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Using attachment theory to illuminate consumers’ tensions between their sense of self 
and goal-pursuits in relationships 
 
Abstract 
 
Consumers face tensions in deciding which goal to pursue, who to be and which self to 
present in daily life. Yet we know little about these tensions consumers experience as they 
respond to distinct interpersonal contexts (e.g., perceived support, trust, conflict and sense of 
belongingness). To this end, we explore the consumption deliberations that consumers 
undertake for self-presenting when faced with varying interpersonal encounters. We used 
interview data with women aged 19-62 and Rabinovich and Kacen’s (2013) qualitative 
coding methodology to examine interpersonal patterns of self-presentation. During the data 
analysis, attachment theory emerged as important in illuminating the tensions participants 
experienced in pursuing 4 types of goal-pursuit (intimacy, prevention, performance and 
authenticity) aided by their consumption choices for self-presenting in specific interpersonal 
contexts. Our findings show intrapsychic and interpersonal influences are not non-interacting 
entities, but rather need to be studied in conjunction when examining how people create 
desired social images/identities. 
 
Keywords: Goal-pursuit, Interpersonal relationship, Interpersonal context, Personal 
adornment, Tension, Attachment theory  
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Using attachment theory to illuminate consumers’ tensions between their sense of self 
and goal-pursuits in relationships 
 
1. Introduction 

In postmodernity, we are encouraged to draw on a diverse range of consumption choices to 

be whoever we want to be (Firat & Venkatesh, 1995). However, studies have highlighted that 

consumers often experience tensions when exercising these consumption choices (Ahuvia, 

2005; Ruvio & Belk, 2018; Tian & Belk, 2005). Arguably, this is especially the case with 

consumption closely related to personal adornment, the practice of cultivating one's body and 

appearance such as clothing, make-up, tattooing, plastic surgery and the like (Larsen, 

Patterson, & Markham, 2014; Ruvio & Belk, 2018; Schouten, 1991). Murray (2002) argued 

that consumption choices for self-presentation can be a source of tension where “issues 

related to competing subjective positions, difference, and identity politics are marked and 

experienced” (p., 433). In order to resolve such tensions, consumers declare both who they 

are - and who they are not - by combining, adapting and personalizing fashion discourses 

(Thompson & Haykto, 1997). However, by turning to consumption as a solution to resolve 

such tensions, the solution can create new forms of tension (Ruvio & Belk, 2018).  

Past consumer research has shown that a sense of tension is often felt when consumers 

engage in consumption deliberations to decide between who I want to be, focusing on the 

exercise of consumer agency, and who I should be, emphasizing the importance of adhering 

to appropriate socio-cultural conduct. Here, consumption engaged in to present who I want to 

be is often conceptualized as a means of communicating our expression of the perceived 

authentic self. On the other hand, consumption used to advocate who I should be is usually 

thought of as involving efforts to conceal one’s natural way of being that might undermine 

social acceptance.  

Yet, while insightful, prior consumer research, when examining the role of 

consumption choices in creating identity tensions, has tended to focus mainly on the tensions 
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between individual consumers and the wider cultural ideologies. Little is known about the 

tensions consumers may also experience as they deliberate consumption choices in deciding 

which goal to pursue, who to be and which self to present in distinct interpersonal contexts 

(e.g., perceived support, trust, conflict and sense of belongingness). To explore this topic, our 

research objective is to examine the consumption deliberations that consumers undertake for 

self-presenting when faced with varying interpersonal encounters. Specifically, we ask (1) 

what are the goals consumers pursue in relation to their self-presentations? And, (2) what are 

the tensions consumers might experience in pursuing these goals as they respond to distinct 

interpersonal contexts? We answer these questions by investigating the various ways our 

women participants describe their personal adornment efforts to achieve specific goals in 

interpersonal exchanges. Whereas self-presentation is arguably the most important and 

prevalent task of the self across interpersonal contexts, the tensions involved in coming to 

terms with which goal to pursue and which self to be may be its most important intrapsychic 

task (also see Vohs, Baumeister, & Ciarocco, 2005 on self-regulation). 

This study draws on attachment theory (AT) to help shed light on the study 

phenomenon. During the course of our data analysis, Bartholomew and Horowitz’s (1991)  

model of adult attachment styles emerged as highly relevant to the ways in which our 

participants made sense of the consumption choices that aided their self-presentation in 

distinct interpersonal contexts. Attachment styles have been used to explain consumer 

behavior in the context of relationships (Mende, Bolton, & Bitner, 2013; Nguyen & Munch, 

2011, 2014; Thomson, Whelan, & Johnson, 2012) and the goals individuals pursue in 

interpersonal exchanges (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2016). More recent research has identified 

both stability and change in individuals’ attachment styles as they respond to ongoing 

interpersonal experiences (Fraley, Vicary, Brumbaugh, & Roisman, 2011; Gillath, Karantzas, 

& Fraley, 2016; Stern et al., 2018). In the light of our findings, we view attachment styles as 
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dimensional (Fraley, Hudson, Heffernan, & Segal, 2015), which can help illuminate the 

tensions our participants experienced between their sense of self and the goals they sought to 

achieve through their self-presentation in distinct interpersonal contexts. 

2. Consumers and their self-presentation  

Research has long indicated heterogeneity in self-presentation across relationships (Snyder, 

1987). Leary and Allen (2011) argue that firstly, people tailor their public images to specific 

audiences, and secondly, a broader variety of self-presentation behaviors are engaged with 

when interacting with close others rather than with non-close others. In addition, Øverup and 

Neighbors (2016) suggested that individuals engage in differing levels of self-presentation, 

depending on the perceived closeness to and trust in the socializing other(s). That is, when 

people feel close to and have trust in a person, they tend not to feel as urgent a need to 

portray a favorable self-image, although this feature was recorded somewhat inconsistently in 

that study. In sum, we know that different self-presentations often reflect a variety of goal-

pursuits in relationships. Yet, little is known about how these goals operate in specific 

interpersonal contexts (Øverup & Neighbors, 2016).  

In the consumption setting, earlier studies have established the importance of 

cultivating specific self-presentations through pesonal adornment as a means of achieving a 

variety of identity and/or relationship goals (Askegaard, Gertsen, & Langer, 2002; Russell W. 

Belk, 2003; Liu et al., 2016; McAlexander & Schouten, 1989; Ruvio & Belk, 2018; Schouten, 

1991). McAlexander and Schouten (1989) show how hairstyling could help consumers 

facilitate identity transition. Huang and Yu (2000) find products used to enhance self-

attractiveness play a role in maintaining romantic relationships. Liu, Keeling, and Hogg 

(2016) identify how women used make-up to cope with a series of wellbeing challenges 

(including the need to fit in, or to create intimacy). Seregina and Weijo (2017) argue that 

costuming or cosplay is a means of aiding identity play and creating community feeling. In 
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the meantime, many researchers have shown that consumers often experience tensions in 

their choices of personal adornment, negotiating between “who I want to be” and “who I 

should be” (Murray, 2002; Ruvio & Belk, 2018; Thompson & Haytko, 1997). Ruvio and 

Belk’s (2018) work, for example, underlies the tensions transpeope often experience in 

choosing how to adorn the self, reflecting their struggle in trying to harmonize social norms 

and perceivd authentic self-presentation. These studies tend to focus firstly, on consumers’ 

appropriation of countervailing cultural meanings, and secondly, at the level of their self-

presentation. We therefore still know little about the role of interpersonal contexts in 

influencing the tensions consumers experience as they deliberate about which goal to pursue, 

who to be and which self to present. 

3. Attachment theory and styles 

Bartholomew and Horowitz’s (1991)  model of adult attachment styles emerged as important 

in illuminating the reasons behind our participants’ various uses of personal adornment in 

specific interpersonal contexts. There has been an increasing application of AT from 

psychology to the consumer behavior context (e.g., Nguyen & Munch, 2011; Paulssen, 2009; 

Thomson et al., 2012; Whelan, Johnson, Marshall, & Thomson, 2016). One reason for this is 

that attachment theory is one of the most comprehensive and leading theoretical frameworks 

for explaining how people approach and behave in interpersonal relationships (La Guardia, 

Ryan, Couchman, & Deci, 2000; Mikulincer & Shaver, 2016; Nguyen & Munch, 2014). 

Attachment research argues that there are two types of internal working models: an internal 

model of the self and an internal model of others. Each internal model can be dichotomized 

as positive or negative. The interaction of the two internal models, according to Bartholomew 

and Horowitz (1991), produces four distinct attachment styles that function as social schemas 

to influence an individual’s goal-pursuits. The four attachment styles are labelled as secure, 

preoccupied, fearful-avoidant and dismissing-avoidant (see figure 1).  
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INSERT FIGURE 1 HERE 

The internal model of the self is concerned with “how acceptable the self is in the eyes 

of early attachment figures, as gauged from the responsiveness of those figures” 

(Pietromonaco & Barrett, 2000, p.156). That is, children whose attachment figures are readily 

available, receptive and dependable are believed to develop positive self-images that view the 

self as worthy of connection and inherently acceptable in social interplays. They are thus less 

dependent on others for fostering a sense of the positive self. In contrast, those who have 

ambivalent, rejecting or uncaring attachment figures are thought to develop negative self-

images that view the self as not worthy and unacceptable. As a result, they tend to rely on 

others’ approval to maintain a positive self-regard. The internal model of others, on the other 

hand, is assumed to reflect one’s beliefs about whether anyone, and the attachment figures in 

particular, will respond when needed in a helpful way (Main, Kaplan, & Cassidy, 1985; 

Pietromonaco & Barrett, 2000). These beliefs then influence the degree to which one 

approaches or avoids close contact with others.  

People who hold positive images of both the self and others are characterized by a 

secure attachment. They generally display high self-esteem, focus on authentic self-

expression, and pursue both intimacy and self-autonomy in relationships. They view 

interpersonal closeness as not only “a safe haven” where they can “ retreat for comfort, 

support, reassurance, assistance, and protection” but also “a secure base” from which to 

explore the world and strive to meet their full potential (Feeney, Van Vleet, Jakubiak, 

Simpson, & Rholes, 2015, p., 196). Here, closeness and autonomy are complementary and 

not antagonistic goals. 

In contrast, both preoccupied and fearful consumers are driven by the need for others’ 

acceptance in order to gain a sense of self-worth. However, they differ in their inclination to 

approach others. A preoccupied (also called anxious) attachment style would orient 
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consumers to overemphasize closeness-related goals, and focus on seeking excessive 

reassurance from others that the self is desirable and loved (Banai, Mikulincer, & Shaver, 

2005; Brennan & Bosson, 1998; Ren, Arriaga, & Mahan, 2017). For example, Nguyen and 

Munch (2011) found that gift givers’ attachment anxiety leads them to experience gift giving 

as obligated. This is perhaps because of the inherent quality of gift giving in allowing the gift 

giver to create and strengthen relationship bonds (Ruth, Otnes, & Brunel, 1999; Sherry, 1983) 

– a quality that could help boost closeness-related goals. A fearful-avoidant attachment style, 

on the other hand, characterizes people who seek social approval but avoid bonding with 

others as a means of self-protection against anticipated rejection by others. In the 

consumption setting, there is evidence that consumers who emphasize the need for others’ 

acceptance, but fail to form strong and meaningful attachments to friends and family, may be 

more prone to seek attachments to material goods (e.g., clothes, brands etc.) as a substitute 

for their faltering interpersonal relationships (Arndt, Solomon, Kasser, & Sheldon, 2004; 

Rindfleisch, Burroughs, & Wong, 2009). This is because material goods may serve as 

relationship partners (Fournier & Alvarez, 2012; Thomson et al., 2012) (hence diminishing 

the need for person relationships) and/or as a means for signaling consumers’ ideal self to 

potential social others (Liu, Keeling, & Hogg, 2012; Swaminathan, Stilley, & Ahluwalia, 

2009) (therefore improving their chances of being accepted).  

Finally, like those in the fearful cell, persons who have a dismissing-avoidant 

attachment style also see close relationships as threatening because of the potential for 

eventual disappointment. Yet, unlike preoccupied and fearful consumers who harbor negative 

self-images, the dismissing-avoidant does not depend on others for a positive self-regard. 

They maintain independence, autonomy and invulnerability by seeking distance-related, non-

relational goals and denying their need for belongingness (Ren et al., 2017).  
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In sum, a central tenet of AT is the innate human need to establish a psychological 

sense of felt security in relationships (Pietromonaco & Barrett, 2000; Ren et al., 2017). 

Depending on the attachment style of the individual, s/he may seek different goals to achieve 

felt security in relationships. Recent consumer research has successfully applied AT to better 

understand how consumers’ attachment styles may influence their marketplace relationships 

(e.g., brands, B2B, advertising effectiveness) (David, 2016; Paulssen, 2009; Thomson et al., 

2012; Whelan et al., 2016). These studies typically treat attachment styles as trait-like, 

reflecting global models of the self and others in close relationships. Yet, Bowlby (1973), a 

pioneer in the field of AT, has long argued that the organization of the attachment system, 

while being relatively stable, can be updated in response to environmental changes. Recent 

advancements in AT research have also evidenced that people’s attachment styles can have 

contextual variability as they go through major life events that contribute to shifts toward 

insecurity or security, such as interpersonal losses (Kirkpatrick & Hazan, 1994; Sbarra & 

Hazan, 2008), transitions to parenthood (Stern et al., 2018) and the processes of aging 

(Chopik, Edelstein, & Fraley, 2013). Attachment styles may also be relationship specific and 

thus may or may not be reflective of an individual’s global attachment styles (Collins & Read, 

1994; Fraley et al., 2011). In the context of gift exchange, for instance, Nguyen and Munch 

(2014) found evidence that both individuals’ global and relationship-specific attachment 

styles can play a role in shaping their gift giving perceptions. Therefore, attachment styles 

can be considered as both global and relationship-specific and as having both trait-like and 

state-like qualities (Fraley & Roberts, 2005). In presenting our findings, we show how the 

interplay between relationship-specific, contextual factors (people’s relational selves and 

schema models) and stable, global attachment styles (secure, preoccupied, fearful-avoidant 

and dismissing-avoidant) may help illuminate our understanding of consumers’ consumption 

deliberations about self-presenting in distinct interpersonal contexts.  
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This paper continues by describing the methods and then presenting our findings. At 

the beginning of our findings section, we offer an organizing overview before exploring 

detailed cases that draw out the key themes and interweaving our interpretations with relevant 

literature. We conclude with a theoretical discussion and suggest avenues for future research.  

4. Methods 

4.1 Data collection 

We chose personal adornment as our research context to explore the consumption 

deliberations that women consumers engage in to determine which goal to pursue, who to be 

and which self to present in distinct interpersonal contexts. Previous research has indicated 

that the everyday mundane choices about levels and types of personal adornment provide an 

important clue for understanding consumers’ goal-pursuits and the potential tensions they 

might experience in pursuing these goals (Larsen et al., 2014; Murray, 2002; Ruvio & Belk, 

2018). Women in particular are often characterized as relational beings (Thompson, 1996) 

who vary their uses of personal adornment to feel empowered, conceal vulnerabilities and 

form close connections with others (Liu et al., 2016; Scott, 2006). How and why women use 

personal adornment to cultivate self-presentations thus presents a rich context in which to 

examine our proposed research objective and research questions.  

To this end, we sought to recruit women who tended to wear make-up in their everyday 

lives through personal contacts and referrals – this is because make-up is central to women’s 

consumer culture. The make-up product category “represents an essential, yet mundane, 

means of self-reinvention and transformation, and allows women to articulate different 

aspects of the self at ease, including both positive and negative” (Liu et al., 2016, p.236). It 

also gave our participants a clear springboard from which to talk about other forms of 

personal adornment in complementing or completing a specific look they seek to achieve.  
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Data collection continued until no new theoretical insights could be obtained. As a 

result, thirty-one women, living in the United Kingdom and ranging in age from 19 to 62, 

were interviewed (see table 1). The first author conducted all the interviews either in person 

or via video calls. Each interview started with questions around personal backgrounds and 

our participants’ thoughts about their make-up use in helping them achieve different looks 

and self-presentations. The interviewer then followed the course primarily set by each 

informant while prompting these women to continue to reflect on their personal adornment 

efforts and how these efforts are experienced in a variety of interpersonal encounters. In 

addition to make-up, skincare/tanning products, clothes, shoes, hairstyling and plastic surgery 

were also mentioned in our participants’ interview dialogues. Each interview was transcribed 

verbatim and lasted between 1-2 hours.  

INSERT TABLE 1 HERE 

Six months after the initial interview, a further round of emails was sent to request a 

second interview with participants who felt that they had experienced changes in how they 

adorned the self. Eleven participants (out of the original 31) responded to the email and took 

part in follow-up interviews. They reflected on changes in their use of personal adornment, 

particularly their make-up routines. These follow-up interviews lasted around 30 minutes on 

average. In analyzing these two rounds of interviewing, we focused on systematically 

examining if these women’s interview descriptions of personal adornment exhibit certain 

regularities – from which it was then possible to elicit a structure, expressed in a set of 

interpersonal patterns. 

4.2. Data analysis 

Table 2 shows how we used Chloe’s account as an exemplar to demonstrate the ways in 

which we have systematically coded each participant’s account. We followed Klein, Lowrey, 

and Otnes (2015) in our coding approach. We engaged in an iterative process in which 
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literature on self-presentation and goal-pursuits was brought to bear in developing a “thick 

description” (e.g., lived experiences of how personal adornment is experienced), as within- 

and cross-case analysis evolved in a series of drafts. Specifically, we adapted Rabinovich and 

Kacen’s (2013) qualitative coding methodology to interpret participants’ experiences of their 

personal adornment uses and what they said they sought to achieve when interacting with 

others. Rabinovich and Kacen (2013) advocate the use of Luborsky and Crits-Christoph’s 

(1998) interpersonal sphere and core conflictual relationship themes coding methods 

combined with the coding technique of overgeneralization (Epstein, 1992). These coding 

practices allowed us to systematically examine interpersonal patterns, while also identifying 

bilateral, trilateral, and quadrilateral relationships that emerge from these patterns (as defined 

in table 2).  

INSERT TABLE 2 HERE 

What became clear in this process were the strong resemblances between AT and the 

distinct interpersonal contexts we identified in our informants’ accounts that appeared central 

in influencing their internal debates about which goal to pursue and the different ways of 

presenting/adorning the self. As we will demonstrate in our findings, we consistently 

discovered an underlying interaction of internal working models of the self and others – akin 

to that theorized by Bartholomew and Horowitz’s (1991) adult attachment model – 

underpinning our informants’ consumption deliberations for self-presenting in distinct 

interpersonal contexts. As such, we use the existing labels of attachment styles to define the 

four interpersonal contexts we found our informants describing in our study, namely, secure, 

preoccupied, fearful-avoidant and dismissing-avoidant. Table 3 shows the specific 

interpersonal contexts that underpin the four types of goal that our informants pursued 

through their self-presentations. We also show the salient dimensions of each goal that our 

informants pursue and the tensions they experience in specific goal-pursuits. 
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INSERT TABLE 3 HERE 

5. Findings 

Our participants describe their personal adornment use as largely influenced by the 

interpersonal context they anticipate themselves to be in and the goals they seek to achieve in 

that context. In figure 2, we show a preliminary framework that draws our findings into a 

coherent whole (cf., Fraley et al., 2015). More specifically, we show in our data that 

depending on whether our participants’ uses of personal adornment are intended to enhance 

or conceal the self in interpersonal contexts, the resultant self-presentation may be 

experienced as representing either “me” or “not me”. 

INSERT FIGURE 2 HERE 

Below, we organize our findings by the four interpersonal contexts highlighted in 

figure 2. It is important to note, however, that a large proportion of our participants’ 

descriptions relating to their goal-pursuits and self-presentation choices seem to be driven by 

an interaction between their perceived low self-worth (negative self-image) and low trust in 

others for self-acceptance (negative other-image) (akin to a trait-like fearful-avoidant 

attachment style). This is perhaps not surprising as our participants are consumers who 

regularly wear make-up and engage in personal adornment to enhance or transform their 

perceived self (also see Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997; Strelan & Hargreaves, 2005). For 

illustration, we present Kylie, Chloe, Emma and Jill’s accounts about how they vary their 

uses of personal adornment to achieve goal-pursuits in distinct interpersonal contexts, and the 

tensions that might arise in pursuing these goals. The four case studies were chosen because 

they were representative of the interviews as a whole, and offered rich illustrations of the 

major findings (e.g., the relationship-specific, contextual factors that influence consumption 

deliberations) (see table 4). Table 4 offers an overview of Kylie, Chloe, Emma and Jill’s 
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personal backgrounds and the attachment styles they seem to be exhibiting in their 

descriptions of their interpersonal interactions across contexts.  

INSERT TABLE 4 HERE 

The overview presented in Table 4 helped us capture both the informants’ early 

experiences with significant others and their immediate interpersonal circumstances (as 

illustrated in detail in our findings below) that together play an influential role in influencing 

their goals and experiences of being (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2016; Pietromonaco & Barrett, 

2000).  

5.1. In a secure interpersonal context 

5.1.1. The intimacy goal 

The intimacy goal (Figure 2, upper right) emerges to guide self-presentation when the 

participant increasingly (1) acknowledges and tolerates her limitations, yet still feels 

confident and positive about the self (i.e., positive self-image); and (2) trusts that her 

significant others, social groups and/or the outside world as a whole, will not abandon her if 

they learn about her perceived flaws (i.e., positive other-image). The combination of positive 

self- and positive other-images appears to facilitate a perceived safe environment (i.e., a 

secure interpersonal context) where the revelation of perceived self-flaws helps develop 

greater intimacy, connection and trust in interpersonal exchanges (Laurenceau, Barrett, & 

Pietromonaco, 1998). Emma’s description of disabled people captures how the presentation 

of the unadorned self, especially in public spaces, can be seen as a potential source of 

stigmatization (Goffman, 1963): “When I am walking in the street people don’t notice that 

[my bare skin] and they don’t think “oh, God”. I always feel very sorry if people have 

disabilities because people would turn and look at them”. The extent to which participants 

feel close to their socializing other(s), however, seems to moderate this fear of stigmatization. 
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Emma continued to reflect on the changes in her use of personal adornment in a romantic 

relationship over time:  

When I first met him [my partner], I made lots of efforts. You want him to think you 

are really pretty, I definitely put concealer on as soon as I woke up…Then when I 

moved in with him it’s a bit different because then he always sees me in the shower and 

I can’t help, I can’t wear make-up in the shower and then I just thought this is 

ridiculous, he obviously loves me for the way I am, and I just really slowly wearing less. 

It’s been like two years [since we started dating], if I have a big spot I would put a big 

lump of cream on it…whereas I would never have done that [before], I think he loves 

me for who I am. 

We see here Emma’s growing willingness to present her unadorned self when the 

perceived relationship bond deepens. The importance of self-disclosure and partner 

responsiveness in creating meaningful connections and intimacy has long been recognized in 

psychology (Laurenceau et al., 1998; Mashek & Aron, 2004; Øverup & Neighbors, 2016). 

Salient to our context, we relate the term self-disclosure to the willingness to disclose the 

(relatively) unadorned (or untransformed) self and focus more on authentic self-expression. 

Failing to self-disclose in close relationships can undermine perceived intimacy (Laurenceau 

et al., 1998). Olivia expresses her frustration about never seeing her girlfriends’ make-up free 

selves:  

I know a few girls - they just absolutely no chance to let somebody see them without 

make-up on. I've known them for years...if they were comfortable to do that [not wear 

make-up in front of me all the time], that would be nice, because it's like without a 

mask and it's like they kind of trust you…it's like you getting to know a different side 

of them. 

Olivia’s girlfriends’ reliance on personal adornment for self-presentation may be driven 
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by the goal of prevention or performance, instead of intimacy, as we will discuss in the 

subsequent relevant themes. 

5.1.2. Tensions in pursuit of intimacy  

Our informants largely experience the presentation of their unadorned self here as the path to 

achieving intimacy and the authentic self (this is me). However, there is a tension. Jill talks 

about this sense of tension:   

J: I suppose you start to dress up a bit more when you get somebody…You still want to 

keep that romance going for as long as you can. Of course after a while, you don’t care 

about that much and you just think that would do…I feel more relaxed. 

I: How do you feel about passing this phase? 

J: I wish I hadn’t, I really do. I used to love the buzz of looking for new make-up, new 

clothes, going out and meeting my partner. 

As seen in this quote, while admitting a sense of relief about not having to worry about 

adorning the self for love, this sense of relief is clearly layered with Jill’s mourning about 

losing “the buzz” in the relationship. This is because the unadorned self is perceived to limit 

one’s ability to present an enhanced self-image that helps achieve relevant interpersonal 

rewards (Lemay Jr, Clark, & Greenberg, 2010). 

Observing the language Emma used, in the preceding section, to describe her growing 

willingness to self-disclose and present her unadorned self to her partner, Emma also seems 

to have experienced some form of reluctance in forgoing personal adornment as her 

relationship matures (e.g. “I can’t help it”, “I can’t wear make-up in the shower” and “this is 

ridiculous”). Part of Emma’s reevaluation of make-up use seems to spring from the 

ridiculousness she felt at her own persistent craving for perfection and the impossibility of 

achieving this (also see table 4).  

5.2. In a preoccupied interpersonal context 



	 16	

5.2.1. The prevention goal  

Our data points to the central role of the prevention goal (Figure 2, bottom right) in guiding 

self-presentation when one (1) experiences the self as of little worth, wishes to be different 

from what she is, and often internalizes blame for problems (negative self-image); but (2) 

appreciates her socializing others’ love and acceptance are unconditional (positive other-

image). Resulting from the combination of negative self- and positive other-images (i.e., a 

preoccupied interpersonal context) is a focus on self-protection achieved through socially 

strategic self-transformation (Leary, 1995; Schlenker, 1980). We can see this in Chloe’s 

dialogue below about her increasing fear of interpersonal rejection and/or abandonment, 

despite her apparent trust in her partner’s unconditional love (also see table 2 for the 

friendship context): 

I have been really stressed for the last couple of weeks and my skin is really terrible…I 

probably go back to kind of doing my make-up in the bathroom…But literally there is 

no reflection on him [my partner] because he is really not superficial. It’s almost not 

fair of me to say this, but my own insecurity. What if he leaves me because I’m not 

pretty? 

This quote also highlights the instability of perceived self-worth or positive self-image 

(Crocker & Wolfe, 2001) in influencing which goal to pursue and which self to be and 

present in intimate relationships. Relationship dissolution can occur when consumers fail to 

maintain desired impressions, often resulting in emotional strain and ill-wellbeing 

(Baumeister & Leary, 1995). This explains why in the face of the fear of increasing social 

exclusion, people are found to spend and consume strategically in pursuit of affiliation (Mead, 

Baumeister, Stillman, Rawn, & Vohs, 2011; Wan, Xu, & Ding, 2014). We find this is 

particularly relevant for the participants who frequently expressed insecurity about self-worth 

and fear of self-disclosure in their interview conversations (see table 4 for more details on 
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Chloe and Emma). For these women, they appear to often experience conflicts and debates 

within the self about which self to present, as they juggle between beliefs of unconditional 

love and that of self-worth. This is reflected in Emma’s conflicting accounts about her make-

up use for self-presentation:  

E: if I am literally just staying in the house I won’t put make-up on because one, I think 

it’s a waste of money, because no one is going to see me well you know my boyfriend 

will see me but I obviously don’t care (laughter) and two, it’s not very good for your 

skin to always have make-up on. 

I: Could you tell me more about that you don’t care about your boyfriend?   

E:  I do care like if I did have a really big spot on my face I would cover it up.  

Here, we see how Emma’s perceived interpersonal context changed from being secure 

to being preoccupied, and how this change influenced her to pursue the goal of prevention 

instead of that of intimacy. Despite recounting the benefits linked to not wearing make-up, 

Emma reports her willingness to sacrifice these benefits if she felt increasingly insecure about 

her perceived self-flaws. In admitting this, however, Emma then immediately states, “It’s just 

like that feeling of he is with you, he is seeing me looking all sorts…when I have got no 

make-up on and he still saw things (spots and blemishes), obviously still looks at me and 

thinks “oh, she looks nice”.” These conflicting statements in Emma’s dialogue, we argue, to 

an extent point to the tension she experienced in coming to terms with the necessity for 

personal adornment or self-disclosure in the relationship, as she deliberates between the 

pursuit of intimacy and that of prevention. 

5.2.2. Tensions in pursuit of prevention  

Chloe talks about how being mixed-race is a source of her insecurity and drives her personal 

adornment use to focus on self-concealment:  
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I always feel like a bit of outside the world, how I look is right, but my current 

boyfriend really loves me for the person that I am. I often wear extensions and I 

recently took them out and he thinks it suits me much better having my natural curly 

hair but now I’m so used to conforming and having straight hair. I almost can’t do it 

whereas he is helping me because he likes the natural me. But I now don’t feel 

comfortable without it all on. 

In contrast to the goal of intimacy that situates the unadorned self as the authentic self 

(i.e., this is me), participants who pursue the prevention goal are found to experience their 

adorned self in the main as the inauthentic self (i.e., this is not me). The adorned self here 

appears to be what Chloe calls a “front” to hide behind in social interactions; something they 

use to conceal their perceived negative self. Chloe defines her real, natural self: “The real me, 

just like I just came back from the gym…My hair is afro out, my skin is completely dry, I've 

got blemishes everywhere …And I’m just completely comfortable. No one can see me.”  

Using personal adornment to conceal perceived self-flaws, however, often comes at the 

price of increasing physical and/or emotional exhaustion (Liu et al., 2016), as Chloe later 

says, “I would love to be a bit more confident and a bit more like proud of who I was and 

how I look”. The tension here is that while Chloe feels safe with her adorned self in enabling 

her to prevent interpersonal rejection and/or abandonment, she seems to concurrently 

experience deep frustration within the self. This is because self-disclosure is regarded as a 

defining characteristic of a close relationship. In situations where self-disclosure is not 

achieved, it could undermine the degree of perceived intimacy between parties. 

5.3. In a fearful-avoidant interpersonal context 

5.3.1. The performance goal  

The goal of performance (Figure 2, bottom left) emerged from a combination of participants’ 

negative self- and negative other- images (i.e., the fearful-avoidance interpersonal context). 
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This combination appears to drive our participants to concentrate on ought performances that 

help foster impressions that are likely to be positively evaluated by the target audience and 

thus acquire specific interpersonal rewards. Importantly, the performance in this case is 

underpinned by one’s persistent efforts to engage in socially strategic self-transformation 

aimed at avoiding shame and seeking social approval. Central to our research context, 

physical appearance constitutes another potential source of stigma, because the stigma of 

culturally defined “ugliness” can potentially problematize an individual’s identity as neither a 

valued nor a functional member of society (Foucault, 1979; Lewis, 1995). Zoe expresses her 

consciousness of the sociocultural script of how she should look: 

Obviously there were a lot of advertisements in the society at the moment, emphasizing 

on the looks…so everyone is like keeping up appearances…It is a pressure because 

sometimes you feel like you just want to be yourself but you can’t.   

Like Zoe, many of our participants seem to experience their unadorned self as a spoilt, 

flawed identity and appear to hold themselves responsible for satisfying a culturally valued 

presentation of the self (Üstüner & Holt, 2007). Giddens (1991) argues that shame rather than 

guilt tends to dominate people’s self-experiences due to the increasing contemporary focus 

on the visible aspects of self, that is, the body. Notably, this sense of shame is often 

experienced when the individual accepts a stigmatized identity as part of the self (Adkins & 

Ozanne, 2005; Goffman, 1963). To avoid feeling inadequate, our participants often engage in 

constant body surveillance through which they attempt to mediate the potential stigma of not 

“keeping up appearances” (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997). Importantly, we notice such a need 

to “keep up appearances” appears to be particularly prominent during relationship instability 

(Huang & Yu, 2000; Øverup & Neighbors, 2016), as Sophia describes: “Because he [my 

boyfriend at the time] was going out clubbing and because I wanted to seem more attractive 
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to him and that’s probably why I was wearing more make-up to make myself appealing 

which you do and you don’t realize at the time that you were with the wrong person”. 

Yet, not all participants who pursue the goal of performance see themselves as 

vulnerable to the sociocultural script of how one should look. There is a strong focus in 

Kylie’s conversations on “being in control” by using her cosmetics as a way of strengthening 

her desired social positions rather than as a “camouflage” to conceal perceived self-flaws. 

Kylie defines what she means by control:  

For me, cosmetics are just control…when you’ve got a board meeting and you want 

them to take you seriously, I’ll put on my powder and my concealer…my face is like a 

blank canvas…They gotta focus on what I’m saying to them…If I’m meeting a new 

guy and I want him to listen, then I’ll place a little bit of emphasis on my eyes… 

Here, we see how Kylie varies her self-presentation through make-up use to actively 

manage and set clear boundaries between her different relational selves. However, as we will 

argue next, depending on the underlying goal of adorning the self, our participants appear to 

experience different tensions in their self-presentation endeavors.  

5.3.2. Tensions in pursuit of performance 

When personal adornment is aimed at self-enhancement, our participants are noted to 

experience both the adorned and the unadorned self as the authentic self (this is me), as Kylie 

states, “I’m just like well at the end of the day why settle to be the person who just rolls out 

of the bed when there are things that are within your control like putting a bit of make-up on 

would make you be an A grade version of you. You’re still you, just better.” However, the 

subtle tension here is that personal adornment becomes the prerequisite for self-enhancement 

and the resultant positive self-experience. On the other hand, similar to the prevention goal, 

when the body surveillance is intended for self-concealment, they tend to experience their 

adorned self as “camouflage” and as the inauthentic self (this is not me). Kylie illustrates how 
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tensions intensified within the self when her intended make-up use changed from self-

enhancement to self-concealment:  

Because you don’t like the way you look [when my face is breaking out], you try to 

hide it, hence the make-up. To me, it doesn’t feel natural to have to spend a lot of time 

staring at myself in the mirror to feel confident enough to go out. So when I’m doing it, 

I’m like inwardly cursing my face for doing this but I’m also pissed off at myself that I 

even care (laughter) so just a lot of self-loathing going on. 

While Kylie still seems to recognize her unadorned self as me, the unadorned self for 

many participants becomes something they claim as “abnormal” or “disgusting”, as Aubrey 

admits, “I feel disgusting without it (make-up) on...I am me when I have got make-up on.” 

The unadorned self becomes something they feel ashamed about, something they deny as 

representing who they are, and this often undermines how they behave in social interactions 

as a result (Lewis, 1995; Liu et al., 2012).  

5.4. In a dismissing-avoidant interpersonal context 

5.4.1. The authenticity goal 

Finally, the goal of authenticity (Figure 2, upper left) surfaces in guiding participants’ self-

presentation when they experience a combination of positive self-image and negative other-

image (i.e., the dismissing-avoidance interpersonal context). We find that participants’ self-

presentation in this case is focused on achieving autonomy and a subjective sense of being 

true to the self (i.e., “felt authenticity”). There is much debate over the term authenticity, 

which has proved a complex concept to define (Erickson, 1995; Leary, 2003). Within this 

study, it is used to refer to how participants choose to present a self that is in line with their 

natural inclinations (i.e., authentic self-expression), despite knowing that in presenting that 

self they could face social disapproval, rejection and/or some penalty. Kylie emphasizes the 

importance of exhibiting her natural inclinations in everyday life: 
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I’m exactly the same [when it comes to dating]. If I’m at home…you’ll see me with no 

make-up on. If I’m going out meeting friends…you’ll see me with make-up on. I’d not 

change at all…I think to myself “well you’ve seen me looking my social best, if you 

still fancy me when I’m walking into the shop in the morning to buy my bread then by 

all means, come over and talk”, probably won’t! 

Concealing the self for interpersonal gains often results in psychological tensions, since 

one is likely to assume that acceptance or relationship wellbeing results from impression 

management efforts rather than from an honest view of the self (Leary, 2003). In the above 

quote, we see the emphasis Kylie placed on demonstrating her everyday natural inclinations 

in establishing a genuine romance and preventing the superficiality often associated with 

physical attraction. Jill’s description below further highlights how heightened positive self-

image induced in one relationship can drive one to pursue authenticity in her general 

interpersonal exchanges. Having admitted, “having a good image is the key to everything”, 

Jill then talks about how appealing to others becomes unnecessary when she became 

pregnant: “It’s like almost this is what I always wanted [having a baby]. I don’t care about 

how I look. I’m so happy.” Yet, such heightened positive self-image can be short-lived due to 

the tensions that are often involved in disclosing the self for authenticity, as we discuss below. 

5.4.2. Tensions in pursuit of authenticity 

We find participants who assume the goal of authenticity tend to present a less adorned self, 

which they view as the authentic self (this is me) (at least in the Western context). This felt 

sense of authenticity in social interactions has been noted to generate a sense of fulfillment 

(Rogers, 1961), positive mood (Lenton, Bruder, Slabu, & Sedikides, 2013) as well as optimal 

self-esteem (Kernis, 2003). This is particularly the case for women because of gendered 

expectations that they be dependent and self-sacrificing to please others (Miller, 1986). Yet, 

the internalization of the values or views of other people clearly makes authenticity difficult 
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to express and causes internal contradictions (Leary, 2003; Wood, Linley, Maltby, Baliousis, 

& Joseph, 2008). This might explain why Kylie often gives apparently contradictory and 

inconsistent reports about her experiences of authentic self-expression: 

Luckily enough, I’m not that sort of person that would feel like horrendously insecure 

in terms of not wearing make-up… 

No one wants to kind of feel they’re apart from everyone…It’s like this person has 

made an effort to conform to a standard [getting dressed up etc.] and you look like a 

tramp in the street (laughter)… 

If you can’t go out with no make-up on, it’s a bit like: what are you hiding? so that’s 

kind of my view on it. I’m quite happy [not to wear make-up when I am out] I’m not 

that kind… 

Past research on the interpersonal aspect of self-presentation (Leary & Downs, 1995; 

Leary, Tambor, Terdal, & Downs, 1995) proposes that people who believe they are 

inherently acceptable tend to engage in self-expression that trades social acceptance for 

authenticity. Yet, with enough evidence to the contrary, such people will start to act to 

improve their standing in the eyes of others for social approval (Leary, 2003).   

6. Discussion  

Our study focuses on exploring consumers’ deliberations about self-presenting when faced 

with varying interpersonal encounters. To this end, we examined (1) what are the goals 

consumers pursue in relation to their self-presentations? And, (2) what are the tensions 

consumers might experience in pursuing these goals as they respond to distinct interpersonal 

contexts? Scholars have criticized the prevailing tendency among social psychologists that 

treat intrapsychic and interpersonal influences as separate, non-interacting entities when 

studying how people create desired social images or identities (Tetlock & Manstead, 1985; 

Vohs et al., 2005). Our findings respond to Baumeister’s (2010) call to treat these influences 
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as linked in impacting on individuals’ self-presentation efforts. In our analysis, we used AT 

or Bartholomew and Horowitz’s adult attachment model (1991) more specifically, to 

illuminate our understanding of consumers’ internal debates in coming to terms with which 

goals to pursue and which self to be and present when faced with varied interpersonal 

contexts (i.e., secure, preoccupied, fearful-avoidant and dismissing-avoidant). We found that 

consumers vary their goals to achieve a general sense of felt security depending on which 

interpersonal context they found themselves in. Four types of goal-pursuit were identified, 

corresponding to each interpersonal context highlighted above: intimacy, prevention, 

performance and authenticity. While achieving the goals of intimacy and authenticity 

requires consumers to focus on cultivating a more authentic self-expression (i.e., more 

willingness to disclose the unadorned self or perceived self-flaws, as treated in this study), 

socially strategic self-transformation (i.e., greater presentation of the ought self with an 

emphasis on self-concealment or self-enhancement) is seen as essential to achieve the 

prevention and performance goals. Note that we do not claim that the range of interpersonal 

contexts and the associated goal-purusits we identified will influence consumer behavior in 

all interpersonal exchanges, nor that this is an exhaustive list. However, we argue that to the 

extent that a particular interpersonal context becomes more salient, certain goals tend to 

ensue to guide the kind of consumer behavior deemed necessary to achieve that goal.  

Importantly, past research has shown that consumers often experience tension between 

“who I want to be” and “who I should be”, when negotiating self-presentation (Larsen et al., 

2014; Murray, 2002; Ruvio & Belk, 2018; Thompson & Haytko, 1997). We add to this 

stream of research by identifying the tensions consumers experience in coming to terms with 

which goal to pursue, who to be and which self to present in distinct interpersonal contexts 

(see table 3 for a summary). Specifically, we highlight the expressive and transformative 

elements that may underpin consumers’ consumption deliberations in response to distinct 
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interpersonal contexts. For example, in seeking to attain the goal of intimacy or authenticity, 

we find that our participants are generally happy to focus on cultivating authentic self-

expression that may possibly reveal perceived self-flaws or challenge the status quo. 

However, this is only when the self-presentation does not over-ride their fundamental need to 

belong (see also Baumeister & Leary, (1995) on the need to belong). On the occasions when 

they sense that the authentic self-expression may pose a stronger threat to their sense of 

belongingness, the women in our study then strategically utilize personal adornment to aid 

self-enhancement or concealment in the service of relationship acquisition or affirmation. 

This perhaps helps explain why many of our participants in their interview dialogues gave 

conflicting accounts with respect to how they adorn the self in a given relationship.  

Moreover, in developing our understanding of the tensions consumers experience 

between their sense of self and goal-pursuits, our findings further contribute to the growing 

literature on the important role of self-transformation in resisting aspects of the undesired self 

(Ahuvia, 2005; Bahl & Milne, 2010; Liu et al., 2016; Ogilvie, 1987; Ruvio & Belk, 2018). 

For example, the performance goal emphasizes the importance of self-transformation in 

avoiding shame and obtaining social approval. We find through our participants’ experiences 

that when their use of personal adornment is aimed at concealing ‘who I am’ to achieve self-

transformation, these women often experience tensions within the self (e.g., to hide perceived 

self-flaws vs. self-loathing as in the case of Kylie). In contrast, when the transformed/adorned 

self is perceived as enhancing ‘who I am’, personal adornment that aids self-transformation is 

experienced more as a means to control or strengthen desired social positions. Yet, while 

self-transformation enables these women to feel in better control of social situations, personal 

adornment becomes the prerequisite for securing desired social positions and positive self-

experiences. These findings yield important implications for the long-standing, ongoing 

debate on how sincere the presented self is (Goffman, 1959; Leary, 1995; Ruvio & Belk, 
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2018; Tseëlon, 1992) by demonstrating the value-laden nature of self-transformation, and its 

intricate relationship with women consumers’ beliefs about the self and others in a given 

relationship.   

Taken together, it can be tentatively concluded that the range of goals our participants 

pursue through their self-presentation offers them the means to quickly respond to perceived 

changing patterns of interpersonal exchanges. This then helps them maintain or develop a 

relationship while continuing to defend a psychological sense of felt security in situations 

(Murray, Holmes, & Griffin, 2000; Pietromonaco & Barrett, 2000). For example, whereas the 

intimacy goal advocates self-disclosure to increase consumers’ felt security in a relationship, 

the prevention goal urges self-concealment to achieve this. The inability to draw on 

consumption (or personal adornment in this study) to present a self that aids goal-pursuits can 

lead to profound distress and anxiety (also see Üstüner & Holt, 2007's work on "the shattered 

self"). Therefore, we argue, consumer agency is enabled when the consumer could engage in 

consumption that helped cultivate various self-presentations. These self-presentations act as 

solutions to fulfill their specific goal-pursuits in interpersonal interactions. Consumer agency 

is, however, concurrently experienced as constrained due to the tensions that consumers must 

tolerate in cultivating a given self-presentation to achieve the particular goal. Whereas a 

general sense of felt security is achieved through specific self-presentation/consumption 

behaviors, the tensions consumers experience in engaging in these behaviors also work to 

undermine or compromise the felt security.  

7. Implications for attachment theory, consumer research, and limitations of the study 

Having utilized AT to illuminate our findings, our study also offers important implications 

for advancing understandings of research relevant to AT. Global attachment styles are largely 

stable, although consumers do also have relationship-specific orientations (Mikulincer & 

Shaver, 2016; Nguyen & Munch, 2011, 2014). Individuals’ attachment styles may also be 
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updated as they respond to ongoing interpersonal experiences (Fraley et al., 2011; Gillath et 

al., 2016; Stern et al., 2018). Our findings add to this stream of research by revealing 

preliminary, but nonetheless strong, indications of how an individual’s security of attachment 

may be revised and developed over time within specific relationships. It depends not only on 

her overall sense of self-worth but also on the perceived situational affordances (sense of 

belongingness in this case) at the time. These, we argue, are reflected in the changing goals to 

achieve in a given relationship and how our participants vary their use of personal adornment 

to achieve these goals (e.g., see table 4).  

Further, consumer research drawing on AT has suggested that people may be strongly 

attached to and derive satisfaction from their brand relationships as a result of perceived 

deficits in their personal relationships (Thomson et al., 2012; Whelan et al., 2016). Our 

findings suggest, apart from seeking to form a marketplace relationship to compensate for the 

perceived shortcomings in personal relationships, insecure consumers may also rely on 

everyday consumption (e.g., personal adornment in the present research) to regulate the space 

between self and others through which they seek to tackle perceived relationship 

shortcomings (also see Øverup & Neighbors, 2016).  

Moreover, Thomson, Whelan, and Johnson (2012) found that while fearful consumers 

are likely to invest more into brand relationships and thus are more likely to become the most 

profitable and vocal advocates of a brand, they may also become its worst disparagers if the 

relationship ends. As such, Thomson et al. (2010) call for research into the types of products 

that might be more attractive to fearful consumers. Firms should therefore be more vigilant 

about these. Mende, Bolton and Bitner’s (2013) study of health insurance found the majority 

of their participants were marked by a secure attachment. This is in line with earlier research 

that found that the majority of people’s attachment orientations are closer to the positive end 

of the attachment anxiety and avoidance dimensions (Feeney & Noller, 1990; Hazan & 
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Shaver, 1987). In contrast to these findings, however, we found our participants’ 

consumption deliberations seem to be mainly driven by a fearful-avoidant attachment style. 

This is perhaps not surprising as our participants are consumers who regularly use make-up 

and engage in personal adornment activities to enhance or transform their perceived self (also 

see Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997; Liu et al., 2012; Strelan & Hargreaves, 2005). We, 

therefore, tentatively suggest that appearance-related product categories (e.g., cosmetics, 

fashion clothing etc.) may attract fearful consumers to a greater extent, especially those 

emphasizing self-concealment (e.g., covering up self-flaws).  

Finally, gender clearly remains a powerful ideological force that produces, legitimates 

and constrains our negotiations regarding what to consume? how to act? and who to be? 

(West & Zimmerman, 1987). An obvious and immediate extension of this study is, thus, to 

explore how our findings may apply to or require adaptation to men’s lived experiences. To 

what extent do men, compared with women, experience tension(s) between their sense of self 

and goal-pursuits? Our study only looked at women, who are traditionally seen as focused on 

others’ needs in their social worlds (Thompson, 1996). Men, in contrast, are often portrayed 

(perhaps unfairly) as more instrumental – and thus the potential relevance of interpersonal 

contexts in influencing goal-pursuits and consumption experiences might differ significantly 

for them. 
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Figures 

Figure 1: Model of adult attachment (adapted from Bartholomew & Horowitz, 1991, p. 227) 

 

Figure 2: A preliminary framework of the role of interpersonal contexts in influencing 

consumers' goal-pursuits and sense of self 
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Tables 

Table 1: Informants’ profile (N=31) 

Note: For race, C represents ‘Caucasian’, A represents ‘Afro-Caribbean’ and M represents 
‘Mixed race’  

Pseudonym Age Occupation Race Relationship status 
Sophia 29 School art teacher C  In a relationship for 3 years 
Emma 26 Fashion trainee buyer  C In a relationship for 3 years 
Olivia 27 Admissions officer and 

events assistant 
C Engaged for 6 months 

Ava 28 HR manager C Single  
Isabella 27 Teaching assistant  M In a relationship for 7 years 
Mia 26 Researcher C In a relationship for 4 years 
Zoe 30 Investment analyst M Engaged for 2 years 
Lily 30 Auditor C Single 
Madison 31 Accountant  C Married for 3 years 
Chloe 27 Communications manager M In a relationship for 2 years 
Charlotte 24 Marketing executive M In a relationship for 7 years 
Aubrey 22 Assistant administrator  C In a relationship for 7 months 
Avery 27 Social worker (used to 

work in Selfridges) 
A In a relationship for 10 years 

Layla 29 Graphic designer C In a relationship for 3 months 
Harper 27 School teacher C In a relationship for 4.5 years 
Ella 22 Legal assistant C In a relationship for 3.5 years 
Amelia 19  Student C In a relationship for 2 years 
Aria 30 Administrator and a 

qualified hair dresser  
C Single parent 

Kylie 25 Accountant  A Single 
Grace 35 Copywriter C Single 
Claire 20 Receptionist C In a relationship for a year 
Lucy 55 Personal Assistant C Divorced but engaged at the time 

of the interview 
Maria 55 Youth worker C Married for 33 years 
Violet 61 Beauty therapist  C Married for 40 years 
Sadie 52 Working part-time in 

clothes stores 
C Married for 28 years 

Skyler 50 Business owner C Married, met her husband since 
she was 18 years old 

Eva 57 Cashier for Tesco C Married for 38 years  
Vivian 62 Retired state agent (used to 

work at school too) 
C Married for 32 years 

Jill 56 Administration  C Married for 31 years 
Julia 59 Social worker A Divorced and remarried  
Lauren  50 Cleaner C Married for 31 years 



	

Table 2: O
verview

 of qualitative coding guide for identifying interpersonal patterns; A
dapted from

 R
abinovich and K

acen (2013) 

C
oding 

Identifying…
 

C
hloe’s account: coding exercise exem

plars 
Interpersonal 
sphere 

A
. R

elationships w
ith 

significant others in childhood 
B

. R
elationships in present 

everyday life (w
ith spouse, 

colleagues, em
ployers, friends) 

A
. W

hile C
hloe em

phasized her strong ties to her im
m

ediate fam
ily, she also confessed that 

her parents had an im
port-export business and had alw

ays been aw
ay travelling since she w

as 
a child. She spent m

ost of her early school days in an all girls’ boarding schools. This 
explains her fear of interpersonal abandonm

ent, a them
e that surfaced throughout her 

conversations.  
B

. C
hloe described herself as “a people pleaser” and “a w

orrier” in everyday interpersonal 
exchanges.  
*W

e see an em
ergent global attachm

ent style characterized as fearful-avoidant for C
hloe. 

C
ore 

conflictual 
relationship 
them

es 
(C

C
R

T) 

A
. W

ish (relating to a person’s 
explicit or im

plicit desires 
regarding relationships w

ith 
others, e.g., to be loved, 
appreciated, understood, 
interesting, etc.) 
B

. R
esponse of other (e.g., the 

other rejects, keeps som
e 

distance, does not care, prefers 
others, is cold, and so on) 
C

. R
esponse of self (such as “I 

am
 depressed, sad, angry, 

alone . . .” etc.) 

A
. C

hloe often expressed her w
ish to feel m

ore proud of w
ho she is, to fit in and to not be 

abandoned by her loved ones.  
“I think to an extent, w

e all play different roles to please different people or to get w
hat w

e 
need of a situation. I w

ould love to be a bit m
ore confident and a bit m

ore like proud of w
ho I 

w
as and how

 I look. A
nd I truly hope that com

es in tim
e and I grow

 out of it a bit.” 
B

. C
hloe generally trusts her close others to love her for w

ho she is.  
C

. Y
et, C

hloe cannot help but feel insecure about people, including those close to her, w
ho 

w
ill see her perceived flaw

s and abandon her. 
“B

efore som
eone saw

 m
y (bare) skin, I m

ake a big point like “O
h god! M

y skin is so terrible 
at the m

om
ent. I’m

 stressed or I’ve got this or this happened.” W
hatever…

 alm
ost just so I 

m
ade them

 aw
are of this is not how

 I norm
ally look…

I’m
 alw

ays pre-em
pting them

 before 
they can hurt m

e and say, ‘Y
our skin looks horrible.’ B

ut again, none of m
y friends I know

 I 
think w

ould actually do. B
ut the fear of them

 thinking it.”  
*H

ere, C
hloe seem

s to be dem
onstrating a pre-occupied attachm

ent style.  

O
vergenerali

zation 
O

vergeneralization w
hen 

participants use absolute 
expressions such as “alw

ays,” 
“never,” “everyone” etc. These 

“It’s alw
ays like I let m

yself believe that no one know
s I w

ear m
ake-up and I’m

 just naturally 
this beautiful (laughter).” 
“It’s a terrible thing [feeling self-conscious w

ith no m
ake-up on]. M

aybe I realized this sort 
of lately but I’ve never been that confident in m

yself. I think I com
e across quite confident. 



	

term
s and expressions 

highlight the significance 
ascribed to events —

 and not 
the events them

selves —
 in 

affecting som
eone’s em

otional 
response and behavior. 

I’m
 happy to talk and m

ake fun w
ith people and everything else but I think in term

s of self-
confidence about m

y looks, I have never really thought like that.” 

B
ilateral 

relationship 
O

ne category that recurs often 
in conjunction w

ith another 
C

hloe’s insecurities about her ow
n self-w

orth drive her use of self-adornm
ent to conceal her 

perceived flaw
ed self to avoid incurring social disapproval (Prevention goals). 

Trilateral 
relationship 

O
ne category that connects tw

o 
other categories 

C
hloe’s increased reliance on self-adornm

ent (or socially strategic self-transform
ation) is 

linked to both avoiding incurring social disapproval (Prevention goals) and acquiring social 
approval (Perform

ance goals). 
C

hloe’s increased reliance on self-adornm
ent is also linked to both a sense of annoyance and 

that of victory (Tensions). 
“It’s annoying that I have to get up a bit earlier to go and do m

y m
ake-up in the bathroom

 
but I couldn’t just do it you know

 in front of m
y m

irror in the bedroom
. B

ut I felt alm
ost like 

I w
as w

inning because I w
as (…

) not lying to him
 (m

y boyfriend) but you know
, I w

as 
cheating…

It felt alm
ost like a m

ini victory…
kind of like I w

as getting aw
ay w

ith it because I 
w

as hiding in the bathroom
 getting it done.” 

Q
uadrilateral 

relationship 
Tw

o conflicting or 
qualitatively different 
categories that connect tw

o 
other categories 

W
hen her perceived self-w

orth im
proves, C

hloe turns to m
ore presentation of her unadorned 

self (or authentic self-expression). In contrast, w
hen her perceived self-w

orth deteriorates, 
C

hloe then engages in m
ore strategic self-transform

ation.    
“B

ecause I have lived w
ith him

 (m
y boyfriend) now

 for over a year. I becam
e m

ore 
com

fortable overtim
e and I’m

 kind of ok w
ith him

 seeing m
e w

ithout m
ake-up on…

B
ut for 

exam
ple, today like I said I have been really stressed for the last couple of w

eeks and m
y 

skin is really terrible…
today I probably or the next couple of w

eeks, I probably go back to 
kind of doing m

y m
ake-up in the bathroom

 just so that he doesn’t see m
e at m

y w
orst…

” 
*H

ere, C
hloe appears to be m

oving betw
een a pre-occupied attachm

ent style and a secure 
attachm

ent style.  
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Table 3. A
n overview

 of alternative interpersonal contexts that underpin consum
ers’ tensions betw

een sense of self and goal-pursuits 

Interpersonal 
context 

G
oal-pursuit 

Im
plication for the 

relationship 
Im

plication for the self 
Self-presentation to 
aid goal-pursuit  

Felt tensions in goal-pursuit 

Secure  
(Positive self- 
and other-
im

ages) 

Intim
acy 

To develop greater 
intim

acy, connection 
and trust in social 
interplays 

To feel liberated from
 

perceived conventional 
social expectations 

A
uthentic self-

expression (M
ore 

w
illingness to disclose 

the unadorned self or 
perceived self-flaw

s) 

The disclosure of perceived 
self-flaw

s lim
its the 

presentation of a perceived 
better version of self and 
related interpersonal rew

ards 
Preoccupied 
(N

egative self-
im

age + 
positive other-
im

age) 

Prevention 
To prevent the 
dissolution of 
preferred interactional 
dynam

ics in an 
existing relationship 

To protect the self from
 

losing existing social 
approval and 
interpersonal 
abandonm

ent 

Socially strategic self-
transform

ation  
(G

reater presentation 
of the ought self w

ith 
an em

phasis on self-
concealm

ent) 

C
oncealing perceived self-

flaw
s often com

es at the price 
of increasing em

otional or 
physical exhaustion (e.g., 
tim

e and resources 
investm

ent) 
F

earful-
avoidant 
(N

egative self- 
and other-
im

ages) 

Perform
ance 

To foster im
pressions 

that are likely to be 
positively evaluated 
by the target audience 
and thus acquire 
specific interpersonal 
rew

ards 

To avoid the experience 
of sham

e and seeking 
social approval 

Socially strategic self-
transform

ation 
(G

reater presentation 
of the ought self w

ith 
an em

phasis on self-
concealm

ent or self-
enhancem

ent) 

G
reater presentation of the 

ought self often com
es w

ith 
the price of increasing 
em

otional or physical 
exhaustion (e.g., tim

e and 
resources investm

ent) 

D
ism

issing-
avoidant 
(Positive self-
im

age + 
negative other-
im

age) 

A
uthenticity 

To pursue genuine 
relationships 

To pursue a sense of 
autonom

y and the 
subjective sense of 
being true to the self 
(i.e., “felt authenticity”) 

A
uthentic self-

expression (M
ore 

w
illingness to disclose 

the unadorned self or 
perceived self-flaw

s) 

The disclosure of perceived 
self-flaw

s lim
its the 

presentation of a perceived 
better version of self and 
related interpersonal rew

ards  
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Table 4. O
verview

 of participants’ personal backgrounds and attachm
ent styles (in the cases described above) 

C
ase study 

Self-description 
B

rief com
m

entary 
A

ttachm
ent style 

K
ylie 

(Interview
: 

108 
m

inutes; 
follow

-up 
interview

: 
35 m

inutes; 
Single) 

“I’m
 probably very am

bitious, hard w
orking. In 

term
s of socially, they w

ould say I don’t know
 

how
 to shut up. I’m

 quite a friendly person. A
ll 

m
y close friends w

ould say like yeah I’m
 quite 

like sm
othering; I like guarding m

y friends 
w

ith m
y life. W

hen I think about m
yself, I 

don’t like thinking of m
yself in regards to m

y 
looks. I think m

any people w
ould probably 

think of m
e m

ore academ
ically and m

e as a 
personality. M

y m
om

 has alw
ays kind of taught 

m
e that in everything you do, be it academ

ics, 
be it socially, be it your looks or w

hatever, be a 
good representation of your fam

ily.”  

A
 m

ajor them
e that kept surfacing in the 

interview
 conversations w

as the im
portance of 

“being m
e” in the social encounters. Y

et, there 
w

as also a strong focus on w
inning and being the 

best she can be. A
t the tim

e of the interview
, 

K
ylie w

as single and living on her ow
n. 

Professionally, K
ylie had been an accountant for 

3 years w
orking w

ith m
ainly m

ale colleagues. 
K

ylie often called herself the “am
azeballs” or 

“Q
ueen K

ylie”. She appears to be the m
ost self-

confident am
ong all 31 participants. 

Follow
-up interview

: K
ylie reduced her m

ake-up 
use as a result of her striving not to be 
superficial. 

Exhibited in the m
ain 

interview
: 

Secure: 9 (17%
) 

Preoccupied: 0 (0%
) 

Fearful: 33 (61%
) 

D
ism

issing: 12 
(22%

) 

C
hloe 

(Interview
: 

73 m
inutes; 

follow
-up 

interview
: 

28 m
inutes; 

In a 
relationship 
for 2 years) 

“I’d describe m
yself as a w

orrier, a people 
pleaser. I think I’m

 quite fun loving, um
m

 
insecure. Just kind of like I w

ould, not alw
ays 

but kind of like 9 tim
es out of 10 I w

ould do 
som

ething because I thought I w
ould m

ake 
som

eone else happy if it’s not som
ething I 

w
ould w

ant to do... I’m
 alw

ays so cautious 
about not upsetting people…

I need to kind of 
keep up appearances and that links to kind of 
being a w

orrier.”  

C
hloe’s interview

 often em
phasized her deep 

self-insecurity w
hen interacting w

ith others.  
C

hloe reflected on this insecurity as possibly 
resulting from

 her early childhood experiences 
of separation from

 the parents and not being able 
to fit in, being a m

ixed-race child grow
ing up in 

a predom
inantly ‘w

hite’ society. Self-adornm
ent 

w
as largely seen as her w

ay of cheating, her w
ay 

of playing different roles to please different 
others   (also see table 2). 
Follow

-up interview
: C

hloe started to spend 
m

ore m
oney on skincare products as she began 

to notice w
rinkles that she had never noticed 

before. 
 

Secure: 6 (11%
) 

Preoccupied: 5 (9%
) 

Fearful: 43 (80%
) 

D
ism

issing: 0 
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E
m

m
a 

(Interview
: 

86 m
inutes; 

follow
-up 

interview
: 

41 m
inutes; 

In a 
relationship 
for 3 years) 

“I’m
 quite a bubbly person, confident, very 

girly and I like clothes, fashion and m
ake-up. 

W
ell I think som

etim
es I w

ant everything to be 
perfect but it can’t alw

ays be perfect. Like 
around the house, I alw

ays w
ant it to be tidy, 

like w
hen people com

e around, I w
ant the 

house to look clean like it’s alw
ays clean like 

this but it’s actually not clean like that 
(laughter). O

r like I don’t like to fall out w
ith 

people, I just w
ant everyone to be happy. W

ell 
in som

e situations I’m
 very confident. I think 

that because I’m
 quite loud, people think I’m

 
alw

ays confident but actually I’m
 not alw

ays 
confident, probably I’m

 actually not that 
confident, but I just try to com

e across like I 
am

.”  

Em
m

a w
as very popular in her school and had a 

w
ide circle of friends w

ho looked up to her for 
trendsetting. Y

et, it seem
s that Em

m
a is very 

concerned w
ith perceived defects of her physical 

features. A
s such, like C

hloe, she often suffers 
from

 great anxiety w
ith her unadorned self. This 

m
ay be partially due to the fashion industry she 

had been w
orking in at the tim

e of interview
 and 

her strong desire for perfection in life. Y
et, her 

use of self-adornm
ent becom

es largely redundant 
in a perceived stable relationship w

ithin w
hich 

she feels secure and loved for w
ho she is. 

Follow
-up interview

: Em
m

a increased her use of 
self-adornm

ent as a result of relationship 
instability. 

Secure: 8 (14%
) 

Preoccupied: 4 (7%
) 

Fearful: 44 (79%
) 

D
ism

issing: 0 (0%
) 

Jill 
(Interview

: 
105 
m

inutes; 
M

arried for 
31 years) 

“I’m
 quite happy but I don’t relax m

uch. I love 
being at hom

e. I love doing all the housew
ork 

like cooking. I like going to the shops. I like to 
be quiet, but still to be involved in a group. I’m

 
not extrovert. I’ve quite a few

 friends w
ho are 

alw
ays asking m

e to com
e out. It’s m

e, I do not 
w

ant to go out at the nighttim
e, but I have 

friends and people I can go and visit anytim
e. 

I’m
 m

ore rom
antic, quiet, secluded kind of 

person. I enjoy being a m
om

. I prefer a quiet, 
secluded, cozy kind of thing. I think that 
because of m

y age as w
ell and I think it’s to do 

w
ith having energy to do these things.”  

Jill describes herself as “a routine person” w
ho 

w
ent through the sam

e routine everyday. It 
appears that, for Jill, as an introvert, self-
adornm

ent has an instrum
ental and strategic 

value to help her subtly appeal to others, create a 
favourable self-im

pression, and thereby gain 
social approval. M

otherhood is clearly central to 
her sense of self. Jill spoke in a quiet tone of 
voice, at a slow

 rate of speed throughout the 
interview

 conversation. 
Follow

-up interview
: N

A. Em
ail stating no 

change in her use of self-adornm
ent. 

Secure: 4 (11%
) 

Preoccupied: 0 (0%
) 

Fearful: 28 (80%
) 

D
ism

issing: 3 (9%
) 

N
B

: A
s w

e qualitatively coded inform
ants’ attachm

ent styles (through the general or interpersonal contexts w
e found them

 describing) as 
exem

plified in table 2, the inform
ants’ attachm

ent styles as exhibited in this table are approxim
ate and not intended to provide precise 

quantitative data. In this study, A
T is used to illum

inate our qualitative findings rather than evidencing our findings. 


