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From loss to involuntary liquidity: refugees’ relationships to
possessions
Maria Hokkinen

School of Business and Economics, Åbo Akademi University, Turku, Finland

ABSTRACT
This paper explores refugees’ relationships to consumption and
possessions while they resettle in a Nordic country. The results of the
empirical study (one-on-one photovoice interviews and micro focus
group interviews with 32 Iraqi, Turkish, and Syrian refugees living in
Finland) elucidate that the loss of possessions caused by forced
displacement thrust refugees to prolonged liminality and alter their
relationships to material possessions, pushing them from solid
consumption to seek stability through temporary liquid consumption.
The study contributes to consumer research by highlighting the role of
liquid consumption during imposed long-term liminality and precarity
and by exploring the temporal boundaries and characteristics of
involuntary liquid consumption. The results improve our understanding
of how people relate to consumption and possessions when navigating
extreme and arduous life transitions and offers implications for NGOs
working with refugee integration.
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1. Introduction

Consumption is a central daily activity; most of us spend our lives gathering possessions. Consump-
tion enables fulfilling basic needs, like food and shelter, and serves as a terrain for self-actualization
and identity construction (Belk 1988; Hill 1991). It is also used to negotiate the passing of time;
restore memories, move forward emotionally, or purposefully relive past experiences (Robinson,
Veresiu, and Babić Rosario 2022; Russell and Levy 2012). Few can imagine how we would feel if
we suddenly lost all our possessions. Yet, given the increasingly frequent natural disasters, political
turmoil, and current unprecedented global refugee crisis—an estimated 103 million displaced from
their homes worldwide as of mid-2022 (UNHCR 2023a), and over 8 million Ukrainian refugees
registered across Europe as of spring 2023 (UNHCR 2023b)—it is becoming increasingly clear
that nobody is completely safe from the sudden loss of their former consumer lifestyle and belong-
ings. Thus, it is fitting to map out people’s strategies for navigating the unwanted and extreme cir-
cumstances caused by life’s disruptions and examining the role possessions and consumption in
them.

This paper looks at refugee consumers through the theoretical lenses of liminality and liquid
consumption. Liminal experiences, described as the passages between “before” and “after” are
powerful, emotional transitions involving separating, transforming and eventually incorporating
into a new stable state (van Gennep [1909] 1960). However, the transformations are not always
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voluntary, nor do they necessarily resolve themselves smoothly (Turner 1969; 1974). Indeed, the
liminal transitions can endure over time and turn into permanent–also called perpetual–liminality
where the individual is stuck in a state of turmoil and unable return to stability (Thomassen 2009;
Ybema, Beech, and Ellis 2011; Appau, Ozanne, and Klein 2020; Wimark 2021). In addition to lim-
inal fluctuations, the very structures to transition between may be dissolving. Bauman (2000)
argued that modernity is no longer solid but is now liquid, lacking stable societal structures to attach
to, which also prompts changes to how people relate to possessions. Society’s changing demands
drive people to engage in liquid consumption, which is characterized by being short-lived, imma-
terial, and access based. In liquidity, solid relationships and conventional structures become open
for negotiation. (Bardhi and Eckhardt 2017; Bardhi, Eckhardt, and Arnould 2012; Mimoun and
Bardhi 2022).

By answering the research question How does liquid consumption manifest concerning the
involuntary, prolonged liminality of forced displacement?, this study contributes to extant consu-
mer research in the following ways: Firstly, while previous studies have excelled at examining
the characteristics of liquid consumption (Bardhi and Eckhardt 2017; Bardhi, Eckhardt, and
Arnould 2012; Mimoun and Bardhi 2022), they have not engaged extensively with the possibility
of liquid consumption being a temporary, imposed survival strategy rather than a voluntary and
permanent lifestyle choice of those well-off. Hence, this paper joins the conversation by looking
into non-elite mobile consumers enduring insecurity in the long run (as prompted by Bardhi
and Eckhardt 2017, 592—593) and by exploring if and how liquid consumption can help indi-
viduals in involuntary long-term liminality to cope (as called for by Appau, Ozanne, and Klein
2020, 187). Secondly, the study complements earlier knowledge about the thresholds of liquid
consumption by examining the entry into liquidity and the possible avenues of exiting it,
both of which have been underexamined as of now. The study also enriches the knowledge
about the temporal boundaries of liminality by building on Hartonen et al. (2022) and Esses,
Hamilton, and Gaucher (2017) in questioning the assumption of refugee liminality ending
when permanent protection status is granted. By doing so, it offers societal implications for
NGOs and state actors working with refugee resettlement and integration services by suggesting
how societal actors could help people deal with and overcome prolonged liminal transitions, and
answers thus to the call by Barnard and Pendock (2013) for more micro-level studies about refu-
gee integration. Thirdly, existing literature has shed light on the importance of possessions
during crisis and change (Darveau and Cheikh-Ammar 2021), but the loss of belongings
inherent in the refugee experience severely impedes seeking security from material possessions.
Thus, there is a need to better understand the consumer identities of those forcibly displaced
from their homes, especially in contexts outside the refugee camps (as pinpointed by Oka
2014; and Dudley 2010).

The qualitative study is based on nine one-on-one photovoice interviews and 23 micro focus
group interviews with recent refugees from Turkey, Iraq, and Syria living in Finland. The empiri-
cal findings imply that the forced displacement and loss of belongings have led these refugees to
temporarily lose their attachment to material possessions, thrusting them into a state of prolonged
liminality in which they rely on liquid consumption rather than solid possessions to cope. The
empirical results suggest that the refugees consider their liquid consumption a temporary solution
while wishing to exit the prolonged liminality and return to solidity in the future. While the focus
of this study is refugees, the results can deepen our understanding of the possible coping strategies
of anyone—refugee or not—caught in prolonged liminality by the force of events. Such other rel-
evant contexts could, for example, include individuals involved in difficult life transitions that do
not resolve quickly, such as long-term unemployment, the aftermath of natural disasters, drawn-
out court battles or caring for an ill family member. In the following, the study’s theoretical foun-
dations are laid out, followed by a description of Finland as a country of resettlement in the
empirical context. After presenting the empirical methods, the paper discusses the findings, ana-
lyzing them in the light of extant literature. Finally, in the discussion section, the results are
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wrapped up, and the study’s societal and scholarly implications are discussed, along with sugges-
tions for future research.

2. Theoretical foundations

2.1. Liminal transitions and consumption

Liminality (van Gennep [1909] 1960) is a useful concept when studying consumer experiences
involving “unsettling transitions and transformative events” (Darveau and Cheikh-Ammar
2021). Material possessions and consumption have an important link to identity and self-concept,
especially in times of transition, as social and cultural life are inherently embedded with the material
world (Belk 1988; Dudley 2010; Hill 1991; Mehta and Belk 1991). The link between consumption
and liminality has been researched from different perspectives, regarding involuntary and voluntary
transformations. In imposed transformations, people can use material consumption to overcome
liminality or alleviate discomfort (Darveau and Cheikh-Ammar 2021). Consumption can help
people survive crises and cope with stressful or threatening situations, anchoring them to life
and the future (Pavia and Mason 2004). Purchases can also be used to connect the individual to
the surrounding world or regain a sense of identity and control during crises (Hill 1991; Ken-
nett-Hensel, Sneath, and Lacey 2012). Consumption—by distracting, soothing and challenging—
can facilitate moving through a crisis to a resolution and a new identity (Kennett-Hensel, Sneath,
and Lacey 2012; Pavia and Mason 2004). During liminality, when one’s role in the social system and
identity are disrupted, people tend to put more value on symbolic possessions—things that are
valued for their emotional value rather than their utility, such as wedding rings or diplomas
(Noble and Walker 1997). Value is placed on items that preserve the memory of those who are
far away or deceased and can offer a security blanket during liminal transitions and fill a void
after separation from family and friends (Mehta and Belk 1991; Nations, Baker, and Krszjzaniek
2017; Noble and Walker 1997).

Consequently, lacking access to or losing possessions can be traumatic. The degree of grief and
distress upon losing possessions depends on how strongly the possessions are linked to the self,
their values and self-worth (Ferraro, Escalas, and Bettman 2011). For firestorm victims, the few
charred and destroyed items that could be recovered from the disaster site became sacred posses-
sions, regardless of their value before the fire, as they served as reminders of the past (Sayre 1994).
The sadness such a loss causes is not just connected to individual items but can stretch to larger
units such as homes or neighborhoods (Belk 1988). Objects can also remind one of traumatic events
and tie a person to the past, as Marcoux (2017) observed in post-9/11 New Yorkers. In this case,
“active forgetting” of the traumatic terror attack by disposing of and disregarding memory objects
was a way of coping and moving on with life. Mimoun and Bardhi (2022) also identified the behav-
ior of purposefully disposing of items when the voluntarily flexible consumers wanted to relinquish
their past identity and sought liquidity.

A liminal transition involving financial constraints also shapes the importance of possessions.
Consumers with limited funds have been found to gravitate towards material goods rather than
experiences, focusing on items with long-term utility (Tully, Hershfield, and Meyvis 2015). In
the case of extreme material poverty and loss of possessions among homeless women living in a
shelter, symbolic and sacred possessions were valued rather than traditional consumer goods
(Hill 1991). Photographs, religious artifacts, and other physical items reminding one of the past
or anchored in future dreams carried special significance for the homeless (Hill 1991).

Noting that liminality is not always imposed is crucial. Some consumers also seek flexibility and
change to break free from norms and succeed among modern society’s requirements (Mimoun and
Bardhi 2022). In their study of well-off expats relocating around the world, Bardhi, Eckhardt, and
Arnould (2012), found that the voluntarily mobile consumers engaged in a consumption style
emphasizing immateriality, transferability, and freedom instead of solid, material possessions.
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Instead of trying to escape their liminality, the expats strategically used consumption to manage
their frequent relocations. This liquid relationship to possessions, characterized by a weaker con-
nection between tangible possessions and identity construction as well as a dematerialized, shared,
or access-based ownership, was theorized as a privilege of the wealthy and voluntarily mobile. Econ-
omic precarity, in contrast, would drive consumers to seek safety through tangible possessions.
(Bardhi and Eckhardt 2017; Bardhi, Eckhardt, and Arnould 2012)

2.2. Managing liminal time with consumption

Liminality is a timeless space, defined as a temporal passing from the before to the after (Darveau
and Cheikh-Ammar 2021). According to Koselleck (2005), the current era characterized by accel-
erated change has turned the present into a mere passage from the past to the future. This ruptured
sense of time can be managed and bridged with consumption (Robinson, Veresiu, and Babić
Rosario 2022). Although belongings can help preserve the essence of the past, they can also help
construct an identity in a new situation. Consumer timework is defined as the dynamics of how
marketplace stakeholders negotiate the relationships between the past, present and future. Robin-
son, Veresiu, and Babić Rosario (2022) divide consumer timework into an integrative, disintegra-
tive, subjugatory, or emancipatory type. The integrative and the emancipatory consumer timework
are the most relevant types for this paper’s purpose. Integrative consumer timework aims to har-
monize the passing of time. One example is nostalgic consumption, which attempts to restore a
past that would otherwise risk being declined, as well as collaborative consumption, which through
repeated and ritualistic marketplace activities shapes in-group members’ understanding of the past
and future collectively. Through what is called emancipatory consumer timework, in turn, the con-
sumer can overcome a failure or an adversity and regain an earlier consumer identity. (Robinson,
Veresiu, and Babić Rosario 2022)

Liminal consumption during major life transitions, such as re-consuming past experiences,
oriented towards the past or future (Russell and Levy 2012) involve consumer timework. Yet, limin-
ality does not always resolve smoothly, and an individual can be stuck in the turbulence of tran-
sition for extended periods (Alkhaled and Sasaki 2022). Permanent or extended liminality is
traditionally seen as a negative state or “error” that brings about disaster and exhausts people of
their power (Szakolczai 2017). People in long-term liminality fluctuate between a past and future
orientations in their consumption (Pavia and Mason 2004). Appau, Ozanne, and Klein (2020)
investigated Pentecostal converts’ consumption, noting they oscillated between separation and
incorporation in a continuous struggle of perpetual liminality, while marginalized consumers of
chronic illness medication (studied by Nakata et al. 2019) remained in a liminal space of compliance
versus non-compliance with their treatment. In Mimoun and Bardhi’s (2022) study, the voluntarily
liquid consumers repeatedly sought to de-stabilize their consumption to stay free and flexible. As
the above examples illustrate, consumption is a way to manage liminality; conversely, a particular
consumer behavior can mark an individual’s ongoing stage in the liminal process (Kennett-Hensel,
Sneath, and Lacey 2012).

2.3. Refugee consumers and liminality

Moving to another country and being exposed to a new culture is a powerful liminal transition.
Such can cause stress and lead to a higher risk of psychological problems, ranging from culture
shock to depression, to anxiety and substance abuse (Organista, Organista, and Kurasaki 2003).
Compared with voluntary migration, the refugee experience involves specific conditions contribut-
ing to an increased risk of stress and trauma, such as changes in a family setting caused by displace-
ment, economic hardships, and past experiences in the home country or during the refugee journey
(Hynie 2018; Kriechbaum-Vitellozzi and Kreuzbauer 2006). The psychological distress can be
aggravated by new trauma experienced in the country of resettlement, such as difficulties in
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integration and a lack of financial and social support (Porter and Haslam 2005). Both literally and
metaphorically, refugees are pushed to the limit (Hartonen et al. 2022). Much like people grieving
the death of a loved one, refugees also face losing important relationships. Moreover, they lose their
possessions, status, and former way of life. Having left behind the familiar structures of their home
countries and being unable to fully incorporate into the new society can lead to prolonged involun-
tary liminality (Appau, Ozanne, and Klein 2020, 186). The meta-analysis by Hartonen et al. (2022)
suggested that reincorporation and exiting liminality can happen when permanent protection status
is received. Yet, Hartonen et al. (2022) noted another possible scenario; a prolonged liminality
stretching to the following generations. Furthermore, Esses, Hamilton, and Gaucher (2017) recog-
nize the risk of protracted exile caused by the lack of permanent residency status.

Consumption plays a role in refugee coping and well-being by giving the refugees a sense of nor-
malcy, dignity, and agency under the pressure of forced displacement (Oka 2014). When moving
from one country to another, the central role of possessions involving one’s identity is heightened.
Possessions can sustain the connection to the old home country, while they can help match the role
expectations in the new (Belk 1992; Luedicke 2011; Mehta and Belk 1991; Peñaloza 1994). Con-
sumption and possessions are tools to negotiate the past and present during forced displacement.
A connection to the pre-displacement past is important for refugees, as well as the endeavor to
make sense of the present and connect the different eras of life (Dudley 2010). The inability to
return to the previous life and the insecurity and indeterminacy about the future can place
refugees—especially those awaiting asylum decisions or with a temporary protection status—in a
“limbo” state characterized by anxiety and hopelessness (Hartonen et al. 2022). Refugees in liminal
transitions use tangible activities such as craftwork (Alkhaled and Sasaki 2022), rituals, and wearing
traditional clothes (Dudley 2010) to cope and retain their identity by meaningfully connecting to
their past and constructing a narrative for the future. Spirituality, support from one’s family and
society (social services), actively “colonizing” the new living environment as a home, reframing
the situation, and focusing on the future are some of the refugee’s coping strategies that previous
research has identified (Dudley 2010; Khawaja et al. 2008; Sossou et al. 2008). However, the
same strategies that can help make sense of and counteract the liminality can repeatedly recreate
the past and conjure painful memories, making the liminal state more noticeable (Dudley 2010).

Much of the previous research about refugees’ relationships to consumption and possessions is
limited to refugee-camp settings (Alloush et al. 2017; Dudley 2010; Oka 2014; Viswanathan, Alfonso
Arias, and Sreekumar 2021). Thus, it explores a liminal state that appears temporary by definition
(as people are expected to move on from refugee camps sooner or, as is often the case, later). There
is a need for further exploration of how refugees who are settled in their new home country manage
their perpetual liminality, and how they make sense of their liminal process with the help of con-
sumption and possessions.

3. Context

According to the definition by the United Nations (UN 2021), a refugee is one who is unable or
unwilling to return to their country of origin due to fear of persecution. The world has more refu-
gees than ever. At mid-2022, over 103 million people were displaced from their homes. While many
(about 52 million) stayed within the borders of their own countries, around half of the displaced
people sought safety abroad (UNHCR 2023a). The reasons for fleeing vary from war and violence
to human rights violations and natural disasters. For example, the long-drawn-out conflict in Syria,
the war in Ukraine, and most recently, the unrest in Sudan, have all put people on the move towards
safer areas (UNHCR 2023a). Due to the ongoing events, Europe is becoming increasingly more of
an epicenter of the global refugee crisis. Since the beginning of the war in Ukraine in February 2022,
over eight million people have already fled abroad (as of May 2023; UNHCR 2023b). Before this
war, the peak year of arrivals was 2015, with 1.3 million people (mainly from Syria, Afghanistan,
and Iraq) seeking safety in Europe (PEW Research Center 2016).
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In Finland, where this study is set, the number of people seeking international protection has
been rising since the early 1990s. Most refugees come to Finland without a previous permit and
apply for international protection after arrival. In 2015, the number of asylum seekers in Finland
peaked at over 32,000 arrivals—almost ten-fold compared with the previous years (Finnish Refugee
Council 2020). After 2015, the numbers of new arrivals leveled off to around 1,500–6,000 people per
year (Ministry of the Interior 2021) until 2022, when over 50,000 Ukrainians fled the war to Finland
(Finnish Immigration Service 2023a). In addition to asylum seekers, Finland also receives so-called
quota refugees whose selection process and residence permit paperwork are done abroad before
arrival. From 2011 to 2019, Finland received 750 quota refugees annually, 850 in 2020, 1,050 in
2021 and 1,500 in 2022 (Finnish Immigration Service 2023b).

3.1. The economic integration of refugees in Finland

Finland’s social security system follows the “Nordic model”, granting basic income support to all
residents (Hokkinen 2019). This support is organized through different insurances for specific
situations, such as unemployment, education, sickness, old age, and becoming a parent and car-
ing for a child at home (Niemelä and Salminen 2006). Those arriving in Finland as quota refugees
are directly placed in municipalities and covered by the social security system just like other resi-
dents. Asylum seekers in Finland are accommodated in reception centers or hosted privately
while their application is processed; they are not yet fully covered by the social security system.
During the asylum process, applicants receive financial assistance as a monthly reception allow-
ance ranging from about 102.15 euros to 348.50 euros (in 2023, for an adult living alone). The
amount depends on whether the reception center has a meal service. (Finnish Immigration Ser-
vice 2023c). If the application succeeds and asylum or subsidiary protection is granted, the appli-
cant typically receives a fixed-term residence permit and becomes a resident in a municipality,
becoming eligible for the same social benefits as permanent residents. An individual integration
plan is drafted for all residence-permit holders, covering language courses and other training
deemed necessary for successful integration into society. Following the integration plan’s
measures is a prerequisite for receiving the unemployment allowance and other social benefits.
(The Act on the Promotion of Immigrant Integration 30.12.2010/1386). Unemployment is higher
among immigrants than the general population in Finland (Nykänen et al. 2022). Also, using
income support for unemployment and childcare at home is higher among immigrants than
the general population, the difference being especially noticeable during the first years after mov-
ing to Finland, and among immigrants with a refugee background (Tervola and Verho 2014). The
situation is most fragile for those with coinciding challenges of unemployment, health, and social
integration (Peltola and Metso 2008). The consumption of the asylum seekers arriving in 2015
evoked relational conflicts and suspicion of abusing benefits in Finland (Hokkinen 2019) and
across Europe (Pellander and Kotilainen 2017).

4. Methodology

4.1. Research design and data collection

The empirical study was conducted in two stages. Stage 1, in 2017—2018, consisted of one-on-one
in-depth photovoice interviews (Sutton-Brown 2014) with nine male refugees from Iraq. The par-
ticipants were asked to photograph their consumption practices and possessions before the inter-
view; the photos were then used as a discussion guide during the interview. The participants’
photos, while not treated as data alone, served several essential purposes: The photos allowed the
interviewees to discuss things important to them (rather than follow a strict interview guide drafted
by the interviewer, which might have ignored certain topics), resulting in broad contextual expla-
nations and discoveries that could have otherwise remained unaddressed. The photovoice method
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made the interview situation less formal and eased communication over language barriers, as a
translator was not used in the first stage of the study. Stage 1 proved critical for refining the research
questions, learning to navigate interview situations with cultural and language differences (Kim
2011), and creating a broader understanding of refugee consumer behavior in Finland. However,
solidifying and crystallizing the earlier findings by employing more targeted questions and recruit-
ing a more diverse interviewee base that included women was necessary. An interpreter-assistant
with language skills and existing contacts with Finland’s Middle Eastern refugee community was
included for Stage 2 of the empirical study to ease access and rapport.

Stage 2 of the empirical study was carried out in 2021, mainly as micro focus groups, with 23
interviewees and four to five participants in each group. Thirteen of the participants were
women and ten were men. For Stage 2, an interpreter of Arabic and Turkish languages was used
as many of the participants did not speak Finnish or English fluently. Two study participants
asked to be interviewed separately (not in a focus group setting) due to confidentiality issues
with their backgrounds. The research design accommodated this wish. According to Greenbaum
(1998), a focus group is a qualitative technique designed to uncover a group’s attitudes and feelings
on a specific topic, and the “why” of consumer behavior. Unlike many other interview types, focus
groups are based on the interaction between the participants and interviewer, with the latter acting
as more of a moderator guiding the topic while leaving as much space as possible for the partici-
pants to speak. It became evident that the focus group setting was more effective than one-on-
one interviews for covering sensitive topics and generating deep conversations (see Greenbaum
1999). The focus groups were kept small (with a maximum of five participants in each) to give
enough time and space for everyone to speak.

Each focus group interview lasted approximately 90–120 min, focusing on the participants’
relationships to possessions and consumption before, during, and after the refugee journey.
For example, the interviewees were asked what they brought along on the refugee journey,
and whether they missed some specific items from their past lives in the home country.
Other topics were also covered, such as what their dearest possessions in their current home
were and what a typical shopping basket would contain. The focus groups were organized to
be entirely virtual over the video conferencing application Zoom due to the Covid19 pandemic.
Conducting interviews online had practical benefits, enabling the interviewees to participate
from their homes, meaning they did not need to rearrange, for example, childcare. However,
the online format presented some confidentiality concerns, as controlling who was present at
the other end of the conversation was impossible for the interviewer. The Zoom platform
enabled all participants to use video as well as voice. However, many participants chose not
to have the video switched on, participating with voice only. Technical, practical and cultural
reasons could explain this decision; allowing interviewees to rely solely on audio was made
to accommodate their wishes.

The interviews were conducted in the participants’ native language (Arabic or Turkish) and
translated into Finnish by a research interpreter assistant fluent in all three languages. English
was sometimes used to complement, reducing the need for translation. When necessary, the
researcher translated the quotes from Finnish to English in the Findings-section of this article.
The interpreter assistant, like the researcher, was also an active part of the research, who did not
simply transmit data but participated actively in knowledge production and interpreting the inter-
views (Ryan, Kofman, and Aaron 2011). After each interview, the researcher and research
interpreter assistant reviewed the main points made during the interview, to initially interpret
the results and improve the interview guide for the following focus groups. Towards the end of
Stage 2, the same topics kept emerging, indicating that data saturation was reached (Saunders
et al. 2018)–a point after which no more interviews were arranged.

Using an in-group interpreter assistant allowed for dividing the focus groups in a way to avoid
confrontation (e.g. not mixing people with conflicting political backgrounds in the same focus
group). Research ethics were constantly kept in mind due to the specific vulnerabilities related to
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the studied population.1 The interview excerpts presented in this paper were anonymized using
pseudonyms and removing other identifying information to protect the interviewees’ privacy.

4.2. Sampling and participants

Several methods of participant sampling were used. In Stage 1, the researcher accessed the par-
ticipants through an NGO working with refugees in the area. Later, snowballing was used to
recruit more participants. Stage 1 participants were all men and from Iraq, aged 21–35, and
had lived in Finland for one to three years at the time of the interviews. Most had completed
higher education in their home country and were fluent in English. All the Stage 1 interviewees
lived alone and attended Finnish language courses or other integration training. It became evident
that a demographically broader sample would deepen the understanding of the phenomenon, so a
Stage 2 was later set up with the help of the interpreter assistant, an insider in the refugee
community.

In Stage 2, as well as snowball sampling among the interpreter assistant’s networks, participants
were recruited though posts in local Facebook groups. Altogether, 23 people, 18 women and ten
men, aged 18–43, were interviewed in Stage 2. Thirteen interviewees originated from Turkey,
eight from Iraq and two from Syria. Most (17) were married and had children, while six were single,
living in a single household or with their parents (which was the case for two of the younger par-
ticipants). Most of the interviewees were still studying Finnish or vocational studies or waiting for
their integration course to start. Three were caring for young children at home, and three were
unemployed job seekers.

The interviewees were not specifically selected with certain background criteria in mind. How-
ever, during the interviews, most of them turned out to have belonged to a well-off section of the
population in their home countries; attended higher education; pursued careers in business, edu-
cation, or the public sector; and described their former economic situation as stable and comforta-
ble. This aligns with the demographic profile of the refugees who arrived in Finland in the past
decade, who are generally educated and have work experience in various fields (Dahl 2016). The
push-factors in the interviewees’ countries of origin possibly explain this. For example, in the
case of Turkey, many who fled the country after the 2016 coup d’état attempt were intellectuals
with important positions in the education and finance sectors, leading them to be alleged as insur-
gents or their supporters (Mayer 2016).

All interviewees in Stages 1 and 2 had a refugee background; having come to Finland as quota
refugees, through the asylum process, or arrived through a family-reunification process as the
spouses of those previously granted asylum in Finland. All the interviewees had received a residence
permit in Finland and lived there for one to six years.

4.3. Coding and analysis

The interviews were transcribed and coded with Nvivo. The analysis method was conventional con-
tent analysis (Hsieh and Shannon 2005). Simple word counts for determining reoccurring terms
(Stemler 2000) could not be used, as the interview transcripts contained material in different
languages. Instead, the transcripts were first read and reread several times to identify general themes
and then categorized into meaningful clusters. On initial analysis, three sequential dimensions
(clusters) emerged: past, present, and future—interpreted as liminal stages leading not to a resol-
ution but prolonged liminality. For each of these temporal dimensions, codes relating to for

1Before starting the interviews, an ethics clearance was obtained from the researcher’s university. The project’s aims and methods
were explained, and informed consent was collected from all participants. The anonymity and possibility to choose what to
disclose and the right to end participation at any time was always emphasized. Re-traumatizing topics were avoided. See
Leinonen et al. (2021) on ethically studying refugees.
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example, consumption patterns, cherished possessions, encountered difficulties, and dreams were
established. In the next step of the analysis, the codes were further subcategorized into material ver-
sus immaterial possessions and consumption. At this point, a decisive shift from material to imma-
terial started to emerge from the data, which was inductively interpreted as turning from solid to
liquid consumption, where solid stands for the tangible, enduring possessions with strong attach-
ments to the self, and liquid refers to the short-lived, access-based possessions (Bardhi and Eckhardt
2017; Bardhi, Eckhardt, and Arnould 2012). The coding process included going back and forth
between the data and the theory, allowing insights to emerge from the data rather than predefined
theoretical assumptions (Dubois and Gadde 2002).

5. Findings

In the following, features of the refugees’ liminality and relationships to possessions, as well as how
they negotiate the time between the past, present, and future are illustrated and discussed with the
help of anonymized quotes from the interviews.

5.1. The “before”—solid consumption and order

When analyzing the narratives about the interviewees’ pre-liminal past in their native countries
before setting out on the refugee journey, an impression of a wealthy and stable lifestyle emerged.
The interviewees’ past socio-economic status, combined with the structural differences in the mar-
kets of their home countries (such as the low prices of commodities and lower or non-existent taxa-
tion of income) had led to the interviewees’ purchasing power having been relatively high.
Interviewees reminisced as they remembered a pre-displacement life where balance and order pre-
vailed. There, solid consumption played a central role and buying new things was easy and enjoy-
able, as this quote exemplifies:

There, my personal economic situation was stronger. I did not have a rent to pay—it was my own home. My
salary was good, I was working at a good job, and I owned my home. And the price range there is lower than
here; things are mostly cheaper. So, a person can have a more comfortable economic situation. (Ahmed, 39,
formerly working as a government official in Iraq)

As described by the interviewees like Ahmed above, consumption in the home country is inter-
preted as a solid relationship to consumption—a material, enduring type of consumption based on
ownership (Bardhi and Eckhardt 2017). This counters the often-repeated claim that refugees come
to the Nordic countries “for the money”, to exploit the social welfare system (Hokkinen 2019). In
the case of these interviewees, the change appears to have been the opposite. They had left their
strong socio-economic position in a country with higher income inequality (World Inequality
Database 2018a) to arrive in a more precarious position in a country with lower income inequality
(World Inequality Database 2018b). This drop in the standards of living relative to their surround-
ings is construed to have made their experience of loss stronger. The forced displacement, inevitably
a major life transition, could also be interpreted in terms of consumer timework as a temporal dis-
ruption to the individuals’ consumer identity (Robinson, Veresiu, and Babić Rosario 2022). The
previous lifestyle is viewed by the interviewees as a relatively empowered state where unconstrained
consumption was possible. The developments leading to one becoming a refugee—persecution,
security threats or war—then discontinued this stable past and disrupted the consumer identity
familiar from home.

Becoming a refugee is the turning point at which one leaves behind the old lifestyle and enters
liminality. We know from previous literature (e.g. Kennett-Hensel, Sneath, and Lacey 2012; Pavia
and Mason 2004) that people tend to alleviate the discomfort of liminal transitions with consump-
tion, and financial precarity is found to increase attachment to material possessions (Tully,
Hershfield, and Meyvis 2015). However, the interviewed refugees’ previous interest in solid
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possessions appeared to have declined rather than heightened after entering the extreme liminality
of becoming a refugee, as the following quote exemplifies:

I liked to buy a lot of clothes. I always loved buying a lot of clothes. I studied at a university and clothes were
important. But this thing changed in Finland. I don’t know why, but this changed in Finland. I lost the desire
to be in fashion. (Faiza, 31, from Iraq)

Thus, the immediate consumer response to the liminality that forced displacement caused appears
to not follow the expected consumption pattern to overcome liminality (Darveau and Cheikh-
Ammar 2021). Instead, the loss and trauma of forced displacement is interpreted to have pushed
people from solid to liquid consumption (Bardhi and Eckhardt 2017; Bardhi, Eckhardt, and
Arnould 2012; Mimoun and Bardhi 2022). This change in the relationship to consumption and pos-
sessions is further analyzed in the following.

5.2. From solid to liquid

Based on the analysis of the interview data, entry into the extreme liminal transition of forced
displacement seems to have altered the refugees’ relationships to possessions, replacing solid
consumption with liquid consumption for survival and coping. Unlike voluntarily liquid con-
sumers (Mimoun and Bardhi 2022) who frequently seek to destabilize their consumption and
avoid getting “fixed” on anything, the refugees appear to experience the thrust into liquidity
only once.

Transitioning to liquid consumption coincided with losing possessions. For most, the refugee
journey included numerous dangers. Many interviewees had arrived in Finland through irregular
routes, often risking their lives when crossing borders and the Mediterranean. With limited possi-
bilities to bring belongings, they focused on important documents and items relevant for survival.
Some things were lost along the way; even those that withstood the trip were typically later dis-
carded and replaced.

I left Turkey with a backpack… I had two phones with me, an HTC and an iPhone. When I arrived here, I
arrived with just my clothes, nothing else. [I lost] everything, yeah. Like, I started throwing [things], because I
didn’t want to keep the dirty clothes in my bag. When I arrived somewhere, I changed my clothes, and I kept
going. (Tariq, 28, Iraq)

Tariq is describing the disposal of his clothes along the way as a practical decision to be able to “keep
going”—in the literal sense of the phrase. Several other interviewees also described making similar
decisions to dispose of the few possessions they had managed to bring. Few could name any item
they still had from their pre-flight life. One explanation could be pragmatic, as seen with Tariq:
The refugees could not carry anything extra on the perilous journey and relied on possibly replacing
the lost possessions later when safely settled. Yet, this does not explain the sentimental side of posses-
sions—the ability of material items to remind one of the past and bring comfort in loss (Nations,
Baker, and Krszjzaniek 2017; Noble and Walker 1997). Even the few items the interviewees had
been able to bring along on the refugee journey were later discarded and replaced rather than saved
for nostalgic purposes. One could argue that the almost careless attitude towards possessions from
the past life is an attempt to break free from the previous identity (Mimoun and Bardhi 2022) or is
an act of active forgetting (Marcoux 2017), where the disposing of memory objects is necessary to con-
tinue life after a traumatic event. The refugees seem to engage in emancipatory consumer timework
(Robinson, Veresiu, and Babić Rosario 2022) where leaving behind the old possessions is a way to
make sense of the present and a way to break free from the past. According to Robinson, Veresiu,
and Babić Rosario (2022, 103), with emancipatory consumer timework, one who has experienced dis-
ruption in their consumer identity can attempt to re-engage with their previous identity.

The immediate trauma of loss and displacement, along with the need to survive and move on,
forced the refugees to rearrange their priorities—exemplified by the following quote by Azra (41,
from Turkey), who was asked which items she wanted or missed when she first arrived in Finland:
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Nothing. Because of the feeling I had, because of everything I had to experience… nothing could have made
me happy at that time, when I came. Don’t get me wrong, it’s not because of this country, it’s a fine country.
But after what I lived through and experienced, nothing could have made me happy at the time. […] There is
no item that I could not live without. I have lived through a time when I could have named a lot of important
items. But I have learned that you can live without any things. I have learned that no item is important any-
more… Their importance has disappeared. When you have had to give [them] up, you learn that you can live
without them. Their value has decreased. You can make it without them.

Azra is speaking about a learning experience; through difficulties and loss, she has learned to live
with few material possessions and decreasing their worth, meaning the refugees have learned to
make do with liquid consumption, despite it not being their desired consumption style.

As the refugees had arrived in a country offering basic social security to newcomers, such could
have also enabled their consumption turning liquid. As the reception center provided basic necessi-
ties, there was no immediate emergency requiring them to stock up on or replace lost items using
their own means. Instead, immaterial values, such as privacy and knowledge of the outcome of the
asylum application, became more important, as this quote illustrates:

It’s more about knowing destiny. Because material needs, stuff—it was mostly available. Most of things and
basic needs were available, like a bed, a place to cook, a bathroom and [so on]. But I was looking for the
next step and the future. I was not expecting to end up in camp life [a reception center], and to such a
place where there is no privacy, just one room… It’s more about knowing destiny than wanting materials.
(Ali, 37, a father of 6 from Iraq)

As illustrated above, the entering liquid consumption is characterized as involuntary, involving the
traumatic loss of a former lifestyle, socio-economic status, and possessions, complemented with the
voluntary disposal of the remaining belongings. As the basics for immediate survival, such as a place
to sleep and food, are provided by the host society, the need for the emergency stocking up of
necessities upon arrival is reduced. In the following, a closer look is taken at what happens after
consumption has turned liquid and the liminal transition persists.

5.3. The “during”—navigating long-term involuntary liminality

At the time of the interviews, most of the study participants had lived in Finland for several years
and re-established themselves, at least somewhat. Everyone had secured a residence permit, most
were attending or had completed their language and integration training, and none were living
in a reception center anymore, and they had all settled in private apartments. Yet, the liminal tran-
sition of integrating into a new country was ongoing, and the interviewees were dreaming of a dis-
tant future where things would go “back to normal”. Instead of having exited liminality upon
securing a permanent protection status—a type of legal exit from liminality (Hartonen et al.
2022)—the liminality is interpreted to have continued in a space “between what was left and
what is to come” (Wimark 2021). Despite the financial support for refugees in Finland, enabling
participation in the everyday consumption of necessities and some freedom in the consumption
choices (Hokkinen 2019), most of this study’s participants described their personal economy as
scarce compared with their previous lifestyle in their home countries. As consumers, refugees
are also easily pushed to the margins, as the local population questions their legitimacy on the con-
sumer market (Hokkinen 2019). This, combined with losing their home, possessions, transferrable
skills, and social capital, and the long and rocky road of integrating into a new country, is inter-
preted to have led the refugees into prolonged liminality.

For example, Ali (37, from Iraq), who had lived in Finland for five years at the time of the inter-
views, still felt like he did not quite fit in:

I left my home country by force, not by choice. There, it was a different lifestyle; I had more options there.
Here, I couldn’t yet fit in to live a normal life. I feel… I also got depressed here, which I never was in my
home country. If my home country had a normal situation, I would have stayed there. Because I cannot fit
in here yet. Because of, of course, language and work [issues].
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The interviewees mostly attributed their integration difficulties to not having learned the local
language enough to meaningfully join the workforce, putting them in a position of prolonged limin-
ality and precarity, despite having a residence permit and passing Finland’s formal integration
system.

The interviewees seemed not to have many cherished possessions. When inquiring about their
most treasured possessions, most struggled to name an item. Immaterial possessions, as well as
replaceable items with functional value, such as electronic devices for information-seeking, enter-
tainment, or keeping in touch with loved ones, were important to all the interviewees, thus implying
ephemerality, where context-dependent access is valued over solid possessions and ownership
(Bardhi and Eckhardt 2017). For example, when discussing one’s most treasured possessions, the
centrality of digital consumption was emphasized, as the quote below illustrates:

[My] phone. Phone is [my] dearest possession. Through it, I can contact all the people, and get information
through it, I can get to social media through it. I can do so much through it, so it’s a very important item. (Sara,
35, from Iraq)

The physical device is not the important possession; rather, the value is placed on what it facili-
tates: access to important documents, entertainment, information, and contact with loved ones back
home, indicating dematerialized consumption (Bardhi and Eckhardt 2017). Liquid consumption of
digital services enables deeper solid structures and values, like maintaining relationships with family
and friends. Several interviewees mentioned a “mandatory” daily call to their home country, to their
parents and relatives to check their well-being. As Mohammed, a 43-year-old father of three from
Iraq, put it, only relationships with loved ones are important in the end, everything else can be
“replaced and re-bought”:

It’s not about the stuff, it’s about the human beings, the relationships, and friends and family members. Those
are the dearest things for me. Everything else could be re-bought and replaced… Stuff can be replaced with
new stuff.

Despite their geographical distance, the strong attachment to loved ones speaks against the lique-
fying of structures and relationships (Bauman 2000). While engaging in liquid consumption
through access based, digital consumption, refugees still tried to maintain the solid structures of
social ties, contrasting with previous theories on liquid consumption, where sentimental attach-
ments are seen as burdensome and relationships as more transactional (Bardhi and Eckhardt
2017, 590). However, as Dudley (2010) noted, the past and current place diverge more as time
passes, even if the refugees attempt to maintain connections. Thus, even the solid social structures
slowly liquefy, despite attempts to cling to them for safety.

Like the digital devices enabling something deeper and immaterial to be experienced, a symbolic
use-value is tied to other types of objects. Unlike the traditional understanding of the importance of
tangible, symbolic, and sacred possessions (see, e.g. Hill 1991), here, the focus is again on immater-
ial and intangible values that are only facilitated by the material possession, meaning these items did
not appear to have a nostalgic worth, such as by being brought on the refugee journey, or being an
irreplaceable physical artifact. Instead, they had been purchased after arrival in Finland and came to
symbolize the inherent emotional and immaterial values. Rather than the attachment being to a
specific, replaceable material item, this attachment is interpreted to be directed towards what
this item symbolizes, what it is used for, or the emotions it evokes:

Things are not important for me. But at the moment, the most important item for me is the double bed at
home. Because I used to live in difficult times when I did not have a double bed. It is very important. It’s com-
fortable. Also, for me, it’s so important to be a family, and [the double bed] has to do with that. (Fatma, 30,
from Turkey)

Another component of the liquid nature of refugee consumption becomes evident from the many
stories about food. When participants were asked to photograph their most important belongings
for the initial photovoice interviews in Stage 1 of the empirical study, most just showed photos of
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food items, predominantly the ingredients to make traditional Middle Eastern dishes. The interview
notes were filled with stories of specific dishes prepared by the interviewees’ mothers, the celebra-
tions and gatherings they enjoyed over these foods in their home countries, and their attempts to
learn how to cook them alone in Finland with YouTube’s help. Food’s ability to bring back mem-
ories and facilitate a short-term reincorporation of the past (as Dudley theorized in 2010) is inter-
preted as a form of liquid consumption, which, in its accessibility and shortlivedness, still aims to
help cope with prolonged liminality. Such nostalgic consumption is also a form of integrative con-
sumer timework (Robinson, Veresiu, and Babić Rosario 2022), enacted to harmonize the past with
the present. However, as Dudley (2010) pointed out, the same foods that can help refugees recon-
nect with their past and cope with the stress of liminality bring back painful memories making it
obvious there is no return to the past. This ambivalence is clearly exemplified in the following
excerpt from the interview with Abbas, a 21-year-old Iraqi:

[Showing a photo of a package of cheese] For example this one, it’s my favorite cheese. That’s one of the things
I liked, even in [the city I come from]. I used to eat that for breakfast with bread and tea. Now I can get it here.
It’s kind of cool. The same style, the same thing that you used to eat for breakfast with your parents, and now
it’s here. But you’re eating it alone, that’s the difference. Yeah, sometimes, like you get into that deep feeling:
“Oh! I used to eat that stuff with my family, with big family [at] the same table”. But, that’s life. I’m running
away… I’m following my dreams and my life, so, it’s not very good to think emotionally. But, of course, some-
times… (Abbas, 21, Iraq)

As these examples illustrate, even in their drawn-out liminal state, the interviewees found ways to
temporarily navigate their situation and harmonize their past with the present moment with liquid
consumption. The following analyzes possible avenues for refugees to exit the liminality and enter
their desired reversal to solid consumption.

5.4. The “after”—dreaming of a solid future

The interviewees’ future dreams included steps that can be interpreted as exits from the liminal
transition, such as learning the local language, securing employment, or getting citizenship.
Those with children focused on the next generation’s future possibilities and education. Language
learning and employment can be interpreted as tangible stepping-stones out of liminality, moving
into new-found stability and resolution, enabling a stronger personal economy and the possibility
to fully participate in a consumer lifestyle. As Amina (35, from Syria) put it, when asked about her
future dreams, the aim was to reach the same kind of life as “back in normal times” in her home
country:

Learning the language, me and my kids, during [the upcoming] years. Being able to communicate with the
Finnish people. And being citizens also. To have the same kind of life that we had in Syria back in normal
times.

Thus, Amina’s pre-displacement lifestyle emerges as something she would like to return to some-
day. Instead of returning to her home country, she dreams of returning to the normalcy the solid
structures and consumption once offered. Moreover, many interviewees also dreamed about solid
possessions, such as new furniture, their own house, or a car:

A spacious home and a car, a new car. These would fulfill my dreams and needs at the moment. (Mostapha, 36,
from Turkey)

The liquid consumption identified during the liminal transition is expected and desired to end once
the liminal transition ends. At the time of the interviews, consumption was still access-based (i.e.
things were not owned); thus, strong relationships were not formed with items (Bardhi and
Eckhardt 2017). However, interviewees pursued ownership rather than mere access and solidity
rather than liquidity. The refugees appeared to depict their past lifestyles as the desired point of
return (Dudley 2010), if only through consumption and not physically. None of the interviewees
regarded the possibility of moving back to their home country as feasible or even desirable. The
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refugees attempted to bridge their past and future lives by returning to solid consumption through
what is interpreted as integrative consumer timework—reestablishing the breached connection
between their pasts and their futures (Robinson, Veresiu, and Babić Rosario 2022). The interviewees
did not name a specific event or timeline for reaching these goals, which could be interpreted as the
risk of liminality continuing indefinitely. The following comment by Farid, 38, from Iraq, who, at
the time of the interviews, was unemployed, exemplifies how one should expect to wait for larger
solid purchases, even after securing employment:

If you want to buy something big, like a car or a home, or an apartment, you need a job first. Continuous job
for two to three years. That’s the first thing to get to your goal. This is my point.

Based on these dreams of a solid lifestyle in the future, the refugees’ liquid relationship to possessions
is interpreted as a period of deviation from the “normal” solid life, not the desired lifestyle for the rest
of their life. Once the liminality is expected to end—however long that might take—one could return
to one’s old lifestyle of solid consumption. The interviewees still expected to remain in the liminal
state for a long while. Establishing a permanent home, independence from social security, and
long-term employment were depicted as markers of full integration in a new country of residence.
Prolonged and precarious liminality is interpreted to have forced refugees to adopt liquid consump-
tion in the meantime, while their goal remains toward solid consumption and life in general.

5.5. Summary of findings

As elaborated above, the interviews with the refugees indicate that the imposed liminality of forced
displacement led them to exhibit a liquid relationship to possessions and consumption. Rather than
using material consumption to overcome liminality, they cope with the help of online-based social
relationships and consumption that symbolizes immaterial values. They attempt bridging their past
with the future through consumption, first in a liquid manner and eventually by returning to solid
consumption. The following table summarizes the different stages of the refugee liminal experience
and the corresponding changes in the relationship to possessions Table 1.

6. Discussion

This paper aimed to explore how liquid consumption plays out in involuntary, long-term liminality.
By studying refugees resettled in Finland, the study shed light on the abilities of liquid consumption
to facilitate navigating prolonged, involuntary liminality. Below, the characteristics of refugees’
liquid consumption are contrasted with the extant knowledge about liquid consumption in volun-
tary contexts, highlighting the study’s contribution to theory and practice. Finally, the limitations of
the study along with directions for future research are presented.

Table 1. The stages of refugee liminal experience and the relationships to possessions.

Time
PAST: Lifestyle in the

home country
PAST: Becoming a

refugee
CURRENT: Lifestyle in

Finland
FUTURE: Desired lifestyle
in the years to come

Stage of the refugee
liminal experience

Before liminality Onset of liminality Long-term liminality Anticipated exit from
liminality

Characteristics of
consumption

. High purchasing
power

. Enjoyment in
shopping

. Attachment to
material
possessions

. Loss of possessions

. Disposal of
belongings

. Loss of attachment
to material
possessions

. Digital, immaterial
consumption

. Items with
functional value
cherished

. Nostalgic
consumption of
food

. Re-establishment of
previous lifestyle

. Dreams of material
possessions (a house, a
car, etc.)

Relationship to
consumption

Solid consumption Solid -> liquid
consumption

Liquid consumption Liquid -> solid
consumption
(anticipated)
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6.1. Contribution to theory

The results of the empirical study corroborate the liquid consumption theory (Bardhi and Eckhardt
2017; Bardhi, Eckhardt, and Arnould 2012; Mimoun and Bardhi 2022) by suggesting that people on
the move do not cling to solid possessions but value usability, replaceability, and access. This liquid
consumption style, previously theorized as a voluntary choice of those wealthy and capable, is in
this paper extended to people forced into liquidity due to their precarious and extreme
circumstances.

Firstly, the entry into liquid consumption appears to be a one-time event for refugees. In contrast to
the voluntarily flexible consumers (Mimoun and Bardhi 2022), who seek to repeatedly liquefy their
consumption in different areas of life, the researched refugees thrust into liquid consumption only
once, in connection with the traumatic refugee journey and the loss of their possessions and homes.
Moreover, the one-time entry into liquidity is involuntary, thus differing from the voluntary types
of liquid consumption identified previously (Mimoun and Bardhi 2022; Bardhi, Eckhardt, and Arnould
2012; Barhdi and Eckhardt 2017). The extreme circumstances of the refugee journey forced the indi-
viduals to leave most of their belongings behind and dispose of the rest along the way. Refugees also
appear to engage in intentional disposal to forget traumatic events (for examples of similar behaviors,
see, Marcoux 2017). The interview data implies that involuntary liquid consumption is learned in order
to survive during extreme liminality, challenging the assumption by Bardhi and Eckhardt (2017, 592),
who stated that “Those who are thrust involuntarily into liquidity, such as homeless people, are particu-
larly vulnerable. The literature has shown that they try to manage this unwanted liquidity in their lives
via solid consumption.” Thus, the results challenge the theoretical assumptions that people attach their
identity to solid possessions in situations of drastic change and loss or economic precariousness (e.g.
Hill 1991; Tully, Hershfield, and Meyvis 2015). Deriving from the involuntary and traumatic nature
of the refugee experience, the material, financial, and social position of the refugee consumers differ
significantly from the elite consumers studied in the previous literature regarding liquid consumption
(for example, the expats studied by Bardhi, Eckhardt and Arnould in 2012). The interviewed refugees
were used to a higher standard of living before the onset of the problems in their home countries. Due
to their forced displacement, they experienced not only general economic constrains related to property
loss and lack of employment but a drop in general socio-economic position upon fleeing from their
home countries to Finland (Dahl 2016; World Inequality Database 2018a; 2018b).

Another key finding of the study is that in contrast with previous studies about liquid consumers,
the importance of solid social relationships—digitally maintained due to circumstances—is heigh-
tened in the liquid consumption exhibited by the refugees. Previous literature about liquid consump-
tion assumes social ties as burdensome for those living a liquid life and relationships to liquefy into a
more transactional and benefit-based nature (Bardhi and Eckhardt 2017, 590). Such seems not to be
the case for refugees, who actively maintain family ties via digital means, indicating that their digital
devices are their most important belongings. Building on this, the study’s findings imply that liquid
(access-based, digital, and ephemeral) consumption can support people in long-term liminality, thus
responding to the call for future research by Appau, Ozanne, and Klein (2020, 187).

Finally, refugees’ liquid consumption is characterized by a dream to return to solid consumption
when circumstances allow—when permanent employment, housing, and language skills are
reached, differing from the previous conceptualizations of liquid consumption, where liquidity is
a lifestyle intended to last (e.g. Mimoun and Bardhi 2022). The desired exit from liquid consump-
tion is interpreted to coincide with when long-term liminality ends. Restoring the solid, pre-displa-
cement lifestyle appears as a marker of complete integration and an imagined return to life as it was
before the onset of the traumatic events. The article contributes to the liminality theory by shedding
light on liminality’s temporal aspects, establishing that refugee liminality does not necessarily end
when a residence permit is obtained (Esses, Hamilton, and Gaucher 2017; Hartonen et al. 2022) but
suggests that liminality continues long past that, as illustrated by the refugees’ desire to return to
their solid lifestyle in the distant future.
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6.2. Practical implications

This study’s results give new insights into policy and practice around reception and integration ser-
vices for refugees. The results indicate the need to depart from assuming that integration is full-
fledged after one receives a residence permit or passes the formal integration program. The speedy
handling of asylum applications and swift entry to integration services undeniably benefits the well-
being of refugees. However, the narratives depict that the refugees’ liminality does not end there.
The refugees are interpreted to exist in a long-term state of instability and transformation, calling
for better strategies to help them navigate the liminality. At the simplest, this could mean support-
ing the refugees in those activities that help them cope with long-term liminality, such as liquid con-
sumption in the form of keeping in contact with loved ones far away through digital devices.
However, assisting refugees to find a way out of the long-term liminality emerges as even more
vital. Based on this study’s findings, the most accessible route to achieve this would be to increas-
ingly focus on helping people find long-term employment, as this emerges in the results as a step-
ping-stone out of liminality. Employment not only enables an income level sufficient for engaging
in consumption—whether it be liquid or solid in nature—but is also tied to integration and the pos-
sibilities of involvement and inclusion.

6.3. Limitations and directions for future research

There are always limitations to how far qualitative, deeply contextually embedded research can be
generalized. The specifics of the Finnish situation will not apply directly to other contexts. However,
as very similar challenges related to refugee integration have been identified in many other Western
societies (see, e.g. Abkhezr, McMahon, and Rossouw 2015; Pozzo 2022; van Dijk et al. 2022), it is
reasonable to assume that the insights of this paper can enrich knowledge on how refugees navigate
their prolonged liminality, also in other Nordic and European contexts. Specifically, it seems likely
that the ability of liquid, and especially digital, consumption to support wellbeing in long-term
liminality is a discovery that can be carried over to other contexts, even beyond the realm of inter-
national mobility.

Some issues that were beyond the scope of this project can hopefully inspire future research. As
this study was not longitudinal, the later developments of the interviewees’ relationships to posses-
sions and consumption could not be followed. Studying if and how individuals can exit liquid con-
sumption would be interesting to better understand the temporary dynamics of liquid
consumption. Based on this study, we know the refugees dreamed of reverting to solid consump-
tion, but whether this can actually happen, and which factors possibly contribute to this is still
unexplored.

Also, researching the different emotional states related to solid versus liquid consumption and
the affects that steer the disposal or acquisition of possessions would be an intriguing direction
for future studies. The possible trauma-related reasons of disposing of memories (Marcoux
2017) and, conversely, the emotional bonds to items one tries to bring along could deepen our
understanding of how and why one transitions from solid to liquid consumption. People’s percep-
tions of liquid vs. solid consumption—meaning whether they are deemed acceptable consumption
styles—and the occasions when they feel most at ease versus most uncomfortable with liquidity,
would add understanding of why someone would want to enter or exit liquid consumption.

Further research must address digital service usage among refugees and its implications for pro-
longed liminality and integration. Easy access to digital services helps one access the relevant infor-
mation and knowledge for resettlement. Moreover, the support of loved ones far away can be a
necessary form of coping during liminality. The constant consumption of news and entertainment
from the country of origin and the active upholding of social relations with the home country can
sometimes act as obstacles to integration by increasing the risk of isolation from the surrounding
society. Whether this active upholding of contacts with the former home country and culture leads
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to self-ethnicization or facilitates coping and actually eases code-switching is worth exploring
further (see Foroutan and Hensel 2020).

Also, citizen responsibilization for refugee integration deserves more attention in the future. We
know that the support of locals is crucial in refugee integration (e.g. van Dijk et al. 2022). How the
local individuals and communities relate to refugee liquid consumption and how they could facili-
tate a swifter exit from liminality could be explored in the future.

This paper has sought to shed light on some of the ways refugees use consumption to navigate
their extreme liminality, while offering implications for anyone thrust into unexpected and
unwanted transformations. As the world becomes increasingly more unpredictable, we need a bet-
ter understanding of liquid consumption’s abilities to support and empower people experiencing
involuntary prolonged liminality.
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