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Abstract 

A life course transition, such as becoming a mother, can have a profound effect on 

consumption choices as the new role is subsumed into identity. This thesis explores if 

and how perceptions of identity and identity transition interact with consumption, in the 

context of new motherhood. Research is lacking that explores whether or not 

consumption behaviour changes during the transition to motherhood and if it does, why 

and how. 

This research takes an interpretivist philosophical position and explores through the lens 

of consumer culture theory. A phenomenological research strategy was employed, 

involving a purposively sampled group of 26 women whose babies had been born in the 

previous 12 months. These women were living in the UK and were economically and 

socially privileged; 12 had one child, 14 had previous children. Using data from 

participant photo diaries and interviews, analysis was thematic and followed a 

hermeneutical approach. 

This research found that for women in this sample, when instability of identity and, in 

turn, instability of status was experienced, social relationships became more important 

and focus on consumption intensified, suggesting both compensatory and conspicuous 

properties. Learning to negotiate the baby product marketplace seemed to be symbolic 

of attaining a desired mother role. Using specific products and brands to display 

confidence, competence and commitment in their mother role and parenting style, 

women engaged, connected and identified with narrow (often localised) groups of peers 

but with time and experience, social influence tended to subside, enabling women to 

make freer consumption choices. Furthermore, identity change was experienced as an 

evolving process, involving ‘defining moments’, reflections on the past and 

expectations for the future. This had specific implications for experiences brought about 

by physical baby products, planning for nostalgia through consumption and attitudes 

towards sustainable consumption.  

This thesis contributes to marketing theory by showing that role identity transition and 

status transition are entwined and can intensify compensatory and conspicuous forms of 

consumption. For marketing practise, this suggests that attitudes towards product signals 

and branding may shift during life course transitions, with implications for lifestyle 

segmentation and positioning. 
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1. Introduction  

 

1.1 Introduction to the thesis 

 

The rise of inconspicuous consumption was recently highlighted by Eckhardt, Belk and 

Wilson (2015) and the paper caught the attention of the present researcher. Questions 

emerged, for instance, why might people be turning to more subtle status signals only 

meaningful to narrow audiences, what might appropriate signals be, who might 

comprise the audience and what might this mean for product positioning and branding? 

Keen to explore the phenomenon further, the researcher considered her own 

circumstances. With two children aged one and three, she had recently returned from 

maternity leave and experiences of early motherhood were still fresh. Indeed, in her 

Edinburgh neighbourhood and among her own social groups, baby product brands 

seemed relatively prominent. 

She was reminded of her undergraduate marketing dissertation, which explored 

teenagers’ use of branded clothes to identify with subgroups. Conducted in the early 

2000s, at a time when conspicuous brands and visible logos were in fashion, she found 

branded clothes were important for the construction of self and group identity. She very 

much enjoyed this research, which also allowed her to reflect on and critique a phase of 

her life from which she had recently transitioned (adolescent to young adult). She 

therefore felt emotionally invested in marking the end of another phase of her life – 

being a new mother – with further research into a marketing phenomenon which had 

seemingly reversed within this period. There was something else the two pieces of 

research would have in common: both would address identity transition, and she felt this 

would add an important dimension to the exploration of conspicuous and inconspicuous 

consumption. Might consumption alter in intensity or importance during stable and 

transitionary life course phases? Thus, the idea for the current research came about.  

This thesis explores perceptions of identity and consumption choices among a sample 

of women in the United Kingdom (UK) who are experiencing the transition to 

motherhood. Research is currently lacking that explores if and why consumer behaviour 

changes during the transition to motherhood. Understanding how perceptions of identity 
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might interact with consumption in this transitional context has theoretical and practical 

importance. It will contribute to what is known about consumer identity and provide 

insight for lifestyle segmentation, branding and positioning strategies for baby products 

that must respond to shifting attitudes towards branding (Eckhardt, Belk and Wilson, 

2015) and increasingly competitive market conditions (Mintel, 2020). 

This chapter introduces the context for, and value of, this thesis. Aims, objectives and 

research questions are presented. The theoretical and conceptual framework is 

described, followed by an outline of the thesis structure.  

 

1.2 Research context and value  

 

For many women in advanced economies, becoming a mother has become a choice that 

will have a profound impact on individualism and lifestyle (Badinter, 2010) and 

mothering has become a new channel for conspicuous leisure and signals of status 

(Currid-Halkett, 2017). In turn, baby products are increasingly seen as lifestyle products. 

For example, prams have shifted in some consumers’ minds from predominantly 

functional products to also being status symbols (Thomsen and Sørensen, 2006). This 

has sparked media speculation; according to an article in the popular press, “the most 

difficult, research-led, emotionally taxing and argument-inducing purchase you will 

ever make is a pram”. Why? It goes on to explain: “Not only must your perambulator 

be safe, easy to clean, the right size for your car, and affordable – but it must also 

perfectly describe you and your child to all who see it. This is your first chance to show 

the world what kind of parents you intend to be.” (Lambert, 2014).  

This example illustrates that many people buy products for their symbolic value rather 

than functional value and this has long been of interest in consumer research, with a 

consequent large and mature body of literature on the role of consumption in people’s 

constructions of identity. This thesis is informed by consumer culture theory (Arnould 

and Thompson, 2005; 2007) to facilitate a holistic exploration of consumer identity. The 

study thus refers to the four interlinked domains of consumer culture theory: consumer 

identity projects; mass-mediated marketplace ideologies and consumers’ interpretive 

strategies; the socio-historic patterning of consumption; and marketplace cultures.  
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In recent years, research exploring the place of consumption in identity transitions has 

gained momentum, with attention on how consumption might facilitate or complicate a 

person’s progression from one role identity to another (VOICEGroup, 2010a). An 

example context of this is the transition to motherhood, the focus of this thesis. Identity 

transition as an evolving process over time has recently been emphasised (Burningham 

and Venn, 2020). This conceptualisation chimes with ideas of identity as a project or 

story involving reflection on the past, present and future (McAdams and McLean, 2013). 

However, research is lacking that addresses how progress might be experienced through 

consumption and potential implications of reflections on the past (for example, nostalgic 

consumption) or the future (for example, generativity and consumption). Again, one of 

the under-researched contexts of this is consumption during the transition to motherhood 

as a new and evolving process. 

Social status is another important component of identity and has also attracted 

considerable attention in recent consumer research. Because a life course event such as 

having a baby necessitates movement into a new role and social structure, it is possible 

that identity transition occurs alongside status transition. The newness of the role may 

also lead to a precarious experience of identity and/or status and consumption may 

become more important as a means to facilitate the construction of these. Thomsen and 

Sørensen (2006) explored the experiential and signalling domains of pram consumption 

among new mothers, but beyond that there is little research on how new mothers’ 

consumption assists new identity and status transition, again implying a rationale for the 

current study.   

Practical rationale for the present research is evident from the size and importance of 

the UK baby product industry. In 2016, Euromonitor estimated the UK baby clothing 

and footwear industry alone to be worth approximately £7.3bn and the level of choice 

and innovation in the overall sector is notable (The MBS Group, 2018). In recent years, 

the UK nursery and baby equipment industry has experienced turbulence, with three 

specialist retailers entering administration (Mothercare, Toys R Us and Mamas and 

Papas) and in 2018 the market entered a period of decline (Mintel, 2020). Part of this 

decline is due to falling birth rates – 2019 saw the fewest births in the UK since 2005 

(Office for National Statistics, 2020) and this trend may continue as the social and 

economic impact of the Covid-19 pandemic creates uncertainty around family planning 

and associated spending. But opportunity exists. The average age of mothers continues 
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to rise, resulting in higher disposable incomes (Mintel, 2020) and the UK baby product 

market is increasingly fragmented, creating lucrative and growing pockets of demand 

(The MBS Group, 2018). In today’s challenging competitive and market climate, it is 

vital for producers of baby products to differentiate themselves from each other and 

build a strong position. That requires insight into how women perceive identity and 

identity transition and how these perceptions might interact with product and brand 

choice in the context of new motherhood. 

 

1.3 Aim and objectives 

 

 Aim 

 

The central aim of this thesis is to explore if and how perceptions of identity and identity 

transition interact with consumption, in the context of new motherhood. It uses 

consumer culture theory (Arnould and Thompson, 2005; 2007) as a lens through which 

to study identity and consumption and refine understanding of how consumer identity 

projects are experienced among a sample of new mothers in the UK. 

 

 Objectives 

 

To address the central aim of the thesis, the following objectives are extrapolated: 

 

• Objective 1: To explore if and how identity change is experienced and relates 

to consumption, following the arrival of a new baby. 

 

• Objective 2. To explore if a mother identity exists and whether or not it relates 

to consumption. 
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• Objective 3. To explore if and how perceptions of status relate to consumption, 

following the arrival of a new baby. 

 

• Objective 4. To explore potential interactions between identifying with 

subgroups and consumption, in the context of new motherhood. 

 

1.4 Research questions 

 

This thesis reports a qualitative empirical study of 26 women in the UK that explored in 

detail their consumption preferences during new motherhood and their experiences of 

how these interacted with their identity, status and feelings about their new role. Specific 

research questions are shown below in terms of how they map to the consumer culture 

theory framework (Arnould and Thompson, 2005; 2007).  

Research Question 1 relates to the consumer culture theory domain of consumer identity 

projects – the focus of this thesis. 

• RQ1: Among the new mothers in this sample, is identity change experienced 

and does it relate to consumption choices? 

Research Question 2 relates to the consumer culture theory domain of marketplace 

ideologies. 

• RQ2: Among the new mothers in this sample, does a ‘mother’ identity exist 

and does it relate to consumption? 

Research Question 3 relates to the consumer culture theory domain of socio-historic 

patterning of consumption. 

• RQ3. Among the new mothers in this sample, what are their perceptions of 

status and do they relate to consumption? 

Research Question 4 relates to the consumer culture theory domain of marketplace 

cultures. 

• RQ4. Among the new mothers in this sample, does identification with 

subgroups relate to perceptions of motherhood and consumption? 



 

 6   

 

1.5 Theoretical and conceptual framework 

 

The research in this thesis takes an interpretivist philosophical position, seeking to 

understand why consumers act the way they do. It is underpinned by an existential-

phenomenological paradigm in that primacy is placed on individual consumers’ lived-

experiences (Thompson, Locander and Pollio, 1989). It subscribes to a relativist 

ontology, assuming the consumer is embedded in and inseparable from consumer 

culture. 

Consumer culture theory provides the conceptual framework for this research (Arnould 

and Thompson, 2005; 2007). The literature review and research questions map to the 

four domains of this framework, prioritising the domain of consumer identity projects. 

To avoid an over-individualistic approach, a Bourdieusian epistemology is adopted 

(Askegaard and Trolle Linnet, 2011) by 1. addressing issues of social structure which 

inform sample selection; 2. exploring habitus using phenomenological interviewing; 3. 

conducting field analysis during data analysis; and 4. adopting reflexive techniques 

during data analysis.  

 

1.6 Thesis structure 

 

The next chapter of this thesis, Chapter 2, explores the literature relating to consumer 

identity projects. This thesis agrees with Burke and Stets (2009) that an understanding 

of identity requires a holistic approach including exploration of role, group and person 

identity and each are explored in relation to consumption. Symbolic consumption is 

explored in the context of identity transition, and more specifically as it relates to 

identity transition in the context of motherhood. Chapter 2 concludes with a brief 

discussion on motherhood ideology focussing on parenting style because this is 

considered a dimension of lifestyle and therefore likely to be particularly relevant to 

conspicuous consumption. 

Key gaps in the literature are identified. It is argued that sociological role identity theory 

could be further integrated within consumer culture theory, offering valuable insights 
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particularly in the context of identity transition. Further gaps in the literature relate to 

experiences of identity progression and consumption, for instance in terms of the role 

of experiential products, nostalgic consumption and consumption associated with 

perceptions of generativity. Finally, a lack of research exploring potential interactions 

between one’s parenting style and consumption is highlighted. In light of these gaps, 

Research Questions 1 and 2 are presented. 

Chapter 3 explores the literature relating to status and conspicuous consumption. 

Reflecting the previous chapter, a three-level conceptualisation of status is provided: 

status characteristics, status in the group and self-esteem. Symbolic consumption is 

explored in the context of fields of consumption, drawing on Bourdieu’s (1984) 

concepts of capital, field and habitus and then the literature on conspicuous consumption 

is reviewed. The literature review concludes with a critique on whether or not 

conspicuous consumption is still relevant. 

Key gaps in the literature are identified. First, it is argued that status characteristics 

theory could be further integrated within consumer culture theory, offering valuable 

insights particularly in the context of identity transition. Further gaps in the literature 

relate to interactions between identity transition, compensatory consumption and 

conspicuous consumption; which characteristics might be socially valued and worth 

signalling through consumption and attitudes towards brand prominence, in the context 

of motherhood.  

Questions also relate to how the audience for conspicuous consumption might be 

comprised. Evidence suggests that the transition to becoming a mother can strengthen 

the importance of personal relationships, psychological engagement and identification 

with significant others (Bailey, 1999; Smith, 1999a; Smith, 1999b; Hogg, Maclaran and 

Curasi, 2003) so research would be insightful on the extent to which consumption is 

influenced by, or influences, this process. In light of these gaps, Research Questions 3 

and 4 are presented.  

Chapter 4 presents the methodology for this thesis. The research philosophy is outlined 

and justified (interpretivist, underpinned by existential-phenomenological paradigm) 

and the theoretical framework is introduced (consumer culture theory). Four domains of 

theoretical interest in consumer culture theory are discussed and the research questions 

that stem from the literature review are mapped to each domain showing how this 
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research takes a holistic approach to understanding the key domain of consumer identity 

projects. In order to balance the lived-experience with broader structuring processes, 

Bourdieusian ideas are incorporated into the research design, including accounting for 

socio-economic status, exploring the concept of habitus and incorporating reflexive 

techniques. Strategies for sampling, data collection and analysis are presented and 

critiqued, issues of insider research are explored and limitations of the methodology are 

discussed.    

Chapter 5 and 6 report on the empirical research completed. Chapter 5 presents the 

findings from the 26 interviews conducted. The findings are structured around 

answering each research question. Under each research question, findings are presented 

according to several themes that emerged from the analysis. The chapter concludes by 

clustering these themes into five groups which serves to synthesise and visually portray 

the findings. Chapter 6 then discusses the findings in relation to the existing literature. 

The discussion is structured around the clusters identified at the end of the previous 

chapter, which are: managing change; creating experience; fostering nostalgia; symbols 

of generativity; and maintaining authentic self. These drivers are presented as potential 

interrelated motivations for consumption during the evolving process of identity 

transition. 

Chapter 7 presents the conclusions for this research. A summary of key findings is 

presented, referring to the research aim and objectives. Key contributions are discussed. 

Limitations of the thesis are summarised and recommendations are made for future 

research.   

 

1.7 Conclusion  

 

This chapter has captured what the research reported by this thesis seeks to address and 

why it is considered important for marketing academics, practitioners and other 

stakeholders in the context of motherhood. The aim, objectives and research questions 

were outlined and the theoretical framework discussed. In presenting the structure of the 

thesis, the reader was given some insight into the topics of literature reviewed, and the 

gaps that emerged as important to address. The next chapter builds on this. It is the first 
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of two literature review chapters, introducing the reader to what is currently known 

about the interactions between identity, identity transition and consumption, in the 

context of motherhood.    
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2. Consumer identity projects 

 

2.1 Introduction 

 

A person’s identity can be viewed as a story comprising ideas about purpose, unity and 

meaning in life (McAdams and McLean, 2013). For McAdams (1995), identity is likely 

to be an issue “for most contemporary Americans and Western Europeans who at one 

time or another in their adult lives have found the question ‘Who am I?’ to be worth 

asking, pondering, and worth working on” (p381). Not everyone is equally concerned 

with identity. McAdams suggests that the problem of identity may be greater for people 

in western societies that emphasise individualism (the geographical and sociocultural 

context of the present research).  McAdams also argues that identity is not generally a 

problem for children, but that physiological and cognitive developments, as well as 

social and cultural influences tend to raise the issue in adolescence. This probably 

explains why studies have found that younger children are less able than their older 

counterparts to make status and non-status inferences about the owners of various 

products (Belk, Bahn and Mayer, 1982; Belk, Mayer and Driscoll, 1984). The present 

research is not concerned with cognitive developments that enable people to think in 

such an abstract way about identity (see, for example Piaget, 1969). It is, however, 

concerned with the sociocultural factors, particularly in consumer society, that influence 

ideas about identities. 

Nearly 60 years ago, Levy (1959) observed a “wave of human preoccupation and of 

self-examination” that he claimed had come about because people were less concerned 

with “the concrete satisfactions of a survival level of existence” (p117). Levy argued 

that consumers had choices, were motivated one way or the other, and were no longer 

as functionally oriented but instead more concerned with buying products for what they 

mean, rather than what they do. Since Levy, consumer researchers have paid 

considerable attention to the relationship between identity and consumption, in 

recognition of the importance of identity to contemporary consumers and the symbolic 

and experiential value placed on products. The body of knowledge that has developed 
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comprises the consumer culture theory domain of consumer identity projects (Arnould 

and Thompson, 2005), which is the focus of the present research. 

Numerous theories on identity and the self exist and consumer researchers have been 

influenced by the thinking of both sociologists and psychologists. Consumer researchers 

have not, however, tended to explicitly identify themselves with a certain perspective, 

instead favouring an eclectic approach. Considerable ambiguity around constructs of 

identity and the self has resulted. It is beyond the scope of the present research to provide 

a detailed account of the development of identity and self-concept theories that exist 

within consumer culture theory (Arnould and Thompson, 2005), but it is considered 

important to provide some theoretical grounding for relevant concepts. This thesis 

subscribes to Burke and Stets’ (2009) view that a general understanding of identity 

should integrate three bases of identity: role, group and person. Some important 

boundaries need to be emphasised at this point. 

First, this chapter shows that sociological symbolic interactionist perspectives have 

influenced consumer researchers’ thinking about consumer identity projects in two key 

ways: by introducing ideas about role identity and about the symbolic nature of products 

and consumption. In consumer culture theory, ideas about role identity are most evident 

within identity transition literature. Given this thesis is concerned with consumer 

identity creation in the context of new mothers, it will consider role identity in this 

context only. Although sociological identity theory is introduced, it is not the intention 

to provide a detailed account of this body of knowledge including, for example, ideas 

about the psychological processes of how identities operate; the focus is on how 

consumption might relate to mothers’ understanding of role identity. 

Second, as previously stated, the focus of this thesis is on consumer identity projects. In 

line with consumer culture theory, the groups to which mothers belong (the micro-

consumption context) which are mediated by the market, are recognised as inseparable 

from consumer identity projects but group identity will not be the focus of this research 

and social psychological concepts of social identity theory will only be briefly 

introduced. 

The main focus of this research will be the person base of identity, explained here by 

theories of self-concept. The rationale for this as argued in this chapter and Chapter 4 is 

that humanistic ideas about self-concept were an important precursor to the development 
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of consumer culture theory. In addition, self-concept theory features heavily in 

consumer culture theory literature. Furthermore, self-concept theory is aligned with the 

phenomenological perspective, which is the foundation of this research. Finally, self-

concept theory facilitates understanding identity as a project, which is central to 

consumer culture theory thinking about identity. 

Although this research prioritises self-concept theory, the intention is to broaden 

exploration and draw upon all three bases of identity. Hirschman et al. (2014) maintain 

that consumer research is often constrained by a focus on a specific sociological 

perspective, social psychology construct or personality trait, at the neglect of the larger 

context within which phenomena are embedded and the authors make a call for more 

use of multilevel theorising, which is the intention of this research. 

Sociological identity theory assumes that people are born into an already structured 

environment, thus identity will always be confined by the structures individuals create. 

The humanistic view of the self is that individuals have an innate ability for self-

actualisation, but social structure can thwart achievements. Both perspectives therefore 

grapple with structure-agency tensions, a central theme in consumer culture theory and 

throughout this thesis. Here it is important to note that women have different experiences 

of being a mother. The present research focuses on women with ability, opportunity and 

motivation to identify with and internalise mother role ideology and engage in 

conspicuous consumption of baby products. For some privileged mothers, “the timing 

of motherhood fits perfectly into the planned life course and thus constitutes a coherent, 

positive, life project” (Hemetsberger, Bauer and von Wallpach, 2013 p287). This is 

considered a useful context to explore motherhood as part of one’s consumer identity 

project. Other experiences of being a mother are important and would provide 

opportunity for further research but are beyond the scope of the present research project 

In terms of the structure of this chapter, the three bases for identity will be explored: 

role, group and person, followed by discussion on the identity as a story, or project, 

conceptualisation. The symbolic and experiential nature of products is introduced, 

followed by discussion on how symbolic consumption is thought to relate to self-

concept, social self-concept and group dynamics. Symbolic consumption in a context of 

change is introduced, the identity transition literature is explored in a consumer context 

and then in the specific context of becoming a mother. Discussion ends with a focus on 
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motherhood ideology in a consumer context. Conclusions highlight gaps in the literature 

and present research questions. 

 

2.2 The nature of identity 

 

2.2.1 Identity theory in sociology and social psychology 

 

Although different emphases exist, the theoretical work that comprises identity theory 

in sociology and sociological social psychology questions the relationship between 

social structure and a multifaceted concept of self, and is primarily concerned with the 

roles that people occupy in society rather than a wider range of self-defining attributes 

(Hogg, Terry and White, 1995; Burke and Stets, 2009). An example of a role is ‘mother’ 

and within a society this may be associated with shared meanings and expectations. 

For instance, Angela Merkel, Chancellor of Germany since 2005, acquired the nickname 

mutti (mum), used by both opponents and supporters even though she is childless. The 

term evokes an image of a kind matron devoted to the wellbeing of loved ones, an old-

fashioned and idealised mother image (Kurbjuweit, 2009). Kurbjuweit points out that 

the term may help some men to tolerate Merkel’s power, as mothers have long been 

accepted as dominating figures in some societies. Implying she will always be there for 

you (Evans, 2013), the nickname manages to convey insult, respect and subservience 

(Kurbjuweit, 2009). This is a collective view of a mother that exists in German society 

in which a working mother is sometimes labelled Rabenmutter or Raven Mother, a 

derogatory term that implies she is neglecting her children (Bennhold, 2017). These are 

examples of how the role of mother embodies shared meanings and expectations within 

a society. How individuals construct society’s expectations of a social position such as 

mother, and what these expectations might mean for individuals’ sense of identity, will 

be the focus of the next section. 
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Role identity 

In a systematic review of identity theory research in sociology and sociological social 

psychology, Burke and Stets (2009) maintain that identity theory grew particularly from 

a form of symbolic interactionism known as structural symbolic interactionism (Stryker, 

1980). For traditional symbolic interactionists, social structure is always in flux, 

continuously created through individual’s interpretations and actions, while structural 

symbolic interactionists assume that social structure is stable, organised and ongoing; 

people are born into a social structure that they learn about through a process of 

socialisation and see reflected in patterned behaviour (Burke and Stets, 2009). 

Reflecting society, the self is therefore considered a self-defining and multifaceted 

construct (Hogg, Terry and White, 1995).  

Taking this perspective of identity, society is categorised into social positions (for 

example, mother, fashionista, academic); a role is the learned, shared expectations that 

are associated with a social position and that guide attitudes and behaviour, role identity 

is the internalised meanings of a role that individuals apply to themselves (Burke and 

Stets, 2009). Thus, an individual recognises the self as an object that can be acted on to 

reach goals (Mead, 1934), and an individual has multiple (role) identities (James, 1890) 

that make up the self. In this perspective, Rosenburg’s (1979) definition of self-concept 

makes sense: “the totality of the individual’s thoughts and feelings having reference to 

himself as an object” (p7). 

Two key constructs within identity theory are identity salience and identity commitment 

(for a brief overview, see Hogg, Terry and White, 1995; for more detailed discussion 

see Burke and Stets, 2009). Cognitive generalisations about the self, known as self-

schemata, have been found to facilitate judgements and decisions about the self 

(Markus, 1977). In identity theory, salience is the probability that an identity will be 

activated based on a person’s interpretation of a situation from such internalised 

information and meanings; commitment is how important a role is considered to be in 

maintaining meaningful relations (Stryker and Burke, 2000). According to Burke and 

Stets (2009), commitment influences the salience of an identity as well as how multiple 

identities are activated. Thus, a woman may be a mother and an academic and in some 

situations only one of these identities may be activated, other times both may be. 
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Burke and Stets (2009) maintain that roles are not the only basis for identity and that an 

understanding of identity would also benefit from exploration at a group and person 

level, giving theorists a more complete understanding of identity and how individuals 

are both constrained by structural expectations and have choice in their enactment. 

These authors assert that the development of ideas about group identity, including social 

identity theory, stem largely from the field of social psychology rather than sociology; 

this perspective is turned to next. 

 

Group identity 

Social identity theory originated in the work of Henri Tajfel (see, for example Tajfel 

and Turner, 2004), and during the 1980s a number of researchers advanced the 

perspective theoretically and empirically (for a critique, see Abrams and Hogg, 1990; 

Hogg, Terry and White, 1995). Social identity theory has been described as a pre-

eminent theoretical perspective in social psychology due to its rapid and extensive 

diffusion and has contributed a lot to researchers’ understanding of concepts including 

stereotyping, ingroup bias and responses to status inequality (Brown, 2000). The broad 

extent of this body of knowledge and the focus of the current research means only a 

brief introduction to this theoretical perspective is provided here, in the same way that 

only a brief introduction to identity theory was provided above. However, concepts 

underpinned by and related to both these important perspectives are returned to 

throughout the thesis. 

While identity theory is primarily concerned with the roles people hold in society and 

what these mean for one’s sense of identity, social identity theory focuses on the groups 

people belong to and how group processes and intergroup relations influence ideas about 

identity. The basic idea, according to Hogg, Terry and White (1995), “is that a social 

category (e.g. nationality, political affiliation, sports team) into which one falls, and to 

which one feels one belongs, provides a definition of who one is in terms of the defining 

characteristics of the category – a self-definition that is part of the self-concept” (p259). 

Processes of social comparison and categorisation are central to social identity; people 

who seem similar or different to the self are categorised with the self and labelled the 

ingroup or outgroup (Burke and Stets, 2009). Stereotyping is a primary outcome of the 

uniformity of perception that results from group-based identities (Stets and Burke, 
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2000). A reason for seeking group identity is to achieve self-enhancement, in that 

ingroup members are viewed positively and outgroup members negatively (Burke and 

Stets, 2009) and group acceptance can increase self-esteem and feelings of 

belongingness (Abrams and Hogg, 1988).  

Although identity theory and social identity theory are distinct perspectives with 

different historical roots, similarities exist. Both assume that the self is reflective, can 

take itself as an object and through a psychological process form an identity in the 

context of a structured society (Stets and Burke, 2000). Stets (1995) also highlights each 

theory’s similar conceptualisations of the person identity, as idiosyncratic goals and 

meanings that operate across various roles and groups. The next section turns to the 

concept of person identity; the concept that is emphasised in this thesis. 

 

Person identity 

Person identities are thought to transcend roles and situations; in the psychological 

process of comparing internalised meanings with an identity standard, the role of mother 

may be deactivated when a woman goes to work, but if she sees herself as caring, this 

person identity could be constantly activated – at home, at work and among various 

groups (Burke and Stets, 2009). Person identity is based on culturally recognised, 

internalised meanings and expectations that enable a person to define him or herself as 

unique, irrespective of roles or group membership (Burke, 2004). Person identity 

corresponds with ideas about authenticity (Burke and Stets, 2009), that is, a person’s 

ideas and feelings about being true to oneself (Vannini and Franzese, 2008). Higgins 

(1987), for example, proposed three domains of the self: actual, ideal and ought and that 

discrepancies between these could lead to different kinds of psychological discomfort. 

However, authenticity is an ambiguous concept within sociological discourse, involving 

debate around whether or not a true self exists, the form a true self may take and whether 

it is innate or socially constructed (Vannini and Franzese, 2008).  

Reid and Deaux (1996) questioned the organisation of self-structure. General consensus 

exists for the self comprising multiple role identities or types of selves (Markus, 1977; 

Markus and Nurius, 1986; Higgins, 1987) but according to Reid and Deaux, the links 

between an individual’s social identity and personal attributes required further 
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exploration. They found that one’s social identity and personal attributes are not separate 

psychological constructs but inextricably linked. Through individual interpretations of 

culturally shared meanings, person identities give meaning to social identities. 

Burke and Stets (2009) maintain that ideas about person identities have largely remained 

peripheral to identity theory. The discussion in the next section therefore marks a 

departure from the previous emphasis on sociological and social psychological 

discourse and offers humanistic psychological ideas about the self as a perspective that 

could be used to inform our understanding of identity at a person level.  

 

2.2.2 Humanistic psychological ideas about identity 

 

Badinter (2010) describes ‘The Hedonist Dilemma’, a conflict that arises between 

maternity and freedom in modern society that puts the self first and favours 

individualism and personal fulfilment. Alongside an international trend of more women 

working and opting to have fewer children (IpsosMORI, 2020), Badinter argues that 

now that motherhood is no longer the only source of affirmation for a woman, the desire 

to have children can conflict with other hopes and goals and that having children can 

result in unexpectedly difficult and hard-to-prepare-for conflict between self-interest 

and selflessness. Her argument suggests that personal fulfilment can be sought from a 

variety of roles, including being a mother and having a profession. How personal 

fulfilment might be sought and what this might mean for a sense of identity will be the 

focus of the next section. 

 

Self-concept 

The notion of self-concept is important in both social and humanistic psychology. This 

research takes a humanistic stance because this movement was an important precursor 

to interpretivist consumer research and consumer culture theory – the theoretical 

framework for this research, explained in the methodology chapter. The humanistic 

approach to psychology emerged in response to perceived limitations of psychoanalytic 

and behaviourist approaches and seeks to explain the full range of human nature and 
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what it means to reach one’s full potential (Moss, 2015). For key proponents of 

humanistic psychology, such as Carl Rogers (discussed below) and Abraham Maslow 

(discussed in section 3.2.2) humans exhibit personal agency and strive to be the best 

they can be.  

In a discussion of its historical roots, Moss (2015) claims that humanistic psychology 

gained most traction in the mid-1950s to mid-1970s. Around the same time, motivation 

research was informing marketers’ understanding of consumer behaviour. According to 

Tadajewski (2006), after the Second World War marketers sought insights into the 

underlying motives (conscious or unconscious) underpinning consumer behaviour, as 

opposed to consumers’ espoused views, and Tadeswki refers to this wave of motivation 

research as humanistic in orientation. Furthermore, Kassarjian (1971) noted that post-

war motivation researchers were interested in the relationship between self-image and 

product image; he presumed they were inspired by self-concept theorists such as Rogers 

(1951), a founder of humanistic psychology. Interest in motivation research diminished 

in the 1970s but by the mid-1980s, as interpretivist consumer research gained pace, 

Hirschman (1986) called for greater use of humanistic modes of inquiry in marketing 

research, which became a dominant approach in consumer culture theory and 

corresponds with the phenomenological orientation that underpins the present research. 

For Carl Rogers, an individual will experience a natural process of psychological growth 

that leads to his or her full, unique potential unless this process is thwarted by 

environmental constraints such as the need for social acceptance and conformity 

(Polkinghorne, 2015). Rogers (1974) found that, “the individual has within himself vast 

resources for self-understanding, for altering his self-concept, his attitudes, and his self-

directed behaviour” (p116). Rogers’ view of the self as innate varies from symbolic 

interactionist perspectives in that it suggests that the self does not need to be socially 

constructed (Polkinghorne, 2015). For Rogers, self-concept is an individual’s perception 

of his or her self (Polkinghorne, 2015). Rogers (1951) maintained that people react to 

their perception of reality so while structural symbolic interactionists see society as 

something that exists, prior to and after birth, Rogers displays a phenomenological 

stance that is more aligned to the view of traditional symbolic interactionists, putting 

the individual at the centre of a perceived and ever changing world. Finally, 

Polkinghorne (2015) notes that for Rogers, the goal of human existence is to move 

towards self-actualisation, although this is not a static state where one arrives and 
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remains; Polkinghorne describes the process: “one experiences the self as a story of the 

temporal movements towards and retreats from realisation of one’s full potential” (p90). 

This notion of the self as a story brings this discussion back to the question of identity 

and the importance of humanistic thinking for consumer culture theory. 

 

Identity as a story 

It was noted above that in sociological identity theory an individual has multiple 

identities that together make up the self. But where does identity reside in self-concept 

theory? McAdams (1995) proposes that personality can be described at three levels: by 

trait, by personal concerns (goals, motives and strategies that are contextual to time, 

place or role) and by telling an inner story of the self. It is beyond the scope of the 

present research to enter a discussion on personality, but McAdams’ theory does help 

address the relationship between self and identity. McAdams (1995) proposes that 

individual differences in personality may be described as an internalised, evolving life 

story, a way of arranging and constructing the self into a unified and purposeful identity 

that integrates different roles. In this scenario, the question “Who am I?” becomes worth 

asking, pondering and working on (McAdams, 1995) and the issue of identity could be 

viewed, as Arnould and Thompson (2005) maintain in a consumer context, as a project 

that emphasises the ongoing effort required to nurture and defend identity (Gabriel and 

Lang, 2015). McAdams (1995) argues that identity “integrates the reconstructed past, 

perceived present and anticipated future” (p365). In line, Belk (1988) proposes: “Our 

accumulation of possessions provides a sense of past and tells us who we are, where we 

have come from, and perhaps where we are going” (p160). Belk’s comment suggests 

discretionary consumption facilitates the creation of individuals’ identity stories, or 

projects and this is the central idea underpinning the consumer culture theory domain of 

consumer identity projects.  

The following section explores the relationship between identity and consumption from 

the consumer culture perspective. Because the present research focusses on the 

consumer culture theory domain of consumer identity projects and is phenomenological 

in nature, the emphasis will be on relevant theories of self-concept and in turn the 

identity as a story (narrative or project) metaphor. However, appreciation of group and 

role identity is considered essential, given the eclectic theoretical underpinnings of 
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consumer culture theorists’ ideas about identity and the aim of achieving a more 

complete understanding of consumer identity creation in the context of new mothers. 

 

2.2.3 Summary 

 

The above section has introduced dominant theories of identity, first exploring identity 

from sociological and social psychological perspectives and then turning to humanistic 

ideas about self-concept. Different theoretical pathways lead to conceptualisations of 

identity at three levels: role, group and person. Despite varying historical roots and 

development, each perspective tends to view the self as a dynamic and multifaceted 

concept consciously organised into a unified sense of self or identity. In self-concept 

theory, identity can be conceptualised as an internalised story, described by McAdams 

(1995) as a way of arranging and constructing the self into a unified and purposeful 

identity. Consumer culture researchers have long been preoccupied with the role of 

consumption in the creation of identity stories, and this is explored next.  

  

2.3 Symbolic consumption and the dynamics of self 

 

The IpsosMORI Global Trends survey (2020), administered across 33 countries, 

revealed “a growing trend for people to say they tend to buy brands that reflect their 

personal values” (p104). In research that measured values and emotions in consumption 

experiences among marketing students, Laverie and Kleine (1993) found evidence for 

a relationship between values, emotions and consumer experience, with the self as a 

latent variable. This supports McAdams’ (1995) view, that one’s sense of self 

incorporates one’s different values. The notion that consumers purchase products that 

relate to perceptions of the self, values and emotions, not only cognitive processing, has 

long been of interest to consumer culture theorists. This section introduces how 

consumption is thought to relate to perceptions of the self, values and emotions in terms 

of two key aspects: symbolism and experience.    
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2.3.1 Symbolic and experiential significance of voluntary consumption 

 

The idea that society comprises symbols – objects and words (including, therefore, 

products and brands) that evoke shared meanings and responses from individuals, is a 

central proposition of consumer culture theorists and symbolic interactionism. 

Researchers interested in consumer identity maintain that voluntary consumption carries 

conscious or unconscious symbolic meanings that can be idiosyncratic or widely shared 

(see, for example, Elliott and Wattanasuwan, 1998) and that consumers’ choices are 

facilitated by products’ symbolic significance for personal goals and self-definitions 

(see, for example, Levy, 1959). Since Levy, consumer researchers have paid 

considerable attention to the symbolic significance of products and brands (see, for 

example, Solomon, 1983; Mick, 1986; Elliott and Wattanasuwan, 1998). 

A marketplace example of product symbolism can be seen in a research project 

commissioned by a producer of disposable nappies. It was found that although the 

practical reason for buying nappies was to avoid mess and keep a baby dry, clean and 

comfortable, symbolically, marketing media had long associated premium-brand 

disposable nappies with notions of the ideal mother. Semiotic analysis was used to 

deconstruct what was considered a “mommy myth” and find a competitive positioning 

gap in the market for “real moms”: busy mums who must negotiate tensions between 

society’s ideals of the mother role and the realities of being a mother today. The follower 

brand was repositioned to appeal to this target market (Oswald, 2015). This example 

shows how consumers may attribute meaning to brand symbolism and make purchases 

related to personal goals and self-definitions. 

Richins’ (1994) study helps explain the interaction between these sorts of marketplace 

ideologies and consumers’ perceptions of identity. From three studies exploring a range 

of consumers’ views about particular belongings, Richins found that consumer 

perception of the value of possessions derived from their public meanings (resulting 

from socialisation) and private meanings (public meanings shaped by private knowledge 

and experiences). Further, Sørensen and Thomsen (2005) proposed a framework to 

explore the meaning of symbolic consumption and identity construction in both stable 

and transitional phases, which also captures the communicative aspects of consumption. 

Their framework combines private and experiential meanings of consumption objects 
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with commonly shared cultural meanings to produce four dimensions: private 

experience (the consumer ascribes an idiosyncratic experiential meaning to the object); 

common experience (based on the consumer’s general evaluation of the object); private 

signal (the consumer ascribes an idiosyncratic communicative meaning) and common 

signal (the consumer ascribes a common communicative meaning to the object). 

Sørensen and Thomsen (2005) include material objects such as motorbikes in their 

framework, which suggests that tangible products, as well as intangible services, can 

have experiential value. Since Holbrook and Hirschman’s (1982) influential paper 

entitled The experiential aspects of consumption: consumer fantasies, feelings, and fun 

popularised the idea of experiential consumption, numerous studies have explored 

experiential aspects of consumption (see, for example, Arnould and Price, 1993; 

Bhattacharjee and Mogilner, 2014). However, a tendency exists in the literature to limit 

experiential consumption to life experiences and treat material items as a polar extreme, 

particularly when studies are concerned with a happiness outcome (Guevarra and 

Howell, 2015). In response, a series of experiments conducted by Guevarra and Howell 

(2015) examined the effects of consuming experiential products – purchases that fall 

between material items and life experiences – on wellbeing and found that experiential 

products (e.g. sporting goods) provided similar levels of wellbeing to life experiences, 

and more than material items (e.g. clothing). The authors’ conceptualise experiential 

products as a distinct category: “material possessions that afford new life experiences” 

(p29) and this supports Sørensen and Thomsen’s (2005) proposition that experiences 

attached to some products may facilitate both identity creation and transition. Guevarra 

and Howell (2015) also highlight that experiential products are more likely to be 

consumed with others and they found these products address needs for competence and 

relatedness. Guevarra and Howell propose that experiential products may be less driven 

by extrinsic/social comparison goals, but note a requirement for further research.  

 

2.3.2 Consumption, self-concept and social self-concept 

 

The notion that consumers choose products that they perceive to somehow fit what Levy 

(1959) describes as self-definitions and goals can be explained by Grubb and 
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Grathwohl’s (1967) theory of consumer behaviour. In line with Rogers’ (1951) ideas 

about individual self enhancement, Grubb and Grathwohl linked the symbolic value of 

products with the psychological construct of an individuals’ self-concept. They 

proposed that an individual has a self-concept that is of value to him or her; the 

individual’s behaviour will therefore be directed towards enhancing this self-concept 

and that goods serve as social symbols for the individual to communicate aspects of the 

self to the individual and significant others. Sirgy (1982) described two commonly 

regarded motives in the consumer self-concept literature that can be both harmonious 

and conflicting: “The self-esteem motive refers to the tendency to seek experiences that 

enhance self-concept. The self-consistency motive denotes the tendency for an 

individual to behave consistently with her view of herself.” (p287). The latter motive 

resonates with ideas about authenticity and acting true to oneself, although questions 

remain around whether or not the authentic self is about self consistency or 

enhancement. 

The proceeding discussion suggests that consumers are motivated to act in a way that 

both maintains and enhances their self-concept. This is consistent with a general 

consensus in consumer culture theory that self-concept is a multidimensional concept  

(Sirgy, 1982) that reflects early ideas about identity (for example, James, 1890). Sirgy 

referred to an actual self, ideal self, social self and ideal social self. In this case, identity 

could be viewed not only as a story about who one is but also as a fantasy about what 

he or she wishes to be like, and material possessions can be seen as a way of bridging 

the gap between the actual and ideal self (Gabriel and Lang, 2015). Sirgy argued that 

purchase motivation would be influenced by whether or not a product evokes schemas 

that are congruent with the individual’s image of him or herself. Empirical evidence 

exists for this image-congruence hypothesis (see, for example Hogg, Cox and Keeling, 

2000; Kressmann et al., 2006; Hosany and Martin, 2012). However, Belk (1988) was 

less supportive of the argument for the relationship between brand choice and self-

image, proposing instead the extended self concept, which focusses on individuals’ 

regard for possessions as part of themselves and the role possessions play in identity 

narratives (Belk, 1988; Ahuvia, 2005; Ferraro, Escalas and Bettman, 2011; Belk, 2013) 

rather than a correspondence between product characteristics and self characteristics 

that may not necessarily exist.  
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The concept of a social self (how people think others see them or would like others to 

see them) brings in the influence of (significant) others. As long ago as 1902, Cooley 

proposed the concept of the looking-glass self, where people see themselves reflected 

in the reactions of others to them (Burke and Stets, 2009). Greenwald (1989) highlighted 

the distinction between private and public self-concept formation. He suggested value 

expressive functions are concerned with the private self and meeting internalised 

standards, whereas social adjustment functions are associated with the public and 

collective self and aimed at securing favourable evaluations from significant others. The 

concept of self-monitoring is concerned with a person’s susceptibility to social 

influences. High self-monitors are considered more adaptive to situations and sensitive 

to others’ approval and low self-monitors more likely to project a stable self across 

social settings (Czellar, 2007). The concept of self-monitoring has been explored 

extensively in consumer culture theory, with empirical evidence for self-monitoring 

increasing preference for conspicuous consumption (O'Cass and McEwen, 2004; Lee, 

Bae and Koo, 2020) and inconspicuous consumption (Kauppinen-Räisänen et al., 2018), 

for example. 

Rosenburg (1979) depicted the self in aspirational terms with a number of components 

including presenting selves, which differ according to the given situation and align with 

Goffman’s (1959) conceptualisation of impression management, where people guide 

and control their actions depending on the type of person they wish to appear in given 

circumstances. Using symbolic interactionism as a frame of reference, and building on 

the work of McCall and Simmons (1978), Schenk and Holman (1980) proposed the 

similar concept of situational self-image. The idea of situational selves acknowledges 

that an individual may have many self-concepts and while the consumption of one 

product or brand may highly reflect self-image in one situation, it may not be congruent 

with it in another (Sirgy, 1982). In line, but more supportive of the identity as story 

metaphor, Belk (1988) maintained that the diverse aspects of the self may be represented 

by a diverse collection of products.  

For Markus and Nurius (1986), possible selves represent “individuals’ ideas of what 

they might become, what they would like to become, and what they are afraid of 

becoming, and thus provide a conceptual link between cognition and motivation”  

(p954). This idea of positive and negative selves suggests the need for consumers to 

avoid behaviour that may lead to a negative self-concept and thus contradicts the 
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common view that self-concept is an aspirational force concerned with achieving one’s 

ideal. For example, Banister and Hogg (2001) found that a multifaceted negative self 

including the undesired self and the avoidance self was important for understanding 

symbolic consumption. In the context of fashion clothing, Banister and Hogg (2004) 

found consumers were motivated to avoid projecting a negative image to ensure the 

maintenance of self-esteem. Banister and Hogg (2006) applied the possible selves 

concept in the context of new mothers, recognising that as women approach 

motherhood, they may have preconceived ideas about the mother they wanted to be 

(ideal self), they did not want to be (negative self), balanced with pressure to conform 

to others’ expectations (ought self). Resonating with Higgins’ (1987) theory, the authors 

found that the discrepancies between the diverse selves influenced the new mothers’ 

consumption experiences and overall wellbeing. This study again raises consideration 

of the concept of authenticity in person identity, for example, new mothers’ may feel 

pressured to act according to their ought self (which is likely to be influenced by 

society’s shared meanings and expectations that comprise the mother role) even if it is 

not considered true to oneself. 

The problem of possible selves draws attention to ideas about consumer stereotyping. 

According to Hyatt (1992), consumer stereotyping may be defined as “the formation of 

generalizations about consumption objects possessed or used by members of a particular 

social category” (p299). Products take on symbolic meanings associated with the group 

and become representative of the group members. Consumers’ possessions are seen as 

symbolic traits and behaviours, which are stored in memory for later information 

processing. According to Hyatt (1992), Belk’s (1988) extended self-concept is 

concerned with how people encode who they are into external expressions (i.e. product 

ownership) while consumer stereotyping considers how observers decode product 

ownership information into impressions of the consumers of those products. Banister, 

Hogg and Dixon (2012) interviewed teenage mothers to explore the role consumption 

played in their attempts to distance themselves from negative stereotypes of teenage 

motherhood. They found that participants were aware of the communicative properties 

of goods and sought to manage their identity through consumption (for example, 

clothing consumption for mother and baby) and in particular by avoiding certain 

fashions. 
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2.3.3 Consumption and group dynamics  

 

Earlier in this chapter social identity theory was introduced, which involves processes 

of social comparison and categorisation, and stereotyping as a primary outcome. In 

consumer culture theory, the marketplace is seen to be a mediator of the social relations 

which influence consumer identity projects (and which in turn, are influenced by 

consumer identity projects) (Arnould and Thompson, 2007). The marketplace cultures 

domain in Arnould et al’s consumer culture framework involves the micro-consumption 

context in terms of the various consumption-related groups that one might belong to, or 

identify with, which affect one’s sense of identity and consumption. This might include 

formal groups, some of which require formal membership. For example, in the context 

of new mothers in the UK, some women pay for membership of parental advice and 

support charity National Childbirth Trust (NCT), to access product information and 

other resources. Generally, however, the small, informal groups that involve frequent 

face-to-face interaction are considered most influential, for example, a small friendship 

group emerging from prenatal classes such as those run by the NHS or NCT in the UK. 

For Prothero (2002), in her account of her own journey of consuming to be a ‘good 

mother’, her pregnancy yoga group became a major influence on consumption of baby 

products, for example, showing the power of group conformity in this particular context.  

Online groups such as Mumsnet.com, a popular parenting website in the UK, involve 

no face-to-face interaction. Phillips and Broderick (2014) explored the influence of 

Mumsnet.com on consumer identity adaption and consumption and found the social 

networking site may facilitate some identity construction. Important to note about this 

group, however, is the clear demarcation of in-group members through symbolic 

language use; frequent users of this site will know, for example, that DD means ‘darling 

daughter’ and AIBU means ‘am I being unreasonable?’, an applied example of ingroup 

or outgroup categorisation (Burke and Stets, 2009). 

Groups may form around shared admiration for a brand and form a brand community 

(Muniz and O'guinn, 2001). For example, the BabyBjorn (a brand of baby carrier) 

Facebook site has 175,000 followers. In other consumption groups, known as tribes 

(Cova, 1997), members are linked by value created through the shared use of a product 

or service. For example, the practise of carrying a baby extensively in a carrier, known 
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by some as baby wearing, has resulted in community and consultation groups across the 

UK, showing that group identification may relate to consumption.  

A person does not have to interact with other members of a group to think and act like 

the group, identifying with the group is sufficient (Burke and Stets, 2009). This is the 

basis of a reference group. According to Bearden and Etzel (1982) “reference groups 

expose people to behaviour and lifestyles, influence self-concept development, 

contribute to the formation of values and attitudes and generate pressure for conformity 

to group norms” (p184). Bearden and Etzel propose that reference group influence is 

not equal for all products and brands. Products can be categorised by their visibility and 

exclusivity, with reference group influence strong on product and brand choice for 

publicly consumed luxury goods (e.g. golf clubs), weak on product but strong on brand 

for publicity consumed necessity goods (e.g. car), strong on product but weak on brand 

for privately consumed luxury goods (e.g. trash compactor) and weak on both for 

privately consumed necessities (e.g. mattress). This suggests that for a product such as 

a pram, which is for many a public necessity, reference group influence will be strong 

on brand choice, a proposition confirmed by Thomsen and Sørensen’s (2006) study. 

It seems on the one hand, consumers seek individual uniqueness (differentiation) and 

on the other, group identification (assimilation). How consumers reconcile these 

competing tendencies was the focus of Chan et al.’s (2013) study. The authors found 

that people are able to simultaneously satisfy motives for both within a single 

consumption choice, for example by choosing clothing that associates them with a group 

while individuals with higher needs for uniqueness chose a less popular version, such 

as a different colour, to distinguish them from the majority. How consumers’ balance 

this need for uniqueness and conformity is discussed further in the next chapter.  

 

2.3.4 Summary  

 

This section has sought to briefly capture the key themes that emerge from a large and 

mature body of consumer research literature around product symbolism and the self-

concept. Within this research tradition, the self is generally viewed as a dynamic 

concept; people may strive to maintain and enhance their concept of self in different 
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ways through consumption and will be influenced by the self they wish to embody or 

avoid in a given situation and among given social groups. But although the self is 

generally treated as a dynamic concept in consumer culture theory, how dynamic is the 

concept of identity? The next section explores how identity may change and the part 

consumption may play in this process. 

 

2.4 Symbolic consumption, identity transition and motherhood  

 

For McAdams (1995), identity “integrates the reconstructed past, perceived present and 

anticipated future” (p365) while in a consumer culture context, Belk (1988) maintains: 

“Our accumulation of possessions provides a sense of past and tells us who we are, 

where we have come from, and perhaps where we are going” (p160). These 

conceptualisations support the idea that identity can be viewed as a story or project, in 

part realised through consumption. But they also suggest that over time, one’s identity 

changes. This section therefore introduces how perceptions of time, change and 

continuity might relate to consumption symbolism and experiences, and then explores 

relations between identity transition and consumption, particularly in the context of 

becoming a mother. 

 

2.4.1 Product symbols of change and continuity 

 

Although the literature on time and consumer behaviour is extensive and theoretically 

eclectic, much tends to emphasise relations between limitations of time and what this 

might mean for consumption (see, for example Gross, 1987; Thompson, 1996; Carrigan 

and Szmigin, 2006) and relatively few studies explore the influence on consumption of 

experiencing time passing during periods of change. Notable exceptions important for 

this research include two studies of consumption in the context of pregnancy that 

explore personal experiences of time during the period of expecting and anticipating a 

new baby (Carrigan and Szmigin, 2004) and the planning and timing of life experiences 

(pregnancy) and effects on consumption (Carrigan and Szmigin, 2004; Hemetsberger, 

Bauer and von Wallpach, 2013). These studies build upon and support Bailey’s (1999) 
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exploration of women’s transition to motherhood and implications for sense of self, 

which resulted in the identification of six dimensions of an altered sense of self. One of 

these was “Experience of Space and Time” where mothers described the importance of 

“the right time and the right place” to having a baby (p345). This included age and being 

physically settled, but also important was women’s conceptualisations of time altering 

with pregnancy, with long-term planning seeming more important but also the present 

seeming to slow down and represent a sort of hiatus in life.  

Carrigan and Szmigin (2004) and Bailey (1999) explore experiences of time in the 

perceived present, but according to the identity as a story concept, consumer identity 

projects involve reflection on the past and a concept explored, relatively sketchily, in 

consumer culture theory that captures this ‘looking back’ is nostalgia and nostalgic 

consumption. Nostalgia can be considered a bittersweet emotion combining pleasant 

memories and a sense of loss, produced by reflection on objects, people, experiences or 

ideas associated with the past (Holak and Havlena, 1998). Empirical evidence shows 

that consumers’ intentions to purchase nostalgic products are affected by both a yearning 

for and attitudes about the past (encompassing both emotional and cognitive elements) 

(Sierra and McQuitty, 2007). These authors used social identity theory to study relations 

between group membership of a past time, consumption and nostalgia. Further empirical 

evidence exists to show that nostalgia is linked with perceptions of the authentic 

(intrinsic) self, for instance it reduces concern for meeting extrinsic value standards and 

threatened intrinsic self expression increases nostalgia (Baldwin, Biernat and Landau, 

2015). Nostalgic items have been found to strengthen meaning in life (Routledge et al., 

2011) and vintage items, defined as “previously owned items from an earlier era” and 

which may or may not invoke nostalgia have been found to be preferred by people 

whose meaning structures had been threatened, for instance by being reminded of death 

and mortality (Sarial-Abi et al., 2017 p182). This suggests that other meaning-structure 

threats, potentially the birth of a baby, could influence preference for vintage products 

and/or products with nostalgic associations, but limited literature exists in consumer 

culture theory regarding nostalgia and the self or nostalgia and identity transition, 

despite nostalgic preferences being a notable recent global consumer trend (IpsosMORI, 

2020). 

Hemetsberger et al.’s (2013) study found that the consumption of rare luxuries related 

to pregnant mothers’ perceptions of transition to a new life role and their associated 
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planning and aspirations. This draws attention to the third strand of McAdams’ (1995) 

and Belk’s (1988) conceptualisations of identity as a story: looking to the future. A lens 

through which to explore how concern for the future might influence consumption is 

through the theory of generativity. According to McAdams and de St Aubin (1992) 

generativity has been conceptualised as a need or concern, may involve biological 

instincts for reproduction, philosophical desire for transcendence, normal 

developmental growth or societal demands and it has been associated with child rearing 

behaviour, values of preservation or improvement for the future and understanding 

one’s place in generations. The concept is rarely explored in consumer culture theory. 

Lacroix and Jolibert (2015) developed a scale of consumer generativity and 

subsequently (2017) used the scale to explore personal legacy value in the context of 

luxury watch consumption. Urien and Kilbourne (2011) found that consumers who 

score high on generativity are more likely to engage in environmentally responsible 

consumption. McAdams and de St Aubin (1992) found that generativity scores of 

fathers were higher than those of men who had never had children, but in a consumer 

context, the influence of generativity in identity transition is underexplored.  

 

2.4.2 The meaning of consumption in identity transition 

 

Identity transition involves movement away from a role into a new role and it is widely 

held in consumer research that these movements are associated with forms of 

consumption, as the symbolic meaning of objects can facilitate ongoing maintenance, 

acquisition and disposition of life roles (Sørensen and Thomsen, 2005). The final parts 

of this chapter therefore demonstrate the dominant way in which the concept of role 

identity has infused consumer culture theory – in the study of identity transition. 

However, it should be emphasised that in consumer culture theory, most of these studies 

draw upon and incorporate varied concepts of person identity (for example, self-

concept, possible selves, extended self) and relatively few studies embrace sociological 

role identity theory. 

In consumer culture theory, debate exists around how identity transition is experienced. 

Some authors emphasise a phased process of identity reconstruction including 

separation from a previous role and incorporation of a new role, with the period in 
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between described as liminal, from van Gennep (1960) (Schouten, 1991; Noble and 

Walker, 1997; Hogg, Maclaran and Curasi, 2003). Noble and Walker (1997) define 

liminality as “the instability, ambiguity, and suspended identity that can occur in the 

transition from one significant role to another” (p30). Others emphasis a life course 

process evolving over time (Hemetsberger, Bauer and von Wallpach, 2013; Afflerback 

et al., 2014; Burningham and Venn, 2020). Others bridge these conceptualisations, for 

instance maintaining that identity transition involves a liminal phase that can become 

permanent (Appau, Ozanne and Klein, 2020) or prolonged (Thomsen and Sørensen, 

2006) and that negotiating ongoing liminality brought about by competing resource 

systems (for example, family, experts, the marketplace) can result in the formation of 

new meanings and identities (Kerrane, Lindridge and Dibb, 2021). What all these 

studies have in common is consumption is found to play a part in identity transition, but 

again findings are diverse.  

In a seminal study of symbolic consumption during role transition, Schouten (1991) 

found cosmetic surgery could be viewed as a personal rite of passage within the 

dynamics of self-concept. Plastic surgery was found to be important for reintegrating 

the self-concept, and as a catalyst for further self-change. Schouten’s study highlighted 

that in liminal phases, people appear more likely to experiment with possible selves. 

Noble and Walker (1997) focussed on the extended self and the meaning of consumption 

in periods of liminality. They found that people transitioning from high school to college 

relied on types of symbolic consumption to help facilitate the change, for example, 

childhood soft toys were more important to those in a liminal phase, symbolising 

security. Hogg, Maclaran and Curasi (2003) were concerned with linkages between 

roles, social capital and consumption and found, in the context of empty-nest women 

and changing social relationships that consumption could be used to negotiate the 

transition, for example placing greater focus on neighbourhood activities. Afflerback et 

al. (2014), exploring perceptions of consumption during transition into motherhood, 

found consumption to be ritualistic, helping women balance a sense of continuity 

between their own interests and their baby’s (for example, decorating the baby’s room 

in mother’s taste and style) and feel more prepared and in control for the new mother 

role (through nesting and gifting). Burningham and Venn (2020) explored interactions 

between life course transitions and sustainable consumption and found disjunction 

between early aspirations for sustainable consumption and eventual reality. These 
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studies show that during identity transition, consumption may be perceived as a means 

of capitalising on opportunities for change and attaining possible selves, as well as 

psychologically preparing for and symbolising the transition. 

As long ago as 1983, Solomon raised the importance of symbolic consumption 

particularly when role demands are novel and since Schouten’s (1991) seminal study, 

interest in the relationship between identity transition and consumption has increased 

(Sørensen and Thomsen, 2005). But although the general assumption in consumer 

culture theory is that symbolic consumption can somehow facilitate identity transition, 

Burningham and Venn’s (2020) research also highlights a more fluid and complex 

experience in which consumption aspirations may arise during identity transition but be 

adjusted as the process unfolds. Further, the VOICEGroup (2010a) critiqued this 

dominant assumption and found that in the context of motherhood, consumption could 

sometimes exacerbate uncertainty and confusion in role transition, for example the 

perceived responsibility of navigating a complicated and unfamiliar marketplace could 

be a source of anxiety.  

The VOICEGroup (2010b) examined various contexts that contribute to the social 

construction of motherhood, including medical, political and media contexts, and how 

the marketization of motherhood in these contexts contributes to both liminal and 

consumer vulnerability in the case of new mothers. According to these authors, 

becoming a mother can change one’s sense of agency and bring about insecurity and 

uncertainty; marketplace ideologies of motherhood can contribute to insecurities, while 

the marketization of motherhood can give a false impression of choice, even for the 

privileged, healthy mothers with healthy babies, which were the focus of this study. This 

resonates with Gabriel and Lang’s (2015) description of consumer culture. For example, 

in their depiction of the consumer as chooser, they argue that although the concept of 

choice has become a key characteristic of contemporary consumption, consumer choice 

has not simply and evenly increased for everyone alongside the growth of product 

ranges and brands. The authors draw on the negative view of consumer culture, arguing 

on the one hand, that consumers have an overabundance of (marketing) information, but 

on the other hand this information may be limited and manipulative, confusing and 

misleading.  

 



 

 33   

 

2.4.3 Symbolic consumption and becoming a mother 

 

Schouten (1991) found people in liminal phases appear more likely to experiment with 

possible selves (see also, Banister and Hogg, 2006) and similarly Bailey (1999) found 

that approaching motherhood offered women an opportunity for change. The pregnant 

women Bailey interviewed all felt, in some respects, that pregnancy had provoked 

reflection and triggered a potential motivation for change, suggesting this period of 

transition brings the self into focus. In Bailey’s (1999) study, participants experienced 

an altering of the self along several dimensions, what she terms a refraction of the self, 

suggesting the transition to becoming a mother was not marked by separation from a 

previous self but rather a sort of fragmentation of the self. One of these dimensions, for 

instance, was the relational sense of self, where personal relationships changed in 

importance and strength. Bailey terms this a “reconstruction of intimacy” (p345), 

finding relations with family, friends and unknown others to alter, including feelings of 

permanence, warmer responses but also sometimes a sense of isolation. Increased 

psychological engagement with significant others during pregnancy has also been 

documented by Smith (1999a; 1999b).  

The importance of personal relationships during transition to motherhood is manifested 

in related consumer culture theory. Burningham and Venn (2020) found that the needs, 

desires and transitions of family and friends had an important effect on participants’ 

consumption, de-emphasising identity transition as an individual phenomenon. In a 

retrospective account of her own experience of becoming a mother, Prothero (2002) felt 

it was important to be viewed as a “good mother” by significant others and fit in with 

new friends, and in turn, that they would think she had “the right products” for her child 

and herself (p213). Thomsen and Sørensen’s (2006) findings somewhat chime with this; 

pram purchase was found to both facilitate and complicate women’s pursuit ‘good 

mother’ ideology and status. One participant felt her relatively inexpensive pram sent 

wrong signals about herself within her neighbourhood, for instance. 

Other studies have shown that consumption is used to avoid negative stereotypes. 

Banister, Hogg and Dixon (2012) found teenage mothers used consumption to distance 

themselves from negative stereotypes and be seen as responsible and ‘good mothers’, 

for instance by accepting or avoiding second-hand products. Banister, Hogg and Dixon 
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(2010) found some women resisted or disengaged with consumption associated with 

‘good mother’ ideology, such as expectations to breastfeed and attend parenting classes. 

Other studies have found some women resist consumption and ideology that equates 

good mothering with expensive and extensive consumption (Thomsen and Sørensen, 

2006; VOICEGroup, 2010a). 

What these studies emphasise is that the transition to motherhood is both a personal 

experience and a relational one, and because identity transition involves role identity, it 

is socially constructed. In turn, consumption may facilitate or hinder personal goals, but 

it also has an expressive function. The above discussion shows that the signalling value 

of consumption in this context emerges as an important theme in several studies and is 

often associated with wanting to be seen as a ‘good mother’. Yet no study explicitly 

explores how consumption might facilitate or hinder the creation of a relational sense 

of self, for example, as Prothero (2002) puts it, to “fit in” (p213). Building on their 2005 

framework, Thomsen and Sørensen (2006) explored the public and private experience 

and signalling value of prams, and this provides a springboard for further research. 

Branded prams were found to signal elements of the owner’s personality and be 

associated with stereotypes. Further research could explore the signalling value of other 

forms of consumption and if and why the signalling value of consumption might be 

particularly important during identity transition or liminal periods. 

 

2.4.4 Summary 

 

This section has explored the meaning of consumption in periods of identity change, 

specifically in the context of becoming a mother. The dynamism of product symbolism 

is explored across three constructs: time, nostalgia and generativity. The meaning of 

consumption in identity transition is introduced. Identity transition is theorised 

differently, but general consensus exists that it involves identity instability and that 

consumption can both facilitate and complicate the process. Evidence suggests that 

identity transition can bring the self into focus. Consumption can be a means of 

addressing different dimensions of the self during this period of change. Evidence shows 

that becoming a mother can alter one’s psychological involvement in relationships with 
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family, friends and others, but research is lacking in how consumption might interact 

with this process. The signalling attributes of consumption has been explored in the 

context of prams, but further research could explore the signalling attributes of other 

types of baby products, as well as if or why expressive consumption might become more 

important in times of identity instability, for example helping one construct and express 

a new role identity and embed in social groups. The final section of this chapter, below, 

turns to the creation of motherhood ideology.  

 

2.5 Motherhood ideology and identity 

 

Several of the studies discussed above refer to ‘good mother’ ideology. For Prothero 

(2002), having “the right” products (p213) was important to be seen to be a ‘good 

mother’. The final section of this chapter questions what it means to be a ‘good mother’ 

by introducing contemporary ideas about the social construction of motherhood and 

formation of mother ideology. Given the extent of this topic, it is beyond the scope of 

this research to provide a detailed exploration. It is recognised that motherhood ideology 

is shaped by varying cultural domains including the medical profession, law, politics, 

the media, the marketplace and family (VOICEGroup, 2010b; Kerrane, Lindridge and 

Dibb, 2021) but this section will focus on one strand of motherhood ideology: parenting 

ideology, since this is considered part of lifestyle and therefore is likely to particularly 

influence the discretionary consumption that is the focus of this study. Indeed, according 

to Currid-Halkett (2017) motherhood has become a new channel for conspicuous 

leisure. 

 

2.5.1 Parenting ideology 

 

It was noted in section 2.2.2 that in the mid-1980s, Hirschman (1986) called for greater 

use of humanistic modes of inquiry in marketing research and in turn, this became the 

dominant approach in consumer culture theory. This change of tack was in response to 

perceived limitations of the then dominant positivist approaches to consumer research. 
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But it occurred against the backdrop of a wider shift in mainstream discourse and 

consumer attitudes. Badinter (2010) notes that the mid-1970s marked a resurgence of “a 

forgotten ideology: naturalism” (p30). According to Badinter, its influence gradually 

extended to “all spheres of the industrial world” but it first appealed to women 

disillusioned by unemployment. For Badinter, the result has been a polarisation in 

motherhood ideology, between proponents of a naturalist approach to motherhood and 

“women who refuse to see their hard-won freedoms eroded” (p31). She refers to it as a 

war and it is still being fought today according to mainstream discourse (Burkeman, 

2018).   

Schön and Silvén (2007) explore ‘natural parenting’ (also known as attachment 

parenting and instinctive parenting) from an evolutionary psychological perspective and 

conclude it is a “prototype of optimal human parenting” (p102) recently rediscovered in 

western societies. The practice involves being as sensitive as possible to the baby’s 

emotional and physical needs and in turn engaging in extended on-demand 

breastfeeding, extensive carrying of the baby (popularly referred to as baby wearing) 

and sleeping with the baby (popularly referred to as co-sleeping). According to The 

National Childbirth Trust (NCT), a spectrum of parenting approaches exists, with 

attachment parenting at one end and parent-led parenting at the other (NCT, 2019). This 

latter approach, also popular according to the NCT, involves prioritising the needs of 

the whole family, and in turn parents setting and adhering to a schedule and routine in 

terms of feeding and sleeping as opposed to being led by the baby’s perceived cues. 

Both approaches enjoy considerable attention in popular press and both are 

controversial, with debate often centred around the prioritisation of the child over the 

mother and family. Both approaches are also highly commercialised, with an abundance 

of advice in social-media and books and a proliferation of associated products. 

According to O’Malley, Patterson and Bheacháin (2006), for some sections of society 

the journey to motherhood is characterised by “compulsive book buying” (p85) as to do 

the best for one’s child is perceived to involve expert-guided intensive mothering. 

Examples of associated products include numerous designs and brands of baby slings 

and carriers, and cots designed for co-sleeping (facilitating practises associated with 

natural parenting) and sleep training services and products (associated with the parent-

led approach). 
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Despite this, what these polar ideologies might mean for mothers’ sense of identity and 

consumption within consumer culture theory remains underexplored. Cairns, Johnston 

and MacKendrick (2013) shed some light on this in their exploration of the use of 

organic baby food. Participants in their study show values aligned with natural parenting 

ideology; according to The Natural Parent Magazine, other behaviours promoted in 

natural parenting include baby-led weaning (unstructured approach to weaning) and 

chemical free living (including organic food) (The Natural Parent Magazine, 2020). 

Cairns et al. found that mothers wanted to protect their child’s ‘purity’ through the use 

of organic food but that striving to fulfil an organic child ideal represented a gendered 

burden for women, in the same way that Badinter (2010) argues natural parenting in 

general erodes women’s freedom. 

 

2.5.2 Parenting style and identity 

 

The preceding section introduced a naturalist approach to parenting (also known as 

attachment parenting) and parent-led parenting, as polar ideologies but what both have 

in common is a requirement for intensive involvement from parents, particularly the 

mother. In 1996, Hays coined the term intensive motherhood to refer to the relatively 

recent idea that being a ‘good mother’ involves spending more time and energy with 

children, including more emotional and financial investment, and although not 

universally accepted, this has become an idealised standard for many mothers (Faircloth, 

2014). Against a backdrop of more maternal employment in Australia, Craig, Powell 

and Smyth (2014) found discourses on intensive parenting were reflected in behaviour 

– a change in the composition of parental time did occur between the mid-1990s and 

mid-2000s, with more active childcare happening within less overall time. Intensive 

parenting is theorised to have emerged from neoliberal social policy and emphases on 

individual choice, responsibility, self-regulation, management of risk and fostering of 

resilience (Hoffman, 2010; Shirani, Henwood and Coltart, 2012; Vicario et al., 2021). 

This is thought to have led to the inflation of the social importance of the parental role, 

with parents considered wholly deterministic in their child’s future (Faircloth, 2014) and 

parenting styles, such as attachment parenting, becoming a base for identity construction 

and the creation of ‘tribes’ (Faircloth, 2009).  



 

 38   

 

Intensive parenting promotes the use of expert advice for informed and responsible 

parenting, which can undermine parental confidence and create anxiety (Hays, 1996; 

Shirani, Henwood and Coltart, 2012). A proliferation in the availability and use of 

parenting advice has occurred in recent years (O’Malley, Patterson and Bheacháin, 

2006). These sources not only symbolise taking responsibility for parental learning, they 

also fuel desire for baby-related consumption and must-have products (O'Malley et al., 

2005). de Laat and Baumann (2016) link consumption with intensive mothering 

schemas, finding product advertisements produce and reinforce ideas that being a ‘good 

mother’ means consuming for the care of others, not self-interest (in line with 

Thompson’s (1996) earlier work). In a discourse analysis of social media, 

Krzyżanowska (2020) found a progressive normalisation of the commodification of 

motherhood, with expensive products symbolising aspects of being a ‘good mother’. 

Few studies have explicitly explored mothers’ perceptions of the commodification of 

motherhood, but this was recognised by some mothers studied by the VOICEGroup 

(2010a) and their response was to resist consumption or buy second-hand items. 

Similarly, Waight (2014) found an important motivation for second-hand consumption 

among middle class mothers was ethical gratification from shunning materialist culture. 

Few studies have highlighted potential identity-related aspects of second-hand 

consumption for mothers. Waight’s (2014) research highlighted the opportunity for 

affluent mothers to publicly display ‘good mothering’ through product swapping, while 

Banister, Hogg and Dixon (2012) found teenage mothers sometimes favoured second-

hand products because they were perceived to signal thrift and responsibility and 

distance them from opposing negative stereotypes of teenage motherhood. Few studies 

exist of second-hand consumption in other transitional contexts that reveal identity-

related aspects of this behaviour, but McNeill and Venter (2019) found young women 

living away from home for the first time used second-hand fashion as a means of 

identifying with new social groups.  

In Waight’s (2014) study, the ethical motive for reusing products was important to the 

participating mothers. Other studies have explored sustainable forms of consumption in 

the context of motherhood. These studies tend to emphasise an association between 

ideologies of the ‘good mother’ and organic consumption, where organic products are 

pursued because they are considered best for the family’s health (Knibb and Taylor, 

2017). They also highlight tension in attaining this ideal, with conflicting priorities 
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(Carrigan and Szmigin, 2006; Heath et al., 2014; AbiGhannam and Atkinson, 2016; 

Burningham and Venn, 2020) and a gendered burden on mothers that emphasises 

individual responsibility for the child’s future wellbeing (Afflerback  et al., 2013; 

Cairns, Johnston and MacKendrick, 2013). This theme is supported by findings that 

environmentally-friendly consumer behaviour is associated with constructs of intensive 

parenting (Cairns et al., 2020) femininity (Brough et al., 2016), time orientation 

(Polonsky et al., 2014) and generativity (Urien and Kilbourne, 2011).  

This discussion has briefly explored examples of how the role of mother embodies 

shared meanings and expectations that guide attitudes and behaviour, predominantly 

focusing on affluent western culture since this is the focus of this study. Intensive 

parenting has become an idealised stereotype for many mothers, advocating responsible 

consumption (for example, Vicario et al., 2021) and selfless consumption (for example, 

de Laat and Baumann, 2016). The mother role has expanded in social importance and 

become a base for identity construction (Faircloth, 2014) across many dimensions and 

often entwined with ideologies of naturalism, such as attachment parenting and organic 

consumption. But conflict exists in the enactment and internalisation of mother role 

identity. Many women seek to balance the demands of ‘good mother’ role identity and 

associated intensive consumption with less time, undermined self-confidence, financial 

constraints and environmental concern and more broadly, underlying tensions between 

ideals of selflessness and individualism that are produced and replicated in consumer 

society. 

Badinter argues that the natural parenting ideal is hard to achieve in modern society, yet 

the values that it stems from are pervasive and persuasive. A return to consumer culture 

theory can help illustrate how products and brands may be seen to bring women closer 

to idealised standards. In their depiction of the consumer as identity seeker, Gabriel and 

Lang (2015) describe how consumers today may be pursuing unattainable illusions of 

the ideal self, driven by marketers’ promises that can only lead to disillusionment and 

only ever achieve moments of triumph, when the ideal self is fleetingly reached, or, 

returning to the humanist perspective, reaching one’s full potential is temporarily 

achieved.  In line, Polkinghorne (2015) maintains that the self is a story of temporary 

movements towards and retreats from realisation of one’s full potential. According to 

role identity theory, one’s expectations of the ideal mother role will be socially 

constructed and ideology will be internalised; but according to the humanistic 
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perspective of self-concept, the self is innate and thus marketplace ideologies may 

hinder self-fulfilment.  

 

2.6 Conclusion  

 

This chapter has explored the consumer culture theory domain of consumer identity 

projects, specifically in the context of identity transition and motherhood. It argued that 

consumer researchers have favoured a theoretically eclectic approach to the study of self 

and identity in a consumer context, thus ambiguity around these concepts exists. In order 

to navigate this large and mature body of literature, this chapter has followed Burke and 

Stets’ (2009) proposition that a general understanding of identity should integrate three 

bases of identity: role, group and person. This chapter has explored each of these 

concepts, prioritising person identity through the lens of self-concept theory and the 

identity as a story metaphor.  

 

2.6.1 Theoretical gaps 

 

The multi-level abstraction of self and identity adopted in this chapter is considered not 

only a useful means of navigating extensive literature, but also a means of providing a 

holistic contribution to what is known about consumer identity projects. In consumer 

culture theory, the dominant approach adopted to explore consumer identity projects is 

humanistic self-concept theory (summarised in Table 1 p42). While this is appropriate 

given that many studies are underpinned by the phenomenological perspective and seek 

to understand lived-experience (explored further in Chapter 4),  opportunity does exist 

to enrich our understanding by further introducing and integrating ideas from social 

identity theory and identity theory (an approach that answers Hirschman et al’s (2014) 

call for consumer research to be less confined to a social psychology construct or 

sociological perspective). Role identity theory is considered particularly relevant to the 

present research as it could be used to help explain the formation, internalisation and 

enactment (through consumption) of motherhood ideology, and how this might interact 
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with person identity, for example in terms of perceptions of self-fulfilment and 

authenticity.  

Since Levy (1959), researchers have been aware that discretionary consumption carries 

symbolism and as long ago as the early nineteen eighties, Holbrook and Hirschman 

(1982) popularised the idea of consumption as an experience. But material items and 

life experiences have often been conceptualised as polar extremes in literature related to 

consumption experience and in response, Guevarra and Howell (2015) conceptualise 

experiential products as a distinct category: “material possessions that afford new life 

experiences” (p29). The experience attached to material items has been proposed to 

facilitate both identity creation and transition (Sørensen and Thomsen, 2005) so an 

opportunity exists to further explore the notion of experiential products in the context 

of identity transition and motherhood.  

The literature suggests that an opportunity exists to build on understanding relations 

between symbolic consumption and perceptions of change and continuity over time. 

Gaps in the literature were identified that relate to the concepts of nostalgia and 

generativity in the context of identity transition and motherhood. These concepts offer 

potential theoretical avenues to study how consumers tend to look back to the past and 

forward to the future within the construction of identity stories. Furthermore, 

contradictions exist in what is known about how people experience identity transition 

and possible implications for consumption, with recent consumer research challenging 

the widely assumed moments of change conceptualisation in favour of a more ongoing, 

fluid process of change (Burningham and Venn, 2020) that chimes with the idea of 

identity stories or projects. 

Finally, limited literature exists within consumer culture theory concerning how 

parenting ideologies might interact with mothers’ sense of identity and consumption. 

This represents an interesting area for further exploration given parenting styles enjoy 

considerable attention in traditional and social media and have direct implications for 

consumption.  
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Table 1. A holistic conceptualisation of consumer identity 

Role identity Group identity Person identity  

• Roots in sociology  

• Identity theory as 

umbrella theory 

• Implicitly evident 

in consumer 

culture theory 

literature 

addressing identity 

transition but 

identity theory 

remains peripheral 

to consumer 

culture theory 

 

• Roots in social 

psychology 

• Social identity 

theory as umbrella 

theory 

• Implicitly evident 

in consumer 

culture theory 

literature 

addressing social 

self-concept and 

group dynamics 

but social identity 

theory remains 

peripheral to 

consumer culture 

theory 

• Roots in 

humanistic 

psychology 

• Self-concept 

theory as umbrella 

theory 

• Widespread 

reference to this 

body of knowledge 

within the domain 

of consumer 

identity projects 

Source: Author 

 

2.6.2 Conceptualising what is known and presenting research questions 

 

Despite the gaps identified above, the literature on consumer identity projects and 

identity transition in the context of motherhood is extensive and well-developed. Figure 

1 below synthesises what is known from this literature review. This same navigation is 

built upon in the next chapter to explore ideas about status and conspicuous consumption 

and how these constructs might relate to consumer identity projects in the context of 

motherhood. The side of the figure that relates to the literature that will be explored in 

Chapter 3 is therefore included here to give a more complete picture, but is greyed out 

for de-emphasis.  
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Figure 1. Consumer identity projects in the context of transitioning to motherhood 

 

Source: Author 

This diagram shows that the core of consumer identity comprises different forms of 

identity: role, group and person. The interaction of these forms of identity mean that 

identity is dynamic and over time, always changing as the consumer’s identity story 

progresses. Alongside change, marketplace ideologies are internalised and enacted 

through consumption. Consumer culture theory addressing identity transition explores 

consumption from many angles, but these are collapsed into three broad categories: 

ritualistic consumption to symbolise change; consumption to address opportunities for 

change and attainment of possible selves and consumption to facilitate or hinder this 

process.  
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The extent to which this dynamic picture relates to the participants of this study, and 

what it might mean for their own consumption, is explored through the following two 

research questions: 

 

• RQ1: Among the new mothers in this sample, is identity change experienced 

and does it relate to consumption choices? 

 

• RQ2: Among the new mothers in this sample, does a ‘mother’ identity exist 

and does it relate to consumption? 

 

The next chapter discusses the literature on status and conspicuous consumption – as 

stated above – the other half of the consumer identity project ‘picture’.  
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3. Status, identity and conspicuous consumption 

 

3.1 Introduction 

In consumer culture, where symbolic consumption can be viewed as a means of 

distinction, individuals do not compete on a level playing field. Individuals’ ability to 

engage in certain consumer behaviour and forge a positive sense of self are influenced 

by social status, structures of society that pattern consumption and influence consumers’ 

ideas about identity. Social status can also be viewed as an intrinsic, universal motive 

that individuals consciously pursue, in part through consumption. It is this conscious 

pursuit of status through consumption that is the focus of this chapter. 

Over one hundred years ago, Veblen (1899) proposed that consumers distinguish 

themselves from lower social hierarchies as superior through conspicuous consumption: 

that is, the lavish use of products and brands to display wealth and status. More recently, 

consumer researchers have proposed that inconspicuous consumption is an emerging, 

global phenomenon (Eckhardt, Belk and Wilson, 2015): that is, the use of subtle product 

and brand signals meaningful only to those with the requisite cultural capital to decode 

them (Berger and Ward, 2010; Han, Nunes and Drèze, 2010; Eckhardt, Belk and Wilson, 

2015; Kauppinen-Räisänen et al., 2018). This chapter critiques this observation, arguing 

that conspicuous consumption and inconspicuous consumption have always occurred 

simultaneously. What may be happening, particularly in advanced economies with 

mature markets such as the UK market for baby products, is that a preference for subtle 

status signals not recognisable by everyone and once associated with the most wealthy, 

is diffusing to middle-market consumers.  

Considerable ambiguity exists around definitions and treatment of conspicuous 

consumption in consumer research, making comparison of studies difficult. For the 

purpose of this research, conspicuous consumption is defined as “the public 

consumption of discretionary products driven by a conscious need for status and the 

intention of signalling status to others within one’s reference groups”. In addition, it is 

noted that all other consumption still reinforces status hierarchies but differs from 

conspicuous consumption in that there is no conscious intention of impressing others. 
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First, this chapter introduces ideas about status from a sociological perspective and it is 

argued that certain characteristics that are valued within society may enhance 

individuals’ agency to forge a positive sense of self. Status as emerging from ingroup 

evaluations is then discussed, before an alternative perspective of status is presented, 

this time drawing on humanistic and social psychological ideas about status as an 

intrinsic drive towards self-actualisation. A multi-level conceptualisation of status, 

which mirrors the discussion on identity in the previous chapter, is considered necessary 

to understand the relations between status, identity and consumption.  

Bourdieu’s ideas about capital, field and habitus are introduced because these are a 

useful means of bridging ideas relating to structure and agency, the social and 

individual. Discussion moves on to an exploration of Veblen’s idea of conspicuous 

consumption (Veblen, 1899), which is intertwined with ideas of status, and defends it 

against charges that it has – or is – losing relevance in contemporary society.  

Conclusions are drawn, including a discussion on theoretical gaps and presentation of 

research questions.  

 

3.2 The meaning of social status 

 

3.2.1 Sociological and social psychological ideas about status and identity 

 

Social stratification refers to structured inequalities between different groups of people 

(Giddens, 2006). According to Giddens, social categories of people who do not 

necessarily interact or identify with one another, but who do share a common 

characteristic, exist and afford members different life chances depending on their 

relatively permanent ranking. Burke and Stets (2009) maintain that social structure is 

created by the actions of individuals and these actions are produced in, and influenced 

by, the context of the social structure they create. Therefore in consumer culture, socio-

economic hierarchies may shape one’s consumption in terms of one’s ability to engage 

in certain consumer behaviour, opportunities afforded by contexts within which one is 

embedded, or by influencing one’s sense of identity (Aries and Seider, 2007; Stephens, 



 

 47   

 

Markus and Townsend, 2007). One form of social stratification experienced in daily life 

is status (Kraus and Stephens, 2012), which is of particular relevance to this study.  

In a critique of one area of eminent sociologist Max Weber’s work entitled Class, Status, 

Party, Gane (2005) explains status as social stratification in terms of distribution of 

honour and the outcome of social relationships (Gane, 2005). Gane’s critique shows that 

for Weber, economic power does not necessarily determine social standing, and this is 

a commonly held understanding today (Kraus and Stephens, 2012). So if money does 

not determine social status, what does? 

 

Status characteristics 

For several decades, sociologists have been interested in how status characteristics 

affect social structure and group interaction  (Webster and Hysom, 1998). Central to 

these studies is the idea that certain characteristics by which people differ such as 

wealth, gender or age, carry social significance (depending on the features of a society) 

and produce social advantages and disadvantages such as estimations of social worth 

and performance abilities (Webster and Hysom, 1998). Webster and Hysom extend 

status construction theory (see for example, Ridgeway and Balkwell, 1997) by 

synthesising other related sociological theory to suggest how new status characteristics 

may develop. The authors review existing theory generally across three dimensions: 

social rewards, behavioural interchanges, and personality traits. They suggest that 

broadening theory to include goal objects as social rewards, such as friendship, 

acceptance and esteem could help explain how ambiguous characteristics such as beauty 

could become status characteristics. They also explore how social advantages resulting 

from behavioural exchanges might create status characteristics, as well as personality 

traits, through a process of norm violation (for example, being trustworthy or a cheater). 

Webster and Hysom’s (1998) conceptualisations are important because they broaden 

theory from concepts easily applied to status construction theory (for example pay and 

gender) to the formation of other status characteristics. An example relevant to the 

present research might be women personifying natural parenting ideology, if this affords 

them esteem, and behaviours and traits associated with the approach are considered a 
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norm of behaviour from which people may deviate (how things ought to be, or ideally 

would be). 

According to the well-developed expectation states theory (see, for example, Berger, 

1977; Ridgeway and Walker, 1995), when individuals interact they assess each other’s 

relative status (or absolute status) (Stets, 1997) and develop expectations and 

evaluations of one another (Stets and Harrod, 2004). Stets and Harrod’s work provides 

a conceptual link between status characteristics and identity. They explored how the 

status characteristics of gender, age, education and race influenced verification across 

multiple identities: the worker, the academic and the friend. They found that status 

characteristics do influence the identity verification process by signalling that an 

individual has the relevant resources (knowledge and skills) required to accomplish 

goals related to a particular identity. Cast, Stets and Burke (1999) investigated how 

status might shape the influence of others on one’s identity and the self’s agency in 

protecting self-views in a new-marriage setting in the USA. Their longitudinal study 

found that higher-status spouses (in terms of education and occupation) influenced their 

partner’s self-views and also their partner’s views of them; lower status partners had 

less influence in both respects. Ivanic and Nunes (2009) explored relations between 

status characteristics and identity in a consumption context. Their series of studies 

focusing on status rewards for loyal customers found that when marketing cues activated 

a consumer’s high-status role identity, this led them to behave in a role-congruent way 

and pay more for a product. Role-congruent behaviour was found to lead to the intrinsic 

benefit of prestige. These examples evidence that people who possess high status 

characteristics exhibit agency in identity construction by being more able than those 

perceived as lower in the status hierarchy to forge and maintain a positive regard for the 

self. 

Underpinning these studies is the symbolic interactionist premise that the views of 

others form how individuals see themselves, but an alternative perspective, explored in 

the previous chapter, is to see the self as an innate, idiosyncratic concept. Taking this 

perspective, how might status influence identity? Stets (1997) sheds light on the 

relationship between role and person identity, the latter referring to a unique, 

internalised personality-type concept (Burke and Stets, 2009). Stets interviewed newly 

married couples in order to examine whether individuals’ status positions of gender, 
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age, education and occupation influenced emotionally-negative behaviour in marital 

interactions, such as using offensive or attacking words and gestures. Those with low 

status on these dimensions were found to be more likely to use these forms of negative 

behaviour than their higher status partners. The results indicated that low-status people 

respond with negative behaviour when their self-view is contested and over time, their 

person identity shifts to be consistent with their actions, thus maintaining the status 

hierarchy and self. Thus, status positions structure interaction and the resultant 

behaviour can shape individuals’ sense of unique identity and ultimately reinforce the 

status hierarchy. 

 

Group status 

The above discussion focusses on the formation of status characteristics from 

expectations of competence in a given setting and how status characteristics relate to 

perceptions of identity. Kalkhoff and Barnum (2000) were interested in how status 

characteristics theory might be integrated with social identity theory (Abrams and Hogg, 

1990; Tajfel and Turner, 2004). Kalkhoff and Barnum were interested in whether the 

distinct processes of social influence within each theory – one based on expectations 

and the other based on uncertainty arising from disagreement from other ingroup 

members – were interrelated. An experiment asking students about a piece of art found 

group members perceived to be higher status (based on education) and ingroup (rather 

than outgroup) exhibited more social influence, and that the processes were equally 

strong and operated concurrently, not at the exclusion of the other.   

An important proposition in social identity theory is that intergroup discrimination is 

driven by desire to achieve and maintain positive self-esteem and in turn, enhance one’s 

self-concept (Abrams and Hogg, 1988). Although Abrams and Hogg (1988) critique this 

proposition, arguing that self-esteem is over implicated in intergroup behaviour and 

detracts from another important drive (to know oneself and evaluate oneself through 

social comparison) it has received considerable attention. Considering self-esteem as a 

motivational drive suggests that alongside societal and group influence, internal 

psychological forces are at play in a pursuit for social status. Anderson et al. (2001) 

were interested in the psychological origins of status, claiming that this was a relatively 
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neglected area. They found that certain personality traits and physical attractiveness 

could influence peer ratings of status in social groups. Anderson and Kilduff (2009) 

were interested in how individuals pursue status in social groups and after a review of 

literature, concluded that individuals pursue status by enhancing the apparent value that 

they provide to the group. 

 

Internalising status 

To this point, the above discussion has introduced status as a form of social stratification, 

arguing that it is a social construct emerging from social relationships. Status may 

influence life chances, lifestyle and one’s ability to construct a reality that enables the 

creation and maintenance of a positively-regarded sense of self. This implies that status 

hierarchies exist prior to, and after birth and are relatively permanent, although they may 

change as norms and expectations of society shift over time. However, the humanistic 

view of the self-concept introduced in Chapter 2 is that reality is perceived and unique 

to each individual. This perspective suggests that if status does influence one’s identity, 

it must emerge from within as an internal, psychological concept rather than be 

constructed by society. To understand status from this perspective, it is necessary to 

return to humanistic and psychological ideas about identity. 

 

3.2.2 Humanistic psychological ideas about status and identity  

 

In the previous chapter, humanistic psychological perspectives of the self-concept were 

introduced as a theoretical avenue for exploring ideas about person identity. This focus 

is relevant because alongside symbolic interactionist ideas, early motivation researchers 

exhibiting humanistic ideas were important precursors to the interpretivist consumer 

research movement and consumer culture theory (see, for example, Hirschman and 

Holbrook, 1982), the theoretical framework for this research. The following section will 

introduce ideas about status as a motivational drive.  

 



 

 51   

 

Self-esteem 

Together with Rogers (1951), Abraham Maslow is considered a pioneer of humanistic 

psychology, with the development of a motivational theory involving a hierarchy of 

needs (1943). Consistent with previous theory (Adler, 1938), Maslow stressed that 

people have an innate need for a stable, firm and high evaluation of themselves, based 

on self-esteem and prestige, that is, respect from other people (Maslow, 1943). For many 

psychological theorists, this need for status is a universal force in personality, with 

important outcomes such as increased personal wellbeing (Anderson et al., 2001).  

A common theme in consumer culture theory is that an individual’s place in the social 

order will influence their consumer behaviour (Arnould and Thompson, 2007) and some 

consumer researchers have focussed on status as a psychological drive. Eastman and 

Goldsmith (1999) developed and evaluated a self-report five-item scale to distinctly 

measure the differences between consumers in their motivation to consume for status, 

which includes items such as “I would buy a product just because it has status” and “I 

would pay more for a product if it had status”. Using this scale, researchers have found 

that status consumption is positively associated with consumers who feel young 

(cognitive age) (Eastman and Iyer, 2012); younger generational cohorts (Eastman and 

Liu, 2012); brand consciousness, fashion consciousness and brand loyalty (Eastman, 

Iyer and Thomas, 2013); price insensitivity (Goldsmith, Flynn and Kim, 2010); 

materialism and attention to social comparison information (Heaney, Goldsmith and 

Jusoh, 2005); brand prominence (Han, Nunes and Drèze, 2010); choice of mass-market 

as opposed to niche-market products (Schaefers, 2014) as well as influencing shopping 

style (Eastman, Iyer and Thomas, 2013). While these studies operationalise the abstract 

concept of status and provide practical insight for marketers, the simplicity of the scale 

– which is operationally appealing – may also be problematic. For instance, in two of 

these studies (Eastman and Iyer, 2012; Eastman and Liu, 2012), sample respondents 

somewhat disagreed with the scale, implying that they were not very motivated to 

consume for status. However, if status is considered multifaceted, operating at different 

levels of conceptualisation, then a short self-report scale might not be a sufficient 

measure. If status is both a motivational and social construct, or as Anderson and Kilduff 

(2009) summarise, a product of individuals’ desire and pursuit as well as groups’ 

judgements, then self-report questions relating to products’ perceived status-related 
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properties may be too superficial to uncover consumers’ underlying motivations to 

consume for status and contextual influences. For example, such a methodology 

suggests that consumers would need to be conscious of status as a motivational drive. 

Even if individuals do consciously pursue status, an important part may be appearing 

indifferent towards it (Campbell, 1995; Chao and Schor, 1998; Andersen, Sørensen and 

Kjaer, 2007).  

 

The dynamics of status  

The discussion so far suggests that status can be explored at different levels, in the same 

way that identity can be explored from role, group and person perspectives (Burke and 

Stets, 2009). Considering status at each level enables a more holistic understanding of 

this concept and how it might relate to identity and consumption, in answer to calls for 

more multilevel theorising in consumer research (Askegaard and Trolle Linnet, 2011; 

Hirschman, Belk and Ruvio, 2014). In line with the phenomenological stance on self-

concept adopted by this study, the focus of this study will be on status as a conscious 

psychological drive, but exploration will be broadened to include appreciation of the 

structuring effects and group dynamics of status.  

One implication of this focus is that status is likely to be a dynamic construct, as 

individuals strive for self-enhancement and status through continual pursuit of an 

identity story or project. Further, if status is associated with a role identity, then identity 

transition could lead to a change in status. For example, Ridgeway and Correll (2004) 

predict that the role of ‘mother’ is a status characteristic in the workplace because it has 

lower status associated with it (for example, low pay for childcare workers) and lower 

competence expectations due to contradictions between mothering and employment 

ideology – the demands of intensive mothering (a dominant ideology in which the child 

is prioritised and the mother is expected to always be there) and ‘commitment’ at work. 

If one were to become a mother, one’s status might change. Ulver and Ostberg (2014) 

were interested in the distinction between experiences and conflict coming from identity 

change and status change, and how these might relate to consumption, in the context of 

home décor. They found that consumers responding to status change required a more 
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carefully contemplated consumption strategy than those responding to identity change; 

that is, engagement in how to consume was more intense.  

Conceptualising status as a dynamic construct suggests that related consumption will 

also be dynamic. For example, over the last two decades, compensatory consumption 

has received increasing attention in consumer research (Koles, Wells and Tadajewski, 

2018). According to Koles, Wells and Tadajewski (2018), “compensatory consumption 

refers to the focus upon, deliberation about, acquisition and use of products in response 

to a deficit triggered by perceived needs and desires that cannot be fulfilled directly” 

(p97). The authors reviewed this literature stream and found that such behaviour tends 

to arise from a precursor such as low self-esteem or a difficult situation, leading people 

to seek products that symbolise accomplishment. The authors found that compensatory 

consumption has been theorised to take different forms, including addictive 

consumption, self-gifting and conspicuous consumption. This research suggests that 

drives for self-esteem may be dynamic, as well as resultant symbolic consumption. 

Empirical evidence supports this dynamism, for instance Kim and Gal (2014) found that 

consumers’ self-acceptance, that is detaching perceptions of self-worth from the 

assessment of one’s attributes (e.g. skills, abilities, traits) leads to more adaptive 

consumption and less compensatory consumption (e.g. consuming a self-help book over 

a luxury magazine). 

 

3.2.3 Summary  

 

This section introduces status as a form of social structure from a sociological and social 

psychological standpoint. It is argued that status is socially constructed, emerging from 

social relationships, and may influence life chances, lifestyle and one’s ability to 

construct a reality that enables the creation and maintenance of a positively-regarded 

sense of self. This section also explored the psychological need for status, or self-esteem, 

and showed that if status is viewed from these three perspectives: status characteristics 

based on societal expectations; status emerging from group interaction and an innate 

need – then status is a dynamic construct that can influence consumption.   
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3.3 Status and symbolic consumption 

 

It is widely held in consumer culture theory that products possess symbolic, as well as 

functional, value. This value can stem from both private and publicly understood 

meanings (Richins, 1994) and possessions also include signalling properties (Sørensen 

and Thomsen, 2005). Processes of cognitive development and socialisation equip 

consumers from an early age with the ability to make judgements about people’s place 

in the social hierarchy, based on what they buy  (Belk, Bahn and Mayer, 1982; Belk, 

Mayer and Driscoll, 1984). One area of focus is that certain characteristics make 

products suitable symbols of status. 

 

3.3.1 Products as status symbols 

 

Some consumer researchers have identified price as an important marketplace status 

cue. For instance, Lichtenstein, Ridgway and Netemeyer (1993) found that a product’s 

price could send signals to the purchaser about product quality, as well as signals to 

other people about the purchaser. The authors distinguished between a price-quality 

schema, where price was related positively to the quality of the product, and prestige 

sensitivity, which they defined as: “favorable perceptions of the price cue based on 

feelings of prominence and status that higher prices signal to other people about the 

purchaser” (p236). Similarly, Chao and Schor (1998) interrogated commercial sales data 

for cosmetics and concluded that consumers would be more willing to pay higher prices 

for brands that signalled status and that socially visible products were more associated 

with status. Kreuzbauer, King and Basu (2013) conducted a series of experimental 

studies and found that rather than price, natural scarcity was important for status 

signalling. They argued that for a product to signal status, it should be hard to imitate 

and noted that while a high price could make a product less accessible and thus more 

difficult to imitate, natural scarcity – where a product of excellence is produced by 

naturally constrained resources – enhanced a product’s status signalling value (that is, 

products that required high and limited skills and natural resources, such as certain 

brands of watches). 
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The notion of natural scarcity leads to ideas about one’s need for uniqueness (see, for 

example, Tian, Bearden and Hunter, 2001) and consumption of products that reflect 

one’s specialness (see, for example, Snyder, 1992). In line, Bellezza, Gino and Keinan 

(2014) found that deliberate nonconforming consumer behaviour could signal higher 

status to others. Stephens et al (2007) found that students with parents of higher 

educational attainment were more likely to demonstrate a preference for differentiation 

from others in consumption choices than their counterparts from less educated contexts. 

Hirschman, Belk and Ruvio (2014), in a qualitative study focussing on gardening-

related consumer behaviour, found no explicit link between socio-economic status 

(based on education, income and occupation) and evidence of differentiation through 

consumption; rather a need for conformity extended across social categories, with 

expressions of uniqueness implicitly intended as socially competitive gestures as 

opposed to statements of distinctness. However, although levels of conformity seemed 

the same among participants of higher socio-economic status, explicit claims of 

uniqueness and distinctness were more among this group. Important to note is that 

Stephens, Markus and Townsend’s (2007) and Hirschman, Belk and Ruvio’s (2014) two 

studies varied in their approach to sampling: the former selected individuals based on 

prior familial educational attainment; the latter took into account respondents’ current 

socio-economic status context and this could have implications for these findings. This 

is an issue that will be returned to in section 3.3.2 and Chapter 4. 

Holt (1998) found that some groups of society exhibited a greater tendency to construct 

a unique style through consumption, particularly in terms of seeking authenticity and 

connoisseurship, but rather than focussing on socio-economic differences, Holt focussed 

on differences in cultural capital. This Bourdieusian concept has been used by consumer 

researchers to help explain how social hierarchies relate to consumer behaviour and 

because Bourdieu’s ideas enable concepts of identity, status and consumption to be 

explored at different levels of abstraction, the next section will turn to this perspective’s 

contribution to relevant consumer culture theory. 
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3.3.2 Fields of status 

 

Bourdieu has focussed on both social stratification and cultural life in his work, striking 

a balance that makes him somewhat unusual (Crossley, 2014). Bourdieu’s 

multidimensional approach to social stratification is in line with Weberian thought. In a 

critique of Bourdieu’s ideas about social stratification, Crossley explains that for 

Bourdieu, individuals occupy a social space based on their material resources, as well 

as their cultural and social resources and these forms of capital are valuable, in part 

because they are socially recognised as valuable. Individuals may inhabit similar social 

space based on levels of economic, social and cultural capital but to form a class they 

must act and identify collectively, a view that correlates with Weber’s status groups (see 

Gane, 2005), and both Weber’s and Bourdieu’s perspectives imply that economic power 

may relate to, but not necessarily produce social status. According to Bourdieu, people 

who share the same social space will be more likely to interact with each other and to 

develop similar norms and dispositions, and it is these similarities that shape patterns of 

social contact (Crossley, 2014). An example would be people living in a particular 

neighbourhood, where patterns of conformity and distinctness in consumption manifests 

itself in people’s gardening related consumption, as found in Hirchman’s (2014) study, 

discussed in section 3.3.2. 

Cultural capital, for Bourdieu, is embodied and can only be accumulated over time 

(Bourdieu, 1986) although Üstüner and Holt (2010) have expanded the theory to suggest 

how cultural capital may be acquired more proactively in less developed countries. Holt 

(1998) summarises Bourdieu’s notion of cultural capital as “a set of socially rare and 

distinctive tastes, skills, knowledge and practices” (p3) and notes its distinction from 

economic capital (financial resources) and social capital (relationships and networks). 

Important to note is that cultural capital is limited to those who have the requisite 

resources. Holt studied variations in cultural capital to assess whether or not 

consumption structured society in contemporary America, as critics argued 

consumption no longer neatly corresponded with socio-economic categories. Holt found 

that cultural capital did influence consumer tastes and consumption patterns. However, 

according to Moore (2014), Bourdieu’s forms of capital can be understood in this way 

as a form of stratification theory, or instead as a way of exploring intra-group variance 
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and similarities between socio-economic fractions and it is this latter conceptualisation 

that makes Bourdieu’s concept of capital unique.   

Bourdieu maintained that to understand interactions between people, it was necessary 

to understand the social space within which they interact, what he termed field, where 

individuals compete within the limits of social boundaries and use different strategies 

to improve their position and accumulate capital  (Thomson, 2014). Cultural capital 

exists specifically and takes on a distinctive form within institutional domains (Holt, 

1998). This explains why, in a study of the use of status symbol fashion products, Berger 

and Ward (2010) used fashion students as a proxy of domain specific cultural capital. 

Although the authors noted that this crude use of the concept could be a limitation of 

the study, it was a strong enough measure to capture consumption differences. Üstüner 

and Thompson (2013) drew upon Bourdieu’s field theory in an exploration of 

relationships between middle class consumers and service workers in the context of the 

urban hairdressing industry and shifting attitudes towards class stratification in Turkey. 

They identified status games and power struggles, partly demonstrated in the way 

consumers wished to be treated within salons. When Hirschman, Belk and Ruvio (2014) 

explored gardening-related consumption among people of different socio-economic 

status, they found a social code and competitiveness existed that meant consumers of 

different socio-economic status sought the approval and envy of their neighbours, as 

well as an internal sense of self-esteem; consequently garden landscaping was not 

randomly distinctive but “conformitively” distinctive (p322). Although they do not 

explicitly mention Bourdieu’s concept of field, Hirschman et al’s study, like Üstüner 

and Thompson’s, demonstrates how the social context within which one is embedded 

may influence an individual’s consumption practices. 

Hirschman, Belk and Ruvio (2014) used a standard socio-economic status classification 

and drew on the concept of cultural capital, but gave less attention to what Bourdieu 

terms habitus, or what Askegaard and Trolle Linnet (2011) refer to as the “context of 

context” (p381). This is arguably what Stephens, Markus and Townsend (2007) more 

effectively captured when they considered sample respondents’ parental educational 

attainment as opposed to their current context when exploring the impact of socio-

economic status on consumption choices reflecting differentiation or conformity. For 

Bourdieu, one’s practice results from the evolving relations between the social space 
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within which one is embedded (field), one’s position within the social space (capital) 

and one’s dispositions (habitus) (Maton, 2014). According to Maton, Bourdieu’s 

concept of habitus explains how an individual’s dispositions, which tend to be both 

patterned and durable, are structured by past and present experiences and circumstances, 

as well as shape one’s present and future choices and practices. Like other Bourdieusian 

concepts, habitus has been studied and applied in consumer culture theory (Allen, 2002; 

Thompson and Üstüner, 2015). For Maton (2014), Bourdieu’s habitus seeks to reconcile 

the social and individual, the objective and subjective. It is therefore a useful conceptual 

tool for researching consumption and identity.    

 

3.3.3 Fields of consumption  

 

Bourdieu’s perspectives have diffused throughout consumer culture theory, in part 

because they demonstrate how the evolving relations between one’s capital, field and 

habitus also relate to consumption. Fields of consumption host status games and 

consumption itself becomes a status symbol. Weber maintained that an individual’s 

status was expressed through modes of consumption and markers of status such as 

housing and dress (Gane, 2005; Giddens, 2006). Likewise, Bourdieu claimed that “the 

manner of using symbolic goods, especially of those regarded as the attributes of 

excellence, constitutes one of the key markers of ‘class’ and also the ideal weapon in 

strategies of distinction” (Bourdieu, 1984 p66). Important to note here is Bourdieu’s 

notion of distinction, which refers to the peculiarities that demarcate clusters of 

individuals in social space and become the focus of symbolic struggles of superiority 

(Crossley, 2014). But as Maton (2014) points out, Bourdieu maintains that people are 

uniquely social: “even when we are being individual and “different”, we do so in 

socially regular ways” (p52). This explains why Hirschman et al’s (2014) study revealed 

conformity to the social code and bounded distinctiveness in garden-related 

consumption. It also underpins consumer culture theorists’ interest in what distinctive 

consumption means and how it relates to status. This leads to the idea of conspicuous 

consumption, the subject of the next section.      
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3.3.4 Summary 

 

This section has shown that products have symbolic value and that some product 

attributes are perceived to be associated with status and being seen as distinctive. 

Bourdieu’s concepts of cultural capital, field and habitus show how consumption occurs 

in dynamic social contexts in which status structures may be replicated in part through 

consumption and people tend to conform to a social code and achieve distinction in a 

measured way. 

 

3.4 Distinction in contemporary consumer society 

 

Developed over a century ago, Veblen’s concept of conspicuous consumption (Veblen, 

1899) is well known. It has been evaluated from an economic viewpoint (see Mason, 

1998). It is familiar among most sociologists and has become part of everyday language 

(Campbell, 1995). But somewhat like status and its relationship to consumption, 

conspicuous consumption is an elusive concept. Ambiguity around the theory has meant 

it has been largely neglected in sociological discourse, with the term often used in only 

a vague, descriptive sense (Campbell, 1995). Conspicuous consumption has generated 

considerable attention in consumer culture theory, but this ambiguity pervades. This 

section introduces conspicuous consumption and responds to some of the theoretical 

difficulties identified with the concept and criticisms that it is no longer relevant to 

contemporary consumer society.  

 

3.4.1 Veblen’s theory of conspicuous consumption 

 

Veblen’s theory of conspicuous consumption recognised a social stratification of society 

where property owners who are wealthy enough not to work, particularly those who 

have inherited wealth, enjoy the most status in the eyes of others; for wealth to be 

transformed into status, there must be a display of wealth through extensive leisure 
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activities and lavish and even wasteful expenditure on consumption (Trigg, 2001). For 

Veblen, this conspicuous consumption is important for everyone and this pursuit for 

status is never ending, as products become popular and lose status appeal, new methods 

of distinction are sought (Trigg, 2001). Campbell (1995) critiqued Veblen’s Theory of 

the leisure class in order to examine the definition of conspicuous consumption and 

identified some theoretical difficulties with Veblen’s concept. First, Campbell suggests 

alternative interpretations of how Veblen distinguishes conspicuous consumption, 

concluding it is unclear whether or not conspicuous consumption arises from 

unconscious motives of emulation, conscious motives such as enhancement of self-

esteem or intentional actions to achieve a goal (improvement of others’ opinions of 

oneself).  In consumer culture theory, this confusion is replicated. For instance, Shukla 

(2008) argues that the literature lacks clarity in definitions of conspicuous consumption 

but concludes that conspicuous consumption is predominantly psychological in its 

motivation and expression. In turn, Shukla’s study identified psychological antecedents 

important in influencing conspicuous consumption, such as “indicates achievements” 

and “enhances my image” which can be likened to conscious motives, and “gain 

respect” and “popularity” which can be likened to intentions (p31).  

Shukla’s (2008) study highlights a second discrepancy identified by Campbell (1995); 

conspicuous consumption can be understood as a subjective psychological 

phenomenon, or as an objective outcome or consequence, such as impressing others or 

as identified in Shukla’s study, “noticed by others” (p31). Taking this latter perspective, 

Campbell stresses the importance of understanding how the audience is comprised, for 

example, is it society at large or only select people one wants to impress? Consumer 

culture theorists have to some extent addressed this question. For instance, Saerom, 

Baumgartner and Winterich (2013) found that consumers’ perceptions of others 

engaging in conspicuous consumption were more negative when they thought the 

consumption behaviour was through money acquired without fair effort; in this case, 

conspicuous consumption was not seen as a signal of prestige, particularly for observers 

who highly valued social justice. Ferraro, Kirmani and Matherly (2013) found that if a 

consumer observed a brand being used conspicuously to gain attention and his or her 

own connection with the brand was weak, they would be more prone to develop negative 

attitudes towards both the brand user and brand. These studies demonstrate how 

differences in observers’ characteristics alter their evaluation of conspicuous 
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consumption, but the focus is not on who comprises the audience. More in line with this 

concern, Sheehan and Loughran Dommer (2014) examined the interplay between the 

sender’s and observer’s interpretation of conspicuous consumption and found that 

observers who were unfamiliar with the senders were less likely to believe conspicuous 

signals. In addition, the study found that conspicuously signalling to an unfamiliar 

audience increased the sender’s belief that he or she possessed the signalled trait. This 

study goes part way to answering another question posed by Campbell: in terms of 

conceptualising conspicuous consumption, is it sufficient to imagine one has impressed, 

and does this mean the behaviour will be repeated? Sheehan and Loughran Dommer’s 

study suggests it is and that the behaviour will therefore continue.  

Before a conceptualisation of conspicuous consumption for the purpose of this study 

can be drawn, it is necessary to mention a final potential shortcoming of the concept. 

According to Trigg (2001), a common argument is that consumption patterns are not 

now (and have not been historically) one-directional. In other words, tastes do not only 

trickle-down from the most affluent, but may also trickle-up. In response, Trigg points 

to Bourdieu’s assertion that taste is an acquired disposition to differentiate and criticise 

that which is popular. Trigg suggests that all levels of the social hierarchy have their 

own tastes and that drawing on Bourdieu’s ideas enhances Veblen’s concept by 

suggesting a trickle-round of tastes, with those of high socio-economic status borrowing 

from those of lower levels in order to differentiate from mid-market consumers. In her 

influential critique of the centrality of branding to corporate capitalism, Klein (1999) 

demonstrates this tendency with examples of designer brands such as Tommy Hilfiger 

targeting certain disadvantaged segments of society, as wealthy consumers borrow 

fashion inspiration from these groups, resulting in a juxtaposition of tastes and 

consumption. This idea may be particularly relevant in light of societal changes 

discussed later in this chapter.       

To capture the essence of an ambiguous body of knowledge on conspicuous 

consumption and remain in line with this study’s perspectives on identity and status, this 

study will view conspicuous consumption as a conscious and intentional act to signal 

status to others, driven by a need for status. It should be noted that this is still consistent 

with Bourdieu’s emphasis on status being reproduced as an unintended consequence of 

social actions, including consumption (Holt, 1998), because it provides a distinction 
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between conspicuous consumption and all other consumption, through which status may 

still be attained and/or status hierarchies reproduced (and consumption may involve 

elements of both). This conceptualisation is also in line with O’Cass and McEwan’s 

(2004) finding that status consumption and conspicuous consumption are not the same 

phenomena and/or should not be used interchangeably as they argue is often the case in 

consumer research. These authors provide a definition for status consumption as having 

individualised value and conspicuous consumption as being more about signalling status 

to others. Similarly, Ivanic and Nunes’ (2009) found that “while possessing status 

results in an elevated sense of prestige, individuals heighten these feelings by exercising 

their status” (p12). Conceptualising conspicuous consumption in this way provides a 

means of addressing why one would want to impress others (a need for status, or self-

esteem), who these others might be (one’s social groups, as status emerges from social 

interactions) and how the conduct of conspicuous consumption happens (behaviour 

would need to signal traits that are personally and socially recognised as valuable).  

Now that a conceptualisation of conspicuous consumption has been provided for the 

purpose of this study, the following section will critique the charge that conspicuous 

consumption is losing relevance in contemporary consumer society, drawing on 

Bourdieu’s concepts of capital, field and habitus to provide a holistic response. 

 

3.4.2 Changing relations between social stratification and conspicuous 

consumption 

 

Eckhardt, Belk and Wilson (2015) conducted a synthesis of literature in order to explore 

the relevance of conspicuous consumption in contemporary global society and proposed 

that changes in socio-economic stratification had contributed to changes in attitudes 

towards conspicuous consumption. Economists and sociologists have also made this 

argument (Trigg, 2001). Over the last couple of decades in particular, sociologists have 

indeed questioned the relevance of economically-based social stratification to 

contemporary society and consumption. According to Pakulski and Waters (1996), 

social stratification of capitalist societies has evolved over time from economically-

based patterns of power to lifestyle-based hierarchies, which “form around 



 

 63   

 

differentiated patterns of value commitment, identity, belief, symbolic meaning, taste, 

opinion or consumption” (p25). Pakulski and Waters proposed this change occurred 

fastest in the area of consumption, where “cultural production has been absorbed into 

mass-production and diversified into increasingly individualised tastes” (p125) and 

when this individualisation reaches lower social ranks, economically-based 

consumption boundaries collapse. According to this line of argument, consumption no 

longer neatly corresponds with hierarchies based on wealth and a trickle-down of tastes; 

status is attained through consumption that reflects a more diverse set of values.    

In response, Trigg (2001) notes that Veblen did not actually dismiss the possibility of 

diverse lifestyles existing. Trigg goes on to propose that Bourdieu’s ideas add flexibility 

to Veblen’s original concept of conspicuous consumption, showing that variations in 

the three capitals could lead to various consumption lifestyles, a point reinforced in the 

BBC Great British Class Survey in 2013 (Savage et al., 2013; Bradley, 2014). It should 

also be noted that Pakulski and Waters’s view seems to emanate from postmodernist 

thought pervasive at the time (see section 4.2.4). Other researchers have emphasised the 

importance of economically-based hierarchies in contemporary culture; for instance, 

Hirschman’s (2014) exploration of representations of motherhood in post-war movies 

conveys this pervasiveness. According to Hirschman (2014), the popular and successful 

films she critiqued all convey a deep structure: “contemporary culture requires family 

financial capital for successful childbearing” and that whoever provides the most money 

enjoys the most power, although if this is the mother she may be “condemned for 

seeking self-identity outside of the home” (p30). In turn, it is argued here that economic 

capital is still a relevant structuring influence on consumption and the concept of 

conspicuous display of wealth is still relevant, but in practice it may occur in a 

fragmented or nuanced fashion that reflects relevant values.  

 

3.4.3 Changing relations between conspicuous consumption and luxury 

consumption 

 

Veblen’s concept of conspicuous consumption concerned lavish and wasteful 

expenditure and a trickle-down of tastes, suggesting it only applies to luxury products 

(Trigg, 2001). But luxury consumption need not be conspicuous. For instance, 
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Hemetsberger, von Wallpach and Bauer (2012) found that luxury is more abstract than 

conspicuous, integrated in consumers’ everyday lives and, somewhat aligned with 

Belk’s (1988) extended self theory, inextricably linked to the self. According to this 

study, any consumer experience might be perceived as luxurious, if consumers attach 

luxurious meaning to it. In a similar vein, Hemetsberger, Bauer and von Wallpach 

(2013) explored how luxury consumption helped women construct identity narratives in 

the transition to motherhood. The authors observed a shift during identity transition from 

material to immaterial consumption, and from the consumption of unnecessary items to 

functional and rare luxuries. This suggests that luxury consumption can apply to both 

private and public consumption, but as argued above, conspicuous consumption must 

involve public display if it is to signal status to others.  

Indeed, even when luxury consumption involves conspicuous public display, it does not 

necessarily translate into conspicuous consumption. For instance, Prendergast and 

Wong (2003) explored women’s purchases of luxury clothes for their children in Hong 

Kong; they found that women chose luxury brands as they considered them to be high 

quality and that women who were more materialistic were more likely to engage in this 

type of consumption. This suggests that various motives for luxury consumption exist 

and that psychological factors can increase one’s likelihood of engaging in luxury 

consumption. In sum, conspicuous consumption and luxury consumption are related but 

not the same phenomenon. This is consistent with Truong et al’s (2008) finding that 

perceived conspicuousness and perceived status are related but different dimensions of 

luxury brands. Branding reflects and supports this: Berger and Ward (2010) found that 

products at the cheapest and most expensive ends of the spectrum tended to be subtlety 

branded, while those in the middle tended to contain the most conspicuous branding. 

Although luxury and conspicuous consumption are related constructs, changes in 

economically-based stratification and other societal changes seem to be altering the 

manner in which conspicuous consumption relates to luxury consumption (Eckhardt, 

Belk and Wilson, 2015). One notable societal shift is the growth of middle-market 

consumers in both advanced and emerging economies. Over two decades ago, Dubois 

and Laurent (1996) found that luxury products in France were appealing to a new 

middle-market (people they called Excursionists), as more people desired luxury items 

and luxury producers sought to make them more accessible. Shortly later, Silverstein 
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and Fiske (2003) wrote about America’s middle-market trading up. These authors 

argued that societal changes such as rising disposable incomes, more working women, 

women starting families later in life, better education and more foreign travel had led to 

a more prosperous and discerning middle-market that was now seeking higher levels of 

quality and taste. This was, the authors argued, creating demand for new-luxury 

products which tended to fall into three categories: high-priced low-value products such 

as premium coffee, lower-priced brand extensions of luxury products, and products that 

are positioned somewhere between “mass and class” (p50), such as premium skincare 

products. Kastanakis and Balabanis (2012) sought to explore what drove consumers to 

engage in this new sort of mass-luxury consumption, what they termed bandwagon 

luxury consumption. They found three personality traits mediated the self-concept's 

influence on bandwagon luxury consumption: the level of a consumer’s status-seeking 

predispositions, susceptibility to normative influence, and need for uniqueness. In sum, 

the growth of mass-luxury consumption seems to be driven by societal trends and forces 

in marketing and some individuals may be psychologically more susceptible to it than 

others. The diffusion of luxury consumption suggests that first, the meaning of luxury 

must be changing and that second, those higher in the social hierarchy will need to find 

new methods of distinction through consumption.  

 

3.4.4 Summary 

 

This study will view conspicuous consumption as a conscious and intentional act to 

signal status to others, driven by a need for status. Taking this theoretical route provides 

a means of addressing why one would want to impress others (a need for status, or self-

esteem), who these others might be (one’s social groups, as status emerges from social 

interactions) and how the conduct of conspicuous consumption happens (behaviour 

would need to signal characteristics that are socially recognised as valuable). It is also 

argued that conspicuous consumption does not need to be lavish or wasteful, because 

status characteristics other than wealth might be socially valued. Conspicuous 

consumption is considered related to economically-based social divisions, but likely to 

occur in a more fragmented fashion based on relevant values rather than a 
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straightforward trickle-down of tastes, and luxury consumption does not necessarily 

equate to conspicuous consumption. 

 

3.5 Inconspicuous consumption, identity and motherhood 

 

According to Eckhardt, Belk and Wilson (2015), the divorce of economically-based 

stratification and luxury has led luxury goods to lose their exclusivity. Alongside the 

societal changes that have led to mass-luxury consumption, they observe another 

phenomenon: the rise of inconspicuous consumption, that is, the use of more subtle 

status signals in marketing and consumption that can only be decoded by a narrow group 

of peers rather than society at large. This phenomenon has been observed in both 

academic research and business press. For instance, The Economist (2013) writes about 

a “populist backlash against ostentation” in China; as wealthy, well-travelled consumers 

become more discerning, the luxury market is fragmenting with elite consumers seeking 

more subtle, modern designs. Currid-Halkett (2017) explores the phenomenon in detail 

in an American context, highlighting consumption practises ranging from education to 

healthcare signalling status for a new aspirational class. The purpose of this section is 

to critique the idea that inconspicuous consumption is an emerging phenomenon and 

question what it might mean for consumers’, and in particular mothers’, sense of 

identity. 

 

3.5.1 The rise of inconspicuous consumption 

 

Han, Nunes and Drèze (2010) use the term brand prominence to refer to the variation in 

conspicuousness of brands. Their study using field experiments and market data analysis 

found that some consumers prefer loud brands as opposed to quiet brands (for example, 

some Gucci sunglasses display the Gucci word as a logo; others have no explicit 

branding, only the brand’s discreet yet unique shape of hinges). They proposed a 

taxonomy based on wealth and need for status and found that wealthy consumers with 
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a low need for status preferred quiet signals that enabled meaningful signals to each 

other; wealthy consumers with a high need for status preferred loud signals that 

distinguished them from less wealthy groups, consumers with low levels of wealth but 

high need for status sought to emulate the first group and the final group, low on both 

dimensions, did not engage with signalling through luxury consumption. This 

corroborates the present study’s premise that conspicuous consumption is driven by a 

need for status and shows that both conspicuous and inconspicuous consumption occur 

simultaneously within society and are structured by economic wealth. However, this 

does not account for alternative structuring influences. For instance, Kauppinen-

Räisänen et al. (2018) found preference for brand prominence varied by the social norms 

within different countries. Berger and Ward (2010) found that consumers with high 

levels of cultural capital (they used fashion students as a proxy for cultural capital) 

preferred subtle signals because they provided distinction and could be correctly 

deciphered by ‘people in the know’. Their study suggests a consumer needs to signal 

status to discrete audiences rather than society at large. 

What these studies do is draw attention to the two strands of Eckhardt et al.’s (2015) 

theorisation of inconspicuous consumption: brand prominence, and narrow audience as 

opposed to society at large. Actually, decoupling these factors would be helpful. For 

instance, further research might show that a product could have a prominent brand, and 

yet the nature of the product could mean it is unrecognisable to society at large (for 

instance, highly visible logo of a specialist biking company). Indeed, Eckhardt, Belk 

and Wilson (2015) do conclude that “the inconspicuousness that we describe may not 

be so much a decline in conspicuousness as a narrowing of the target audience for a 

brand” (p818). 

According to Currid-Halkett (2017) in her critique of conspicuous consumption in the 

USA, an increase in middle-market consumers and reduced cost of material goods has 

fostered new forms of consumer conspicuousness and behaviour to signal social 

position. She theorises a new, elite and aspirational class characterised by acquisition of 

culture, education, specialist knowledge and limited leisure time. In turn, material goods 

as well as other forms of consumption can be signifiers of elite status and values and 

Currid-Halkett gives examples of spending on education, health, the environment and 

products and services that free up time. While Bourdieu maintains that status emerges 



 

 68   

 

as an unintended consequence of social interaction, including consumption (Holt, 1998), 

Currid-Halkett builds on this by emphasising the conspicuousness of consumption that 

signals investment in one’s future, and in turn reinforces and replicates socioeconomic 

inequality (Currid-Halkett, 2017). Recent research supports display of status through a 

range of socially accepted consumption signals in line with Currid-Halkett’s argument, 

for instance, cleaning and cleanliness (Jack, 2020), prosocial behaviour (Johnson, Tariq 

and Baker, 2018) and organic food (Fifita et al., 2020). 

These studies provide recent insights, but other research suggests the phenomenon of 

inconspicuous consumption is not new. For instance, drawing on McCracken’s (1988) 

work, Corrigan (1997) discussed the status competition that arose among noblemen of 

Queen Elizabeth’s sixteenth century court. Traditionally, a family’s honour and prestige 

was upheld through ancient heirlooms but the court necessitated immediate individual 

distinction, triggering the emergence of fashion. A focus on the new and modern made 

lower class imitation easier and one way of detecting pretenders included the invisible 

ink strategy, where high class groups developed knowledge of certain things central to 

belonging to that group that could only be recognised and understood by people in the 

know (Corrigan, 1997). Rose (2013) explored how mothers balanced signals of status 

and good mothering through the symbolic consumption of children’s clothing in the late 

nineteenth century. Analysis of texts aimed at mothers and of children’s school 

photographs revealed how children’s clothing was an important domain for mothers and 

was used to enhance the reputation of the family. With particular reference to use of the 

white pinafore, this study revealed the importance and complexity of symbolic signals 

such cleanliness and purchased garments (as opposed to handmade), while noting that 

in this era, for the most affluent, restraint and quiet taste was the preferred signal of 

status. Meanwhile, Mason (1998) argued that economic recession in the 1930s meant it 

was less socially acceptable to flaunt wealth and more reserved lifestyles tended to be 

adopted, resulting in less ostentation and other more relevant forms of expenditure, such 

as charitable giving.   

Taking these examples into account, it seems the ebb and flow of sociocultural 

influences structures fashions and the signalling properties of consumption. But 

generally more subtle forms of conspicuous consumption unrecognisable to most and 
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once predominantly associated with those at the top of social hierarchies may be 

diffusing to middle-market consumers.   

 

3.5.2 Elite motherhood and consumption 

 

In section 2.5.2, the idea of intensive motherhood as an idealised standard for many 

women was introduced, and this is characterised by a parenting style that involves heavy 

investment of money, time and energy. In turn, according to Currid-Halkett’s (2017) 

aspirational class concept, the new elite segments of western society have limited time 

but are characterised by the attainment of culture, education and specialist knowledge.  

She theorises that markers of elite motherhood today are therefore those that signal an 

expensive, informed and time intensive style of parenting, and she gives examples of 

attachment parenting (breastfeeding, carrying the baby and sleeping with the baby in the 

parental bed) and organic food consumption. According to Currid-Halkett, products 

such as the Ergobaby carrier therefore present a new form of conspicuous consumption 

that symbolises investment in parenting, maximising the child’s success and chances of 

upward mobility. In line, Le‐Phuong Nguyen, Harman and Cappellini (2017) found an 

important driver of toy choice among affluent mothers in Vietnam was a desire to invest 

in the child’s future and cultural capital, as well as free up parents’ time.  

While (Currid-Halkett, 2017) provides a compelling account of elite motherhood and 

consumption from a sociological viewpoint, few studies have yet to explicitly explore 

interactions between conspicuous consumption and mother’s sense of identity. 

Andersen, Sørensen and Kjaer (2007) sought to provide insight into how conspicuous 

consumption might shape motherhood identities in the context of mothers’ groups 

(similar to NCT or NHS-led antenatal groups) in Denmark. The focus of their study was 

baby clothes, which provoked enthusiastic and knowledgeable discussion among focus-

group participants. The respondents conveyed a desire to be the best possible mothers 

and buying nice clothing was one of the ways the mothers could express care for their 

children. They found emotional gratification in the purchase of their children’s clothes, 

having shifted focus from their own clothing consumption. Nevertheless, the children’s 

clothes were considered a means of expressing the mothers’ own identities and status in 
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society in that they chose clothes that would make them appear ‘good mothers’. 

Importantly, there was a fine line between demonstrating good childcare and “flashing 

it” (p97); giving an impression of indifference was important.  

Andersen, Sørensen and Kjaer’s  (2007) study acts as an important springboard to 

further research. For example, since conspicuous consumption is about the signalling 

attributes of consumption, it might be implicated in times of identity transition, 

facilitating (or hindering) the establishment of a new role and a new place within social 

structure. At present, research is lacking which explores interactions between identity 

transition and conspicuous consumption.  

 

3.6 Conclusion 

 

This chapter has discussed ideas about status and how these relate to consumers’ identity 

projects and consumption. Status can be viewed as a structuring force in society, relating 

to characteristics that are valued by people in a society and emerging from social 

relationships. An alternative view of status is that it is an intrinsic, universal motive and 

that individuals consciously pursue status, in part through consumption. Bourdieu’s 

ideas of capital, field and habitus provide a useful means of exploring ideas about status 

and consumption at different levels. From Bourdieu, it is possible to conceptualise 

consumer culture as comprising competitive fields in which consumption is used as a 

means of distinction. Guided by learned dispositions and accumulated and embodied 

cultural capital, consumers adhere to social codes and seek measured distinctness that 

is socially recognised and valued. 

For Veblen (1899), consumers distinguish themselves from lower social ranks as 

superior through conspicuous consumption. This concept has been criticised, in part due 

to its definitional ambiguity which makes comparison of studies difficult. For clarity 

and the purpose of this study, conspicuous consumption is defined as “the public 

consumption of discretionary products driven by a conscious need for status and the 

intention of signalling status to others within ones reference groups”. Eckhardt et al. 
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(2015) suggest that conspicuous consumption might increasingly involve more subtle 

brands to signal status within narrow social groups rather than society at large.  

 

3.6.1 Theoretical gaps 

 

The multi-level abstraction of status adopted in this chapter is considered not only a 

useful means of navigating extensive literature, but also a means of providing a holistic 

contribution to what is known about status, identity and consumption. In consumer 

culture theory, the concept of a psychological need for self-esteem and status often 

underpins research on how status might relate to consumption (see Table 2 p72). 

Opportunity therefore exists to enrichen understanding by further introducing ideas 

from social identity theory and identity theory. For example, in terms of how behaviour 

might be influenced by group interactions and desire for ingroup status, as well as status 

characteristics, stemming from expectations and what is valued in a society.  

This highlights another area that would benefit from further exploration, that is the 

possible relationship between identity transition, compensatory consumption and 

conspicuous consumption. Compensatory consumption has been associated with times 

of difficulty or low self-esteem  (Koles, Wells and Tadajewski, 2018) yet at present 

research is lacking that explores compensatory consumption in the context of identity 

transition. Further, Koles et at. highlight that conspicuous consumption is sometimes 

considered related to compensatory consumption, suggesting conspicuous consumption 

might intensify during identity transition.   
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Table 2. A holistic conceptualisation of consumer status 

Status characteristics Status in the group Self-esteem  

• Roots in sociology  

• Expectation states 

theory as umbrella 

theory 

• Implicitly evident 

in consumer 

culture theory 

literature 

addressing 

consumer ideology 

but remains 

peripheral to 

consumer culture 

theory 

 

• Roots in social 

psychology 

• Social identity 

theory as umbrella 

theory 

• Implicitly evident 

in consumer 

culture theory 

literature 

addressing status 

and group 

dynamics but 

remains peripheral 

to consumer 

culture theory 

• Roots in 

humanistic 

psychology 

• Motivation theory 

as umbrella theory 

• Widespread 

reference to this 

body of knowledge 

within the domain 

of consumer 

identity projects 

Source: Author 

Conspicuous consumption is often associated with lavish display of wealth, but theory 

relating to status characteristics suggest other characteristics might be socially valued 

and worth signalling through consumption, for example, environmentally-friendly 

behaviour. Opportunity exists to see what characteristics might be valued in the context 

of new mothers in the UK and how consumption might be used to display competence 

and ability within social groups. 

A key premise in the argument that inconspicuous consumption is becoming more 

widespread is that product and brand signals should be subtle and therefore decoded by 

people with the required cultural capital. Opportunity exists to further explore who 

comprises these groups of people and what this might mean for branding. For example, 

is conspicuous consumption driven by shifting attitudes towards branding (i.e. 

preference for subtle branding) or rather a desire to signal within increasingly narrow, 

fragmented groups, in which case a product could have niche appeal but the branding 

need not be subtle. 
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Finally, in the previous chapter, evidence suggested that becoming a mother involves an 

increase in the importance of personal relationships, including family, friends and others 

in society (Bailey, 1999; Smith, 1999a; Smith, 1999b; Burningham and Venn, 2020). 

But research is lacking that explicitly explores the interaction of consumption with this 

process. Although research has explored the signalling value of prams (Thomsen and 

Sørensen, 2006), an opportunity exists to build on this and explore signalling attributes 

of other types of baby products, as well as if or why expressive consumption might 

become more important in times of identity instability, for example helping one express 

a new role identity and embed in new social groups. 

 

3.6.2 Conceptualising what is known and presenting research questions 

 

Despite the gaps identified above, the literature on status and conspicuous consumption 

is well developed, although less so in the context of motherhood. Figure 2 (p74) 

synthesises what is known from this literature review. This same navigation is used in 

the previous chapter, to explore ideas about consumer identity projects in the context of 

transitioning to motherhood. The side of the figure that relates to the literature explored 

in Chapter 2 is therefore included here to give a more complete picture, but is greyed 

out for clarity.  

The diagram shows that the core of consumer identity comprises different forms of 

identity: role, group, and person identity which is explained using self-concept theory. 

Mirroring this, status is theorised to involve a dynamic mix of status characteristics, 

group status and self-esteem. The interaction of these forms of status mean that status is 

dynamic and over time, always changing as the consumer’s identity story progresses. 

Alongside identity change, the consumer will operate in different fields of consumption, 

where status hierarchies are replicated and reinforced through consumption. 

Consumption may be used to facilitate and symbolise identity change, but also to signal 

status change within relevant groups in these fields of consumption, and this may occur 

through expressions of lifestyle and symbols of status. The extent to which this dynamic 

picture relates to the participants of this study, is explored through the following two 

research questions: 
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• RQ3. Among the new mothers in this sample, what are their perceptions of status 

and do they relate to consumption? 

 

• RQ4. Among the new mothers in this sample, does identification with subgroups 

relate to perceptions of motherhood and consumption? 

The next chapter discusses the methodology for the present research.  

 

Figure 2. Status and conspicuous consumption in the context of transitioning to 

motherhood 

 

Source: Author 
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4. Methodology  

 

4.1 Introduction  

 

This chapter outlines the methodology for the present research, including the 

underpinning research philosophy, the chosen theoretical framework, the research 

strategy and sampling procedures employed, and approaches used for data collection 

and analysis. Table 3 (p76) summaries the key methodological issues. The chapter 

explores in some detail the theoretical foundations for some of the methodological 

approaches, as Goulding (2005) points out some phenomenological accounts lack this 

theoretical sensitivity. The chapter concludes with relevant discussion of insider 

research and its potential benefits and challenges for the present research. This research 

subscribes to the view of Gudmundsdottir (1996) that the researcher is inseparable from 

those being researched and that interpretation will always be present between “the teller, 

the tale and the one being told” (p293). The last section of this chapter explores this 

idea. 
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Table 3. Summary methodology  

Research 

philosophy 

Subscribes to an interpretivist philosophy, seeking to understand why 

consumers act the way they do.  

Underpinned by an existential-phenomenological paradigm in that 

primacy is placed on individual consumers’ lived-experiences. 

Relativist ontology, assuming the consumer is embedded in and 

inseparable from consumer culture. 

Theoretical 

framework  

Theoretical framework based on consumer culture theory. Literature 

review and research questions map to the four domains framework, 

prioritising the domain of consumer identity projects. Adopts a 

Bourdieusian epistemology, conceptualising issues of social structure 

which inform sample selection, exploring habitus using 

phenomenological interview and reflexive techniques and conducting 

field analysis. Interdisciplinary conversation sheds light on agency-

structure relations.  

Research 

strategy and 

sample  

A phenomenological research strategy is employed that necessitated 

purposive sampling. Criteria for inclusion was women who had had 

their baby in the last 12 months, were living in the UK and who were 

considered economically and socially privileged according to NS-

SEC analytic classes classification. Eight informants took part in a 

pilot study and 18 took part in the main study resulting in a sample of 

26. Of these, 12 women had one child and 14 had previous children. 

Respondents were from various locations in the UK. 

Data 

collection 

and analysis 

Phenomenological interviewing (open ended, unstructured) was used, 

alongside participant photo diaries. Participants took photos of baby 

products over several weeks and the pictures were used as prompts for 

discussion. Data analysis followed steps recommended by Miles and 

Huberman’s (1994) framework and also aligned with a hermeneutical 

approach. Two follow up interviews were conducted to validate 

emergent findings and the research included reflexive measures such 

as notetaking and peer-debriefing. 

Source: Author 
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4.2 Research philosophy: an interpretivist approach  

 

4.2.1 Positivism and interpretivism in consumer research 

 

Historically, marketing-led consumer researchers predominantly adopted a positivist 

philosophy to approach their studies. According to Brown (1996), positivism was a 

fundamental characteristic of post-war marketing research: “The received view… rested 

on the assumption that a single, external world existed, that this social reality could be 

empirically measured by independent observers using objective methods, and that it 

could be explained and predicted through the identification of universal laws or law-like 

generalizations.” (p247). A central epistemological assumption of positivism in 

consumer research is that objective causes exist independent of context and the 

overriding goal is to explain and ultimately predict behaviour. This philosophy has 

underpinned attempts at modelling consumer behaviour. Microeconomic theorists as 

long ago as Adam Smith (1776) sought to explain consumer response by emphasising 

rational choice and utility maximisation in consumer behaviour. In the 1970’s, logical 

flow models of bounded rationality became popular (see, for example Sheth, 1973; 

Blackwell, Miniard and Engel, 2006). These models focused on the cognitive processes 

of consumer decision making to explain and predict purchase behaviour and assumed 

that consumers process all available information and make rational decisions. What 

these models failed to achieve was to shed light on understanding why consumers 

behave the way they do or to give a more holistic picture of the consumption 

phenomenon. Since these are two goals of this research, individualistic, cognitive 

models of consumer decision making and their underlying positivist assumptions are 

considered inappropriate for this research and the interpretivist approach is adopted as 

an alternative.  

In the mid-1980s, consumer researchers markedly challenged the positivist philosophy 

(Brown, 1996; Shankar and Patterson, 2001) and this is the chronological position at 

which interpretivist consumer research tends to be positioned (Goulding, 1999; Arnould 

and Thompson, 2005; Tadajewski, 2006). In contrast to positivism, an interpretivist 

philosophy views the world as socially constructed; the approach to generating 

knowledge is dependent on the context, cause is multiple and simultaneous and the 
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researcher is interactive and inseparable (Shankar and Patterson, 2001). Interpretivist 

consumer research seeks to understand why consumers act the way they do (the goal of 

this research). 

Whether or not the intention was to enrich (Holbrook and Hirschman, 1982) or to 

supplant (Shankar and Patterson, 2001) positivistic consumer research, interpretivist 

consumer research proliferated from the mid-1980s. A body of knowledge quickly 

emerged illuminating the symbolic and experiential qualities of the entire consumption 

cycle, from acquisition to possession to disposition of products across consumer 

contexts. Yet earlier developments in sociology and psychology influenced the 

emergence of this literature stream; two sets of ideas noteworthy for this research are 

symbolic interactionism and motivation research and these are discussed next. 

 

4.2.2 The importance of symbolic interactionism and motivation research 

 

Symbolic interactionism (Mead, 1934; Blumer, 2005) emerged in the mid-twentieth 

century. This is a sociological perspective that focuses on social interaction through the 

shared use of symbols and their meanings (Burke and Stets, 2009). Mead’s (1934) 

contribution in this area is thought to have been particularly influential in the 

development of sociological identity theory (Burke and Stets, 2009). During the 1950s 

and 1960s, symbolic interactionist ideas found their way into consumer research, 

challenging the dominant positivist philosophy (see, for example Levy, 1959; Grubb 

and Grathwohl, 1967; Solomon, 1983; Mick, 1986). The symbolic interactionist 

perspective particularly influenced consumer research by drawing attention to the 

symbolic nature of products and consumption (see, for example Levy, 1959), a core 

assumption of this research. Sociological ideas about role based identity have only 

partially diffused into consumer research and tend to relate to identity transition (see, 

for example Sørensen and Thomsen, 2005). This research attempts to develop a holistic 

understanding of consumer identity by drawing on sociological perspectives of identity, 

as well as more dominant perspectives in consumer research.     

Around the same time that symbolic interactionist ideas were diffusing into consumer 

research, motivation research with a focus on consumer behaviour was gaining traction. 



 

 79   

 

According to Tadajewski (2006), after the Second World War, increasing market 

saturation and more discerning consumers compelled businesses (in the USA) to engage 

with marketing and strive to better understand customers’ needs and wants and it was 

within this context that researchers became increasingly aware of the limitations of the 

existing positivist foundations of consumer research. Tadajewski (2006) maintained that 

psychology had traditionally emphasised the psychological features of motivation at an 

individual level, while interest in the influence of the structural environment was 

considered to be the remit of sociologists and anthropologists. Motivation researchers, 

in their translation of psychological theory into consumer research, brought these two 

distinct areas together. Motivation researchers (see, for example Martineau, 1957; 

Dichter, 1964) were interested in the underlying motivations for consumer behaviour 

(Tadajewski, 2006) and the relationship between product image and self-image 

(Kassarjian, 1971). Their research shows an appreciation of this influential movement 

by seeking to understand individuals’ underlying motivations for symbolic consumption 

in the context of new mothers.   

Interest in product symbolism and motivation research diminished in the 1970s in favour 

of more quantitative and predictive approaches to explaining consumer behaviour 

(Hirschman and Holbrook, 1982; Tadajewski, 2006). Wider marketing research trends 

may also have contributed to this lull in interest: for instance, Brown (1996) discussed 

the quest for scientific status (and the positivistic idea of marketing science) that 

characterised post-war marketing scholarship and claimed that “by the beginning of the 

1960s, the battle had been decisively won by the scientific wannabes” (p246). Although 

not everyone agreed on the extent to which the discipline had achieved this objective, it 

generally seemed an appropriate aspiration within the marketing community, which was 

seeking to prove its academic rigor at the time (Brown, 1996) and this trend probably 

pushed interpretivist approaches to consumer research to the fringes. Nevertheless, 

Hirschman and Holbrook (1982) claimed that both product symbolism and motivation 

research were important precursors to what they termed hedonic consumption – 

consumption relating to the multisensory, fantasy and emotive aspects of product 

experiences. This drawing of attention to the experiential aspects of consumption 

marked a turning point in the literature and its importance for the present research will 

be discussed next.  
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4.2.3 Existential-phenomenology as an interpretivist paradigm 

 

In recognition of the limitations of the information processing perspective, Holbrook 

and Hirschman (1982) called for the need to take into account experiential aspects of 

consumption, such as “fantasies, feelings and fun” (p132). According to the authors, 

“this experiential perspective is phenomenological in spirit and regards consumption as 

a primarily subjective state of consciousness with a variety of symbolic meanings, 

hedonic responses and aesthetic criteria” (p132).  Over the next decade, a host of papers 

appeared addressing the symbolic and experiential aspects of consumption and in 

varying degrees these challenged the dominant positivist philosophy, favouring 

interpretivist approaches that facilitated understanding of the consumption 

phenomenon.  

According to Shankar and Patterson (2001), the development of interpretivist consumer 

research occurred in discrete phases. Initially, the authors note, this revised conceptual 

understanding was manifested through methodological breakthroughs (for example, use 

of ethnographic inquiry methods (for a discussion, see Holt, 1991)). As interpretivist 

consumer research developed, greater emphasis was placed on philosophical 

distinctions, for example, existential-phenomenology. Existential-phenomenology was 

proposed as an interpretivist paradigmatic approach to consumer research by Thompson, 

Locander and Pollio (1989). In contrast to positivist philosophy, existential-

phenomenology focuses on lived-experience as described from a first-person view, the 

strategy is holistic, seeking to relate experiences to each other and from the context from 

which they emerge and the goal is to give a thematic description of experience 

(Thompson, Locander and Pollio, 1989). This research is underpinned by the existential-

phenomenological perspective in that primacy is placed on individuals’ (new-mothers’) 

lived-experiences of consumption. 

 

4.2.4 A relativist ontology 

 

The 1990s marked a shift in interpretivist consumer research and debate in terms of 

methodological practices and philosophical assumptions, influenced by a broad cultural 
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movement known as postmodernism. An often cited but elusive concept, 

postmodernism refers to a late-twentieth century movement or periodising concept that 

seemed to highlight cultural and scientific paradox and fragmentation  (see, for example, 

Brown, 1996 for a discussion)  It was during this era, for example, that Pakulski and 

Waters (1996) claimed that the “death of class” had occurred, with assumed social 

structures fragmenting into groups bound by lifestyles, an argument that captures 

postmodern temperament. In a marketing context, Brown (1996) refers to a paradoxical 

marketing milieu, an era in which organisations strive to be both global and local, 

planned yet flexible, serve mass and niche markets with standardised and customised 

products, and points out that traditional marketing strategy development that tends to be 

linear and inflexible is less appropriate in such a context. This paradoxical context is 

evident in consumer research discourse too, for instance, Firat and Venkatesh (1995) 

offer a cultural critique of modernism and suggested that postmodernism challenges key 

conditions of the modern era, such as an emphasis on rationality and scientific progress. 

According to Cova, Maclaran and Bradshaw (2013), at the turn of the millennium 

postmodernism contributed to a transformation in consumer research by drawing greater 

attention to sociocultural influences in consumption: “the subject was forced to engage 

more extensively with critical questions around issues of gender, race, ethnicity and 

class. In this context, this moment of postmodernism might be regarded as synonymous 

with the ‘cultural turn’ in the social sciences, a cultural turn espoused by the 

interpretivist community of the time” (p216). Thus, the postmodernist era questioned 

cultural and scientific assumptions and in many ways illuminated reverse debates. One 

outcome was that the postmodern movement firmly embedded the consumer in 

interpretivist consumer research into a wider cultural context.  

The idea that the consumer is embedded in and inseparable from consumer culture 

reflects a relativist ontology. Interpretivist (and postmodern) consumer researchers 

share a relativist ontology, that is, that reality is socially constructed, there is no 

objective truth to be discovered and no privileged way to discover it as it is relative to 

the context (Anderson, 1983; Shankar and Patterson, 2001). This research subscribes to 

a relativist ontology. 

 

 



 

 82   

 

4.2.5 Summary 

 

This section has discussed the key differences between positivist and interpretivist 

philosophy for consumer research and argued that the interpretivist approach is most 

relevant for this research. Two influential movements preceded the emergence of the 

interpretivist consumer research stream: symbolic interactionism and motivation 

research and this research takes into account and builds upon some of the core 

assumptions of these perspectives, for example that products and consumption can be 

symbolic in nature; that identity can be explored from a role-based perspective as well 

as through other lenses and that the goal of this research is to understand motivations 

for symbolic consumption within the context of new mothers. It was noted that as the 

field of interpretivist consumer research developed, greater emphasis was placed on 

philosophical distinctions, one of which was the adoption of existential-

phenomenology, the approach adopted by this research that emphasises lived-

experience. It was also argued that more recent waves of interpretivist consumer 

research were influenced by a ‘cultural turn’ during the postmodern era, which resulted 

in greater recognition of the influences of structuring contexts, and this research adopts 

this relative ontology. The following section builds on this idea by presenting a 

theoretical framework appropriate for this research.   

 

4.3 Conceptual framework: consumer culture theory 

 

4.3.1 Domains of theoretical interest and focus on consumer identity projects 

 

Arnould and Thompson (2005), recognised that the body of knowledge that had 

emerged on the experiential and symbolic aspects of consumption gave rise to various 

labels (interpretivist, experiential, postmodern, for example), yet debate tended to focus 

on methodological or other distinctions rather than theoretical commonalities and 

linkages. In response, Arnould and Thompson conducted a synthesising overview of the 

previous twenty years of this research stream, which they in turn branded consumer 

culture theory. According to Arnould and Thompson (2005) consumer culture theory 
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“refers to a family of theoretical perspectives that address the dynamic relationships 

between consumer actions, the marketplace, and cultural meanings” (p868). The 

consumer culture theory framework that the authors proposed is discussed next. 

Arnould and Thompson (2005) identified and proposed four domains of theoretical 

interest that underpin consumer culture theory. Arnould and Thompson (2007) advanced 

their model by emphasising interconnections between these four structures. 

• Consumer identity projects 

Consumers are viewed as identity seekers and creators, turning to the 

marketplace as a source of symbolic resources with which they can forge a sense 

of self. Structure-agency tensions exist. This domain is the central focus of this 

thesis. 

• Mass-mediated marketplace ideologies and consumers’ interpretive 

strategies 

Consumers are conceived of as interpretive agents, in constant interaction with 

micro and macro level forces, from cultural globalisation to specific marketing 

communications. Ideologies shape consumer identity goals and desires.  

• The socio-historic patterning of consumption 

Consumer choices are influenced by global and local social structures that 

constitute and sustain consumer society such as education, occupation, income, 

gender and age. 

• Marketplace cultures 

The marketplace-culture intersection and the idea that consumers are embedded 

in social networks; consumers are viewed as cultural producers, creating 

collective identifications, relationships and practices through consumption 

interests. 

Arnould and Thompson (2007) stressed that the domains of theoretical interest 

underpinning consumer culture theory are broad and flexible and should not limit the 

scope of research by excluding themes that do not fit into one of the domains. In 

addition, a study could potentially tap into all four domains, although Arnould and 

Thompson (2007) found it was most common for researchers to focus on one or two. 

This research is no exception and will focus on the domain of consumer identity 

projects, while taking into account the influence of the other domains.  
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4.3.2 Mapping literature review and research questions to theoretical domains  

 

Arnould and Thompson (2005; 2007) offered the consumer culture theory framework 

as an orientation device to help researchers in general, and PhD students in particular, 

to navigate a large and diverse body of knowledge. Despite some researchers’ attempts 

at making a contribution to one of the domains, or consumer culture theory itself  (see, 

for example Nairn, Griffin and Gaya Wicks, 2008), it was not intended as a unified 

theory that could be globally advanced.  

According to Loudon and Della Bitta (1993), “the two purposes for developing most 

consumer models are: 1) to assist in constructing a theory that guides research on 

consumer behaviour and 2) to facilitate learning about what is presently known about 

consumer behaviour. In both cases, the model serves to structure the systematic and 

logical thinking about consumers” (p599). This thesis uses the consumer culture theory 

framework as a frame of reference to facilitate learning about what is presently 

understood about consumer identity projects and to identify gaps in the literature. This 

framework facilitates exploration of the literature and discussion around 

interdisciplinary theoretical linkages that illuminate the complexities of the relationship 

between the individual and consumer society. Ultimately, this model is not a predictive 

tool but this research is not seeking to predict a form of consumer behaviour (for 

example, purchase); instead it seeks to better understand consumer behaviour (for 

example, underlying motivations to purchase).  

Although the focus of this research is the domain of consumer identity projects, it was 

considered important that this concept was explored holistically, taking into account all 

of the influencing and interconnected domains. Thus, the literature review is structured 

by the consumer culture theory domains and the research questions map to the domains; 

see Table 4 (p85). 
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Table 4. Mapping literature review and research questions to theoretical domains of 

consumer culture theory  

1. Consumer identity Projects 3. The socio-historic patterning of consumption 

Consumer identity is the focus of this research 

and is predominately explored in the first 

literature review chapter, which discusses 

identity at three conceptual levels (role, group 

and person), product symbolism, and identity 

change and consumption. 

 

 

RQ1: Among the new mothers in this 

sample, is identity change experienced and 

does it relate to consumption choices? 

 

This research is interested in how consumer identity 

change within the context of motherhood might 

relate to perceptions of status and what this might 

mean for consumption. This is the focus of the 

second literature review chapter, discussing status at 

three conceptual levels (status characteristics, group 

status and self-esteem), status symbols and status 

within fields of consumption. 

RQ3. Among the new mothers in this sample, 

what are their perceptions of status and do they 

relate to consumption? 

2. Marketplace ideologies 4. Marketplace cultures 

This research is interested in how perceptions 

of identity might relate to ideologies of 

motherhood and what this might mean for 

consumption. Relevant literature is discussed 

in the first literature review chapter, which 

builds on ideas about identity change and 

consumption in the context of motherhood.  

RQ2: Among the new mothers in this 

sample, does a ‘mother’ identity exist and 

does it relate to consumption? 

This research is interested in how consumer identity 

change within the context of motherhood might 

relate to consumption cultures and is the focus of the 

second literature review chapter, which builds on the 

idea of fields of consumption and explores signalling 

identity and status through conspicuous 

consumption. 

RQ4. Among the new mothers in this sample, 

does identification with subgroups relate to 

perceptions of motherhood and consumption? 

Source: Author 

 

4.3.3 From lived-experience to broader structuring processes 

 

According to Jepperson and Swidler (1994), in studies of culture, sources of 

epistemological orientation have tended to manifest themselves in pervasive poles. One 

such pole is structuralism and phenomenology. In a similar vein to its forerunner, 

motivation research, consumer culture theory bridges the gap between these two 

perspectives. Since the focus of this thesis is on (the consumer culture theory domain 

of) consumer identity projects, the primary focus will be on the individual (new 
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mothers). However, Burke and Stets’ (2009) wider perspective relating to sociological 

identity theory is adopted, who note: “it is our view that society (social structure) is 

created by the actions of individuals, though it is recognised that these actions are 

produced in the context of the social structure they create and are influenced by this 

context” (p4). For a deeper understanding of identity, it is therefore considered 

necessary to understand the micro-context, that is, individuals’ lived-experiences of 

their immediate consumption worlds, as well as the broader structuring processes such 

as status and societal trends and their historical development.  One of the benefits of the 

consumer culture theory framework is that it highlights interlinkages between the 

conceptual domains and this can aid exploration of micro- and macro-context 

influences.  

However, consumer culture theory has been criticised for being overly individualistic, 

focussing too heavily on the lived-experiences of individuals at the expense of broader 

structuring processes (Askegaard and Trolle Linnet, 2011). This is in part due to the 

widespread use of the phenomenological interview and its underlying research paradigm 

of existential-phenomenology (Moisander, Valtonen and Hirsto, 2009). Askegaard and 

Trolle Linnet’s (2011) argument is that greater contextualisation within consumer 

culture theory is needed. They argued that the majority of consumer culture theory 

studies have historically, and continue to, take an individually-centred approach and that 

more attention should be given to sociocultural contextualisation, providing “context of 

context” (p381). According to Askegaard and Trolle Linnet (2011), “From our 

experience of cooperating with both sociologists and anthropologists of consumption, 

there is a need for bridging the analytical terrain between the anthropological search for 

thick description and deep immersion in the field, and the sociological inclination 

towards broad social theories and movements often quite remote from emic illustrations 

of everyday life experiences.” (p382). They called for greater consideration of the social 

and cultural influences that are not expressed as part of consumers’ lived-experiences. 

In response, Thompson, Arnould and Giesler (2013) pointed to the evolution of 

consumer culture theory and argued that while the consumer culture theory pioneers of 

the 1980s may have tended towards a more individualistic approach, the ‘second wave’ 

of consumer culture theory research, circa mid-1990s to early 2000s (described above 

as the cultural turn in the postmodern era) has tended to address this issue (see, for 

example Holt, 1997). This research seeks to adopt this contextualising approach that is 
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most associated with more recent waves of consumer culture theory and one of the ways 

it does so is by incorporating Bourdieusian theory.   

 

4.3.4 A Bourdieusian epistemology  

 

Askegaard and Trolle Linnet (2011) suggested that theories of institutional agency such 

as those proposed by Bourdieu (1984) provide an analytical stance that can help avoid 

over-individualistic epistemologies in consumer culture theory. Consumer researchers 

have drawn relatively heavily on Bourdieu’s concepts, such as his forms of capital and 

ideas of field and habitus, particularly in areas relating to symbolism, status and luxury 

consumption. Examples include the concept of cultural capital (Holt, 1998; Berger and 

Ward, 2010; Üstüner and Holt, 2010; Hirschman, Belk and Ruvio, 2014), social capital 

(Hogg, Maclaran and Curasi, 2003), habitus (Thompson and Üstüner, 2015) and field 

(Üstüner and Thompson, 2013). In a review of luxury consumer research to identify key 

research clusters, Gurzki and Woisetschläger (2017) found that Bourdieu’s (1984) work 

Distinction was the fourth most cited reference.  

According to Askegaard and Trolle Linnet (2011), the benefit of a “Bourdieuan 

approach for consumer research” is not that it facilitates categorisation of empirical 

material, but that it adds “a certain analytical distance to consumers’ own accounts of 

their reasons for acting” (p389). The influence of Bourdieu in the area of consumption 

and the potential for his theories to help explore structuring forces on consumers’ 

identity projects means it is appropriate for the present research to adopt a Bourdieusian 

epistemology to consumer culture theory.  

Bourdieu’s theory of practice hinges on a structure-disposition-practice (SDP) scheme 

that explains how social structures lead to dispositions (referred to as habitus) that 

enable the competent performance of social practices (Nash, 2003). Through the concept 

of habitus, Bourdieu seeks to avoid polar debates between structuralism and 

phenomenology (Nash, 2003) and address structure-agency relations. According to 

Nash (2003), “Habitus is thus conceived as a generative schema in which social 

structures come, through the process of socialization, to be embodied as schemes of 

perception that enable a practical mastery of the world, a knowledge of the ‘rules of the 
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game’ within fields of practice, in such a way that individuals necessarily (or almost 

necessarily) reproduce the underlying structures.” (p47). This quote highlights 

important points for the conduct of this research. 

First, in this research structuring factors such as socio-economic status, gender and age 

have been taken into consideration, explored at different conceptual levels within the 

literature review in order to inform a purposive sample selection, discussed below. 

Second, this research employs the phenomenological interview approach in order to 

explore the concept of habitus. Objective social structural factors such as gender, age 

and occupation pattern behaviour but qualitative techniques are important for exploring 

subjective dimensions of behaviour, a distinction important for Bourdieu’s reflexive 

sociology (Fries, 2009). Furthermore, this research recognises the importance of 

participant objectivation (Bourdieu, 2003); that is, appreciating the researcher’s 

idiosyncratic personal experiences and potential projections in order to provide a more 

reflexive account of the social world; an issue returned to in section 4.5.5. Third, the 

field of practice has been considered in terms of the relevant actors, positions of power 

and boundaries. It was recognised that these fields could not be defined theoretically, 

but instead they emerged from the empirical research based on the individuals’ 

perceptions (Chudzikowski and Mayrhofer, 2010), with symbolic boundaries emerging, 

for example, around mothers with children of a certain age, with two or more children, 

living in a particular area, adopting particular parenting styles and of particular working 

status. The dynamic nature of the field is also taken into account, with the empirical 

research shedding light on individuals’ experience of abrupt change and discrepancy 

between habitus and agency (Chudzikowski and Mayrhofer, 2010). This final point 

relating to structure-agency tensions emerges throughout this research as a key concept.  

 

4.3.5 Agency and structure 

 

Alongside enabling a greater appreciation of cultural embeddedness of consumption, 

Arnould and Thompson (2007) noted that one purpose of the consumer culture theory 

framework is to facilitate interdisciplinary conversation. This is captured by a quote 

from Hirschman, Belk and Ruvio (2014): “One of the benefits of studying marketing 

and consumer behavior is that the objects of research within these fields are inherently 
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personal and social, taking place in the mind of the consumer and the social structure 

simultaneously. This provides us with a great opportunity for building theories that 

reside at multiple levels of abstraction and incorporate varied foci of interest.” (p322). 

This is the underlying intention of the present research. This research draws on 

sociological and psychological theory to explore ideas about consumer identity, status 

and consumption. The “levels of abstraction” adopted are inspired by the two precursors 

to interpretivist consumer research and consumer culture theory discussed above: 

symbolic interactionism and motivation research. The “varied foci of interest” are 

organised around the consumer culture theory framework, while prioritising the domain 

of consumer identity projects.  

By highlighting interlinkages between common structures of theoretical interest and 

facilitating interdisciplinary conversations, consumer culture theory enables a more 

meaningful discussion around the manner in which an individual has capacity (agency) 

to influence, be influenced by and transcend the micro and macro consumption 

environments in which he or she is embedded (structure). It is therefore inevitable that 

a central theme running throughout this thesis is the primacy of agency, that is, 

addressing an idea explored by Izberk‐Bilgin (2010): are consumers creative masters 

who can use consumption as a means of self-expression, or are they “powerless dupes” 

(p306) seduced, manipulated by and unable to resist marketplace ideologies? 

 

4.3.6 Summary  

 

This section has outlined the theoretical framework for this thesis, which is based on 

consumer culture theory. It was argued that the body of knowledge that emerged on 

experiential and symbolic aspects of consumption was subsumed by Arnould and 

Thompson’s (2005; 2007) consumer culture theory project. Consumer culture theory 

and its four domains were introduced. It was then shown how the literature review and 

research questions for this thesis map to the consumer culture theory framework, 

prioritising the domain of consumer identity projects. Consumer culture theory has been 

criticised for being overly individualistic and to address this potential shortcoming, this 

research adopts a Bourdieusian epistemology. Bourdieu’s theory of practice hinges on 

a structure-disposition-practice (SDP) scheme and the construction of this research is 
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informed by this, for instance by conceptualising issues of social structure which in turn 

informed sample selection. The concept of habitus is explored using the 

phenomenological interview. The field of practice emerges from and is explored within 

the analysis stage. The consumer culture theory framework is presumed to facilitate 

interdisciplinary conversation and this research explores issues of consumer identity 

from sociological and psychological perspectives that feed into the consumer culture 

theory domains and shed light on agency-structure relations.  

 

4.4 Research strategy and sampling: a phenomenological philosophy 

 

4.4.1 Rationale for the phenomenological approach  

 

As mentioned in section 4.2.3, this research subscribes to existential-phenomenology 

(Thompson, Locander and Pollio, 1989) as an interpretivist paradigmatic approach that 

focuses on lived-experience as described from a first-person view. It was considered 

important to explore and provide details of this guiding philosophy (hence the preceding 

sections of this chapter) as well as adopt appropriate analysis techniques (hence later 

sections) as Goulding (2005) points out, some phenomenological accounts lack this 

theoretical sensitivity. Goulding examines three qualitative research strategies: 

grounded theory, ethnography and phenomenology and her discussion illustrates the 

suitability of each for this research, and why existential-phenomenology was considered 

most appropriate. 

According to Goulding (2005), grounded theory has origins in the symbolic 

interactionism movement, refers to theory grounded in the words and actions of 

individuals under study and involves consulting literature as part of an iterative and 

inductive process alongside data collection. This approach was deemed inappropriate 

for this study – although its philosophical underpinnings partly resonate with those of 

this study (symbolic interactionism), its approach to theory development and 

requirement for theoretical sampling were considered inappropriate for the aim of this 

research which is concerned with exploring and understanding consumers’ experience 

of consumption and how it might relate to what is already known about consumer 
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identity projects. Next Goulding considers the ethnographic approach, with roots in 

cultural anthropology, it is concerned with the nature, construction and maintenance of 

culture. Although the cultural context is important to this research, exploration of culture 

is not the principle aim and thus this approach, which tends to involve a search for 

patterns, often through content analysis, was deemed inappropriate for this research. The 

third approach Goulding discusses is phenomenology, considered both a philosophy and 

methodology. According to Goulding, this approach is concerned with the lifeworld – 

how people experience society and culture. Thompson, Locander and Pollio (1990) 

state: “Although social context is seen as a fundamental ground from which all meanings 

emerge, primacy is placed on the perspective of the experiencing individual rather than 

on the cultural setting as observed from a third person viewpoint.” (p347). It is thus 

considered an approach that best fits with the aim of this research and the philosophical 

underpinnings, which seek to show an appreciation of sociological ideas about identity 

and structuring factors, as well as the importance of the cultural context, but prioritise 

exploration of identity from the social-psychological perspective of self-concept, which 

views the self as a conscious personal identity project. 

 

4.4.2 Sampling and the phenomenological approach  

 

The researcher sought to explore the perceptions of identity, identity transition and 

consumption among a group of new mothers in the UK with ability, opportunity and 

motivation to make informed consumer choices in the context of new motherhood. For 

sample selection, criteria for inclusion were therefore threefold. First, the woman 

needed to have had her baby recently (in the last year). Second, the woman needed to 

live in the UK. Third, the woman’s household needed to fall within categories 1.2-4 of 

the National Statistics Socio-Economic Classification (NS-SEC) (predominantly higher 

professional occupations and lower managerial, administrative and professional 

occupations). This selection criteria was applied to enable the study of women who: 1. 

had the potential to still be on maternity leave as Statutory Maternity Leave is 52 weeks 

in the UK. The intention was to explore women’s lifestyles and consumption in social 

settings possibly related to, but not prioritising work; 2. lived in the UK, as discussed in 

the previous chapter, Eckhardt, Belk and Wilson (2015) theorise that preference for 
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more subtle or narrow signals of status may be widening and this phenomenon is likely 

to be more mature in a developed country with mature markets such as the UK; and 3. 

were not necessarily driven by economic necessity to types of purchases, as the intention 

was to reduce the prominence of economic need or lack of choice in purchasing 

decisions. Following this, the sampling technique was convenience sampling, starting 

with the researcher’s personal and professional networks and snowballing from these 

contacts. The final anonymised sample of 26 women is presented in Table 5 (p93), with 

pseudonyms assigned based on the most popular girls’ names in 1984 (Office for 

National Statistics, 2014).  

Table 5 shows that 12 respondents were first time mothers and 14 had previous children. 

An initial phase of eight interviews was conducted and acted as a pilot study and this 

showed that first time mothers and mothers with previous children both had useful 

insights. First time mothers were able to best reflect on purchases at time of purchase, 

while experienced mothers were more able to reflect on ideas about identity transition. 

Given this research should have implications for both professional marketing and 

academic audiences, it was decided that the sample should contain both groups.  

Table 5 also shows that respondents were located in different regions of England and 

the Lothian region of Scotland. The pilot study revealed that location might be related 

to ideas about identity and consumption in the context of new motherhood, so it was 

decided that a spread of respondents from varied locations in the UK should be sought 

to gain insight into the field of interest. 
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Table 5. Sample characteristics 

Respondent First child or 

has previous 

children 

UK region Occupation of household 

reference person (HRP) 

Household’s social 

position based on 

Simplified 

NS-SEC by analytical 

classes* 

Claire Previous  Southwest 

England 

Software engineer 1.2 

Rebecca First Lothian IT manager  2 

Joanne First Lothian Project manager 1.2 

Michelle Previous Lothian Undisclosed  8 

Amy Previous Northwest 

England 

Solicitor 1.2 

Laura First Northwest 

England 

Landscape architect 4 

Marie Previous Lothian Undisclosed  8 

Julie Previous Lothian Undisclosed  8 

Kirsty First Lothian Surveyor 1.2 

Lisa Previous Lothian Software developer 1.2 

Kerry First Lothian Public sector officer 2 

Charlotte Previous Midlands Financial services manager 2 

Anna Previous Midlands IT manager 2 

Natalie Previous Lothian Tax accountant 1.2 

Leanne Previous Lothian Professional sportsperson 2 

Georgina Previous Northeast 

England 

University professional 1.2 

Katie Previous Northeast 

England 

Architect  1.2 

Rachel First Lothian Architect 1.2 

Catherine First London Software developer 1.2 

Caroline First Midlands Qualified accountant 1.2 

Hayley Previous Lothian Investment manager 2 

Alison First Northwest 

England 

IT manager 2 

Victoria First London University lecturer 1.2 

Alice Previous  Lothian Scientist 1.2 

Holly First London Account director 2 

Emily First London Qualified accountant 1.2 

*Office for National Statistics (2010) 
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The pilot study also confirmed the importance of understanding the household’s social 

position to exploring consumption preferences (household as opposed to individual is 

the recommended unit of analysis by the Office of National Statistics). As seen in Table 

5, the household’s social position was arrived at by analysing the household reference 

person’s (HRP) occupation. Households were fairly evenly split between categories 1.2 

(higher professional occupations) and 2 (lower managerial, administrative and 

professional occupations), thus the sample was assumed to be economically and socially 

privileged. A limitation of this study is that some assumptions had to be made in this 

respect as occupational data was gathered qualitatively, rather than using scales made 

available by the NS-SEC, but this was considered more appropriate given the nature of 

the research and the importance of building rapport with respondents. It was considered 

important to take into account further structuring factors, to allow exploration of  

Bourdieu’s structure-disposition-practice (SDP) scheme (Nash, 2003), so for 

informational purposes, data was gathered on the respondents’ profession, their 

partners’ profession and the head of household’s profession when the respondent was 

aged 14 (the latter point was intended to give some insight into the respondent’s social 

background, similar to the method used by Stephens et al., (2007)). 

Snowball sampling, which involves generating informants through contacts provided by 

other informants (Noy, 2008) was used to facilitate the generation of this sample of 

respondents because it is widely accepted that people of similar socio-economic status 

tend to converge socially and by location. Similar to other relevant studies (Carrigan 

and Szmigin, 2004; Üstüner and Holt, 2010) personal contacts were used as a starting 

point. It should be stressed, however, that this was not a true snowball sample, which 

delivers a unique type of knowledge such as enabling exploration of social networks 

and social capital (Noy, 2008). Two reasons for not employing a true snowball method 

existed: first, it was considered more important to fill stratification categories of mother 

experience and location, thus an element of control was required and true snowball 

sampling requires relinquishing control to informants due to its organic nature (Noy, 

2008). Second, participation in the current research was relatively onerous with no 

incentive other than the participants’ own interest and it was found that informants in 

longer chains were harder to recruit and possibly less open to discussion. Indeed, 

according to Noy, often informants who are located in subsequent generations have 
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different social attributes than those located near the beginning and so in order to control 

an element of homogeneity, shorter chains are assumed to work better. 

In this study, 26 mothers were interviewed; eight as part of a pilot study and an 

additional 18 over ten months. Consumer culture theory studies embracing existential 

phenomenology have similar sized samples (for example, Carrigan and Szmigin, 2006; 

VOICEGroup, 2010a; Hemetsberger, Bauer and von Wallpach, 2013). In Interpretive 

Phenomenological Analysis (IPA), sample sizes tend to be 1-30 in size (Brocki and 

Wearden, 2006). IPA is considered a useful reference point for this research; it is a 

distinctive approach to conducting qualitative research in psychology (Brocki and 

Wearden, 2006) that chimes with existential-phenomenology in consumer culture 

theory in that IPA also prioritises the lived-experience and idiosyncratic nature of 

informants, advocates homogenous, small samples and an inductive, reflexive approach 

to analysis (Clarke, 2009). 

Important limitations of this sample should be noted. First, because the sample is 

assumed to be both economically and socially privileged, the views or habitus of 

respondents are likely to systematically differ from those in other segments of society, 

influencing the structure-disposition-practice (SDP) scheme mentioned above and thus 

generalisability will not be possible (although this was not an intention of the present 

research). Indeed, certain findings are likely to have been a result of ‘middle-class 

tendencies’, for instance attitudes towards organic products or breastfeeding. In the UK, 

organic food is not mainstream and remains largely a preference among affluent 

consumers (Jacobs, 2019), while breastfeeding rates are lower among economically 

disadvantaged women (Glaser, 2014) and in Western societies both consumption 

activities are associated with a wealthy, educated aspirational class (Currid-Halkett, 

2017). Self-selection bias will also be present because all the women in this sample were 

willing to participate in this study. 

However, it should be emphasised that the sampling procedure was appropriate for the 

present research, which is concerned with exploring meanings of consumption among a 

specific group contextualised within a defined setting, rather than making 

generalisations; emphases important in IPA (Clarke, 2009; Robinson, 2014). Further, 

according to Goulding (2005), phenomenological research requires that participants 

have lived the experience under study so the appropriate sampling method is purposive. 
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Purposive sampling has been used by studies similar to this, for example (Carrigan and 

Szmigin, 2004; Carrigan and Szmigin, 2006; Thomsen and Sørensen, 2006; 

Hemetsberger, Bauer and von Wallpach, 2013), and it allows the researcher to choose a 

case because it is likely to illustrate the processes or features under study (Silverman, 

2015).  

 

4.4.3 Summary 

 

This research adopts a phenomenological research strategy that necessitates purposive 

sampling. Criteria for inclusion were mothers with a baby under 12 months’ old who 

lived in the UK and fell within the National Statistics Socio-economic classification 1.2-

4 based on household reference person (HRP) (and were predominantly 1.2 Higher 

professional occupations and 2 Lower managerial, administrative and professional 

occupations). 12 women had one child, 14 had previous children, all came from various 

locations within Scotland and England and all were assumed to be economically and 

socially privileged. Eight informants took part in a pilot study phases and 18 took part 

in a main study phase, resulting in a sample of 26.  

 

4.5 Data collection and analysis: a phenomenological methodology   

 

4.5.1 The phenomenological interview  

 

A characteristic of interpretative consumer research, particularly as it emerged from 

postmodern thought, is methodological pluralism (Brown, 1996; Shankar and Patterson, 

2001; Arnould and Thompson, 2005; Thompson, Arnould and Giesler, 2013) that is, the 

use of different methods depending on different research contexts. Qualitative data 

collection has, and still tends to be, most central to the study of the experiential and 

symbolic aspects of consumption, but this reflects the underlying goal of a lot of this 

research – to understand consumer behaviour (rather than explain or predict). For 

example, while it is possible to measure affect using quantitative methods, if the goal of 
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the research is to achieve deep understanding, qualitative methods are more appropriate 

and thus the method adopted by this research is qualitative.   

Important to the present research was to elicit consumption stories and an interpretivist 

approach was adopted, as interpretivists seek to reveal hidden symbolism, meaning and 

experiences in stories (Rosile et al., 2013). In line with a substantial proportion of 

interpretivist consumer studies (Moisander, Valtonen and Hirsto, 2009; Thompson, 

Arnould and Giesler, 2013), this research is underpinned by a phenomenological 

perspective and the method of data collection was the phenomenological interview – a 

qualitative interviewing approach that is both open and unstructured (Thompson, 

Locander and Pollio, 1989; 1990). While similarities exist between IPA as a 

methodology and existential-phenomenology, one noticeable difference is the former 

tends to involve use of structured interviews (Brocki and Wearden, 2006). For this 

research, the phenomenological interview was considered more appropriate for two 

reasons. 

According to Thompson, Locander and Pollio (1990), use of the phenomenological 

interview may help address the issue of intentionality. For Fries (2009) “This is a bias 

wherein researchers ascribe intentionality to the behavior of their subjects where none 

necessarily exists.” (p329). The researcher should avoid projecting their own 

theorisations on the subjects of study; this is an important point in Bourdieu’s reflexive 

sociology (Fries, 2009) and can be addressed by the phenomenological interview, in 

which dialogue is largely set by the participants, not guided by pre-specified questions, 

and the direction of the conversation is not known in advance (Thompson, Locander and 

Pollio, 1990; Thompson, Pollio and Locander, 1994).  

In addition, Thompson, Locander and Pollio (1989) highlight the importance of both 

reflected and unreflected experience to existential-phenomenology: “reflected meanings 

and symbols emerge from the ground of unreflected experiences” (p137). In the current 

study, for instance, as one respondent discussed several important baby products, she 

came to realise and reflect on the influence of a friend. The respondent’s favourite baby 

product was her sling. She told a story about visiting her friend’s family, seeing the sling 

in use and buying “the exact” sling afterwards. As the interview progressed, several 

more instances of the friend inspiring purchases occurred to her, until she eventually 

laughed about it. Appropriate follow-up questions revealed that the respondent seemed 
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to value this friend’s lifestyle and saw the products as related. She associated words such 

as, “family”, “outdoorsy”, and “cool” with her friend and saw the sling, for example, as 

facilitating this lifestyle. Through this interviewing approach, this research seeks to 

identify reflections such as this and infer symbols and meanings.  

All of the interviews for the present research took place in settings that were convenient 

for the respondent and that were intended to put them at ease. 14 were by telephone, ten 

were in the respondents’ home and two were in cafés chosen by the respondents. The 

telephone calls enabled respondents to speak at a suitable time, for instance when the 

baby was asleep or, for one mother, when she was walking with the pram. Each 

interview lasted around one hour and started with a question asking respondents to talk 

about a baby product of their choice. This sometimes, but not always equated to the first 

photograph sent as part of her WhatsApp photo diary, discussed next. 

 

4.5.2 Diaries and photo elicitation  

 

Before interviews took place, participants were asked to keep photographic diaries using 

WhatsApp on their mobile phones for four to eight weeks. According to Bolger, Davis 

and Rafaeli (2003) “Diaries, self-report instruments used repeatedly to examine ongoing 

experiences, offer the opportunity to investigate social, psychological, and physiological 

processes within everyday situations.” (p580). Diaries have several benefits, such as 

enabling exploration in a natural, spontaneous context, allowing research to investigate 

how a typical person changes over time and how people differ in change over time, and 

minimising retrospection (Bolger, Davis and Rafaeli, 2003). In addition, diaries can 

produce intimate insights and deep understanding, as Hemetsberger, von Wallpach and 

Bauer (2012) found when building on narratives reported in consumer diaries in their 

study of the meaning of luxury. 

The participants in the present research were asked to take photos of their favourite or 

most significant baby products as they purchased them or afterwards, and submit them 

with comments via a private WhatsApp feed. Respondents’ photographs were used as 

props for discussion and questions were formulated as the interview progressed, a 

similar approach to taken to a study by the VOICEGroup (2010a) and Harman and 
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Cappellini (2015). According to Bates et al. (2017), photo elicitation interviews have 

several benefits, for instance they can guide discussion in a way that prioritises the 

participant’s experience, not the researcher’s goals, as well as stimulate memory. The 

use of participants’ own photos in the interview means they can to some extent control 

their participation and break from the researcher’s frame of reference; to maximise this 

benefit, the present research made use of participant-driven (open) interviewing as 

opposed to semi-structured or research-driven approaches (Bates et al., 2017). Similar 

to Smith (1999b), instructions for diaries were left very open. While the primary purpose 

of asking participants to reflect on their own product photos was to facilitate the 

interviews, the photos also represented useful data to be examined for meanings attached 

to and conveyed through product and brand symbolism (Mick, 1986), particularly in 

terms of the visibility and prominence of both brand and product design. Moreover, all 

of the photos were categorised alongside product and brand mentions within the 

interviews in order to provide a complete listing and categorisation of items discussed 

by respondents, indicating what consumption was meaningful to them in this context. 

 

4.5.3 Data analysis: IPA and a hermeneutical approach  

 

Data analysis followed the framework proposed by Miles and Huberman (1994). This 

involved three flows of activity: data reduction, data display and conclusion drawing 

and verification. The first step in the data analysis process was to transcribe the 

recordings of the interviews and each transcript was a verbatim report of what was said, 

including pauses and other verbal gestures such as laughs, as the aim was to examine 

what was being said, as well as the way in which it was said (Bailey, 2008). Data 

reduction involved reviewing diary entries (photos and text), transcripts and researcher 

notes, first on a case by case basis, and then by employing cross-case examination to 

identify emerging themes and patterns (Thompson, Pollio and Locander, 1994). At this 

early stage, the researcher took a primarily inductive approach, avoiding verification of 

hypotheses stemming from the extant literature, before moving to a more interrogative 

approach, with in-depth analysis of cases related back to what is already known in the 

literature (Smith, 2004). 
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The next step, data display, involved developing patterns and emerging themes. From 

here, the researcher moved from examining text descriptively to a more interpretative 

approach (Smith, 2004). At this stage, through multiple readings of the transcripts and 

an iterative process of moving back and forth between the individual and group, the 

researcher identified themes that related to each research question. “Cognitive mapping” 

(Miles and Huberman, 1994 p134) was crucial in this process, enabling the researcher 

to visually organise data and identify relationships. Surprises were followed up (Miles 

and Huberman, 1994), for instance nostalgia was an unexpected theme that emerged and 

on examination, appeared to relate to various patterns identified. In line with Pietkiewicz 

and Smith (2014), the final phase, conclusion drawing and verification, involved 

seeking relationships between the themes and clustering the themes in order to present 

the findings in holistic yet organised manner. This stage also involved a process of 

verification, as the researcher returned to previous transcripts and notes to reduce 

possibilities of unfounded conclusions (Miles and Huberman, 1994).   

This research employed an approach to data analysis which, in interpretive consumer 

research, is associated with existential-phenomenology – a hermeneutical approach 

discussed by Thompson, Locander and Pollio (1989). Thompson, Pollio and Locander 

(1994) elaborated on this approach by exploring implications of the hermeneutical circle 

in interpretive consumer research, including the necessity of a part-to-whole approach 

to data interpretation, constructively taking into account the researcher’s preconceptions 

and reflecting on personal and culturally embedded meanings in data, as according to 

Pietkiewicz and Smith (2014), “there is no such thing as an uninterpreted phenomenon” 

(p8). 

In a further discussion on the hermeneutical approach in interpretive consumer research, 

Thompson (1997) discusses inducing consumption stories in the phenomenological 

interview and interpreting text and plot lines. Some similarities exist between the 

hermeneutical approach in interpretive consumer research and a narrative inquiry 

approach. According to Polkinghorne (1995), two types of narrative inquiries exist, one 

an analysis of narratives and the other narrative analysis; the former is concerned with 

gathering and analysing stories that can be themed and categorised; the latter is 

concerned with gathering events and happenings and analysing their meanings. Thus, it 

could be argued that this research does adopt the former approach. However, this 

research does not represent pure narrative inquiry, which is concerned with events over 
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time and people acting in a setting with intentionality (Bruner, 1991); and experience 

that cannot be plucked from the research transcript but necessitates deep commitment 

to and ongoing relations with the participant, with ethical implications (Clandinin and 

Caine, 2008; Caine, Estefan and Clandinin, 2013). It could be argued in this form of 

narrative inquiry, the story is the unit of analysis, but in the present research, the person 

is; this is considered more fitting to a phenomenological study in which the lived-

experience is prioritised. 

 

4.5.4 Symbolic metaphors 

 

In line with Thompson, Pollio and Locander (1994), the present research first analysed 

individual interviews by identifying an exemplary event or object. Personal meanings 

conveyed through language were explored and related to wider cultural meanings to 

arrive at ‘symbolic metaphors’ (Thompson, Pollio and Locander, 1994). This process 

allowed the transformation of narrative structures into interpreted meanings (Thompson, 

1997). For example, for Joanne, a mother of one living in a suburban part of Edinburgh, 

a recent house move acted as an important event which symbolised major issues that 

structured the interview. Explaining that since the house move it felt like “everything's 

changed”, she also mentioned feeling changed as a person. But frequently change was 

expressed in terms of a new lifestyle, from being free and spontaneous to planned and 

organised. Products were implicated in this, with some symbolising freedom, for 

instance a backpack changing bag allowing “free hands”, baby carriers enabling visits 

to coffee shops and walking in urban areas, and having an automatic car. Other products 

were implicated in the new, organised life, such as needing to drive and the “big pram”. 

Through stories told such as seeing other mothers using carriers and going out with only 

a handbag, Joanne's personal experiences could be interpreted as situated in the cultural 

understanding that becoming a mother requires women to become more selfless. 

A summary of participant narratives and symbolic metaphors is provided in the Table 6 

below. The respondents’ location, type of house or job is only emphasised if these issues 

had important structuring effects in the interview. 
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Table 6. Summary of participant symbolic metaphors 

Respondent Narrative summary and symbolising events and objects 

R1 Claire Negotiating aspirations 

Claire has two children and lives in an upmarket town in Southwest 

England. She straddles a middle ground of admiring friends who have 

seemingly maintained their outdoorsy lifestyle but accepting that she 

cannot always live up to this personal expectation. She values products 

which are functional and lifestyle enabling - and this often equates to 

“proper” brands (symbolised by the Stoke high chair) but she actively 

rejects luxury brands. She is sociable among other mothers, attentive 

of products and brands owned and aware that products and brands may 

invoke judgements.  

R2 Rebecca Questioning the mainstream 

Rebecca lives in an urban area of Edinburgh and has two children. Her 

main motivation for choosing branded baby products was that she 

liked the security of a recognisable and reputable brand. She felt 

different from some mums in her social network because she was 

ambivalent about baby brands, clothes and prams. She recognised a 

marked shift in needs from her own to her childrens’ on becoming a 

mother and felt this largely shaped her consumption decisions.     

R3 Joanne Rethinking freedom 

With one child, Joanne lives in upmarket Edinburgh suburbs and has 

recently returned to work following maternity leave. A theme emerged 

throughout her narrative relating to tension between feelings of 

freedom/spontaneity and responsibility/organisation. Her journey to 

motherhood came across as a planned project involving major lifestyle 

changes including moving from an trendy urban area to a new 

suburban house, requiring a car and a multitude of branded baby 

products that were usually aesthetically pleasing and seemed to 

facilitate the construction of this new homelife.  

R4 Michelle Close to my heart 

Michelle is a mother of three who lives in an upmarket village in East 

Lothian. She is emotionally invested in aspects of parenting that seem 
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closely aligned with her sense of identity, in particular carrying her 

babies. She feels that carrying her babies is the natural thing for her to 

do and she spoke about the experience with love and passion. She is 

also aware of the communicative aspects of baby carrying, feeling the 

behaviour and brands can send signals about parenting style.         

R5 Amy Informed and expert 

Amy is a mother of two living in an upmarket suburb of an English 

city in Northwest England. For Amy, becoming a mother triggered the 

need for informed consumption choices and she embarked on the 

project with energy, enjoyment and enthusiasm, thoroughly 

researching options and enjoying making recommendations to other 

mothers – her pram symbolised this project.  While style had driven a 

lot of her pre-mother consumption, function was more important now. 

Personal values such as a desire for environmentally sustainable 

consumption and to carry her babies fuelled her significant investment 

in product research.  

R6 Laura Transitional consumption 

Laura is a mother of one child living in a town in Northwest England. 

From her narrative emerged contradictions between a pre-mother self 

and mother self, most notable in discussions about work colleagues 

and a group of new mother friends, where the colleagues seem to 

represent comfort, familiarity and detachment from her situation and 

the mother friends support as well as scrutiny. Becoming a mother 

involved purchasing many discretionary products but her attitude 

towards many was ambivalent, with some products shining out as 

favourites and others proving awkward, complicated or incompatible 

with her new life, particularly her baby carrier.               

R7 Marie Defending values 

Marie is a mother of two living in a new housing estate in a town in 

East Lothian. For Marie, becoming a mother brought about a marked 

and temporary identity crisis. She avoided social groups and rejected 

products and brands that she associated with mother stereotypes and 

her conversation was often heated regarding her dislike for certain 
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products and brands. She displays a strong desire to make her own 

consumption choices, free from confines of societal expectations and 

instances where her own choices ensued brought about moments of 

triumph, her pram a symbol of this.    

R8 Julie Ideals and practicalities 

Julie is a mother of two who lives in the suburbs of Edinburgh. Julie 

has a vision of ideal motherhood in line with naturalism ideology but 

finds it almost impossible to uphold in a commercial, material world 

and with varying influence of friends and family. She habitually 

favours products that bring her closer to this ideal but does, from time 

to time, question whether it is “better” than other parenting approaches 

and associated consumption.    

R9 Kirsty Keeping up 

Kirsty, with one child, lives in a new house in the suburbs of 

Edinburgh. Before becoming a mother, Kirsty had well defined 

expectations about the role and associated consumption. She likes 

shopping and she likes expensive, aesthetically pleasing brands and 

becoming a mother gave her a legitimate reason for more purchases. 

She is sensitive to what other mothers own and is aware of an irrational 

sense of exclusion among some new groups for not owning the same 

or “better” products and brands. For Kirsty, shopping is entertainment, 

as well as important in the construction of her new homelife and 

identity and “the right” brands can boost confidence at a time of 

insecurity – symbolised through her choice of pram.  

R10 Lisa Specialised interests 

Lisa lives in the suburbs of Edinburgh with three children. She is 

ambivalent about baby products and brands, but is passionate about 

some items that enable her to fulfil a parenting style aligned with 

natural parenting ideology (carrying her babies, co-sleeping, organic 

care) and an outdoorsy, family lifestyle, symbolised by an event with 

a friend. This lifestyle appears to reflect innate assumptions as opposed 

to being actively constructed, as she is not particularly interested in 
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product and brand research and seems to know defining brands 

through incidental and observational learning.  

R11 Kerry Navigating the marketplace 

Kerry lives in a village in East Lothian and has one baby. Her attitude 

towards baby products and brands seemed largely practical, although 

some discretionary purchases brought much enjoyment, for example 

baby clothes. Her stories often centred around navigating an unfamiliar 

marketplace and relying on recommendations of new mother friends, 

which could be helpful but also stressful as feeling out of step could 

bring about self doubt.       

R12 

Charlotte 

Rose-tinted past 

Charlotte is a mother of two living in a period house in a town in the 

midlands. Her vision of motherhood is entwined with an idealised 

vision of mothering in the past, including her own childhood and an 

imagined past, symbolised by her cot. She is passionate about second-

hand items that symbolise past times in a favourable light. Charlotte 

values upholding tradition but also minimising the impact of today’s 

commercial and material consumer culture on the future.           

R13 Anna Chemical-free living 

Anna lives with two children in a town in the midlands. She equates 

certain brands with quality, symbolised by her carrier, and prefers to 

own less, good quality and expensive items than more, cheaper items. 

She is conscious of brand heritage and prefers brands that are from 

European countries associated with quality in terms of function and 

materials, particularly favouring items which are perceived to be 

chemical-free.    

R14 Natalie Making it as mum 

Natalie lives with two children in upmarket suburbs of Edinburgh. She 

loved preparing for motherhood through consumption, engaging in 

thorough research of baby products and brands and enjoying finding 

solutions to mothering problems through consumption. She is brand 

conscious and thinks that mastering the marketplace can signal 
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competence in the new mother role, symbolised by a story about her 

early use of premium branded sleeping aids.   

R15 Leanne Becoming mum 

Leanne lives in a suburb of Edinburgh, having moved around quite a 

lot during having her two children. Her experience of buying baby 

products was not always positive, including emergency purchases, 

disappointing products and products that invoked criticism from 

professionals and other mothers, epitomised in one story about her 

baby carrier. Moments of triumph emerged when Leanne felt confident 

enough to reject criticism, make her own consumption decisions and 

become a source of product knowledge for her new mum friends.     

R16 

Georgina  

Parenting identity project 

Georgina lives in a town in Northeast England. She has three children. 

For Georgina, becoming a mother prompted a conscious need to reflect 

on identity and construct new identity based on desired parenting style, 

so she invested time and energy to researching what sort of mother she 

wanted to be. Although she identifies with natural parenting ideology 

and engages in the behaviours and consumption associated with 

attachment parenting, her carrier a symbolic product, over time she has 

become more open to other ideas, behaviours and consumption.      

R17 Katie Intensive parenting 

Katie lives in a town in Northeast England with three children. Her 

style of parenting is aligned with attachment parenting ideology, 

particularly in terms of sling use with her carrier a defining product, 

but also with an underlying assumption of the importance of investing 

time in her children’s upbringing. She is brand conscious and believes 

certain brands can signal commitment to an activity, but she believes 

in second-hand consumption, taking pride in swapping stories and the 

wear and tear of favoured items so financial resources can be more 

usefully deployed (for example, working less to spend time with 

children).    
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R18 Rachel Strengthening connections 

Rachel lives in an urban part of Edinburgh and has one baby. For 

Rachel, having a baby seemed to enhance a relational sense of self. 

She talked a lot about friends and connecting with others in her 

neighbourhood, and receiving second-hand products seemed to be a 

means of strengthening connections and symbolising her new mother 

status with established groups, conveyed through a ritualistic story 

concerning her Stokke high chair. Although she did not feel brand 

conscious, she owned niche premium brands which were often second-

hand and associated with values of naturalism and environmentalism.    

R19 

Catherine 

Winging it 

Catherine has one child and lives in a suburban part of London. 

Discussions conveyed her surprise at how she had changed as a person, 

on becoming a mother, in particular her innate ability to perform tasks 

when the old self (predominantly work self) would approach tasks in 

a more planned and practised manner. She felt that mothering had 

become commercialised and commodified and that she should feel 

freer to carry out mothering without material interventions, 

symbolised by an instance with her Tommee Tippee bottle prepping 

machine. Thus, her consumption revealed tension, as she continued to 

consume but also questioned products and their true benefit.  

R20 

Caroline 

Compartmentalised motherhood 

Caroline lives in affluent suburbs of a city in the Midlands and has one 

baby. She likes to plan and have things done in good time; she likes 

her house to be organised and tidy. She enjoyed shopping for her baby 

while pregnant and enjoys shopping for her baby now, while on 

maternity leave, seeing her mother self and life as compartmentalised 

from her work self and life. Style and brands are important to her, for 

conspicuous items and home décor.  

R21 Hayley Negotiating parenting style 

Hayley lives in an affluent urban part of Edinburgh and has two 

children. She is aware of differing parenting styles and values and 

adopts elements of attachment parenting, although finds it an 
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impossible ideal to fulfil in practice. She sees her work self and mother 

self as entwined and has experienced resistance from some mothers 

towards her positive attitude towards being a working mother, leading 

her to reject certain products and groups. She likes shopping, brands 

and to believe in the benefits of branded products, with her Tommee 

Tippee bottle prepping machine a symbolic product in her discourse.       

R22 Alison Living the location 

Alison lives in a town in Northwest England and has one child. 

Important to her is maintaining her freedom and outdoor activity and 

she favours products and brands that enable this outdoorsy lifestyle, 

particularly her pram. She is conscious of connections between her 

location, lifestyle and brands and certain products and brands enable 

her to further embed in this local lifestyle.    

R23 

Victoria 

Connecting with (m)others 

Victoria lives in an upmarket urban area of London and has one child. 

She feels motherhood has become commercialised and has avoided 

consumption as a result, prioritising second-hand consumption. Her 

attitude towards branding reveals tension; she owns premium branded 

baby products yet questions the relevance and importance of brands. 

Second-hand consumption has brought about unexpected relational 

benefits and so she increasingly engages in the behaviour.   

R24 Alice Rejecting materialism 

Alice lives in the suburbs of Edinburgh with three children. She sees 

mothering as something that needs to be learned and that certain 

products are important for carrying out aspects of this job, but she is 

neither materialistic or brand conscious, referring to only a few 

essential items that are either second-hand or well used, particularly 

her baby carrier. She is inclined toward an ideology of naturalism, 

including carrying her babies, baby led weaning and free play.  

R25 Holly Branded place 

Holly lives in a trendy urban area of London with one child. She 

favours natural parenting ideology including breastfeeding, carrying 

her baby and natural-material toys but has found the ideal difficult to 
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fulfil, with some disappointment, perseverance, and acceptance. She is 

conscious of what products and brands mothers have in the local area 

and enjoys shopping for her baby instead of herself now, getting 

branded bargains second-hand.  

R26 Emily Taking control 

Emily lives in an urban part of London and has one child. For Emily, 

motherhood was something to prepare for and involved lists, plans and 

targeted consumption, resembling a conscious project and epitomised 

by the nursery list. She likes to plan ahead. Lack of time featured in 

her discussions and favoured products/services were often those that 

streamlined processes, while other products were rejected because 

they were too complicated or time consuming.  

 

4.5.5 Insider research: benefits and challenges 

 

The hermeneutic approach to analysis described above and advocated by Thompson, 

Pollio and Locander (1994) and Thompson (1997) emphasises the subjectivity of the 

researcher and importance of using the researcher’s frame of reference for provisional 

understanding which can be further developed. Similarly, Rosile et al. (2013) highlights 

the emic researcher as an involved participant. In Chapter 1, section 1.1, the insider 

status of the present researcher was explored. Some of the implications of this are 

explored further next. 

The data collection and analysis of the present research benefits from the insider status 

of the researcher, but insider research also presents challenges and limitations. Insider 

research is concerned with studying one’s own social group, organisation or culture 

(Greene, 2014) and this is the case of the present research, where sampled respondents 

were demographically similar to the researcher (see section 1.1). In a review of literature 

on understandings of insider research, Greene (2014) discusses several potential benefits 

of this phenomenon, including knowledge of the social situation and setting, more 

natural interaction and ease of access. Indeed, these benefits were present in this 

research project, particularly when it came to establishing rapport with participants. 

However, Greene also discusses potential challenges that may introduce bias and 
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compromise validity, for example the researcher’s lack of detachment from the subject 

threatening objectivity. Greene presents a range of tactics for addressing the issue, 

including peer debriefing, and the present research made use of sharing findings with 

peers and colleagues on several occasions. According to Greene, prolonged engagement 

with the subjects may increase the credibility of the study; although the present research 

did conduct a further interview with two of the participants, in order to validate emergent 

findings, it is possible that interviewing participants over time, in the form of a narrative 

inquiry approach, could have strengthened the validity of findings, especially since the 

transition to motherhood seemed to represent a liminal period and it would have been 

interesting to see how perceptions might have changed with time. 

A further limitation of the present research, associated with insider research, was related 

to the nature of interview questioning. In the existential-phenomenological interviewing 

style (Thompson, Locander and Pollio, 1989; Thompson, Locander and Pollio, 1990) 

interviews were unstructured. Only follow-up questions were asked, exploring matters 

that arose as seemingly important to the individual participants, thus prioritising an emic 

approach. However, as themes began to emerge after several interviews, the researcher 

started to introduce more of etic approach, intending to test the ideas among new 

participants. This was problematic for two reasons. First, the ideas did not always chime 

with new participants and sometimes disrupted the natural flow of the conversation. 

More problematic, and an implication of insider research, follow-up questioning 

sometimes disclosed the researcher’s experience, and thus could be leading (Chavez, 

2008). Taking a grounded-theory approach, and consulting literature in a more iterative 

manner, might have helped address this issue. 

According to Greene (2014), it is beneficial for researchers to address their position in 

their research. For Merriam et al. (2001), positionality is determined by where one 

stands in relation to ‘the other’. Similar research to the present study, conducted by the 

VOICEGroup (2010a), involved writing a reflective account at the beginning of the 

research, and reflexive diaries throughout in order to capture researchers’ positionality. 

The present research might have benefitted from a more formal approach such as this, 

although it should be emphasised that informal reflection, note-taking and peer 

conversations happened throughout the process. 
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According to Merriam et al. (2001), “What an insider ‘sees’ and ‘understands’ will be 

different from, but as valid as what an outsider understands.” (p415). The authors 

highlight an issue for every researcher which was certainly experienced in the present 

research – representing the truth of findings and allowing the voice of the participants 

to be heard (Merriam et al., 2001). The present research acknowledges the inseparability 

of the researcher in data collection. It is recognised that the narrative structures in the 

interviews were influenced by informal interpretation, and this may occur between three 

parties: the teller (participant), the tale (the researcher) and the one being told (the reader 

of this thesis) (Gudmundsdottir, 1996). 

 

4.5.6 Summary  

 

This research adopts the phenomenological interview as the method of data collection, 

an approach consistent with existential-phenomenology and one that was considered to 

offer benefits, particularly its emphasis on an emic approach to data generation. 

Participants were asked to keep photo diaries for several weeks and the photos served 

as prompts in the interviews. Eight pilot interviews were conducted, followed by 18 

further interviews and then two validation interviews (with two of the original 

respondents). Data analysis followed Miles and Huberman’s (1994) framework and was 

consistent with both IPA and hermeneutical approaches. The researchers' positionality 

was considered and notetaking and peer-debriefing were used as reflexive accounts.  

 

4.6 Conclusion  

 

This chapter has outlined the research philosophy for the present research, first by 

comparing and contrasting positivism and interpretivism in consumer research and 

providing rationale for taking an interpretivist approach, then by discussing how ideas 

of symbolic interactionism and motivation research have shaped today’s thinking in 

consumer research and the present research, and finally by proposing existential-

phenomenology as an interpretivist paradigm for the present research. The consumer 
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culture theory framework was introduced, and it was shown how this research maps to 

the theoretical domains in order to provide a holistic exploration of consumer identity 

projects in this context. It is argued that by appreciating and incorporating Bourdieusian 

ideas, the research will better reflect consumer identity projects in a wider cultural 

context and be able to better explore issues of both structure and agency. Sampling is 

purposive, reflecting the fields of consumption. Criteria for sampling were outlined and 

justified and the characteristics of the sample were presented. Included in this discussion 

were the limitations and benefits of the approach for a phenomenological study of this 

type. Data collection was discussed, which involved participant diaries and 

phenomenological interviewing, with appropriate reflexive accounts. Data analysis was 

discussed, which followed the framework provided by Miles and Huberman (1994) and 

is consistent with IPA and hermeneutical approaches in consumer research. The chapter 

concludes with a discussion on insider research and the resulting limitations and 

benefits. Now that the methodology has been explored, presented and critiqued, the 

following chapter presents the findings of this research. 
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5. Findings 

 

5.1 Introduction  

 

This chapter presents the findings of this research and answers the four research 

questions outlined below. 

Among the new mothers in this sample: 

- Is identity change experienced and does it relate to consumption choices? 

- Does a ‘mother’ identity exist and does it relate to consumption? 

- What are their perceptions of status and do they relate to consumption? 

- Does identification with subgroups relate to perceptions of motherhood and 

consumption? 

For each research question, findings fall within several themes. At the end of each 

section, the findings are summarised. The chapter ends with conclusions, which 

specifically reflect on identity, and consumption, in the context of new motherhood – 

the two pillars of this research. A synthesis of the findings is then presented 

diagrammatically, forming the basis of discussion in the next chapter.  

   

5.2 Perceptions of identity change and how it relates to consumption  

 

This section details the findings to Research Question 1: Among the new mothers in this 

sample, is identity change experienced and does it relate to consumption choices? 

Findings are presented according to four themes: 

• attaining personal identity goals through consumption; 

• verifying identity change through consumption; 

• creating memories through consumption; and 

• protecting the future through sustainable consumption. 

The findings will then be summarised and synthesised in a discussion. 
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5.2.1 Attaining personal identity goals through consumption 

 

An evident way identity change seemed to be experienced and related to consumption 

was that the women in this study seemed to have a vision about how they wanted things 

to be, and consumption was often perceived to facilitate this process.  A few women in 

this sample revealed goals related to having children and these influenced baby product 

and brand choice. For example, first time mother Kirsty explained that she had “wanted” 

children for a long time. Having bought her house before it was built, she then planned 

the nursery on social media Pinterest boards for months before moving in and stressed, 

“we didn’t even have a baby at that point”. A couple of other women conveyed plans 

around future additional children. For first time mother Caroline, the first reason stated 

for choosing the iCandy pram was that it was suitable for two children and she said she 

had thought “I’ll definitely have two babies”. A similar rationale influenced Leanne’s 

choice of pram. Other women’s plans for not having additional children influenced their 

purchase decisions, or plans for when the baby grew older. The below quote shows how 

a goal related to having children influenced the consumption of Kirsty:  

Kirsty “I was quite driving on the things that we bought. I’d been looking for, 

you know, you look for years. I wanted kids for years. You know what you want.” 

The above quote shows that for this woman, anticipating and planning for a baby 

afforded attention and time to crystallise attitudes towards both baby products and 

brands. Sometimes these attitudes included strong associations between brands and 

ideologies of motherhood; for instance, Kirsty said she wanted a Silver Cross pram 

because “that’s what mums get”. For a few women in this sample (Joanne, Amy, Kirsty, 

Caroline), expecting a baby prompted the need for a new car and Caroline chose the 

Nissan Qashqai because she associated this make and model with “mums”, saying “it’s 

how you get around”.          
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While some women in this sample 

demonstrated goal-directed consumer 

behaviour relating to family planning, 

others demonstrated goal-directed 

consumer behaviour related to what sort of 

mothers they wanted to be. Parenting style 

goals tended to relate to breastfeeding, 

carrying the baby in a carrier or sling and 

weaning, and had implications for 

consumption, in particular choice of baby 

carrier for the woman quoted below: 

 

Georgina “It was always important. I was always going to breastfeed. I was just 

going to. I went to all the classes, and made sure I had the support networks 

around me, to ensure that I would be able to do it. For me there was no other 

option.” 

Goals such as this, associated with parenting style, emerged from discussions with some 

of the women in this sample, but most evident were goals relating to general lifestyle. 

These tended to be associated with maintaining desired elements of lifestyle during this 

period of change, in particular going to cafes and shops (Julie, Joanne) and keeping 

active, including biking (Lisa), walking (Anna), dog walking (Rebecca, Kerry), hill 

walking and running (Alison). Again, consumption seemed central to attaining these 

goals, for instance in the purchase of baby carriers, baby biking equipment, baby outdoor 

wear and particular styles and brands of pram. Alison, a first time mother and keen 

hillwalker said “I didn’t want to lose my independence” and discussing her buggy stated: 

Alison “Mountain Buggies are a New Zealand company, and I think they just 

seem to be more geared towards people who want to not spend their lives in the 

city. So we’ve taken our buggy up a mountain already. In that respect it’s 

fulfilled its purpose and I think they’re a great little company.” 

For this woman, a main purpose of her buggy was to enable her to hill walk, not just get 

around. The above discussion shows that several women in this sample sought to plan 

 

Photo 1. Planning for the future was important 

for some of the women and this was reflected 

in consumption (Photo: Emily)  
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for or manage change by setting identity-related goals and certain products and brands 

were purchased to facilitate their achievement. For some, it seemed important to 

position having a child within a trajectory of life that included other decisions such as 

where to live, what car to drive, how to parent and what activities to value. The overall 

importance of consumption in this journey is captured in a quote from Hayley: 

Hayley “I am quite a hopeful person. I am quite optimistic when I buy something, 

I expect it to be the missing link that changes my life.” 

Important to note is some of the women’s choice of words to convey identity-related 

goals. Reflecting on the aforementioned quotes, sometimes the language suggests a 

long-term commitment: for example, “it was always important”. It also conveys a sense 

of clarity, for example, “you know what you want” and “definitely”.  A sense of 

determination comes across: “I was quite driving”, “for me there was no other option” 

as well as a sense of assurance – for example Katie decided before having children that 

she wanted to carry (“wear”) her babies and said: “so I did”.   

These women portray agency that was common but not universal in this sample. While 

almost all the women demonstrated goal-directed behaviour to some extent in relation 

to becoming a mother, many instances arose where goals were not achieved, leading to 

compromise and acceptance or feelings of failure and disappointment. Notably these 

related to having to alter some aspects of lifestyle (going to shops and cafes, being 

active) and inability to continue certain behaviour was often blamed on the failure of a 

product (prams and carriers). For instance, two mothers’ dislike for their prams was 

attributed to poor functionality for an urban environment (Marie, Rachel) but analysis 

of wider discussion suggested the pram was not the only barrier to getting out and about 

with a newborn; physical and psychological barriers were present (for example, 

difficulty walking after giving birth or lack of confidence). Nevertheless, the feeling of 

having agency diminished by a product could evoke passion. Marie said of her first 

pram: 

Marie “I hated that buggy from the instant it arrived in my world. It was clunky 

and rubbish, you could never get it to work and because we lived in a flat we 

were bumping it up and down stairs, it was really heavy, and just everything was 

wrong about this buggy.” 
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On the other hand, some of the women were enthusiastic about products that afforded a 

sense of agency. A product most notable in in this respect was the Tommee Tippee 

Perfect Prep instant bottle prepping machine. All women who owned the Perfect Prep 

were very enthusiastic about it, except one who was ambivalent. Words used to describe 

the machine were “amazing”, “brilliant” and “transformative” and indeed it seemed to 

play an important role in mothers’ day-to-day lives, being described as “a lifesaver” 

(Kerry), something “I don’t think I could live without” (Leanne) and the best overall 

product by half of those who owned it (Emily said “heads down the best purchase we’ve 

made”). The obvious benefits of the machine were its speed, ease and convenience but 

three owners of this product conveyed a more emotional attachment stemming from 

difficulties with breastfeeding. 

Finally, it should be noted that the context for identity related goals expressed by the 

women in this sample tended to come across as very personal. This was particularly 

evident in discussions that mentioned influence of partners. Partners’ involvement 

tended to be mentioned fleetingly, the women talked far more extensively about their 

own hopes and associated consumption. Where joint decision making did occur, tension 

was sometimes conveyed in the words and phrases used to describe partners’ 

involvement, for example, “I conceded” (Kirsty), “it is funny how men influence this” 

(Charlotte) and “it’s not the most manly colour, but I thought I don’t care, I want 

something nice that I like” (Julie). It could be concluded that partner (and other social) 

influence was present but goal setting and associated consumption was part of a personal 

identity project. 

 

5.2.2 Verifying identity change through consumption 

 

All the women in this sample were able to talk in detail about baby products and brands 

and described purchases that required substantial research and psychological 

involvement. But the shopping experience also came across as both emotional and 

symbolic. Passion was evident when some of the mothers talked about the experience 

of shopping for their baby. While five women conveyed mixed views (Kerry, Leanne, 

Catherine, Alison, Victoria), three used the word “love” to describe how they felt about 
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the experience (Amy, Natalie, Caroline) and two talked at length about how “fun” it was 

(Kirsty, Hayley). The following quote from a woman talking about her experience of 

shopping for her new baby captures this emotion: 

Natalie “For me it was like my dream, I just loved it.  It was shopping for when 

you were pregnant, to shopping for a baby - I just loved it because I just liked 

researching all the different brands and figuring out what ones, what size. I just 

loved that kind of thing.” 

The above quote illustrates the finding that shopping for a new baby tended to come 

across as a discrete experience that all the women were able to reflect on to some extent, 

sometimes fondly. This was further evidenced by three mothers’ use of John Lewis 

nursery lists, which allowed the women to make all essential purchases at once during 

a special trip to the store. In addition, two mothers felt a second child provided a ‘last 

chance’ for certain purchases, while another recognised an opportunity for purchases 

‘missed out on’ first time round. These examples suggest shopping for a new baby could 

be considered an experience to be maximised, as part of the transition to becoming a 

mother. A couple of mothers explicitly explained how it helped verify the transition, 

evidenced in the below example: 

Alison “It’s definitely overwhelming, but very exciting. I think because she was 

our first as well. Super exciting, and when it arrives, yeah, stuff arrives through 

the post and you think ‘Oh God, we really are going to have this baby’.” 

Not only could the shopping experience help make the transition to motherhood seem 

real; evidence also emerged that specific baby products symbolically documented this 

rite of passage. An example was the pram, which often evoked strong feelings and 

seemed a milestone purchase. For several mothers, the pram was a favourite product 

sometimes described with the word “love”. Some mothers were ambivalent about their 

pram, often preferring a carrier/sling. Three mothers were negative about their pram; 

Marie using the word “hate” to describe it (quoted in section 5.2.1). The pram was more 

likely to be a joint purchase decision with a partner than any other product (partners 

were also relatively involved with carriers), with nine mothers mentioning partners’ 

influence, and the pram was often one of the first purchases, prompting significant 

research. A few mothers were explicit about pram purchase being a milestone, 
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symbolising the beginning of the transition or making impending motherhood seem 

more real. This is captured in the following quote: 

Laura “As soon as we found out that we were having a baby, I was focused on: 

‘you need to research buggies’. And this was the main focus. Reading all these 

reviews and, you know, it is like a wedding dress, isn’t it? You just don’t know 

anything about buggies and you don’t know which one will suit until you try 

one.” 

The above discussion suggests that for some mothers in this sample, experiences of 

buying a pram helped document progress within the transition to becoming a mother. 

The pram came across as a symbol of motherhood: 

Caroline “I think there’s always something quite nice about pushing a pram, 

isn’t there? It’s like when you’re imagining being a mum, it’s one of the things 

that you imagine doing, pushing a pram around.”  

This suggests the pram could help make tangible the idea of motherhood and make it 

seem more real. Idiosyncratic experiences of other products seemed to symbolically 

document some sort of transition or progress. 

Five women mentioned specific products that triggered ‘memorable moments’. Some 

of the descriptions were emotional in both language and tone and all of these were 

described as favourite products. 

- A pram, which brought about a moment when the mother felt able to rise above 

social influence and make her own choice (Marie). On seeing this pram, she 

made the decision to discard the branded pram she had been gifted, which she 

associated with celebrities and “hated” and buy a new, more practical pram. She 

referred to the moment as “glorious”. 

- Blinds, which brought about a moment of realisation that the room was now a 

nursery and a baby was coming. These were very expensive blinds from a small 

independent shop. The moment was described as “emotional”, she said “that’s 

the minute” and that the realisation “hit” her (Kirsty). 

- A carrier, which brought about the moment it was decided to have a second baby 

(Lisa). This woman had seen her friend using the carrier, displaying an appealing 
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family and outdoorsy lifestyle; Lisa described the moment as “a crux moment in 

time”.  

- A book, which brought about the first real reaction from the baby (Catherine). 

The woman described a moment worthy of photographs marking progression 

from a relentless cycle of “sleeping and feeding”.   

- A high chair brought about a moment of feeling like a family for the first time 

(Victoria). The women described the moment as sudden: “suddenly felt like a 

family”.   

What these instances show is that some products were special because they triggered 

a turning point, a moment of realisation or milestone in the transition to becoming a 

mother.  

 

5.2.3 Creating memories through consumption 

 

Other products were favoured not for moments that they brought about, but because 

they were associated with occasions, places and people that could conjure memories 

important in the transition to becoming a mother. Most of the women, to varying 

degrees, reflected on what their life had been like before becoming a mother. As shown 

in section 5.2.1, this was often evidenced in expressed desires to maintain elements of 

recent lifestyle after the arrival of a new baby, which had direct implications for 

consumption. Usually there was a conscious and relatively positive acceptance that 

things would change and adaptation was necessary.  

However, some mothers reflected on experiences from longer ago, of their own 

upbringing and showed how these directly influenced consumption choices. For 

example, for some of the in-migrant participants in this sample, some brands were 

favoured that were associated with mothers’ past home-country (Julie, Anna, Alice). 

Anna said her pram: “gives you a feeling of your home” because it was a popular brand 

in her home country but not the UK. Sometimes product-memory connections were 

vaguer, for instance Laura said she liked the Little Bird brand of baby apparel because 

“it is a little bit nostalgic. Kind of eighties”. For her, the brand’s designs and colours 

resonated with a general time around her own childhood. Anna favoured another 
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clothing brand for its retro colours. Charlotte said she had always wanted an old-

fashioned fifties style pram because her mum had had one with her, but her recollections 

were vague, she only thought she could remember seeing photos of this. On the other 

hand, some mothers recalled more specific childhood experiences that directly 

influenced brand preference, including a brand of ride-on toy car and a high chair, both 

features of their own childhood. The following quote further captures a brand with 

nostalgic value: 

Marie “We just sort of have this love affair with Skechers, especially the outlet 

store. You go and it is like an Aladdin’s cave. It just takes me back to childhood 

memories, because there was a place where I grew up. We went twice a year and 

it was a shoe shop just like Skechers in the sense that it was just stacked high 

with these boxes of shoes, and I remember we would spend hours in there just 

opening boxes and seeing what was inside.” 

This product, and the others discussed are nostalgic in that they evoke memories of past 

occasions, places and people. They symbolically bridge both time and space and enable 

the mothers to bring part of their past with them during this period of transition. 

However, evidence also emerged that some mothers seemingly planned for feelings of 

nostalgia to be enabled at some point in the future, and consumption was important in 

this. Certain products were considered more important because of the occasion or place 

they were associated with, for instance being presented on day of birth, used on day of 

birth, a ‘first’ for baby, personalised or handmade, as well as the giver, for instance 

mother, grandparents or special friends. In addition, all of these products were assumed 

to have longevity and thus suggest keepsake status, holding future potential to trigger 

memories of the current period of transition. Examples included a Stokke Tripp Trapp 

high chair presented by friends as part of a friendship ritual (each time a group member 

had a baby the others gifted a Tripp Trapp) and a Little Bird blanket brought to the 

hospital when the baby was born. 

Products that could be considered keepsakes due to the occasions, places and people 

they were associated with, and their assumed or implied longevity included comfort 

blankets, toys and furnishings. Some of the words and phrases used to describe these 

products suggest they offer a sense of continuity amidst a period of change, for instance 

“roots”, “still” and “forever”, while other products “come and go”. Specifically, a 
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benefit of the Stokke Tripp Trapp (wooden high chair) for five of the seven owners was 

its durability, further evidenced in the below quote: 

Lisa “The high chair - I loved it -  I really like the fact that a) it doesn’t look like 

a plastic monstrosity and that b) you can get it up close to the table, and [my 

partner] always jokes with me that I bought it because I somehow feel like they’ll 

still be sitting on it in 20 years’ time. It’s like their piece of furniture.”  

The idea that women sought to create a sense of continuity in this period of change by 

attributing keepsake status to products for both themselves and their children 

demonstrates agency. Some behaviour came across as ritualistic; for instance, when 

Marie talked about her family’s biannual outings to the Skechers outlet, it seemed she 

was seeking to replicate an experience she enjoyed as a child and in turn creating similar 

memories for her own children. Lisa’s story of receiving a Stokke Tripp Trapp high 

chair as a milestone gift from her circle of friends also had a ritualistic feel, although 

differed in that she had not instigated the ritual. This draws attention to two instances 

where other people’s desire for nostalgia and use of keepsakes could reduce women’s 

agency, resulting in tension. 

Two women spoke at length about family hand-me-down Moses baskets (a bassinette 

suitable from birth). In these discussions the women conveyed feelings of responsibility, 

duty and tension resulting from an inability to successfully incorporate the Moses 

baskets into their lives. Words used to describe the experience of the Moses baskets 

included “precious”, “lovely” and “tradition” but also “overwhelmed”, “stressed” and 

“tricky”. A sense of duty came across, with one of the mothers explaining she wanted 

to “please” and “not upset”, the other talking about avoiding “family crisis”. But the 

Moses baskets were considered impractical and one of the women talked quite wistfully 

about the benefits of a particular branded modern alternative.  
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5.2.4 Protecting the environment through sustainable consumption 

 

While some women reflected on elements of the past, a tendency to reflect on the future 

also emerged. Some of the mothers showed concern for passing on certain values to 

their children and this related to consumption, in particular sustainable consumption. 

A few women explicitly said that since having children, they had become more 

concerned with environmentally-friendly consumption. Amy talked generally about 

safeguarding the future and specifically about animal extinction and “when my kid 

doesn’t get to see an elephant”. Charlotte talked about “generations” and acting now to 

make a difference for future generations. Kirsty said she had never bought second-hand 

items until after having a child and first time mother Rachel talked extensively about 

engaging in sustainable consumption (second-hand products, natural products) and said: 

Rachel “I’m definitely more environmentally aware because there’s, you know, 

the future, and I want my baby to be able to live a happy life in the future.”   

It seemed that some women viewed environmentally-friendly consumption as a means 

of conveying appropriate values to their children. Amy explained it was about wanting 

to “be the best version of yourself so your children can be the best version of 

themselves”. Charlotte felt having second-hand products rather than everything new 

sent the right message to children. Two quotes below highlight values relating to 

materialism and car use: 

Victoria “I don’t necessarily want him to grow up focused on the things that you 

can buy rather than the things that are more important. So, we haven’t actually 

bought him anything for his birthday.” 

Lisa “Well, just being able to get out on the bike with them. Both for us, and for 

them. For us not having to take the car, trying to bring them up in a not having 

to drive everywhere world.” 

The above discussion suggests that for some women in this sample, this period of change 

led to a greater focus on the future and prompted more sustainable consumption. Several 

types of baby products were favoured for their environmentally sustainable benefits, 

including: wooden toys, reusable baby wipes (Cheeky Wipes), reusable baby wipes 
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(brand not mentioned), sustainable wood cot (Stokke), reusable nappies (brand 

unknown), sustainable nappies and organic apparel. It should be noted, however, that 

inconsistencies in consumer behaviour were evident, captured by the below quote from 

Marie: 

Marie “I suppose I am a little bit into all that hippie-ish side of things, all the 

natural products but then at the same time, I still use nappies.” 

Not all desired environmentally-friendly consumption was easily or successfully 

incorporated into the women’s lives. Only two used reusable nappies; Alice claiming 

she found it hard to manage them. Another couple of women considered them but 

thought they were a lot of work (Alison, Emily). Of the six mothers who used Cheeky 

Wipes, two explicitly referred to their convenience (Amy, Alison) and two said they felt 

bad for not using reusable nappies so Cheeky Wipes were seen as a compromise (Lisa, 

Alison).  

 

5.2.5 Summary 

 

This section detailed the findings to Research Question 1: Among the new mothers in 

this sample, is identity change experienced and does it relate to consumption choices? 

• During this period of change, the women in this sample seemed to try to 

manage their identity by setting goals relating to having children, what sort of 

mother to be and what sort of lifestyle to live and consumption seemed 

important in attainting these goals. 

• Shopping for baby could be seen as a part of the rite of passage. Sometimes 

specific products could bring about moments that documented progress within 

the transition. 

• Some women used consumption to bring elements of a past self into the future, 

or to capture a moment of the present self for future reflection and nostalgia. 

• Some women reflected on the future and tried to covey values of sustainability 

through consumption. 
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In these attitudes and behaviours, tensions were apparent. Identity goals were not always 

attainable. Sometimes agency was reduced due to personal factors (for example, 

physical issues from giving birth such as difficulty walking or difficulties incorporating 

old-fashioned or environmentally-friendly behaviour into modern lifestyle) and other 

times social influence was seen as obstructing (partner’s influence, family duty). 

Perceptions of managing identity during this period of change seemed related to a 

personal identity project and products that afforded agency seemed most favoured. But 

perceptions of identity change seemed most associated with the new mother role identity 

and associated consumption and this point is further explored in the next section. 

 

5.3 Perceptions of mother identity and how it relates to consumption  

 

This section details the findings to Research Question 2: Among the new mothers in this 

sample, does a ‘mother’ identity exist and does it relate to consumption? Findings are 

presented according to four themes: 

• enacting parenting styles through consumption; 

• romanticising past motherhood with wooden toys and natural play; 

• seeking purity through consumption of natural products; and 

• internalising mother ideology.  

The findings will be summarised and synthesised in a discussion. 

 

5.3.1 Enacting parenting styles through consumption 

 

In section 5.2.1, it was shown that women in this sample seemed to manage their sense 

of identity during this period of transition by having goals relating to how they wanted 

to live their lives and these goals influenced consumption. During this period of 

transition, women specifically had to make decisions about how they wanted to parent. 

Three main strands of attachment parenting philosophy (widely considered part of 

natural parenting philosophy, see Chapter 2 section 2.5.1) emerged: breastfeeding, 
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sleeping with the baby in the parental bed and carrying the baby using a carrier or sling. 

It should be emphasised that this could be a result of sample bias (discussed in Chapter 

4 section 4.4.2). Almost a third of the sample (eight mothers) used natural parenting 

terminology to describe their preferred approach to parenting such as “natural 

parenting”, “attachment parenting”, “gentle parenting”,  “baby wearing”, “feeding on 

demand”, “close and connected”, “co-sleeping”, “open-ended play”, “free play”, 

“Steiner” (referring to the Steiner approach to learning that emphasises creativity and 

imagination) and “Montessori” (referring to the approach to learning that encourages 

the child’s natural enthusiasm for learning. It should be noted that in the context of this 

study, the Steiner and Montessori brands tended to be associated with ideals of free play 

and also expensive or elite forms of education). These terms are sometimes used in the 

narrative of this chapter but it is made explicit if it is the woman’s own words. 

In this sample the majority of women breastfed: 15 said they breastfed and six said they 

used bottles with no mention of also breastfeeding. The remaining women did not 

mention feeding method. A few women mentioned varying experiences of stopping 

breastfeeding and the decision to not breastfeed was generally expressed in negative 

terms; Laura used the words “giving up”, Kerry explained, “we had hoped to be able to 

breastfeed”, Hayley talked about “anxiety” and Holly used the words “horrible” and 

“failure”. Thus, most of the women in this sample seemed to want to breastfeed and 

some products were favoured because they facilitated breastfeeding, including 

slings/carriers (Michelle, Georgina, Katie), manual breast-pump (Amy), colic relief 

(Laura), side-crib (Anna) and nipple shields (Alison).  

Regarding sleeping with the baby in the parental bed (co-sleeping), four women said 

they chose to co-sleep in the traditional sense (baby in bed with mother) (Michelle, Lisa, 

Georgina, Alice). However, the two most popular branded cot products were the 

SnuzPod and Chicco Next2Me, both of which are bed side-cribs designed to promote 

safe co-sleeping and 13 women said they owned one of these suggesting three-quarters 

of the sample (16 women) embarked on some form of sleeping with the baby in bed. 

This modern alternative to co-sleeping was favoured among several of the women in 

this sample, although product experience varied. Some of the mothers were ambivalent; 

most were fairly positive, safe co-sleeping and facilitation of breastfeeding seemingly 

the key benefits of side-cribs. 



 

 127   

 

The final strand of attachment parenting philosophy that was generally favoured, 

although to varying degrees, was carrying the baby (baby wearing). All of the mothers 

in this sample except three owned at least one carrier. All of the three who did not own 

a carrier had material slings and two were researching structured carriers to buy. It was 

possible to divide the women into three groups based on their attitudes towards and use 

of baby carriers.    

Seven mothers used carriers extensively and said their carrier was a favourite product 

(Michelle, Amy, Julie, Lisa, Georgina, Katie, Alice). These mothers owned an eclectic 

range of carrier brands, most of which were unique to the mother or owned by only one 

or two others in the sample (Ergobaby; Girasol; Kari Me; Mai Tai; Beco Soleil; Tula, 

Manduca; Caboo; and Connecta). Words used to describe their slings related to feelings 

between mother and baby: “close”, “cosy”, “attachment”, “connected”, “heartheat”, 

“calm”, “settles”, “secure” and “safe”; ease and convenience: “practical”, “easy” and 

“free hands”; importance to daily lived experience: “constantly”, “koala” and “all the 

time”; and lifestyle and sense of self: “outdoor lifestyle”, “more me” and “expresses 

your personality”. This suggests that these women had an emotional and practical 

attachment to their carriers, which were considered a reflection of elements of lifestyle 

and identity. Indeed, six of the seven women conveyed that they identified with other 

sling users. 

12 other women discussed sling use in more practical, than emotional terms; tending to 

use a carrier less intensively and more obviously in combination with a pram. The 

brands of choice for these women were the two most popular brands of carrier: 

Babybjorn and Ergobaby (only one other brand was mentioned and one material sling). 

Further, this group of women did not convey a strong sense of belonging or 

identification with other sling users. Indeed for a couple, carrying the baby had the 

opposite effect within groups to which they belonged. For instance, Rebecca thought 

her friends thought she was “weird” for always using a carrier; another mentioned she 

was the only mum to use a carrier in her antenatal group of friends.   

Although a couple of these practical users of slings had experienced struggles and 

stopped carrying, a third group of six mothers (Joanne, Leanne, Catherine, Caroline, 

Hayley) emerged who more explicitly discussed rejecting the practise. All owned the 

Babybjorn carrier except one. All these mothers’ vision of sling use was unfulfilled for 
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reasons centring around the baby not liking the carrier; the baby being too heavy/causing 

back issues and lack of confidence in the functionality (these were commonly mentioned 

issues by practical adopters too). Their stories centred around struggles and acceptance. 

Phrases used to describe the experience were “it didn’t work out” (Joanne), “I’ve just 

messed up. I’m never going to use it” (Leanne) and “it just didn’t really fit in our lifestyle 

I suppose, for no-one’s fault other than my own” (Hayley). Hayley elaborated on her 

experience: 

Hayley “When he arrived, I bought the Ergobaby three-sixty carrier, which I 

have used once. Which is dreadful, and I already have a Babybjorn carrier, but 

it was murder on my back, so I wanted something a little more osteo friendly, 

but it hasn’t really worked out and I am just not the kind of person that straps 

the baby on and goes off for a hike. So, it is laying unused and taunting me from 

the box.” 

Important to note is that women who struggled with using carriers often viewed their 

use positively and those who could do it as somehow superior. Words used to describe 

women who carry their babies included: “strong”, “confident”, “everything’s fine” and 

“got it more sussed” (Charlotte, Catherine, Hayley, Holly).  

So, it seemed the women in this sample chose to engage with attachment-parenting 

philosophy – in terms of breastfeeding, sleeping with the baby in the parental bed and 

carrying the baby – to varying degrees and with varying success and that these elements 

were generally viewed in aspirational terms. It should be noted, however, that very few 

of the women commented on their parenting style or considered themselves 

‘attachment’ mothers. Only three women reflected on this matter explicitly (Georgina, 

Katie, Hayley). For these women, this involved asking questions such as “Who am I as 

a mother?”, suggesting a link between parenting style and self-concept; “self-identify 

with other people” suggesting the importance of the social self, and listing practices 

associated with attachment parenting and using terminology including: breastfeeding, 

feeding on-demand, co-sleeping, avoiding controlled crying and being a gentle parenter. 

Interesting to note, all three did not think of themselves as an attachment parent; all three 

compared themselves to others and said they fell somewhere in the middle or did not 

embrace the philosophy as much as others. However, all three also distanced themselves 

from a rather vague alternative involving being more comfortable with separation from 
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the baby and routine and structure in parenting practises, for example by avoiding 

external childcare, or sleep training practises.   

Yet despite disinclination to explicitly identify with parenting style, through 

consumption the attachment-parenting philosophy (see Chapter 2 section 2.5.1) was 

either consciously or subconsciously enacted. For instance, four of the mothers who 

most enthusiastically practised carrying their baby also co-slept in the traditional sense 

and breastfed (only one did not mention breastfeeding but was assumed to breastfeed 

because no bottle-feeding products were discussed or visible in the home). On the other 

hand, all of the women who rejected carrying their babies owned the Tommee Tippee 

Perfect Prep machine and thus did not exclusively breastfeed, and two of these women 

did not own a side-crib or sleep with the baby in the parental bed. Most women fell 

somewhere in between, and all seemed to use consumption to navigate and enact 

elements of attachment-parenting philosophy that would fit their own lifestyle and sense 

of self as a mother during this period of change.  

 

5.3.2 Romanticising past motherhood with wooden toys and natural play 

 

Section 5.2.3 showed that some of the women’s reflections on their own childhood 

influenced their consumption, imbuing products with nostalgic qualities and keepsake 

status. In addition, some of the women in this sample reflected on what motherhood 

might have been like during a vaguer, imagined past that occurred separately to or before 

their own childhood. They implied that some mothering actions or items from this past 

were superior to modern alternatives, a romanticised view of the past sometimes 

associated with natural parenting philosophy although only one mother made an explicit 

connection. Talking about co-sleeping, Georgina said:  

Georgina “My babies, they went straight from pretty much my bed into their own 

bed. A lot of this social media, they showed the links between breastfeeding and 

co-sleeping and looking back in history and knowing that this was the natural 

norm for parents, and then it just sold it to me because everyone just gets more 

sleep.” 
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The quote suggests that this woman associates sleeping with the baby with instinctive 

or ‘natural’ behaviour that was more normal in ‘the past’ and this was why she favoured 

the practise, alongside practical benefits. A quote from Alice also captures an assumed 

association between natural toys, toys from the past and wooden toys: 

Alice “I like quite natural toys and so we have quite a lot of toys from my 

husband, when he was little -  like this -  he had when he was little. The little 

animals when he was little too. So, I like wooden toys and we like the wooden 

trains. But I really prefer the Brio brand to other brands somehow, because I 

think they are more stable; they last longer; they just make for durability.” 

For Alice, Brio toys seem to embody ‘natural’ and ‘past’ imagery, its wooden material 

a key feature. A few mothers conveyed a general positive view of mothering in the past, 

mainly in discussions relating to toys, using words to describe preferred toys such as 

“traditional” (Anna), “old-school” (Catherine) “old-fashioned” (Charlotte) and “lovely 

old wooden toys” (Holly). Two types of toy emerged that were associated with a vague 

past and considered superior over alternatives: classic brands and wooden toys.   

Some women favoured branded new toys that they considered classics; these were 

sometimes wooden and sometimes not and included Brio (wooden trainset), Skwish 

(wooden teether), Sophie Giraffe (rubber teether), Lego /Duplo (plastic construction 

bricks). Some women talked about their preference for new wooden toys which they 

explicitly associated with the past due to the wooden material. Charlotte talked at length 

about her preference for vintage baby products and she told stories about acquiring a 

vintage high chair, school desk and trike, among other toys, all of which were wooden.  
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A benefit of wooden toys emerged: not only was the 

material considered natural, but also the play they 

inspired. They were perceived by some to encourage 

creative, free and independent play (Julie, Georgina, 

Katie, Rachel, Alice). Words used included “open-

ended play”, “do whatever you want”, “Rudolph 

Steiner’s philosophy”, “the Montessori way” and 

“very kind of natural parenting”. The discussions 

suggest that wooden toys were associated with a 

more natural form of play that should be encouraged. 

For a few women, consumption of wooden toys 

tended to be conspicuous. A benefit of wooden toys 

seemed to be how they looked, with women claiming they look “lovely” (Marie), “really 

good” (Charlotte) and “beautiful” (Katie). Indeed, wood emerged as a preferred material 

for the house, for example every owner of the Stokke Tripp Trapp (a wooden high chair) 

said its look/design was a key benefit. The display value of wooden toys came across in 

several discussions (but again, this finding could be influenced by sample bias, as 

discussed in Chapter 4 section 4.4.2). Charlotte commented on wanting to hide plastic 

toys; Marie commented on her friend’s lack of plastic toys and how her “expensive 

looking, wholesome toys” made her think they must be “better parents”. These quotes 

and the below from Katie show that wooden toys could signal parenting values to others: 

Katie “I’d love for everything to be wooden and for it all to be beautiful but 

actually realistically that’s not what the kids want. Sometimes they want Barbie 

dolls or plastic fruit. Peppa Pig cuddly toys that sing to you, that kind of thing. 

So yeah, we’ve got a mixture. But the toys that I allow normally out, the ones 

that other people can see when I’ve put away all the other kid’s toys are normally 

the wooden ones.”  

This finding was further supported by wider opinion that brightly-coloured plastic toys 

were not a very welcome addition to home décor, yet positively accepted because baby 

especially liked or preferred them. Indeed, the most enjoyed products by babies were 

mainly perceived and accepted to be bright, plastic items, particular brands mentioned 

included the Vtech walker (Leanne), Lamaze sensory toys (Laura, Natalie) and Fisher-

 

Photo 2. Wooden toys were associated 

with natural play some thought they were 

beautiful (Photo: Charlotte) 
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Price Jumparoo and playmat (Joanne, Kerry, Natalie). With the purchase of wooden toys 

often came compromise, as they were not always easily adopted. The quote below 

captures this: 

Rachel “Maybe the fact that he quite likes plastic toys, initially I was surprised, 

because I would imagine that we will only have natural materials, wooden toys 

for him, so the Montessori approach. But then because we got given a lot of stuff 

and some of it was plastic and making sounds, and he likes that, they just became 

a part of the baby life and he accepted them really graciously.” 

The tension experienced by some mothers to relax criteria for toys in response to baby’s 

preferences echoes compromises made in relation to other old-fashioned products. For 

instance, in section 5.2.3, two mothers explained how family hand-me-down Moses 

baskets had been difficult to incorporate into modern life.  

A final point here is that enactment of attachment parenting philosophy, or more 

broadly, natural parenting, emerged from these findings (see Chapter 2 section 2.5.1 for 

discussion of this parenting ideology). Of the sling enthusiasts who also breastfed and 

co-slept in the traditional sense, two showed a preference for wooden toys (the other 

two did not mention toys), while both mothers who rejected carrying their babies, did 

not breastfeed or own a side-crib, showed no preference for wooden toys.      

 

5.3.3 Seeking purity through consumption of natural products 

 

In section 5.2.4, it was shown that some mothers in this sample valued baby products 

that would protect the environment, including natural products. Building on this, every 

baby-care product that was mentioned by the women in this sample was natural and/or 

chemical free and every packaged food item was organic (possibly influenced by sample 

bias, as discussed in Chapter 4 section 4.4.2). Other products were favoured for their 

natural materials. Products specifically associated with naturalness and therefore 

safety/suitability for baby included: Burt’s Bees nappy cream (Marie), Cheeky Wipes 

reusable wipes (Lisa), Water Wipes (Emily), reusable wipes (brand not mentioned) 

(Alice), Stokke cot (Anna), Wedela nappy cream (Charlotte, Alice), Hartan pram (Anna) 
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Frugi organic cloths (Georgina), “ethical” soft toys (brand not mentioned) (Anna), and 

100 percent cotton baby clothes from Asda George (Emily). The negative view of 

chemicals or synthetic materials is particularly captured in Anna’s frequent used of the 

word “toxic” and the following quote from Lisa talking about Cheeky Wipes: 

Lisa “Yeah I think basically they’re an environmental thing, also I’m quite 

conscious about the chemicals in baby wipes. If I’ve got a stain on the wall or a 

stain on the rug, then I’ll get a baby wipe and it almost always takes it off. I just 

think that can’t be good for their little bottoms and face”. 

So with regard to baby-care, only natural products were considered pure enough for 

babies in this sample and some mothers favoured other products for their perceived 

naturalness. A similar picture emerged with regard to weaning. Some had firm views 

about prioritising home-made food (Marie, Anna, Georgina). Some said they opted for 

“baby-led weaning”, an unstructured approach that lets baby freely feed his or herself 

(Marie, Katie, Alice). However, it was not always possible for women to fulfil these 

intentions. Georgina had intended for all her food to be organic and home-made but by 

her third child she sometimes just needed something “handy”. In turn, some food 

products were favoured particularly for their practicality, such as Kiddilicious snacks 

(Georgina), Organix snacks (Marie), Ella’s Kitchen pouches (Rachel) and an all in one 

steamer blender (Anna). But aside from general inconvenience, social influence was 

present and could thwart agency regarding feeding. Alice mentioned disapproval from 

a family member regarding her choice to use baby-led weaning but had continued, 

saying: “She wasn’t impressed, she finds it too messy. But anyway, I find it easiest.” 

Another woman talked about wanting to reduce sugar, as well as plastic toys and 

television, but finding it difficult due to the influence of family members. According to 

Julie: 

Julie “You can’t fight it if someone brings stuff to your house. You know, if 

you’re constantly being given all these things, and [my partner’s] probably more 

with watching TV, and my nephew, he watches it all the time. Not eating sugar, 

that’s another thing. So it just all seems like, that whole picture of again, more 

hippy. You kind of want the best. Whether it’s the best for your child, I don’t 

know.” 
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This mother’s vision of what was best for her baby involved “fighting” a perceived 

imposition of sugar, plastic and television – commercial features of modern society. 

Others wanted to feel freer from modern products and electronic devices. 

In section 5.2.2, it was shown that some women in this sample got much enjoyment 

from the experience of shopping for a new baby, but feelings were mixed. Several 

mothers commented that it was overwhelming or stressful at times due to the volume of 

choice or complexity of purchases. Catherine, Caroline and Victoria conveyed dislike 

for how commercialised pregnancy and motherhood had become. Some felt mothering 

should be able to happen without a myriad of mod-cons available to, or “pushed” at, 

new mothers. The quote below shows that this mother experienced tension when she 

tried an “old-fashioned way” of doing things, stemming from the reaction of incredulous 

peers and her own lack of self-confidence as a mother that she felt was fuelled by 

overreliance on “gadgets”. 

Catherine “I think you have to have a gadget for everything. I don’t know if it’s 

me being over-sensitive,  but if you are using something and someone has a 

gadget that does it automated or quicker or is prettier or something like that, you 

feel you need to have that whereas you don’t, and I feel like I should feel more 

comfortable just winging it. A good example of that actually is the fact that we’ve 

started doing formula. I was contacting our NCT group saying ‘how do you do it 

quicker?’ Everyone replied saying ‘how have you not bought a Tommee Tippee 

prep machine? It will do it in two minutes for you.’ I was like really? Do I need 

another machine on my side just to save me a bit of time? But they couldn’t 

believe I was trying to do it the old-fashioned way, and so now I’ve bought it. 

And I look at it on the side now, and it’s convenient, but I know I didn’t need to 

do it. You feel like you should be happier doing it without all the gadgets and the 

brands.” 

Nevertheless modern electronic or technologically-advanced products were favoured 

sometimes. These included when products primarily related to safety (baby monitors, 

car seats, sterilisers and Tommee Tippee Perfect Prep machine), mimicked a biological 

state (white noise or swaddle aids that resemble sounds or feelings of the womb) or 

were associated with travel with either parent (prams and buggies, structured carriers, 

actually the items that often involved partners’ influence). So consumption sometimes 
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appeared contradictory, with some products favoured for their naturalness and 

simplicity and others for their advanced functionality.   

 

5.3.4 Internalising mother ideology 

 

The women in this sample rarely talked explicitly about what they thought being a 

mother meant, but through stories of consumption, a tentative picture emerged of 

expectations of the ‘good’ or ‘bad’ mother. A few women told uncomfortable stories in 

which they believed their baby’s safety or wellbeing might have been compromised, 

implying that keeping the baby safe and well was a seen as fundamental role of the 

mother. Laura recounted an occasion when she had not fastened her sling properly 

despite using it often and her NCT friends alerted her to her baby slipping from the 

bottom; she lost confidence in carrying her baby after that. Leanne described being 

criticised by other mothers at a sling group for using a reportedly unsafe carrier 

(Babybjorn) triggering her purchase of another brand. Marie described feeling guilty for 

buying the cheapest brand of formula – and worrying about its quality, until finding out 

a friend also chose this one. Hayley reflected on a time when she used to use a car seat 

to contain her baby in the kitchen until she once picked it up and tipped out her baby 

onto the floor, prompting the purchase of a Stokke Tripp Trapp high chair for the 

kitchen. Finally, Charlotte remembered once seeing a sunburned baby in an unshaded 

pram, and this influenced her decision to purchase her pram, which included a large 

shade. A second, less obvious theme of ‘good mother’ ideology related to devoted time. 

Marie said she was “wracked with guilt” for not taking her baby to baby activity classes; 

she also had a friend who said she did not go for runs (prioritising alone time) because 

“I just feel too guilty to go out”; Hayley was upset when she encountered pity from a 

peer regarding her return to work (despite wanting to return); Georgina thought 

spending time making only home-made food for her baby contributed to being a “perfect 

mother” and finally, Katie, stopping breastfeeding felt she was being “really mean” to 

her baby (despite having weaned the baby). 

Two points can be noted about these stories: first, most were set in social contexts, 

suggesting expectations of the ‘good mother’ are socially constructed. Second, elements 
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of natural parenting philosophy seem to have been internalised as ‘good mother’ 

ideology, particularly the prioritisation of mother and baby attachment which is a 

dominant theme in many of these stories. So, while the previous three sections suggest 

that women in this sample enacted elements of natural parenting philosophy, to a greater 

or lesser extent, through consumption, some evidence also emerged that this philosophy 

contributed to social expectations and personal perceptions of what it means to be a 

‘good mother’, and this also could influence consumption. But what might all this mean 

for the women’s perceptions of identity? 

Within this study, the mother identity generally came across as a change in identity 

which had the tendency to subsume any old identities, as illustrated by Appendix 1 

quotes. In these quotes, women refer to a change in identity and were sometimes able 

to reflect on a ‘before and after’; phrases included: “changed me as a person”, “it’s 

completely changed”, “your priorities have changed”, “a massive change in identity”, 

“it just feels like a new life”, “I didn’t feel like this before”, and “how I was before”.  It 

seemed the new mother identity subsumed previous perceptions of identity, phrases 

included: “all you become is the mother”, “it feels like I am a full-time mum, mum, 

mum, mum”, “all-consuming”, “mum first”, “you can’t be replaced in your role as a 

mum”. 

The quotes further indicate that the mother identity was sometimes considered distinct 

and separate from other identities, that is, a distinct role (‘mum’) separate from other 

roles (predominantly, a work role). Perhaps explaining the all-consuming nature of the 

mother identity, examples emerged of strong commitment to this role identity - two 

women talk about feeling like a mother at work. Another women talked about feeling 

like a mother when her children were not present:   

Julie “I went into town shopping by myself. I don’t know how old she was, six 

months or something, and you’re always going out with the baby, and you’re 

never by yourself. I went out, and I went to the bus stop and I thought, I wanted 

to tell everyone ‘but I’ve got a baby. I’ve got a baby at home.’ Because you just 

felt like incomplete, and you wanted to say: ‘I’ve got a baby!’.” 

These findings suggest the mother role might be activated or require validation, even 

when the baby was not present. They also highlight the importance of others in identity 

construction. For a few women in this sample, becoming a mother specifically resulted 
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in more emotional connection with other mothers, or other people in general. For 

example, Hayley and Alison talked about new emotional sympathies towards other 

parents and to other children and Holly talked about seeing a different side to people 

who had “been through all this”. Victoria said: 

Victoria “I’ve had more interaction with random strangers than I have had for 

a long time.  Living here you don’t get that, that much, I mean I was more used 

to that growing up, and suddenly it has opened up – and you just have to engage 

with people socially. It has been a really nice element to parenting that I hadn’t 

necessarily anticipated before having him.” 

While these emphasise a socially orientated sense of mother identity, becoming a mother 

also prompted reflection on personal, innate attributes, including pride in the body’s 

ability to give birth (Rachel) and surprise at innate mothering behaviour, shown in the 

below quote: 

Catherine “I think I realised that I had changed when I started weaning him. I 

hadn’t really looked at this book and there was a meal, and I thought ‘should I 

be giving you this? I don’t know’ and that shocked me, because I hadn’t - I 

thought out of everything in my life - I would research everything before doing 

it, and I just kind of went ‘do you want some of this?’ to see what would happen, 

and the old me would have never done that.” 

So the issue of a mother identity prompted a couple of mothers to reflect on innate 

attributes, others on a relational sense of self, while others still emphasised the existence 

of multiple roles and tendency for the mother role to dominate. While parenting 

philosophy, motherhood ideology and consumption came across as related, perceptions 

of a mother identity seemed more disconnected and personal. For instance, there was no 

evidence to suggest that women who practiced the natural parenting philosophy to a 

greater or lesser extent felt that the mother identity was more or less dominant or all-

consuming.   
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5.3.5 Summary 

 

This section details the findings to Research Question 2: Among the new mothers in this 

sample, does a ‘mother’ identity exist and does it relate to consumption?   

• Through consumption, the women enacted the attachment-parenting 

philosophy – in terms of breastfeeding, sleeping with the baby in the 

parental bed and carrying the baby – to varying degrees and with varying 

success but these practices were generally viewed in aspirational terms. 

• Some had a romanticised view of mothering in the past and associated 

wooden toys in particular with this. Wooden toys were preferred for their 

natural material, natural play value and were often consumed 

conspicuously. 

• Only natural baby-care and food products were considered pure enough for 

babies and some mothers favoured other products for their perceived 

naturalness. Some rejected elements of commercialised motherhood and 

felt mothering should be able to happen more naturally without so many 

mod-cons and gadgets. 

• There was some indication that elements of natural parenting philosophy 

were internalised as ‘good mother’ ideology, particularly the prioritisation 

of mother and baby attachment. But although parenting philosophy, 

motherhood ideology and consumption seemed related, perceptions of a 

mother identity seemed more personal and disconnected, perceived as a 

distinct element of identity with less obvious influence on consumption. 

Although elements of natural parenting were viewed in aspirational terms, many 

examples arose of women being unable to incorporate these successfully into their 

lives. Examples included breastfeeding, carrying, sleeping with the baby in the 

parental bed, wooden toys and home-made food. While personal responsibility was 

taken for this (e.g. bad back from carrying the baby), often external factors were 

seen to thwart agency (e.g. baby’s preferences, influence of others, need for 

convenience in a modern world). The modern commercial world was considered an 

obstruction by some, with some products stifling a natural way of being. But 

attitudes towards a romanticised past and progress were complex, with 
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technologically advanced products favoured too, potentially those where partners 

have greater involvement in the decision making process. It should also be noted 

that some responses, particularly those associated with a mother ideal, may be 

influenced by participants’ desire to respond in a socially acceptable manner, 

particularly due to the insider status of the researcher (see Chapter 4 section 4.5.5).   

 

5.4 Perceptions of status, identity change and consumption  

 

This section details the findings to Research Question 3. Among the new mothers in this 

sample, what are their perceptions of status and do they relate to consumption? 

Findings are presented according to three themes: 

• balancing the baby and mothers’ needs through consumption; 

• providing for the baby by consuming premium brands; and 

• boosting self-esteem by mastering the marketplace. 

The findings will be summarised and synthesised in a discussion. 

 

5.4.1 Balancing baby and mother’s needs through consumption 

 

In section 5.3.4, a couple of the quotes suggested the mother identity could bring about 

new feelings of status; Victoria felt the role of mother was irreplaceable, while Rachel 

felt a sense of pride and achievement in innate mothering abilities. However, the new 

mother identity also seemed associated with a decline in status. A sort of invisibility was 

sometimes implied, with one mother saying she felt like a “non-entity”, another 

experiencing people’s disinterest in her when she was with her baby and another feeling 

incomplete without her children. One mother said bluntly that once the baby came 

“nobody gives a damn about you”. 

One outcome of the transition to becoming a mother seemed to be a widespread view 

that babies’ needs should come first and correspondingly, mothers’ needs reduced in 

significance. This finding is conveyed in many women’s expressions of changing 
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needs/priorities/focus from mother to baby, which influenced consumption and is 

explicitly captured in the following quote: 

Katie “Because I’m not working either, I’m definitely not the priority. I 

cancelled a colour on my hair the other week because I don’t know, something 

had broken, probably the washing machine and needs replacing, and we have to 

have a washing machine because we’ve got children. Whereas I can have grey 

hair, it doesn’t really make a difference to anyone except for me. So it’s just 

things like that. I mean, you’re no longer the priority. So I suppose you have to 

become less selfish in your purchasing. But then, that’s kind of par for the 

course. I think it’s part of the growing up, isn’t it? If you’re a mum, you have to 

put someone else first. So it’s nicer to get them a really cute dress and then they’ll 

go ‘how gorgeous is your child looking?’ Because I don’t think even if I bought 

myself a really nice dress people would go ‘oh, how gorgeous do you look.’ 

They’d be like ‘you look a bit tired, you haven’t had any sleep.” 

In this quote, the woman highlights how she is no longer the priority since the arrival of 

children. Beginning with an explanation – “because I’m not working” – suggests a 

reduction in earning power might reduce justification for spending on herself; indeed, a 

couple of other mothers mentioned having to alter consumption because they were no 

longer working (or no longer working full-time) but the following quote by a first time 

mother particularly highlights this potential shift in attitude. Kirsty wanted a Jaguar or 

Mercedes as the new family car but purchased a Nissan Qashqai. Explaining her 

decision: 

Kirsty “I get a car allowance from work so it’s me that pays for it. I get that for 

mat leave. So my view as well is it’s my car and I’ve worked hard, so I’m going 

to get what I want. I had some sense talked into me that said ‘but you could spend 

half your car allowance on the baby monthly and half on the car’ and, actually I 

kind of went ‘yeah, that makes sense.’” 

In the above two quotes, the women prioritised their children in consumption decisions, 

but also of note is Katie’s comment: “it’s nicer to get them a really cute dress”. This was 

a common theme. A few women in this sample expressed reduced interest in shopping 

for themselves, while several emphasised how much enjoyment they got from shopping 

for the baby, illustrated in Appendix 2 quotes. 
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The quotes in Appendix 2 show that during this period of transition, many women 

experienced a shift in focus away from themselves. This represents a significant 

change, captured neatly by Kirsty talking about car purchase where she shifted her 

outlook from “I’m going to get what I want” to buying a sensible family car. But 

several of the quotes suggest that some women got considerable pleasure from 

shopping for their baby. It seems some women might have sought to rebalance this 

focus by attributing personal consumption to the baby’s needs and therefore 

legitimising it. This is conveyed in the following quote: 

Holly “I realised the other day that I’ve got a charity shop addiction now, there’s 

this amazing kids’ charity shop. So whereas before I would be like oh I’ll go into 

Zara and get myself something, [my partner] was like ‘you know what you’ve 

replaced that with, you’ve replaced it with buying her clothes from charity 

shops’, and you’ll always justify it, your little addiction for spending money 

every day on something has now just been replaced with spending money on stuff 

for her.” 

In this quote, the woman realises that she is compensating for a change of focus in needs 

and reducing shopping for herself. For other women, personal pleasure was derived for 

shopping for their baby, although whether the baby’s or mother’s needs were driving 

consumption is questionable. For example, Charlotte talked about getting “carried 

away” with purchases that the baby did not need but because she liked them; Caroline 

said she “loved” shopping for baby clothes and described her shopping as “mental” and 

said “I need to stop” and the below quote continues this theme: 

Kirsty “Every day I buy her something. I mean, I’m a big shopper anyway. I’ve 

always been - I just like to buy things. Now we’ve got a baby it’s even more fun 

because I can just go. I don’t think a day goes by that I don’t get her something. 

It can be anything, hair bows are her new favourite one. We’ve got a lot of bows. 

I swore I would not do bows, and I love bows so we’re buying bows daily. See, I 

think we have fun now, because it’s more - I don’t buy something myself as much. 

It’s more about what she wants and needs and so we have much more fun, just 

looking at baby clothes and even as they get older what she might wear when 

she’s a bit older. So we spend hours in the shops just looking at stuff, and one of 
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us, if it’s not me or my mum or my sister, one of us buys something at least daily. 

It’s getting out of hand.” 

These instances demonstrate some awareness of personal need fulfilment through 

shopping for baby. More so, one mother quoted next and another (Holly) talked about 

buying certain items for their baby as a “treat” for themselves, a form of self-gifting:   

Holly “I was always going to treat myself to one of them. And it definitely felt 

like a treat. Not just for him, but for me. So yeah, there is zero guilt in spending 

money on baby stuff, which I think is probably the root of all of this for me and 

is because I know that I wouldn’t want to be buying clothes, you know, at nine 

months pregnant, that you will never wear again and immediately hate the sight 

of when you are not pregnant.  It kind of felt nice to be getting something that I 

wanted, albeit for him.” 

Analysis suggests that although becoming a mother might result in a shift of focus away 

from the mother, consumption was perhaps a means of compensating for experiencing 

instability of status and redressing the needs balance. 

 

5.4.2 Providing for the baby by consuming premium brands 

 

In the previous section and section 5.2.2, it was shown that several mothers used the 

word “love” to describe shopping for baby products while other mothers emphasised 

the fun of shopping or “love” for baby clothes in particular. While hedonistic elements 

of shopping may be a contributing factor (a couple of women said they liked shopping 

in general, a couple thrived on the research process), another factor emerged as 

potentially important: the act of providing for the baby. This was particularly apparent 

in discussions about branding. 

Several women conveyed that they preferred premium branded baby products for their 

children because they represented ‘the best’. Usually this was in terms of some sort of 

personal definition of superior quality, most notably in the case of the Maxi Cosi car 

seat brand and Stoke high chair/cot brand but other products too, particularly premium 

clothing brands. A few women were even vaguer on why they perceived premium 
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brands to be the best, as seen in Appendix 3 quotes. These quotes suggest that a premium 

brand is an important attribute in its own right, making a product seem better or “the 

best”; one mother said: 

Hayley “When it comes to my children I sort of think that nothing is too good for 

them, you know, they deserve the best and therefore, it is all branded things.” 

It should be noted, however, that traditional luxury brands were not preferred by the 

women in this sample. For instance, luxury clothing brands were not purchased and 

some women were negative about prams that emphasised luxury attributes over 

functional attributes (Marie, Julie, Georgina). 

Hayley and the three mothers quoted in Appendix 3 who favoured premium brands also 

emphasised the enjoyment they got from shopping for baby products. But discussions 

with all these women also implied they had a conscious awareness and appreciation of 

marketing and implications of commercialism in this context. Caroline questioned the 

need for products and supposed the role of marketing was to create needs. Hayley 

questioned her motivations for buying brands, realising it was not out of necessity. 

Kirsty questioned the role of brands in a group context, while Kirsty and Hayley 

questioned the brand-quality relationship. So although these women seemed to like 

brands and shopping, they also seemed savvy to market realities. Interestingly, referring 

back to section 5.2.4, they did not emphasise environmentally-friendly behaviour. 

However, some women who did emphasise preference for sustainable consumption also 

emphasised enjoyment for shopping (Amy, Charlotte, Alison) and preference for 

premium brands. Among this latter group, premium brands were obtained second-hand 

(Rachel, Victoria, Katie) or the woman preferred to buy fewer, better products (Lisa, 

Anna). Indeed, one benefit of second-hand shopping was saving, with most of these 

women indicating it was a less expensive way to attain premium brands. Ambiguities 

were apparent: for instance, one woman talked about favouring unbranded or unknown 

brands from small and local shops (at one point she said “I’m so bad with brands I can’t 

even remember”) and yet she owned (second-hand) several premium branded products 

including Stokke, Joolz and ErgoBaby items. Another women began by stating “we 

haven’t bought a load of stuff for him generally because the stuff we have bought has 

been second-hand”; but she mentioned several premium branded items (most second-

hand but some new). Some of these women were overtly casual about the premium 
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branded items they owned, the age and wear of these items seeming to increase their 

value. And women who favoured second-hand premium brands also seemed savvy to 

marketing, as demonstrated in the below quote from a first time mother: 

Victoria “It is also your insecurity about becoming a parent as much as anything, 

and that is ultimately, you know, does it matter if they are in a McLaren buggy or 

a super expensive state of the art super three wheeler buggy; they are still just 

sitting in a buggy being pushed around. It really didn’t seem to make any 

difference to him.” 

The above quote shows how this woman, along with others was able to explicitly 

question the meaning of branding, demonstrating a degree of agency. Generally, the 

women in this sample did not come across as passive, but rather active negotiators of 

the marketplace. And yet all were drawn, to a greater or lesser extent, to premium 

branded products – probably because they were perceived to be providing the ‘best’ for 

baby, especially during a time of change and uncertainty.  

 

5.4.3 Boosting self-esteem by mastering the marketplace  

 

Many of the women in this sample reported experiencing some form of uncertainty 

and/or insecurity on becoming a mother for the first time and this was reported with 

hindsight by women with previous children and described by new mothers in this 

sample. Some women in this sample talked about difficulties presented by becoming a 

new mother. Some reflected on a time when it felt like they did not know what they 

were doing (Marie, Georgina, Katie, Alice). Marie, Kirsty and Hayley talked about 

associated feelings, including feeling adrift, like a novice, anxious and lacking in self-

confidence. Others (Kerry, Kirsty, Alice, Victoria) said the job of being a mother needed 

to be learned and a link to consumption is captured in the below quote: 

Victoria “You are like, ‘I have got a new job now and I need a new set of 

equipment to do it’”. 

Other people were considered a source of product information and advice: 
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Victoria “You manoeuvre towards other people, so there is a sense that maybe 

they have got it right with their buggy and their sling. That’s maybe why theirs 

is sleeping and mine is not.” 

For this woman, products could signal mastery of the mother role. Lacking experience 

of this new life role, all of the women in this sample, to a greater or lesser extent, turned 

to social sources for baby product advice, but not uncritically. The women’s own 

mothers or mothers-in-law were a rarely mentioned source of product advice; a couple 

of women disagreed with some of their advice. Brothers, sisters and brother- and sister-

in-laws were common but some advice was dismissed or avoided due to perceived 

differences in parenting styles or because children were considered older and 

incomparable. The advice of midwives, health visitors and other trained specialists was 

sometimes questioned but when these people were personal relations their advice was 

particularly valued. Most product advice was sought from peers – friends at the same 

family stage and NCT friends.  

Three points can be drawn from these findings. First, the women in this sample seemed 

most influenced by product advice from those with parenting styles that matched their 

own, or their own aspirations. Second, they tended to seek advice from peers – those at 

the same family stage or slightly ahead, and same social status. Third, some women 

talked explicitly about the positive experience of breaking from social influence, 

something that seemed to happen more with time and experience in the new mother role 

(for example, deciding not to breastfeed second time round and buy a bottle prepping 

machine (Hayley); deciding to use a bottle prepping machine against professional advice 

(Leanne); deciding to use a sleep bag against professional advice (Katie); deciding to 

buy an alternative pram from one gifted by family (Marie).   

Further, while evidence emerged to suggest all of the women in this sample, to a greater 

or lesser extent, sought product advice from peers – evidence also emerged to suggest 

that all of the mothers in this sample seemed pleased to be able to pass on baby product 

advice to peers. This was the case for mothers at different stages, but women often felt 

more confidence in their decisions with time and experience. Some mothers, notably 

those with three children, developed specialist knowledge over time, for instance in 

areas such as “breastfeeding” (Georgina), “baby wearing” (Katie) “baby-led weaning” 

(Alice) and outdoor pursuits with baby (Lisa) and this specialist knowledge was 
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combined with a detailed understanding of associated products and brands and instances 

of influencing others’ behaviour.   

Learning to navigate the baby product marketplace might somehow boost self-esteem 

during this period of change; it also shows the signalling value of products. For instance, 

while the quote above from Victoria suggests assumptions can be made about other 

people as mothers by their products, Natalie shows that products can also be used to 

signal aspects of oneself to others: 

Natalie “I think it shows you know, what it projects to the outside world. Yes. 

You’re aware of that, aren’t you, when you buy things? That you want people to 

think that you are making it, that you’re, you’re okay even though inside, or under 

the water, you’re trying to desperately keep afloat in the new mum madness. 

Because nobody can tell you what it’s going to be like.” 

So it seemed that consumption could be used to make assumptions about other people 

as mothers, help master the mother role, and signal to others mastery. This draws 

attention to consumption happening in a social context, explored in more detail in the 

next section.  

 

5.4.4 Summary 

 

This section detailed the findings to Research Question 3: Among the new mothers in 

this sample, what are their perceptions of status and do they relate to consumption?  

• During this period of transition, many women experienced a shift in focus 

away from themselves, with their own needs reducing in significance and the 

baby’s taking priority. Some of the women perhaps used consumption – 

‘legitimised’ by being for the baby's needs – but also for personal needs – as a 

way of compensating for this knock to status and redressing the needs balance. 

• Buying premium brands was seen as a means of providing ‘the best’ for a baby 

(symbolically as opposed to functionally). 

• Some women found the new mother role challenging due to inexperience and 

insecurities resulted. Assumptions could be made about other people’s 
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mothering through their consumption, and peers were the main source of 

product advice. Demonstrating mastery of the marketplace and being able to 

make recommendations to others could be a boost to self-esteem during this 

period of change, as well as contribute to personal identity narratives. 

A degree of agency was generally displayed by the women in this sample in relation to 

matters of status, identity change and consumption. It was found that consumption may 

be a means of addressing personal needs during a challenging time, and seeking to get 

a grasp of a new and unfamiliar role, but women did not come across as passive or 

manipulated in this matter, rather they tended to use the marketplace to their advantage. 

Premium brands were undoubtedly favoured by the women in this sample, but those 

who did not buy them new – because of cost and/or values – worked around this by 

buying them second-hand. 

 

5.5 Motherhood and consumption subcultures  

 

This section details the findings to Research Question 4. Among the new mothers in this 

sample, does identification with subgroups relate to perceptions of motherhood and 

consumption? Findings are presented according to four themes: 

• connecting with others through consumption; 

• marking in and out groups through consumption; 

• signalling through niche consumption; and 

• producing localised social identities through consumption. 

The findings will be summarised and synthesised in a discussion. 

 

5.5.1 Connecting with others through consumption   

 

In section 5.3.4 it was shown that the transition to becoming a mother could lead to 

feeling more empathy towards other mothers and more connection with other people.  

Building on this, baby products and brands were found to sometimes foster 
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relationships. First, a couple of women stressed the enjoyment they got from the 

experience of shopping for their baby with a family member (Kirsty, Caroline), 

suggesting buying baby products was valued for the social experience it afforded.  

Second, a few mothers stressed positive relational experiences of second-hand 

consumption of baby products. For some, second-hand products helped women feel 

more connected to friends and the community. Second-hand consumption was seen to 

foster new friendships, contribute to existing friendships, add value to products because 

they have been experienced by other mothers (and been loved, or special) and help 

women better connect with their local community.  

Evidence also emerged that new baby products and brands could influence relationships 

and even bring people together. One example was women’s participation in NCT and 

antenatal groups. In this sample, 12 mothers mentioned being part of an NCT group  and 

three an antenatal group. Of these women, eight emphasised discussing baby products 

and brands with the other mothers in the group. However, evidence did not suggest 

products and brands necessarily fostered feelings of group belonging or cohesion in this 

case. Julie commented on finding it difficult to “identify” with her antenatal group 

because of perceived differences in parenting style and associated consumption (for 

example, use of slings). Kerry mentioned finding product discussions with her antenatal 

group both helpful and “stressful” due to conflicting opinions and being unsure of one’s 

own decisions. Catherine experienced an incredulous response from NCT friends when 

opting against a common feeding product and Victoria experienced a negative in-group 

reaction to her pram. In the latter case, this woman explicitly points out the effect of her 

own insecurity as a new mother, which was exacerbated by feeling as though she was 

different to other mothers in terms of her consumption choices.  

Other mothers experienced a need to fit in with new groups and consumption was a 

means of achieving this, as seen in the below quote: 

Kirsty “It feels like you’re the new kid at school a little bit. You know, you pluck 

up the courage and you go to these groups and they’ve all got the same toy, 

they’ve all got the same something, and you kind of go ‘oh, I should have that. I 

don’t have that. I need to go and buy that.’ You just want to be part of that club, 

but you don’t know how, and if that means that you buy something that you can 

then say ‘oh, we have that, and how do you find it?’ you can have a conversation 
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about it. So it can sometimes be just a conversation starter … I’ve probably 

hidden behind some stuff and have probably bought things influenced by wanting 

to be the same as everybody else.” 

In this quote, the woman talks about the positive relational effects of products 

(conversation starter) but also a more negative image is portrayed of ‘hiding’ behind 

brands, a comment aligned with an above quote in section 5.4.3 where Natalie talks 

about brands being used to project confidence to the outside world and hide insecurities. 

The quote ends by emphasising the importance of being “the same” as other groups 

members. The idea that baby products and brands can be used to help adhere to group 

norms and manage in and out group membership is explored next.  

 

5.5.2 Marking in and out groups through consumption    

 

In section 5.3.1, it was shown that some women in this sample could be considered sling 

enthusiasts while others rejected the practise of carrying. One of the differences between 

these two groups was that sling enthusiasts showed they identified with other sling users, 

while ambivalent sling users showed less or no evidence of this. For instance, Michelle 

thought “it tells you about how people parent” and their attitudes towards “co-sleeping” 

and whether their parenting values were aligned with her own. Lisa talked about an 

influential friend and her use of carrying, as did Alice; Amy talked about everyone in 

her neighbourhood using carriers, as she did. The following quotes are from women 

who identified with other women using carriers: 

Katie “When people are walking down the road slinging a baby people just kind 

of look and it’s that sort of ‘I did that’ or ‘I do that.’” 

Julie “You always kind of have a smile for someone else with it… You do feel a 

bit of a connection, I think. A little club. A little club.” 

Georgina “If you see another Tula user out in public you can go, ‘Tula in the 

wild!  So there is that sort of element of solidarity … but again, with that comes 

exclusion.” 
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On the other hand, some women talked about not identifying with women who use 

carriers. Charlotte said someone she knew who did this had a different “ethos”, Caroline 

explained it was not really “me”; another quote is presented below: 

Hayley “I guess, with hindsight, you know that you either are or you aren’t a 

sling person, and I am not.” 

According to these quotes, some women identified with other sling users while other 

women did not. For the latter group, women either saw it as a reference group to which 

they were not a member (in section 5.3.1 it was shown that some women saw sling users 

as somehow superior) or in one case, an avoidance group. Two further findings related 

to this. First, carrying the baby was considered by some to symbolise parenting style, in 

particular being intermingled with vague ideas about natural parenting. Several women 

associated it with being “hippy”, “earthy”, “earth motherly”, “earth mother-y”, “tree 

hugger” and “eco-warrior”. Others explicitly associated it with breastfeeding and/or 

sleeping with the baby in the parental bed and therefore feeling more able to identify 

with the practise and/or other women who used carriers. Another finding was that 

product symbolism, in the form of premium niche branded carriers, was a means of 

identifying with other women who used carriers and marking in and out group 

membership. This is assumed because all carrier enthusiasts except one had premium 

niche branded carriers. Two women made this point clearly: Amy said she would advise 

new mothers to “go for it” and spend money on a good carrier. Similarly, Katie said: 

Katie “I think people who sling, who choose to sling, tend to be prepared to 

spend the money. People who often say ‘oh, I’d quite like to sling’ and will buy 

a cheaper sling often then don’t end up slinging from what I’ve kind of come 

across.” 

These findings suggest that brands could be used to symbolise group membership. 

While carrier enthusiasts owned a mix of premium niche brands, everyone else except 

two owned either a Babybjorn or Ergobaby carrier, suggesting these are more 

mainstream brands.  

Owning the same sorts of products as peers but with slight variations seemed important 

to some of the women in this sample. Four mothers who owned rucksack changing bags 

used words to describe them including “the same”; “see everywhere”, “identical”, “seen 
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them around” and “loads of mums have them”. Yet two explained friends had the same 

brand (Land), so they specifically sought different colours. One mother referred to her 

“coral” coloured rucksack as “something different”. Anna mother-of-two talked about 

an expensive Swedish brand of baby clothes that she liked, with unusual colours and an 

owl design and explained: 

Anna “It looked just brilliant. I didn’t see anything like it, and people kept saying 

to me ‘oh wow, that looks brilliant.’ So again, it’s just a bit more bolder, 

different. I don’t know, I liked it.” 

For this woman, having something ‘a bit’ different was important. On several occasions 

women in this sample talked about using (or not using) products and/or brands that went 

against group norms including slings (Rebecca, Julie, Charlotte, Leanne) Tommee 

Tippee Perfect Prep machine (Catherine), Stokke high chair (Catherine) and choice of 

pram brand (Kirsty, Victoria). Some of these women viewed the experience negatively, 

for instance when Julie was criticised by other mothers in her first sling-class for using 

the Babybjorn carrier. Talking about pram choice, Kirsty said: 

Kirsty “I think it’s the brand. I don’t see anybody else with Mamas and Papas 

prams. If you look around at the [local kids] club, they’ve all got Bugaboos or 

Silver Cross. I have a little bit where I think ‘I don’t have the same as them.’ And 

that sounds really silly, but I’m the only one with Mamas and Papas. I think ‘Is it 

okay? Is it not good enough? I just wanted a pretty Silver Cross pram. I still want 

a pretty Silver Cross pram.” 

For Kirsty, brands were important for fitting in; she described branded prams as offering 

“safety” and acting as a “shield”: 

Kirsty “I think you’ve got the safety of some of those prams. I honestly think I’d 

feel better if I rolled in with a matching Silver Cross, but I don’t have it. I need to 

get over it. I think there’s a little bit of safety there that you think if you’ve got 

something the same…it’s kind of you hide behind it a little bit. You’ve got this kind 

of shield.” 

While some mothers felt having too ‘different’ or ‘the wrong’ products somehow made 

them feel excluded from particular groups, a couple of mothers avoided particular group 

membership in order to avoid judgement in the first place. Some women talked about 
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distancing themselves from NCT or antenatal groups (Julie, Kirsty, Natalie). Georgina 

talked about removing herself from “toxic” online parenting groups following her first 

child; Hayley talked about avoiding “big baby group stuff” with her second child, as did 

Marie who said it was for “self-preservation”. It is notable that all these decisions were 

made with time, once the mother had learned from experience.  

 

5.5.3 Signalling through niche consumption 

 

The above section showed that women in this sample sometimes liked brands that were 

‘a bit’ different (but not too different) and this need for something feeling more personal 

was reflected in the overall purchases among this group of women. Although this is a 

relatively homogenous sample of mothers, their brand preference was highly 

fragmented. All items discussed were categorised and are summarised in Appendix 4. 

From this, it can be seen that a broad range of baby products were discussed, including 

accessories (e.g. changing bag), baby-care products (e.g. baby wipes, nappy cream), 

clothing (including outdoor wear), décor (e.g. nursery furniture, high chair), 

entertainment (e.g. books, toys), feeding (e.g. bottles, instant bottle machine), sleep 

products (e.g. bed nest, cot) and travel (e.g. pram, carrier). For a full breakdown of 

brands see Appendix 5. Important to note from these appendices is that combined, the 

mothers talked about approximately 40 baby-related products, falling within eight broad 

categories, but these products accounted for over 130 brands. In addition, most of the 

branded products mentioned were owned by only one or two women in the sample.  

Out of the 130 brands discussed, only ten comprised more than one product (and three 

of these were department store brands) suggesting a preference for shallow product lines 

(brand is not diluted across many product categories). Further, few branded products 

were mentioned as being owned by more than one or two women. Only 21 of over 130 

branded products were owned by three or more women and only five were owned by 

seven or more women. The most popular branded products in this respect were the 

Babybjorn carrier (9 owners) the ErgoBaby carrier (9); Stokke Tripp Trapp high chair 

(7) and Tommee Tippee Perfect Prep instant bottle machine (8). 
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The picture was similar across categories, with some appearing slightly more 

fragmented than others. Clothing was probably the most fragmented category in terms 

of brand. Next was the only high street brand mentioned, albeit positively, by four 

mothers. Two other relatively mainstream brands were mentioned: Joules (an upmarket 

high street brand mentioned by two mothers) and Little Bird (a Mothercare own brand 

mentioned by two mothers) and one supermarket (Asda George). The only other brand 

mentioned by two mothers was Polarn O. Pyret, a Swedish brand of childrenswear. All 

other clothing brands, of which there were 15, were each mentioned by only one mother 

and all were niche brands in the UK, with the exception of Skechers. Some of the words 

used to describe favourite baby clothes referred to design (“funky”, “fun”, “bold”, 

“bright”, “adventurous”, “not boring”); functionality (“warm”, “safe”, “tough”, “soft”) 

and their ability to challenge gender stereotypes (for girls’ use: “not too girly”, and for 

boys’ use: “beautiful”, “pinkish”, “girly”). In all cases, a break from the norm was 

preferred. 

This data suggests that women in this sample favoured niche premium branded products. 

Indeed, none of the women in this sample favoured traditional luxury clothing brands, 

with a couple dismissive of them, and several women were dismissive of expensive 

pram brands that they perceived to be luxury items rather than superior in function 

(Marie, Julie, Georgina). Georgina said: 

Georgina “Sometimes you are not even getting a better buggy for it; sometimes 

you are not getting a more practical - I mean some people aren’t that bothered 

about practical, but you know, sometimes you are paying more for like a cream 

cover or something stupid. You know, you are having kids, most of the time those 

first time mums haven’t got a clue that the children are just going to get them 

mucky in about five minutes flat.” 
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Further, from the photos of products, owned 

baby products tended to have visible logos (see 

Appendix 6), with the main exceptions being 

clothes (publicly consumed), cots and highchairs 

(more privately consumed) (see Appendix 7). 

However it should be noted that cots tended to be 

highly stylised with recognisable design which 

was often a key benefit (e.g. Stokke, SnuzPod). 

In terms of high chairs (only Stokke and Ikea 

brands were mentioned) the Stokke Tripp Trapp 

seemed a conspicuous product despite lack of 

logo; most of the mothers who owned one had 

seen them in houses of friends and family and 

this had influenced their decision, and generally 

the women seemed able to recognise them, with 

one first time mother saying: 

Catherine “I guess it has got a prestige to it, in a way. Which I’m not very 

comfortable with, to be honest. Because I know that a few people have come 

into the house and gone ‘oh, you’ve got that chair’ and people talk like they 

know it costs a lot of money. I don’t know whether I should feel like that about 

it or not, but I almost feel defensive about it and I start saying ‘oh, but we’re 

going to use it forever though.” 

While some products were subtle in their branding but usually recognisable by design, 

most products discussed displayed logos. Brand visibility seemed important, for 

example in terms of pram toys (Laura), biking equipment (Joanne) and prams (Kirsty, 

Julie, Georgina, Marie), as shown in the below quote:  

Catherine “When you walk down the street, whoever has a pram you always 

look at what the other prams are, and I used to think people were looking at him 

when he was born, but they weren’t, they were trying to see what kind it was 

because it’s got the label on the side.” 

For each of these items, mothers talked about being able to recognise the brands and 

associated attitudes and assumptions as a result. Important to note, these items are 

 

Photo 3. The Stokke high chair was 

one of the most popular products; at 

approx. £230 for the above, it does not 

feature the logo but is a very 

recognisable design (Photo: Hayley) 
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consumed outdoors and are therefore particularly visible. This also might contribute to 

the importance placed on brands of baby carrier by many of the women in this sample, 

which came across in the generally knowledgeable and enthusiastic discussion around 

brands in this product category. But visible brands on clothing were not favoured; more 

subtle brand cues were preferred such as colours and style which represented specialist 

and niche brands. Moreover, privately consumed products and brands still had signalling 

value because women liked to talk about them within their peer groups. For instance, 

Marie talking about nappy cream said: 

Marie “We told everybody about it.  You have got to use this cream it is wonderful.  

So, my sister uses it and anybody else who we could talk into using it.”  

Other examples of private products that had referral value included Medela breastpump 

(Amy) and Dr Brown’s bottles (Kerry). 

 

5.5.4 Producing localised social identities through consumption 

 

Brand preference was also found to be localised; several women in this sample 

explained that they preferred brands that were also preferred by others in their 

neighbourhood (see Appendix 8). In these quotes, Alison said that where she lived, 

“everyone seems to either have a Mountain Buggy and Out and About”; Catherine said 

in her town, the Bugaboo buggy was “everywhere”; for Hayley, the Out and About 

buggy was the “bog-standard buggy down the rugby club” and Holly said she lived in 

“nappy valley” where she often saw others with the same brand of pram as hers. Two 

other mothers commented on the general visibility of premium brands and second-hand 

premium brands in their neighbourhoods compared to other locations. Another finding 

was that consumption in an area could reflect the prevailing parenting style of an area. 

Women talked about: 

- a local area being associated with “gentle parenting” and “earth mother” types, 

another with “career mums” who seemed more “brand conscious” and this was 

reflected in consumption habits, the former associated with second-hand 

consumption and the latter with being more visibly wealthy, although it should 
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be noted the former was still associated with premium branded consumption, 

albeit second-hand (Katie); 

- mothers in the neighbourhood being “professional mothers”, implying some 

elements of attachment parenting such as mother feeling guilty for prioritising 

her own time, for example in terms of lifestyle activities and attitudes towards 

returning to work (Marie); 

- mothers in a local area not displaying attachment parenting practices through 

behaviour (not breastfeeding) or consumption (not using carriers) (Julie); 

- “everyone” in a local area using carriers (Amy) (Also implied in discussions 

with Julie and Joanne); 

- no-one in the neighbourhood using carriers (Emily); (Also implied in 

discussions with Joanne); and 

- just “loads and loads of prams” (as opposed to carriers) seen in the local area 

(Caroline).  

From this, it seems that people with similar parenting values sometimes clustered in 

similar neighbourhoods or localities and demonstrated similar preferences for associated 

consumption and brands. Because baby product brands tended to be conspicuous and 

mothers were attuned to this conspicuous consumption, localised consumption cultures 

formed and reproduced.   

 

5.5.5 Summary  

 

This section detailed the findings to Research Question 4: Among the new mothers in 

this sample, does identification with subgroups relate to perceptions of motherhood and 

consumption?   

• Consumption could be used to connect with other people, in particular second-

hand consumption was seen as a means of connecting with other mothers. 

• Premium niche branded baby products could be a means of marking in and out 

group members. Having products that were different, but not too different was 

a means of ‘fitting in’ or identifying with groups but some women learned to 

opt out of baby group membership to avoid feelings of exclusion.  



 

 157   

 

• The women in this sample did not favour traditional luxury products. Niche, 

premium branded products were favoured but they tended to be conspicuous, 

in terms of visible logo or easily identifiable design and most of the women in 

this sample were attuned to this consumption and able to recognise brand cues. 

• Brand preference was often localised and reflected prevailing parenting styles 

in a local area. 

The baby product market is highly fragmented, giving the women in this sample the 

opportunity to find products and brands that feel unique or fitting to their personal needs. 

However, a careful balance seemed important regarding buying products and brands 

that were sometimes ‘a bit’ different but mainly not too different so to adhere to group 

norms and avoid exclusion. A few women pre-empted this by avoiding certain groups. 

Exclusion happened on the one hand, identification on the other. One result of women 

aiming to fit in was localities became ‘branded’, with consumption, which related to 

prevailing parenting styles in the area. Some, but not all, women seemed to contribute 

to this replication.  

 

5.6 Conclusion   

 

This section will draw conclusions that reflect on identity, and consumption, in the 

context of new mothers – the two pillars of the aim of this research. The findings are 

then clustered and presented diagrammatically (Figure 3 p159) to show potential 

motivations for conspicuous consumption for the women in this sample during this 

period of identity transition. 

 

5.6.1 Conclusions relating to identity 

 

The findings presented in this chapter suggest that the transition to becoming a mother 

was generally accompanied by a period of uncertainty and insecurity at having to 

embark on a new role. Women in this sample often came across as individuals who liked 

to plan for and manage change. This was reflected in apparent goals relating to having 
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children, what type of parent to be and what type of lifestyle to live. Moments and 

milestones could symbolise steps in this transition or attainment of goals. The transition 

often involved reflecting on the past as well as the future, in terms of one’s own past or 

a romanticised, vaguer past, and in terms of safeguarding the future environment and/or 

fostering the pureness of an idealised childhood. This seemed a personal identity-

journey, with goals influenced by the outside world but also obstructed. Enacting 

motherhood seemed related to social influence, but being a mother seemed more 

personal and distinct; an inseparable part of the self and both were assisted by 

consumption choices.  

 

5.6.2 Conclusions relating to conspicuous consumption 

 

Consumption that was associated with enacting motherhood – that is, consumption that 

enabled a desired mother lifestyle – seemed largely conspicuous. This included 

consumption associated with values such as what sort of mother to be and what values 

are important in this role as a mother (e.g. parenting style, attitudes towards sustainable 

consumption, attitudes towards particular lifestyle pursuits). In most cases, preferred 

products were premium products, with relatively conspicuous branding (that is, with 

visible logos, even if quite discreet, and/or very identifiable branding and/or design). In 

addition, the women tended to be very attuned to brands, able to identify many main 

brands. Niche premium brands that catered to differentiated needs were often preferred, 

probably as a means of addressing need for individuality, while not being so different 

to appear out of step and risk exclusion. Perhaps because fitting in seemed quite 

important to some of the women in this group, sometimes behaviour and associated 

consumption would be replicated in a geographical area, reflecting prevailing parenting 

styles.  

But not all consumption was conspicuous. Some consumption that seemed more 

attached to being a mother and what it means for one’s personal sense of self was not 

conspicuous. Most notable were products that women considered keepsakes; usually 

sentimental items that marked a moment in time and might foster memories for the 

future. 
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5.6.3 Emerging motivations for conspicuous consumption during identity transition 

 

This chapter was organised around answering the four research questions, and to do so 

several themes emerged that structured the findings. These themes can be grouped and 

in doing so, potential motivations for consumption during this period of identity change 

emerge. This graphic synthesis of the findings is illustrated below in Figure 3 and forms 

the basis for discussion in the next chapter. 

 

Figure 3. Potential motivations for conspicuous consumption during identity transition, 

in the context of new motherhood 

 

Source: Author 
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6. Discussion 

 

6.1 Introduction 

 

This chapter synthesises the findings that emerged from the empirical study into five 

dominant themes that relate to the two pillars of this research: perceptions of identity 

and how they may interact with consumption, in the context of new motherhood. In line 

with the theoretical underpinnings of this research, each section alternates between a 

discussion on the personal, idiosyncratic nature of identity and the socially constructed 

elements, before arriving at specific insights building on what is currently known about 

conspicuous consumption.  

This discussion shows that for the women in this sample, varied motives for conspicuous 

consumption exist during identity change in the context of new motherhood. These 

motives are displayed in the outer circle of Figure 4 (p161), which relates the findings 

of the empirical part of this research to the findings of the literature review (see Figures 

1 and 2 in Chapters 2 and 3). Figure 4 shows that the core of consumer identity 

comprises different forms of identity: role, group, and person identity. Mirroring this, 

status is theorised to involve a dynamic mix of status characteristics, group status and 

self-esteem. Alongside identity change, the consumer will operate in different fields of 

consumption, where status hierarchies are replicated and reinforced through 

consumption. Consumption may facilitate and signal both identity change and status 

change as it is used to manage change, create experience, foster a sense of nostalgia 

based on the past and generativity based on the future, and maintain an authentic sense 

of self during transitional life course phases.  

This chapter explores each of these themes, and then presents one example of how ideas 

within these themes may be brought together to provide deep insight into a specific 

aspect of conspicuous consumption in this transitional context. The deep insight 

provided here as a theoretical contribution concerns sustainable consumption. Other 

theoretical contributions of this research are presented in a less detailed format in 

Chapter 7. 
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Figure 4. Conspicuous consumption in the context of new motherhood: mapping 

empirical findings to the literature review  

 

Source: Author 

 

6.2 Managing change 

 

Four findings presented in the previous chapter can be clustered because they share an 

underlying theme of ‘managing change’ within this consumer context of new 

motherhood. The findings comprise: 
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• attaining personal identity goals through consumption; 

• enacting parenting styles through consumption; 

• boosting self-esteem by mastering the marketplace; and 

• marking in and out groups through consumption. 

The following section will discuss how the women in this sample seek to manage this 

period of change through consumption and the contribution this makes to what is known 

about consumer identity projects and conspicuous consumption. 

 

6.2.1 Goals, parenting styles and consumption 

 

Several women in the present research revealed identity-related goals associated with 

planning for a family, how to parent and what sort of lifestyle to lead. This suggests that 

women in this sample were able to perceive the self and direct behaviour accordingly. 

This is consistent with self-concept theory; according to Rogers (1974), “the individual 

has within himself vast resources for self-understanding, for altering his self-concept, 

his attitudes, and his self-directed behaviour” (p116). In line with previous research 

(Bailey, 1999; Carrigan and Szmigin, 2004; Hemetsberger, Bauer and von Wallpach, 

2013), it seemed important for many of the women in this sample to position having a 

child within a trajectory of life that included other decisions such as where to live, what 

car to drive, how to parent and what activities to value. According to self-concept theory, 

the goal of human existence is to move towards self-actualisation, although this is not a 

static state but rather a story of temporal movements towards and retreats from this 

realisation (Polkinghorne, 2015). The women in this sample portrayed this sort of 

movement in planning how their identity-stories should unfold, with regard to various 

lifestyle dimensions. This goal-setting and planning tended to come across as a personal 

project, with other people (e.g. family members’ ways of doing things) and things (such 

as types of toys) often perceived to endorse or thwart fulfilment. This finding correlates 

with the phenomenological stance of self-concept theory, that the self is innate and the 

person is at the centre of an ever changing world.  

On the flip side, the focus of identity-related goals (family planning, how to parent and 

what sort of lifestyle to lead) suggests an element of social construction in identity 
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creation. This was most evident in matters relating to how to parent. Although the 

women in this sample tended not to explicitly discuss motherhood ideology or associate 

themselves with particular ideals (some did, and some used language associated with 

dominant ideology but this was not the norm), ideals were still enacted through 

consumption. This suggests that shared expectations exist regarding what makes a ‘good 

mother’, which guide attitudes and behaviour, a finding consistent with role identity 

theory (Burke and Stets, 2009). In sum, both perspectives offer insight into 

understanding consumer identity projects in this context and so both will be drawn upon 

throughout this chapter, answering Hirschman et al.’s (2014) call for greater use of 

multilevel theorising in consumer research.  

What might this mean for consumption? Achievement of identity-related goals was a 

motivation for some consumption, for example prams purchased to facilitate desired 

outdoor lifestyles and baby carriers purchased to enable baby wearing (the practise of 

extensive baby carrying associated with attachment parenting philosophy). In line with 

Gabriel and Lang’s (2015) assertion, it often seemed that products were perceived to 

bridge a gap between an actual and ideal situation. This is captured in the below quote 

by Hayley: 

“I am quite a hopeful person. I am quite optimistic when I buy something, I 

expect it to be the missing link that changes my life.” 

More specifically, parenting ideals or styles were enacted through consumption, which 

suggests that consumption is also related to perceptions of the mother role (for example, 

importance attached to maintaining a baby’s ‘pureness’ and in turn purchasing organic 

products). The literature on self-concept and the identity story or project metaphor is 

well developed in consumer culture theory, but this finding emphasises an opportunity 

for further exploration of role identity theory in consumer settings, which could be 

extended to other roles too. Further, an opportunity exists to explore relations between 

parenting style and consumption as this has received little attention to date, despite 

parenting advice being of substantial social and commercial interest. 

Generally, the women in this sample displayed agency in their pursuit of identity-related 

goals and parenting ideals through consumption. Instances did arise of unachieved 

hopes and failing products in this respect. Some women found the baby product market 

overwhelming or confusing at times and some women described negative personal and 
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social experiences of having ‘the wrong product’ or not having the same as others. These 

examples support previous studies with similar samples, where the marketplace has 

been found to exacerbate vulnerability and complicate one’s pursuit of motherhood 

(VOICEGroup, 2010a; VOICEGroup, 2010b). In line with these studies, navigating the 

marketplace did sometimes highlight insecurities and uncertainties for some women in 

this sample, but concurrently a positive experience of shopping for baby products was 

expressed. For many of the women in this sample, change was something that could be 

managed, in part through goal-setting, planning and buying into particular ideals and 

consumption was perceived to be an important means of realising one’s ambitions – 

even for those who were savvy to marketing practises and admitted to not needing 

products or suspected subconscious needs of some consumption. Only a couple of 

women were critical of this marketplace potential, but criticism tended to relate to ideas 

about motherhood being too commercialised rather than feeling unable to negotiate the 

marketplace. 

 

6.2.2 Self-esteem, status and consumption 

 

For the women in this sample, becoming a mother for the first time did seem to mark a 

period of insecurity and uncertainty, brought about by their lack of knowledge, 

experience and confidence required for carrying out the demands of the new mother 

role. This uncertainty was reported with hindsight by some women with previous 

children and described by other new mothers in this sample. This suggests that among 

the women in this sample, identity change might also involve status change. Status is 

conceptualised as an innate need for a high evaluation of oneself based on self-esteem 

and respect from others (Maslow, 1943). Taking this conceptualisation, it is possible 

that some of the women in this sample experienced a change in self-esteem in the 

transition to motherhood. In the literature, status is also attributed to status 

characteristics and the idea that certain characteristics by which people differ carry 

expectations of social worth and ability (Webster and Hysom, 1998). According to 

Ridgeway and Correll (2004) the role of mother is a status characteristic in the 

workplace due to contradictions between mother and workplace ideology. Taking this 

conceptualisation, it is also possible that the women in this sample might have 
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experienced a change in status because they have a new characteristic (mother) which 

will carry new expectations and evaluations. If the women in this sample did experience 

some change in status, consumption could be a means of managing this change and 

restoring self-worth. Ulver and Ostberg (2014) found that consumers responding to 

status change as opposed to identity change displayed a more intense engagement in 

consumption – as did all the women in the present research.  

One of the outcomes of becoming a mother for the women in this sample was the 

importance of new groups, for example friendship groups emerging from local antenatal 

classes. This further strengthens the idea that these women may experience a change in 

status, interacting in groups with new or different norms, hierarchies and “rules of the 

game” (Nash, 2003 p47). Central to both perspectives of social status (innate need or 

socially constructed characteristics) is that status requires social interaction and a central 

proposition in social identity theory is that intergroup discrimination is driven by desire 

to achieve and maintain positive self-esteem and in turn, enhance one’s self-concept 

(Abrams and Hogg, 1988; Stets and Burke, 2000). The women in this sample used others 

for baby product advice, valuing most those peers who were perceived to be ‘ahead of 

the game’ (in terms of slightly older children) or who were perceived to engage in 

desirable lifestyles or parenting styles. Further, all the women in this sample seemed to 

enjoy giving baby product advice with some mothers demonstrating specialist product 

knowledge. It seemed that mastering the baby product marketplace – or demonstrating 

practical mastery of being a mother – could be a means of decoding and signalling 

competence and ability, and therefore perhaps status. As Victoria puts it: 

“You manoeuvre towards other people, so there is a sense that maybe they have 

got it right with their buggy and their sling. That’s maybe why theirs is sleeping 

and mine is not”. 

The women in this sample found themselves needing to establish themselves in new 

fields of practise (motherhood) and consumption (baby products). It is therefore 

evidenced here, based on the literature and these women’s experiences, that identity 

change happens alongside status change and that this influences consumption – by 

prompting practical mastery of the marketplace and demonstrations of confidence, 

competence and commitment to their desired new mother role through consumption. 
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However, further exploration would be enlightening, particularly of the influence of 

status characteristics in a consumer context, which has received little attention to date.    

 

6.2.3 Goal-led conspicuous consumption 

 

Planning for change and equipping oneself with the practical tools via purchases to feel 

and/or demonstrate competence in this new life role were two ways in which the women 

in this sample seemed to manage transition in motherhood; a third mechanism was 

seeking to identify with new groups and consumption was found to be important in this 

respect. In line with previous research, products and brands could evoke stereotypes 

(Hyatt, 1992) and were either sought or avoided as a result (Banister, Hogg and Dixon, 

2012). In some cases, branded products facilitated identification with others, in others, 

having the ‘wrong’ product (for example, a particular brand of pram or baby carrier) led 

to feelings of exclusion. Thomsen and Sørensen’s research (2006) highlighted an 

incongruence resulting from a women’s self-concept and perceptions of her branded 

pram, but the specific power of branded products to mark in and outgroup members in 

a motherhood context warrants further research. In the present research, some women 

opted out of certain groups as a result of, or to avoid feelings of exclusion. The 

importance of consumption in processes of group identification are highlighted by 

Kirsty: 

“I think you’ve got the safety of some of those prams. I honestly think I’d feel 

better if I rolled in with a matching Silver Cross, but I don’t have it. I need to get 

over it. I think there’s a little bit of safety there that you think if you’ve got 

something the same…it’s kind of you hide behind it a little bit. You’ve got this 

kind of shield”. 

In line with several studies (Andersen, Sørensen and Kjaer, 2007; Stephens, Markus and 

Townsend, 2007; Chan, Berger and Van Boven, 2013; Hirschman, Belk and Ruvio, 

2014), it was important for many of the women in this sample to conform in terms of 

consumption, but also to sometimes distinguish themselves with displays of 

differentiation (for example, with something slightly different, but not too different).  
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The present study found this measured distinction was not achieved through traditional 

luxury consumption – none of the women showed preference for dominant luxury 

branded products, a finding that supports Eckhardt et al.’s (2015) observation that 

luxury goods are losing their exclusivity. As discussed in Chapter 3, Eckhardt et al. and 

others (Berger and Ward, 2010; Han, Nunes and Drèze, 2010; Kauppinen-Räisänen et 

al., 2018) propose inconspicuous consumption is an emerging form of conspicuous 

consumption, with consumers increasingly opting for less ostentatious consumption and 

more subtle status symbols, that can only be decoded by those with the requisite cultural 

capital.  

The present research both supports and adds to this literature. Among the women in this 

sample, low brand prominence did not emerge as an important means of identifying with 

or distinguishing from others. Brands and branding came across as important, with all 

the mothers in this sample able to recognise and discuss premium baby product brands 

with ease. Of greater importance was the niche – or specialist – nature of products, 

enabling the women to achieve and/or convey dedication, expertise and competence in 

a narrow domain. This was most evident where women had developed specialist 

knowledge over time and with experience and perhaps fulfilled an opinion leader role, 

in line with Schaefers (2014). This finding also resonates with Holt’s (1998) study that 

found people with high levels of cultural capital prefer to construct a unique style 

through consumption by seeking authenticity and connoisseurship, and Trigg’s (2001) 

proposition that variations in cultural capital could lead to various consumption 

lifestyles within the umbrella of Veblen’s conspicuous consumption. Similarly, Pakulski 

and Waters’s (1996) argument that consumption no longer neatly corresponds with 

social hierarchies based on wealth and a trickle-down of tastes is supported; status is 

attained through consumption that reflects a more diverse set of values. The present 

research suggests that conspicuous consumption is still important because brands need 

not be subtle; more important is products should be value driven and appeal to specific 

lifestyle or parenting style goals. 
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6.3 Creating experience  

 

Two findings presented in the previous chapter can be clustered because they share an 

underlying theme of ‘creating experience’ within this consumer context of transitioning 

to motherhood. The findings comprise: 

• verifying identity transition; and 

• connecting with others. 

The following section will discuss how the women in this sample appeared to seek to 

verify identity transition and connect with others through consumption and the 

contribution this makes to what is known about consumer identity projects and 

conspicuous consumption. 

 

6.3.1 Experiencing identity transition through consumption 

 

Through particular experiences of consumption, women in this sample were able, in 

part, to validate their transition to becoming a mother. As outlined in Chapter 2, this 

finding correlates with Sørensen and Thomsen’s (2005) proposition that in transitional 

phases, consumption may facilitate identity construction by enabling people to 

experience the self through consumption of products with both idiosyncratic and 

commonly shared meanings.  

For some, the overall experience of shopping for a new baby was symbolic, making the 

transition seem more real. Certain products, in particular the pram, were seen as a 

symbol of motherhood and the experience of purchasing a pram was sometimes seen as 

an integral part of the transition. This correlates with previous research, which found 

consumption to be a ritualistic part of a rite of passage (Schouten, 1991; Afflerback et 

al., 2014). However, the current research marks a departure from the literature by 

finding a symbolic attribute of consumption during identity transition that has received 

little attention: the creation of ‘memorable moments’. Some products were considered 

special because they triggered the experience of a turning point, moment of realisation 
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or milestone in the transition to becoming a mother. For one woman, for example, using 

her Stokke highchair triggered the moment when she ‘first felt like a family’ (Victoria). 

These findings corroborate the general assumption in consumer culture theory – that 

consumption can help facilitate identity transition – in this case, symbolise a rite of 

passage and document a rite of passage. Further, the present research supports 

Burningham and Venn’s (2020) finding that characterising transitions (such as 

becoming a mother) as moments of change at which interventions might be positioned 

fails to adequately capture lived experience. Rather, these authors found transitions to 

involve ongoing change, with temporal ordering of practices and priorities relating to 

identity. The present research was not longitudinal but similarly captured this evolving 

nature of change by gauging perceptions of both new and experienced mothers. 

Specifically, the importance of ‘memorable moments’ in the present research suggests 

some people may experience transitions as a series of movements, aligned with 

Polkinghorne’s (2015) conceptualisation of self-fulfilment attained through temporal 

movements, in which consumption may play a part (Belk, 1988). However, the present 

research does not reject moments of change conceptualisations. Unlike Burningham and 

Venn’s research, the present research does capture possible implications of a liminal 

period for consumption, in line with Noble and Walker (1997). Some evidence of a 

liminal phase emerged, with women temporarily feeling insecure and adrift and such 

feelings influenced consumption, for example prompting conspicuous mastery of the 

marketplace (discussed above in section 6.2.2) and/or forms of compensatory 

consumption (discussed later in section 6.6.1).   

Another form of product experience emerged from the findings: those that enabled 

women to feel more connected to others, for example, through the consumption of 

second-hand items. For some of the women in this sample, second-hand baby products 

helped them to feel more connected to friends, mothers and the community, fostering 

new friendships, contributing to existing friendships, adding value to products because 

they had been experienced by others (and been loved, or special) and helping women 

embed within their local community. As discussed in Chapter 2, several studies have 

found that in the transition to motherhood, personal relationships changed in importance 

and strengthened (Bailey, 1999; Smith, 1999a; Smith, 1999b; Hogg, Maclaran and 

Curasi, 2003) and the present research supports these findings, furthering them by 

suggesting product experiences could facilitate this process. Although second-hand 
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products were sometimes favoured because they were relatively inexpensive, there was 

a significant emotional element in the experience of using second-hand products.   

The present study also adds new understanding about the role of consumption in 

transitional phases, pointing to the importance of experience brought about by material 

products. This contributes to emerging research on ‘experiential products’ (those that 

fall between material items and experiences) (Guevarra and Howell, 2015) by linking 

the concept of identity transition to experiential products. Of particular note is Guevarra 

and Howell’s finding that experiential products are often purchased with the intention 

of consuming them with others and in turn, can meet needs of relatedness (see Chapter 

2).  

 

6.3.2 Experience-led conspicuous consumption 

 

The experiential properties of material products was an important theme in this research 

that furthers Holbrook and Hirschman’s (1982) seminal proposition of the importance 

of experiential aspects of consumption. In this research, ‘memorable moments’ tended 

to be relatively personal and private. However, the experiential properties of second-

hand consumption occurred in a social context. Moreover, women who engaged in 

second-hand consumption almost always opted for premium brands. Indeed, for some a 

premium branded product was even more valued if it was second-hand, the experience 

of attaining it, the user-past history and occasionally, a worn appearance, seemed to add 

appeal. This finding resonates with studies that found that even if individuals do 

consciously pursue status through consumption, an important part may be appearing 

indifferent towards it (Campbell, 1995; Chao and Schor, 1998; Andersen, Sørensen and 

Kjaer, 2007). Because second-hand products were often intertwined with valued social 

interaction, tended to involve premium brands and were sometimes consumed publicly 

(for example, prams, baby clothes, toys) another contribution can be made to what is 

known about conspicuous consumption: it does not need to involve new products. 

Further, an underlying motivation for some conspicuous consumption, such as the 

consumption of premium second-hand products – could be to foster valued experience, 

particularly group connection and embeddedness. 
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This highlights an important point regarding conspicuous consumption in the context of 

the present research: how the audience is comprised and which audience characteristics 

are important. According to the present research, a driver for conspicuous consumption 

is to connect with significant others, thus the audience should comprise one’s reference 

groups – a discrete audience, including peers with the requisite cultural capital to decode 

product symbols, a finding supported by Berger and Ward (2010) and Eckhardt, Belk 

and Wilson (2015). Just as Andersen, Sørensen and Kjaer (2007) found (see Chapter 3), 

the mothers who took part in the present study demonstrated awareness of meanings and 

rules governing this domain of consumption and could thus be considered to possess 

cultural capital in this field. This suggests that conspicuous consumption would produce 

more positive outcomes because negative attitudes towards conspicuous consumption 

have been found to be more likely if an observer is unfamiliar with the sender (Sheehan 

and Loughran Dommer, 2014) or have a weak connection with a brand (Ferraro, 

Kirmani and Matherly, 2013).  

 

6.4 Fostering nostalgia 

 

Two findings presented in the previous chapter can be clustered because they share an 

underlying theme of ‘fostering nostalgia’ within this consumer context of transitioning 

to motherhood. The findings comprise: 

• making memories; and 

• romanticising the past. 

The following section will discuss how the women in this sample used consumption to 

maintain elements of the past and tradition and the contribution this makes to what is 

known about consumer identity projects and conspicuous consumption. 

 

6.4.1 Planned nostalgia and consumption 

 

Within the context of this period of change, most of the women in this sample showed 

a tendency to ‘look back’, reflecting on their life prior to having children, their own 
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childhood or on an imagined past childhood separate to their own childhood. The period 

of change experienced by the women in this sample may have triggered increased 

nostalgia, because threatened self-expression and meaning structures have been found 

to increase nostalgia or preference for nostalgia (Routledge et al., 2011; Baldwin, 

Biernat and Landau, 2015; Sarial-Abi et al., 2017 see Chaper 2 of this thesis). But 

although nostalgic reflection – and associated consumption – did emerge among the 

women in this sample, it is not possible to gauge from the findings whether this 

behaviour had increased since becoming a mother (this would be an interesting focus 

for further research). Nevertheless, in line with previous research, nostalgic items did 

carry substantial symbolic meaning for the women in this sample, supporting Sierra and 

McQuitty’s (2007) finding that consumers’ intentions to purchase nostalgic products are 

affected by both a yearning for and attitudes about the past. For example, some of the 

women in the present research expressed a romanticised view of the way things were in 

the past (emotion) and some believed some products from the past were better quality 

(cognition).  

The present research contributes to emerging literature on nostalgia in consumer culture 

theory, a topical subject as nostalgia is considered an enduring and increasingly 

important consumer value globally (IpsosMORI, 2020). It was found that some of the 

women in this sample sought to plan for nostalgia. Certain products were considered 

more important because of the occasion or place they were associated with (for instance 

being presented on day of birth) as well as the giver (for instance grandparents) and/or 

because they were handmade or personalised. In addition, all these products were 

assumed to have longevity and thus suggested keepsake status – holding future potential 

to trigger memories of the current period of change. Most (but not all) of these products 

were idiosyncratic and privately consumed, for example, bunting made by the child’s 

grandmother. Some (not many) products that possessed keepsake status were 

commercial, notably the Stokke Tripp Trapp high chair which is designed to adapt with 

the child until they are an adult. The below quote shows the emotional attachment Lisa 

conveyed for her Stokke Tripp Trapp high chair: 

“The high chair - I loved it -  I really like the fact that a) it doesn’t look like a 

plastic monstrosity and that b) you can get it up close to the table, and [my partner] 

always jokes with me that I bought it because I somehow feel like they’ll still be 

sitting on it in 20 years’ time. It’s like their piece of furniture.”  
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The popularity of the Stokke high chair (and it’s durability was considered a key feature) 

suggests promoting a product’s ‘keepsake’ status is a marketing opportunity for 

premium brands and a domain worth further exploration in consumer culture theory. 

Strengthening this proposition, durability was considered by many of the women in this 

sample to be a salient product attribute. 

Products that evoked nostalgic feelings from one’s own childhood or that were intended 

as keepsakes tended to have personal meaning for the participants in this research. 

Another form of nostalgic consumption emerged that had more commonly-shared 

meaning, involving products that were associated with a vaguer, imagined past that 

occurred separately to or before the woman’s own childhood, and implied that some 

mothering actions or items from this past motherhood were considered superior to 

modern alternatives. This finding supports previous research that found products to have 

both private meanings based on private knowledge and experience and public meanings, 

based on socialisation and participation in shared activities (although each relate to one 

another) (Richins, 1994). 

 

6.4.2 Tradition-led conspicuous consumption  

 

Nostalgic consumption that reflected socially-constructed understandings of 

motherhood in the past tended to be conspicuous in nature. The product type most 

notably associated with this sort of nostalgia was wooden products, mainly toys. 

Nostalgic items and keepsakes that largely possessed private meaning tended to be 

privately consumed (for example, books, blankets) but not always (for example, the 

Stokke high chair had substantial display value). But wooden products, particularly toys, 

tended to be conspicuously consumed. This supports Sørensen and Thomsen’s (2005) 

proposed framework, where products are theorised to possess private and public 

meaning as well as ability to signal these meanings to others. In the present research, 

modern plastic toys were not favoured for their display value in the house; wooden toys 

were. And commonly-shared meanings of wooden toys were decoded by others, as 

shown in Marie’s comment: 
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“Well I’ve got one friend, and you think oh, they must be better parents because 

they’re not giving them all the plastic things and they have all these expensive 

looking, wholesome toys.” 

According to  Sørensen and Thomsen (2005), products may signal private and more 

commonly-shared meanings and facilitate identity construction in transitional phases. 

The present research supports this, raising another potential driver for conspicuous 

consumption in this transitional phase: to signal values of tradition. During this period 

of change, there was sense that some of the women in this sample favoured products 

because they provided a sense of continuity, enabling them to bring with them elements 

of their own past or present moment, into the future, but also these objects evoked an 

imagined past, associated with ‘better’ methods of mothering (e.g. free play, natural 

materials). Sometimes values of nostalgia or tradition were enacted through private 

consumption, but sometimes they were enacted publicly, signalling both idiosyncratic 

and more commonly-shared values of tradition. 

 

6.5 Symbols of generativity  

 

Three findings presented in the previous chapter can be clustered because they share an 

underlying theme of enacting values of ‘generativity’ within this consumer context of 

transitioning to motherhood. The findings comprise: 

• protecting the environment; 

• purity in care and upbringing; and 

• providing the best. 

The following section will discuss how the women in this sample might use 

consumption to enact values of generativity and the contribution this makes to what is 

known about consumer identity projects and conspicuous consumption. 
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6.5.1 Securing the future through consumption 

 

While many women in the present research reflected on elements of the past, a tendency 

to reflect on the future also emerged and this seemed to influence consumption. Some 

of the women showed concern for passing on environmentally conscious values to their 

children and in turn engaged in forms of sustainable consumption. But this forward-

looking tendency could also be induced from many of the women’s desire to protect 

their child’s purity and/or ‘wholesomeness’ and, more generally, to best provide for 

their child with regard to material purchases. 

The study does include some evidence that suggests some women became more 

environmentally conscious upon becoming a mother. This is reflected in Rachel’s 

statement: 

“I’m definitely more environmentally aware because there’s, you know, the 

future, and I want my baby to be able to live a happy life in the future”.   

This finding contributes to the literature on identity transition because it suggests that 

identity transition might trigger more environmentally-friendly consumption for some 

– at least in the context of becoming a mother. The idea that life course transitions might 

encourage more sustainable consumption is popular, yet little evaluation of this 

assumption has occurred in consumer culture theory, with Burningham and Venn (2020) 

a notable exception. The present research supports Burningham and Venn’s findings 

that becoming a mother leads to new circumstances that can influence preference for 

sustainable consumption. However, the authors’ longitudinal study found discrepancy 

between early aspirations for everyday consumption and eventual reality, referring to, 

for example, failed hopes of using reusable nappies. Although the present study was not 

longitudinal, its focus on first time but also experienced mothers produced the same 

finding in terms of reusable nappies and other items, for example home-made versus 

packaged food.   

Sustainable consumption was sought by some of the women in this sample by engaging 

in consumption that reduced plastic and waste and involved organic materials. But in 

terms of baby-care and packaged baby food, all the women in this sample opted for 

products with all-natural materials/ingredients, not for environmental reasons 
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(sometimes this as well) but because they were considered pure, wholesome, nontoxic 

and/or chemical free – and therefore particularly suitable for the baby’s wellbeing. This 

finding correlates with previous studies that found for some affluent mothers, organic 

baby food bolsters a particular construction of good motherhood (Cairns, Johnston and 

MacKendrick, 2013; Burningham and Venn, 2020).   

For the women in the present research, consuming only natural baby-care and food 

products was considered a means of expressing the best care for their baby. Building on 

this, some women revealed this as a reason for preferring any premium branded baby 

products over inexpensive alternatives for their children – because they represented ‘the 

best’. Usually this was in terms of some sort of personal definition of superior quality, 

in line with Prendergast and Wong’s  (2003) finding that women chose luxury brands 

of baby apparel because they considered them to be high quality. But sometimes the 

reasoning was more elusive, supporting Andersen et al’s (2007) finding that women 

desired to be the best possible mothers and buying ‘nice clothing’ was one of the ways 

they could express care for their children. What this does show, is that for the women 

in this sample, premium branding was a salient product attribute in consumer decision 

making in the baby product marketplace.  

 

6.5.2 Conscience-led conspicuous consumption  

 

The desire for women in this sample to protect their children’s future wellbeing 

influenced their consumption (e.g. preference for more sustainable and ‘natural’ 

consumption) and drove them to purchase what they considered the ‘the best’ (i.e. 

premium branded products as opposed to inexpensive alternative, high street or 

supermarket own brands, for example). This resonates with McAdams and de St 

Aubin’s (1992) conceptualisation of generativity as a need or concern, as well as a 

response to societal demands, for values of presentation or improvement for the future 

(see Chapter 2). The concept of generativity lacks exploration in consumer culture 

theory and the present research draws attention to the concept by suggesting it may be 

a moderating factor in the interplay between identity and consumption, particularly in 

an identity transition context. Urien and Kilbourne (2011) found that consumers who 

score high on generativity are more likely to engage in environmentally responsible 
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consumption.  It would be interesting to explore how generativity might relate to identity 

transition, or more specifically, becoming a mother, and the implications this might have 

on consumption, for example, more environmentally-friendly consumption, or a 

preference for keepsake items or legacy items, as Lacroix and Jolibert (2017) found in 

the context of luxury watch brands. 

Notable, however, is that the women in this sample favoured premium branded products 

and that the consumption of both environmentally-friendly and natural products did not 

always happen in private. For instance, branded reusable baby wipes were used when 

out and about, as were organic clothes, cloths and packaged food suggesting a 

conspicuous element to this consumption. According to Mason (1998), this form of 

conspicuous consumption is not new; for example the 1930s economic recession ranked 

ostentatious consumption less socially acceptable and other more relevant forms of 

expenditure, such as charitable giving, became more valued. More recently, Johnson, 

Tariq and Baker (2018) found conspicuous consumption can take the form of pro-social 

behaviour (e.g. environmentally-friendly consumption or charitable giving), because 

pro-social behaviour can be driven by a need for status and desire to signal it. In turn, 

the present research further adds to what is known about conspicuous consumption in a 

transitional phase: that some products may be favoured because they embody and 

convey a concern for the future, in this case, values of preservation or improvement for 

the child’s future. 

   

6.6 Maintaining an authentic sense of self and consumption  

 

Four findings presented in the previous chapter can be clustered because they share an 

underlying theme of ‘maintaining an authentic sense of self’ within this consumer 

context of transitioning to motherhood. The findings comprise: 

• internalising ideology; 

• balancing baby/mother needs; 

• signalling niche tastes; and 

• localised identity. 



 

 178   

 

The following section will discuss how the women in this sample might use 

consumption to maintain an authentic sense of self and the contribution this makes to 

what is known about consumer identity projects and conspicuous consumption. 

 

6.6.1 Mother, child and consumption 

 

The women in this sample rarely talked explicitly about what they thought being a 

mother meant, but through stories of consumption, a tentative picture emerged of 

expectations of the ‘good mother’. Sometimes it seemed as though elements of natural 

parenting philosophy had been internalised as ‘good mother’ ideology – in particular, 

emphasis on mother and baby attachment. So, while women in this sample enacted 

elements of natural parenting philosophy, to a greater or lesser extent, through 

consumption, some evidence also emerged that this philosophy contributed to social 

expectations and personal perceptions of what it means to be a ‘good mother’, and this 

could also influence consumption. This finding supports Burke and Stets’ (2009) 

conceptualisation of role identity: learned, shared expectations are associated with a 

social position and that guide attitudes and behaviour, while role identity is the 

internalised meanings of a role that individuals apply to themselves (see Chapter 2).  

In further support of this conceptualisation, in the present research the mother role 

identity generally came across as a change in identity, a distinct role identity which 

tended to subsume any old identities through a strong commitment to it (the findings 

suggest that the mother role might be activated or require validation, even when the 

baby was not present). The few women who did describe what it felt like to become a 

mother tended to refer to the internalisation of the mother role, or role identity.  

In line with an apparent commitment to the mother role identity was a tendency for the 

women in this sample to prioritise their child(ren)’s needs over their own. A view was 

widely held that in the transition to becoming a mother, a baby’s needs should come 

first and correspondingly, the mothers’ needs reduced in significance. All of the women 

in this sample experienced a shift in focus away from themselves and this seemed to 

have implications for consumption. 
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Many of the women expressed reduced interest in shopping for themselves and gained 

more emotional gratification from shopping for their baby, a finding that corresponds 

with the findings of Andersen, Sørensen and Kjaer (2007). Some of the women 

demonstrated an awareness of personal gratification through shopping for baby (a 

mother considering a particular branded cot a “treat”, for example), while others seemed 

to be ‘legitimising’ personal consumption by claiming it was for the baby’s needs 

(fashion accessories for the baby, for example). Sometimes consumption was 

particularly intense and displayed mildly addictive behaviour (conveyed in the women’s 

own words). These findings support Afflerback et al.’s (2014) finding that in transition 

to motherhood, consumption helped women balance a sense of continuity between their 

own interests and the baby’s. 

Further, the current research aligns with previous studies on compensatory 

consumption, which refers to “the focus upon, deliberation about, acquisition and use 

of products in response to a deficit triggered by perceived needs and desires that cannot 

be fulfilled directly” (Koles, Wells and Tadajewski, 2018 p97). In a literature review of 

compensatory consumption, Koles points to different forms of compensatory 

consumption, including self-gifting, addictive consumption and conspicuous 

consumption. The present research adds to the literature on consumer identity transition 

by suggesting that new mothers may experience a change in self-esteem and/or status 

and in turn are more likely to engage in compensatory consumption. It would be 

interesting to explore if this change was dynamic – for example, the present research 

suggests this might be most associated with liminal phases of identity transition. With 

increased experience and confidence in the new role identity, consumption might 

become less compensatory and more adaptive, in line with Kim and Gal’s study (2014). 

 

6.6.2 Places and patterns of consumption 

 

Despite a shift in focus from themselves to their babies, evidence also emerged to 

suggest that the women in this sample also sought products that symbolised an element 

of their own individuality and facilitated differentiation. Combined, the mothers talked 

about approximately 40 baby-related products, falling within eight broad categories, but 

these products accounted for over 130 brands. In addition, most of the branded products 
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mentioned were owned by only one or two women in the sample. Only 21 of over 130 

branded products were owned by three or more women and only five were owned by 

seven or more women. Three points emerge regarding this finding. First, the baby 

product marketplace is highly fragmented and specialised, as expected in a mature 

market. Second, the women in this sample did not tend to own several products of the 

same brand, suggesting preferred brands are intensely positioned and not stretched over 

product lines. Third, the women in this sample seemed to prefer premium branded 

products that symbolise an element of individuality, or distinction from the norm. 

This latter point supports previous research that found that people from higher socio-

economic contexts prefer differentiation (Stephens, Markus and Townsend, 2007; 

Hirschman, Belk and Ruvio, 2014). It also resonates with Kreuzbauer et al.’s (2013) 

study which found for a product to signal status, it should be hard to imitate and that 

while a high price could make a product less accessible and thus more difficult to 

imitate, natural scarcity was a stronger factor (for example in the present research, 

premium children’s clothes produced ethically).  

However, as mentioned previously, this desire for distinction was measured. On the one 

hand, the women in this sample displayed desire for something different, but on the 

other hand, conformity was important. This is exemplifies Maton’s (2014) comment 

about Bourdieu’s theory: “even when we are being individual and ‘different’, we do so 

in socially regular ways” (p52). Building on this, in the present research conformity 

through consumption was found, in some circumstances, to be influenced by physical 

location. Several women in this sample talked about owning products or brands that 

‘everyone had’ or that were ‘seen everywhere’ in their neighbourhood or local area and 

this seemed to add to the appeal of certain items.  

And not only were branded baby products popular by area; so too in some cases were 

particular parenting styles, decoded by the women in this sample from conspicuous 

behaviour (e.g. extended breastfeeding) and consumption (e.g. extensive use of baby 

carriers). As can be seen in Chapter 4, the women in this sample lived in locations across 

the UK, but some similarities could be drawn between area types based on the 

perceptions of the participants, for instance, with baby carriers associated with upmarket 

urban areas of Edinburgh and London; outdoor lifestyle products associated with 

particular towns, pram use connected with certain suburban locations and this 
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consumption was interpreted to symbolise parenting style, for instance, as Currid-

Halkett (2017) maintains, the baby carrier was an efficient symbol of intensive 

parenting. This finding is in line with Bourdieu’s proposition that people who share the 

same social space will be more likely to interact with each other and develop similar 

dispositions (in this case, parenting style) and norms of behaviour (branded 

consumption) and these similarities will shape patterns of social contact (Crossley, 

2014) (producing and replicating ‘branded’ localities). It also chimes with Kraus and 

Stephen’s (2012) view that socio-economic status structures social contexts which in 

turn shape the values, expectations and norms to which individuals are exposed. Finally, 

it resonates with Hirschman et al.’s (2014) finding that competitiveness within 

neighbourhoods meant consumers sought both envy and approval of their neighbours, 

as well as an internal sense of self-esteem and in turn, consumption was not ‘randomly 

distinctive’ but ‘conformitively distinctive’. The present research adds to previous 

research by showing how, through the patterning of elements of lifestyle (parenting 

values) and associated conspicuous consumption (brands displaying these values), 

underlying structures are reproduced and physical places can become ‘branded’. This 

would be an area worth further exploration in consumer culture theory. 

 

6.6.3 Authenticity-led conspicuous consumption  

 

Considerable debate exists in the literature around what constitutes authenticity in terms 

of one’s identity or self-concept. However, the present research prioritises the 

humanistic view of self-concept, and because this view emphasises self-actualisation, 

the ‘true’ self could be assumed to be associated with self-fulfilment irrespective of 

social influence. This brings this view of the self into alignment with ideas about person 

identity in role identity theory, which concerns internalised meanings separate from 

social influence (Burke, 2004) and aligned with ideas of authenticity (Burke and Stets, 

2009). 

In the present research, conspicuous consumption seemed most obviously related to 

goals for achieving elements of lifestyle, including parenting style, which seemed more 

socially constructed and physically bound than driven by an innate sense of self or an 

authentic sense of self. However, participants did not completely identify with socially 
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constructed parenting styles; none ‘labelled’ themselves a particular style and all seemed 

to use consumption to navigate and enact elements of parenting philosophy that would 

fit an individual sense of self. Thus while typical expectations and behaviours existed 

between participant accounts, for example in terms of attitudes towards naturalism in 

parenting, they were idiosyncratic (see Chapter 4, Table 6).  Further, some instances did 

arise when women in this sample favoured branded products because they were 

considered a reflection of individual ‘personality’ or to be ‘more me’, showing tentative 

support for image-congruence hypothesis, evidenced in studies exploring other contexts 

(Hogg, Cox and Keeling, 2000; Kressmann et al., 2006; Hosany and Martin, 2012). In 

the present research, the form of consumption that most obviously resonated with 

possible feelings of authenticity was the idiosyncratic, often privately consumed items 

that tended to be considered keepsakes. This is in line with the thinking of Belk (1988), 

who was less supportive of the argument for the relationship between brand choice and 

self-image, and proposed instead the extended self concept, which focusses on 

individuals’ regard for possessions as part of themselves and the role possessions play 

in identity narratives (Belk, 1988; Ahuvia, 2005; Ferraro, Escalas and Bettman, 2011; 

Belk, 2013) rather than a correspondence between product characteristics and self-

characteristics that may not necessarily exist.  

Yet the women in this sample did want to signal elements of some form of authentic self 

too. This was revealed in desire to find their own way and break from norms. This tended 

to happen more with time, following the birth of the first child and as confidence in the 

new life role grew. It often involved associated consumption, for example, the decision 

not to breastfeed second time round and purchase a bottle prepping machine; the 

decision to discard an owned pram and buy an alternative; and the decision to use a 

bottle prepping machine or sleep bag against expert advice. Such instances often led to 

feelings of accomplishment and agency. Some of the associated items were conspicuous 

in nature, for instance, a branded pram discarded for an alternative considered more 

fitting on several identity-related dimensions. The following quote from Georgina 

illustrates breaking from normative influence: 

“So, I was like, woah, what am I doing? Who am I as a mother? What kind of 

parenting stuff do I want? Do I fit into a box, attachment parenting, is that my 

box, because I breastfeed and I co-sleep and blah blah blah? And so I tried all 

the other stuff associated with it. Now I wouldn’t identify myself as an attachment 
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parent, for instance, but there are certainly elements of what they talk about that 

I do, do. I don’t feel now so much this need to put myself in that box, you know, 

to self-identify with other people, in the same way that I did when was a first-

time mother.”    

In sum, among the women in this sample role identity seemed most obviously related to 

conspicuous consumption but examples did arise of perceptions of the self influencing 

consumption too, notably some branded products considered to fit self-image, feel 

somehow part of the self or enable one to break from normative restrictions. Where this 

consumption was conspicuous, it reveals a final possible motivation for conspicuous 

consumption, to symbolically convey elements of the authentic self.  

 

6.7 Detailed analysis: sustainable consumption  

 

Introduction  

This chapter has synthesised the findings that emerged from the empirical study into 

five dominant themes that relate to the two pillars of this research: perceptions of 

identity and how they may interact with consumption, in the context of new motherhood.  

Each of these themes were explored in relation to the extant literature. This chapter 

concludes by presenting one example of how ideas within these themes may be brought 

together to provide deep insight into a specific aspect of consumption in this transitional 

context: sustainable consumption.  

Becoming a mother is a profound life course transition for women in all cultures and 

societies. In consumer culture theory, debate exists around how identity transition might 

be experienced but the general assumption is that it can bring the self into focus and 

provide an opportunity for change, and that consumption can either facilitate or 

complicate the process (VOICEGroup, 2010a). Despite this potential opportunity for 

self reflection and change, few studies have explored if and how identity transition might 

relate to more sustainable forms of consumption, in the context of motherhood. This 

section draws on the findings of the present study to explore if and how the transition to 

becoming a mother influenced engagement with environmentally-friendly consumption. 
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It was found that for this group of women, becoming a mother can bring about more 

sustainable consumption. Some of this behaviour was an intentional part of their identity 

projects, as values of sustainability and organic living were entwined with ‘good 

mother’ ideology. But other behaviour, notably second-hand consumption, was driven 

by a desire to connect and embed within existing and new social groups and construct a 

relational sense of self. Further, second-hand products were valued for their pre-used 

status and making women feel part of a history and future of the institution of 

motherhood, enabling them to receive and pass on both material items and values of 

sustainability and motherhood. 

This contributes to literature on sustainable consumption by suggesting that identity 

transition in the context of motherhood can bring about opportunities for more 

sustainable forms of consumption, but as well as being an intentional identity project 

characterised by conflict and compromise, it can also be a positive outcome of 

constructing a relational sense of self. This research also contributes to the literature by 

suggesting that environmentally-friendly consumption might be driven by both a 

yearning for the past and concern for the future. 

 

Background  

Identity transition involves movement into a new role, for example, becoming a mother. 

In consumer culture theory, debate exists around how identity transition is experienced 

- whether it is a phased process including separation from a previous role and 

incorporation of a new role, with a liminal period in between (Schouten, 1991; Noble 

and Walker, 1997; Hogg, Maclaran and Curasi, 2003), or more of an evolving process 

over time, deemphasising conceptualisations of a moment of change (Hemetsberger, 

Bauer and von Wallpach, 2013; Afflerback et al., 2014; Burningham and Venn, 2020) 

or emphasising ongoing liminality (Thomsen and Sørensen, 2006; Appau, Ozanne and 

Klein, 2020; Kerrane, Lindridge and Dibb, 2021). But the general consensus is that 

identity transition can bring the self into focus and provide an opportunity for change, 

and that consumption can either facilitate or complicate the process (VOICEGroup, 

2010a).  
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Even though life course transitions might provide an opportunity for self-reflection and 

change, and also might influence consumer behaviour, few studies have explicitly 

explored potential relations between identity transition and more sustainable forms of 

consumption. In 2020, Burningham and Venn addressed this gap and found that 

becoming a mother, and retiring, both created opportunities for more sustainable 

consumption, for example, desire to use reusable nappies related to a particular 

construction of the ‘good mother’. 

Other studies have explored sustainable forms of consumption in the context of 

motherhood. These studies tend to emphasise an association between ideologies of the 

‘good mother’ and organic consumption, where organic products are pursued because 

they are considered best for the family’s health (Knibb and Taylor, 2017). They also 

highlight tension in attaining this ideal, with conflicting priorities (Carrigan and 

Szmigin, 2006; Heath et al., 2014; AbiGhannam and Atkinson, 2016; Burningham and 

Venn, 2020) and a gendered burden on mothers that emphasises individual 

responsibility for the child’s future wellbeing (Afflerback  et al., 2013; Cairns, Johnston 

and MacKendrick, 2013). This theme is supported by findings that environmentally-

friendly consumer behaviour is associated with constructs of intensive parenting (Cairns 

et al., 2020) femininity (Brough et al., 2016), and values of generativity (Urien and 

Kilbourne, 2011). 

What these studies tend to highlight is conflict experienced by women trying to attain 

sustainable aspirations in motherhood. Receiving less attention is the idea that the 

transition to becoming a mother might bring about unintended or unexpected forms of 

sustainable consumption. For example, Banister, Hogg and Dixon (2012) found teenage 

mothers sometimes favoured second-hand products because they were perceived to 

signal thrift and responsibility and distance them from negative stereotypes of teenage 

motherhood. McNeill and Venter (2019) found young women living away from home 

for the first time used second-hand fashion as a means of identifying with new social 

groups. The idea that forms of sustainable consumption might send signals and facilitate 

social identity and feelings of group belonging is furthered by Johnson, Tariq and Baker 

(2018), who found that pro-social behaviour can be associated with conspicuous 

consumption and a need for social status. 
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The transition to becoming a mother has been found to alter relations with family, 

friends and unknown others, including feelings of permanence, warmer responses but 

also sometimes a sense of isolation (Bailey, 1999). Increased psychological engagement 

with significant others during pregnancy has also been documented by (Smith, 1999a; 

Smith, 1999b). Research is presently lacking that explores if this element of identity 

transition might influence sustainable consumption. 

 

Methodology 

This detailed analysis is part of the wider PhD study that has the central aim: “to explore 

if and how perceptions of identity and identity transition interact with consumption, in 

the context of new motherhood”.   

This research took an interpretivist philosophical position and explored through the lens 

of consumer culture theory. A phenomenological research strategy was employed, 

involving a purposively sampled group of 26 women whose babies had been born in the 

previous 12 months. These women were living in the UK and were economically and 

socially privileged; 12 had one child, 14 had previous children. Using data from 

participant photo diaries and interviews, analysis was thematic and followed a 

hermeneutical approach. 

 

Findings 

This detailed analysis found that becoming a mother could bring about more sustainable 

forms of consumption relating to five themes:  

- Protecting the environment  

- Natural wellbeing 

- Romanticising the past  

- Expressions of care 

- Constructing the relational self   

Each of these themes are discussed next. 
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Protecting the environment  

Becoming a mother was found, for some, to raise the importance of values of 

sustainability. A few women explicitly said that since having children, they had become 

more concerned with protecting the environment for the future (Amy; Charlotte; Rachel) 

and values of sustainability (Amy, Kirsty, Caroline, Charlotte, Victoria). The below 

quotes from Rachel and Victoria convey their increased concern for the environment 

since having children: 

Rachel “I’m definitely more environmentally aware because there’s, you know, 

the future, and I want my baby to be able to live a happy life in the future.”   

Victoria “I don’t necessarily want him to grow up focused on the things that you 

can buy rather than the things that are more important. So, we haven’t actually 

bought him anything for his birthday.” 

Several types of baby products were favoured for environmentally sustainable 

benefits, including: wooden toys, reusable baby wipes (Cheeky Wipes), reusable 

baby wipes (brand not mentioned), sustainable wood cot (Stokke), reusable nappies 

(brand unknown), sustainable nappies and organic apparel.  

Not all desired environmentally-friendly consumption was easily or successfully 

incorporated into the women’s lives, with compromise and convenience dominant 

themes. 

  

Natural wellbeing  

Although becoming a mother in some cases increased women’s concern for the 

environment and protecting it for the future, more common was use of environmentally-

friendly products because they were seen as best for the baby’s health and future 

wellbeing. This was most evident in baby-care and food products, and evidence of an 

‘organic child’ ideal emerged which was possibly the result of sample bias.  

Every baby-care product that was mentioned by the women is this sample was natural 

and/or chemical free and every packaged food item was organic. The negative view of 
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chemicals or synthetic materials is captured in Anna’s frequent use of the word “toxic” 

and the following quote from Lisa talking about Cheeky Wipes (reusable baby wipes): 

Lisa “Yeah I think basically they’re an environmental thing, also I’m quite 

conscious about the chemicals in baby wipes. If I’ve got a stain on the wall or a 

stain on the rug, then I’ll get a baby wipe and it almost always takes it off. I just 

think that can’t be good for their little bottoms and face.” 

Again, it was not always possible for women to fulfil intentions. Georgina had intended 

for all her food to be organic and home-made but by her third child she sometimes just 

needed something “handy”; convenience was an important factor for most. Other 

hindrances to fulfilling this ideal were social influence (friends, family) and the 

marketplace (commercialisation of motherhood). 

 

Romanticising the past 

Several women in this sample reflected on what motherhood might have been like 

during a vague, imagined past that occurred separately to or before their own childhood. 

They implied that some mothering actions or items from this ‘past’ were superior to 

modern alternatives, a romanticised view of the past associated with natural parenting 

philosophy (natural materials, free play) and usually advocating more sustainable forms 

of consumption, such as the use of wooden toys and vintage toys. 

For a few women consumption of wooden toys tended to be relatively conspicuous. A 

benefit of wooden toys seemed to be how they looked (Marie, Charlotte, Katie). Indeed, 

wood emerged as a preferred material for the house, for example every owner of the 

Stokke Tripp Trapp (a wooden high chair) said it’s look/design was a key benefit. The 

quote from Julie shows the signalling ability of wooden toys among this sample of 

women, conveying ‘good mother’ ideas: 

Julie “Well I’ve got one friend, and you think oh, they must be better parents 

because they’re not giving them all the plastic things and they have all these 

expensive looking, wholesome toys.” 

Katie“I’d love for everything to be wooden and for it all to be beautiful but 

actually realistically that’s not what the kids want…So yeah, we’ve got a 
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mixture. But the toys that I allow normally out, the ones that other people can 

see when I’ve put away all the other kid’s toys are normally the wooden ones.” 

Another benefit of wooden and vintage products for several women was their perceived 

durability, conveyed in the below quote from Alice: 

Alice “I like wooden toys and we like the wooden trains. But I really prefer the 

Brio brand to other brands somehow, because I think they are more stable; they 

last longer; they just make for durability.” 

Words used imply products associated with the past might symbolise stability and 

permanence during a time of change.   

 

Expressions of care  

Several women emphasised enjoyment they got from shopping for baby products. Many 

said that they preferred premium branded baby products for their children because they 

represented ‘the best’; usually this was in terms of some sort of personal definition of 

superior quality. A few were even vaguer on why they perceived premium brands to be 

the best, suggesting that a premium brand is an important attribute in its own right and 

makes a product seem better than less-expensive alternatives: 

Hayley “When it comes to my children I sort of think that nothing is too good 

for them, they deserve the best and therefore, it is all branded things”. 

Interestingly, preference for premium brands was sometimes accompanied by an 

explicit awareness and appreciation of marketing and implications of commercialism in 

this context, suggesting these women felt to be active negotiators of the marketplace. 

Further, some women who emphasised preference for sustainable consumption also 

emphasised enjoyment for shopping and preference for premium brands. Among this 

latter group, premium brands were obtained second-hand or the woman preferred to buy 

fewer, better products. Indeed, one benefit of second-hand consumption was saving 

money, with most of these women indicating it was a less expensive way to attain 

premium brands. So it seemed some of the women in this sample balanced their desire 

to shop for their baby and own premium brands on the one hand, with their desire to 
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reduce consumption either for environmental and/or economic reasons on the other, by 

consuming second-hand products.  

 

Constructing the relational self   

Many of the women in this sample reported experiencing some form of uncertainty 

and/or insecurity on becoming a mother for the first time. Lacking experience of this 

new role, all of the women in this sample, to a greater or lesser extent, turned to social 

sources, mainly peers, for baby product advice and all seemed pleased to be able to pass 

on baby product advice to peers. Consumption was used to make assumptions about 

other people as mothers, as well as send signals. 

Furthermore, baby products and brands were found to influence relationships and foster 

connections, for example facilitating conversations in new friendships groups, although 

group identification and feelings of belonging could also be complicated by 

consumption and some used brands as a means of hiding insecurities in a group setting.  

Importantly, some mothers stressed positive relational experiences of second-hand 

consumption of baby products. For some, second-hand products helped them feel more 

connected to friends and the community. Second-hand consumption was seen to foster 

new friendships (Victoria), contribute to existing friendships (Marie, Kirsty, Rachel, 

Katie), add value to products because they have been experienced by others (and been 

loved, or special, in the past) (Kirsty, Charlotte, Rachel, Holly) and help women better 

connect with their local community (Charlotte, Victoria).  

Kirsty “There’s something nice about your baby playing in your best friend’s 

baby’s stuff. There’s something just lovely about it.” 

Victoria “So I suppose, in some ways, going out and getting things from other 

people. With the Sleepyhead I wrote her a note asking if she would like it back, 

because it is really expensive, and she got back saying that a friend down the 

road was having a baby in the next few months, why don’t you pass it on to her?  

I wrote to her. And it was like joining a part of a network of parents locally… It 

was like a nice way of getting to know the people.  I think in a way, even though 

it wasn’t a deliberate decision to do what we have done to  have presents and 
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second-hand stuff, I now do it a lot more consciously because it has given us 

contacts, both in taking stuff and in handing stuff on.” 

Holly “If friends have kids I’ll keep these toys [wooden, second-hand], it’s nice 

to think they’ve been reused by friends or different generations.” 

Thus, second-hand products were not just seen as a means of attaining premium brands 

cheaply, their pre-used status was actually of value. Second-hand products facilitated 

the construction of a social identity – offering connections to past motherhood, helping 

new mothers forge a positive sense of self and social self in the present moment, and 

providing an opportunity to imprint the future (a legacy, in the form of passing items on 

or protecting the environment). 

 

Discussion 

This research found that the life course transition to becoming a mother can lead to more 

sustainable forms of consumption. For some, the transition raised the importance of 

values of sustainability, as women became more concerned about the future 

environment for their children and instilling appropriate values. It was also found that 

some women associated organic and natural products with their child’s health, 

wellbeing and development and in line with Afflerback  et al. (2013), Cairns, Johnston 

and MacKendrick (2013) and Cairns et al. (2020) an ‘organic child’ ideal was associated 

with constructions of ‘good motherhood’. Important to note, most of this sustainable 

consumption was driven by a desire to protect the future wellbeing of the child rather 

than the environment, a finding in line with Knibb and Taylor (2017) and conflict and 

compromise was apparent, in line with Burningham and Venn (2020).  

It was found that for this sample of women, the transition to motherhood necessitated 

the construction of a new role identity and place within social structure and consumption 

had symbolic and signalling properties. Premium brands were seen as ‘better’ or ‘the 

best’ and therefore a means of expressing care for the child and, corresponding with 

Waight’s (2014) study, second-hand consumption was a way for some women to align 

having desired material possessions with their budget or, because this was an 

economically privileged sample, their values of sustainability. 
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Further, second-hand products were seen as a means of connecting and embedding 

within existing and new social groups, a finding that supports McNeill and Venter’s 

(2019) finding in the context of young women leaving home for the first time. And 

second-hand products were often favoured for their pre-used status; women bestowed 

special status to products that had been experienced by other mothers and would be 

again, suggesting that consumption of second-hand products in the context of 

motherhood could help facilitate the construction of a relational sense of self (Bailey, 

1999; Smith, 1999a; Smith, 1999b). 

Recent research has suggested that consumers’ temporal orientation (both future and 

past orientation) is related to their attitudes and behaviour towards the environment. 

Polonsky et al.’s (2014) survey in the context of TV consumption contradicted previous 

research and found that a future orientation was positively related to environmental 

orientation, but so too was a past orientation and the authors theorised: “past-oriented 

consumers who remember ‘how things were’, and thus may believe that environmental 

conditions were better in the past, are supportive of environmental issues, and so are 

more environmentally orientated” (p617). The present research supported this finding 

and furthered it with qualitative evidence that showed that motherhood in the past was 

associated with ‘good mother’ ideology and sustainable consumption. 

Urien and Kilbourne (2011) explored the influence of a future orientation on 

environmentally-friendly behaviour, using the construct of generativity which they 

define as “the beliefs within the individual that the future is important and that there is 

an obligation on the part of the current generation to leave to future generations 

important aspects of culture and the environment that will be instrumental in their lives” 

(p82). Their survey found that generativity was positively related to environmentally-

friendly behaviour intentions and that even individuals that scored highly on the self-

enhancement scale, if they also scored highly on generativity, displayed a positive 

relation. The present research supports this finding too with qualitative evidence to 

suggest that the transition to becoming a mother could strengthen concern for the future 

environment and wellbeing of the child concurrently. Furthermore, some second-hand 

consumption facilitated feelings of being part of a motherhood legacy, involving the 

passing on of material items from mother to mother. 
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Conclusion 

This research has shown that the transition to motherhood can increase opportunities 

for sustainable consumption. While sometimes this consumption appeared altruistic, 

it tended to be driven by desire for what was considered best for the child and conflict 

and tensions occurred in the attainment of  ‘good mother’ ideology and associated 

sustainable consumption in this context.  

But for many, environmentally-friendly consumption was a less intentional 

consequence of becoming a mother. This was most evident in second-hand 

consumption which was seen as a way of constructing a positive sense of self and 

social identity in this new mother role, helping women connect and embed in existing 

and new social groups and making them feel part of a history and future of the 

institution of motherhood, enabling them to receive and pass on both material items 

and values of sustainability and motherhood. This research therefore contributes to 

literature on sustainable consumption by suggesting that identity transition in the 

context of motherhood can bring about opportunities for more sustainable forms of 

consumption, but rather than this being an intentional identity project characterised 

by conflict and compromise, it can also be a positive outcome of constructing a 

relational sense of self. This research also contributes to the literature by suggesting 

that environmentally-friendly consumption might be driven by both a concern for the 

future and yearning for the past and more research into temporal orientation in this 

context would be welcome. 

 

6.8 Conclusion 

 

This chapter has synthesised the findings that emerged from the empirical study into 

five dominant themes that relate to the two pillars of this research: perceptions of 

identity and how these perceptions may interact with consumption, in the context of new 

motherhood.  

Among the women in this sample, the transition to motherhood was a balance between 

managing a personal identity narrative and negotiating the socially constructed mother 
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role. Thus, while this journey was a personal one, social influence was particularly 

intense, as women had to construct a desired mother role identity and place within a new 

social structure. Becoming a mother could create instability for both self-esteem and 

socially constructed domains of status. In turn, women sought consumption symbols to 

demonstrate confidence, competence and commitment to their desired new mother role 

through conspicuous consumption of premium branded products that signalled valued 

domains of lifestyle and parenting style. 

The idea that identity transition in this context is experienced as an ongoing and evolving 

identity narrative was further supported by women's perceptions of product experiences. 

Products were found to symbolise and mark progress in the identity transition journey 

by bringing about ‘memorable moments’. Product experiences were also found to be 

important in helping women connect with significant others, fostering feelings of 

relatedness. The audience for conspicuous consumption was thus found to be narrow 

groups of peers (reference groups) with the requisite cultural capital to understand 

signals of valued domains of lifestyle and parenting style. 

The evolving nature of identity transition was further highlighted by women's tendency 

to reflect on the past. Nostalgic consumption was an important theme, entwined with 

women's concern for capturing the present moment to enable future reflection, as well 

as valuing socially constructed ideals of mothering in the past. The former tended to 

involve private consumption but the latter influenced conspicuous forms of 

consumption. 

As well as looking back, women in this sample also demonstrated generativity, or 

concern for the future wellbeing of their child and subsequent generations. Again, this 

was reflected in personal identity narrative, for instance, by trying to convey desired 

values to the child through consumption. But social influence was also evident, for 

example buying premium brands could make women feel as though they were providing 

the best care. 

Finally, a needs gap seemed to emerge for women in the transition to new motherhood, 

as they experienced a shift in focus away from themselves to their baby. In response, 

consumption often seemed compensatory in nature. Compensatory consumption 

happened in the form of intensive consumption as well as more specifically, self-gifting 

(legitimising consumption) and conspicuous consumption (displaying confidence, 
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fitting in). A fine balance existed between women wanting to demonstrate aspects of 

their individual self, and conform to group norms and because the latter influence was 

strong, conspicuous consumption was found to be patterned by location.   

The chapter concluded with an in depth analysis of one aspect of consumption emerging 

from this research: sustainable consumption, and in a further synthesis of findings, 

showed how becoming a mother relates to intentional and unintentional sustainable 

consumption. The following chapter will summarise the key findings presented in 

Chapter 5 and draw conclusions from this chapter by highlighting key contributions for 

theory and practise. 
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7. Conclusion 

 

7.1 Summary of thesis 

 

This chapter summarises the findings of this research, as they relate to the research aim 

and objectives. Key contributions are presented. Limitations of the research are 

discussed and areas for further research are proposed.  

This thesis had the central aim: “to explore if and how perceptions of identity and 

identity transition interact with consumption, in the context of new motherhood”. In 

response, the study has contributed several new issues and this section presents these in 

relation to the objectives. 

First, through two literature review chapters (Chapters 2 and 3), this thesis explored 

issues of identity, identity transition, status and implications for consumption. It was 

considered essential to explore phenomenon of interest by taking into account lived-

experience and structuring influences, and this involved synthesising literature from 

different disciplinary backgrounds (social psychology and sociology, as well as 

consumer culture theory). A large and mature body of literature exists on consumer 

identity but on review, gaps emerged, especially relating to how identity transition is 

experienced and the potential part conspicuous consumption might play in this 

experience, in the context of motherhood. 

The experience of identity change and how it might relate to consumption, following 

the arrival of a new baby, was the focus of Objective 1 (see section 1.3.2 Objectives). 

The empirical research completed in this study found that among this sample of new 

mothers, identity transition seemed to be experienced as an evolving process that 

involved looking back to the past and anticipating the future. Consumption was largely 

goal-orientated, could bring about defining moments in the evolving identity story and 

was often intertwined with feelings of nostalgia and/or concern for the future.   

The focus of Objective 2 was to explore if a mother identity exists and whether or not it 

relates to consumption. Parenting philosophy, including attitudes towards mothering in 

the past and natural consumption, was enacted through product and brand choice. 
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Elements of parenting philosophy in some respects were internalised as ‘good mother’ 

ideology. The mother role tended to be viewed as a distinct and sometimes subsuming 

component of identity. Thus, a mother identity was found to exist. However, with time 

and experience, women displayed more confidence to make their own choices, freer 

from expert and peer influence and this suggests that with time, the socially constructed 

mother role becomes an increasingly internalised and integrated part of the self-concept.       

Objective 3 sought to explore if and how perceptions of status relate to consumption, 

following the arrival of a new baby. For the women in this sample, although identity 

change seemed to be an evolving process, it also seemed to involve a liminal period 

marked by insecurity, uncertainty and anxiety brought about by the demands of the new 

role and place in social structure (for example, needing to establish the self in new social 

groups). This suggests that becoming a mother may bring about an instability of status 

in terms of self-esteem and status as it emerges from group interaction. Women in this 

sample experienced a marked shift of focus from their own needs to their baby’s; they 

were no longer the priority, and some dramatically lost interest in shopping for the self. 

In turn, consumption seemed to intensify, not due to needing baby products, but because 

it was compensatory in nature, with women gaining substantial personal gratification 

from shopping for their baby and even legitimising personal consumption by shopping 

for the baby. Furthermore, learning to negotiate the marketplace seemed to symbolise 

mastering motherhood and enabled women to signal confidence, competence and 

commitment in a desired mother role, affirming links between compensatory and 

conspicuous consumption. 

Objective 4 sought to explore potential interactions between identifying with subgroups, 

and consumption, in the context of new motherhood. For this sample of women, 

consumption was clearly implicated in strengthening existing relationships and 

establishing new relationships in the context of new motherhood. This occurred from 

consumption experiences bringing people together and into the identity transition 

experience (e.g. co-shopping, product swapping, product discussions) and identifying 

with other owners of similar products and brands. Some women felt excluded from peer 

groups for not having the right or same products or brands. Both product type and brand 

were important signals for group identification, but even privately consumed products 

and brands were implicated in group identification as peer-group product discussions 

were common.  
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This thesis has explored these objectives through the lens of consumer culture theory 

(Arnould and Thompson, 2005; 2007) to understand the lived-experience of 

consumption, in the context of new motherhood. It explored the four domains of 

consumer culture theory to facilitate a holistic understanding of consumer identity 

projects, the focus of this research. The framework was found to be a useful navigation 

tool for a large and mature body of literature and facilitated the identification of gaps in 

the literature, which are returned to below in the contributions section. 

Having a baby is a profound life course event and part of one’s identity story. Women 

in this research believed that despite any attempt, one could never be truly prepared for 

the experience of becoming a mother. This transition requires establishing both a new 

role identity and a position within a new social structure. This research found that for 

women in this sample, when instability of identity was experienced, social relationships 

became more important and conspicuous consumption intensified. Learning to navigate 

the marketplace was a symbol of attaining the desired mother role. Using consumption 

to display confidence, competence and commitment in their mother role, women 

engaged, connected and identified with peers but with time and experience, social 

influence tended to subside, enabling women to make freer choices in consumption 

 

7.2 Key contributions 

 

This study makes several key contributions. For the women in this sample: 

Parenting style is a base for identity and status construction and influences consumption.  

Managing identity transition in the context of new motherhood involved self-reflection, 

not only regarding one’s desired lifestyle but also parenting style. Women in this sample 

were found to enact elements of their parenting style through both product and brand 

choice and this contributed to processes of group identification and exclusion, 

particularly in terms of the use of baby carriers. This finding contributes to consumer 

literature on identity because at present, research is lacking that explicitly addresses the 

interactions of parenting style (for instance, attachment parenting) for identity and 

consumption. Cairns, Johnston and MacKendrick (2013) address this to some extent 

with their exploration of the use of organic baby food and Faircloth (2009) with her 
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exploration of extended breastfeeding. This finding also contributes to literature on 

conspicuous consumption because it shows how signals of parenting style may be 

associated with social status, building on recent studies which associates toy 

consumption (Le‐Phuong Nguyen, Harman and Cappellini, 2017) organic food 

consumption (Fifita et al., 2020) and other consumption signals of intensive parenting 

(Currid-Halkett, 2017) with social status. In particular, the present research highlights 

the sling as a contentious object.  This is an important contribution given the 

proliferation and influence of parenting advice (O’Malley, Patterson and Bheacháin, 

2006) and its clear impact on consumption. Not only do implications exist for 

segmenting the mother market, branding and positioning; opportunities may also arise 

to identify and/or foster the emergence of new parenting ideology, especially as the 

Covid-19 pandemic disrupts existing social structures and practises. 

Identity transition is experienced as an evolving process with critical experiences or 

‘defining moments’ that can be brought about by material products. The fluid and 

ongoing nature of identity transition and associated consumption was recently 

emphasised by Burningham and Venn (2020). The present research supports their 

findings and furthers them by suggesting that discrete events, experiences or moments 

can foster feelings of progression and material products can bring about these defining 

moments, which in turn imbue the products with special status. For consumer research 

concerned with identity, this is an important contribution, emphasising the importance 

attached to experiential aspects of material products, which are often social in nature, 

and bringing the emerging concept of experiential products (Guevarra and Howell, 

2015) into the field of identity transition. Practically, it has implications for both brand 

positioning and communications appeals. 

Becoming a mother can enhance feelings of nostalgia and encourage nostalgic 

consumption. This finding contributes to consumer literature on identity because at 

present, a lack of research exists exploring the role of nostalgia in identity transition and 

implications for consumption, despite nostalgia being identified as an important global 

consumer trend (IpsosMORI, 2020). Building on the work of Sarial-Abi et al. (2017), 

this research furthers understanding of the concept of nostalgia too, for the women in 

this sample tended to plan for nostalgia, favouring products that were associated with a 

moment in time and offered permanence during a period of change. This has important 

implications for marketers, for instance in the promotion of products’ durability but also 
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their positioning as keepsakes, mimicking the achievements of the Stokke Tripp Trapp 

high chair brand uncovered by this research.  

Becoming a mother can bring about more sustainable forms of consumption, not just 

because women seek to fulfil idealised standards, but because they want to connect, 

embed and feel part of the institution of motherhood and foster the development of a 

relational self. For the women in this sample, transitioning into motherhood involved 

reflection on the future and concern for the future wellbeing of their child and in turn, 

many women reported becoming more environmentally aware in attitudes and 

behaviour. A more prominent  motivation for sustainable consumption was to protect 

the baby’s ‘pureness’, as opposed to protect the environment. This contributes to what 

is known about identity and sustainable consumption by suggesting that identity 

transition can trigger a change in attitude and behaviour towards sustainable 

consumption (building on Burningham and Venn’s (2020) finding), and by implicating 

the concept of generativity in identity transition and sustainable consumption 

(McAdams and de St Aubin, 1992; Urien and Kilbourne, 2011). However, the present 

research also breaks from common discourse that emphasises conflict in trying to attain 

‘good mother’ ideals with sustainable forms of consumption  by instead drawing 

attention to the relational aspects of sustainable consumption, particularly second-hand 

consumption, which is underexplored.      

Liminality in identity and status transition can intensify conspicuous consumption 

because consumption becomes more compensatory in nature and social influence is 

particularly intense during these periods. Among the women in this sample, the 

transition to motherhood seemed to involve a liminal period characterised by instability 

of both identity and status and during this time, consumption seemed particularly intense 

and more compensatory in nature. This addresses a gap in the literature by suggesting 

that identity transition is entwined with status transition and may be associated with 

compensatory consumption  - which in turn, is associated with conspicuous 

consumption (Koles, Wells and Tadajewski, 2018). During identity change and perhaps 

especially during liminal periods, the importance of social relationships in identity 

construction seemed to increase, in line with previous research (Bailey, 1999; Smith, 

1999a; Smith, 1999b). The women in this sample relied on product type and brands to 

signal confidence, competence and commitment in their chosen lifestyle and/or parent 

style, as well as identify with significant others. These findings answer important 
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questions posed by Eckhardt, Belk and Wilson (2015). For this sample of women, low 

brand prominence, or subtle signals, were relatively unimportant. These women liked 

brands and many products had prominent logos or branding, with the main exception 

being low-experiential products (notably, clothes). Luxury items were not preferred; 

niche lifestyle products signalling important values were. In addition, the audience for 

conspicuous consumption tended to be a narrow group of peers with similar lifestyle or 

parenting style values and were often location based, leading in some cases to patterning 

of conspicuous consumption by location and the creation of ‘lifestyle’ or ‘parent style’ 

branded places. This adds a new dimension to Eckhardt et al.’s (2015) theory of 

conspicuous consumption; that it may be mediated by physical location.  

 

7.3 Limitations 

 

Limitations were considered in Chapter 4 but this section summarises important points. 

The present research was cross-sectional and represents only the perspectives and 

experiences of the women in the sample and at only one point in time. A similar sample 

elsewhere or the same sample at a different time may have generated different results. 

However, this thesis did not seek to produce generalisable results, and so this approach 

was effective as it afforded in-depth exploration of the lived-experience of women in 

this group, revealing their stories, that other methods might not have achieved. 

Further, the purposeful sampling of this research generated testimonies from a group of 

self-selecting, economically and socially privileged new mothers. This introduced self-

selection bias as their lived-experience is likely to be very different from other segments 

of society. But the results from this study do generate new insights and provide new 

evidence and it would be interesting to explore in future research if the findings resonate 

with other groups (for example, more or less affluent women and others impacted by 

new babies, such as fathers and grandparents).  

A further limitation was the position of the researcher, who was reflexively involved in 

the experiences explored and therefore interpretations were subjective. Measures were 

taken (discussed in section 4.5.5) to facilitate objective consideration of data and 

mitigate this interpretation bias. The insider status of the researcher was also considered 



 

 202   

 

a strength of the research, for instance enabling more natural interaction in the interview 

process, an essential component of the phenomenological interview.  

    

7.4 Recommendations for further research 

 

Several outcomes of this research are worth further study. Among these is the observed 

importance of parenting style for identity construction and conspicuous consumption. 

Further research could explore whether or not attitudes towards idealised standards of 

motherhood vary by culture, age, affluence, gender, family status or working status, and 

what this might mean for consumption in general. Further research could also be 

conducted among mothers who have experienced in-group exclusion or reject particular 

motherhood ideology and associated in-group expectations.   

The observed importance of nostalgia for new mothers and the impact of this on 

consumption choices also warrants further research, as exploring potential links between 

nostalgia and identity transition would be insightful. For instance, research could 

explore if and why nostalgic consumption might increase in importance during life 

course transitions, including others’ experiences of parenthood and other contexts, such 

as when children leave home. Do people plan for nostalgia during other life course 

events, or at other times, and what does this mean for consumption?  

Further exploration of the finding in this research that becoming a mother can prompt 

more sustainable forms of consumption would be insightful. For example, more insight 

could be gained on the underlying motivations for mothers to engage in second-hand 

consumption, or people in other transitionary phases. More could be learned about 

attitudes towards the commodification and commercialisation of motherhood and the 

views of parents who engage in minimalist consumption. 

This research found that during identity transition, social influence on consumption may 

increase in importance. Since the world has changed in the time it has taken to complete 

this PhD study, especially in light of the Covid 19 pandemic, it would be interesting to 

explore if, as a result of reduced face-to-face interactions, consumption preferences and 

attitudes towards branding have changed. 
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7.5 Concluding comments 

 

This thesis began with the researcher self-reflectively articulating why she chose to 

study this topic for a PhD (see section 1.1). The idea was considered topical in academic 

literature and business and popular press, but the researcher was also emotionally 

invested, having previously conducted similar research and experienced the 

phenomenon and context of interest. The researcher’s insider status is further elaborated 

and critiqued in section 4.5.5. The insider status of the researcher has resulted in a study 

in which boundaries between the researcher, the participants and the audience are both 

distinct and entwined, resulting in findings which are both rich and subjective. The 

findings inspire the researcher to pursue further research as part of her own consumer 

identity project.   
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Appendices  

 

Appendix 1 Quotes: Perceptions of mother identity  

 

Perceptions of mother identity 

Participant Quote  

Joanne “I think because everything’s changed so we’ve moved and we’ve 

had a baby all at the same time, so we kind of moved to this new 

place where we were going to have a baby and stuff, but that’s 

maybe almost kind of changed me as a person. It just feels like a 

new life.” 

Joanne “I guess because it’s quite a distinctive, different part of you I 

guess….but I do find at work that I’m thinking about ‘oh, I 

wonder how she is.’” 

Laura “I suppose it was a bit strange, because you know, you come back 

in [to work] as a mum.” 

Marie “You are just a complete non-entity, you are just like the feeder, 

the provider, all you become is the mother. It is very difficult to 

sort of then marry in the old identities or any new one, like a work 

one.” 

Julie “I went into town shopping by myself. I don’t know how old she 

was, six months or something, and you’re always going out with 

the baby, and you’re never by yourself. I went out, and I went to 

the bus stop and I thought, I wanted to tell everyone ‘but I’ve got 

a baby. I’ve got a baby at home. Because you just felt like 

incomplete, and you wanted to say: ‘I’ve got a baby!’.” 

Charlotte “I don’t know if you’d describe yourself as a mum first, but I think 

yeah, your identity does change because your priorities have 

changed.” 

Catherine “I just, I thought that we would have the kind of baby where you 

could just put them down and you could get on with things. Not 
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that he wouldn’t change my life, but that I would remain more 

how I was before.” 

Caroline “Like I’m his mum now rather than, and I will be I guess until I 

go back to work, and you go and meet people in classes and stuff 

and they’re like, oh, what’s your little one’s name? And you’re 

like, well actually, my name’s, seriously it’s okay. No it’s 

completely changed. Your all consuming focus is on your little 

one.” 

Victoria “I had a massive thing that people could replace me for a few 

days  in work, but you can’t be replaced in your role as a mum in 

the first few years, so I think that is a massive change in identity.” 

Alice “It is all consuming somehow to be a mum. I mean maybe it would 

be different if I was working, but like this, it feels like I am a full-

time mum, mum, mum, mum.  So, I didn’t feel like this before. I 

don’t know. It is difficult to - yeah.”    
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Appendix 2 Quotes: Reduced interest in personal consumption 

 

Reduced interest in personal consumption 

Participant Quote  

Laura “I don’t know, I suppose I am not really in the mood for shopping. Just, 

I kind of feel, yes, I am fitting in things but not. Sorry, maybe you’ve hit 

a nerve. Oh dear, it’s just, frumpy. And I know it’s silly, because I 

haven’t set myself any like, ridiculous targets of getting, you know, super 

fit quickly or losing weight super quickly. Just not feeling it.” 

Kerry “I think one of the things that I’ve really enjoyed about having a baby is 

being able to dress them every day and getting nice cute clothes. 

Because he’s better dressed than me right now. I did used to have an 

interest in how I looked, except it’s come out kind of through him.” 

Charlotte “I love shopping for baby things, more than me in a way, I don’t know. 

Not that I quite like to shop for me, but they have so many lovely things. 

I think there is so much choice though and you can easily get carried 

away with it.” 

Anna “I probably spend more time, money on the children now than on myself 

I suppose.” 

Hayley “I do quite enjoy going to the shops. It is my, sort of, guilty pleasure and 

now that I don’t really buy so much for myself, most of what I spend, you 

know, as discretionary household income tends to be on the boys.” 

Alison “I love baby clothes. Now when I go on online shopping I don’t look at 

online shopping for me, I look at online shopping for her.” 
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Appendix 3 Quotes: Premium brands representing ‘the best’ 

 

Premium brands representing ‘the best’ 

Participant Quote  

Kirsty “That’s certainly how I’ve felt, is that I need to keep up and make sure 

that I’ve got equal or better things so that I’m the same, and it’s quite a 

strange feeling, but there’s a lot of that around.” 

Natalie “It’s terrible to say but I’m quite brand aware, if that makes sense? And 

I don’t think I would buy something that I perceive, now this is terrible 

to say, but I wouldn’t buy something if I perceived the brand to be cheap. 

It’s just the way I perceive a brand. Do you know? So if I perceive a 

brand to be cheap or a bit kind of naff I wouldn’t do it if even the price 

was right and the product was right, I probably wouldn’t buy it because 

it would niggle away at me that I could of spent that money getting 

something better.” 

Caroline “I don’t know, I just knew there’s the brand iCandy. A bit snobbish in a 

way, I thought it was quite a nice brand and I wanted to go for sort of 

like, nothing too cheap, because I just thought I’d be using this for years, 

so it’s kind of why I ended up with the iCandy.” 

Hayley “When it comes to my children I sort of think that nothing is too 

good for them, you know, they deserve the best and therefore, it is 

all branded things.” 

 

  



 

 236   

 

Appendix 4 Table: Categorisation of items discussed 

 

Category Products 

Accessories 

 

Changing bag; pram shade; pram storage; portable steriliser. 

Care 

 

Baby wipes; nappies; nappy bin; nappy cream. 

Clothing 

 

Clothing brand; muslins; outdoor wear. 

Décor 

 

Blind/curtains; changing table; high chair; nursery furniture; wall 

decorations/hooks/stickers. 

Entertainment 

 

Books; bouncer/rocker; playmat; sitting aid; soft toys; toys. 

Feeding 

 

Baby food; bottles; breast pump; colic remedy; instant bottle 

machine; steamer. 

Sleep 

 

Bed nest; cot; crib; monitor; night light/white noise/sleep aid. 

Travel Bike trailer; bike seat; buggy/pram; car; car seat; carrier/sling. 
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Appendix 5 Table: Complete list of brands discussed  

 

Category Product Brand Respondents mentioning 
ownership (see Table 6 for 
pseudonyms)  

Accessories Pram storage Baby Jogger/City Jogge parent console R5 

Accessories Pram shade SnoozeShade R19 

Accessories Portable sterilizer Milton (portable) R19 

Accessories Changing bag Bababing R20 

Accessories Changing bag Babymule R16 

Accessories Changing bag Land R8, R18 

Accessories Changing bag Pacadpod R3 

Care Nappy cream/other 
cream 

Burts Bees R7, R26 

Care Nappy cream Weleda  R6, R24 

Care Nappy bin Angel Care  R6 

Care Nappy bin Tommee Tippee  R17, R19 

Care Nappies Pampers R24, R26 

Care Nappies Brand not mentioned (reusable) R4, R24 

Care Baby wipes Cheeky Wipes R1, R5, R10, R17, R22 

Care Baby wipes Brand not mentioned (sustainable, 
reusable) 

R12, R24 

Care Baby wipes Water wipes R6, R26 

Clothing Outdoor wear 66 Degrees North R10 

Clothing Outdoor wear Bumblebee  R10 

Clothing Outdoor wear Detrixins R10 

Clothing Outdoor wear Deuter R13 

Clothing Outdoor wear Polarn O. Pyret R7, R13 

Clothing Muslins Amais Amais R17 

Clothing Muslins Bloomingville R18 

Clothing Clothing brand Babi Pur R12 

Clothing Clothing brand Baby Lite R18 

Clothing Clothing brand Blade & Rose R10 

Clothing Clothing brand Frugi R16 

Clothing Clothing brand George R26 

Clothing Clothing brand Joules R7, R16 

Clothing Clothing brand Little Bird R6, R12 

Clothing Clothing brand Next R7, R11, R15, R26 

Clothing Clothing brand Niche brands various R13 

Clothing Clothing brand Skechers R7 

Clothing Clothing brand Sock-ons R20 

Clothing Clothing brand Yoyo R24 
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Décor Wall 
decorations/hooks/sticke
rs 

Misc hooks R14, R20 

Décor Toy box Misc R3, R15 

Décor Nursery furniture John Lewis R26 

Décor Nursery furniture Mammas and Pappas R20 

Décor Nursery furniture Obaby R5 

Décor High chair IKEA R2, R3, R21, R24 

Décor High chair Mammas and Pappas R15 

Décor High chair Stokke Tripp Trapp R1, R10, R18, R19, R21, R23, 
R24 

Décor Changing table John Lewis R21, R26 

Décor Changing table Misc R3, R24 

Décor Blind/curtains John Lewis R18 

Décor Blind/curtains Misc local shop brand R9 

Entertainment Toys BIG Bobby Car R13 

Entertainment Toys Brio R24, R25 

Entertainment Toys Duplo R16, R24 

Entertainment Toys Efie R13 

Entertainment Toys Grimm's  R16, R17 

Entertainment Toys Lamaze  R3, R14 

Entertainment Toys Leapfrog R16 

Entertainment Toys Old cars, animals (husband’s, 
unbranded) 

R24 

Entertainment Toys Sophie Giraffe R3, R14 

Entertainment Toys Squish rattle R1, R19 

Entertainment Toys Talls (retro wooden bike) R12 

Entertainment Toys Vtech walker R15 

Entertainment Soft toys Jelly Cat R7, R18 

Entertainment Sitting aid Mamas and Papas bumbo R11, R14, R19 

Entertainment Playmat Fisher-Price R3, R11 

Entertainment Playmat Mamas and Papas R9 

Entertainment Playmat Munchkin and Bear  R15 

Entertainment Bouncer/rocker Babybjorn R2, R23, R26 

Entertainment Bouncer/rocker Fisher-Price Jumperoo R3, R6, R14 

Entertainment Bouncer/rocker Ingenuity R3 

Entertainment Bouncer/rocker Joie R14 

Entertainment Books black and white books R19` 

Entertainment Books board books R18 

Feeding Steamer Phillips Avent blender  R13 

Feeding Instant bottle machine Tommee Tippee Perfect prep R3, R11, R14, R15, R19, R20, 
R21, R26 

Feeding Colic remedy Colief R6 

Feeding Breast pump Hakka  R5 

Feeding Bottles Doctor Brown’s  R11, R14 
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Feeding Baby food Aldi (Mamia) R13 

Feeding Baby food Ella’s Kitchen R3, R13, R15, R16, R18 

Feeding Baby food Kiddilicious R16 

Feeding Baby food Organix R7 

Other Retailer John Lewis R2, R3, R5, R6, R7, R9, R10, 
R14, R20, R21, R26 

Sleep Swaddle Love to Dream R14, R19 

Sleep Sleep bags Grobags R17 

Sleep Night light/white 
noise/sleep aid 

Ewan the Dream Sheep R3, R14 

Sleep Night light/white 
noise/sleep aid 

MyHummy R3 

Sleep Night light/white 
noise/sleep aid 

Ollie the Owl R6, R14 

Sleep Monitor Angel Care  R6, R11 

Sleep Monitor BT  R17 

Sleep Monitor Motorola R20 

Sleep Crib Chicco Next2Me Crib R2, R14, R16, R19, R21, R22, 
R25 

Sleep Crib John Lewis R7 

Sleep Crib SnuzPod R9, R10, R13, R15, R23, R26 

Sleep Cot Hauck (travel cot) R2 

Sleep Cot Stokke R13, R18 

Sleep Bed nest Purflo R2 

Sleep Bed nest Sleepyhead R14, R19, R23, R25 

Travel Carrier/sling Babybjorn R7, R11, R13, R14, R15, R19, 
R20, R21, R26 

Travel Carrier/sling Beco Soleil R10 

Travel Carrier/sling Caboo R5, R15, R17 

Travel Carrier/sling Connecta R5 

Travel Carrier/sling Ergobaby (360) R1, R2, R3, R4, R17, R18, R21, 
R23, R25 

Travel Carrier/sling Girasol R4 

Travel Carrier/sling Kari Me R4 

Travel Carrier/sling Koo-di Carry Me R7, R20 

Travel Carrier/sling Mai Tai R4 

Travel Carrier/sling Manduca R24 

Travel Carrier/sling Mothercare R6 

Travel Carrier/sling Stokke   R1 

Travel Carrier/sling Tula R16 

Travel Carrier/sling Unbranded material sling R1, R6, R7, R9, R10, R12, R23, 
R24, R25 

Travel Car seat 360 (brand unknown) R15, R22 

Travel Car seat Cybex R13 

Travel Car seat MaxiCosi (pebble) R3, R6, R9, R13, R15, R20` 

Travel Car Nissan Qashqai R9, R20 
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Travel Buggy/pram Baby Jogger/City Jogger R1, R5, R7, R12 

Travel Buggy/pram Bugaboo (Fox) R19, R24 

Travel Buggy/pram Cosatto R16 

Travel Buggy/pram Graco R11 

Travel Buggy/pram Haatan R13 

Travel Buggy/pram iCandy R7, R15, R20, R26 

Travel Buggy/pram Jool Z R3, R18, R21 

Travel Buggy/pram Maclaren R23 

Travel Buggy/pram Mamas and Papas R9, R17, R25 

Travel Buggy/pram Maxi Cosi R18 

Travel Buggy/pram Mothecare R16 

Travel Buggy/pram Mountain Buggy R14, R22 

Travel Buggy/pram Out n About R21 

Travel Buggy/pram Oyster Zero R6 

Travel Buggy/pram Quinny Buzz R10 

Travel Buggy/pram Silver Cross R14, R16 

Travel Buggy/pram UPPAbaby R2, R14 

Travel Buggy/ pram Phil & Teds R16, R17, R23 

Travel Bike trailer Verlise  R10 

Travel Bike seat Hamax  R10 
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Appendix 6 Photos: Visible logos, conspicuous branding 

 

 

Caroline paid a relatively large sum of money 

for this Bababing changing bag when one of 

her NCT friends had a supermarket me-too 

version. Caroline’s branded alternative 

discreetly displays the logo. 

 

 

This all-natural nappy cream was a 

favourite for Marie; she 

recommended it widely. 

 

Natural wipes were the preferred option for 

most women in this sample. 

 

Although wooden toys tended to be 

consumed conspicuously, some 

brightly coloured modern alternatives 

were favoured and had conspicuous 

branding such as this Lamaze pram 

toy accessory. 
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Jellycat soft toys were favoured for their 

naturalness but were also recognisable and 

well-known in this sample. 

 

 

This bouncer has prominent branding 

even though it is consumed at home.  

 

This instant bottle prepping machine was a 

common favourite product. 

 

This relatively expensive cot 

accessory is conspicuously branded 

even though it is privately consumed. 
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Carriers discussed were branded and had 

visible logos like this; this Ergobaby carrier 

was one of the most popular carriers in this 

sample. 

 

 

MaxiCosi was the most favoured car 

seat brand. 

 

Prams were branded, with the logo displayed 

but often relatively discreetly. 

 

 

The iCandy brand was particularly 

valuable to some in decision making. 

 

This is an example of more prominent 

branding of a pram and accessories. 

 

Example of more prominent branding 

of a pram which one mother said had 

a large following in her social group. 
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Appendix 7 Photos: No logo, conspicuous design 

 

 

Clothing brands were favoured but 

tended not to display logos, though some 

were recognisable by design, such as this 

Little Bird brand. 

 

 

Some toys displayed no logo but were 

well known and recognisable by design, 

such as this ‘classic’ or ‘retro’ Sophie 

Giraffe teether. 

 

Some toys were well known and 

recognisable by design, such as this 

‘classic’ or ‘retro’ Skwish toy. 

 

The Stokke Tripp Trapp high chair is a 

relatively expensive product that does not 

display a logo but is heavily stylised and 

recognisable.  
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Side cribs facilitating safe co-sleeping 

were favoured by several women and 

although this does not display a logo, it is 

stylised and recognisable as the Bednest 

brand. 

 

The Stokke Tripp Trapp cot is a relatively 

expensive product that does not display a 

logo but is heavily stylised and has a 

recognisable shape and design. 
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Appendix 8 Quotes: Brand visibility and location 

 

Brand visibility and location  

Participant Quote  

Kirsty “I think it’s the brand. I don’t see anybody else with Mamas and 

Papas prams. If you look around at the [local kids] club, they’ve all 

got Bugaboos or Silver Cross. I have a little bit where I think ‘I don’t 

have the same as them.’ And that sounds really silly, but I’m the only 

one with Mamas and Papas. I think ‘Is it okay? Is it not good 

enough? I just wanted a pretty Silver Cross pram. I still want a pretty 

Silver Cross pram.” 

Katie “So I think that there’s a real difference here. I think down here, I 

think products probably were more branded in [another town], more 

brand-conscious, because there’s more money, and down here, 

people are much happier to get things second-hand if they get good 

things but it means if they get to be a stay-at-home mum that they 

are just kind of more there.” 

Catherine “I guess when we were discussing prams before we had kids, it was 

discussing who’s getting what and it was ‘oh, I’m getting Bugaboo.’ 

Obviously, which one? It was that kind of conversation. Yeah. 

Honestly, they’re everywhere in [this town]. I don’t know why. I 

think I’ve seen one Silver Cross, about two weeks ago.” 

Hayley “So, tonnes of my friends have them, seems the kind of bog-standard 

buggy, down the rugby club all the other mums had them.” 

Alison “I think because of where we live, I was very keen to have one that 

was a bit all-terrain, and I’ve seen people in our town. Everyone 

seems to either have a Mountain Buggy and Out and About seems to 

be the two key brands, if you will, and yeah, I love my buggy. It’s 

awesome.” 

Victoria “We live on the edge, well on one side of us is quite an expensive 

neighbourhood where there are lots of babies, and on the other is a 

much less expensive area, and we are like in the middle. In the more 
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expensive part of the area you see a lot of these quite streamlined 

three wheeler buggies,  I forget what it is called, we’ve got a Phil 

and Teds,  which is also quite an expensive one, the kind of Ergobaby 

slings which are also quite expensive. A lot of my NCT friends have 

something, is it called Uppababy, I think, which is one of these prams 

that turns into a buggy that turns into various things.” 

Holly “I live in [location] so it’s like nappy valley and actually I have seen 

our pram quite a bit… So think it completely is one to have, if you’re 

out and about as well as being in the city.” 

 

 




