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Foreword


The Beginnings of a New Research Domain

In many respects, the study of consumer behavior is relatively new in the scheme of things. Prior to the 1960s, the topic of consumption was primarily an area of inquiry and interest in the economics discipline. With the emphasis on consumption, the area of analysis was the household and how households managed their budgets as well as how they expended their incomes. In fall 1963, I was in my first semester of the doctoral program at the University of Illinois. In one course, the term requirement was to develop and write a marketing paper that featured a model of a marketing phenomenon. (This was at a time when business schools were trying to add quantitative methods to their curricula.) I thought that I would develop a model of consumer behavior. When I approached the course professor with this idea, he was somewhat perplexed as he did not know of any previous model of consumer behavior. He nonetheless directed me to go to the library and ask the librarian to order a recent dissertation by Franco Nicosia who had completed his doctoral dissertation in 1962 at the University of California, Berkeley. Franco had developed a conceptual model of individual consumer behavior that was later published in a landmark book, Consumer Decision Processes: Marketing and Advertising Implications (Prentice Hall, 1966). Also in 1966, Alan Andreasen published an essay, “Attitudes and Customer Behavior: A Decision Model,” in New Research in Marketing, edited by Lee E. Preston.

In 1968, James Engel, David Kollat, and Roger Blackwell published the first Consumer Behavior textbook in which they developed a comprehensive model of consumer behavior. At the same time, John Howard was developing his ideas about individual buyer behavior and, in 1969, published a book with Jagdish Sheth titled The Theory of Buyer Behavior. These two books sparked considerable interest and led to many attempts to study consumer behavior from a more comprehensive perspective. New courses were being developed in marketing to describe and explain how individual consumers made purchase decisions and how they might be influenced by multiple factors. In the same year, Engel organized a symposium at The Ohio State University on consumer behavior research and that meeting led to the decision to form the Association for Consumer Research (ACR). The initial ACR conference was held at the University of Massachusetts in August 1970. It was my privilege to attend that conference and meet scholars with interest in doing consumer research.


The New Research Domain Established

During the next several years, consumer research rapidly developed as a legitimate area of research. Sparked by developments in psychology, it grew rapidly. New courses were added to the marketing curricula of business schools and considerable research was produced and submitted to the two marketing journals of the American Marketing Association, the Journal of Marketing and Journal of Marketing Research. Unfortunately, there was limited space in these two journals to publish many articles on consumer research. Frustrated by the limited space available to address consumer research, a move was made to start a new journal. The first issue of the Journal of Consumer Research (JCR) was published in June 1974. The journal was labeled as a new interdisciplinary quarterly and was co-sponsored by 10 scholarly associations: the American Association for Public Opinion Research, American Council on Consumer Interests, American Economic Association, American Home Economics Association, American Marketing Association, American Psychological Association (Division 23), American Sociological Association, American Statistical Association, Association for Consumer Research, and the Institute of Management Sciences.

In his introductory editorial, the first JCR editor, Ronald Frank, indicated that the journal’s objective was to be the first journal to which professionals with an interest in consumer behavior across disciplines sent their research papers. Furthermore, he stated that consumer behavior was to be broadly construed to consider a wide range of behaviors and decisions including family planning, occupational choices, attitudes toward products and services, the purchase, consumption, and uses of products and services such as financial services and medical care as well as other responses to marketing variables.

 During these first years in the 1970s, ACR became firmly established as a scholarly professional association and its annual conferences rapidly grew in attendance, surpassing 400 in 1980. (Today, the attendance at the annual ACR conferences each fall numbers over 1,000!) Beginning with the 1973 fall conference proceedings entitled Advances in Consumer Research, this annual quickly gained acceptance and recognition for the quality of the papers presented at the conferences and published in the proceedings.



Turmoil in Consumer Research

During the 1980s, considerable concern arose over the philosophical foundations of studies in consumer research. Debates arose in journal pages and in conferences over the merits of logical positivism, critical realism, and interpretive consumer research. Unfortunately, some of this debate was reduced to quantitative versus qualitative research methods. At times, the debates were bitter and there was a feeling that journal space for traditional consumer research might be limited by this newer approach to studying consumer behavior. Indeed, soon after I assumed the editorship of JCR in 1990, I was queried about the composition of the editorial review board. The question put to me concerned the seven consumer researchers known to favor qualitative research methods. I quietly responded that the board that appeared at that time on the JCR masthead was from the previous editor, Richard Lutz. I did not inform the questioner that the next issue which would list my editorial review board would have 15 qualitative researchers as I expanded the editorial review board by an additional 20+ people. Eventually, the controversy abated in the early 1990s, and acceptance of multiple philosophical and methodological approaches to consumer research has occurred.



Recent Shifts in Consumer Behavior Research

Since the early 1990s, interest in consumer behavior research has expanded and has become truly a global research interest. The Association for Consumer Research began to hold conferences in late spring or early summer in Europe and in the Asia–Pacific region. These conferences led to a growing roster of consumer researchers in these areas of the world. An important consequence of these conferences is that even the so-called national ACR conference saw researchers from Europe, Asia, and Australia attending and presenting their research. Also, in 1990 the Society for Consumer Psychology (Division 23 of the American Psychological Association) began publishing the Journal of Consumer Psychology (JCP).

The content of consumer research as exemplified by the articles now appearing in JCR, JCP, and other research journals has shifted to put more emphasis on psychological factors such as cognitive processes and goals, motivation, cross-cultural issues, and behavioral decision theory including judgment and decision making. Issues of public policy, consumer welfare, and family decision making do not seem to attract many consumer researchers. Experimentation has become the dominant research methodology and less attention is placed on studying the more “traditional” marketing influences on consumer behavior such as advertising and promotions. Triggered by the development of the World Wide Web, the globalization of consumer research mentioned above, and the increasing rate of consumers shopping on the Internet, there is growing attention on the Internet as an area needing careful study. Research relative to e-commerce, computing, and the Internet now appears in the journals and in presentations at the conferences.



Online Consumer Behavior Research

Today, consumers purchase products and services in brick-and-mortar stores, and through online Web sites as well as other venues. They share information readily and instantaneously via multiple social media outlets. Consequently, in many respects, researchers have had to rethink how to study consumer behavior. Indeed, one of the effects of the World Wide Web is to make available to consumers throughout the world products and services at any time of the day or night. Initially, it was thought that online access would return the economies to those approaching the economic model of perfect competition. Alas, we have not witnessed such a result as individuals are not able to process all of the information that is available from the many sources online. Moreover, the social media have made it possible for consumers and buyers to provide information to others on a worldwide basis about how the products and services they have acquired meet their expectations and needs. Consequently, it behooves researchers to think carefully through the assumptions that were made about how consumers would search, buy online, and communicate with other consumers and with sellers as well.

Buying and selling online also introduce a number of stimulating questions, some of which will require that researchers think about issues related to public policy, consumer welfare, and family decision making. Foremost are the concerns of security and privacy. Can consumers be protected from unscrupulous sellers and hackers? Will the threat of security breaches make consumers hesitant to shop and purchase online? Can they trust the online sellers to protect their private information and not provide access to that information to others without the knowledge and consent of consumers? Can public policy be framed to protect consumers and therefore the marketplace? Why do consumers abandon their shopping carts before completing a transaction? Are the online reviews ostensibly by other consumers believable and reliable? What is the future of online selling and will it replace the traditional retail store? There is also a need for consumer research to become more multimethod as well as more multidisciplinary. Although it is convenient to conduct experiments using college students, nevertheless relying primarily on this approach raises strong concerns of validity.

These and other relevant research issues concerning online consumer behavior are addressed in this book. It is important that we now have such a volume not only to raise critical research questions but also to begin suggesting solutions and to gain understanding of this phenomenon. This timely book is an essential reference for helping us understand the implications of online consumer behavior.

Kent B. Monroe

J.M. Jones Distinguished Professor of Marketing Emeritus

University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign

Champaign, Illinois

Distinguished Visiting Scholar

University of Richmond

Richmond, Virginia





Preface

You've Been Poked

Friend me. Social media. Facebook. Tweet that. LinkedIn. Groupon. Retweet that. Buzz marketing. Face-time tonight? Un-friend him. These online terms and brands have changed online consumer behavior, advertising, and branding. It is crucial to understand how consumers think, feel, and act regarding social media, online advertising, and online shopping. Business practitioners are looking for answers and solutions as to how to understand online consumer behavior so that they can maximize their online customers’ experiences to help instill brand loyalty. Nonprofit managers or politicians, in a similar fashion, seek an understanding of online consumer behavior so that they can raise awareness and make online giving easy. Scholars have produced only the beginning stages of theory that can systematically explain and predict online consumer behavior, and this book continues that objective.

Online advertisers know the importance of not just incorporating but also embracing consumer blogs, Facebook, Twitter, LinkedIn, MySpace, Digg, HowSocial, Groupon, and other social media to enhance their online presence. Yet questions remain as to how to synergistically leverage these online branding tools to increase the online consumer experience and hence the value of their Web sites. Some of the world’s leading brand visionaries such as Apple, as well as emerging brands such as Trader Joe’s, align their corporate site and social media objectives to enhance online return on investment.

This theory-driven, research-based book helps address important questions for scholarship and practice, such as


	What are some industry best practices for measuring social media impact and brand visibility?

	How can social media channels help funnel more qualified leads and lessen online cart abandonment rates?

	What is the role of user-generated content in today’s online marketplace?

	How do consumers envision their online identity (e.g., via avatars), and how does their online identity relate with their offline identity?

	What is the role of trust and authenticity in an online presence?

	How do different groups, such as adolescents, men, or even politicians, use and embrace social media?


By the end of this book, readers will understand more about online consumer behavior to help unify a Web site’s business or nonprofit goals with social media or e-commerce knowledge to maximize the return on investment of both channels.

This book has four fun sections. The first section covers “Consumers’ Online Identity.” Online identity, in the virtual world and in the on-ground world, is increasingly an important pseudo-image for today’s connected consumer. Interestingly, we explore the role of avatars and how these consumer- generated online images accurately coincide with consumers’ “real identity.” In my dissertation research on e-dating (circa 2005), I found startling evidence that consumers’ online identity in some drastic cases was highly exaggerated from their “real identity.” People may do such exaggerations to enhance their sense of self-concept (perhaps even lying to themselves), or more drastically to lure an unknowing potential dating partner. It is of note that similar findings of dissimilarity are presented in this volume, outside the context of e-dating photographs and profiles, and in the context of avatars, or cartoon-based pictorial representations of the image an online consumer wishes to portray. In some cases, such avatars are brands, designers, sports teams, or other nonhuman images. Although depersonalized compared to an avatar that is purported to look like the consumer, these nonhuman avatars, such as the Nike swoosh or the University of Texas Longhorn, are attractive and represent an image transfer from the brand to the person adopting that image.

It is unhealthy to fully understand online identity without considering the notion that there is more than one world in today’s consumer’s mind. There is the real world, which, for many, consists of working, family, social activities, and shopping at brick-and-mortar stores and service providers. Some of this is difficult, if not impossible to do online. Until someone invents an application that can put gas in one’s car, or bring one’s child to daycare, such interactions in the real world are necessary. A consumer has her real-world image. The twist is that this image is not necessarily congruent with her image in the virtual world. Behind the screen, a consumer may create a new identity, a new attitude, and in a sense, become a different person while online. As scholars, it is our duty to understand consumer identity in virtual worlds, and to delve into the important questions that can help us understand that virtual identities are indeed real. Understanding such can help consumer-minded businesses and organizations cater better to customer wants.

Having an overview of the online identity and virtual worlds set, Section II, “Social Media, Blogs, and Privacy Issues,” makes the necessary link to social media and privacy issues. One cannot have an intelligent conversation about social media without discussing the role of privacy, security, and related fears about one’s personal and financial information. The thought of cyber-identity theft is enough to inhibit some consumers from shopping and banking online. It is key for us to explore consumer perception of both privacy and security. Doing so can help e-tailers make sure that they are accurately addressing the concerns their customers have that could be preventing them from completing online transactions. Establishing the highest standards for privacy and security is important for online brand managers.

Today’s brand managers have a wealth of resources at their fingertips to help establish their brand’s identity and to connect with their customers (and their friends) via social networking. That said, Facebook, Twitter, LinkedIn, and other social networking sites are not just tools for consumers to connect with each other (C2C). Instead, we must look at social networks as a brand management tool. Just as touch points with the brand are key at live events (e.g., sponsor signage at a sporting event), virtual touch points are a tool to help leverage those on-ground consumer relationships. Social networking can never replace the authenticity of a handshake and personalized service; however, these virtual touch points can reinforce extant relationships, or spark a new interest.

Now, the question becomes, “Do we as consumers actually want those online touch points with brands on our social networks?” I bring this question up as it has much relevance to the issues investigated in Section II, as well as in our own social networking experiences. I believe that there is some market resistance demonstrated (or at least at the attitudinal level) here. For some consumers, myself included, we feel that social networks are designed as a vehicle that connects us with people who have at one point graced our lives. Be it old high-school pals, current colleagues, or, yes, even your parents, it is this constant connection with people that draws consumers to log on for hours on end to social networking sites. In fact, as noted in Chapter 4, Facebook.com is the most visited site in America. Make these vehicles another way to market to us and sell to us, and we may resist. There could be the perception that marketers and advertisers are stomping on consumers’ sacred territory. That said, if done correctly (i.e., precise targeting in a nonintrusive manner), there can be some nice subtle synergies from online advertisers that can actually enhance one’s social networking experience. For example, after I changed my Facebook status from “in a relationship” to “engaged,” a sidebar on the social media site appeared from a wedding dress vendor. Life stage marketing at its finest, the online advertiser understood psychologically what many women feel—that there are two important dresses in a woman’s life—the prom dress and the wedding dress. So, yes, the dress is one of the first things on the newly engaged woman’s mind, and Facebook and their advertisers were right there to assist in the search. (In case you are wondering … although I checked out the ad, I stayed local and gave my business to the dress shop in Las Vegas, because a girlfriend, also a Facebook friend, raved about their top-notch service.) Somehow, the platforms change, but the role of (electronic) word-of-mouth and relationships remains a stronghold for effective business.

This leads us right to the role of such online advertising and how it affects consumer attitudes, cognitions, and behaviors. Section III, “Online Advertising and Online Search Behavior” covers these timely topics. In many ways, online awareness and social media tactics are means to enhance online advertising effectiveness and consumer search. This section includes hot topics such as online political advertising, invertising, and how men use the Internet to search and shop. With respect to political advertising, authors consider how online videos and ads can influence voter assessment. A political candidate’s image is one of his most important assets; thus, it is consequential to consider his online image. Next, the invertising chapter examines the influence of business to consumer (B2C) communication in social media on consumers’ relationships with brands. The final chapter in this section considers male consumers’ motivations to use the Internet to shop for their preferred brands, and how their online consumer behavior is distinct when seen through a gender lens. Whoever said males were not born to shop must have lived prior to the e-commerce revolution, because males do like to shop, online especially.

To culminate the book, the final section (IV) is on “e-Tail Consumer Behavior and Online Channels.” This section is last because many of the aforementioned topics are precursors to getting consumers to e-tail sites, into virtual shopping carts, and, it is hoped, converting cart placements into sales turned relationships. For any relationship, online or offline, trust is a key asset, for politicians and businesses alike. In this section, authors uncover the conditions under which trust makes a consumer repatronize or stay loyal to an e-tailer. That said, it is important to consider what drives consumers to hybrid channels; thus, we explore hybrid channels from the consumer perspective. This culminates in the hybrid considerations of brick-and-mortar retailers with e-tailers. We uncover how and why consumers use and abandon their virtual shopping carts. This gets our field one step closer toward a theory of consumer electronic shopping cart behavior.

It has been a pleasure to work with this group of authors. I have worked with the contributors to this project since 2008, when we put our minds together for a symposium about online consumer behavior preceding an American Marketing Association conference. Since that time, the authors have worked very hard on their respective chapters, so please join me in thanking them for their ideas and time. You may even wish to friend them on Facebook. I sincerely hope that this book “pokes you” toward new ideas that will serve as a platform for scholars and for companies/organizations that wish to understand online consumer behavior to enhance consumer-based business in this ever-changing (virtual) marketplace.

Angeline G. Close, PhD

Assistant Professor

The University of Texas at Austin
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Giggling and chatter come streaming through the dressing room door as three teenage girls stand inside, trying on dresses covered in rhinestones and beads. One of the girls pulls out her cellular phone and turns on the camera feature. Instinctively, the other two girls strike a pose alongside their camera-wielding friend as she snaps a digital photograph of their reflection in the dressing room mirror. With the touch of a button, the picture is uploaded from the girl’s mobile phone to her Facebook profile. Almost simultaneously, her online friends begin posting comments: “Cute dress!” “Looks great—you should definitely get it!” Thus, a consumption experience that was once privy only to the girls physically inside the dressing room is now displayed for public viewing and feedback on the World Wide Web.

As the previous scenario demonstrates, by tapping just a few buttons on a cellular phone, a young consumer has the capability of sharing her small experience with the world. Mobile technology has become a primary tool with which teens act in the marketplace, capture their experiences, and construct their identities. The percentage of teens (ages 12–17) who own cell phones has risen steadily, from 45% in 2004 to 75% in 2009 (Lenhart, Purcell, Smith, & Zickuhr, 2010). Moreover, teenagers commonly use their cell phones to snap and share digital photographs, on both a small scale (e.g., peer-to-peer picture messaging) and a large scale (e.g., posting photographs on social network sites). Users have the capability to snap a photograph and upload it to the Web in real-time, regardless of location, as long as a satellite signal is available. Thus, adolescents today are not only connected, they are also connected everywhere quickly. The purpose of this study is to explore how teenage girls utilize ubiquitous technology (e.g., camera phones) and social media (e.g., Facebook.com) to develop their identities through shared consumption activities. To this extent, the study aims to answer the following three research questions: what types of consumption activities are shared, how are consumption activities shared, and why are adolescent girls motivated to share their consumption activities? I focus specifically on teenage girls because they are more likely to use social network sites than teenage boys (i.e., 86% of girls ages 15–17 versus 69% of teenage boys ages 15–17; Lenhart, 2009) and they commonly use the emerging technologies to experiment with their identities (Mazzarella, 2005).

First, I review the relevant literature on modern adolescent consumer culture; namely, I discuss online self-presentation and mobile photo sharing. Second, I describe the research design and data analysis methodology used in the study, which involves a multimethod approach of visual photograph analysis and auto driving interviews (Collier & Collier, 1986; Heisley & Levy, 1991; Kvale, 1996). Data analysis follows a grounded theory approach based on constant comparative coding, as outlined by Glaser and Strauss (1967). Third, I present findings from the data and discuss emergent themes and patterns as they relate to identity development and consumer behavior. Finally, I provide implications for consumer behavior research and marketing strategy.


Millennials in a Mobile Marketplace

Adolescence (i.e., ages 11–18) spans the interval between childhood and adulthood (Steinberg et al., 2009), a stage in which youths are highly motivated to manage their identities through consumption (Belk, 1988; Weale & Kerr, 1969; Wooten, 2006). Many names have been assigned to this group, including Millennials (Howe & Strauss, 1991, 2000), Generation Y, Echo Boomers (Alch, 2000), Generation Me (Twenge, 2006), iGeneration, Generation Next, Net Generation, and Digital Natives (Palfrey & Gasser, 2008). Howe and Strauss suggest that Millennials is the most fitting name given that the members of the generation themselves coined the term. Today’s youth, or Millennials, are uniquely defined by their prolific use of mobile technologies and, generally speaking, are operating in a drastically different marketplace than that of their parents’ or grandparents’ generations (Palfrey & Gasser, 2008; Strauss, Howe, & Markiewicz, 2006; Twenge, 2006). In addition, today’s young people represent a huge cohort (i.e., 76 million in 2000) and boast significant combined purchasing power (i.e., $600 billion; Kennedy, 2001); hence, understanding how this economically attractive youth market operates in an evolving mobile marketplace is critical.

Mobile technology plays a key role in the lives of modern adolescents. In contrast to their parents, children born in America after the mid-1990s have never known a world without digital technologies (e.g., computers, the Internet, mobile phones, MP3s; Lenhart, Madden, & Hitlin, 2005; Palfrey & Gasser, 2008). As an anecdotal example, phrases such as “Facebook me” and “Google it” have always been a part of Millennials’ vernacular. A rise in personal technology (e.g., computer-based entertainments, television, mobile phones) mediates adolescents’ social interactions (Lee, 2009). Emerging technologies distance adolescents farther from traditional socialization agents such as the family, and pull teens deeper into the modern youth culture where norms and trends are constantly shifting (Hawley, 2011; Lee, 2009). Thus, peer influence and one’s social identity are increasingly important in the new technology-driven marketplace to which Millennials are accustomed. Furthermore, given the ubiquitous nature of mobile technology, most adolescents never leave the marketplace inasmuch as it travels with them. Adolescents turn to the Internet for everything from gathering information about a new product to downloading new music (Tapscott, 2009).

Social media, particularly social network sites (e.g., Facebook.com, MySpace.com), are changing the nature of how teenage consumers behave in the marketplace and communicate with one another (Boyd, 2008). Social network sites allow individuals to create unique online profiles and define a list of other users with whom they can connect and communicate, as well as view and traverse their list of connections and those made by others within the system (Boyd & Ellison, 2007). Companies are increasingly turning to social network sites to support their marketing efforts (e.g., Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010), such as creating brand communities (Muniz & O’Guinn, 2001), conducting ethnographic marketing research (Kozinets, 2002), and uncovering co-creation opportunities (Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 2004). Tech-savvy Millennial teens are a primary target for such digital marketing practices (Montgomery, 2009). In recent years, the percentage of teens using social network sites has steadily risen to 73% (Lenhart, Purcell et al., 2010). In addition, cell phone ownership has become standard among even the youngest teens, and teens are increasingly using their mobile phones to access the Internet and social network sites (Lenhart, Ling, Campbell, & Purcell, 2010). Computer-mediated communication liberates adolescents, particularly girls (Mazzarella, 2005), to experiment with social skills and identities (Maczewski, 2002; Turkle, 1995; Valkenburg, Schouten, & Peter, 2005). To that end, this review aims to extend our understanding of youth consumer culture and consumption by providing a link between teenage girls’ identity development and mobile photo sharing practices.


Identity Performance Through Social Media

Teenagers are at a stage in which they are “about to crystallize an identity, and for this [they need] others of [their] generation to act as models, mirrors, helpers, testers, foils” (Douvan & Adelson, 1966, p. 179). They grapple with the question, “Who am I?” and often define themselves through their clothing choices, unique jargon, musical preferences, extracurricular activities, and possibly most important, their group associations. The Internet offers adolescents many opportunities to experiment with their identities (Subrahmanyam & Smahel, 2011; Turkle, 1995; Valkenburg & Peter, 2008). In particular, teenage girls are driven to the Internet because of relational and social factors, such as forming friendships and chatting with classmates.

The terms “identity” and “self-concept” are often used interchangeably yet without complete definitional agreement among scholars (Belk, 1988; Markus & Nurius, 1986; Turner, 1987). An important distinction is that one’s “self” exists regardless of external cues or public demonstrations, whereas one’s “identity” is based upon social relations and symbolic representations. Identity is often contextually dependent and validated through culturally shared meanings. For instance, when a teenager is at home with his parents, then his identity as a son is activated. He may watch what he says and keep to himself. In contrast, when he is in the school locker room with his peers, then his identity as a jock might be activated. He may joke around with his friends and use harsh language. Interestingly, adolescents’ offline social networks are increasingly converging on online social networks. For example, two-thirds of teens on Facebook.com, a popular online social network, report that they are connected to their parents through the Web site. In fact, 16% of teens state that “friending” their parents online is a precondition of acquiring a Facebook account (Schaffer & Wong, 2011). Although social networks such as Facebook provide customized privacy options, the fact remains that the virtual world is becoming increasingly transparent. According to the same survey, 56% of teens give their parents full profile access (e.g., pictures, status updates, wall posts), and 34% deny their parents access by rejecting their friend requests.

Adolescents primarily develop their identities in the context of peer groups (Douvan & Adelson, 1966; Erikson, 1963; Sherif & Sherif, 1964; Sullivan, 1953). Teenage girls commonly look to others for guidance through social comparison. Social network sites extend one’s social groups to the Internet and provide a more extensive range of social comparison opportunities. Previous research suggests that online communication often happens in social communities that are separate from those in real life (Turkle, 1995); however, modern social networks such as Facebook tend to be a reflection of existing social groups. In other words, teenagers are acquaintances in real life before they become friends online. In any type of social interaction, individuals have the desire to strategically manage the impressions that other people form of them (Goffman, 1959). Social network sites allow adolescents to signal their identities online by sharing personal information, including thoughts, feelings, behaviors, and preferences.

Social media (e.g., instant messaging, chat rooms) afford teenagers the opportunity to pretend to be someone else (Gross, 2004; Valkenburg et al., 2005). Fewer face-to-face communication social cues (e.g., auditory cues, visual cues) are present on the Internet, thus teens may be more likely to explore their identities online. Although there are no apparent gender differences in the frequency with which boys and girls experiment with their identity online, they do differ significantly in the types of online identities they choose (Valkenburg et al., 2005). In recent years, the sexualization and commodification of young girls has been at the center of debates and discussion about the role of the media and consumption in adolescent identity development (e.g., Linn, 2004; Durham, 2009; Oppliger, 2008).




Mobile Photo Sharing Through Facebook

Photographs are commonly used to recall memories, maintain social relationships, and express one’s identity (Van House et al., 2004). Today’s teenagers are increasingly turning to their mobile phones to access social network sites and upload photographs directly from their camera phones to the Internet (Lenhart, Ling, Campbell, & Purcell, 2010). Young people send and receive about twice as many mobile images per month compared with adults (Kindberg et al., 2005). By tapping a few buttons on a cellular phone, a teenage girl has the capability of sharing her small experience with the world. Mobile photograph uploading is fundamentally different from traditional digital photograph uploading in the dimensions of immediacy and mobility. Users have the capability to snap a photograph and upload it to the Web in real-time, regardless of location, as long as a satellite signal is available.

The popular online social network Facebook.com serves as the primary social network site of interest in this study. Other social network sites, such as Flickr and YouTube, feature mobile upload options for photographs and videos, however, Facebook was selected based on the high rate of use among young consumers, with 71% of young adults maintaining Facebook profiles (Lenhart, Purcell et al., 2010). Facebook’s mobile upload feature is only available to consumers who own camera phones and additional cell phone data charges may apply. Users can upload photos from their mobile phones to their Facebook profiles in one of three ways: (1) by e-mailing photos to a personal unique Facebook e-mail (e.g., user@m. facebook.com), (2) by using the Facebook application available on smartphones (e.g., iPhone, BlackBerry, Android, Windows Mobile), or (3) by picture messaging (i.e., MMSing) photos to Facebook. These pictures are published in the “Mobile Uploads” album by default. Although the cost of each method may vary, mobile photograph uploading is available to any teenager owning a camera phone. Furthermore, Facebook users are able to post comments below their friends’ photographs.

Self-generated photographs make visible different aspects of the self (Harrison, 2002); thus, identity is symbolically represented through visual images. Pictures capture significant life moments, portray important social relationships, and reflect people’s cultural and contextual shared meanings (Harrison, 2002). Although identity and self-representations change over time, photographs are static in that each one captures a moment in time from the photographer’s perspective (Lorraine, 1990). Compared with traditional photography, online photographs can be shared with a wide audience. Mobile uploads differ even further in that they can be shared immediately. Given that teenage girls are at a stage of identity transformation and development, this study aims to explore this role of mobile photo uploads in developing one’s identity.



Methods

Given the discovery-oriented nature of this project, this study employs a combined qualitative approach of visual photograph analysis and depth interviews (Collier & Collier, 1986; Heisley & Levy, 1991; Kvale, 1996) in an analysis sequence of constant comparative method (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). This research aims to explore how and why teenage girls use mobile uploading in their everyday consumption as well as understand the role of online mobile photo sharing in identity development. Therefore, sample recruitment focused on active adolescent female users of the mobile upload function on Facebook.com. Active users were defined as individuals who uploaded an average of at least four photographs per month. Informants were initially recruited from a local church organization. Through the process of snowball sampling, the final sample of participants extended beyond the confines of the church group. Sampling continued until the range of informants’ responses was no longer expanding, but became redundant and consistent with qualitative data collection practice.

In total, a convenience sample of 13 adolescent girls was obtained; this sample size exceeds the recommendation by McCracken (1986) for generating emergent themes in qualitative research. The informants ranged in age from 15 to 18. About half of the informants attended an urban high school in an economically wealthy area, whereas the remaining half of informants attended a rural high school in an economically challenged area. The informants represented varying Facebook mobile upload activity levels. Table 1.1 presents the mobile uploading frequency of each informant. To protect the privacy of the informants, all data are reported using pseudonyms. Because all of the informants were teenagers, informed consent was obtained from each informant and her parent or guardian before inclusion in the study.



Table 1.1 Informant Demographics


	Informant Pseudonym
	Age
	Date of First Mobile Upload
	Total Number of Mobile Uploads
	Uploading Frequency (per Month)
	Total Number of Comments



	Claire
	15
	November 2009
	124
	6.9
	184


	Kimberly
	16
	February 2011
	33
	8.3
	27


	Kenlyn
	16
	March 2010
	135
	9.6
	202


	Madison
	16
	September 2010
	86
	10.8
	93


	Caitlin
	16
	July 2010
	128
	11.6
	96


	Jayma
	15
	December 2010
	86
	14.3
	134


	Krissy
	17
	June 2010
	184
	15.3
	192


	Ellen
	18
	December 2009
	295
	16.4
	340


	Paige
	16
	November 2010
	123
	17.6
	135


	Alyssa
	18
	October 2010
	166
	20.8
	159


	Heather
	16
	April 2011
	42
	21.0
	34


	Sherie
	16
	November 2010
	200
	28.6
	143


	Anne
	15
	June 2010
	453
	37.8
	617





Qualitative interviews are useful for understanding cultural meanings and personal experiences from the informant’s point of view (Kvale, 1996); hence, in the spirit of Heisley and Levy’s (1991) auto driving method, each informant participated in a depth interview centering around each girl’s mobile upload album(s) on Facebook. The informants granted the researcher access to their Facebook mobile upload albums prior to the interviews, producing a total of N = 2,055 photographs and N = 2,356 comments. During each interview, the informant and the interviewer discussed the photographs together; thus, the teenage informants acted as “expert guides leading the fieldworker through the content of the pictures” (Collier & Collier, 1986, p. 106). This photograph-driven interview method allows informants to spontaneously tell stories about the photographs, explain the symbolic meanings of objects in the photographs, and provide a richer understanding of social, cultural, and contextual factors represented in the photographs (Collier & Collier, 1986; Hagedorn, 1996; Pink, 2003). A general semistructured interview protocol (e.g., Table 1.2) supplemented the free association photographic interviewing method.



Table 1.2 Semistructured Interview Questions


	Topic
	General Interview Questions



	Frequency
	
How often do you use your phone to take pictures?

When did you first start using the mobile upload feature on Facebook?

How often do you upload pictures to Facebook?



	Subject
	
Where do you normally take pictures that you upload to Facebook?

Who do you normally take pictures of (e.g., friends, family, coworkers)?

What do you normally take pictures of (e.g., food, clothes)?



	Experience
	
Describe a typical experience in which you might take a picture and upload it to Facebook.

What kinds of things go on?

Why do you use the mobile upload feature on Facebook?

What is your most memorable mobile uploading experience?

What is your worst experience with mobile uploading?



	Reflections
	
Describe your interaction with friends on Facebook after you’ve uploaded a photo.

What do you think you gain from uploading pictures on Facebook?

How long do you leave your mobile uploads up on Facebook?

Do you ever get your camera phone pictures printed as hard copies?

How do your mobile uploads reflect who you are?

Photograph Specific Interview Questions



	Mobile Upload
	
Tell me a little about this photograph and what was going on when you took it.

Why did you decide to upload this photograph?

Who was involved in taking this picture with you?






The informants were probed where appropriate and were encouraged to elaborate whenever they were discussing their shared consumption experiences and identity processes represented in their online photographs. In line with the constant comparative nature of grounded theory, the interview process resulted in new questions being added to the interview process as new themes emerged. The data were documented via field notes and subsequently transcribed into electronic journals.

I analyzed the mobile upload albums to identify recurrent themes and compare findings across informants. In accordance with the grounded theory approach, several different categories and subcategories of data emerged during the open coding process, and axial coding linked these categories and subcategories to dimensions of adolescent consumer identity construction as defined in the literature. To achieve respondent validation, I went back to several informants with tentative results to refine and confirm the findings.



Findings

In the process of data analysis, themes emerged suggesting that social networks serve as a platform upon which adolescents are able to interact and negotiate their consumption experiences. Social networks enable image management and identity construction among adolescents. The data reveal that teenagers, both individually and collectively, display their identities and culturally shared meanings through mobile uploading. Here, I present the findings in two parts: identity-oriented characteristics of shared mobile photos and identity-oriented motivations for mobile photo sharing. The first part examines the identity-oriented characteristic of shared mobile photos: (1) edited self-presentation, (2) symbolic consumption, and (3) culturally situated social spaces. The second part proposes four primary motivations for adolescents to partake in mobile photo sharing: (1) audience feedback, (2) memory manufacturing, (3) relational reassurance, and (4) bounded rebellion. The findings are supported here with illustrative examples from the depth interviews and mobile photograph album analysis. Although these themes are presented as distinct ideas, it should be noted that informants more typically related information about the themes in a highly intermingled fashion.


Identity-Oriented Characteristics of Mobile Photo Sharing


Edited Self-Presentation

Teens take on various identities throughout adolescence. Social network sites provide platforms upon which teenage girls can act out those various identities. In this way, the social network is the stage and the adolescent is the actor. Through mobile photo sharing, girls get into character (e.g., gender bender, rebel, tough girl, sex kitten), edit their performances, use props and costumes (e.g., brands, products, clothing), and shoot the performances on selected sets (e.g., retail store, school, bedroom). When a girl is in character, she behaves in accordance with the given personality and plays to the expectations of the audience. Thus, mobile photo sharing allows adolescent girls to adopt character traits, follow scripts, and create scenarios as part of their identity experimentations.

Each photograph uploaded to the social network offers a glimpse into the ever-evolving adolescent self-concept. Informants in this study showed an overwhelming propensity for uploading self-portraits, normally taken by holding the cell phone at arm’s length or by capturing one’s reflection in a mirror. Whereas adults may commonly turn the camera toward external stimuli (e.g., their children and grandchildren, landscapes, and traveling), teenage girls appear to be the stars of their own shows on social networks. This supports previous scholarly work suggesting that adolescents are egocentric by nature (Elkind, 1969) and increasingly narcissistic (Twenge, 2006), particularly on social network sites such as Facebook (Mendelson & Papacharissi, 2010). For instance, Anne (age 15) points out that she takes multiple self-portraits, but uploads only the favorable ones. As she suggests, social desirability plays a role in the photos that she selects to upload. Mobile photo uploading offers a tool by which girls can strategically edit their social self-identities. Thus, she deliberately creates and controls her self-identity. Prior to uploading, teens further edit their pictures using photo-editing mobile applications (e.g., PicSay for Android, Mini Paint for BlackBerry, iCamera for iPhone), which contribute to purposefully creating an ideal self-image:

Lexi (age 15, comment)

Beautiful!! Is it even possible for you to take a bad picture?

Claire (age 15, comment)

Girl, I just airbrush all my pics into gorgeousness … you know I don’t look this good in real-life. ;)

Lexi (age 15, comment)

Ohh puuullease.


As Claire suggests, teenagers can create inauthentic or deceptive portrayals of themselves through mobile photo sharing. Previous research corroborates that individuals falsely portray their physical attractiveness online (Hancock & Toma, 2009); however, an interesting finding from this study suggests that teenage girls are likely to use editing applications to create less desirable mobile photo uploads. For example, several of the informants posted pictures of themselves or their friends, using FatBooth, a popular face-distorting mobile application that adds a significant amount of weight to a person’s headshot:

Kimberly (age 16, interview)

Oh my God, I am obsessed with [FatBooth].

I think it’s hilarious to see what I’d look like if I ever got fat. I used it on my Grandma the other day. I could barely breathe it made me laugh so hard! I used it on my dog too. I don’t get what’s so mean about it. It’s just meant to be funny. It’s not like I’m going around taking pictures of strangers calling them fat. Oh, but my friend David actually did get written up because he took a picture of this really fat girl in our class and posted it on Facebook saying that it was a FatBooth picture.


Theories of social identity and social comparison suggest that one’s self-concept is derived from membership in a given social group (Tajfel & Turner, 1986) and that people evaluate their own opinions and behaviors through social comparison with other people (Festinger, 1954). Obesity is viewed as a socially undesirable physical characteristic, and using applications like FatBooth reflect the in-group versus out-group prevalent during adolescence. One informant admonished the use of FatBooth saying that it is “no different than making fun of someone who is overweight. It’s like saying, ‘Thank God I don’t look like you.’” Nonetheless, teenagers use mobile uploading to stretch the boundaries of social identity and group norms. For example, they use mobile uploading to experiment with their gender identities and highlight gender stereotypes. Like the FatBooth photos, the majority of gender bending photographs of themselves or their friends appear to be taken in jest and the comments that follow each photograph tend to be derogatory in nature:

Kimberly (age 16, mobile upload)

A teenage boy is holding two grapefruits in front of his chest, suggesting female breasts.

Kenlyn (age 16, mobile upload)

Two teenage boys posing shirtless. One is wearing a short jean skirt. The second is wearing pink plaid shorts.

Anne (age 15, mobile upload)

Anne stands in front of the mirror wearing a team jersey and flexing her left bicep.

Madison (age 16, mobile upload)

Two girls posing in a dressing room wearing men’s boxer briefs.

Claire (age 15, mobile upload)

Claire is buried up to her neck in sand at the beach. The sand covering her body is shaped to resemble the male physique.


Before the advent of digital cameras or camera phones, roll-film cameras were the standard of personal photography. In contrast, today’s teenagers are growing up in a marketplace of digital technology. They have been raised to view and critique their photographs immediately and, consequently they view and critique themselves. From a performance perspective, teens are essentially airbrushing and editing their own photos, which ultimately reflect their identity expectations. The data reveal that teenagers use their camera phones and mobile uploading to practice and perfect the physical presentation of their bodies. They practice facial expressions, flex their muscles, and pose for the camera, in order to gain a mastery over their bodies. On the one hand, a better understanding of which physical attributes are one’s best may enhance self-esteem, however, a constant critique of one’s physical flaws may deflate that self-esteem. Despite technology’s capability of creating unblemished photographs, many of the informants posted pictures with self-deprecating captions and idealized image portrayal. Examples of such captions are as follows:

Caitlin (age 16, photo caption)

Seriously, I hate feet. My toes are totes (slang: totally) disgust (slang: disgusting).

Heather (age 16, photo caption)

I am fully aware of how fat my arms look; it’s cool.

Claire (age 15, photo caption)

If only I were tan ♥

Jayma (age 15, photo caption)

Besties (slang: best friends)!!! … I look rough but love you girls.


Girls use the social network as a platform upon which they can experiment with new identities and gauge audience reaction. They can upload a self-portrait and immediately receive feedback, both solicited and unsolicited, from their peers. All of the previous captions were met with steadfast compliments and reassuring feedback (e.g., “omg, please! I wish I was as pretty as you on a ‘rough’ day!”). The characters that teenage girls portray on social networks are reflective of their emerging identities. Although family members, friends, and pets are also commonly featured in adolescents’ mobile uploads, these characters are meant to play more of a supporting role to the individual lead performer. For example, Paige posted a picture of herself posing with four other girls in a mirror. Each of the girls had her own cell phone out to take her own picture. Even though the picture was meant to capture the collective group, each girl remained fixated on her own individual image, as captured with her own camera phone. Finally, echoing the technologically driven marketplace to which today’s youth are accustomed, teenagers commonly use mobile uploading to post pictures of other digital media. In this way, teen’s identity projects are meta-mediated through technology. For instance, Kenlyn’s mobile upload album includes several photographs of her computer screen in which she captures a Facebook chat conversation with a friend or documents a Skype date with her boyfriend. Likewise, other informants uploaded mobile phone screen shots of text conversations and multiplayer mobile games.



Symbolic Consumption

Symbolic consumption is integral to the creation and continuation of a stable harmonious self-concept. Online social networks provide a platform upon which adolescents can present identity formation processes through symbolic consumption practices represented in their mobile uploads. In particular, girls use consumer products as props and costumes while exploring different aspects of their identities through mobile uploading. Evidence in the marketing literature suggests that consumer products reflect one’s identity (Belk, 1988). Consumption and anticonsumption of particular products may reflect an emerging identity (e.g., makeup and cosmetics reflect femininity and womanly beauty) or loss of a past identity (e.g., ceasing to sleep with a baby blanket or stuffed animal associated with childhood). Furthermore, anticonsumption, or “a resistance to, distaste of, or even resentment of consumption,” is symbolically related to self-concept factors (e.g., self-esteem, self-efficacy; Zavestoski, 2002, p. 121) and undesired self-states (Hogg, Banister, & Stephenson, 2009). Through mobile uploading, girls demonstrate anticonsumption practices by posting photos in mockery of particular brands, services, or ideals. For instance, Madison posted a photograph of a President Barack Obama chia pet with the caption, “AFRObama. No you can’t.” The clear mockery of President Obama’s former campaign slogan (i.e., “Yes we can!”) suggests that Madison is symbolically disassociating from Obama supporters. Interestingly, Madison was not old enough to vote in the 2008 presidential election.

In studying symbolic consumption, it is critical to take into account the dynamic nature of the self-concept.
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