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Abstract:

Earlier work on identity, self and consumption identified that desired and undesired
selves play a significant role in the important global phenomenon of symbolic
consumption but neglected to investigate and conceptualize the interrelationship
between desired and undesired selves and consumption. Phenomenological interviews
with Greek women are used to elicit consumption experiences linked to positive and
negative aspects of the self. The interrelationships between desired and undesired
selves in consumption were characterized by two patterns (firstly conflicting and
secondly compatible desired and undesired selves) that could be linked to consumers’
different strategies. Examining these strategies, we extend previous work on the
strategies that consumers use to handle identity issues. Finally, we evaluate this
theory-building derived from the Greek empirical data within the context of U.S.
generated theory about individuals’ ways of dealing with self-coherence issues
through symbolic consumption; we identify consumers’ sense of baffled self and

ambivalence in the emotions surrounding consumption.
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BACKGROUND

Previous consumer research has identified that desired and undesired selves play a
significant role in the important global phenomenon of symbolic consumption (e.g.
Ahuvia 2005). However, no attempt had been made to investigate and conceptualize
the interplay between desired and undesired selves in consumption and this paper
addresses this important gap. The strategies consumers used in order to handle the
interrelationships between their desired and undesired selves are examined, extending
Ahuvia’s theory (2005) on the strategies consumers use in handling identity issues.
We note differences and similarities between Ahuvia’s (2005) and our findings, and
we identify the different conditions under which consumers follow different
strategies. Finally, the theory-building derived from this study’s Greek empirical data
is evaluated within the context of U.S. generated theory about how consumers,
dealing with difficulties in creating a coherent sense of self, negotiate conflicting
identities through symbolic consumption (e.g. Cushman 1990, Firat and Venkatesh
1995, Ahuvia 2005). This study identifies firstly consumers’ sense of baffled self; and
secondly more ambivalence in consumers’ emotions surrounding consumption than
previous studies suggest, contributing to the debates about homogeneity-heterogeneity

in global consumer culture.

Consumer Culture

With the erosion of traditional forms of identity, individuals are increasingly obliged

to choose and construct their own self-identity from an abundance of competing

frameworks of meaning; and they do so partly through consumption (Taylor 1989,



Bauman 1991, Gergen 1991, Giddens 1991). How individuals choose, construct and
communicate their identities through consumption has emerged as a central concern
of consumer research (Belk 1988, Wallendorf & Arnould 1988, Dittmar 1991, Richins
1994a; 1994b, Elliott and Wattanasuwan 1998, Holt 2002, Arnould and Thompson

2005).

Belk (1988) provided the foundations of this research on symbolic consumption. He
used the terms “self”, “sense of self”, and “identity” interchangeably for how a person
subjectively perceives who s/he is, and Belk discussed the use of possessions for
defining, extending, and strengthening the self as well as for communicating meaning
about the self to the individual and to others. Based on these assumptions, valued
possessions emerged as associated with differentiation of the self from others;
integration of the self with others; self-continuity; self-change and more recently with
self-coherence (e.g. Csikszentmihalyi and Rochberg-Halton 1981; Myers 1985; Belk
1988; Wallendorf and Arnould 1988; Schultz, Kleine and Kernan 1989; Kleine,

Kleine and Allen 1995; Ahuvia 2005).

Desired and Undesired Selves and Consumption

The notions of the desired and undesired self, that are imagined selves (Markus &
Nurius 1986) ~ that can be positive or negative ~ within identity projects, have
attracted growing interest in consumer behaviour. The work on symbolic consumption
in consumer behaviour confirms the role of products and services in portraying a
desired self-concept (Belk 1988; Levy 1959; Solomon 1983; Wright, Claiborne &

Sirgy 1992) and the role of consumption avoidance in avoiding an undesired self-



concept (Banister & Hogg 2001; 2003; Freitas, Davis & Kim 1997; Wilk 1997). The
role of products and services both in approaching desired possible selves and in
avoiding undesired possible selves has also been explored (Schouten 1991; Patrick &
Maclnnis 2002; Ahuvia 2005). However, the dynamics between positive and negative
selves in consumption have been neglected in studies of identity projects even though
desired and undesired selves play a significant role in symbolic consumption. We use

the word dynamics to signify the way the desired and undesired self interact.

Consumers’ Sense of Self-Coherence

Due to the contemporary difficulties in establishing self-coherence (the erosion of
traditional forms of identity and the abundance of competing frameworks of meaning;
e.g. Gergen 1991, Giddens 1991), consumers’ identity projects often involve identity
conflicts (e.g. Thompson et al. 1990; Thompson 1996; Thompson and Haytko 1997;
Fournier 1998; Murray 2002; Holt and Thompson 2004; Arnold and Thompson 2005;
Ahuvia 2005; Cherrier and Murray 2007). Ahuvia (2005) discussed strategies which
consumers in his U.S study used in coping with their identity conflicts related to
symbolic consumption, but he neglected the conditions under which consumers
follow different strategies. Moreover, since self-concept and consumption are
developed within a socio-cultural context, consumers in other cultures may deal

differently with issues of identity and consumption.

Three discourses refer to the difficulties in establishing self-coherence: fragmented
multiple selves; the empty self; and the coherent sense of self created out of synthesis

of opposite identities.



Firat and Venkatesh (1995) propose that the contemporary consumer possesses
fragmented multiple selves and has no need to reconcile identity contradictions; s/he
is not strongly committed to identities, chooses identities (from a wide range) based
on his/her momentary wants and then discards these identities without feeling anxiety

or uncertainty, but rather enjoying the freedom from needing a centred, authentic self.

In contrast, Cushman (1990) argues that the contemporary consumer desires a unified
and coherent identity that is difficult to construct due to the abundance of competing
lifestyles and subcultures that lack shared meaning. In this view the consumer
develops feelings of self-doubt and unworthiness, and a sense of an empty-self; and

engages in an ongoing lifestyle of consumption but never reaches fulfilment.

In the middle of these two opposing views lies the work of Gould and Lerman (1998),
Thompson and Hirschman (1995), Murray (2002), Schau and Gilly (2003) and
Ahuvia (2005) who explored the use of consumption to construct a coherent identity
within a fragmented society. Consumers in these studies wanted a coherent identity
narrative, but experienced difficulties in establishing a coherent sense of self and yet
did not necessarily experience an “empty-self”. Rather, consumers were shown to
often create a coherent self-narrative out of potentially disjointed material;
synthesising opposite identities through consumption (Ahuvia 2005) and flexibly

incorporating dualism.

Identity narratives



Narratives are considered to be a fundamental way by which the consumer structures
and therefore makes sense of his/her identity, life and consumption experiences
(Ahuvia 2005; Fournier 1998; Giddens 1991; Shankar, Elliott & Goulding 2001;
Thompson 1997; Thompson and Tambyah 1999). Narrative theory places emphasis
on the narrative structure and works on the premise that although the narratological
constructions may be marked by internal contradictions and compartmentalized
beliefs, narratives nonetheless enable people to construct a sense of continuity and
coherence from the flow of their life experiences (Gergen 1991; Giddens 1991;
Thompson 1997). This structurally oriented approach focuses on how a person frames
meanings, personal concerns and life goals in order to derive a coherent sense of
personal history (Thompson 1997). The narrative approach suggests that a coherent

self-narrative represents a coherent sense of self (e.g. Ahuvia 2005).

However, according to McAdams (2006, p.118), “Life is messier and more complex
than the stories we tell about it”. In a similar way, Sartre maintained that the stories
we tell do not need to relate easily to the lives we live; narrative coherence may
signify “bad faith”. And according to Raggatt (2006) life stories should strive to
portray the rich diversity of lived experience resisting dominant cultural narratives.
Therefore, calls have been made (McAdams 2006, Gubrium & Holstein 1998) for a
focus on both the coherence and the incoherence (diversity, contrasting trends) of
narratives. McAdams (2006) maintains that a large problem in evaluating life
narratives is that the coherence in a story may not reflect a respondent’s own “lived

experience”.

The Phenomenological Self



Because a coherent self-narrative (e.g. Ahuvia 2005) may not necessarily represent

the experience of a coherent sense of self, we draw on the phenomenological

approach to the self (Reed 2002, Thompson, Pollio & Locander 1989) that shares

similarities with the narrative analysis (e.g. they both draw heavily on hermeneutics)

but primarily focuses on the experience of self and consumption rather than the

structure of these experiences (see table 1 below). The self is seen as an ongoing

project, a construction, recreated each moment through choices from different

meanings after dialogue with different images of the self from past and future,

mediated by anticipated responses of significant or generalised others (Sartre 1943;

Heidegger 1962).

Table 1 Assumptions Focus Result
How people frame
(Coherent) self- meanings to derive a .
. Synthesis of
. narrative represents coherent sense of :
Narrative approach potential

(coherent) sense of
self

personal history
despite internal
contradictions

contradictions

Phenomenology

Sense of self
inferred through the
individual’s
perception

Lived experience

Could
potentially
throw light on
the dynamics
of potential
contradictions

Socio-Cultural Context

Consumer culture theorists study consumers in consumption contexts (Arnold and

Thompson 2005). Consumers’ identity projects in Mediterranean and non-American

cultures such as Greece have been relatively neglected. This exploratory study into




how Greeks pursue meaning and identities through consumption could therefore add
to existing consumer research which hitherto has concentrated largely on symbolic
consumption in the U.S.A; extending our understanding of the role of consumption in
identity projects (Arnould and Thompson 2005); and potentially providing a more
nuanced understanding of how symbolic consumption works within global consumer

culture.

Self — Object Relationship

The relationship between the self and the objects often remains under theorised
(Borgerson, 2005) in consumer studies. Belk (1989) emphasised the subject’s agency
(but also acknowledged a kind of agency on the part of objects) in merging identity
with objects (p. 130). Miller (1987) emphasised objects as active in subject formation.
This study adopts the constructionism view on meaning (Crotty 2003) that bridges the
previous two views, emphasising the co-creation of subject and object by stating that

meaning is constructed and comes out of the interplay between object and subject.

RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHOD

This phenomenological study explored Greek female consumers’ experiences with
their meaningful possessions, products and consumption activities in relation to
desired and undesired selves. Because gender, as a major social category, is likely to
influence self-concepts and consumption experiences, only women’s consumption
experiences were the focus for this study in order to reduce the complexity of

examining both women’s and men’s consumption experiences across age groups.
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Age
span

34

49

Convenience and snowball sampling was used to recruit thirty participants, ten from

each age span: 18-33, 34-49 and 50-65. For the purposes of this paper, we draw on the

stories of 14 informants that reflect the findings of the whole dataset. Their personal

characteristics are summarised in Table 2:

Nickname Age

Table 2: Informants’ personal characteristics

Marital
status

Occupation

Most important possessions / products
/ consumption activities

Victoria | 27 | Engaged Architect assistant clothes, laptop, studies, cosmetics
Elena 28 | Engaged Architect laptop, clothes, tennis, broach
Sofia 29 | Married Unemployed clothes, furniture, tutorials, photos
Nancy 31 Single Clerical car, mobile, clothes, trips
Fofika 33 | Divorced | middle-level manager mobile, car, laptop, house, studies

Nena 36 Single Tour guide ring, heirloom, house, car

Patca 38 Single Pharmacist music CDs, (self)qgifts, books, theatre
Julia 43 | Married | White collar manager ring gift, organic products, house
Maria 46 | Married Clerical house, necklace, perfume, clothes, cafés
Mina 48 | Married Clerical cosmetics, clothes, education, furniture

50 Andy 53 | Married TV/radio producer trips, piano, house, son’s education
Nana 57 | Separated Housewife music CDs, paintings, clothes, bars

6-5 Joanna 64 | Widow Retired houses, lamp, furniture, books, trips
Rea 65 Single Retired diet, pet, flowers, gifts, mobile

Phenomenological interviewing (Collazi 1978; Kvale 1983; Thompson et al 1989 &

1990) was used to elicit full descriptions of experiences. The phenomenological

interview is semi-structured. The respondents largely drive the conversation. The

interviewer employs short descriptive questions and specifically avoids “why”

questions. Respondents were informed that the study’s purpose was to obtain insights

into their experiences with their meaningful possessions, products and consumption

activities; that the interview would be audio-taped; and anonymity was assured. To

stimulate discussion about themselves, their lives and consumption, informants were



invited to “Tell the story” about their meaningful possessions, products and / or

consumption activities.

Interviews were transcribed and a phenomenological-hermeneutical analysis
(Thompson et al 1989 & 1990) using a back and forth, part-to-whole interpretation
mode was applied to the data in order to generate theory building around the desired

and undesired selves and their inter-relationship in consumption.

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

The findings suggest that the desired and undesired self coexist for consumers in the
Greek context, colouring their consumption experiences. Table 3 presents briefly the
themes around which consumers’ predominant desired and undesired selves revolved.
Table 4 provides a few examples of how respondents’ desired and undesired selves
revolved around these themes, followed by a brief discussion of these themes in
regards to the context in which they emerged. Then the focus turns to identifying and
conceptualizing two patterns which capture the dynamic inter-relationship between

desired and undesired selves in consumption.

THEMATIC DIMENSIONS OF DESIRED AND UNDESIRED SELVES

Table 3: thematic dimensions of desired and undesired selves

Themes DESIRED SELVES UNDESIRED SELVES
I feelings of belonging, being accepted and | feelings of being excluded, rejected, alone
Affiliation : .
caring for others and not caring for others
Standing out feeling respected & proud, standing out feeling disrespected and ashamed,
=landing ott positively standing out negatively
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Security feeling safe and secure feeling unsafe and insecure

Control being in control not being in control

Pleasure experiencing pleasure/enjoyment experiencing displeasure/pain

Table 4: Mapping Themes across Desired and Undesired Selves

Themes DESIRED SELVES UNDESIRED SELVES
Affiliation being loved, fitting in, caring for others unloved, alone, negligent mother/daughter
Standing out beautiful, successful, sophisticated unattractive, fa”r?](]ilé:ﬂ;bbish deprived,
Security financially secure, healthy, safe financially insecure, unhealthy, ill, unsafe
Control free, independent, powerful oppressed, dependent, weak
Pleasure indulgent, enjoying, relaxed stressed, in displeasure

Our participants’ strong affiliation, security and control needs are encouraged by the
current difficult and uncertain economic climate with factors such as high
unemployment rates and the state’s poor levels of support and protection for both
young and elderly citizens in Greece (Eurostat 2002). Young and elderly people in
Greece and in other Mediterranean countries rely heavily on their nuclear families, in
contrast to people in Scandinavian countries who are strongly supported by the state
(Eurostat 2002). Indeed, our respondents sought strong interpersonal ties with their
nuclear family. Moreover, our participants sought security and control in reaction to
the environmental uncertainty that surrounds them; they were motivated to minimize
financial uncertainty and risk in order to ensure that they achieved a degree of

protection for and control over the future.

PATTERNS OF INTER-RELATIONSHIPS BETWEEN DESIRED &

UNDESIRED SELVES
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Two dynamic patterns of interrelationship between desired and undesired selves were
conceptualised from this study. This part of the paper is structured as follows. First in
section 1, we discuss pattern A, we then identify different motivations in pattern A
and subsequently we discuss two different emergent strategies linked to different
motivations in pattern A. Next in section 2, we move on to pattern B, the relevant

motivation and the relevant consumers’ strategies.

Table 5 summarised the findings discussed further in sections 1 and 2:

Table 5: Patterns of consumers’ desired and undesired selves’ interrelationships,

consumers’ motivation and strategieS

Approach a desired self

= abandoning another desired self and/or
A: Conflicting desired & undesired selves | accepting one undesired self

Choice strategy

Existential dilemmas; win-lose situations; Avoid an undesired self
e.g. pursuing a desired self necessitates ) ]
acceptance of an undesired self = accepting another undesired self and/or
= abandoning one desired self
Unclear framing around desired & Balance
undesired selves strategy
Transition
strategy
B: Compatible desired & undesired selves
. o . Approach a desired self & avoid an Straightforward
No dilemma; win-win situations; pursuing a .

undesired self strategy

desired self means avoiding an undesired
self and vice versa

1. PATTERN (A): DYNAMIC OF CONFLICTING DESIRED & UNDESIRED

SELVES:

14



In the first pattern (A), consumers experience the dilemma of choosing between one
pair of desired/undesired selves over another pair of desired/undesired selves (win-
lose situations). Maria (46 years old), for example, experiences the dilemma of
choosing between either “being a caring mother but not enjoying herself” or
“enjoying herself but being a negligent mother” which are two opposite possible
identities each involving a desired and an undesired self (affiliation and pleasure
themes). In this case, dilemmas and tensions are experienced, as described in earlier
studies as life-themes or identity conflicts (e.g. Fournier 1998, Ahuvia 2005).
Respondents with such conflicting desired and undesired selves experienced a sense
of ‘baffled’ self (Miller 2009) and often the need to compromise due to the dilemma
of choosing between two possible and competing identities. Several dilemmas
emerged from respondents’ life-world descriptions such as: “enjoying myself or being
a caring mother” (Maria, Andy), “looking feminine or feeling comfortable”

(Victoria), “being healthy or indulging” (Rea).

Such existential dilemmas mirror the tensions between choosing an identity and the
constraints in doing so (Shankar, Elliott and Fitchett, 2009). Moreover, such
existential dilemmas were reflected in consumers’ experiences with their important
possessions, products and consumption activities. The important object or activity in
this case enables and activates both a desired and an undesired self. The consumer
associates the special item or activity both with her desired self and her undesired self,
has both positive and negative memories about it, has mixed feelings about it, and has

a “love-and-hate” relationship with it.

15



Often respondents experiencing such dilemmas of choosing between one pair of
conflicting desired/undesired selves over another were more motivated either to
pursue one desired self or to avoid one undesired self; but sometimes there was a less

clear framing of consumers’ decisions around their desired/undesired selves.

Pursuing a desired self

Often respondents pursued one desired self in preference to another; i.e. they pursued
one desired self and abandoned or neglected an alternative desired self. For example,
Mina (48 years old) pursues her desired self of being “a caring mother” rather than
her other desired self of “looking beautiful and young”. Therefore she pays for her
daughter’s private education which means that she can only afford to buy cosmetics
that she considers cheap and about which she has mixed feelings. She feels that these
cosmetics are not very effective in helping her to achieve her desired self of “looking

beautiful and young”. She says:

“Cosmetics are important to look beautiful and young... if I had financial
comfort | would buy more expensive and therefore more effective cosmetics,

but I consider my daughter’s education as a priority now”

Respondents also discussed how pursuing a desired self often required the acceptance
of an undesired self. Mina, for example, discussed how she provides private education
for her daughter and thus pursues her desired self as “a caring mother” and has at the

same time to accept her “financially pressured” undesired self.

16



Avoiding an undesired self

In other cases, respondents chose to avoid one undesired self but chose (accepted or
reluctantly embraced, or compromised with) another undesired self; and/or

abandoned/neglected one desired self.

Victoria (27 years old), for example, avoids her undesired self “feeling uncomfortable
and insecure”, but at the cost of reluctantly embracing her other undesired self “being
shy and dressed conservatively” and abandoning the opportunity of achieving her
desired self “standing out as feminine” through her dressing choices. She enacts the
“shy” aspect of her self - which she considers unwanted but also impossible to avoid.
Her description reveals the tension between her ability to create her identity through

her choices and the constraints on her ability to do so (Shankar et al 2009). She says:

“My clothes are conservative. | only like a cheap, feminine skirt, I bought not
to wear, but because it is nice. I never wore it. | like feminine clothes that
reveal parts of the body but as | am shy I always wear conservative clothes;
feminine clothes attract others’ attention and make me feel uncomfortable and
insecure ... 1 admire women who dare to wear feminine clothes and stand out

but I cannot”

Choice strategy — Compromising and choosing one identity over another

Respondents from pattern A (motivated either to approach a desired self or to avoid

an undesired self), dealt with their dilemma of choosing between two possible

17



identities, each of which involves simultaneously desirable and undesirable aspects of
the self by making a compromising choice. They gave up what they saw as some of
the attractive features of one identity and chose the other identity. Feelings of
compromise and pressure were pre-eminent and reflected in consumers’ love-and-hate

relationship with the object or activity that mediated the choice.

The choice between two competing identities was often guided by a sense of the
inability to pursue, cope with or abandon one of the identities. For example, Victoria’s
choice of “feeling comfortable and secure but not standing out as feminine” with her
dress choices is based on her sense of inability to pursue and cope with “standing out

as feminine but feeling uncomfortable and insecure” (see also table 6, pages 26-27).

Nena (36 years old), chose to avoid her undesired “oppressed” self (control theme) at
the cost of abandoning her desired “married woman” self (affiliation theme). She has
mixed feelings about her broken engagement ring that symbolizes her choice. She

said: (see also table 6, pages 26-27)

“The ring from my broken engagement is important to me. I haven'’t enjoyed
it... We broke up soon after the engagement. | kept this ring but I don’t wear it
... The relationship became unfair for me. I was only giving. He did not want
to give things back...I was getting Oppressed...I want another engagement

ring”

When faced with two conflicting desired/undesired selves, respondents often chose

one identity over another because they considered the chosen identity to be more

18



important than the abandoned identity. Maria, for example, when she became a
mother for the first time, considered her desired ‘caring mother’ self as more
important than her desired ‘enjoying’ self and stopped engaging in self-grooming and

entertainment activities and devoted all her free time to her child.

Moreover, a sense of obligation (or ought self) often guided the choice between two
identities. Andy, for example, chose to pursue the desired self of being “a caring
mother” and therefore abandoned the opportunity to achieve her other desired self of
“enjoying” herself because she could not engage in her favorite activity of travelling.

She feels she ought to make this choice and says:

“I miss trips and entertainment...I cannot do what I want because I have to
stand by my son who is going to school. He needs to know that we are close to
him and here for him. All our goals are on our son to study and succeed. We
pay a lot for his education. We don't exist, he exists. When he is over 18 years
old and starts working in parallel to his studies we may start to exist again”

(see also table 6, pages 26-27)

These respondents, who followed this compromise strategy, were often trying to adapt
to or prepare for a new private transition. Nena, for example, faced the transition of
getting married; Maria had faced the transition of motherhood; Andy was anticipating

the transition to the state of being an empty nester.

Less clear framing around desired /undesired selves

19



In some cases respondents experiencing identity dilemmas (pattern A) expressed less
clear framing in regards to their desired and undesired selves and consumption. Fofika
(33 year-old), for example, has mixed feelings for her mobile phone as it enables both
her desired self “being close to loved ones” (affiliation theme) and her undesired self

“pressured and tensed” (pleasure theme). Therefore she regulates its use. She says:

“My mobile is important as it gets me closer to my friends and family...but it
often makes me sad... I cannot stand it. It pressures me because | receive

family tension through it...therefore | often keep it switched off”

Rea (65 years old) discussed the tension between two possible identities i.e. “being
healthy but not indulging” and “indulging but not being healthy” (security and
pleasure themes). Each of these identities involves both a desired and an undesired
self. Rea tries to reconcile the tension between these two competing possible identities

by watching her diet.

Balance strateqy; compromising & pursuing the golden mean of 2 identities

Respondents from the first pattern (such as Fofika, Maria, Rea) with no clear framing
around desired and undesired selves dealt with the dilemma of choosing between two
identities (where each identity had both desirable and undesirable aspects), in a
different way. They gave up what they saw as some of the attractive features of each
identity in order to achieve a middle ground between the two identities. For example
Fofika pursues the compromise or golden mean between “being close to loved ones

but experiencing family tension” and being “calm but lonely” by making limited use
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of her mobile about which she has mixed feelings. Maria, after giving birth to her
second child, started pursuing the golden compromise or mean between being a caring
mother and enjoying herself. At times she enjoys self-grooming activities and going
out with friends, feeling however she neglects her children, and at other times she
takes care of her children, doing household tasks but she feels she is not enjoying
herself. Therefore, she experiences feelings of compromise and has a love-and-hate
relationship with her house. This is in line with Thompson’s (1996) findings on
working mothers’ efforts to balance their inner conflicts between self-indulgence and

caring for others.

It can be inferred that respondents are trying to achieve a compromise between two
identities because both identities are equally important and/or desirable. Moreover,
the choice of this balancing strategy might be attributed to a sense of obligation; an
ought self. For example, Maria tries to achieve a balance between being a caring
mother and enjoying herself because she feels she ought to be youthful for her son

and she feels she achieves that by enjoying herself. She says:

“I used to stay in doing household tasks, not going out with friends to
entertain in order to take care of my daughter. 1 was 37 years old when my
son was born...| had to stop being like before and renew myself as if I
wouldn’t, people would later think I'm my son’s grandmother not his mother.
[...] Everybody says I've changed. | have a young son and | have to be young

too and enjoy. The opposite shouldn’t take place”

21



Respondents who follow this balancing strategy tend to have relative stability in their

lives, rather than being faced with transitions.

Overall, respondents in pattern A (whether following a choice or a balance strategy),
experienced constraints in their identity choices associated with feelings of
compromise and pressure. This tension between identity choices and identity

constraints (Shankar et al 2009) was mirrored in their consumption experiences.

2. PATTERN (B): DYNAMIC OF COMPATIBLE DESIRED & UNDESIRED
SELVES:
The second dynamic pattern (B) of the inter-relationship between the desired and
undesired selves, involves the enabling of the desired self, and the deactivating of the
undesired self via consumption (win-win situations). In this case, consumers’ pursuit
of their desired self meant they succeeded in avoiding an undesired self and vice
versa. No dilemmas or existential tensions or compromising feelings were
experienced. Rather, possessions, products and consumption activities were valued
because they enabled a consumer’s desired selves and deactivated a consumer’s
undesired selves. The consumer has only positive memories from and positive
feelings about such objects and activities. Patca and Nana for example (aged 38 and
57 respectively) valued art related items (music CDs and books) for enabling desired
selves such as being “calm” and “internally independent” and for preventing or

offering relief from the undesired self of feeling “upset” and “dependent”.

Joanna (aged 64) illustrates that the opposite of an undesired self is not necessarily the

desired/ideal self. Joanna appears not to want to be associated with two equally
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undesirable, yet completely opposite, self concepts. One undesired self concept
consists of being perceived as poor, while the other undesired self consists of looking

too wealthy:

“On the one side is a person who has everything, shows off and this is obvious
to others. On the other side is a person who has nothing, is miserly and this is
obvious to others too. I don’t want to be on either side... I don’t show off by
over consuming but I am not miserly either in under consuming...I don’t want

2

to belong or to be considered on either side.

Several respondents from pattern B revealed that they were sometimes avoiding two
completely opposite undesired selves whilst simultaneously pursuing a desired self in
the middle of the two opposite extremes represented by two different undesired

selves. For example:

= Avoid being either very modern or very classical, but pursue a desired self in
the middle (e.g. with furniture, clothing choices; Elena, Sofia)

= Avoid being too similar to others and also very different from others (e.g. with
clothing choices; Nancy)

= Avoid being very self-focused, and also avoid being very other-focused at the

same time (e.g. balancing self-gifts and gifts to others; Patca)

This view of the undesired self at the two extreme ends of a spectrum of the self, with
the desired self in the middle (and equipoise point) of an axis potentially provides an

interesting complement to Sullivan’s (1953) theorization that the desired self is more
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vague and abstract than the undesired self and also links with Ogilvie’s (1987)
statement that the undesired self is a more concrete and unshakeable standard against
which one judges one’s present level of well-being, than the desired self. This view is
also in line with the concept of the ideal of personhood as a centralized equilibrium-
preserving structure (Erikson 1959, Geertz 1973, 1979, Greenwald 1980 in Sampson

1985).

Respondents from pattern B did not experience as problematic or difficult the pursuit
of a desired self that sits at the equipoise or balancing point between two completely
opposite undesired selves. In contrast respondents from pattern A in pursuit of
equilibrium between two competing identities (balance strategy) did experience the
balancing act as difficult and problematic, and they expressed feelings of compromise

and pressure (see pages 20-21).

Straightforward strateqy

Respondents with compatible desired and undesired selves (pattern B, e.g. Elena,
Sofia, Nancy, Patca, Julia, Nana and Joanna) approach desired selves and avoid
undesired selves via consumption in a straightforward way. They do not experience
tensions or compromising feelings and have only positive feelings and memories
about the possessions and activities that enabled their desired selves and deactivated

their undesired selves (see also table 6, pages 26-27).

Transition aspiring strategy; Solving the dilemma; Transition from pattern A to B
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In some cases respondents aspired to solve the dilemma of choosing between different
identities, each of which involved both a desired and an undesired self. The solution
would enable the desired aspects and deactivate the undesired aspects of both
identities, solving the dilemma. Thus, desired and undesired selves would cease to be
in conflict (pattern A) and become compatible (pattern B). Compromising feelings

would be overcome (see also table 6, pages 26-27).

Maria, for example, aspires to solve her dilemma of choosing between caring for her
loved ones and enjoying herself by taking early retirement. By doing so she hopes to
achieve both of her desired selves “enjoying” and “taking good care of her family”

and to avoid her undesired selves “negligent mother” and “not enjoying herself”.

Nena (aged 36) is hoping to establish a fair and harmonious personal relationship that

will solve her dilemma of having to choose between affiliation and control.

Mina who chooses the “caring mother but financially pressured” pair of conflicting
desired and undesired selves (she is paying for her daughter’s private education) is

hoping that her husband will find a better paid job.

Andy is looking forward to her son becoming financially independent, hoping that
this transition will solve the dilemma of choosing between caring for her son and

enjoying herself.

Julia (pattern B at the time of the interview), feels that in the future, retirement will

stimulate not only her desired self i.e. “more relaxed” but also her undesired “lonely”
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self (pattern A and pleasure and affiliation themes). She intends to have a country
house built on an island where her best friends are living. This way she hopes she will
enable both her desired selves “relaxed” and “belonging” and will prevent realization

of her undesired selves “lonely”, and “not relaxed” (avoid pattern A).

This strategy emerged as an aspirational strategy in our study. Respondents aspired to
solve dilemmas in the future due to opportunities that they anticipated would be
created by a transition to the next life-stage (e.g. retirement, empty nest) or by a

desired life change (e.g. find a partner) or consumption (e.g. country house).

Overall, respondents followed different strategies based on:
= The importance they placed on their different desired and undesired selves
= Their sense of obligation or ought self
= Their feelings towards their sense of identity constraints

= Their transitional or stable life-state

Table 6 below maps respondents onto the 2 patterns and 4 strategies discussed above:

Table 6
Narrative Main Pattern A: Pattern B:
Name Age mainlv about Themes conflicting desired | compatible desired
y & undesired selves | & undesired selves
Feeling
T comfortable but | Security, :
Victoria | 27 not looking Standing out Choice strategy
feminine
Stand as
successful, not .
Elena 28 ineffective, not | Standing out Straightforward
; strategy
very classical,
not very modern
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Be financially

. secure, not very Security Straightforward
Sofia 29 ! .
classical, not | Standing out strategy
very modern
Belong, look
not too similar, | Affiliation,
not too Stand out, .
Nancy 31 different, be Security, Stra;%gtl;orward
safe, Control, 9y
independent & Pleasure
enjoy
Balance —_—
Fofika 33 belonging & Affiliation, Balance strategy
Pleasure
calm self
Not oppressed Control, .
Nena | 36 butalone | Affiliation | CMOICestrategy
Be independent,
calm, not very .
Patca 38 | self-focused, not |  Control Straightforward
strategy
very other-
focused
(+ aspires to
transition strategy
Julia 43 Belc_)nglng, not Affiliation as afrald of_ Straightforward
being alone conflicting desired strategy
— undesired selves
in the future)
Balance being a _— Balance strategy
Maria 46 | caring mother & Affiliation, (+ aspires to
o Pleasure o\
enjoying transition strategy)
Caring mother _— Choice strategy (+
Mina 48 but financially Affiliation, aspires to transition
Pleasure
pressured strategy)
Caring mother | Affiliation, | Choice strategy (+
Andy 53 | but suppressed, Control, aspires to transition
not enjoying Pleasure strategy)
Nana 57 I_3e internally Control Straightforward
independent strategy
Stand as not .
Joanna 64 deprived, not | Standing out Straightforward
. strategy
showing off
Balance healthy | Security,
Rea 65 & indulging self Pleasure Balance strategy
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CONCEPTUALISATION:

The following framework of how the interplay between desired and undesired selves
is mediated via consumption (Figure 1) emerged from the analysis and depicts the two
dynamic interrelationship patterns (A and B) between respondents’ desired and
undesired selves; and the variety of strategies (I-1V) that respondents used in order to
deal with these patterned inter-relationships. In line with the phenomenological

perspective, this framework follows the viewpoint of the respective respondents:
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Figure 1: interplay of desired and undesired selves mediated via consumption

Interplay of desired & undesired selves in consumption

l

Conflicting desired and
undesired selves (pattern A)

I

Existential tensions/dilemmas as 2
possible, competing identities to
choose from each with both a
desired & an undesired self; i.e.
dilemma of choosing one pair of
desired - undesired selves over
another
l
Compromising strategies:
I.  Choice strategy
i. Choose to pursue one
desired self over another
and/or accept an
undesired self
ii. Choose to avoid one
undesired self over
another and/or abandon
a desired self
I1.  Balance strategy

V.
L3 Transition
strategy

|

The important possession / activity

= Activates both a desired & an
undesired self

l

Compatible desired and
undesired selves (pattern B)

I

Pursuit of a desired self and
avoidance of an undesired self

!
I11. Straightforward strategy:

Activate a desired self &
deactivate an undesired self

I

The important possession/activity
Activates a desired self
Deactivates an undesired self
Creates positive memories &
feelings

Evokes mixed memories & feelings
Involves love-and-hate relationship
with the possession/product/activity
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COMPARISON WITH A U.S. STUDY (AHUVIA, 2005):

How do our findings align with earlier U.S. work and theory-building (Ahuvia 2005)?
The four strategies that our respondents in Greece used in order to handle the
dynamics between their desired and undesired selves (patterns A and B) were in some
ways in line with three strategies that U.S. respondents had followed in order to deal
with their identity conflicts and to create a coherent self-narrative (Ahuvia, 2005).
(Note that the pattern A in our study which identified the role of identity conflicts i.e.
conflicting desired and undesired selves, aligns with Ahuvia’s study). Table 7 below
summarises the differences and similarities in the strategies consumers followed,

comparing Ahuvia’s (2005) with our findings.

Of particular interest here is the third strategy identified in Ahuvia (2005). This is the
“synthesising ” strategy where the consumer creates a synthesis of opposing identities
(getting the best of both worlds). In the synthesising strategy U.S. consumers created
a sense of self-coherence and overcame compromising feelings via consumption
without really solving their identity conflicts. Their identity dilemmas continued to
exist. We did not find this strategy among our Greek respondents. Rather, our Greek
participants aspired to solve their identity dilemmas and conflicts via life transitions,
life changes and consumption in order to overcome compromising feelings and to

create a coherent sense of self using the “transition strategy ” (to which they aspired).

This is an important emergent difference between Ahuvia’s U.S. respondents and our
Greek respondents. While our Greek respondents aspired to solve their identity

conflicts, the U.S. respondents accepted their identity conflicts. While our Greek
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respondents needed to solve their identity conflicts in order to overcome their feelings

of compromise and pressure, and also in order to experience a sense of self-

coherence, the U.S. respondents were able to overcome compromising feelings and to

experience a sense of self-coherence without solving their identity conflicts. This

possibly suggests that our respondents in Greece felt more uncomfortable with

identity conflicts than respondents in the U.S. Greek consumers seemed to have a

sense of ‘baffled’ self (Miller 2009) when their identity conflicts had not been solved.

Table 7

Strategies in Ahuvia (2005) -

U.S. respondents

Strategies in our study -
Greek respondents

Comments

Demarcating strateqy:

The consumer chooses one
identity & rejects another

Potentially inconsistent views:

1.

strategy used by consumers
who experience identity
conflicts (p.181)

strategy used by consumers

1. Choice strateqy:

in line with the 1% view of
Ahuvia’s ‘demarcating
strategy’

2. Straightforward
strategy:

Ahuvia’s interpretation of
demarcating points to two
potentially different
strategies (as found in our
data) and so he would
seem to be offering two
potentially inconsistent
views of the demarcating

supported, in Ahuvia’s study

\.Nho .strongly prefe er one in line with Ahuvia’s 2" strategy
identity over another” (and description of the
who thus experience no “d ) ,
identity conflict) (p.181) emarcating strategy
Compromising strateqy: Our Greek study provides
3. Balance strateqy empirical support for this
Suggested, but not empirically strategy

Synthesising strateqy

For the U.S. respondents
identity conflicts are not
solved but compromising
feelings are overcome to
create a self-coherence
sense. There was no
empirical evidence for this
strategy from this study of
Greek consumers.
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Aspiring to solve identity
conflicts in order to
- 4. Transition strategy overcome compromising
feelings & create a self-
coherence sense

CROSS-CULTURAL ISSUES

So, are consumers becoming increasingly homogenized in a global consumer culture?
Our study reports similarities as well as differences in symbolic consumption between

Greece and the U.S.

The view that important items are connected to the self by both expressing and
transforming the self into some new desired form was supported by Ahuvia’s U.S.
based-study (2005) and is also supported by our findings for Greek consumers.
Moreover, just like U.S. respondents (Ahuvia 2005), our respondents in Greece also
have a great deal of choice about who they want to be; and experience identity
conflicts (illustrated by pattern A of conflicting desired and undesired selves) that
colour their consumption experiences. Our findings suggest that contemporary
conditions in Greece resemble those in the U.S. in that they make the establishment of
a coherent sense of self difficult. Just like the U.S. respondents (Ahuvia 2005), our
Greek respondents can construct their identity from an abundance of identities and did
not experience the difficulties in constructing a coherent sense of self as the liberation
from an oppressive ideal of a unified self (Firat & Venkatesh 1995) or with a sense of

an “empty” self (Cushman 1990).

However, our Greek respondents seemed to feel more uncomfortable than the U.S.

respondents with the difficulties they faced in constructing a coherent sense of self

32




and with their identity conflicts. Therefore our Greek respondents seem to deal with
their identity conflicts in a different way from U.S. participants (Ahuvia. 2005), often
following different strategies. Our study identifies less coherence in the concept of
self and more ambivalence in the emotions surrounding consumption than Ahuvia’s
study. Ahuvia’s U.S. respondents managed to create a sense of self-coherence without
solving their identity conflicts by combining (synthesising) conflicting standards
through consumption of loved objects. Our informants aspired to solve their identity
conflicts via life transitions, life changes and consumption in order to create a sense of
self-coherence. For our Greek respondents conflicting standards are not combined
(synthesised) through consumption (as for U.S. respondents in Ahuvia 2005; Holt &
Thompson 2004) but rather create ambivalent/mixed emotions in consumption and the
sense of a ‘baffled’ self (Miller 2009). Consumers in our study tried to achieve a
compromising balance between opposing identity positions (as consumers in
Thompson 1996) or to compromise with one identity position while often aspiring to

overcome the identity conflict in the future.

CONCLUSION

This study sought to conceptualize the inter-relationship between desired and
undesired selves and to highlight how the interplay between different selves was
significant in the consumption experiences of Greek women. The present
interpretation focuses on the experiences of women situated in a particular context;
and are supported by the transcriptions. However we do not claim to have developed

an exhaustive account. Different insights could emerge across different settings. The
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interplay between the desired and undesired selves of male consumers, for instance,

would represent another important avenue to be explored by future research.

As discussed in the previous section, our study adds to existing consumer research
which has largely concentrated on the U.S.A; providing a more nuanced
understanding of how symbolic consumption works within global consumer culture.
Consumers in this study did not experience fragmented multiple selves (Firat and
Venkatesh 1995), an empty self (Cushman 1990) or a coherent self created out of
synthesis of opposite identities (Ahuvia 2005). Rather they experienced the desire for
a coherent self that often left them with a sense of baffled self (Miller 2009) when
coherence was not attained. Informants in this study aspired to solve their identity
conflicts via life transitions, life changes and consumption in order to create a sense of
self-coherence. And this study identified more ambivalence in the emotions
surrounding consumption than previous work (Cushman 1990, Firat and Venkatesh

1995, Ahuvia 2005).

We extend theory on the desired/undesired self by mapping the desired and undesired
self in terms of thematic dimensions; conceptualising two interrelationship patterns (A
and B) between desired and undesired selves; and examining the impact of these
interrelationships on four consumer strategies. The first pattern (A) of “conflicting
desired and undesired selves” identified in this study integrates two major
developments in consumer research on identity: 1) desired and undesired self-concept
(Freitas et al 1997; Wilk 1997; Banister & Hogg 2001; 2003; Patrick & Maclnnis,
2002), and 2) identity conflicts/tensions (e.g. Fournier 1998; Ahuvia 2005). We also

identify consumers’ mixed feelings for and often their love-and-hate relationship with
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their important possessions, products and consumption activities. Finally, we extend
Ahuvia’s (2005) theory on the strategies consumers use to handle identity issues and

we identify different conditions under which consumers follow different strategies.

The findings can offer additional insights of value to marketing managers in terms of
marketing segmentation, targeting and positioning techniques. Marketing strategists
need to recognize the desired and undesired selves’ associations with product and
service choices and anti-choices, understand the desired and undesired selves’ themes
and interrelationships in consumption, and exploit this understanding in the
development of communication and channel strategies for the positioning and
branding of their goods and services. Finally, as desired and undesired selves often
relate to social roles (e.g. mother) the findings can also offer insights to role theory
and more specifically to role conflict as well as to role-related consumption. From the
perspective of symbolic interactionism, the findings can throw light on how
consumers as social actors pursue personal coherence across different settings
(Goffman 1959), and choose and use products as social stimuli to perform roles and to

define the self (Solomon 1983).
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