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This paper will examine the legitimation of consumption practices using the case of casino gambling. While previous work on

legitimation has focused on direct company-to-consumer legitimation, I show how the process of legitimation is mediated through

institutional structures such as newspapers. By analyzing newspaper coverage of casino industry expansion over thirty years, I find

four semantic concepts—purity, filth, wealth, and poverty—that orient discourse about casino gambling and are mobilized as

resources to argue for the legitimation or delegitimation of casino gambling. Further, I explore the ways in which these concepts are

linked by narrative structures and become synthesized as structural change occurs in political and commercial institutions.

Conceptually, these semantic networks are important because they unite multiple levels of analysis, from individual

conceptualizations of casino gambling to social and regulatory structures such as behavioral norms and state laws. Understanding

these multiple levels can enrich our understanding of structural influences on consumer behavior.
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SYMPOSIUM SUMMARY

Legitimation in the Marketplace
Ashlee Humphreys, Northwestern University, USA

SESSION OVERVIEW
This goal of this session is to examine the role of marketplace

structures (e.g. brands, products, retailers) in the creation and
maintenance of legitimacy, the congruence with dominant norms,
values, and institutions. Previous research on legitimacy in con-
sumer research has studied the acceptance of brands (Fournier
1998; Holt 2002; Kates 2004), subcultures (Kozinets 2001), and
business practices (Deighton and Grayson 1995), pointing to mecha-
nisms that range from explicit manipulation of legitimacy through
social cues and actions (Kates 2004; Kozinets 2001) to implicit
manipulation of affective attachment through integration into daily
life (Fournier 1998) and the use of cultural scripts (Holt 2002) and
discourses (Thompson 2004). Although this previous work has
admirably tackled a number of disparate phenomena under the
rubric of legitimacy, a clearly articulated theory of the legitimation
process and its relationship to market-oriented behaviors has yet to
be posed and developed by consumer researchers. By bringing
together several approaches to the study of legitimacy, the aim of
this session is to theorize the legitimation process through both
explicit and implicit cultural forms, to examine the role of larger
institutions such as legal or market structures in the legitimation
process, and to debate the particular role that market-oriented
behaviors play in the legitimation process. Through what process
does a practice or identity become stigmatized or destigmatized?
How can legitimacy be constrained or enabled by the marketplace?
Lastly, how can market structures be used to gain or deny legiti-
macy?

The session will contribute to our understanding of consumer
behavior in three ways. First, the study of legitimation helps us
better understand the normative structuring of consumer practice.
Many consumers have stopped smoking, started gambling, or
refused to buy products made with child labor, all because these
practices have gained or lost legitimacy, its congruence with other
values, institutions, and social norms. By understanding these
normative and institutional structures, we gain insight into the ways
in which consumer behavior is constrained in some domains and
enabled in others. Second, because legitimation is a fundamental
social process (Johnson et al. 2006), it can be used to understand a
diverse set of phenomena in consumer research. Understanding
legitimation as a distinct social process can shed light on the
acceptance of brands, products, practices, and marketplace ideas. In
turn, it can also make clear the ways in which the market is used by
consumers to attain legitimacy. Finally, a study of the legitimation
process can help us better understand the interactions between
consumer groups, as they vie for legitimacy in the marketplace and
in the social world at large.

Three papers will examine the relationship between legitima-
tion and market structures. First, Gokcen Coskuner-Balli and Craig
Thompson will provide an analysis of the creation and legitimiza-
tion of a non-traditional gender identity through marketplace per-
formances. Ashlee Humphreys will present an institutional analysis
of the legitimation of casino gambling in the United States that
examines the relationships between regulative, normative, and
cultural legitimacy in their interaction with marketplace institu-
tions. Next, Marius Luedicke will examine the contestation and
legitimation of brand meaning through an examination of the
acculturation process. Finally, John Deighton will tie together the

presented empirical work and, drawing from his previous research
on the topic, will offer some guidance for further research on
legitimacy.

EXTENDED ABSTRACTS

“Legitimatizing an Emergent Social Identity Through
Marketplace Performances”

Gokcen Coskuner-Balli, University of Wisconsin-Madison, USA
Craig Thompson, University of Wisconsin-Madison, USA
This paper explores the creation and legitimization of a non-

traditional gender identity in the market place. Over the past twenty
years, consumer research has explored a variety of ways consumers
use market resources for identity construction and communication
(Arnould and Thompson 2005). While previous research has recog-
nized the market as a legitimating institution for consumer identi-
ties (Penaloza 1994), it has not provided an in-depth understanding
of how consumers use the marketplace to legitimize new and
unconventional social identities.

To explore these issues we focus on the consumption practices
of Stay-at-Home Dads (SAHD from here on) and adopt multiple
methods of data collection. Data from in-depth interviews, partici-
pant observation at SAHD play groups as well as annual SAHD
convention, data collected through netnography (Kozinets 2002),
and textual data gathered through compilation of texts/books writ-
ten for SAHDs, newspaper articles all contribute to our emergent
theoretical account.

Our analysis highlights key relationships between consumers’
collective efforts to legitimate a new social identity and their efforts
to co-create product/brand meanings that facilitate a legitimating or
successful performance of this identity. These social actors under-
take contextually nuanced social performances and strategically
adapt these performances in response to different audience reac-
tions. To better understand these legitimating performances, we
identify the cultural scripts from which SAHDs seek to cultivate a
new way of performing fatherhood (and masculinity) and the role
of the market in providing social, cultural, economic resources
which are employed in their legitimating project. We then present
the individual and collective consumption strategies (communal,
political, entrepreneurial and masculinizing domesticity) SAHDs
adopt as they simultaneously seek to legitimize a new social identity
while also coping with the feelings of stigma and isolation that are
routinely invoked by negative social reactions to their divergence
from more culturally established models of fatherhood and mascu-
linity.

The theoretical contributions of our analysis are threefold:
First, it addresses the social and cultural barriers that consumers
have to negotiate in the process of legitimating new social identities
through market-mediated social performances. While the previous
CCT literature has repeatedly shown that consumers creatively
adapt market resources to construct identities that transcend gender,
age and ethnic identities (e.g. Schouten and McAlexander 1995) or
to construct hybrid ethnic identities (e.g. Penaloza 1994; Oswald
1999), it has given little attention to the ways in which audience
expectations, social conventions, and a paucity of marketplace
resources, can impede and/or significantly complicate the perfor-
mance and legitimization of a new social identity. Second, our
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analysis reveals that legitimization performances are often embed-
ded in collective struggles and mobilization of market resources in
these performances are done in communication with others. As the
forces of globalization and postmodern detraditionalization create
new spaces for identity experimentation and transformation, vari-
ous consumer groups will continuously seek to rework their collec-
tive identities to better align with these dynamic socio-cultural
conditions and to make new claims for social and political rights, as
in the case of poor migrant women seeking to lead a middle-class
consumer lifestyle (Ustuner and Holt 2007), Greenlandic consum-
ers seeking to forge a connection with global youth culture as a
means to transcend the legacy of colonial stigmas (Kjeldgaard and
Askegaard (2006), or immigrant consumers seeking to create a new
hybrid identity (Pe?aloza 1994). Extending this line of theorization,
we highlight that a consumer group, who possesses more social and
economic resources, can actively accentuate particular postmodern
trends—such as the loosening of traditional gender norms—at-
tempt to transform social perceptions and interaction rituals through
their performative innovations. Third, this study further demon-
strates that consumers can use market resources not only for
therapeutic gain but also to create and legitimate a new social
identity that diverges from dominant gender norms. SAHDs em-
ploy communal, political, entrepreneurial and masculinizing strat-
egies to mobilize market resources towards this goal. As such this
analysis suggests that the marketplace is a political forum for
creating a social script that supports emergent identity project and
negotiating the impediments for attaining successful performances.
In sum, SAHDs’ practices of product and brand meaning co-
creation are embedded in a societal dialogue over the terms of an
effective performance and involves legitimating new performative
role and social identity; reducing or refuting social stigmas that
accompany violations of conventional performative scripts; adopt-
ing market place resources and pushing market to provide more
fitting resources; contesting and transforming audience expecta-
tions.

“Legitimacy and the Cultural Diffusion of Casino Gambling,
1976-2006”

Ashlee Humphreys, Northwestern University, USA
This paper will examine the legitimation of consumption

practices, as it is mediated through social, cultural, and regulative
institutions. In 1976, casino gambling in the United States was a
marginal consumption practice, legal in one state and undertaken
by only about one in ten people in United States. Today, casino
gambling is a thriving industry that exists in 28 states and is a
consumption practice in which one third of consumers the US
participate every year. What explains the shift in gambling from
marginalized practice to thriving industry? More generally, how do
new industries come to be accepted in the marketplace? How does
this acceptance, in turn, destigmatize certain consumer behaviors?

This article explores stigma at the macro-cultural level by
evaluating the semantic shifts in discourse about casino gambling
in the United States from 1980 to 2006. Previous research on
consumer stigma has studied the pathology of shopping behaviors
(O’Guinn and Faber 1989), the role of stigma in formations of fan
community (Kozinets 2001), and the perceived pressures and
consumer enactments toward normalization in response to stigma
(Thompson and Hirschman 1995), all with an eye toward the
consumer experience of living with stigma. While previous re-
search has studied stigma from this lived perspective, it has not fully
taken into account the larger political and social institutions in
which stigmatized consumption practices change. How and why
does stigmatization of consumption practices change over time and
what institutional factors facilitate this change? This article will

evaluate destimatization through the theoretical lens of legitima-
tion, as it is theorized by institutional theory (Johnson et al. 2006;
Suchman 1995).

Legitimation is social process of making a practice congruent
with the configuration of other values, institutions, and social
norms. It occurs on three levels, regulative, normative, and cogni-
tive (Scott 1995). Regulative legitimacy is the degree to which a
practice conforms to rules and regulations set forth by a super-
ordinate organization, usually the government. Normative legiti-
macy is the degree to which the practice is accepted by social actors,
irrespective of legal status. Cognitive legitimacy is the degree to
which the practice is “taken for granted” and can be categorized and
understood according to existing cognitive schemas and cultural
frameworks. All three types of legitimacy, however, draw from the
same semantic repertoires. As members of a shared social world,
politicians, journalists, consumers, and casino owners, work with
the same basic concepts that are used to frame casino gambling. On
the one hand, the meanings of casino gambling are “out there” as
social facts for actors to cite (Husserl 1900/1970). On the other
hand, the social meaning of gambling is actively constructed and
changed by social actors, especially those with economic and
political resources (Sewell 1992). Through this change in meaning,
casino gambling can be legitimated or delegitimated. Evaluating
this universe of shared meanings and associations, then, is crucial
for understanding how legitimacy is achieved.

The data for this chapter comes primarily from a stratified
random sample from the population of all newspaper articles with
“casino” in the headline or lead paragraph from three periodicals,
New York Times, Wall Street Journal, and USA Today from 1980-
2006, found using the Factiva database. Several other sources of
data including seven interviews and six months of participant
observation provided the context with which articles were inter-
preted.

I find that discourse about casino gambling is structured by
semantic binaries that are mobilized by journalists and their sources
to frame casino gambling along the dimension of purity and filth
(Douglas 1966) and the dimension of wealth and poverty. Employ-
ing the Gremsian square (Greimas 1983; Jameson 2005), I show
how a number of concepts structurally align along these two
semantic poles to orient the ways in which discussions about casino
gambling are enacted. The concepts of purity and filth in discourse
about casino gambling are evoked not only literally to describe the
state of communities where gambling occurs, but are also, and
perhaps more often, used figuratively to activate reader associa-
tions with crime, prostitution, rot, and decay in the case of filth or
cleanliness, integrity, transparency, heroism, and integrity in the
case of purity.

Wealth and poverty orient discourse about casino gambling in
terms of success and failure. The image of wealth, as it’s embodied
in high roller clients, wealthy companies, and resort locales, implies
unambiguous success. Poverty, in any form, signals failure. The
concepts of wealth and poverty are complimentary to the concepts
from purity and filth, but they are by no means identical with them.
A broader capitalist ideology may associate wealth with purity and
poverty with filth, but this view is valid only within a very particular
ideological framework. From a religious ideology, for example,
poverty is associated with purity and wealth with impurity. Because
of the commercial nature of gambling and the American business
context, however, the semantic poles of wealth and poverty take on
a special role in orienting discussions of gambling and are compli-
mentary to the poles of filth and purity.

Further, I show how these basic semantic materials evolve
over time, becoming linked through narratives of contamination,
disillusionment, and redemption. For example, in the case of
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gambling run by Native American tribes, cultural narratives of
redemption can be harnessed understand and articulate the transi-
tion from poverty to wealth and thereby judge success or failure of
these social-structural changes. I examine how these semantic
polarities are also synthesized over time into concretizations used
to describe the state of the world. Lastly, I more closely examine the
ways in which these particular concepts are used to support cultural,
normative, and regulatory legitimacy, and assess the degree to
which these types of legitimacy are mutually reinforcing.

These findings contribute to consumer behavior in several
ways. First, the findings here contribute to our knowledge of the
interaction between frames, ideologies, and discourses (Ferree and
Merrill 2000). Cultural binaries are the building blocks with which
social actors construct frames (Gamson 1992; Gamson and
Modigliani 1989). Frames, in turn, are driven by ideologies, the
oppositions of which are negotiated within a discourse. Conceptu-
ally, these semantic networks are important because they unite
multiple levels of analysis, from cognitive structures (i.e. individual
conceptualizations of casino gambling) to social structures (i.e.
norms that govern when and where one should gamble) to regula-
tory structures (i.e. laws that govern the enactment of casino
gambling). Second, we learn more about the basic process by which
consumption practices become destigmatized. Through associa-
tions with deeply resonant metaphors and meaning, proponents of
casino gambling are able to normatively construct a story and
identity that valorizes gambling practices to individuals and to
communities. Finally, we gain greater insight into the interaction
between types of legitimacy. Specifically, legitimation occurs
through more than mere “talk.” Rather, it is achieved through a
mutually reinforcing system of explicit structural change (regula-
tions, market growth) and more implicit normative and cultural
shifts in discourse.

“Host Culture Responses to Brand-related Acculturation:
Legitimation Struggles Between German and Turkish BMW

Owners in Germany”
Marius K. Luedicke, University of Innsbruck, Austria

Markus Giesler, York University, Canada
Consumer acculturation is a challenge. Global migrants today

must not only cope with foreign languages, diverging cultural
habits, and alternative market systems (Peñaloza 1995, p. 92), but
also with multiple “ascriptive identities” (Horowitz 1975) and
multifaceted national discourses and practices that result from
swapping between home and host cultures (Oswald 1999; Askegaard,
Arnould and Kjeldgaard 2005). Particularly for consumers who
lack sufficient capital to participate in the dominant cultures’
desired modes of consumption, migration more often than not
results in shattered identities (Üstüner and Holt 2007) and ideologi-
cally and physically segregated existences (Davis 2006).

By providing platforms for shared social experience and
community, brands are commonly held to play an integrative
cultural role (Kates 2004; Muñiz and O’Guinn 2001; Oswald 1999;
Peñaloza 1995). As Üstüner and Holt (2007) amply illustrate, for
migrating Turkish consumers the experimentation with the domi-
nant-culture’s favorite brands presents a viable option for familiar-
izing with the consumption patterns of their new social environ-
ment. Consumers that are capable and ideologically attuned to
delve into these new consumption practices are found to enter the
new culture by consuming status-relevant goods and services in
ways particular to their original culture (Peñaloza 1994). In this
perspective, host cultural brands are theorized as integrative re-
sources, a unifying lingua franca of the marketplace that bridges
cultural gaps through creative consumption. By combining their
own cultural meanings and codes with the host culture’s favorite

status brands, (immigrant) consumers attempt to gain social legiti-
macy while, at the same time, regenerating the national brand’s
established system of meanings.

However, when we studied the brand consumption practices
of German and Turkish-immigrant BMW drivers in Germany, this
optimistic protocol of brand-based acculturation revealed several
theoretical incongruities. First, we found the relationship between
these two ethnic consumer groups to be mostly antagonistic rather
than synergistic. Second, we found that, by way of constructing
competing interpretations of BMW driving, particularly German
consumer groups fostered ethnic reservations and stereotyping to
deny Turkish-German consumers legitimate status gains through
BMW ownership rather than bridging cultural gaps. Third, we
found that, through BMW consumption, tropes of innovative engi-
neering, Christian virtue, and social achievement were generalized
as German national identity traits that were either consumed (Turk-
ish) or consumed and defended against ethnic intrusion (German).
Finally, we found that these brand-based attempts to gain social
legitimacy in the German culture more often than not served to
intensify ethnic segregation ideologies rather than advancing cul-
tural integration.

The goal of our paper is to document these empirical findings
and discuss their theoretical, public policy, and marketing implica-
tions. We develop a dialectical theory of consumer acculturation
and brand consumption that profiles the market-mediated process
of acculturation as a mutually competitive legitimation struggle.
Specifically, we revise the laudable, yet in parts unrealistic, goals
of the brand-based acculturation model in favor of a more nuanced
theory of consumer acculturation that draws from symbiotic co-
optation dynamics (Thompson and Coskuner-Balli 2007; Giesler
2008) in a multi-ethnic marketplace context. We will illustrate this
alternative model on microscopic practice and market-system lev-
els. We will show that the most laudable policy goals of homogeniz-
ing national integration will inevitably collide with the ideological
segregation forces of a multi-ethnic consumer culture. Yet, at the
same time, we will explain that the same competitive consumption
processes that hamper national homogenization foster a multi-
ethnic national market of hybrid consumer segments.

Methodologically, this analysis is part of a larger ethnographic
and netnographic (Kozinets 2002) investigation of German and
Turkish immigrant BMW drivers in Germany. Our German BMW
drivers are between 18 and 65 years of age, have German family
roots of at least three generations and belong to the German middle
class. These consumers drive BMW cars including new and pre-
owned 3, 5 and 7 series models as well as the Z sports cars and the
X sport utility types. With currently more than two million people,
the Turkish immigrant community is the largest, most visible group
of immigrants in Germany and has a 35+ year cultural history in
Germany. Comprising of 15 Turkish-German BMW drivers, our
data set consists of 20% first generation Turkish-German consum-
ers who were born in Turkey and immigrated to Germany and 80%
second generation Turkish-Germans who were born and raised in
Germany but carry forth a distinct Turkish cultural and religious
heritage. These consumers drive the entire range of BMW vehicles
but tend to own more used and older models than the German group.
To ensure trustworthiness of our findings and the representative-
ness of our German national sample we used data sets from Austria
and Switzerland as comparison contexts with similar socio-cultural
features. We solicited informants in Berlin and Frankfurt (Ger-
many), Innsbruck (Austria) and Zürich (Switzerland) on the streets
as well as through websites and analyzed our in-depth, semi-
structured interviews using the established interpretive toolkit of
hermeneutical analysis (Thompson 1997).
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