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The experience of choosing care for a family member – a young child or an elderly parent – is not unfamiliar to many consumers.

Care decisions have not been explored in consumer research, and in conducting 18 depth interviews, we find that care decisions are

experienced very differently than standard consumption decisions. Interpreting the data within the sociological context, we find clear

evidence of tensions stemming from ambivalence, which involves contradictory normative expectations about how individuals should

act. These tensions manifest themselves in opposing emotions and thoughts resulting from social interaction, and influence care

decisions. Our interpretation reveals four distinct themes.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The experience of choosing care for a family member–a young

child or an elderly parent–is not unfamiliar to many consumers.
Child and elder care represent a significant area of consumer
spending: the American adult nursing care and child care industries
include nearly 140,000 facilities, which generated revenue in
excess of $160 billion in 2008. Although care decisions and
outcomes have been explored in other disciplines, including soci-
ology, gerontology, and economics, we are not aware of any
consumer research that has addressed care decisions. Therefore,
there is an opportunity to explore and understand the experiences of
these decision makers as they interact with the market for care
services.

Care decisions are also an important area of study because they
are typically experienced very differently than decisions for stan-
dard consumer products. Prior research in other fields has shown
that care decisions are complex and emotionally distressing, and
from a consumer research perspective it seems doubtful that choos-
ing care for one’s infant is comparable to shopping for an automo-
bile or choosing a vacation. In this research, we take an interpretive
approach to understand how care decisions are experienced within
the sociological context. Elder and childcare decisions were chosen
because they both involve role transitions pertaining to the needs of
immediate family members.

We began with the question, “How do everyday consumers
experience care decisions for family member?” Related prompts
pertained to the types of emotions and reactions experienced during
the decision process, the identification of other factors influencing
the decision, and reflections on what informants felt was expected
of them. We conducted 18 depth interviews with adults who had
recently made a care decision for a child or elderly parent, or who
were in the process of making that decision. Following the phenom-
enological interview method, we asked informants to share their
stories about making a care decision. Interviews were conducted
one-on-one, face-to-face, and typically lasted 75 minutes. Most
interviews took place at informants’ homes.

In the spirit of rigorous interpretive analysis, we began our
data analysis by reviewing and reflecting on the audiotapes, field
notes, and transcripts. After thematically coding individual tran-
scripts, we discussed emergent themes and sought to reveal idio-
syncratic and shared meanings. The interpretation process involved
part-to-whole comparisons and our findings were developed through
much iteration.

At a descriptive level, our research uncovers anxious, often
naïve decision-makers, unprepared for the situation and experienc-
ing great difficulty negotiating their new role in the family. What
resembles a traditional consumer search process is overlaid with
nervousness, anxiety, guilt, and exhaustion, forcing consumers to
create and adhere to priorities that help them legitimize their
ultimate choices. From our data, it is clear that decision-makers are
overwhelmed and exhausted by the decision context and the out-
comes related to the choice. Other important aspects of the care
decision experience include various coping strategies, and recon-
ciling self-conflict through conscious struggles to come to terms
with guilt, real and perceived obligation, and the reality of the
choice situation. Although commitment and love for the family
members requiring care are unmistakable, our informants’ experi-
ences with care decisions are charged with negative emotions.

In our interpretation of the data, we relied on literature pertain-
ing to role transitions, family identity, and production and con-
sumption of caring. Choosing care for a family member marks an
important role status transition, and prior research has demon-
strated that in times of liminality, consumption can both facilitate
and complicate role transitions. As consumers become aware of a
need to choose a care service, they experience a turning point where
they must juggle multiple roles (e.g., care-giver and professional),
interact and make decisions with different relational units within
the family, and manage the production and consumption of caring
for the family member in need. At each stage of the transition, the
decision maker must balance his/her own needs with those of the
child or elderly parent. Thus, the turning point ultimately creates
tension between the desire for self-fulfillment and feelings of
obligation to family members.

The concept of ambivalence is useful for understanding the
contradictory normative expectations felt by consumers as they
interact with the marketplace to choose care services. Ambivalence
is not a state of internal conflict, per se; rather, it can be conceptu-
alized as an awareness of irreconcilability, and a link between
individual action and social structure. In this way, an understanding
of ambivalence–both at the individual level and the social structural
level–can facilitate an interpretation of data because it accounts for
contradictory emotions and thoughts experienced as consumers
attempt to negotiate incompatible expectations imposed by them-
selves and relevant social structures (e.g., culture, family, gender).

Our interpretation revealed four themes tied to ambivalence:
the desire to prioritize one’s own needs and wishes when choosing
care for a family member; unease tied to the conscious awareness
that reality differs from an ideal situation; consciousness of one’s
role within the family; and guilt that the outcome is somehow less
than optimal and real or perceived expectations have not been met.

We focus on individual decision-makers within the family.
Recent advances in consumer literature have demonstrated that the
family is an important unit of analysis, and future research could
explore how selection of care services is accomplished within the
family. It would also be useful to examine childcare and eldercare
experiences separately, thereby allowing for a richer understanding
of the unique complexities and contexts of each phenomenon.
Additionally, future research work could productively focus on the
lack of coherent public policy and public support for children and
elder care, and the cultural role of stay-at-home parental caregivers.
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