling of being socially
stigmatized resulted in a pattern of reactions that ranged
from finding new or adapted social patterns to fit their new
lifestyle, or in more extreme cases, withdrawing from social
interactions altogether. In this context tiny house dwellers
experienced the convergence of tensions from both the nor-
mative and regulative institutional transitions taking place.

Other interviewees, however, came to permanently reject
certain aspects of social norms in the lifestyle they were
transitioning away from. The tiny living spaces themselves
often constrained the extent to which people could par-
ticipate in social rituals, such as inviting guests into one’s
home. Chelsey (15 months) talked about not being able
to “really have company at our house now.” Amy (eight
months) related how she no longer had guests over, in part
because extremely limited square footage meant she could
not have a “big table for gathering.” Because tiny house

! To add additional context for each quote we include (in parenthe-
ses) the length of time each participant had lived in a tiny house at the
time these interviews were conducted.
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living presented some unique challenges related to privacy
and social decorum, or as she put it, “teaching guests how
to use the composting toilet” awkward situations such as
this made her shy away from the social norm of hospitality.
Composting toilets are common in tiny houses due to the
inability of some dwellers to link up to a municipal waste-
water system. They are essentially “dry” toilets where users
must add sawdust or coconut fibers over their waste until it
decomposes naturally. These toilets often leave a lingering
odor and can be quite uncomfortable for guests who are not
used to them, making it a significant social barrier for tiny
homeowners who wish to host friends and family in their
homes. Even for those who have a more advanced plumbing
system, they still often deal with septic systems and sewage
tanks on their tiny houses that need to be periodically emp-
tied. As Ned (four years) noted:

We talked about having a composting toilet, but were
able to find an alternative because my wife basically
told me that I would be exclusively in charge of clean-
ing and maintenance if we went that route.

Although there were a variety of social norms that tiny
house dwellers confronted, some subtle, and others not, this
plumbing situation was perhaps one of the most salient, as it
was mentioned by eight of our participants as a challenging
aspect of living in a tiny house. Further, many online forums
or online advice articles dedicated to tiny houses devote sig-
nificant time and space regarding how to handle compost-
ing toilets, which represents a significant cognitive learning
curve in itself, a new type of normative social interaction,
and a new regulative dilemma in terms of sewage policies.

Engagement

Despite many of our participants feeling rejected by main-
stream society, they still felt a need for meaningful social
connection in a way that was not denigrating to their tran-
sitions toward tiny house living. For some, they sought
new social interactions in a like-minded community that
was more understanding and reinforcing of their values.
These individuals were intentional in reconstructing nor-
mative social ties that were more in line with their attitudes
toward tiny houses. Ann (one year) talked about how the
social aspect of the tiny house community, and not just the
act of transitioning to a smaller living space, had changed
her life for the better by introducing her to “lots of people
I wouldn’t have known before...” and widening her social
circle rather than constricting it. Ann also described the pro-
cess of becoming initiated into the tiny house community.
Like several of the participants we interviewed, she went to
a weekend workshop for tiny house living. After this initial
foray into the mental categories and cognitive shifts required
to transform to such a lifestyle, she continued to meet others

@ Springer

who were on the same path. The tiny house community
opened up new community norms and social opportunities,
as many of these houses are custom built, and attract atten-
tion from others who either already lived in tiny houses or
who were interested in learning about making the transition
to a tiny house. Ben (two months) explains,

There are a lot of people who I have met because they
wanted to come see the house.

Social Interdependence

The second common practice identified within the social
community domain was the degree to which these tiny
house dwellers relied on themselves or others. This choice
often was the natural outcome of feeling socially isolated,
but some of these individuals pursued isolation more than
others in the face of social difficulties. These choices were
sometimes voluntary, but often were driven by necessity,
and impacted the way tiny house dwellers engaged in social
rule following, adopted social roles, and incorporated social
routines into their daily lives. Some of the transitions these
individuals made also resulted from the real (or perceived)
ostracization they felt from their previous social circles
about moving into a tiny house.

Involuntary Self-Reliance

One frequent reason for self-reliance that emerged was
foregoing the hiring of traditional service providers who
simply did not have the cognitive expertise or interest in
providing home maintenance services on such a small scale
(despite the fact that nearly all these houses had fully func-
tional roofs, electrical arrays, and plumbing systems that
needed ongoing maintenance). Fiona (four years) talked
about transitioning to relying on herself for home repair and
maintenance:

...I wasn’t good with big house fixes [before she
moved into a tiny house], but I could hire someone.
The tiny house is too small for most repairmen, think
plumber in tiny space...

Similarly, Clare (four months) remarked:

...one of the biggest challenges has been finding peo-
ple that are willing to work on them when something
goes wrong. ..

Voluntary Self-Reliance

In the two previous cases, these women subsequently devel-
oped a sense of self-reliance because of being excluded from
specific socially normative enterprises (e.g., traditional
home repair services) due to their decision to live in tiny
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houses. Others, however, voluntarily adopted a greater self-
reliance because they felt it afforded them the freedom to
engage in the lifestyle they desired. One of the participants
talked about homeschooling her grandchild, foregoing the
social norms and regulations surrounding public and private
schools which are centered in a specific physical location
and rely on others (e.g., teachers, administrators, etc.). Ann
(one year), whose house was on wheels and able to be towed,
talked about this type of homeschooling self-reliance as a
largely positive aspect of tiny house living:

Last year when she [granddaughter] was in virtual
school, we spent most of the year on the road and had
an amazing time.

As aresult of living in tiny houses, our participants trans-
formed their social functions when interacting with others.
At the same time, they also learned to be more independ-
ent and self-reliant, resulting in a cognitive shift in what it
means to live minimally in the tiny home context. These
findings suggest that tiny house dwellers as a collective iden-
tity face the same logic conflicts in social settings (Neilsen
& Lockwood, 2018).

Civic Engagement

The tiny house dwellers we interviewed also found them-
selves in conflict with the logic of municipalities and civic
governing bodies. Although some laws vary greatly from
jurisdiction to jurisdiction, there appeared to be a surpris-
ing degree of uniformity, and a form of mimetic isomor-
phism (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983) in effect with regards to
public policy and laws surrounding tiny house living. Our
participants expressed concerns about legal issues that cen-
tered around zoning laws. This resulted in several of our
participants reassessing the cognitive and regulative logic
of what it meant to be a law-abiding citizen and how they
interacted with municipal bodies. Two practices emerged
as we examined the facets of this institution within the tiny
house community (see Table 3): awareness of sanctions and
adaptation to sanctions.

Awareness of Sanctions

The tiny house dwellers interviewed felt the weight of gov-
ernment intervention and sometimes formal sanctions that
were, at best, not designed to accommodate them, and, at
worst, actively working to deter them because of their life-
style choice. Here, the cognitive meaning of a dwelling, the
expected norms of being a resident in a neighborhood, and
the questionable legality of such a living situation came into
play. Particularly among those individuals who had spent
a year or less living in their tiny house, this proved to be a
discouraging and unexpected aspect of their transition.

Discouragement

Several respondents reiterated that government regulations
did not make sense to their situation, especially when they
felt they were trying to be a positive contributor to their
community, rather than a drain on public resources, the envi-
ronment, or social welfare. These clashes with regulative
institutions were a source of discouragement, and in some
cases, actively worked against these individuals’ lifestyle
transitions, both cognitive (i.e., making them feel uncertain
about their new dwelling choice) and normative (i.e., feeling
in opposition to community). Perhaps the bleakest example
came in a comment from Dan (one year), who spoke with
a sense of helplessness about his inability to continue in
the tiny house lifestyle because of government intervention.
Dan, like several others we interviewed discovered after he
moved into his tiny house that he was in violation of local
zoning laws, resulting in being told that he had to move out
of his tiny house, or move his tiny house outside city limits:

...My house is a benefit to me, to others in the commu-
nity (money to landowners [for parking fees], [sales]
taxes I pay by not moving elsewhere, and not a drain
on others...I've currently been given six months to
leave my home city with my tiny house. It feels terrible
to be punished for making necessary, wise financial
decisions and solving my own problems of how to live
well and get better. I would change the problems local
government create around tiny houses.

Hopefulness

Others expressed similar frustrations, yet seemed to under-
stand some of these issues before moving into a tiny house.
This indicated a hopefulness that things could change for the
better if they stayed the course. Gabi (six months) remarked:

Given all the issues with parking and zoning, but after
it all, it was not a big enough deterrent for me not to
take the plunge.

Clare (four months) also acknowledged government
resistance but seemed undeterred, even hopeful, in her
language:

With the zoning issues in so many places, there are
some significant barriers that are yet to be overcome to
make it more accessible and more mainstream.

Adaptation to Sanctions
Often put in untenable positions of having to abandon their
lifestyle choices, tiny house dwellers found ways to adapt,

rather than move back into traditional housing. These partic-
ipants engaged in at least two different coping mechanisms

@ Springer



D. Ezell et al.

792

qeH
uoyvriodsupv.y o11qnd $s2200 K]1sD2 UPD [ 242YM K310 Y] U1 241]
A1n3a] Jouund 1Nq P24V 08VIIY) Y] Ul 241] JJ1IS [ *03DIYD) K310 40lDU
D u1 241] 01 pasn | -Juroz/3uryivd uaaq poy aut 10f 51q ayi jurod s1yj 3y
PN
1191 3, UOp YSD 1 UOP, 11 SAUINIIUIOS
uuy
j00Yos
Y31y L0f 1014ISIP J00YDS POOS D Ul SS2UPPD 122418 D PaPadU I\ Jjpy puv
vy moqp wi, | pup ‘ouioy 271qout v 03Ul paaout Sy [121ySNDPpunLs |
udPH
oY) ypm
U108 24,00 OS  SAULOY IDINPOUL UI SIDYLON ULIDS,] SMO]ID SUTUOZ AN()
)
WD2LISUIDUL DLOUL
PUD 2]qISS220D 2L0UL J1 IYDUL O] IUL0D1IA0 2q 0] 12K 24D DY) SAILLIDG
JUDILAUSTIS 2UL0S 24D 242Y] ‘S200]d Kuput OS U1 SANSS1 SUIUOZ Y] 11D YIIA
IqeD
adunyd ayy ayp] 01 10U 2w 10f JULI2I2P D JO YySnoua 51q
D JOU SDM 1 D 421fb Inqg Suruoz pun Suryipd yjm Sanss1 ayl || uaa1D
ueq
421124 128 pup []am 241] 0] MOY JO Swd]
-qoad umo ut Su14jos pup suois1ap (P1uPULf 2S1IM ‘KUIPSS202U SULYPUL
10f paysiund aq 0} 2]q1443] S]22[ 1] “asnoy Ku1y Kuwt ypm K110 2uioy K
24D3] 0] SYIUOW X1S UIALS UI2QG KJIUDLIND IA, [ *SLIYIO UO UIDLP D 10U
pup ‘a12ymas)a Surnout jou Kq Kvd | saxpy [sajps] ‘[saaf Suryivd 1of]
staumopupy] 01 Lauout) KIUNUUIOD 213 Ul SAIYI0 01 ‘DUl 0] J1foUaq b S1
asnoy Ky Knunuwuiod ayy ur suajqodd Suisnpo /ip3ajnn ut, J aur 3u1j)ay
U SUISSDUDY TUUWULIIA08 K710 Y] UI2q 2ADY SISUIPYD (D24 LU0 Y]

SBAIER O[qRIISAP JO JNO SAOW JO ‘SONTUIE 0 SSADIL

-1I0BS 0] pey SI9[[omp asnoy Aun ‘sapod Sursnoy aanmund Jo 0B} QU U] §5200Y Su1dLfioDg

SuraAr
asnoy Aumn ysrund jey) sopood 3uisnoy pue uorne[n3al JUSWUIA0Z

9peA9/pUNOIE 133 0) SABM SATJEAIO PUNOY USYJO SIA[[OMP asnoy AUL], uoyvidppy aaipais) suonoues o) uoneidepy

so3ueyd juowr
-92I0JU? pue 9pod 2IMny 10J [njodoy a1om SIS[[amp asnoy Aur) Auew

‘5901010 J[AISYI] J1oy) Jurystund sem w)sAs Iy oy1] Sur[edy Adsaq ssaunfadopy

Su13eInoosIp U9)Jo sem SIOYD J[qrsuodsal A[FUruIeas 1oy

10 s19[[amp 9snoy Aur) paystund jey) sopod [edrorunu ropun SurAry JUaWSDINOISI(J  SUOTIOUES JO SSOUATEMY

(s)a10nb aaneIuasardoy

uondrosaq Quay [, RERIebTAR |

juowaSe3uy JIAT) € d|qel

pringer

Qs



Challenging the Good Life: An Institutional Theoretic Investigation of Consumers'... 793

in the face of government sanctions — creative adaptation
and sacrificing access. In a sense, the regulative institutions
they came in conflict with actually solidified their sense of
identity and what it meant to be part of the tiny home com-
munity, both from a cognitive and normative perspective.

Creative Adaptation

Once these individuals became cognitively aware of obsta-
cles to their lifestyle posed by local ordinances, many of
them sought to find creative ways to make their tiny houses
viable, even in the face of opposition from local municipali-
ties. Helen (three months full-time, three years part-time),
relied on a creative interpretation of existing laws to work
around government regulations and remain in her tiny house
while avoiding harassment by local authorities:

Our zoning allows farm workers in modular houses so
we’re going with that.

Ned and Nora (four years) also talked about their strat-
egy for avoiding compliance with the law regarding local
ordinances surrounding tiny houses by simply not drawing
attention to themselves:

Sometimes it’s don’t ask, don’t tell...

Ann (one year) modified her living arrangements by mov-
ing her granddaughter to a mobile home while she primarily
resides in a tiny house to have a physical address in a desir-
able school district:

...she [granddaughter] has moved into a mobile home,
and I’m about half and half. We needed a street address
in a good school district for high school.

Sacrificing Access

Gabi (six months), on the other hand, adapted to what she
perceived as government interference by simply moving to
a new jurisdiction. However, as she notes, this required her
to make undesirable tradeoffs in the form of losing access
to public transportation:

At this point the big [issue] for me had been parking/
zoning. I used to live in a major city, Chicago. I still
live in the Chicago area, but cannot legally live in the
city where I can easily access public transportation.

Our findings related to civic engagement are a first
glimpse into the potential of tiny house dwellers, as a col-
lective identity with new social norms, to be able to change
the logic of zoning laws and public policy. The insights col-
lected here also reveal the passion and determination of this
group to continue such a lifestyle despite its conflict with
social and regulative norms. Given the quotes discussed

above, these individuals face ethical and legal dilemmas as
they are in direct conflict with regulatory institutions.

Marketplace Interactions

In addition to social community and civic engagement, tiny
house dwellers experienced shifts in how they interacted
with the logic of the marketplace as an institution. How they
valued current possessions and what every day purchasing
activities meant to them emerged as key challenges. The
main practices (see Table 4) that emerged were the changing
symbolic value of possessions, object quality preferences,
and meaningful consumption experiences.

Symbolic Value of Possessions

The most obvious manifestation involved the symbolism
inherent in individuals® personal purchasing habits and the
symbolic value of their possessions, representing a shift in
the cognitive institution of consumption. As past scholars
have noted, individuals are increasingly taking stock of the
ways in which their work creates inputs for consumption
and, ultimately, choosing to consume differently, accord-
ing to their values and ethical aspirations (O’Sullivan &
Kraisornsuthasinee, 2019). Those changes, however, nec-
essarily entail shifts in the symbolic value that posses-
sions hold, and these shifts emerged among our tiny house
dwellers in several ways which we discuss below.

Ownership as Bondage

One of the transitions in terms of possessions was the way
tiny house dwellers perceived the objects they owned, and
the individual meaning ascribed to the acts of purchasing
and ownership. While making the transition to tiny houses,
there was somewhat of a paradox these individuals experi-
enced. What many outsiders would view as restrictive con-
sumption came to signify freedom, and they came to see
their old possessions as burdens, a significant cognitive shift
in how they viewed, consumed and valued possessions. Such
behaviors are similar to research findings in the literature on
voluntary simplicity (e.g., McDonald et al., 2006).

While some recent work in sociology has examined mate-
rial affinities, particularly as objects tie individuals to their
familial and social networks (e.g., Holmes, 2019), many of
these tiny house dwellers intentionally severed ties to objects
with which they felt affinity. Interviewees often viewed these
painful sacrifices of meaningful objects as part of the pro-
cess of liberating themselves from the burden of posses-
sion. In doing so, they also contributed to the normative shift
in their social circles as objects were left behind and new

@ Springer
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friends, social circles, and social communities took their
place.

In their process of transition, tiny house dwellers were
also more cognizant of the items they bought, so their sense
of freedom came only when they voluntarily accepted the
constraint of extremely restrictive purchasing. Indeed, even
the tiny houses themselves served as a very tangible struc-
tural boundary to curb their impulse to purchase non-neces-
sities. By intentionally subjecting themselves to restrictive
spaces, these tiny house dwellers created a situation wherein
purchasing more than they needed cognitively became an
inconvenient and frustrating problem rather than a hedoni-
cally satisfying act. In doing so, they furthered their pursuit
of responsible consumption and were able to break free of
some of the purchasing habits in their old lifestyles.

By engaging in such an extreme act of simplification, pos-
sessions were no longer a source of stress and consternation,
but instead became symbolic of freedom. Some, like Clare
(four months), used words such as “freed,” to describe their
lives after getting rid of what was, for many of them, nearly
all of what they owned:

We have freed ourselves of so many material posses-
sions...

Ann (one year) talked about the positive difference tiny
house living made in their worry about their material pos-
sessions during hurricane season:

This past storm season when we were hit by Irma was
actually the least stressed I’ve even been about my
‘stuff.’

Impersonalized Possessions

As illustrated by Ann’s quote above, one of the subtle ways
the meaning of ownership changed was evident in the way
these individuals labeled their old possessions as “stuff.”
This language of deemphasizing material possessions
seemed to align well with their belief that only a precious
few possessions were worth keeping, and everything else
was just superfluous. As these individuals began to self-
impose restrictive consumption and ownership, the objects
that did not fit into that process were de-emphasized and
de-personalized.
Ben (two months) stated:

I think people are reevaluating how much ‘stuff’ they
need.
Gabi (six months) echoed a similar sentiment:

I wanted to live a simpler life, less stuff.

Debra (seven years), talked about the benefits she gained
by tiny house living:

Buying less stuff. Having less stuff.

Helen (three months part-time, three years full-time) even
labeled anything as “stuff” that she could not accommodate
in the limited square footage of her house:

I don’t have the refrigerator space for multiples of stuff.
Overcorrection and Adjustment

Despite the cognitive depersonalization and deemphasizing
of objects by labeling possessions ‘stuff,” there were also
several instances of individuals who over-adjusted in the
purging of their possessions and found themselves reevaluat-
ing which objects were meaningful to them and which were
not. It often took time to construct significance and meaning
around the “right” objects, while discarding others that no
longer supported the lifestyle they were pursuing. Ben (two
months) mentioned buying back something he originally had
got rid of in his zeal to purge, although his repurchase was
more customized to his living space. In this process, he dis-
covered that some objects carried more significance to him
than he originally anticipated:

At first, I didn’t think we would have a coffee table, so
I sold ours before moving in. I have purchased a new,
slightly smaller one to take its place after just a few
days of living in the house.

Amy (eight months) talked about holding a few things
back, presumably in storage, that she later decided were
important to her:

I did bring some things out that I had not brought at
first...some additional clothing, a small bench, some
knick knacks.

These comments illustrate how, as tiny house dwellers
made these cognitive shifts, they experienced over-correc-
tion and re-correction in their attempt to interpret mean-
ing through the objects they owned, and even re-negotiated
which objects were meaningful to them.

Object Quality Preferences

Another cognitive transition these individuals experienced,
was not simply reducing their volume of purchasing, but
developing a new symbolic meaning for what objects meant
to them and what kinds of goods they preferred to consume.
This translated into a being more conscious of one’s pos-
sessions, a shift in preference toward valuing multi-purpose
items, and a preference for high-price, high-quality goods in
certain product categories.

@ Springer
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Mindful Ownership

After making dramatic changes to the quantity and type of
possessions they owned, tiny house dwellers often had a
sense of contentment with the possessions that they retained,
and those objects held a greater significance. Kelvin (seven
years) used the word “cherish,” when he talked about hav-
ing a greater appreciation of his remaining possessions after
making the radical change to voluntarily simplistic living:

It’s [tiny houses] allowing people to really live within
their means and cherish their possessions.

Nearly all our interview participants discussed the purg-
ing they went through in some form or another, and the
mindful processes they use when making purchases and
deciding what to keep and get rid of. This presented some-
what of a paradox (i.e., people moving away from their past
consumption practices and possessions and spending more
time thinking about consumption and possessions), but for
most, this change seemed largely positive.

Amy (eight months):

I spent a year looking at what I used and didn't use,
both as to "stuff" and as to geography in my traditional
home.

Evan (five years):

I am forced to think more seriously before buying any-
thing about whether I need it, where I can put it, and
what I’ll need to get rid of to make space for it. It’s a
good thing to be aware of. I also am more aware of
my inputs and outputs, including heat and food, trash,
water, humanure, and power.

Brad (two years) talked about both the purging process
and how his subsequent purchasing behaviors have changed
since moving to a tiny house:

Having to decide what to keep and what to donate due
to space constraints [was a challenge] but actually it
is nice not to have a lot of stuff hanging around...I am
more careful about how I spend money... if I don’t
need it/can’t find a space for it, I don’t buy it.

This mindfulness played out in several other interesting
ways. First, many of our participants talked about shifting
from a long-term consumption (e.g., purchasing what I will
need today and the foreseeable future) mindset to a short-
term consumption mindset (e.g., purchasing only what I
need for today). This was particularly true for food, which,
relative to furniture or appliances takes up relatively lit-
tle space in a house. The institutional transition surround-
ing food seemed to be that storing up for future use was
no longer as important has having adequate space for other
objects these individuals valued.

@ Springer

Linda (18 months):

We purchase one small jar of peanut butter at a time
instead of two large jars...

Chelsey (15 months):

I used to buy groceries in bulk, but now I don’t have
as much room to keep multiples of the same item...

Fiona (four years):

I can’t store a ton, so no shopping at BJs [wholesale
warehouse grocery store].

As these individuals went through the transition process,
they were also cognizant of the function of their possessions,
preferring to own multi-purpose items. Linda (18 months),
echoed a common preference toward objects that served
more than one purpose, helping to ease space constraints
in tiny houses:

Purchases are more carefully considered. Items that
serve multiple purposes carry more value.

Chelsey (15 months), used her move to tiny house living
as a normative license to reject gifts from others, because,
to her, these objects only served as obstacles in her pursuit
of a simpler life:

You have a reason to not accept useless gifts because
you ‘don’t have anywhere to put it.’

In rejecting gifts, not only was she redefining the meaning
of a gift for herself, but she was also imposing that newfound
understanding on others and fundamentally redefining social
interaction with others.

High-Quality Goods

In some product categories, such as food, these tiny house
dwellers made the transition to buying and consuming pre-
mium goods, as their financial situations gave them the
flexibility to spend money on high-quality products. Debra
(seven years) described spending more on premium food
items, while also avoiding the regret of buying things she
ultimately did not need or was not able to fully appreciate:

I scratch cook all of our food (something I never had
time to do before). I buy mostly fresh produce and raw
ingredients; I don’t even remember the last time I was
on the ‘boxed food aisle. That is 180 degrees from
before my tiny life! And, I never regret money spent
on good food!

Dan (less than a year) also commented on spending more,
not less, money on certain items:
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I’m financially stable, able to afford the best food and
supplements.

As these individuals eliminated or reduced consumption
in some categories (e.g., housing, routine purchases, buy-
ing groceries in bulk, etc.), the resultant time and financial
resources allowed them the ability to spend more money
on other product categories that had become particularly
important to them.

Meaningful Consumption Experiences

A final institutional theme that emerged was a change in the
meaning of individual consumption, including a shift from
consuming goods to consuming experiences. This included a
greater emphasis placed on co-creation and personalization.

Experiential Consumption

Several of the tiny house dwellers mentioned how they

were focused on consuming experiences because their tiny

houses allowed them to stay mobile. This transition freed up

resources to consume differently than they had in the past.
Gabi (six months):

[T have] more time to do the things I love and add to
the quality of life. More money, travel, and experi-
ences.

Ben (two months):

We live minimally anyway and value experiences
most.

Co-creation and Personalization

Finally, many of these individuals found a great deal of
meaning in the act of designing and building their own
spaces, placing a greater emphasis on quality as co-creators
of their own living/domicile experiences. This was another
manifestation of the desire to consume experiences over
physical goods, although, ironically, it directly involved
tangible ownership (i.e., a physical space).
Ben (two months):

I was able to design the entire house. I made a plan and
used an app to do a 3d mockup. I then worked with an
architect to make it possible.

Fiona (four years):
I feel joy coming home to my yellow door.
Brad (two years):

I am more content now in a space that more closely
resembles me.

As these quotes illustrate, having spaces that aligned with
their personal identity and designed to meet their custom
needs was of paramount importance. Even as these tiny
house dwellers were purging possessions in other ownership
categories, the act of co-creation itself became an experience
to be consumed in place of the things they consumed before.

In sum, the logic of marketplace interactions was chal-
lenged by tiny house dwellers as their recalibrated behavior
toward existing and new possessions is in conflict with the
logic of the consumption status quo. These individuals had
to adjust and simplify their current possessions, make adjust-
ments in terms of quality versus quantity, and refocus on
consumption experiences rather than products.

Institutional Change Processes
and Sustainable Transformation

Through their lived experiences thus far, tiny house dwellers
transitioned and challenged the institution of consumption in
three ways: social community, civic engagement, and mar-
ketplace interactions. As Fig. 1 depicts, we show the signifi-
cant ways in which these institutions intersect as tiny house
dwellers experience the normative, cognitive, and regulative
change process. As such, whether consciously or not, they
have acted as a collective identity, in an effort to legitimize
an alternative way of life. Legitimacy is a central concept in
institutional theory (e.g., Scott, 1995) and, if achieved, such
symbolic capital of this consumer segment can influence
organizations and regulatory agencies to alter the status quo
(Scaraboto & Fischer, 2013).

Sustainable Transformation

As the center of Fig. 1 depicts, sustainable transformation
is where our participants were most passionate about their
change process. Despite all the challenges, most of these tiny
house dwellers were proud to have made the choice to “live
deliberately” by changing commonly accepted normative,
regulative, and cognitive practices in pursuit of a new insti-
tution of sustainable consumption. They mentioned that this
new way of life is a paradigm shift or a complete lifestyle
transformation:

...for some it is a fad, for some it’s a niche, for me and
others, it is a paradigm shift (Amy, eight months).

my life has completely changed in all regards (Eddie,
four years).

Our participants also felt a sense of responsibility and
accomplishment. They challenged the status quo of con-
sumption by downsizing, making new friends, develop-
ing new social communities and mores, and adapting to
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Fig. 1 Instiutional change
processes and sustainable trans-
formation

governmental hurdles. Although they were ostracized by
those close to them, sometimes harassed by local govern-
ments, and had to forego meaningful material possessions,
most of our tiny house dwellers felt that it was worth the
sacrifice. Making more responsible consumption choices
made them feel empowered to lay the groundwork for the
next iteration of alternative living, reiterating the concept
posed by Scaraboto and Fisher (2013) of institutional entre-
preneurship. We discuss next how this sustainable enterprise
movement manifests itself in terms of validation, sensemak-
ing, and change agency.

Validation

Tiny house living as a social movement seems to have
preceded the logic of public policy and the willingness
of municipalities to accept it as a valid form of housing
rather than something to be regulated and/or sanctioned.
Tiny house dwellers are constrained by the logic of home
ownership and want to enable a new dwelling lifestyle as a
social community. For individuals, this means that estab-
lishing new social norms not only lays the groundwork for
participating in new and/or adapted social rules, rituals,
and marketplace routines, but also serves to motivate them
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collectively to seek validation as an alternative form of hous-
ing in an existing system.

Seeking validation prompted some tiny house dwellers
to engage in activism, but for others, it also resulted in a
redefining of one’s social identity (i.e., a normative shift)
in order to find acceptance, even if it existed outside of the
mainstream social circles they had once been a part of. Macy
noted that she “found a stronger connection with our neigh-
bors living in an RV community versus a neighborhood of
houses”. She ultimately went to work as a sales rep for the
company from which she bought her tiny house (“I now
am a dealer for Platinum Cottages...we had so many folks
stop by our property when we set up 3 park model RV'’s it
inspired me to sell them”). Macy’s social circles, including
in her professional life, consist almost entirely of individuals
within the tiny house community. In her case, her sense of
validation comes from the fact that she has simply redefined
her social interactions at home and work to only include
people who accept and understand her life choices.

This notion of validation also emerged around the need
for self-reliance, a type of self-validation in the absence of
validation from others whether it be skirting regulations, sev-
ering friendships, or learning how to do repairs. Discovering
a newfound sense of self-reliance, whether by necessity or
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choice, enabled tiny house dwellers to change their perspec-
tive and the meaning imbued in certain social interactions,
such as calling a handyman to make a repair or designing
and building their homes to their exact specifications.
Additionally, many of our participants could no longer
depend on traditional social institutions for help. They often
formed new communities of interest to help one another
acclimate to tiny house living and acquire the skills neces-
sary to validate becoming more self-reliant. Many of our
participants mentioned being first drawn to tiny house living
through their encounters with these communities — online, in
person, and through television programs. Evan (five years)
shared how he was influenced by the tiny house community:

A friend’s daughter had been researching blogs about
them and shared a few resources. In 2012 there weren’t
a lot of resources. I attended a [tiny house community]
workshop and designed my floor plan there.

This finding parallels collective identity and institutional
entrepreneurship as discussed by Scaraboto and Fisher
(2013).

Sensemaking

In the case of tiny house dwellers, the individual choice to
move toward such a lifestyle prompted them to make cogni-
tive transitions and interpret their initial experiences dif-
ferently. Social meaning informs individual meaning, and
individuals then participate in social rituals that can convey
new symbolism and new meaning back to the group around
objects, experiences, and rituals. For example, several of our
participants talked about the awkwardness of composting
toilets, both because they offered little privacy from other
housemates, and because they created uncomfortable social
encounters with outsiders invited into their tiny houses. Ulti-
mately, this new reality was accepted and integrated into
the logic of what it means to live in a tiny house. Chelsey
(15 months) discussed “getting used to” tiny house chal-
lenges after only a few months as she began to reinterpret
her situation through a new set of perspectives:

Most of the challenges occurred the first few months
(being in closer proximity with your significant other
more often, climbing a ladder to and out of bed every
day, doing laundry more often, having to change the
compost toilet, cleaning up dog hair, the dog being in
the way [middle of the floor], putting stuff away when
you’re done because it’s easy to make a mess, having
less private space), but then you learn to adapt to your
new living situation and things become normal and
are no longer really “challenges” or at least become
less annoying.

Another example of a how individuals interpreted new
meaning of ‘home’ was illustrated by Amy (eight months):

If you do get sad or depressed, there’s no other place
to go except away. At my ‘real’ house, I had a yard, an
upstairs, and a basement so I could distract myself if
I got gloomy.

Amy’s comment illustrates how her social reality caused a
transition in her construction of meaning, in this case, mak-
ing sense of the meaning and function of ‘home’. Instead
of being defined as a place for emotional recharge through
solitude, the act of self-soothing through physical distance
was no longer a significant association with ‘home’. The
fact that she is early in this transition is evidenced by still
referring to her traditional house as a ‘real’ house, perhaps
indicating that she has completely made the cognitive shift
of sensemaking in a tiny house.

Change Agency

Sustainable transformation to this new way of living also
resulted in more collective concern over the status quo and
the desire to change it. First, many of these tiny house dwell-
ers were forced out of the traditional neighborhoods they
had been a part of to avoid violating zoning laws, and others
were deprived access to social services, such as public trans-
portation, because of their living choices. Ned (four years)
recalled his experience when constructing his tiny house:

Right after we built our tiny house, our town passed a
residential zoning law forcing us out of city limits, and
we felt like this was directly targeted toward us, as we
were the first family in the area to have a tiny house.
Nobody wanted a tiny house in their neighborhood
because they felt like having tiny houses in close prox-
imity brought down the value of their houses. There
are people all over the country working to try and get
zoning laws changed, and we frequently see petitions
passed around in the online tiny home community to
try and pass favorable regulations and zoning laws.

Because these tiny house dwellers challenged the logic
of what it meant to be a typical home owner in a typical
neighborhood, they came into conflict with those in close
geographical proximity. First, neighbors were not used to
such a living concept and made assumptions that, since their
homes were much larger and more expensive, a tiny house
could undermine the value of their own. It appears that, at a
superficial level, society is generally open to tiny houses as
a socially responsible and environmentally sustainable hous-
ing solution, but less so when tiny house dwellers encroach
on individuals® specific social spaces. For example, some
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neighborhoods place a stigma around the presence of tiny
homes, associating them with housing solutions of the
homeless, for families in dire financial straits, or even as a
public safety concern, thus creating social barrier to their
full integration and acceptance (Unger, 2017). This creates
an interesting social tension that on one hand, allows for the
abstract idea of tiny houses as a generally favorable solution
to many public challenges, but on the other hand, rejects
the way they are concretely manifest in society (e.g., as a
next door neighbor). Second, these institutional changes also
represented regulative shifts as many of these individuals,
some for the first time, actively sought to reform government
policy to avoid formal sanctions that resulted from violating
established living norms. Thus, tiny house dwellers reflect
the notion of institutional entrepreneurship because they are
attempting to change and legitimize (e.g., Rao & Giorgi,
2006) a new concept of living.

By becoming aware of how regulative forces constrain
their pursuit of small living and dealing with very concrete
regulations and sanctions by local municipalities, the con-
cept of “government” or “municipality” was fundamentally
changed and took on a new symbolic meaning. Based on the
common sentiment our participants raised about feeling pun-
ished by local government, for them, the meaning of these
regulative institutions transitioned from not carrying a great
deal of symbolism or being an “advocate,” to, in the worst
case “adversary,” an erosion of trust in a public institution.
This evolving meaning, in turn, enabled tiny house dwell-
ers to potentially be active change agents in the established
institutions under which they lived.

Not surprisingly, some of the strongest sentiments against
regulative institutions were from those individuals we
interviewed who had spent the most time living in a tiny
house. These individuals had likely progressed the furthest
through the various institutional transitions associated with
tiny house living and had begun to adopt a sense of change
agency. Jade (six and a half years) talked about her choices
to reject the logic of overconsumption, and the choices of
those like her as standing up to formal power structures:

...[tiny house living] frightens many corporations,
institutions, and governments that count on masses to
be controlled by debt and consumption.

Debra (seven years) takes one step further and represents
a potential institutional entrepreneur engaged in activism to
change the laws that are problematic for tiny house dwellers:

Tiny houses are solving housing problems. Codes are
being formed around them. They will become just
another housing option, bit by bit. The legality of park-
ing one, although many of us are working diligently
with IRC, local, and state officials for further accept-
ances of tiny houses as full-time residences.
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Such statements support the assertion that individual
actors have the potential to collectively transition toward
regulative institutional change (Scott, 1995; Scaraboto &
Fisher, 2013; Schlaile et al., 2018).

Discussion and Implications

Our study explored the normative, regulative, and cogni-
tive transitions individuals made as they transformed their
lifestyle into tiny houses. Our qualitative analysis identified
several institutional transitions — social community, civic
engagement, and marketplace interactions. As social theo-
rists have pointed out, institutional changes are interwoven
and reinforce each other to create a new social framework
(cf., Scott, 1995; D’Andrade, 1984).

Theoretical Implications

According to Nielsen and Lockwood (2018), “qualitative
transformational solutions refer to qualitative property
changes that are fundamentally different than the original
components” (p. 46). Transitioning to a tiny house is indeed
fundamentally different than traditional living spaces as seen
in our analysis. These individuals have come into conflict
with the logic of consumption as an institution (Thornton
et al., 2012), yet they have adapted and found solutions to
such conflict.

Citing stakeholder theory and corporate social responsi-
bility, Sharma and Henriques (2005) argue that businesses
should create objectives that consider sustainability. This
has been reiterated and advocated by Sheth and colleagues
(2011) in their call for organizations and individuals to
adopt a paradigm shift toward more responsible consump-
tion. Our study adds to this area of research by examining
how individuals participating in a social movement, such
as tiny house living, have the potential to become a power-
ful voice of influence and legitimization. In doing so, we
provide more insight on how consumer social responsibility
can influence and attempt to change common practices by
organizations (Scaraboto & Fischer, 2013; Schlaile et al.,
2018; Vitell, 2015).

Consumer researchers have also called for more inves-
tigation of the “conceptualization of the consumer and the
context in which such a subject is formed in order to better
understand the relationship between consumer subjects and
their environments” (Karababa & Ger, 2011, p. 738). By
focusing on how consumers change and develop new insti-
tutional practices for tiny house dwelling, our study adds
another research context to this theoretical perspective.
Further, according to Geisler and Veresui (2014, p. 842),
consumer responsibilization is a “process through which
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consumers are reconstructed as free, autonomous, rational,
and entrepreneurial subjects who draw on individual market
choices to invest in their own human capital, such that the
need for top-down intervention into the market is rendered
obsolete.” Thus, by legitimizing an alternative form of liv-
ing and recalibrating their consumption patterns, tiny house
dwellers have become part of such a bottom-up movement
that has created a consumption ethos of “living deliberately”
(Thoreau, 1854). These bottom-up efforts, however, often
include tension, sacrifice, and conflict, as we have found in
our qualitative investigation.

The conflict and tension these consumers often felt also
gives insight into some of the micro foundations of insti-
tutional theory. Past scholarship in institutional theory has
called for a deeper exploration of the role of individual
actors in institutional changes. Here we find, at the indi-
vidual level, that many of these participants were willing
disobey regulative expectations, intentionally skirting the
law, to legitimize a more sustainable and responsible form of
consumption. In some cases, the very institutions designed
to create social order were actively working against them
because they did not fit into the prevailing paradigm, forcing
them to act defiantly.

Managerial and Ethical Implications

Insights from our research present practical and ethical
considerations for marketers. First, we offer insight into
the buying preferences of tiny house dwellers who want
to participate in a movement toward responsible consump-
tion. This type of consumption does not necessarily result in
consumers with little or no buying power. On the contrary,
our research showed that many of these tiny house dwellers
were willing to pay a premium for specific categories of
luxury goods, services, and experiences, albeit with a differ-
ent mindset than a traditional consumer (e.g., “I never regret
money spent on good food,” “I'm...able to afford the best
food and supplements”). Ignoring this market could be a
potential strategic oversight for companies that sell building
materials, groceries, travel experiences, as well as a myriad
of other industries. In fact, marketers have taken note of this
growing segment, as IKEA currently offers tiny house Kkits,
where customers can customize to their specific preferences
(Berg, 2021).

Second, marketers may need to reconsider how their
products and services create value for customers. As this
market segment is seeking ways to transform its consump-
tion choices (Albinsson & Perera, 2012; Markman, 2020),
marketers who focus on product quality may find ways to co-
create products that are tailored to these individuals’ needs,
and marketers whose products serve multiple purposes may
create a competitive advantage. These insights can create
opportunities for specific niche markets, such as storage

facilities for those tiny house dwellers who wish to store
items rather than completely purging them, or opportuni-
ties to give items to charity to allow others to reuse and/or
recycle them. This research may also point to new market
opportunities for service providers (e.g., plumbers, electri-
cians, etc.) willing to invest in the know-how and special-
ized tools required to service houses with custom engineered
“tiny” systems. In these ways, individuals may influence
corporations to change their market strategies as the institu-
tional practices of consumption are continually revised and
reconstructed.

Finally, marketers may need to refine their product devel-
opment strategies using an ethical lens if they wish to do
business in a socially responsible way. For example, strate-
gies of planned obsolescence (e.g., Bulow, 1986; Guiltinan,
2009) may serve to perpetuate overconsumption. As more
and more individuals try to make do with less and demand
that firms act in a sustainable manner that benefits society,
marketing strategies that encourage overconsumption may
ultimately no longer be a competitive advantage. For exam-
ple, tiny house dwellers were essentially penalized for pur-
chasing more frequently, but in smaller quantities, rather
than purchasing in bulk. Marketers could potentially develop
pricing and/or incentive structures to accommodate this type
of consumer who, in the same period, may consume the
exact same amount, but makes purchases more frequently.
Likewise, this issue has implications for packaging and
directly ties in with the reusable packaging movement, as
both consumers and firms strive to be more environmentally
responsible. By allowing consumers to utilize the packing
size of their choice (e.g., foods that are delivered to super-
markets in bulk, but distributed in varying quantities on a
customer-by-customer basis), firms can be both more envi-
ronmentally responsible while also meeting an important
need of this particular market segment.

At the micro-level, our research provides evidence of eth-
ical dilemmas some of these individuals face as they trans-
form their living situation. Some felt pushed toward devi-
ant and/or almost illegal behavior to achieve what, in their
mind, was the greatest ethical good (i.e. becoming debt-free,
purchasing smaller quantities, environmental friendliness)
and what offers them the greatest sense of agency in their
personal consumption choices.

At the firm level, we see evidence of managerial deci-
sions that potentially have ethical implications insofar as
they drive consumers toward certain kinds of behaviors that
are not sustainable (e.g., overconsumption, rampant mate-
rialism, accumulation of too many possessions, etc.). Man-
agers should consider how product and brand management
decisions, such as packaging, product quantity, and product
usefulness lifecycles can help encourage their customers to
consume in more responsible, ethical ways.
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Finally, at the societal level, this research has implica-
tions for responsible consumption as an institution. The
question remains as to what extent are we willing to make
concessions to well-established institutions (e.g., zoning
laws and social interpretations of the “right” way to live in
a domicile) to allow our society to work better (and more
ethically) for all. While established institutions offer benefits
to society in the form of shared meaning, order, and stabil-
ity, the unwillingness to change and adapt can contribute to
unethical behavior rather than preventing it. In this vein, the
most ethical institutions are those that allow for adaptability,
rather than those that remain rigid in the face of demon-
strated good.

Conclusion and Future Research

As reiterated by Bahl and colleagues (2016), “millions
of contemporary consumers sleepwalk through a fog of
impulses, habits, addictions, compulsions, and decision
biases....It is indeed challenging to wake consumers up
when they are deeply sedated by promises of pleasures
and escapes everywhere in the marketplace.” (p. 198). Our
results demonstrate that a promising segment of consumers
are indeed not “sleepwalking” at all. Tiny house dwellers
have challenged the status quo of consumption as an insti-
tution and revealed that such a transformative process can
be an arduous yet rewarding journey. Future research could
examine how such a lifestyle can be applied to other living
situations and solve public problems. In fact, tiny houses
have been used as a solution to larger social issues such
as homelessness, the disabled (Chaney, 2017), temporary
housing for natural disasters (Reggev, 2017), and a solution
for quarantine living (Chang, 2020). Future research could
examine how tiny houses can aid in solving public crises.
Our results also reveal that the tiny house movement
faces regulatory challenges. Critics and neighbors believe
that tiny houses can bring their property values down.
Concerns about turning these houses into rental properties
(e.g., AirBnB neighborhoods) also abound (Spesard, 2019).
Future research could investigate online tiny house forums
and social media communities to gauge how public senti-
ment evolves toward this lifestyle. For those building tiny
houses, simple logistics are still a challenge. For example, a
newly constructed house must be over a particular minimum
square footage to qualify for the local building permits. As
our results demonstrate, tiny house dwellers have learned to
adapt and even become change agents. Future research could
investigate the progress of changing regulations in the public
policy realm. A related direction could be how COVID-19,
along with concerns of social gatherings and individuals’
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economic well-being has influenced municipalities’ willing-
ness to reconsider non-traditional forms of residence.

Our findings also have several limitations. First, we
examine specifically tiny house ownership as a manifesta-
tion of the broader phenomenon of responsible consump-
tion. There are many individuals who pursue responsible
consumption in other ways, such as minimalism, rejecting
the use of credit cards and other forms of debt, communal
living, etc., which we do not address in this paper, but could
be a fruitful avenue of future research, both qualitatively
and quantitatively. Finally, our research is limited to a nar-
row period in which we interviewed individuals about the
transition process of moving to a tiny house, and the perma-
nence of these individuals' choices is largely unknown to
us. Following individuals over longer periods of time could
yield additional insight into how these transitions occur, and
how they impact society at large.

Based on our findings, “living deliberately” can ulti-
mately be rewarding. Rees and Wackernagel (1996, p. 242)
stressed the importance of sustainable lifestyles stating, “we
in the wealthiest cities must do what we can to create cities
that are more ecologically benign (including, perhaps, learn-
ing to live more simply, so that others may live at all)”. Such
a declaration in the context of tiny house living presents an
interesting paradox. Many socially responsible organizations
and governments would agree in principle that sustainable
living is a desirable goal, yet, those same entities obstructed
individual efforts to do so. Future research in consumer eth-
ics and public policy should examine how social systems
often obstruct themselves in making progress toward com-
monly held goals when innovative means to do so do not fit
neatly into their existing institutional paradigms. This study
hopes to be a launching pad for future research in pursuing
sustainable living options.
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