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ABSTRACT
This paper provides an analytic framework focused on the

social basis of emotion that was used to investigate the influence of
shame over consumption. Men seem to change their consumption
assumptions to avoid the experience of discomfort caused by
shame. Using the data from ten in-depth interviews with Brazilian
male adults the authors could establish some situations when shame
influences consumer values: bad deals, consumption activities
inadequacies or group misleading can make the man feel ashamed
of consumption.

INTRODUCTION
Numerous studies in marketing have shown that emotions

have an active role on consumption experiences (Holbrook and
Hirschman, 1982; Schouten, 1991; Fournier, 1998). This paper
investigates the influence of the feeling of shame over consumption
and provides an analytical framework focused on the social basis of
emotion.

The feeling of shame is a very singular expression of a bunch
of self-conscious emotions like embarrassment, pride and guilt.
Self-conscious emotions emerge once a class of events affects the
individual actively participating in the social construction of real-
ity. This class of events can only be identified by the individuals
themselves and involves elaborate cognitive processes (Demos,
2003; Lewis, 2003; Heller, 2003; Schweder, 2003). The feeling of
shame is present in every culture around the globe and has been used
in the process of education (Elias, 1991).

When engaged in a consumption experience the consumer
expects that some outcomes will result or certain values will be
realized through products or services. These consumption assump-
tions provide the consumption experience with particular meaning.
Shame is an interesting and insightful feeling to the study of
consumption since it affects consumption assumptions and inter-
feres on the consumption meanings, as we will discuss later in this
paper.

Consumer researchers from multiple tendencies had already
noticed the importance of understanding the emotional phenomena
associated to consumption. Emotions are key components of the
human behavior and help understand the consumer behavior as
well. Emotions have an active role on consumption experiences
(Holbrook and Hirschman, 1982; Schouten, 1991; Fournier, 1998).

This paper attempts to provide a contribution for the research
on emotional phenomena related to consumption. Following
Bagozzi, Gürhan-Canli, and Priester (2002) proposal, we adopt an
approach focused on the social basis of emotions. Although people
can experience emotions privately, some emotional responses
emerge from interpretations triggered by social events. Most re-
searchers on emotional behavior use an individualistic approach
(Parkinson, 1995) despite the fact that consumption events occur in
a social environment. This way, we do think that the social perspec-
tive of emotions can offer contributions to the knowledge about
consumer behavior.

Our aim is to better understand how shame acts through the
consumption assumptions by making contact with the consumer’s
subjective universe. The long interviews intended to penetrate

inside the individual’s universe of social constructions and bring
the relations among consumption, social groups and the feeling of
shame. We collected data from face-to-face interactions among a
group of ten male adults. The interviews were transcribed and
analyzed and the emergent categories are presented and discussed.

By understanding how the feeling of shame interferes on the
subjective meanings of consumption, we can shed some light over
a somewhat obscure aspect of consumer behavior. Such clarifica-
tion can be useful to marketers and researchers interested in the
unpredictability of the consumer behavior.

OUTLINE OF AN ANALYTIC FRAMEWORK OF
CONSUMPTION AND SHAME

Consumption, Subjectivity and the Social World
As pointed out by Baudrillard (1991), Elliott (1997) and

Corrigan (2004), the social theory considers that consumption has
a central role in the construction of the social world. Such role is so
important that Firat and Venkatesh (1993) consider consumption
the most important social practice of the post-modern individual,
determining his life conditions and meanings.

The need fulfilled by consumption is related to the social
construction of meaning and cultural categories. Those meanings
and categories consolidate a universe of relative meanings: the
goods are necessary as a way to materialize a set of meanings. The
consumption of symbolic meaning offers the individuals an oppor-
tunity to build, keep and communicate their identities. The value of
a product to the consumer is determined by its capacity of use inside
a social communication system (Douglas and Isherwood, 2004).
Products represent tangible objects of the phenomenic world in
which principles can be invested. They are tangible representations
of intangible values (McCracken, 1986).

Consumers are never just by themselves. Consumption pro-
cess is public and collectively elaborated: from the social world
emerge the possibilities of relations and cultural sharing. During
consumption, the consumers interact with a classification system of
the social world that surrounds them (Douglas and Isherwood,
2004). Internally, the individual’s subjective universe is composed
by a variety of feelings, fantasies, dreams, subconscious thinking
and unconscious mental processes (Holbrook and Hirschman,
1982). The subject/consumer-object/good relationship is mediated
by the consumer knowledge about the good and involves an
evaluation.

On every consumption experience the consumers negotiate
the knowledge about the good between their subjective universes
and the social world. A product’s meaning involves a cognitive
aspect — its denotation and logical linkages to other concepts. So,
the consumers can place every good or service in a specific position,
according to what is proposed by society. The feelings are experi-
enced inside but the emotional labels and rules come from the social
world (Nussbaum, 1997). The consumers, subjected by this system
of social meanings, know what they are allowed to feel or not about
almost every object or situation.

Every experience of consumption is involved in a particular
set of conditions the consumers have to negotiate. As the result of
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the negotiation between the social world and the subjective uni-
verse the consumers set their consumption assumptions. These
assumptions suggest that certain outcomes will result or certain
values will be realized through products, services and consumer
behaviors (Moorman, 1987). The meaning of consumption is
derived in each situation from the consumers’ consumption as-
sumptions.

Consumption and Shame
Shame involves the individual as a whole–psique and body–

and is dependent of the individual’s cognitive capacity (Heller,
2003). The elicitation of shame involves cognitive processes that
include the notion of self. As a self-conscious emotion, the feeling
of shame is the product of a complex set of cognitive activities that
involves individual’s evaluation of their actions in regard to their
standards, rules and goals (SRG) and their global evaluation of the
self (Lewis, 2004, p. 629). The phenomenological experience of the
person having shame is negative and painful and can result in a state
of physical disturbance (confusion of thought or inability to speak,
for instance).

Shame is produced by the personal interpretation of an event
and is intimately connected to the emotional norms prescript by the
social world. The feeling of shame can only be felt by socialized
individuals and depends on the experiences socially learned and
perceived (Lewis, 2003). Once it is dependent of external evalua-
tion, the feeling of shame is dependent of the different cultural
norms (Schweder, 2003).

During a consumption experience the consumers evaluate
their actions in regard to their desires and to what is expected from
the social environment (Scheff, 1988). They face their desires but
are supposed to assume the standards, rules and goals imposed by
social norms that surround him (Goffman, 1967). The analytic
framework presented in Figure 1 shows the relationship between
consumer desire and social norms.

As the result of the confrontation between social rules and the
consumer desire we can have four outputs:

a) if the consumption activity is consistent with the consumer
desire and socially approved, then the consumer expects to
be proud of consumption. Organic products can satisfy
one’s desire and are socially approved.

b) if the consumption activity is consistent with the consumer
desire but socially disapproved, then the consumer expects
to be ashamed of consumption. Pornography is a purchase
that can make a man shame about afterward.

c) if the consumption activity is inconsistent with the con-
sumer desire and socially approved, then the consumer
expects to be frustrated with that experience and felt

ashamed by himself. Some people start drinking with the
intention of being accepted by a group but really don’t like
the taste or the effects of it and know what are the
consequences continuous of alcohol intake.

d) if the consumption activity is inconsistent with the con-
sumer desire and socially disapproved, we do not suppose
to have a consumption experience taking place. We named
this no-consumption.

It is not difficult to understand how the feeling of shame is
related to the consumers’ expectations about value. If a consumer
desires a good or service but knows that the social group he or she
belongs disapproves that kind of consumption he or she would
expect to experience negative feelings as a result of that consump-
tion. We can easily understand the impact of a negative emotional
outcome as shame over the consumption assumptions.

It is important to make it clear that there is a difference between
social rules and the law. The restriction over smoking, for instance,
does not mean necessarily that the society (or a specific social group
that matters to a consumer in a specific situation) disapproves
smoking. It is to be clear also that the social rules are dynamic and
are continuously changing. What society (or a specific social
group) does not accept today could be approved in the past or can
be approved in the future.

The analytic framework presented helps us to understand how
the feeling of shame influences the consumption assumptions (and
the meanings of consumption). In further sections we will develop
a deeper analysis of the influence of the feeling of shame over the
consumption assumptions.

METHOD
The study was designed to investigate influence of the feeling

of shame over consumption assumptions. As shown in previous
sections, the path chosen to access this feeling in consumption
experiences involves the understanding of the social world that
surrounds the consumer and its interaction with his subjective
universe. It was necessary to use an “intensive” method of data
collecting.

The data reported in the paper consists of ten long deep
interviews (McCracken, 1988) with ten male Brazilian adults aged
from 27 to 45. As one of the researchers is a man in his early 30’s,
it was believed to be more comfortable for the interviewer and for
the informant to discuss about shame within a same-age-and-sex
context.

The interviews were framed as “casual as it can be” conversa-
tions about family life, educational background, consumption ex-
periences and feelings associated to it. The questions were open and
dependent on the interviewed characteristics. This flexible design
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FIGURE 1
ANALYTIC FRAMEWORK TO CONSUMPTION AND SHAME
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(Alvesson and Sköldberg, 2000) brought us closer to the informant
inner life. Our intention was to explore in the broader sense the
possibilities of each informant. All the interviews were taped and
lasted from fifty minutes to two hours. Although we did not video
taped the meetings, we took notes about the facial and bodily
expressions and the feelings shown by the informants.

The interviews were transcribed and analyzed based on the
analytic framework of consumption and shame. The researchers’
intention was to penetrate inside the individual’s universe of social
constructions and access the relations among consumption, social
groups and the feeling of shame reported at consumption experi-
ences. From the earlier stages the researchers had compared the
discourses and tried to find a place for them inside the analytic
framework previously developed. The data collected was catego-
rized and then reconstructed in the context of an emerging interpre-
tation. That procedure had allowed us to develop an interpretation
of the emotional phenomena of shame during consumption.

FINDINGS ABOUT SHAME AND CONSUMPTION

What Lets a Man Ashamed?
The consumption experience is one of the most important

moments of social interaction. During this experience the indi-
vidual has to be able to evaluate the expectative of the others. The
individual enrolls an intense negotiation between his desires and the
social norms. The meaning of a specific experience of consumption
is influenced by the social risk of it.

The data collected provided some interesting insights about
the influence of the feeling of shame over the consumption assump-
tions. The informants seemed to be very comfortable when talking
about consumption experiences and we could go deep on the
subject. During the analysis of the discourses collected we could
find three main situations related to the feeling of shame:

1) Shame of a Bad Deal: when the man perceives the con-
sumption experience as a bad deal;
2) Shame of Consumption Activity Inadequacies: when the
man does not possess the good or service that could be used to
inform about his place in the society and/or when some activity
related to the consumption experience is considered inad-
equate to his gender;
3) Shame of Group Misleading: sometimes the consumer can
feel himself inferior when he has to expose his consumption
options to different groups.

Shame of a Bad Deal
A central emergent theme of the male discourses collected

relates to the economic aspects of the consumption. The male
consumer seems to be convinced that a bad deal is the worst
situation of consumption and a shame elicitor. It is expected by
society that men doesn’t waste money. Men concern a lot about cost
and benefit:

“That car doesn’t worth what they are asking. I could have a
bigger car to bring all my family to the beach with a few less
bucks”. Engineer (42):

“I never buy anything unless I really need that thing. I think
people waste too much money buying useless things. I only
buy what is necessary for living comfortably with my family.”
Engineer (37).

That consumer is saying he would feel ashamed to spend the
amount of money required for buying a particular car model

because the social group which he takes part, including his family,
would not approve that choice. The feeling he expects to experience
as the result of his buying behavior influences his consumption
assumptions. Often the consumer tries to transfer the focus of the
social evaluation to others.

“I don’t waste money and I don’t care about the latest technol-
ogy or about fashion. Products should be functional and
durable. This mobile phone I have (the latest model) was a gift
from my children”. Accountant (42).

That consumer is trying to escape from the social evaluation of
his acts. As a result he avoids having his consumption acts evaluated
by the social group around him. His children (aged 7 and 9) do not
have the money to buy him such an expensive gift, but when he
associates the social evaluation of his buying behavior to his
children he does not feel ashamed.

The matter of being ashamed of a bad deal also addresses to
gender role in consumption. Men should be looking for utility while
women are free to be concerned about futilities. The latter are not
expected to be rational about shopping and can spend more while
men are expected to look for the best benefit-cost ratio. The
inadequacies of male consumer behavior are developed on the next
section.

Shame of Consumption Activity Inadequacies
The information consumers get through all kinds of media

makes the men anxious about possessing. Products are symbolic
constructed in order to act as social information that is very
important to men. The informants in this study were very keen on
the influence of media and group pressure over some kinds of
consumption but reproduce the expected behavior. Men do not
want to fight the social norms; they accept it and try to behave in
accordance to it.

“At the age of 25 I bought a pick-up truck. You know the girls
love pick-ups. When you are 25 you should have a pick-up
otherwise you would be considered less macho.” Administra-
tor (39).

Men are ashamed of not having the good that could place him
at the social level he thinks he deserves or where he would like to
be. We were already expecting to find this kind of influence of
shame over consumption assumptions. Not having a product or
experienced some services put the man aside. The social norms
disapprove the man that cannot consume.

Men care about the social approval of some activities involved
within some consumption experiences. Men feel very proud of their
capacity to research about technical specifications of computers or
about the performance of a car. Search for information is an activity
addressed to men. Male consumers care about the benefits of the
consumption, as we have already discussed, so they should engage
in such a “male” activity. They are proud of their knowledge about
the car’s wheel size or valve command but do not like some other
consumption activities.

“ I don’t go to shopping malls, it is a waste of time. Women
love to shop. We don’t. I know the location of three stores that
I habitually buy. I park the car, walk straight to those stores,
pay for what I have bought and go away”. Public Manager
(40).

Some activities related to consumption as watching at shop-
windows, trying products (mostly clothes), buying and, most of all,
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carrying shopping bags were considered girls’ activities. Men seem
to understand shopping as a female activity. It is not expected that
a man could “waste” time.

The adequacy of the consumption activity addresses to the
matter of gender roles in consumption. All informants were able to
point out how a man should consume and seemed to be very
ashamed of the experiences they had with their women.

There is a sense about which activity is appropriated for each
gender. Men feel very uncomfortable and ashamed to participate on
consumption activities expected to be performed by a woman. The
evaluation of the social environment is negative and he feels
disapproved by the group. The feeling of shame once again influ-
ences his consumption assumptions.

Shame of Group Misleading
Consumers are engaged in more than one social group nowa-

days. That means that they must be evaluated by different social
norms. The informants had concerned about been able to satisfy
those different standards, rules and goals. Some had manifested
problems with that because they feel unable to get the approval of
all the social groups he participates

“I had contracted an interior decorator to choose the furniture
and fittings. It would be a shame to receive my new job
colleagues in an awful home.” Engineer (37).

In other cases the consumer had professional success and was
ashamed of consuming because his older social group (family,
friends from childhood) would disapprove such behavior–“When I
visit my parents I go by bus. My old one could think I am wasting
too much money” Lawyer (37). The setting of his consumption
assumptions gets blurred because he gets classification systems
from different social groups. As a result he cannot place the good
or service in a specific position because there is not only one
possibility of doing it. He would not like to show to his older social
group that he cares about goods. Those ambiguous social evalua-
tions make the man ashamed when not attend correctly to the group
but he has to expose his consumption options to different groups.

CONCLUSION
This paper is dedicated to understand the influence of shame

over male consumer behavior. Using an alternative method the
authors could present an interpretation of the relationship between
feelings and consumer values. The findings of this paper can
encourage further development on the study of male emotions
involved in consumption.

This interpretive study explored how the feeling of shame
interferes on the consumptions assumptions. We argue that man can
be ashamed of his desire and change it in order not make a bad deal.
Possessing the good or service that can be used to inform about his
place in the society or perform the correct consumption activity is
also important to men. Men seem to be ashamed of not having the
good that could identify them among the group or to perform some
consumption activity that he thinks inadequate. Finally, men man-
age which kind of consumption pattern they want to present to the
groups they take part of. Group misleading is also a source of shame
to men.

In relation to conventional approaches studying emotions and
consumption, this paper has attempted to offer an alternative
analysis based on the social basis of emotions and the building of
consumption assumptions. This approach enriches the understand-
ing of the relationship between emotions and consumption and has
practical consequences to marketing.

The feeling of shame is related to positive or negative stimulus
for consumption and can emerge as consequence of some consump-
tion experiences. The feeling of shame can build or change the
meaning of a product or modify the consumer evaluation of it.

We must say that marketing practitioners are already used to
work with feelings involved in consumption, but they can use this
research as an orientation for the development of successful brands,
products or advertising campaigns. Products that are involved in
controversial market aspects and mixed feelings, such as preserva-
tives, medicines or life insurance, can benefit mostly from the
results of this study.

For the consumers this study can offer explanations to some of
their consumption problems and make their consumption experi-
ences in less painful moments. We enlighten the process of con-
sumption and offer an explanation about the relationship between
the feeling of shame and the configuration (and reconfiguration) of
the meanings of consumption. The consumer can see the real
intentions of marketing actions that involve the feeling of shame.

There is still a very long way to the complete understanding of
human emotions at consumption. We could suggest that further
studies should embrace other feelings related to consumption like
love, happiness, sadness or anxiety. The study of human emotions
could help the development of a broader understanding of the
consumer behavior.
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