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Can We Counteract Commodification’s Negative Effects 
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Hirani, D.; Saurty, A.; Correll, L. (Ed.); Soapbox Sydney. 

 Abstract 

Is it possible to counteract the negative effects 

of commodification on relationships, and if so, 

how? Through exploring that question, this 

research paper evaluates key tenets of the 

Soapbox model, namely that commodification 

has a detrimental impact on our culture and 

consequently hinders our ability to form 

genuine and meaningful relationships. It 

further conveys that poor relationships can 

significantly affect an individual’s wellbeing, 

overall having negative consequences on our 

mental health. To overcome these negative 

effects, Soapbox suggests engaging with 

humanistic projects/community work to 

counteract the impacts of commodification; 

however, does this have the effect Soapbox 

envisions? To refute or support Soapbox’s 

claims, a literature review was conducted, 

drawing upon peer-reviewed journal articles 

from broad fields of research. The conclusion 

drawn from the theoretical findings and 

empirical studies is that Soapbox’s solution to 

engage with humanistic projects/community 

work can help counteract the negative effects 

of commodification by realigning our values to 

enable genuine connections. 

Commodification is, however, deeply 

imbedded into our society, thus recent 

literature highlights the importance of 

counteracting commodification at a younger 

age, during the vital stages of our identity’s 

development. 

Introduction 

Humans crave connection, but to what extent 

has this been obstructed, and can it be 

restored? This paper will start by exploring in 

depth the concept of commodification and its 

effects, and subsequently evaluating 

Soapbox’s solution to counteract 

commodification. 

Findings 

From a sociological perspective, the term 

‘commodification’ can be defined as the 

“process by which, human, social or cultural 

value; often products of human creativity that 

do not initially possess market value, are 

converted to become market value” 

(Levesque, 2016, p. 2). Soapbox theory posits 

that almost every aspect of human life has 

become commodified. The model further 

stresses that we have become so warped into 

the realm of commodification that we have 

neglected one of our fundamental needs, 

which is to connect with ourselves and others. 

Current literature on this topic suggests a lack 

of human connectivity is largely a reflection of 

neoliberal societal trends. Neoliberal 

ideologies significantly prioritise market 

rationality. It is a system that encourages 

changing one’s attitudes, habits, and 

behaviours to fit market demands and strongly 

reinforces a culture of individualism (Especito 

& Perez, 2014). In their study, Especito & 

Perez (2014) argue that individualism 

decreases the need for community and social 
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connection. This notion is further expressed in 

Maiese’s (2022) research, in which she 

argues neoliberal environments create a 

culture of hedonism, hyper-competitiveness, 

and hyper-productivity. In such a system as 

this produces a pressure to perform and 

satisfy basic human needs—such as shelter 

and food—leaves no time or prioritisation for 

social interactions, inhibiting the formation of 

meaningful relationships (Maise, 2022).  

Soapbox conveys that commodification acts 

as a replacement for emotional fulfillment. 

One prominent way in which we can obtain 

this fulfillment is through material affluence. 

Materialistic values encourage vanity, placing 

the value of appearance and status over 

needs such as self-actualisation, which 

theorists such as Maslow argue are more 

fulfilling (Sayer, 2003). One study showed that 

adopting materialistic values and extrinsic 

motives can lead to developing transactional 

and competitive relationships, which are often 

short-lived (Zeira, 2021). A further study by 

Zhang & Hawk (2019) reinforces the negative 

consequences of commodification by 

demonstrating that materialistic values predict 

long-term impairments on our mental health 

and wellbeing. Thus, it can be suggested that 

neoliberal ideologies reinforce 

commodification and have negative 

consequences on our wellbeing and ability to 

build relationships.  

Research on this topic stresses children are 

more susceptible to the negative effects of 

commodification. Hill (2011) proposes this is 

because of their late ability to engage in self-

reflection, by which time consumer ideologies 

are well established and influencing the 

development of their identities. Through his 

own research, Sayer (2003) found that 

commodification functions to construct 

identity, whereby individuals value 

materialistic achievements as a basis of 

personal identity over meaningful 

relationships. A key example where this may 

occur is in an educational environment. 

Correspondingly, Ball (2004) states that 

educational institutions are the initial breeding 

grounds where children become commercially 

exploited. For economic competitiveness and 

to prepare them to reintegrate back into the 

market after graduating, they constantly 

pressure students to excel and achieve the 

highest marks possible. The grading system 

leads students to become commodified 

wherein they are valued solely for their 

performance and contribution to the market 

rather than their achievements and intrinsic 

worth as an individual (Ball, 2004). This 

system also reinforces a culture of hyper 

productivity, competitiveness, and egoism, 

where students are pitted against each other 

to compete. This competitive drive can enable 

students to form individualist values that may 

prevent them from developing compassion, 

empathy, and strong social connections with 

other students, affecting their ability to form 

relationships in the future (Maiese, 2022). 

Evidently, commodification has many 

significant and negative effects on an 

individual’s ability to form genuine 

connections and relationships, thus, a more 

holistic and humanistic solution is required to 

counteract the negative effects of 

commodification on relationships.   

 

One central factor for many proposed 

responses is the need to move away from 

individualistic solutions to tackle societal 

issues, as they foster feelings of isolation. 

Soapbox has thus adopted a community-

centric solution, counteracting the negative 

effects of commodification on relationships by 

engaging with humanistic projects to create a 

culture of genuine connectivity and trust. A 

humanistic solution avoids reductionist 

models; here, allowing us to see individuals far 

more than mere commodities or anonymous 

elements within an economic system (Melé & 

Mammoser, 2011).  
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Currently, our society is built around certain 

principles that are framed as if they produce 

community, however, they have adverse 

effects on an individual’s quality of life (Block, 

2018). As Block (2018) expresses, the only 

way to counteract this fabrication of 

experience is through genuine connection and 

caring for the wellbeing of the whole, 

reinforcing Soapboxes’ solution. Moreover, a 

study conducted by South (2015) highlights 

that participating in community life and 

building social connections are essential 

factors to good health. Thoit & Hewitt’s (2001) 

study supports this notion, stating that those 

engaged with community work may have 

greater “life satisfaction, self-esteem, sense of 

purpose, and enhanced physical and mental 

health overall”. A research study carried out by 

Montague & Eiroa-Orosa (2017) highlights the 

positive effects of engaging with humanistic 

projects on building genuine relationships. 

The case study involved adolescents who 

joined the ‘Amnesty Group’ which sought to 

promote and defend human rights issues. 

They found some participants had initially 

joined the group due to peer influence, rather 

than having a genuine interest in human rights 

which showcased extrinsic motivation. 

However, after a few weeks, participants 

noticed and developed a passion for global 

issues, with some expressing they wanted to 

play a role in improving society, showcasing 

intrinsic motivation. This portrays that being 

part of a humanistic project can help develop 

internally motivating humanistic values. They 

also found the project to have helped these 

adolescents interact with people they usually 

wouldn’t mix with and bond over similarities, 

widening the capacity for social engagement 

and empathy. Dr Strangor, Jhangiani, and 

Tarry (2022), in their book ‘Principles of Social 

Psychology’, highlight that relationships are 

more satisfactory and likely to persist when 

individuals develop and maintain similar 

interest and continue to share similar values. 

This was further evidenced by Samuel and 

Bagwiza Uwizeyimana (2017). The research 

involved rural and urban communities in 

South Africa and Johannesburg adopting a 

social connectedness program to emphasise 

the need for social capital, hoping to diminish 

intergenerational poverty. Through this 

project, participants reported they had 

formed greater communal trust and the 

ability to be more sensitive and aware of 

others’ experiences. The care workers stated 

the programme helped promote better 

relationships and achieve social connections 

among caregivers, preventing them from 

feeling isolated, as they now understood that 

others were having the same experience. 

Overall, the programme helped participants 

form shared experiences of social isolation, 

paving way for new friendships, social 

support networks, and mutually benefitting 

relationships. It also promoted strong 

humanistic values through the engagement 

of community work or being part of 

humanistic projects. These forms of social 

engagement center on real-life issues that 

affect our society. Thus, it can be seen that 

by being connected with others on such 

issues, compassion and kindness can be 

developed towards others in these 

circumstances, allowing us to question our 

values and in the process form genuine 

connections and positive relationships. 

 

Discussion 

The findings of this study thoroughly support 

Soapbox’s claim of the detrimental impacts 

of commodification on our ability to form 

genuine relationships with others. An 

abundance of research has suggested this is 

because of neoliberal ideologies reinforcing 

commodification. Sociological and 

behavioural studies have found that 

neoliberal ideologies produce unhealthy 

individualistic values, which can be 

suggested as promoting undesirable traits 

such as vanity and insensitivity. These traits 

can create competitive and transactional 
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relationships, which is tentatively linked to 

shorter relationships. It was found that 

younger individuals are more susceptible to 

the effects of commodification as it can rapidly 

influence the development of their identity, 

specifically within school. This can have 

detrimental effects on their ability to form 

strong relationships in the future, as they 

become so warped into the realm of 

commodities, in which by the time they 

realise, the values brought on by 

commodification are complicated to change. 

Commodification has thus fabricated genuine 

experiences, hindering our ability to form 

meaningful relationships, which can have a 

serious impact on our wellbeing. Empirical 

studies support that engaging with humanistic 

projects/community work can help counteract 

the negative effects of commodification. Case 

studies also showcase how inclusion in a 

cause catered to humanistic issues and 

supported community work can help us reflect 

on our experiences, assisting the 

development of more humanistic values such 

as compassion and kindness. The case 

studies demonstrated how trust and 

meaningful relationships can be formed 

through bonding over similar values and 

beliefs. Ultimately, neoliberal ideologies are 

interwoven throughout our societies, where 

from a young age we are expected to conform 

to value commodities over human 

experiences. Thus, it is imperative we 

counteract the negative effects of 

commodification at an early age, to achieve a 

healthy balance between our fundamental 

needs and the inevitable neoliberal 

environment.  

 

Conclusion 

Current literature on this topic largely supports 

Soapbox’s claims. A limitation of this study, 

however, was that because of the question, 

generalisations were formed to link literature 

on commodification and on humanistic 

projects/community work. Further research on 

this topic is required to make a direct link to 

potential programs in response to 

commodification, and to enhance the claims 

made by Soapbox. Soapbox’s solution doesn’t 

completely solve the negative effects of 

commodification on relationships; however, it 

is a small step towards achieving their goal. 

Change needs to start at a micro-level to 

achieve any meaningful progress at a macro-

level.  
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